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Disclaimer

Star Trek was created by Gene Roddenberry. He built the boat, floated the boat, watched the network sink the boat. Then there were movie boats, and spin-off boats, and pretty much a Trek Fleet. Then JJ sunk that fleet…or at least moved it to an alternate ocean, and built a shinier, flashier boat. Star Traks was created by Alan Decker. He built the boat with warped wood, duct tape and possibly a Jolly Roger. The boat never sank, but it sure went wandering off in some odd directions. Then there were more boats, a few collisions, strange new directions and the events that led to the motley Traks fleet. Star Traks: Silverado was created by Brendan Chris. That boat’s full of holes. But it has a reasonably good pump system. And life jackets.
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Introduction

Space, the scary frontier…

Star Traks chronicles the voyages of the truly inept

Their continuing mission: to simply survive

To seek out new life and flee from it

To boldly screw up where none have screwed up before!



Wow. Here we are in 2024. That means the first Star Traks: Silverado stories were written and posted a full twenty years ago! What the actual f**k!!?? How can I be that old? How has so much time gone by?

Um…right. Sorry. Introduction. And I’ll assume if you’re reading Silverado Volume II that you’ve probably read Volume I, didn’t entirely hate it and I should avoid repeating myself too much. And if you haven’t…well I’ll assume you know that two comes after one that you have some reason of your own for starting here.

It wasn’t until I finalized work on these two ebook volumes and wrote the introduction pages that I realized just how different my life was during the writing of seasons 1-3 and seasons 4-6. And I guess by extension how different I was. The Brendan who wrote seasons 1-3 was in his early 20s, worked a relatively shit job in Toronto, didn’t have much experience with the world, and had no clue that many of the characters he was writing were just different parts of himself given voices. The one who wrote seasons 4-6 was more a person in transition. Back to university, taking on a new career, meeting with a whole crop of new people and frankly being overloaded with new experiences. I like to think the writing got a bit better somewhere along the way, and that the humour started to get…well…less mean. Reading a couple of old scenes and comparing them to some new ones, I feel like while some of the characters once had actual animosity between them, it’s faded to more of a Spock/Bones style bickering. Though probably out of more resignation than respect, in some cases! I also like to think both my humour and story plots have matured, moving from the “Ha-ha, dominant woman funny” start with Season 1 into what I considered to be more interesting and intricate story-lines associated with…well, I’m not going to spoil Season 5. But I’m very proud of how it turned out.

I wrote in the intro to Volume I that one of the big changes with Season 4 was that I went into it with much more of a plan. If I were to describe 1-3 as my TNG, then 4-6 are my DS9. Season 4 was supposed to see the Silverado crew head immediately into frontier territory where an new ally was threatened by a new enemy. The mid-season two-parter was supposed to kick off major conflict between the two, then the second half of the season would cover that conflict and the resolution.

Spoiler alert, things didn’t happen that way. Or at least they didn’t happen that quickly.

The biggest part of the reason why things didn’t turn out quite as planned was that the Silverado crew had a number of other stories to tell along the way, and they didn’t even get to the new ally until the mid-season two-parter. And as the villains of the story developed, I started to have a lot of fun with this story-arc. So rather than using the back half of Season 4 to explore the conflict, it became all of Season 5.

Season 5 was a blast to write. I wrote the entire thing while a student at the Royal Military College of Canada, and I certainly see the influence of my early military years in the stories. But it also gave me the opportunity to do some fun, interesting things with some of the characters. I don’t want give spoilers here, but Dr. Wowryk, Jall and the Hazardous Team were particularly fun to work into the Season 5 story. The other big challenge with Season 5 was the setting of several stories, which I also won’t spoil here. It was something I had been working on already, and it was a tightrope walk between planting enough clues that the big reveal at the end of the season comes off well, without spoiling too much of the surprise. I’m very happy with the reveal.

Season 6 didn’t come so easy, in part because Season 5 was a sort of soft ending for Silverado. I could have walked away from the series entirely at that point, and for several years I did. It took me less than three years to write seasons 1-3, make Star Traks: Machinima, and model Silverado & Waystation. It took another three and a half years to write seasons 4 & 5. Then I turned my focus to Star Traks: Crash Course, Halfway to Haven: Season 1 and Howlers. It would be seven long years before I’d turn my attention back to Silverado, and Season 6 took a long time to write. Not because I didn’t enjoy it, but things came slowly, and the half-finished Howlers min-series was hanging over my head. It was also mostly an aftermath season, addressing and resolving the hanging threads left with Season 5. This had its frustrations, as I wanted to get the crew on the road and away from the setting of Season 5. But again, the Silverado crew had their own stories to tell. The setting did make things more difficult, as I had to juggle the events of Halfway to Haven and try to keep the two from bumping into each other. But that had a few of its own delights as well. Spoiler alert, but I got to send Yanick into battle flying a pizza delivery shuttle. I love how that escape scene turned out!

But I finished Season 6, and my output kept slowing. As much as I blame a lot of it on the writer’s block I had with Howlers, there were other factors. Real life was a lot more busy. I had other hobbies and interests competing for my time. Woodworking in particular took up a good chunk of my weekends and evenings for many years (I saved a fortune on bedroom furniture!). And by 2012 I was also a junior officer in the Canadian Forces, and I was finding out the hard way that a lot of things that were really funny to write about just were not as funny when you’re the one experiencing them. Oh, I can’t blame it all on that either. I got some great quotes from the troops that I’ve worked into various stories. And all of Crash Course draws heavily on my early military experiences. But as an example, when I first arrived at the Royal Military College of Canada I was assigned to a fifty-year-old dormitory that was in very bad shape, hadn’t been renovated in decades, was rumoured to be condemned by the city and was literally falling apart around us. My radiator exploded in second year, sending most of my squadron-mates scrambling to move my stuff while some mopped up and others took turns catching scalding hot water in recycling bins and tossing it out the window. The resemblance to Silverado was beyond stunning. The state of the building, the plumbing malfunction, the sense of indifference or neglect from the higher-ups…suddenly the things I’d done to Stafford & crew were just a lot less funny.

Both the USS Silverado and Fort Champlain have been extensively renovated since then. But there was certainly a period there where Stafford’s frustration with the indifference of the organization while trying to also deal with the characters around him was really hitting too close to home. Perhaps because I felt like I was in a place where things were just a bit too dysfunctional. But let’s move on…

When COVID-19 hit I was in a very different position, doing a much more enjoyable job in a much better environment. I was a university assistant professor at RMC now, of all things. The Canadian Forces equivalent of going back to teach at Starfleet Academy. I was putting a lot more after-hours attention towards my work, because it was work I was really invested in. I’d also spent two crazy years doing a full-time masters degree. Still, despite all the extra time when the lock-downs started, I found myself turning to redesigning the Nexus, modernizing our file formats and tidying up old stories. Then learning Blender, making a new Waystation model, then a new Silverado model that I’m very proud of. And definitely not making progress on Howlers. So there were a combination of factors that really slowed me down, in large part because I kept finding things that seemed more urgent than actually writing.

And then I finished Howlers. Finally. For the first time in a decade I didn’t have that unfinished business hanging over my head. Things are starting to move again. I’ve re-read all of H2H Season 1 and made pages of notes on where all those characters are. I’ve finally gotten around to making proper ebooks of all my writing (this one is the last one left!), and although I do have a couple of Blender projects on the side, they just aren’t drawing my interest. I’m still not at the point where I’m itching to sit down and tell a new story…but my efforts are turning more in that direction. On the other hand I’m in yet another new position at work, and things are…chaotic. To say the least.

All this to say, and wow I’ve gotten far from the point of this introduction, I hope there will be more writing in my future.



If you’re wondering why I keep saying ‘Traks’ instead of ‘Trek’, the Star Traks Nexus and Corner Grocery Store is the hub for several collections of comedic stories that take place in the Star Trek universe. Originally started by Alan Decker in 1996 and expanded on by various authors over the years, Star Traks stories are generally humorous attempts to build our own crews out of unique characters and stick them in situations a bit too ridiculous for regular Trek. At least until Lower Decks came along, they’re right on par with our level of silly. But hey, we were here first.

This story takes place in the Star Traks Universe. If you’re not a Star Trek fan, that’s probably a good thing. Star Traks chronicles the voyages of the truly inept. Their ongoing mission: To simply survive! To seek out new life forms and flee from them. To boldly screw up where none have screwed up before!
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Choices That Bite Back

“AH-HAHAHAHAAA! Bow before me, pathetic humans, and tremble at my wrath!”

“No!” Yanick gasped, shrinking back in terror, “Please, no!”

“I am the master of this domain!” Commander Jall laughed insanely, “You will all bow to me!”

“Commander Jall!” Stafford shouted, striking a heroic pose, “Stand down!”

Laughing, Jall unleashed a stream of energy from his fingertips, tapping into the ship’s computer and taking complete control.

“T’Parief, take him out!”

T’Parief leapt over the tactical rail, claws outstretched, only to bounce off a forcefield that sprang up between him and Jall.

Jall laughed maniacally.

“That’s it, Commander,” Stafford roared, “YOU’RE FIRED!”



“Captain?”

“Huh?” Stafford jerked in his chair, pulling his chin off his hand, “I was listening,”

“No you weren’t,” Yanick said from the helm console, “You were, like, totally zoned out,”

“Catatonic,” Fifebee added from the science console.

“Completely unaware of your surroundings,” T’Parief joined in.

“OK, OK,” Stafford grumbled, “I was daydreaming. So sue me,”

“We would,” Jall said, “But since the Federation doesn’t use money, you really don’t own anything worth suing for,”

“I own all your asses as long as I’m captain of this ship!” Stafford declared loudly.

“Uh-huh,” Jall said.

“You keep telling yourself that,” Yanick added.

“Don’t you have something…first officer-ish to do?” Stafford asked Jall.

“Now that you mention it,” Jall rose from his chair, “I have to tour Stellar Cartography in ten minutes.” He started walking towards the turbolift.

“And don’t forget to have those mission reports finished! Starfleet wants them by-”

“They’re on your ready room desk,” Jall cut him off, stepping into the turbolift.

“Well don’t forget the consumables report from the Quartermaster-”

“Five minutes and it’s done!” Jall called as the doors closed, cutting off Stafford. Jall closed his eyes for a moment. Ahh, peace and quiet at last.

“Deck 22,” he requested. The turbolift hummed to life.

“Stafford to Jall,”

Sighing, Jall tapped his comm-badge.

“Jall here,”

“What about the promotions list? We’re supposed to have it submitted tomorrow,”

“It’s on your desk,” Jall snapped, “But we can’t send it until you make up your mind on who’s actually getting promoted!”

Silence for a moment. Then:

“I knew that. Stafford out.”

Jall shook his head as the turbolift arrived on Deck 22, the doors hissing smoothly open. As with all the even-numbered decks on the ship, the wall panels of Deck 22 were a soothing, creamy-tan colour. Jall quickly found his way to the Quartermaster depot. It was small and out-of-the-way, since replicators had largely made it redundant. Still, it was more energy-efficient to store common items for use rather than replicating them, where possible. Surprisingly enough, manipulating atomic bonds took a huge amount of energy.



T’Parief tapped idly at his panel, scanning space around Silverado for any sign of threats. So far he wasn’t seeing very much. Silverado was inside Federation space, carrying a shipment of fragile Federation China from Starbase 45 to three new member planets. Not exactly a vital assignment, but still one that he would give his best effort to complete, especially considering that the strange planet of Deloria II was very close to this region of space. Of course, he always gave his best effort. On everything. Whether that involved assaulting an enemy base, preparing a luxurious bubble-bath for Yanick or preparing training programs to help hone his unique security team into something resembling a cohesive fighting force, everything received the same effort.

Naturally, the fact that his best effort had failed to win him the position of first officer wasn’t bothering him in the slightest. No, not at all. Lieutenant, excuse me, COMMANDER Jall had previous experience, of course. And T’Parief knew perfectly well his actions in the televised competition for the role had done little to distinguish him. (Although his mother had commed to congratulate him on the very effective way he had reduced the holographic Vulcan to a pile of oozing holographic meat.)

“Uh, Lt. Commander T’Parief? Sir?”

T’Parief’s head twisted around to glare ferociously at the intruder. Ensign Grant, a member of the Beta security team, looked timidly back at him.

“Yes, Ensign?”

“Uh, it’s time for my bridge shift, sir,” Grant said.

Eyes narrowing as he regarded the solidly built yet timid-looking human, T’Parief considered. He’d assigned Grant to train with Crewman Kreklor, hoping to toughen the human up a bit. But Grant was still wearing that innocent puppy-dog expression. T’Parief found puppy-dogs to be very appetizing, but Grant would never be able to intimidate anybody looking like that.

“Very well, Ensign,” T’Parief said, relinquishing the panel, “I will be in the security office,”

As the reptilian officer left, Grant looked down at the tactical rail. T’Parief had been stabbing the controls so hard that there were several punctures in the panel membrane. One display was so badly cracked the readouts were unintelligible. Even as the turbolift doors shut on T’Parief’s retreating form, the console gave a half-hearted spark and went dead.

“Grant to Engineering,” Grant gulped.

“Aye? What do ye want?”

“Uh, I need a repair team on the bridge. The tactical panel is-”

Grant winced as a stream of profanity emerged from the comm channel, cutting off abruptly as the line went dead.

“That’s the third time he’s done that this week,” Yanick observed from the helm console, “I think Simon’s getting a bit sick of it,”

“You don’t say,” Grant said, moving to the starboard auxiliary panel and quickly converting it to a tactical panel.

“I even tried doing that thing he likes last night,” Yanick went on, oblivious to the shocked looks she was getting from the other bridge officers, “With the oil and the spiked ball and everything,”

“Trish,” Stafford said, “I really don’t want to know about your kinky sex life with the big lizard,”

“Sex?” Yanick turned in her chair to look back at him, “I gave him a back rub!”

“Oh,” Stafford said quietly.

“If you want to know about their sex life, I suggest you review Xujo Han’zon’s Interspecies Karma Sutra,” Fifebee commented dryly.

“So, Mr. Johnson,” Stafford said, trying to change the topic, “Drink any interesting teas lately?”

Jerome Johnson, Silverado’s new operations officer, sulked in his chair.

“I really do wish you’d stop bringing that up,” Johnson said in his crisp, British tones. Johnson had only been on Silverado for a few weeks, following a failed bid to replace the departed Commander Noonan as first officer. Tall, athletic and with skin the colour of milk chocolate, he’d been disqualified when the judges had learned that his incomprehensible street-talk was just a farce to hid his British background. He’d been foiled when Wowryk, Fifebee and Sylvia discovered fresh tealeaves in his cabin.

The final decision on whether or not Johnson would be remaining on Silverado had not yet been made. However, since there was an open slot on the senior staff (and since Admiral Tunney didn’t really want him back after that televised fiasco), Johnson had been temporarily assigned the position of operations officer.

The turbolift doors hissed open again as a maintenance team led by Jeffery entered the bridge. Setting down their toolkits, they quickly began repairing the damaged tactical panel. Dr. Wowryk followed them out.

“Captain,” she said, nodding politely.

“Hey Doc,” Stafford gave a weak wave, not getting out of his chair.

“I wanted to bring you the Starfleet Medical report on Pelgus IV,” Wowryk said, taking Jall’s now-empty seat. Her nose wrinkled briefly.

“Something wrong?” Stafford asked, one eyebrow raised.

“No,” Wowryk said, shaking her head, “Jall just apparently has a more masculine body odor than one would have thought,”

Now it was Stafford’s nose’s turn to wrinkle in disgust.

“You were saying about medical reports?” he asked.

“Yes,” Wowryk pulled out a padd, “Pelgus IV is a very cold planet, and as such…”

As Wowryk explained the various health issues identified by the initial survey to Pelgus, including four new types of pneumonia and a parasite guaranteed to give your stomach lining a thorough cleaning, Yanick started aimlessly picking at her helm console. Next to her at Ops, Johnson was sitting quietly, staring intently at his panel as he ran his fingers over the controls. Hmm. Apparently he was more interested in working than talking. Maybe she should talk to Ensign Grant? He looked sweet. No, wait. He was T’Parief’s subordinate, and her big, green boyfriend was more than a bit territorial when it came to his woman. She was going to have to have a talk to him about that!



Down in one of the training rooms, just a short span of corridor away from the security office, T’Parief had just walked in on Crewman Kreklor and Ensign Marsden. The two of them were rolling around on the workout mat, curses and obscenities flying in all directions.

“You spineless pitak!” Kreklor growled, trying to pull Marsden into a headlock, “This time your insults have gone too far!”

Marsden twisted his tall, wiry frame away, managing to escape the bulkier Klingon just in time to fall on his ass as Kreklor shot one leg out in a sweeping kick.

“I TOLD you,” Mardsen shouted, “It was an ACCIDENT!”

T’Parief briefly entertained the notion of intervening, but decided that it would be more entertaining to simply watch. After all, whoever lost the fight would need to explain to him just why they were unable to defeat their opponent.

“Filthy human!” Kreklor spat, standing over Marsden, “You expect me to believe you-”

“Ridge-headed brute!” Marsden shot back, jumping up from the mat and hitting Kreklor in the midsection with a head-butt. Kreklor’s eyes bugged out as he stumbled back, falling to the mat and rolling to the side to avoid having Marsden land on him.

“Yanick to T’Parief,” chimed T’Parief’s comm-badge.

“Yes?” T’Parief replied quietly, hoping not to disturb the two combatants. They hadn’t noticed him yet, and he hoped to keep it that way.

“Y’know, I think you might be a bit too jealous. See, I wanted to say hi to Ensign Grant while he was on the bridge, but then I realized he works for you, and you get all jealous when I talk to other guys, so I didn’t talk to him. But now I think-”

Kreklor and Marsden froze, the latter bent over in front of the former, gripping him by the arm and preparing to flip him over his back and onto the floor. They both turned to look at T’Parief.

“And it’s really not fair to me to be scared to talk to people, you know, in a purely friends-type way, just because I think you’re going to get all moody, like when your brothers ate your pet targ…”

Kreklor and Marsden broke out laughing as T’Parief commenced grinding his teeth.

“Ensign Yanick,” T’Parief said, attempting to retain some shred of dignity, “May I call you back?”

“Take care of your relationship issues on your own time!” this time it was Stafford’s voice coming over the comm. There was a beep, then the line went dead.

A menacing rattle came from T’Parief’s throat as he growled with displeasure.

“Somebody isn’t getting laid tonight!” Marsden laughed. Kreklor was bellowing loud, Klingon laughter and was unable to comment.

T’Parief grabbed a nearby holocam, used during training session to allow security officers to see where they could improve their techniques. He clicked an image of the two, turned and left.

“OOOhhhh!” Marsden laughed, letting go of Kreklor and heading towards the opposite door, this one leading toward the showers and locker room, “A scary picture! I think our brave leader is really getting whipped!”

“He is owned,” Kreklor agreed.



As Stafford reminded Ensign Yanick (yet again) to keep her personal life with T’Parief off the bridge, Ensign Grant called quietly out to Lieutenant Fifebee.

“Lieutenant,” he asked, “Could you give me a hand here for a moment?”

“Certainly,” Fifebee replied.

“I can’t get the console functions to properly change over to tactical,” Grant said, “See?” he tapped a few buttons. The console configuration briefly changed, the wall display showing a detailed threat-analysis scan of the surrounding area. After a few seconds, the panel quickly reverted back to its former state, showing security footage from the security locker room.

“Hmmm,” Fifebee frowned, leaning over Grant to tap at the panel, her body brushing against his, “It appears somebody has been using this console to observe the males of the security team. Most likely Ensign Bithe, as I have noticed lately that her behavior has become more and more like that of Ensign Burke. I must speak to him about the influence he is having on her…” Fifebee trailed off.

“Ensign Grant,” Fifebee said, noticing that the security footage was showing Grant stepping out of the shower, “I had no idea you has such a pleasant…body…”

“Um,” Grant flushed, suddenly aware of just how close to him the holographic (but still attractive) female officer was.

And she was looking at him in a very suggestive way.



Commander Jall walked down the corridors of Stellar Cartography. It was just a routine inspection, nothing major. He had to check with the department heads, get progress reports on the few projects being worked on (the ship was inside mapped space, what was there to do?) and make sure there were no major issues.

“Commander Jall,” Lieutenant Marconi, the Italian head of Stellar Cartography, smiled widely as Jall entered the main Stellar Cartography lab on Deck 7, “What can I do for you?”

“Just doing my inspection rounds,” Jall said, grinning. He’d almost forgotten how much fun the whole ‘In-Charge’ thing could be, “Report,”

“Oh, was that today?” Marconi frowned, “I could have sworn that was tomorrow,”

Jall looked at his padd.

“Nope, today,” he said.

“Oh,” Marconi blinked, “Uh, well, everything’s fine down here,”

“You’ve finished cataloguing the scans from our last survey mission?” Jall asked. He had been waiting for that report for the past two days.

“Oh, uh, we’ll be done that tomorrow,” Marconi promised.

“And the latest star charts from Starbase 45 have been updated into the navigational computers?” Jall pressed.

“Tomorrow,” Marconi repeated, “Hey, we’re having a naked limbo contest in the crew lounge tonight, you in?”

“Ohhh! Naked limbo?” Jall asked, “How did you get that OK’d? Stafford said-”

“‘No nudity in Unbalanced Equations’,” Marconi finished for him, “We’re using the crew lounge! I even got that sweet Ensign Bithe to come! She’s got the hottest-”

“Wait, wait,” Jall said, shaking his head, “No, I can’t.”

“C’mon!” Marconi pressed, “Ensign Roal will be there, and I hear he’s…y’know. Into the kinda thing you-”

“Lieutenant,” Jall said, getting formal, “I have to set an example now! I’m First Officer! I’m supposed to be giving you shit for not finishing those reports I need, not talking about naked limbo!”

Marconi sighed.

“Come on, San! You can’t back out on us! The ship’s party scene just won’t be the same without you!”

“Don’t see why,” Jall rolled his eyes, “You’re all too straight to appreciate me!”

“The girls love having you around,” Marconi said seriously, “And girls and drinks are the two biggest requirements to a successful party!”

“I’m supposed to be giving you shit now!” Jall repeated, “I need those cartography reports, ASAP, or I’m going to have to put you on report!”

“Uh-huh,” Marconi said, guiding Jall out of Stellar Cartography, “Tell you what, you come to the limbo thing tonight, and I’ll have the reports ready for you by the time Nurse Kerry’s leather bustier hits the floor! Besides, the Hazardous Team is going to be there, and I know how much you like Klingons.”

Jall found himself standing in the grey-paneled corridor as the door to Stellar Cartography hissed firmly shut behind him.

“I SO am not into Klingons,” Jall muttered, walking towards his next stop; Astrophysics.



Three departments (and three firm Naked Limbo invitations later) Jall returned to the bridge. Stafford wasn’t in sight, probably doing some captain-type thing in his ready room. Or taking a nap. Rumors as to what captains actually did in there were rampant among the lower ranks. Not all of the suggestions were polite. Near the aft of the bridge, Lt. Commander Jeffery was just finishing up the repairs to the tactical console.

“Hey Mr. Jeffery,” Jall said, smiling, “How’s it going?”

“Just fine,” Jeffery said politely, “Ye smug bastard,” he added under his breath.

“What was that?” Jall asked.

“Nothing,” Jeffery said, looking innocent.

Sighing, Jall let the matter drop.

No, no he didn’t.

“Mr. Jeffery, come with me,” Jall said, gesturing towards the conference lounge.

“Ah have to get back to Engineering,” Jeffery said, “We’re goin’ to recalibrate the-”

Jall felt something inside snap.

“Mr. Jeffery,” he said, the slightly sibilant tones of his voice overridden by sheer irritation, “You seem to think I’m asking you to come with me. I’m not. I’m ORDERING you to come with me! And can somebody explain why nobody is manning science or tactical!?”

“He likes to be in charge,” Yanick whispered to Johnson as Jall led Jeffery to the lounge door.

“Can it, Yanick!” Jall snapped, earning himself a surprised (then dirty) look from his former partner-in-crime. Jall promptly forgot about her as the doors to the conference lounge hissed open, revealing Grant and Fifebee. The two were halfway out of uniform, thrashing around on the lit table as they kissed passionately.

Taking a moment to notice that Grant really did have a nice body, Jall allowed his inner rage to escape.

“WHAT THE HELL??” he shouted, “FIFEBEE????” GRANT??? SOMEBODY CARE TO EXPLAIN???”

“Commander!” Grant squeaked, grabbing his shirt and holding it in front of his chest. Fifebee simply shimmered, holographic clothing reappearing.

“Commander,” Fifebee said, “I assure you, it is not what it looks like-”

“Really? Jall asked,”Cuz it looked a lot like FOREPLAY to me!”

“Well…” Fifebee slowly admitted.

“Stop!” Jall snapped, “Look, one thing at a time! Fifebee, Grant, man your stations! I’ll deal with you when I’m done with…” Jall looked around. Jeffery was gone.

“That little prick!” he seethed.

Fifebee and Grant were still looking back at him.

“You,” Jall pointed at Fifebee, “Add this to your decision-making subroutines: Sex on Duty is a Bad Thing!”

“I can cite seventy-three cases in the past three years in which you engaged in sexual activity of some form during your duty shift,” Fifebee stated.

“Yeah, but you should know better!” Jall said, inwardly wincing at the weakness of his reply. He turned to Grant.

“You! One more incident like this, and I’ll report it to your boss! And lizard-boy isn’t as forgiving as I am! Now get back to work!”

Fifebee and Grant quickly returned to their stations.

Blood still pumping, Jall marched into Stafford’s ready room.



“The Stallion is only going to be four hours away from us,” Sylvia was saying, her holographic avatar standing next to Stafford, “Surely we can spare that amount of time,”

“Maybe,” Stafford said, looking at the flight plans Sylvia had highlighted on his terminal, “I wouldn’t mind meeting some of these officers you and Jeffery told me so much about. But I’m going to need a more official reason than ‘My ship’s computer wants to see her boy-toy’!”

“He’s not my boy-toy!” Sylvia objected, “He’s far older than I am! And we’re not even officially ‘together’, or anything like that!”

“Ship’s computer…” Stafford muttered to himself as he pretended to fill out paperwork, “Wants to see…cradle-robbing…boy-toy…”

“Chris!” Sylvia slapped at him playfully, “Stop it!”

The ready room doors hissed open and Jall stormed in.

“Nobody is taking me seriously out there!” he complained.

Stafford and Sylvia exchanged looks.

“I win,” Sylvia said.

“Oh, I get it,” Jall crossed his arms, “You put Fifebee and Grant up to this to see how long it would take me to crack?”

“Nope,” Stafford said, “Well, we didn’t put anybody up to anything. We don’t need to on this ship.”

“But we did have a bet going,” Sylvia said.

Jall’s face started to turn red.

“Sylvia, would you excuse us?” Stafford asked.

With a nod, Sylvia shimmered, her holographic body vanishing.

Stafford looked at Jall for a moment.

“Welcome to my world,” Stafford finally said.

“I doubt you’ve ever had to deal with two officers making out in the conference lounge!” Jall said.

“No,” Stafford shrugged, “But I have dealt with a lot. Including an officer who, as I recall, guilted me into apologizing to him so he could get some extra vacation time, an officer who spent several days in the brig after turning a station cargo bay into a casino and starting a mass riot which resulted in the injury of the station’s Administrative Officer. Oh, and an officer who turned my officer’s lounge into a strip club.” Stafford clasped his hands together on his desk, then looked innocently back at Jall. “Need I go on?”

“Is this your subtle way of telling me you blame me for all this?” Jall asked, shaking one finger in Stafford’s direction.

“Nope,” Stafford shrugged, “But it is my subtle way of telling you that I don’t have a single ounce of pity for you. You wanted to be First Officer? You’ve got it. Which means you get to deal with some of these petty issues.”

Stafford leaned forward over his desk.

“And you’ve helped encourage people to behave like this. Senior officers set an example, you’ve set yours. Sylvia, I think the old saying is ‘You reap what you sew’?”

“Sow, dear,” Sylvia interjected.

“Damn,” Stafford snapped his fingers, “So close.”

Jall glared at him.

“Dismissed,” Stafford said, settling back into his chair and waving one hand imperiously.

“Ohhh, it’s SO on!” Jall said, turning and stepping back onto the bridge.



Yanick stepped off the turbolift on Deck 3, saying good night to Ensign Burke as the doors hissed shut. She could have been home in her quarters a good fourty-five minutes ago, however by the time she’d made a quick trip down to Deck 8 to visit Wowryk (who was working late), detoured to Deck 12 to check out the Gardening Club social in the arboretum, followed by a quick trip all the way down to Deck 36 to talk to poor, lonely Crewman Leghil…well, suffice it to say her social life was eating up more of her time that one might expect.

By the time she finally did step through the door of her quarters, it was to find T’Parief sitting on her sofa, engaged in a staring contest with one of her potpourri lizards.

“Y’know it’s not real, right?” Yanick giggled, cocking her hip.

“It is,” T’Parief growled, “It is simply biding its time, waiting for a moment of weakness. Then it will strike.”

“Uh-huh,” Yanick said slowly. She stepped over to the table on which the air-freshening lizard sat, picked it up and carried it to another, less visible corner. T’Parief’s eyes followed it the entire way.

“Oookay,” Yanick said, finally hiding it behind a potted plant, “Somebody needs to get out a little more often,”

“You should not have called me while we were on duty,” T’Parief said.

“Oh, don’t be such a stiff,” Yanick said, rolling her eyes.

“It damaged the image I wish to present to my department,” T’Parief grumbled.

“Ohh, so it’s your image,” Yanick smiled, nodding knowingly, “As long as we’re clear that what the Hazardous Team thinks of you is more important than talking to me, then-”

“It is not like that!” T’Parief said sharply, “I always wish to speak with you. But sometimes we must wait until the right time,”

“Is this about Starfleet protocol stuff?” Yanick asked, “Cuz with Jall in charge, I don’t think we need to worry so much about that,”

T’Parief didn’t respond. Normally he would agree with Yanick, but he’d already heard about the little incident up on the bridge. He wasn’t so sure Jall was going to be the laid-back second-in-command everybody was expecting.

“I know just the thing we need!” Yanick said suddenly, grabbing a padd, “Yes! Everybody’s going to Naked Limbo in the crew lounge tonight, so the holodecks should be free! Let’s go!”

“But what are we-” T’Parief’s words were cut off as he was hauled out the door.



As it turned out, just because the holodecks were available, it did not mean they were empty.

“You called?” Fifebee was reclining in a comfortable chair in the holodeck, a relaxing tropical resort program already running. Fido, her holographic pet head-crab, was wandering around the holographic scenery, chittering softly to itself. Sylvia was puttering around, worriedly making sure that edible snacks would be available to anybody who might want one. Yanick had asked Fifebee and Sylvia if she and T’Parief could meet them in Holodeck 2. Their ability to simply materialize in any space with holo-emitters meant they had beaten Yanick and T’Parief to the holodeck.

“Yup, I did,” Yanick said. T’Parief said nothing, simply allowing himself to be dragged in whatever direction Yanick desired, “We need to have a games night,”

“Games?” Fifebee asked, intrigued, “What kind? The Dillion Enterprises Special Edition Monopoly Game? The Game of Alien Life? Or were you thinking something a bit more…risqué? Perhaps Strip Poker, or something involving various complex positions-”

“Well,” Yanick said, frowning, “I’m not totally sure. But T’Parief and I have to bond, and it should be the kind of bonding that doesn’t need a lot of talking.”

“Do what normal couples do and copulate,” Sylvia called from the buffet table currently under construction.

Yanick and T’Parief exchanged glances.

“Well,” Yanick started to say.

“It is time for a social evening,” T’Parief said, cutting her off.

Fifebee looked at the two of them for a moment.

“Very well,” she said, “Shall we start with Euchre?”



Jall sat in his quarters, staring at the wall. He was reasonably sure he couldn’t out-stare it, seeing as how it didn’t have the need to blink. Or eyes.

Against his will, his gaze flicked over the chrono display on his living room vid-screen. 19:55 hours. The Naked Limbo contest would be starting up in five minutes. It was no big deal, really. A bunch of people would drink and get naked (no big deal in the 24th Century), somebody would make wise-cracks about the strategically placed ridges on some species, some of the females would worry they were too big around the middle and most of the males would worry they were too small in other places. Ensign Newtar from the Biophysics lab would role its eyes at the antics of species who reproduced via sexual reproduction. (Newtar’s people reproduced via fission.) Sooner or later, people would start to disappear as attendees paired of and went for ‘a coffee’. There was no reason why he would want to go at all. As Stafford said, it was unprofessional, it was silly, it was a waste of time and it wasn’t the way a proper Starfleet officer behaved.

Of course, in Jall’s opinion, Stafford had forbidden the crew from holding Naked Limbo nights because he didn’t want anybody to see the enormous stick wedged up his hindquarters. It was just a fun excuse to dance and party. The naked limbo part of the thing was just a way to make things different. Just like zero-G dancing, or wet T-Shirt contests, or water-gun fights. Of course, the draw of nubile female flesh meant a large turnout to the party, which meant more eye candy, which meant more attendees, which mean even MORE eye candy, which meant-

“OK, stop it,” Jall muttered to himself, getting up to pace, “I just need something to do to keep my mind off of things.”

Hmm. Who did he know, or hang around with on the ship, that wouldn’t be going to the party?

Stafford immediately came to mind. But he was about the last person Jall wanted to spend the evening with. Ditto for Wowryk.

Yanick? No, she’d totally be into Naked Limbo. Jall considered. But T’Parief wouldn’t be. Would it be worth dealing with the moody security chief in order to spend time with his bestest blond buddy?

“Jall to Yanick,” he called, tapping his comm-badge.

“Uh, Yanick here,” Yanick’s voice was rushed, “No, T’Parief, if you called the deal then you have to play this round by yourself, I can’t-”

“Whatcha up to?” Jall asked, confused.

“Um, teaching T’Parief to play Euchre,” Yanick replied, “No, you can’t play that card, Spades were the first card played this round. Yes, I know you broke suit before, but that’s because…no, I meant you played a different kind of card, it has nothing to do with ripping your pants! You can only do that if you’re out of Spades! Oh, you are out of Spades. Ooops, I guess you didn’t really want to give that away, did you? But that’s OK, if you break suit, the other plays know you’re really out of Spades, unless you’re lying, in which case we’ll find out anyway.”

“Do you need another player?” Jall asked.

“Um, no,” Yanick said, “We have four…no, T’Parief, Sylvia wins this one. She played a Bower. Uh, the card with the ‘J’ on it. Yes, I know Bower starts with a ‘B’, that’s not what I-”

The channel was suddenly overwhelmed with a loud roar, followed by the sound of something breaking.

“Uh, I gotta go,” Yanick said, “T’Parief is, um, eating the card table…Yanick out!”

The line went dead.

Jall looked at the chrono. It was now past 2000 hours. Steven would be in the crew lounge, leaving Unbalanced Equations with a minimal staff. Stafford and Wowryk would probably be dropping by for a quick drink, and would wonder why the officer’s lounge was so empty before going their separate ways. Marconi, Simmons and Bithe would probably be setting up drink and snack tables while somebody (probably Crewman Gibson) distracted the engineering staff long enough for somebody else (probably Crewman Shwaluk) to snatch the iso-flux dispersion array that worked so well as a limbo stick. Knowing Crewman Shwaluk, he’d forget to disengage the dispersal matrix first and would end up with a nasty shock and a dose of (mostly) harmless flux radiation that would scramble his higher brain functions for about an hour. Jall doubted anybody would notice.

OK. How to spend his evening.

Jall called up an Interactive Movie on his display. The concept was old, having first appeared in the late 20th Century, when computer technology was just getting going. He watched a brief video clip, introducing his character and the story, then found his vid-screen displaying his virtual self standing on a virtual street. He was a private detective in the first quarter of the 21st Century and he was looking for a missing scientist. If he’d really wanted to get into the game he could, of course, go down to one of the holodecks. But sometimes there’s nothing like curling up on one’s own sofa in one’s own home.

Jall started issuing orders to his virtual self.

“Take a closer look at that building there,” Jall said, pointing.

Obediently, his avatar walked closer to the indicated building. His avatar began speaking.

“The Ritz Hotel had definitely gone downhill the past few years. But as long as I pay my rent, Nilo doesn’t give me any grief. It’s a good thing this case came along, cuz I’m about three months behind. I’ll have to find the money before I can get any information out of Nilo,”

Hmm. Money. Wait, he’d been given a cheque to start his investigation-

“Stern to Jall,”

Jall bit his lip. Ignore it. He’ll go away. He ordered his avatar to pay the landlord the rent money.

“Simmons to Jall. Commander, we need you down here! We have all this synthohol and not enough people to drink it!”

Ignore it. Ask the landlord if he’d seen anything suspicious lately.

“Roal to Jall. Uh, guys, what was I supposed to say? Oh yeah. Um, Commander, I, um, was hoping we could…um, talk, and maybe get to know each other better…” somebody else’s voice came over the channel, sounding suspiciously like Ensign Bithe, “No, don’t say that, he’ll think you want a serious date or something!”

“Uh, nevermind…Roal out!”

Jall breathed a sigh of relief. The last thing he wanted to deal with was an insecure amateur trying to ‘get to know him’.

“Marconi to Jall,”

“WHAT?” Jall finally snapped, guiding his avatar to look for clues in the missing scientist’s former hotel room.

“Are you coming or not? The girls want you teach them how to do that dancing thing. Y’know, that South-Asian belly-dancer hip thing?”

“I’m not coming, Marconi!” Jall said angrily, “Jall out!”



“Well, I guess card games are out,” Sylvia said, eyebrows raised as she surveyed the remains of the table.

T’Parief was sitting in the middle of the wreckage, looking like a child that had just finished a temper tantrum. Pieces of wood stuck out of his mouth, moving as he continued chewing.

“I’ve seen him break furniture before,” Yanick said, sounding worried, “But this is the first time he’s tried to eat it,”

“The rules of Euchre can be quite complex and frustrating for beginners,” Fifebee said, “Incidentally, Lt. Cmdr, you may wish to drop by sickbay to have your stomach beamed. I doubt you would enjoy trying to excrete splintered wood in the traditional manner,”

“It’s holographic,” Sylvia waved one hand, “I’ll be sure it doesn’t make it out of the holodeck,”

Swallowing the mouthful of table, T’Parief regained his footing.

“Perhaps a less complex game?” he suggested calmly.

“Aren’t either of you going to eat something other than the furniture?” Sylvia said, moving back to the buffet, “I went to all this trouble!”

“Uh, I guess,” Yanick said hesitantly.

“I’m full,” T’Parief said.

Sylvia’s holographic avatar fluttered slightly as she focused her attention on the holographic control system. There was a slight humming sound from T’Parief’s mid-section as the holographic table chunks dissipated.

“I am now hungry,” T’Parief said flatly.

“OK, good,” Yanick said happily, “Cuz if you’re hungry, and I’m hungry, and there’s food, then we all get to eat!”

“Unfortunately, you no longer have a table,” Fifebee pointed out. Sylvia elbowed her in the side, then quickly commanded the holodeck to generate a suitable replacement table.

<<What was that for?>> Fifebee silently asked Sylvia, using the data links between her program and the ship’s computer core instead of audible speech. She didn’t like to communicate this way…she’d been programmed to behave like a human in most respects, and communing directly with computers wasn’t a very human activity. On the other hand, part of her found the speed of communication to be somewhat refreshing.

<<Don’t make things difficult for them,>> Sylvia said, <<They’ve got enough challenges in their relationship to overcome, without us reminding them,>>

<<What do you mean?>> Fifebee frowned, <<They are behaving in a way that indicates they are a couple. Well, most human couples don’t include a partner who consumes furniture, but that point aside->>

<<Fifebee, open your visual subroutines!>> Sylvia chided her, <<He’s a bloodthirsty reptile, she’s a lovable farm girl. How those two paired up at all is really beyond my understanding…by which I mean it’s beyond the computational understanding of this entire ship! Things had seemed to working out for the two of them before, but look at what’s happened now!>>

The exchange had taken milliseconds. Yanick and T’Parief had barely started moving towards the buffet table. As Sylvia and Fifebee observed, they started filling plates.

<<I see no problem,>> Fifebee stated.

<<When is the last time there was physical contact between the two of them?>> Sylvia asked.

Fifebee analyzed her memory.

<<1.2 hours ago, when they arrived in the holodeck.>> she replied, <<Yanick was dragging him by the arm,>>

<<Exactly!>> Sylvia said, <<In all that time, and who knows how long before that, there hasn’t been a kiss, a hug, not even a close gesture! They’re growing apart…or even worse, they’re getting bored with each other! Why else do you think Yanick is almost killing herself to find something for them to do tonight?>>

<<Why do they not have sex?>> Fifebee asked, <<I have noticed that organic beings enjoy that quite a bit. Sometimes with a variety of partners, including various body types, personality types and even genders. I was eager to attempt the process today with Ensign Grant, however I was interrupted.>>

<<You need to learn about timing, honey,>> Sylvia said dryly, <<But you get points for nerve. I wish it had been Chris that had walked in instead of San,>>

<<But back to the original question,>> Fifebee mused, <<Why do Yanick and T’Parief not simply ‘get it on?’>>

Sylvia was quiet for a moment. (A computerized moment, about five milliseconds.)

<<Two possibilies,>> she said, <<Either they have copulated so many times it has grown tiresome…>>

<<Or?>>

<<Or,>> Sylvia suggested, <<They still haven’t figured out how to do it yet,>>



Jall was slowly making progress through his Interactive Movie. His main character, a Mr. Tex Murphy, had managed to track down the missing scientist’s wife, who for some reason was working as a dancer at a club called the Fuchsia Flamingo. Dedicated as he was to his…preferences, Jall found more entertainment in judging the woman’s slightly tacky wardrobe than in watching her lithe body move through the dance routine.

“Johnson to Jall,” chimed the comm.

“I said NO!” Jall snapped, letting his head drop back against the couch.

“Um, Commander,” Johnson’s voice sounded slightly worried, “I just wanted you to know that I found a slight imbalance in one of the Deck 11 power conduits. We would like to take the EPS grid-”

“You found?” Jall asked, pausing his movie, “Aren’t you off duty?”

“Quite right,” Johnson sighed, “What I meant to say is that Ensign Day noticed some power fluctuations on Deck 11 and called me. With my assistance, he was able to isolate the problem conduit. However, we will need to drop out of warp momentarily, just to be on the safe side you understand, and we require your authorization.”

“Oh,” Jall shrugged, despite the fact that nobody was there to see him, “Why didn’t you just say so?”

There was a pause, likely as Johnson ground his teeth in annoyance.

“I attempted to do just that, sir,”

“Right, right,” Jall said, getting up, “Well, I need a distraction. Let’s go check it out.

“Righty-oh,”



“Did you feel that?” T’Parief asked.

“We’ve dropped out of warp,” Sylvia said, “Minor maintenance, nothing major. It’s your turn,”

T’Parief growled softly as he activated the random-number generator they were using for their game.

“Three,” Yanick said excitedly, “That means you land on a payday!”

“Yes,” T’Parief said, not sounding very excited, “If only I had a better job than ‘asteroid waste relocation engineer’, perhaps I could become excited about it,” his brow furrowed as he regarded the board, “I do not have enough funds to continue caring for all four of my spawn.” He looked thoughtfully at Fifebee, “Do the rules of this game permit me to consume any of them?”

Yanick smacked him upside the head before Fifebee could answer.

“It’s the ‘Game of Alien LIFE’, silly!” she said, “Not the ‘Game of Funky Baby-Eating Aliens’!”

“I love it,” Sylvia cut in. Her piece had more ‘children’ in it than any other, “I can have all the kids I want, and they never talk back!”

T’Parief said nothing.

<<Are you sure this was a good idea?>> Fifebee silently asked Sylvia, <<Given the difference in physiology, it would be very difficult for these two to conceive a child. We could be adding to their relationship stress,>>

<<If T’Parief’s parents can do it, then it’s perfectly possible for them to conceive,>> Sylvia replied, <<And they know it. I’ll have you know I’m observing them carefully. I want to try to determine exactly what the cause of their unhappiness is,>>

“Ohhh,” Yanick said, “I landed on the ‘Business Trip’ square. That means I have to separate from my mate for two turns, but I get more money!”

“More money for your spawn to consume in educational expenses,” T’Parief pointed out.

“Yeah, sort of a pain,” Yanick shrugged, “At least it doesn’t work that way in real life, huh? Not in this century, anyway.”

“Yes, very much so,” T’Parief replied.

<<OK, they’re still calm. I think we can safely rule out kids as a problem,>> Sylvia said, <<Here, let me try something in a minute.>>

Fifebee and Sylvia took their turns, Fifebee landing on a Payday square and Sylvia obtaining yet another child.

Finally, it was T’Parief’s turn again. He tapped the number generator, getting a five.

<<Distract them for a moment!>> Sylvia sent.

Fifebee blinked.

“Um, is that Captain Stafford urinating behind those bushes?” she said calmly.

T’Parief jumped to his feet, Yanick’s simply looked in the indicated direction.

“Why would he be here?” she asked.

“Nevermind,” Fifebee said, “I was mistaken,”

When the two organic members of the group had looked away, Sylvia had quickly tapped into the holodeck subroutines. A square five moves away from T’Parief’s piece which had previously read ‘You Get a Raise!’ had changed to ‘Have Sex With Your Partner’.

Sylvia and Fifebee watched very carefully as T’Parief moved his piece, then read out the instructions on the square.

“Have Sex With Your Partner,” T’Parief read aloud, almost mumbling as he realized what he was saying. Both he and Yanick suddenly looked very, very uncomfortable.

<<Bingo!>> Sylvia said.



Jall yawned as he stepped out of the turbolift on Deck 11. Turning a corner, he walked down the corridor until he located the maintenance panel Johnson had been talking about. Then it was merely a matter of waiting for five minutes until the other officer showed up. Two minutes into the wait, there was a soft sound, along with a slight sensation of motion. The ship had dropped out of warp.

Jall tapped one toe against the carpeted deck. Was this why Stafford always got so annoyed when he showed up late for staff meetings?

“Evening, Commander,” Johnson said, tipping an imaginary hat in a not-so-subtle bit of mockery. The fact that Johnson had been sent to the ship as a candidate for Jall’s current job was common knowledge, and a bit of bad blood was to be expected.

“Hi,” Jall said, “Let’s get this over with quickly.”

“As you wish,” Johnson inclined his head.

The two officers quickly peeled off the outer cover of the conduit. The problem was immediately apparent. Somebody had spliced a small energy tap onto the main conduit. The effect was minimal, when the tap wasn’t drawing energy. But even a tap that size, coming off a major power conduit? Somebody was planning something that would take a lot of juice. But who? And for what?

Jall looked down, realizing which room just happened to be one deck below him.

“Damn!” he swore, turning away and running for the turbolift.

Johnson remained standing by the exposed conduit.

“Right then,” he said, “I’ll just unhook this then. Cheerio!”



Jall rode the turbolift down to Deck 12. The layout was almost identical to Deck 11, just slightly larger, as Deck 12 was the single largest deck on the ship. Turning, he quickly strode to the crew lounge, just down the corridor from Unbalanced Equations.

“JALL!!!!” close to a hundred crewmen called out happily.

The crew lounge was about the same size as Unbalanced Equations. As the name implied, it was the prime hangout for enlisted crewmembers and civilian workers on the ship. Regular crew far outnumber officers on any Starfleet ship, and while Unbalanced Equations was large and spacious for the number of officers likely to be in there at any given time, the crew lounge always felt cramped. Unbalanced Equations had an atmosphere that was somewhere between coffee house and pub, with occasional dancing. The crew lounge was more like a packed nightclub, complete with blaring music and stumbling crewmen who generally didn’t have to worry about how frequent intoxication might look on their annual performance evaluations. Well, OK, most officers on Silverado didn’t really care either, but at least visitors to the crew lounge didn’t have to worry about having the captain show up almost every evening.

Some ships were very strict, ensuring that only officers went into the officer’s lounge and crewmembers went into the crew lounge. Some weren’t. Such matters usually depended on the opinion of the ship’s captain, the general attitude of the crew, the number of fistfights involving crew vs. officers and whether or not Guiananco had a strangle-hold on the ship’s entertainment facilities. On Silverado, Stafford and Steven had been fairly lax, letting people unwind wherever they wanted. That wasn’t to say things were a free-for-all. Stafford insisted on a more ‘dignified’ atmosphere in Unbalanced Equations (he didn’t always get it, however). The crew lounge was where one went if one didn’t want to make even a token effort to behave. Hence, it had recently started being known as ‘The RoughHouse’.

It was no surprise then that Jall was well-known to the crewmembers that frequented the crew lounge.

The RoughHouse was packed! Dozens of crewmen and crewwomen, along with one or two officers, were already dancing to music being pumped from an impressive looking setup. The lights were low, further emphasizing the night-club atmosphere. In the middle of the room the limbo stick had been setup. Several attendees were already in various stages of undress, although nobody was naked. Yet.

“Commander!” Lieutenant Marconi stepped up, “Glad you could make it!” Marconi was walking arm in arm with two women, one an Andorian xeno-biologist, the other a human technician. The three of them were clad in their underwear, lacey, skimpy numbers on the woman and a pair of boxer-briefs on Marconi. Jall suddenly found himself surrounded by party-goers of both genders, and a few hands were already wandering into inappropriate places.

“Did you see this pic of Kreklor and Marsden that’s been going around?” somebody else said, flashing a padd in his face with an image of Kreklor bent over in front of Marsden, “The whole crew is talking about it!”

“Looks like nothing more than a security training session to me, and I’m not here to party,” Jall said, removing the padd from his face and Ensign Bithe’s hand from his butt. Bithe just grinned, then turned her attention back to her date, “Somebody has a splice running into the power conduit above this room, and I have a pretty good idea who,”

“Oh yeah,” Marconi nodded as several dancing crewfolk formed a conga line and started parading around the room, “Crewman Shwaluk needed extra power for his ‘Galactic Neutrino-Blasting Sub-Woofer’,”

“Nice!” Jall grinned, “What’s the wattage on that baby…I mean, where the hell is he? You can’t put an unauthorized tap into the EPS grid for a sound system! Does he want to blow out half of our power conduits??”

“Hey, lighten up, man,” Marconi said, “We unhook it tomorrow, Stafford and Jeffery will never know!”

“Stafford and Jeffery, huh?” Jall shot back, ” And what about me? I AM the First Officer, remember?”

“Yeah, but you’re cool,” Marconi shrugged, “Come on, have a drink while you’re here,”

“I can’t-” Jall started.

“Hey, I found the problem with my sub,” Shwaluk said, dancing up to the two of them, “Some idiot found my splice and unhooked it. I’ll have it fixed in a jiff. Hey, Commander, aren’t you a little overdressed?” Shwaluk was shirtless, as was the woman he was dancing with.

Shwaluk pulled a device out of his pocket and pressed it to Jall’s tunic. Jall suddenly found himself slightly cold as his uniform jacket and undershirt disintegrated.

“Cool trick, huh?” Shwaluk called, pocketing the device as he and his date danced back towards the Galactic Neutrino-Blasting Sub-Woofer, “Perfect for this kind of party!”

“Hey, Commander,” Stern called, “I talked some of the Beta-team folks into serving drinks tonight! Check it out!” Jall noticed several security team members, male and female, all with fantastically toned bodies, wandering around in skimpy underwear serving drinks.

“Want a drink, Commander?” Ensign Roal asked, stumbling slightly as he approached Jall, then through an arm over his shoulder, “I’ve had several, hee-hee. Hey, did I ever mention how good you looked in that-”

“EVERYBODY STOP!” Jall shouted, vision turning red as the blood rushed to his head. He stormed over to the music control panel and slammed the cut-off button.

“THAT’S IT!” Jall shouted, “What is with you people? How many times do have to tell you, I can’t do this anymore! I’m First Officer now! I’ve got responsibilities, and expectations! I can’t act like…like…a drunken, sex-starved maniac whenever I feel like it anymore! The captain’s set some rules about how far we can go with this kind of stuff, and you’ve all gone way over that line!”

“So what?” Somebody in the crowd called, “It’s not like you haven’t done the same thing a million times!”

There was a chorus of agreement.

“That’s when I was…” Jall trailed off. How could he explain this? He had been angry at his demotion, a demotion that had been completely without just cause? He’d wanted to strike back at the authority that had, in his mind, discriminated against him? That he just really didn’t like Stafford all that much and didn’t mind being a thorn in the man’s side?

“You were a heck of a lot more fun is what you were,” somebody grumbled loudly. There was another chorus of agreement.

“Look,” Jall said, “It’s not that you’re not all fun. I know you’re all just having a great time. But if I’m going to be First Officer here, I have to act like it. And that means I have to set an example!”

“Like getting the captain drunk at Noonan’s good-bye party?” Marconi asked.

“Using T’Parief’s body to slut around after the Matrian thingy?” Bithe added.

“Starting a riot at Deneria?” chimed in somebody else.

“Great track record you’ve got there, Commander,” Stafford’s voice was sharp, overriding the general muttering in the room.

Jall spun around to find the captain standing in the door leading to the corridor. At the sight of him, various crewmembers suddenly started looking for uniforms or other items of clothing that had been discarded or disintegrated. Stafford walked slowly towards the music stand, trying hard not to stare at some of the shirtless women, most of whom happened to have stunningly perfect breasts.

“What exactly is going on in here?” Stafford asked, stopping in front of the music equipment to look around the room.

There was quiet mumbling.

“Naked Limbo party, sir,” Jall said.

“I see,” Stafford said, “Something I’m pretty sure I don’t allow on my ship. And you just happened to drop by, half naked?”

“Actually-” Jall started.

“Commander, I don’t need to hear it,” Stafford said, turning his attention away from his first officer, “Come on people, what’s the deal? Why on Earth would you want to do something like this anyway? Isn’t it enough to dance and drink? Why do you have to get naked at the same time?”

“Uh Captain,” Jall tried to get Stafford’s attention, “You shouldn’t stand-”

“Quiet!” Stafford snapped, then turned back to the crowd, “Well?”

“I believe I can explain, sir,” Marconi said. When he saw he had Stafford’s attention, he pointed at Ensign Bithe’s ample bosom. Bithe blushed, holding her hands over her…um…don’t make me say it. The parts that aren’t supposed to show, and if they do show, it’s called a ‘wardrobe malfunction’.

“Marconi, you’re on report. Fraternization, harassment, whatever. I don’t want to hear you talking about another officer like that!” Stafford threw his hands up in frustration, “Look, I know you all just want to have a good time, but there are still a few, minimal standards we have to uphold! We’re representing the Federation here! What would a new alien culture say if their first glimpse of our culture was a pack of naked, sweaty, drunken, giggling dolts trying to walk under a stick?”

“They’d probably say ‘Where do we sign up?’!” Marconi cracked. Several crewmen started chuckling.

Stafford took a step towards Marconi, his face beet read, his mouth opening and closing in fits and starts as he tried to speak. Stafford didn’t realize it, but Jall noticed he was standing right in front of the speaker system. Jall also noticed that as soon as Stafford’s mouth had started flapping, everybody in the room had turned to look at him.

“Oh right,” Jall frowned. Noonan had always translated for Stafford when the captain became too agitated for normal speech. What would Stafford likely be trying to say? His eyes were drawn back to Ensign Bithe

“Um, ’Nice tits?” Jall translated.

Stafford spun back to Jall and angrily raised one fist.

“The early bird gets the worm?” Jall tried again.

Stafford extended his middle finger.

“Oh! Don’t be a f**king prick, Marconi!” Jall said, sure he had it this time. Stafford nodded.

“Look,” Stafford said, having regained his speech, “Limits are important. First, it’s Naked Limbo. Next thing you know, you’re-”

“Captain,” Jall tried again to warn Stafford, “You really shouldn’t stand there!”

“Not now, Jall!” Stafford said, “Look, first it’s Naked Limbo, then Naked Dancing, then Naked…other things. And do you really want other cultures to think we’re a culture of-”

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOMMMMMM!!!!

The Galactic Neutrino-Blasting Sub-Woofer suddenly fired at full power, sending the Captain and anything else in its path flying across the room at full speed. The crowd rushed to cover ears, antennae and other auditory sense-organs as glasses and bottles toppled to the floor and shattered.

“Fixed it!” Crewman Shwaluk said triumphantly as he emerged from under the music panel. He surveyed the now-devastated lounge, including the wall against which Stafford was now slumped, unconscious and with blood trickling from his ears.

“Oops,”



In the holodeck, everybody looked up as a deep rumble shook the room.

“What was that?” T’Parief asked, jumping to his feet.

“Nothing to worry about, dear,” Sylvia said, “Chris is just going to be very angry when he wakes up.”

They’d given up on The Game of Alien Life. After the sex square, Yanick and T’Parief just hadn’t been into the game, further proving Sylvia’s belief that they were having ‘couple’s troubles’.

“There has to be something the two of you would enjoy doing together,” Fifebee was saying. “You have been dating for two and a half Standard years. Obviously common interests exist,”

“I typically enjoy games that involve violence, blood, gore and edible opponents,” T’Parief said, “These ‘bored games’ are new to me,”

“I don’t like eating people,” Yanick said, “And it’s ‘board’,”

“You say Kronos, I say Quo’nos,” T’Parief muttered.

“I suspect that Trivial Pursuit would be a bad idea,” Fifebee said, “As Sylvia and I have instant access to all trivia in the computer banks,”

“That game takes too much thinking anyway,” Yanick said.

“What about a more physical game?” Sylvia suggested.

“I do not play sports,” T’Parief said, “There are often…accidents.” He extended his claws in demonstration.

“Oh! Oh!” Yanick suddenly jumped up, “I’ve got it!”

“Got what, dear?” Sylvia asked.

Yanick called for the holodeck control arch, then spent several moments tapping away at the panel.

“If this involves petting fluffy bunnies, I am going home,” T’Parief said flatly.



Stafford sat in Sickbay.

He was awake again, and shortly after regaining consciousness he had been relocated from his bio-bed to one of the more comfortable chairs in the treatment area. It was fairly easy for Jall to track him down.

“Hey,” Jall said, taking the seat next to Stafford, “How’s it going?”

Stafford said nothing.

“Look, I know it looked bad in there,” Jall said, “But whether you believe me or not, I really wasn’t in there to party. Ask Johnson. There was this thing with a power conduit, and I went to check, and…”

Stafford was still sitting in the chair, staring straight ahead.

“OK, you know what? If you don’t believe me, tough!” Jall snapped, “You picked me as your First Officer, and that means that somewhere in there, you know I’m the man for the job! If you don’t like the way I spend my off-duty time, that’s your tough luck. Now, I know those guys were defying your orders. Sort of. I mean, you said no nudity in Unbalanced Equations, nothing about the crew lounge. I know what you meant, but it still wouldn’t hold up in a court martial.”

Stafford remained silent.

“But I mean, come on. If it doesn’t interfere with their duties, who cares what the crew does on their off hours? It’s not like they were doing anything illegal, right?”

More silence.

“Maybe you need to think more about why you’re trying to impose rules like that,” Jall said, becoming frustrated, “I mean, it doesn’t affect you, right? I think it’s because you just don’t understand why somebody could enjoy things that you don’t. I mean, you’ve made it clear you don’t understand my sex life. Just one more example! Who knows? If you gave it a try, you might see why I like it!”

Stafford leaned back in his chair, but still didn’t look at Jall or answer.

Jall got to his feet.

“Ok, so you don’t want to talk. Fine. But at least try to understand that different people have different ways of having fun, and just because you can’t understand why they like something is no reason to put it down!”

With that, Jall strode out of Sickbay, narrowly missing Wowryk and Kerry as they walked from the med-lab area towards Stafford.

“OK, Captain,” Wowryk said, sounding cheerful, “I’m finished! You’ve got your choice of-”

“He can’t hear you Doc,” Nurse Kerry reminded Wowryk, “He’s deaf, remember?”

“Oh, right,” Wowryk stepped in front of Stafford. The captain started slightly, then looked at Wowryk.

“You’ve got your choice of inner-ear implants,” Wowryk held up a pair of small devices in one hand, “These organic replacement inner-ears that I just finished cloning from that mole I removed from your back,” she held up a small container in her other hand, in which two pieces of pink tissue floated, “Or, we could leave you this way, confident that this is the work of God and that his Divine Plan calls for you to spend your life with this barrier between you and your fellow man,” she smiled broadly.

“I may be deaf, Doctor,” Stafford said in the overly loud ‘I-can’t-hear-you-therefore-you-must-be-having-trouble-hearing-me’ voice inevitable used by people with temporary hearing loss, “But I still have a pretty good idea of what you just said. Put me back the way I was before this mess!”

“His lip reading is getting good,” Kerry smirked.



“Harder, T’Parief!” Yanick shouted, “Faster!”

“I am going as fast as I can,” T’Parief panted, broomstick pistoning.

“FASTER!” Yanick screamed.

T’Parief redoubled his efforts.

“YES!” Yanick shouted, jumping up and down as her rock slammed into one of Fifebee’s, knocking it out of the house.

“Crap!” Fifebee cursed, “I had calculated the trajectory and velocity of that rock perfectly!”

Curling was technically supposed to be played with teams of four players each, but rather than include holographic players, Yanick and company had managed with two. The winter sport was centuries old, yet hadn’t really changed. Teams took turns sliding heavy ‘rocks’ across a sheet of ice, trying to end the round with the rock closest to the center of the target or ‘house’. Some people might not recognize the word ‘curling’, but almost everybody recognizes ‘shuffleboard’, which was a table-top version of curling.

“Good work, Pari!” Yanick giggled, unaware that it was the first time in days that she’d used the familiar nickname.

T’Parief grinned, baring his teeth as he and Yanick shared a congratulatory high-five.

“My turn,” Sylvia said. She pulled one of the squat, circular rocks from the side, sliding it across the ice to the foothold. She squatted down, took aim, then pushed, sending the rock sliding down the ice towards the house, where the target lay. Fifebee didn’t even need to sweep the rock as it glided towards Yanick’s rock.

“I am curious,” Fifebee said to Yanick, “How did you decide that curling would be a good sport for you and T’Parief.

“Well,” Yanick shrugged, “Nobody gets hurt, which makes me happy, the rules are pretty easy, which makes T’Parief happy, and we get to smash stuff, which makes both of us happy,”

“Interesting,” Fifebee said thoughtfully as Sylvia’s rock crashed into Yanick’s with a resounding ‘CRACK!’, “So violent activity helps alleviate sexual tension?”

“Hmmm?” Yanick asked, looked back at Fifebee, expression best described as ‘confused blond’.

“Nothing,” Fifebee said innocently.

<<Interesting as this is,>> Fifebee sent to Sylvia, <<You do realize this isn’t going to fix their problem.>>

<<I suppose not,>> Sylvia replied, <<But it gives them something to work with. And I think they’re going to need it down the road,>>



“Testing, testing, one, two, three,” Kerry said, standing to Stafford’s left.

“Yup. Sounds fine,” Stafford said.

“Testing, testing, one, two, three,> Wowryk said, standing to his right.

“Hmmm,” Stafford frowned, “Still sounds sort of…bitchy. Any chance you can fix that?”

Wowryk smacked him upside the head.

“Nevermind,” Stafford grunted, sticking a finger in his right ear, “That fixed it,”

“Don’t stick your finger there!” Wowryk snapped, slapping his hand away.

“Right, right,” Stafford sighed, “Got it,”

“So, what do you plan to do about this little…incident,” Wowryk asked.

“Well, Marconi is going on report,” Stafford said, “And Shwaluk is going to be spending at least two days repairing and cleaning up the crew lounge.”

“What about the rest of them?” Wowryk asked, “I mean, they were engaged in a sinful display of the body, which probably would have turned into a drunken orgy before midnight!”

Stafford looked sideways at her.

“Really?” he asked, then shook his head “Huh. Not my kind of thing.”

“Well, the sins of the crew can of course be forgiven through confession and penance,” Wowryk shrugged, “The ringleaders of this little event however will need stronger punishment!”

In the background, Kerry started rubbing her head. Working with Wowryk really did give her more than her share of headaches.

“Marconi is already going on report,” Stafford said, “That’s enough,”

“What about Jall?” Wowryk asked.

“I still have to deal with him,” Stafford sighed, “Am I done here?”

“Considering you can hear me, yes,” Wowryk nodded, “Which is good. I still have an hour of prayers to get through before bed,”

“But it’s almost midnight!” Stafford exclaimed.

Wowryk stared blankly back at him.

“Right. Going now,” Stafford rolled his eyes.



Jall sat in his quarters. He’d progressed quite well into his virtual game, his character was in the middle of exploring the abandoned Area 51 complex in Roswell. A completely fictional version of Area 51, but it was still entertaining.

Be-DEEP! His door was chiming. Why was his door chiming?

“It’s past midnight!” Jall called, not getting up off the couch, “Unless you’re hot and about to get naked, go away!”

Be-DEEP!

“Well, maybe this night isn’t a total loss after all,” Jall muttered, pulling himself up off his couch. He walked over to the door and tapped the ‘Open’ panel. The doors hissed open, revealing Stafford.

“I was wrong,” Jall groaned.

“Having a good night?” Stafford asked, stepping in.

“Please, come in, make yourself at home,” Jall said, with just a hint of sarcasm.

“You know, I don’t think I’ve ever taken a look at this place,” Stafford said, clearly trying to be conversational, “Any other time I’ve dropped by, you’ve been doing something so disturbing-”

“To you, maybe,” Jall interrupted.

“Right,” Stafford said. He noticed a poster on one wall. The poster showed a muscular Federation Marine, sans shirt and holding a large phaser rifle in one hand, “It’s becoming clearer and clearer that there are a lot of things you enjoy that I find really…really…unappealing.”

“Which is your problem,” Jall said, crossing his arms, “Not mine,”

“You’re right,” Stafford admitted. He walked slowly past the windows, gazing out at the stars.

“How long did it take Sylvia to convince you of that?” Jall grunted.

“I haven’t talked to Sylvia about this, Jall,” Stafford said, turning back to Jall, “Believe it or not, I wasn’t just made a captain because of my good looks,”

“I believe it. Absolutely,” Jall agreed.

Stafford started, then rolled his eyes.

“Look, Jall, I’m not here to put you down!” Stafford said, “I’m here to try to…to…God, I don’t even know what!” Stafford rubbed his forehead with one hand, pacing the room, “Jall…San. I want us to be able to work together. Without killing each other!”

“Didn’t sound like it earlier!” Jall said, “What were your words? ‘You reap what you sew’? And what does tailoring have to do with reaping, anyway?”

Stafford was quiet for a moment. He stood next to a shelf, on which were a number of photos. A male human, a female Trill. A shot that could be a family picture, with a much younger Jall surrounded by relatives. At the end of the shelf was a small container. Stafford picked it up. It was surprisingly heavy.

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Stafford said finally, “I might have been…hasty.” He opened the container, pulling out a solid steel ring.

“This looks a little big to fit on a finger,” Stafford said, hefting the ring.

“It’s not for my finger,” Jall said flatly.

Stafford stared at him for a moment, then realization dawned.

“UGH!” Stafford dropped the ring like he’d been burned, “EWW! GROSS!”

“It’s been washed,” now it was Jall’s turn to roll his eyes.

“EWWW! EWWW!” Stafford cried, holding his hand by the wrist like it was going to fall off. He rushed into the bathroom, where the sound of running water could be heard. Finally, Stafford emerged.

“Why does your shower have a…never mind. I don’t want to know.” Stafford sighed.

“You know, if you’re going to go snooping in somebody’s quarters, you can’t blame anybody but yourself if you find something you don’t want to see,” Jall said.

“You’re right,” Stafford gave a half-grin. “It’s my fault, and I’ve got to deal with the consequences.”

“Consequences,” Jall snorted.

“There was porn on your bathroom wall,” Stafford said darkly, “There were no women. That’s a consequence I hope to never see again,”

Jall started to chuckle.

“What?” Stafford asked.

Jall’s chuckles grew to laughter. In spite of himself, Stafford felt himself joining in.

Laughter fading, Jall picked the ring up off the floor, returned it to its container and set it down on the shelf. Stafford stood and prepared to leave.

“Look, Jall,” Stafford said, “I picked you for this job because I thought you were the best candidate. Well, actually, you were the only candidate that didn’t make a total ass of himself. But that still means you were the best choice. If we’re going to be working together, I want to put aside some of the problems we’ve had.”

Jall looked suspicious.

“Are you sure Sylvia hasn’t been talking to you?” he asked.

“I swear,” Stafford said, raising his right hand, “Have a good night, San. I’ll see you on the bridge tomorrow,”

The doors hissed shut.

Jall stood staring at the door for a moment.

“That was bizarre,” he said.

“Oh, not that bizarre,” a voice said from behind him. Jall spun around to see Sylvia standing there.

“I thought you’d stopped spying on people!” he said sharply.

“I heard my name mentioned,” Sylvia shrugged, “The audio pickups do scan for that, you know.”

“Right, right,” Jall sighed, “Well, I’m going to bed, so if you wouldn’t mind…”

“I just thought you’d like to know,” Sylvia said, “That I really didn’t talk to Chris about you today. In fact, the only person who talked to him about you was Wowryk, and she thought you should be punished.”

“Big surprise,” Jall muttered. He crossed his arms again, “But I find it hard to believe it’s all ‘forgive and forget’, not when he thinks I arranged that stupid party,”

“Oh, he knows it wasn’t you,” Sylvia said, “He was standing in that doorway for a while before anybody noticed him. He saw your entire speech, right from about the time you told everybody you couldn’t act like a drunken maniac all the time,”

Jall stared at her.

“Surprising how much standing up for the rules in front of the crew has changed his opinion of you, isn’t it?” Sylvia smiled.

Jall was speechless.

“Have a nice night!” Sylvia waved, vanishing in a shower of holographic sparks.

“Son of a bitch!” Jall murmered.
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Day on Nights

“What day is it again?” Ensign Pye asked, yawning.

“It’s Wednesday,” Lieutenant Quintaine offered.

“Oh, thank God,” Pye sighed.

“Why?” Ensign Bith asked, “That means there’s nothing on holovision except for the Xujo Han’zon Wednesday Night Interspecies Mating show,”

“I love that show,” Ensign Day said, his Deltan heritage giving even that simple phrase a sensual undertone.

“Me too!” Ensign Burke piped in, “Especially when she uses those little figurines! Too bad there’re no pictures, though,”

“And neither of you think it’s a bit…dirty?” Pye asked.

“It’s educational,” Bith sighed, “Which means it’s boring,”

The five evening-shift officers were riding the turbolift from their quarters deep in the saucer section up to the bridge. Normally, such a trek would take seconds by turbolift. However, since it was shift change officers and crew all over the large ship were heading to their quarters, heading to their duty stations or heading to Deck 12 for some recreation. With a limited number of turbolift tubes (and turbolifts!), shift change was pretty much the equivalent of rush-hour traffic on a starship. Luckily, the last turbolift collision had been years ago, before Sylvia’s influence had helped mesh the ship’s unique blend of state-of-the-art and obsolete technology into a working whole.

“So,” Bith asked as the turbolift paused again, probably to let another turbolift pass through the horizontal/vertical transfer point a deck above them, “Why are you glad it’s Wednesday?”

“Because,” Day broke in, “Ensign Yanick uses a different shampoo every day of the week.”

“So?” Quintaine asked.

“So,” Pye said, “Wednesday is ‘Vulcan Essence of Logic’ day,”

“I tried that once,” Bithe said, absently stroking her hair, “All my curls straightened out. But it did give me a lovely shine,”

“And it’s completely odorless,” Day said, crossing his arms as the turbolift started moving upwards again, “Unlike Monday, which is ‘Klingus by Gant’ur’, smells like wet targ and saturates the entire conn/ops area.”

“The smell gets into my chair,” Pye wrinkled his nose, “And it just…lingers…”

“Why would she use stinky shampoo?” Bith asked as the doors opened. She stepped out onto the bridge.

“Because some people,” Burke said with a slight nod in T’Parief’s direction, “Believe that the stench of death is ‘underappreciated’.”

“Ew,” Bith sniffed.



It took only a few moments for the shift change to be completed. Fifebee and Burke conversed briefly; Fifebee updating him on events of the day and Burke asking (again) if Fifebee had taken any pictures of her unsuccessful attempt to copulate with Ensign Grant. T’Parief glared down at Bith, attempting to intimidate her with his glaring red eyes. Bith had taken over some of Lieutenant Stern’s bridge duties to allow him to focus on working with the Hazardous Team, but she’d worked on Silverado long enough to know that T’Parief was harmless…as long as you were on his side. Pye tried to catch a sniff of Yanick’s hair as she surrendered her console, wanting only to confirm tonight was indeed ‘Vulcan Essence of Logic’ day and not realizing that being caught in the act by her boyfriend would get him into a very large amount of trouble, whether you were on his side or not! Lieutenant Quintaine stepped into the ready room to meet with Stafford.

“Anything interesting happen today?” Ensign Day asked Lt. Commander Johnson.

“Very little,” Johnson said in his oh-so-primly-proper British accent, “We did run into a distress signal, but the bloke had triggered it by accident when cleaning his bridge,”

“Didn’t Ensign Yanick do the same thing a month or to ago?” Day asked.

“I wouldn’t know,” Johnson said, stepping away from the ops seat, “I wasn’t on board at that time,”

“Oh, yes,” Day dropped down into the seat, “How could I have forgotten?”

Johnson crossed his arms and looked like he was about to say something. Before he could, he suddenly became aware that all of the evening shift officers were watching the exchange, closely. And they weren’t looking very sympathetic.

“Honest mistake,” he said, retreating for the turbolift, “By the way, do you know when the ship’s orchestra will be performing next?”

“Um, we don’t have an orchestra,” Pye said crossly, “What ship have YOU been serving on?”

“The wrong one,” Johnson muttered as the doors closed.



“No!” Stafford said, “I refuse. She’s just too…you know…”

“Competent?” Jall shot back, “Efficient?”

“She used to be!” Stafford replied, “Until she got that upgrade! I know Lieutenant Fifebee’s been a good science officer, but I don’t know how stable she is anymore!”

“Right, as opposed to Ensign Yanick, who’s been on the promotion list since you started drawing it up,” Jall leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms, “How many ‘fender benders’ has she gotten us into?”

“Uh-huh,” Stafford leaned forward onto his desk, “As opposed to Ensign Thanials? Were’t you telling Yanick that he had the hottest-”

“How did you hear that?” Jall cut in, “If Yanick told you-”

“I sat a meter behind the two of you for almost three years!” Stafford interrupted, “I’ve heard things I hope I never hear again!”

“Just be thankful your quarters weren’t next to mine,” Jall muttered. He stopped, then sat up.

“Hey!” he said, “If I’m first officer now, that means I get quarters on Deck 2, right?”

“I was hoping you wouldn’t remember that,” Stafford sighed, “But yeah. You get Noonan’s old quarters,”

“Sweet!” Jall clapped his hands, “They’re bigger AND they have a better view,”

“Right,” Stafford sighed again, “Look, back to the promotion list…”

The promotion list had actually been due weeks ago. Around the same time he had been hunting for a replacement for Noonan, Stafford had realized that there had been very few promotions on Silverado since the ship had launched. This added to that the fact that Starfleet had, for whatever reason, given him a very junior crew, meant that Stafford had a ship with a hundred Ensigns, a handful of Lieutenants and only five officers with a rank of Lieutenant Commander or higher. One of those, of course, was himself. There were hundreds of enlisted personnel as well, but their advancements were handled somewhat differently.

When Noonan had left, Stafford had suddenly found himself with only two officers who could fill the vacancy. If another one of his command staff decided to resign or transfer, he wanted to be sure he had a larger pool of replacements. Never mind the potential morale problems he’d be dealing with if he didn’t promote those who really deserved it…

Many of the names on the promotion list were relative no-brainers. Lieutenant Quintaine, for example, had commanded the evening shift almost flawlessly for nearly three years and was on the ‘YES’ list. So was Ensign Rengs, the Bajoran security officer who had managed to solve more problems than he caused. Then there was Ensign Simmons, who had a tendency to cause things to go ‘Kabloomy’. In his defense, that was his job as an explosives expert. But he really did need to learn the difference between an enemy stronghold and the duck pond in the arboretum and as such was on the ‘NO’ list. Ditto for Ensign Burke. While he performed his duties reasonably well, he’d also been written up more than once for using the bridge viewscreen for extremely-high definition pornography. He was a definite ‘NO’.

In between was a host of ‘MAYBE’s. Lt. Commander Jeffery and Lt. Commander T’Parief were both ’MAYBE’s. Having more than one officer at the rank of Commander would balance out the ship, but Jeffery had more than his share of questionable incidents over the past year and T’Parief…well. Stafford was hesitant about promoting either one of them after the whole ’Silverado Idol’ fiasco. Added to that list was Ensign Dar’ugal, who scored high in aptitude but very low in leadership and communication skills.

The end result was that Stafford and Jall had been going back and forth over potential candidates for weeks. Their conversations ranged from bored to calm to ‘DIE-SCUM-DIE!’ Still, they had made great strides in their working relationship. Not to say things were perfect. Jall still found Stafford to be an arrogant and Stafford still thought Jall was immature and annoying, but hey…at least progress was being made.

Luckily, the ready room door chimed before this conversation could escalate further.

“Come in,” Stafford said, starting to gather up the padds scattered across his desk.

“Ready to call it a day, sir?” Lieutenant Quintane asked, stepping into the ready room.

“Yes, yes, oh God, yes,” Jall said, climbing out of his seat.

“Not so fast, Jall,” Stafford said, holding out one padd, “You need to have these replicator usage reports ready to file by tomorrow,”

“Aww, but tonight is Poetry Corner in the Arboreteum!” Jall objected, “You know how much I like creative literature!”

“The report will take fifteen minutes!” Stafford said, forgetting about Quintaine and leading the way out of the ready room, “Stop whining!”

“Have a good night, then,” Quintaine said as the two officers left.

There was silence on the bridge for several minutes as the evening shift officers finished settling themselves in.

“Our course this fine evening is going to take us within half a light-year of a Class-4 nebula,” Pye said in his best ‘Tour Guide’ voice, “Please keep your hands and arms inside the starship!”

“Yeah, that never gets old,” Bith said from tactical.

“It’s called ‘tradition’,” Pye said, “And besides, I’m bored!”

“You just got here!” Quintane said.

“I know,” Pye sighed.

There was silence for a while.

“Soo,” he said, “Tetris, anybody?”

“I’ll play,” Day shrugged. They quickly setup the game on their consoles. On the main screen, starlines were replaced by ancient, pixilated graphics as polyphonic music began to issues from Daystrom Digital surround speakers around the bridge.

The two men played silently for a while, one eye on the screen and the other watching their panels for any sign of a problem.

“So,” Pye said, “Saw you talking to Johnson earlier,”

“What of it?’ Day asked.

“Nothing,” Pye shrugged, “It’s just nice that you’re keeping him cut down to size, that’s all. Reminding him he’s the n00b here,”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Day replied calmly. His Tetris stack was still only a few rows high, while Pye’s was nearly double, “I simply forgot that he hadn’t been on board,”

“Please,” Bith said from tactical, cocking one hip, “You’re cracking the old whip, letting him know who’s higher up in the Ops pecking order,”

“He is,” Day said, his voice becoming flatter than normal, “He is the senior Operations officer, after all,”

“I don’t know why they didn’t promote you into that slot,” Bithe went on, “I mean, you do your job well, you’ve been on the ship for a lot longer,”

The piece Day was currently positioning skittered across the playing area, landing on top of another piece in a manner that did not conduct itself to the goals of Tetris.

“I don’t think talk like that is going to make Mr. Day feel better,” Lieutenant Quintaine cut in.

“It’s alright,” Day said, “I’m sure the Captain had his reasons,”

“Really?” Pye asked, “Let’s explore that, shall we?”

“Let’s not,” Quintaine pleaded.

“C’mon, we’ve got all night!”


Captain’s Log, Stardate 58652.4:



“We’ve arrived at Sumatrus III, a planet currently under the jurisdiction of the Federations First Contact Office. There have actually been rumors that the FCO is thinking of changing their name to the Starfleet New Observation Operations Programs, but apparently a focus group didn’t like the new acronym very much.”

“Anyway, Sumatrus III is a planet in the later stages of development, close to mid 21st-century Earth, with First Contact anticipated sometime in the next eight to ten standard years. We’ve been assigned to send a data-collection team down to the planet to see if their development is in line with the FCO’s predictions,”

“On a personal note, I’m not sure what happed last night, but it sounds like the night shift was in a pretty foul mood when the overnight crew took over. I wonder if there’s a problem I should know about? Naw, probably not.”



“The captain’s an idiot!” Day slurred, wavering slightly on his bar stool.

“Doesn’t know what’s right in front of him, Pye agreed, leaning on his elbows.

“Barkeep! Another round!” Bith said. It had been a very long night, debating back and forth over why Day should have been given the Ops position instead of Johnson and she was tired. And drunk. And starting to get tired too. Being a minor character was a surprising amount of work. She had to keep things aboard ship up and running while the senior staff was dealing with the crises of the week! The hours sucked, she didn’t get much in the way of recognition and she constantly ran the risk of being killed off to prove the senior staff was in real danger. She really, really needed a way to blow off some steam.

Unfortunately, when she called for another drink, nothing happened.

“Ohhh…” Bithe grimaced, brushing back her long hair, “Sylvia, can you bring back the Emergency Holographic Bartender?”

“No need,” Steven’s voice came from behind them, “What are you people doing in here? I don’t open for another hour!”

“We came in after shift,” Pye shrugged, “Nothing wrong with that!”

“You guys got off shift eight hours ago!” Steven crossed his arms.

“Well, we were talkin’,” Pye slurred, “Then we talked more…and then we noticed this thing on the floor that looked like a butterfly,” his voice suddenly became very sad, “Only wasn’t,”

“Uh-huh,” Steven wasn’t impressed, “Look, guys,” he gave Bith an appraising glance, “And attractive woman. You need to clear out. Go clear your heads,”

“I’m not sleepy,” Bith said suddenly figuring out just how she could blow off some steam and maybe even get herself enough recognition to avoid being killed off by whomever controlled her universe. She turned, giving Steven a slow wink.

Steven crossed his arms.

“Shake it off!” he insisted.

With a sigh, the three officers made the mental effort needed to dismiss the effects of synthohol.

“Ugh, that ten second hangover is a killer,” Day sighed, “Now I’m just tired,”

“I’m not,” Bith said, still eyeing Steven like a piece of meat at the grocery store.

“Let’s go,” Pye said, “We can make fun of the captain more tomorrow…I mean, tonight,” he and Day left.

“Make fun of the captain?” Steven asked.

“Oh, we’re just annoyed that Stafford didn’t even think about promoting anybody from the night shift to fill the open Ops slot,” Bith explained, “So, handsome. Come here often?”

“Yes. I work here, remember?” Steven nodded, “So what if-”

He was cut off as Bith jumped him, pulling him to the floor.



“Good morning everybody!” Stafford said cheerfully, standing in front of his officers in the conference lounge, “I hope you all slept well? Feeling great?”

“Why the hell are ye in such a good mood?” Jeffery asked, “Did ye finally get a woman into yer room?”

“He’s just one of those insufferably happy morning people,” Jall grumbled, trying to rub the sleep from his eyes.

“Perhaps he has begun experimenting with illegal, mind altering substances?” Fifebee asked, rising a newly pierced eyebrow.

“You’re just jealous that those things only work on organic beings,” Jall said.

“I have inebriation subroutines, thank you,” Fifebee said coolly, “And can readily create new programming to allow me to experience whatever I wish. Perhaps you would care to help me test my new Andorian Pleasure Mistress subroutine?”

“Sorry, sweetie,” Jall said, resting his chin on his hands, “I don’t swing that way,”

“If an Andorian Pleasure Mistress desired you, you would not have a choice,” Fifebee shot back.

“Ahh,” Stafford laughed, “You guys crack me up,”

Everybody stared at him. Wowryk reached down to one hip, pulling out her medical tricorder.

“Oh, cut it out!” Stafford said, noticing the instrument, “Look, I had a really good night’s sleep, we’re on an assignment that actually resembles a proper Starfleet mission, and everything on the ship is going just peachy. Why shouldn’t I be happy?”

“Jall’s gonna be your next-door neighbor,” Jeffery stated.

Jall gave Stafford a big grin.

Stafford slowly blinked.

“Nope,” he said finally, “I’m not letting that ruin my mood. I’m not letting anything ruin my mood, not even the way Johnson mis-calibrated the navigation deflector this morning,”

“I said I would re-paint that scratch on the outer hull,” Johnson muttered.

“Rookie,” Jeffery said, “Ye’d think that the Academy would still be teachin’ ye youngin’s to properly run a ship!”

“I graduated a year before you did!” Johnson objected.

“So, on to our mission!” Stafford said happily, “We’re taking a good, close look at Sumatrus III. Nobody’s going to be shooting at us, there’s no weird body-switching, or genetic aliens, or temporal fracturing. Just a nice, peaceful civilization that, with any luck, will be discovering warp drive in about five years or so,”

“Warp drive really is an amazing technology,” Fifebee broke in eagerly, “I am quite frankly astonished that any organic brain could conceive of combining matter and anti-matter to form a high-energy plasma. Or, for that matter, injecting said plasma into the unique combination of alloys needed to create even a low efficiency warp coil,”

“Have we just been insulted?” Yanick quietly asked Jall.

“Possibly,” Jall muttered back, “But I think it was more of a general insult. Nothing personal.”

“Oh,” Yanick giggled, “Goody!”

“Would anybody like some coffee, by the way?” Stafford asked, getting to his feet, “I forgot to ask earlier,”

“Ok seriously, Chris,” Jeffery said, “This is getting’ creepy,”

“I would love a cup of tea,” Johnson said meekly.

“Sorry,” Jall said before Stafford could reply, “Only experienced officers get coffee. Or tea.”

“I’ll get it,” Yanick said.

“Naw, nevermind,” Stafford said before Johnson could reply, “So, the mission. We need to evaluate the development of the Sumatrians. Easy mission. We beam down, we take a look, take a few notes, and beam back up. Any questions?”

Johnson raised his hand.

“Any other questions?” Jall asked.

“Ah’d like to examine their research on warp propulsion,” Jeffery said.

“Sure,” Stafford shrugged, “That’s what I have planned anyway. Except,” he referred to his padd, “the Sumatrians call it a ‘Pulsating Squeeze Drive’.”

Jall and Yanick exchanged one glance, then started laughing so hard they almost fell off their chairs.

“A whot?” Johnson asked, speaking loudly to be heard over the giggles.

“No doubt they refer to the process in which the warp coils are sequentially activated with bursts of electro-plasma, creating a carefully controlled warp field that ‘squeezes’ the ship through warp space,” Fifebee said.

“Activate Squeeze Drive!” Jall giggled.

“Vibration Factor 1!” Yanick added, laughing loudly.

“Shouldn’t that be Pulsate Factor 1?” Johnson asked.

The laughter dimmed, then died. Yanick looked blankly at Johnson.

“You say ‘potato’, Jall said,”She says po-tah-to,”

“And I say it’s time to get on with it,” Wowryk grumbled impatiently.

“Yes,” Stafford said, “OK. So, Dr. Worwryk, you’ll be taking a look at their medical sciences. We’ve got you beaming down with Nurse Kerry to one of their major medical centers on the southern continent.”

“Very well,” Wowryk bowed her head.

“And Doctor,” Stafford shook his finger as though reminding a child to stay out of the mud, “No religious conversions!”

“Yes, heathen Captain, sir,” Wowryk replied.

“Jeffery, you and Jall are going to their top-secret propulsion research center on the north pole. Dress warmly,”

“Aye, mum,” Jeffery replied.

“Oh! If it gets too cold, we can always huddle up to conserve body heat!” Jall teased.

Jeffery gave Stafford a pained expression that very clearly said ‘Can I go alone?’

“A little too far, Commander,” Stafford said.

“Aye sir,” Jall said, throwing a mock-salute, “Straightening up, sir!”

“Thank ye, God!” Jeffery muttered.

“Fifebee,” Stafford went on, “I want you to check out their agriculture. Take Johnson with you, OK?”

“Why must I babysit the nOOb?” Fifebee asked, “Surely Yanick would be better suited to such a study?”

“Because Yanick has a tendency to talk too much, which is bad when you’re supposed to be undercover! And because I said so,” Stafford said, “And, I’m sorry, the what?”

“Newbie,” Jall translated.

“Oh,”

“That means I get the day off, right Captain?” Yanick asked hopefully.

“Sure,” Stafford shrugged, “Why not.”

“Hey, can I have a day off too?” Jall jumped in.

“Nope,” Stafford said, still grinning, “You have a job to do,”

“If I may say so, Captain,” Johnson cut in, “I noticed you haven’t assigned anybody to examine their political system.

“Sure I have,” Stafford said, “Me. I got it covered. You just run along with Fifebee and play nicely. Mr. T’Parief, you have the conn.”

“But-”

“I call dibs on Transporter Room 1!” Stafford said, bolting for the door.

“Transporter Room 3!” Jeffery cried, hot on his tails.

“Room 4!” Wowryk snapped, running off like a lioness on the prowl.

“Damn!” Fifebee cursed, “We’re stuck with Transporter Room 2!”

“Dare I ask what that means?” Johnson asked.

“It means we’re going to have to spend twenty minutes looking at pictures of Chief Haran’s cats before we can beam down,” Fifebee sighed.



“So,” Ensign Pye yawned, tapping at the helm, “Once again, the senior staff is off to play and we’re pulled out of a sound slumber to cover their asses,”

“And I was having hot…er,” Bith blushed, “Uh, a hot date,”

“Night shift is always getting shafted by the day shift,” Ensign Burke sighed.

A deep rumble rose in T’Parief’s throat as he sat uncomfortably in the command chair.

“Er, present company excluded,” Day corrected quickly.

T’Parief stood and straighted his tail, the bones cracking loudly.

“Ensign Bith, you may return to your quarters. I will command from the tactical station,” he said.

“Oh, sir, I couldn’t!” Bithe objected, already heading for the turbolift, “It’s too much work for you, and I know you enjoy the chance to - HEY! HOLD THAT TURBOLIFT!”

“Shafted again,” Day sighed.

“Transporter rooms report,” Quintaine broke off as he yawned loudly, “Excuse me, transporter rooms report that all away teams have beamed down.” he shifted, trying to get comfortable in Jall’s seat.

“Maintain geosynchronous orbit,” T’Parief ordered, “Engine status?”

“We’ve taken warp and impulse engines off-line,” Lieutenant Sage reported from the Engineering console, “Maintaining orbit with thrusters and inertia. Angle to the planet is set to minimize visibility, running lights off,”

“Excellent,” T’Parief nodded.

There was silence for several seconds.

Then several minutes.

Half an hour.

“Pardon me,” T’Parief said, “I must use the facilities.” He stepped through the door leading to the conference room and the lavatory. No sooner did the doors hiss shut than Pye spun his chair to face Day.

“If you don’t say something to him, I will!”

“Hmmm?” Day asked, running a hand over his bald head.

“About Johnson!” Pye said, “We’ve got a senior officer hanging around the bridge, let’s see if we can dig up the dirt on why you didn’t get the Ops officer position!”

“We might not get this chance again for awhile,” Quintaine agreed, “Not with the missions we’ve been getting lately!”

“But-”

The bridge doors opened as T’Parief returned.

“Did I miss anything?” he asked.

“I thought I saw a comet,” Ensign Burke said, “But it was just blob of gravy on the display screen,”

There was silence for several more moments.

“Er, Commander,” Pye asked politely, “Could I, um, could we ask a question?”

“Of course you may,” T’Parief said, “However, if it involves my personal life, I may have to gut and consume you,”

Pye gulped, his face blanching.

“That was a joke,” T’Parief sighed.

“Oh. Heh heh. So, um, do you have any idea why Johnson was made head of the Operations department instead of Ensign Day here?”

“Such wit,” Day grumbled, “Such tact!”

T’Parief cocked his head, thinking.

“I believe the Captain had to put Johnson somewhere. With Jall’s promotion, the Operations slot was most convenient.”

“So it didn’t have anything to do with Johnson being more skilled, or more experienced or anything like that?” Pye pressed.

“I do not believe so. Johnson does outrank Day, but if you really wish to know you will have to ask Stafford himself,”

“Yeah, well. He’s on a pretty important mission right now, isn’t he?”



Stafford was struggling to stay awake. Dressed in Sumatrian cloths and sporting an impressive (and prosthetic) pair of blade-like talons on his elbows, he had posed as a tourist and made his way to the building that housed the Sumatrian government. Learning about Sumatrian government turned out to be as easy as using a bit of his replicated local currency to purchase a spot on a tour group. So far, the tour had consisted of his group being led into a large amphitheatre where they were forced to watch video after video detailing the history of Sumatrian government, the origins of their political parties and the events leading up to their planetary unification.

His eyes drooped, drool threatening to spill down his chin.



Fifebee and Johnson had materialized on an empty gravel road. It was a beautiful day out. The sun was shining brightly, the air was fresh and clean and the sides of the road were a virtual garden of grasses, flowers and weeds. The land was fairly flat, covered with fields of tall plants that looked like a cross between wheat and canola. One could see the horizon in all directions. Living on a starship (or in a city), one tended to get used to being able to see only a few meters before finding a bulkhead, building or other object that blocked the view. To suddenly go from a cramped transporter room into the great outdoors was an almost physical shock. Johnson could almost feel the enormity of the planet beneath him. He felt tiny, miniscule. The softly waving crops went on, and on, and on, giving him the impression that he was the smallest bump on an infinitely large surface.

“Quite breathtaking,” Johnson said softly.

“If you’re into that sort of thing,” Fifebee grunted, adjusting her holographic relay. She had barely glanced at the panoramic vista, her full attention focused immediately on the holo-relay that allowed her to be projected outside of the ship. The anti-grav on the bottom of the unit had been replaced with wheels for this mission; the Sumatrians wouldn’t discover anti-gravity for at least another seven years.

“Who would not enjoy this kind of view?” Johnson asked, turning slowly around, “The sky…the clouds…the endless fields. It almost makes me want to frolic!”

“Perhaps, as an artificial being, I prefer settings that are somewhat more…artificial,” Fifebee said crisply. The rest of the crew was familiar with Fifebee’s disdain of nature and the various creepy-crawly bugs and critters that came with it. Johnson, being new to the crew, wasn’t.

“Oh,” Johnson said. He was quiet for a moment.

“How do you plan on explaining your holographic relay to the inhabitants of this planet?” he asked. Obviously, since Sumatrius was a low-tech planet, they couldn’t reveal Fifebee’s holographic nature.

“The Captain and I have carefully constructed a cover story,” Fifebee said. She made once last adjustment to the relay. It shimmered, then took on a new appearance. It retained its cylindrical shape, but the display panel on the side was now covered by a plate of metal and the subspace transceiver now resembled a series of pipes.

“It looks like an ancient hot-water heater,” Johnson said, frowning.

“Precisely,” Fifebee nodded, “We will tell anybody who asks that I am a plumber. Now, stop asking questions and help me locate a farmer,”

“What about that?”

Fifebee turned. A four-legged animal, somewhat resembling a dog with a ridge of sharp spines along its back, was running towards them.

“That is not a farmer,” Fifebee said sharply, “That is a canine-like animal,”

“Yes but-”

Johnson was cut off as the animal jumped, knocking him to the ground.

“Help!” he cried, “It’s killing me! It’s…”

“It is licking your face,” Fifebee said, crossing her arms.

“I forgot what it was like to receive a warm greeting,” Johnson sighed, pushing the animal off and staggering to his feet.



“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Day asked as he, Quintaine and Pye walked down the corridor on Deck 13.

“Sure it is,” Pye said, “All my ideas are good,”

“What about the time you wanted to try waterskiing behind the ship?” Quintaine asked.

“Even though there’s no water in space,” Day chipped in, “And forgetting the fact that you’d be shredded at the molecular level if you accidentally passed outside of the warp field,”

“OK,” Pye admitted, “So some ideas are more good than others. But they’re still all good,”

“Are you sure T’Parief bought our story?” Day asked.

“After you and Ensign Burke finished that last round of ‘Who Would You Do?’, I think he was just glad to get rid of us,” Quintaine sighed.

“Ok,” Pye said, getting the trio back on track, “Here’s the idea: It’s easy. We don’t like Johnson. He’s new, he thinks he’s better than us and he’s already been exposed as a liar once. We like Day. He’s been with the ship since the beginning. So we go around and see how much the rest of the crew supports us.”

“You do realize,” Day said, “That this is a starship, not a democracy. If Stafford doesn’t want me as a senior officer, we can’t force him,”

“You heard T’Parief,” Pye shrugged, “Stafford just gave the job to Johnson cuz he needed to put him somewhere,”

“Why are you so keen on getting me off the evening shift?” Day asked, eyes narrowing, “What’s in it for you?”

“What?” Pye looked shocked, “I can’t do a favour for my good buddy?”

Quintaine and Day exchanged glances.

“OK, OK,” Pye sighed, “Look, it’s just…none of the chicks every pay any attention to me when you’re around. You’ve got that whole Deltan Pheromone thing going on,”

“I would never-” Day started.

“-take advantage of a sexually immature species,” Pye and Quintaine finished the standard Deltan slogan as they approached a series of living quarters, “Yes, we know. And we keep telling you, you’re an idiot,”

“But let’s see what kind of support we’ve got,” Pye said, turning to the first set of doors and pressing the chime.

No answer.

“Lazy good for nothing,” Pye grumbled, thumbing the door chime again.

Still nothing.

“Sylvia!” Pye called, “Where is,” he squinted at the name plate on the door, “Chief Petty Officer Chulkary?”

“Chief Chulkary is in the Xeno-Biology Laboratory,” Sylvia’s said. Her voice was a bit dull; lacking the usual cheerful energy that had been the trademark of the artificial intelligence residing in the ship’s computer core. Pye and company had noticed that Sylvia had seemed increasingly bored over the past few months. She’d been spending less time interacting with the crew, and more time buried in the virtual world that was her domain. Nobody really knew why exactly she was bored, it could have been that she’d grown tired of dealing with the hundreds of requests that went through the computer on a daily basis. Or maybe she’d grown weary of having the same old stars visible to her sensor arrays. Heck, for all anybody knew, maybe she was lonely? Just how did you about setting up a virtual woman on a blind date? Especially if her physical form was that of a multi-megaton starship?

“What the heck is he doing there?” Pye asked, annoyed.

“Probably on his duty shift,” Day shrugged, “It’s the middle of the afternoon, you know,”

“I know,” Burke said, yawning loudly.

“Chief Chulkary is currently on duty,” Sylvia supplied helpfully.

“Crap,” Pye frowned. He walked a few steps down the corridor to the next set of doors, this set belonging to Yeoman Amir.

Pye pressed the door chime. Again, there was no answer. He pressed it again. Tapped it a few times. Finally, he leaned on it until the soft chime threatened to turn into an ear-splitting shriek.

“Sylvia!” Pye snapped, “Where the hell is Yeoman Amir?”

“Yeoman Amir is currently in the First Officer’s office,” Sylvia said promptly, “And before you ask, he’s on duty, helping Jall with the thruster fuel consumption reports,

“Look, Travis,” Day said calmly, “It’s really not that important. Let’s just head back up to the bridge,”

“I’m doing this, dammit,” Pye said firmly, “It’s a matter of honour, now!”



Johnson staggered down the dirt road, sweat beading on his ebony skin. The sun, which had bathed him in such gentle warmth before, was now beating down on him mercilessly. He’d been walking behind Fifebee for what felt like kilometers, trying to stay in the meager shade offered by her ‘water heater’. The canine-like creature trotted happily alongside them. It was almost like a dog. A larger dog, along the size of a German Shepard or a Doberman, but there were enough differences that Johnson had no problem remembering that it was an alien species. The serrated spikes on the animal’s legs and back were one big hint. (Everything on the planet seemed to have blades, spikes or talons at elbow/knee joints.) The fact that the animal did not pant but instead sweated was another big clue. The biggest clue had to be the animal’s body odour, which really wasn’t helped by all the sweating the poor critter was doing under the hot sun.

On the other hand, Johnson reflected, he probably didn’t smell all that great either.

“I tell you,” he said again to Fifebee, “There are people nearby. There must be!”

“And how have you come to this conclusion?” Fifebee asked, remaining carefully upwind of both Johnson and the animal.

“It’s friendly,” Johnson said, pointing at the creature, “Domestic. Clearly it is used to having people around,”

“Perhaps,” Fifebee acknowledged with a tilt of her head, “Or, perhaps, it has mistaken you for one of its own. You certainly smell similar,”

“Really, Lieutenant,” Johnson said, still panting, “Is it necessary for you to insult and belittle me along with your fellow officers? I would think a hologram like yourself would be above such petty squabbling,”

“I have been programmed to simulate the behavior of an organic being,” Fifebee replied, “Unfortunately, that includes petty squabbling, bickering, insults and flaws,”

“Flaws?” Johnson muttered.

“Eww!” Fifebee cried out as a large wasp-like creature landed on her head, “Get it off! Get it off this instant!”

Johnson, quick to oblige, lunged at Fifebee, smashing the wasp-creature flat. What he hadn’t planned on was the shower of bug guts that promptly seeped into Fifebee’s hair.

“Hey!” she cried, pushing him away, “In the name of nVidia, what were you thinking?”

“You wanted it dead!” Johnson protested.

“I wanted it off! Not smeared into my hair!” Fifebee cried. She shimmered briefly, her holographic form losing its form long enough for the insect remains to fall to the ground, “Honestly!” she huffed.

“You know,” Johnson said, ever so politely, “I do outrank you. I would think that you should be addressing me in a more respectful manner!”

Fifebee considered for a moment. Yes, Johnson was higher than her in rank. Yes, he did have seniority over here. Logically, she should be treating him as such. Johnson really should be in charge of the away team, but neither Stafford or Fifebee had even considered that. But even as Fifebee considered these points and prepared to submit to Johnson’s authority, another part of her rebelled. Johnson didn’t deserve to be in charge of the team, this part of her cried. She was the science expert. He didn’t know enough about agriculture to make any kind of intelligent observations about the Sumatrian crops. She, on the other hand, had uploaded full Xeno-botany and Xeno-agriculture databases into her program. She attempted to query her emotional subroutines to determine just why she felt such hostility towards Johnson, but received no answer that she could make sense of.

“My apologies, Lieutenant Commander,” Fifebee said coolly, her subroutines reaching a compromise, “Simply stay out of my way, and I will be happy to address you in a respectful manner.

“I guess that’s the best I’m going to get,” Johnson sighed.



“Pye, enough of this s**t,” Burke groaned, “You realize we’re supposed to go on duty in two hours? I should still be sleeping! Or enjoying a nice holovision show featuring those really hot Orion slave girls,”

“We’re already on duty,” Pye replied immediately, “They’ll just bring up another batch of minor characters to cover us. There’s no way they can expect us to cover the bridge for the senior staff AND still do our full duty shifts, right?”

“Why didn’t they just have minor characters fill in for the senior staff to being with?” Day wondered.

“We’re more fun,” Burke said.

“Anyway, we can’t fail with this one,” Pye said. They’d moved on to Deck 15. Even on a ship as large as an Ambassador-class vessel, it just isn’t feasible to give each one of the 800+ officers, crewmembers and civilians on board quarters of their own. The senior officers for each of the duty shifts rated their own quarters, as did some of the lower officers. Once you started to get down to Ensign Redshirt, just graduated from the Academy, no special distinctions and assigned to man some random panel in some random location…well, you’re looking at groups of two or three people sharing quarters that resembled tiny two or three bedroom apartments. Families shared quarters, of course, and while Silverado had a decent number of families on board, she wasn’t as large or family-friendly as a Galaxy-class ship. Some non-commissioned crewmembers, mainly those who had many years of seniority, rated their own quarters or perhaps a roommate. But once you get down to the junior crewmen like Shwaluk, Gibson or Roscoe, then you’re looking at barracks-style living, with as many as twelve people in a room.

The particular set of quarters that Pye had led them to was one of these rooms. Instead of listing the names of all the occupants on the door, it was simply labeled ‘Cabin 15-102’.

“See, they’ve got eleven people living in these quarters,” Pye said confidently, “Working on different shifts too, so the place never gets too crowded. So you know that there will be a few people home! If we want to drum up some support, this is the place to be!”

He stepped through the door, not bothering to ring.

The room wasn’t much bigger than the senior officer’s quarters. The single room had six pairs of bunk beds running along the rear wall. To Pye’s left a pair of doors led to a large multi-unit washroom that was shared with the next barracks-style room down the corridor. Two tables with chairs sat to Pye’s right. The room was very minimal, the expectation being that the occupants would go to the lounges, Arboretum or galley for their meals and leisure time.

Unfortunately for Pye and his team, that’s exactly what they had done. The room was empty.

“DAMMIT!” Pye hissed.



Johnson and Fifebee were still walking down the gravel road, the canine-creature still bounding along happily beside them.

“He does seem to be a very friendly beast,” Johnson observed as the animal started sniffing around a suspicious-looking clump of bush, “I believe, until we discover his proper name, that I shall call him ‘Fido’,”

“The animal is female, as one can PLAINLY see from the lack of penis,” Fifebee said haughtily, “And you may NOT name her Fido! Fido is the name of my parasitic alien pet,”

“Excuse me,” Johnson grimaced, “I suppose I’m just too much of a gentleman to examine the genitals of any creature I meet!”

“If Dr. Wowryk were here, she would undoubtedly berate you for assuming the creature was male, pointing out typical sexist tendencies in the male human,”

“I will have you know that my great-grandfather on my mother’s father’s side was Centaurian,” Johnson said.

“Interesting,” Fifebee said , sounding anything but interested, “Did you know, that with the exception of an extra joint in the smallest finger, that there are almost no significant anatomical differences between a human and a Centaurian?”

“There are few significant differences in personality between a hologram and a toaster over,” Johnson muttered, “Fine, I’ll name her Spot!”

“Silence,” Fifebee said sharply, holding up one hand, “Do you hear that?”

Johnson stopped to listen. There was something. A rumble? He became conscious of the ground starting to vibrate beneath his feet. The sound was growing louder, a kind of rumbling whine. What on earth would make a sound like that?

He and Fifebee spun around. Right behind them, something was coming over the hill they had just topped. It rose higher, and higher, until the full magnitude of it was visible. It was big! It was clearly a machine of some kind, running on heavy-duty rubber tires. Exhaust belched from an exhaust pipe and the engine roared with what was clearly some kind of internal combustion. Approximately the length and width of a runabout, though over twice as high, the machine bore down on them, the sun gleaming cruelly off metal struts, supports and panels . In front of the machine, a wide front section held wicked, serrated blades, huge crushing paddles and oh, were those wicked, serrated blades Johnson had seen coming straight at them?

“AHHHHHHH!!!!!” Johnson and Fifebee screamed. The machine lunged closer, the blades gleaming in the sunlight.

Instinct took over. Johnson grabbed Fifebee and pushed, the two of them tumbling into the grassy ditch next to the road while ‘Spot’ jumped happily around, convinced it was all some grand game.

Johnson pulled himself up and turned to watch the behemoth. It was heading right for Fifebee’s holo-relay!

“Idiot!” Fifebee cursed, smacking him upside the head, “You should have protected the relay, not my holographic avatar!”

“Well, it would look quite strange to any onlookers if I had ignored the damsel in distress and rescued the hot water heater!”

The machine was bearing down on the relay, but…

“It’s slowing down,” Fifebee said, cocking her head.

Johnson took a closer look at the sharp blades that adorned the front of the contraption.

“Those blades are stationary,” he remarked, “They aren’t even activated!”

The machine came to a stop, giving the relay the slightest love-tap. And older Sumatrian jumped out of the operator’s compartment, giving Fifebee and Johnson a smile and a wave as he did so.

“Sorry, folks,” he called, the Universal Translator instantly translating his words. The man’s elbow spikes were dusty and he wore thick gloves on his hands, “Didn’t mean to scare you, but these things don’t exactly stop fast. Name’s Wextrix,”

“Not a problem,” Fifebee said primly, holding her hands, wrists-up, in the Sumatrian equivalent of a handshake as Johnson cowered on the ground, “I wonder, sir. We’re from the city, and would love to learn a bit more about how things are done here on the farm. Could you perhaps show us around?”

“Delighted!” the Sumatrian farmer said.

“What is this…thing?” Johnson asked, gesturing up at the machine that had nearly caused him to wet himself.

“A harvester,” Wextrix explained the functions of the machine as Fifebee took careful notes. (Her notepad was unnecessary, of course, but helped hide her holographic nature.)

“And so after the grain is cut and fed into the core of the machine, the rotor rubs the heads against the rotor cage,” Wextrix explained, “The fans blow the lighter chaff up and out while the heavier kernels fall down into the collection pans. They go off into the cleaning machinery and are then stored in the hopper until they can be unloaded.”

“I thought farmers didn’t use techno-babble,” Johnson whispered to Fifebee.

“You have clearly never studied agriculture,” Fifebee whispered back.

“Of course,” Wextrix went on, “You have to recalibrate the rotor cage anytime you switch crops. This thing’s setup for Flaxona right now, but I can have her ready for Wharly in about fifteen minutes.

“And are you preparing to harvest any of these crops?” Fifebee asked, gesturing to the fields of grain.

“Nope,” Wextrix said, “Not for another month or two. Just moving this thing out of my way,”

The two of them continued to discuss fertilizers, fungicides, crop rotation, genetically-modified crop strains and fluctuations in market prices until Johnson’s eyes started to cross. Clearly there was more to farming that stepping in cow shit!



Pye, Burke and Day had abandoned their canvassing of personnel quarters. Instead, the trio had moved up to Deck 12, the social hub of the ship. They hadn’t found anybody in the gym or the Arboretum; it was still ship’s day, with Alpha shift on duty and Beta shift just getting out of bed. Still, they finally had some luck when they arrived in the crew galley.

Lacking Patsy Horton’s personal touch (and the suffocating influence of Guinanco), the crew dining hall was still neat and comfortable. Several windows looked out at the space beyond the ship, several sets of tables and chairs were arranged in neat rows and a bank of replicators quickly produced meals. A small door in one corner led to a kitchen, for those willing to spend the time needed to actually cook a meal. A few members of Beta shift were eating breakfast, still yawning and rubbing the sleep out of their eyes. Several members of Alpha shift were taking their breaks, giving Pye his first audience all day.

“Excuse me, ladies, gentlemen, and that squid thing over in the corner,” Pye said loudly.

“That’s Crewman Trac,” Day whispered, “It’s Velvattian”

“It?”

“They self-impregnate,” Burke whispered, “Velvattian pornography is probably the most boring porno in the known universe!”

“Your mind disgusts me,” Day said, crossing his arms.

“Did you three actually want something?” a Latino human asked, his casual cloths marking him as a civilian.

“Well, yes,” Pye said, unconsciously straightening his uniform top. He looked around, “Um, I don’t suppose there are more people around, are there?”

Grumbling, everybody turned away from Pye and returned to their meals.



“So what’s with that there water heater?” Wextrix asked, “How come you’re hauling that sucker all the way across the country? The Sumatrian farmer had finished moving his harvester and had returned for the two officers in a primitive vehicle. Fifebee’s database informed her that the large storage area in the rear classified it as a ‘pickup truck’. ‘Spot’, who as it turned out belonged to Wextrix, had been allowed to make her own way back to his yard,”

“I am a plumber,” Fifebee replied promptly.

“And why is a plumber so interested in farming?” Wextrix asked.

“My wife means that I’m a plumber,” Johnson said, putting one arm around Fifebee, “I’m just watching her work,”

“Ahh, young love,” Wextrix chuckled.

“You have ruined my cover story,” Fifebee whispered.

“It was ruined the moment you and Stafford came up with it,” Johnson muttered back,”

“So have you decided what colour you want the babies to be?” Wextrix asked, looking from Fifebee’s pale white skin to Johnson’s ebony complexion.

Johnson’s eyebrows shot up. Fifebee, of course, was fully aware that Sumatrians were exploring new genetic engineering technologies with great enthusiasm, including cosmetic uses. Had Stafford still been conscious, he would have been learning all kinds of fascinating facts about the early relationships between Sumatrians of different ethnicities. Including the unusual fact that racism was completely unknown on Sumatrus. On Earth, Wextrix’s question could have come across as deeply offensive, but on Sumatrus it was like asking if the couple would prefer a boy or a girl.

“We had decided to stick to the natural blend,” Fifebee said, glaring daggers at Johnson, “However, my husband is sterile. Accident with a plumbing wrench, you understand,”

“Oh,” Wextrix looked embarrassed, “Sorry,”

“Hey-” Johnson started.

“There, there, honey,” Fifebee said, patting his arm, “There’s no need to defend you manhood. The prosthetics are almost as good as the real thing.”

“Yes well,” Johnson crossed his arms, “At least I haven’t cheated,”

“Cheated? At what?” Wextrix asked.

“Monogamy does not exist on this planet,” Fifebee whispered to Day, “Therefore, infidelity is impossible,”

“Sounds like a fun planet,” Johnson muttered.

“Well, if the two of you want to learn something else new, I have to do a test over here,” Wextrix said, eager to end the awkward moment,”

“Yes?” Fifebee raised her notepad, looking eager, “Excellent, I really must say, Mr. Wextrix, I have been most impressed with the information you’ve shared so far. Your agricultural techniques are quite sophisticated. Please, perform your test,”

Wextrix pulled the vehicle over to the side of the road, next to a field covered with tall, thin green plants. The three of them piled out the side door, leaving Fifebee’s holo-relay in the back of the truck. Wextrix started rooting around in a storage box.

“You’re really impressed?” Johnson asked.

“For a planet in this stage of development, they have exceeded my expectations,” Fifebee said, “Assuming the information I have received from Mr. Wextrix is accurate, and I have no reason to believe it isn’t. While his equipment is somewhat primitive, we have discussed some new technologies being developed which are quite similar to those used on Federation member planets. And their genetic engineering has resulted in higher crop yields than one would expect, given their technology,”

“Um, of course,” Johnson said, “And what’s he doing now?”

“He is testing for a type of tiny, flying insect classified as a ‘midge’,”Fifebee explained, “No doubt, he will be using some form of collection technology to determine how many insects exist, if any. Or, perhaps, he may even have a very primitive life-signs detector, an analogue to early tricorders, or-”

“YEEE-HAWWW!”

“What in the name of Apple is he doing? Fifebee asked, frowning.

“I believe he has gone insane,” Johnson observed.

They watched in disbelief as Wextrix ran up and down the rows of the field, holding a white disc outstretched in each hand. After a few moments, he jogged up to the gaping officers.

“Gonna have to treat this field,” he said, a grim look on his face.

“And did the Tooth Fairy inform you of this?” Fifebee asked, raising one eyebrow.

“Look,” Wextrix, held out the discs, which turned out to be simple, paper plates. A thin layer of oil had been applied to each one, and several tiny insects were stuck to the slick surfaces.

Fifebee’s expression charged from disdain to interest and went right on to awe.

“Amazing,” she said, “You have performed a sophisticated test for crop-damaging insects using only textile products and,” she ran one finger on the oil-covered surfaces, then held it up for closer examination, “Cooking oil?”

Wextrix grinned.

“Yup. Good thing too. The counter-insects I’ll have to buy to take of these ones are expensive enough…can you imagine having to pay the Agricultural Surveyor’s of Sumatrius to come in here with all that expensive analysis equipment?”



After waiting another half-hour, Pye had determined that he had as big an audience as he was likely to get. It was almost shift change, and several crewmen (and women) from Beta shift were getting ready to start their days.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and that Velvattian squid thing in the corner,” Pye started.

“That’s not Crewman Trac,” Day whispered, “He left 10 minutes ago. That’s our D’Ceti exchange officer, Ensign Sweddlbeshid,”

“I’m suddenly in the mood for Calamari,” Burke said thoughtfully. Day smacked him upside the head.

“If I could get your attention,” Pye went on, “I want to speak to you about a great injustice that was done, on this very ship, by our very own Captain!”

“Outlawing Naked Limbo?” somebody asked.

“Kicking Madame Schoonbaert’s Grade 1 class out of the lounge on Ice Cream Day?” somebody else shouted out.

“That time Commander Jall refused to go out with me?” a young crew-woman asked.

“You know he’s not into women, right?” Pye asked her.

“That’s the injustice,” she said, sighing, “He’s dreamy!”

“Oh brother,” Burke rolled his eyes.

“Well, those are, um, pretty un-just injustices,” Pye said, “But no, I’m talking about our new Operations Officer, Lt. Commander Johnson!”

There was scattered muttering.

“Here is a man,” Pye said, his voice taking on the heated tone of somebody working to convince a crowd, “that come onto our ship, supposedly as a candidate for First Officer. But did he get it?”

“Well duh,” a blond girl said, “Commander Jall got it. Now he won’t even do Tequila shots off of my chest anymore!”

“Exactly!” Pye said, “Wait, he did what’s off of your where?”

“Y’know,” the girl, Crewwoman Makurat said, batting her eyes, “When you put the shot glass in your cleavage, then the man has to pull the glass out with his teeth and drink it,”

Burke and Pye exchanged glances.

“Uh, I don’t get it,” Burke said, “Could you demonstrate?”

“Later!” Pye cut him off, “The point is, Johnson didn’t get the First Officer position! And why is that?”

“Uh, was it because he’s taller than most humans?” a Bolian man asked.

“What?” Pye frowned, “No, that’s stupid! That’s like saying he didn’t get it because he had an extra toe, or because he was black, or because he was bald or something! No, he didn’t it because…” he gestured at Burke.

“Uh,” Burke swallowed, suddenly the center of attention, “Because he lied?”

“Exactly!” Pye said triumphantly, “He lied! He misrat…misret…Day, help here?”

“Misrepresented,” Day muttered, looking very embarrassed.

“Yes!” Pye threw his arms in the air, “He misrepresented himself! Pretended to be some tough guy when he was really a wimpy nothing! Acted up! Faked it! And for what? To be second in command of this funhouse? Is that the kind of man you want in charge of Operations? Is that the kind of man you want to be turning to when you have a problem with the computer systems, or the replicator? Is that the kind of man you want up on the bridge, or representing this ship?”

Nobody said anything. Burke looked around, then shouted.

“No!”

“Of course not!” Pye preached, “Do you want a liar on the bridge?”

“No!” Burke cried, suddenly feeling like he was at a religious service.

“Do you want the operation of this ship in the hands of a man who has shown a lack of integrity?”

“No, sir!” Burke cried out.

“Do you want ice cream?”

“No!” Burke frowned, “I mean, yes?”

“Uh, sorry, that just sort of popped out,” Pye swallowed.

“This is a fun show,” Crewwoman Makurat said, crossing her arms, “At least tickets were free. But what’s the point?”

“Why should we have an outsider on the bridge when there’s a better choice?” Pye asked.

“Why?” Burke shouted.

“A finer man!” Pye was almost ranting now, “A stronger man! A man who’s already served with this crew for several years! A man who distinguished himself in the battle of Matria Prime! A man who has the ability to shag any chick in a hundred light years, but has to pass because of some funky Deltan oath! A man who deserves to be in charge of Operations on this ship! And what should we do? We should march right up to Captain Stafford and insist that he put this fine officer in charge of the Operations department!”

“He’s going to hurt himself if he doesn’t breath soon,” Burke observed.

“And who is that man?” Pye asked, chest heaving, face red, spittle flying from his mouth.

“Just tell us already!” somebody called out.

“ENSIGN J’RAR RIDALLEP-RAJ DAY!” Pye cried.

The crewmembers in the lounge exchanged confused glances.

“Who?” somebody asked.

“Day!” Pye cried, “Ensign Day!”

Confused looks.

“The guy who’s been running Operations on the Beta shift for the past three years!” Pye shouted.

More confused looks.

“HIM!” Pye cried, pointing at Day.

Silence fell as crewmen looked from Pye, to Day, to Burke, then back to Pye again. Pye’s face slowly shifted from red to deep purple.

“We’re not with him,” Day said nervously, grabbing Burke by the arm and pulling him towards the door.



“And so,” Wowryk said, “While the Sumatrians are horribly misinforming their citizens on the moral implications of sex outside of wedlock and will be horribly punished in Hell for their sins, their medical science has progressed in line with the FCO’s expectations,”

“What Dr. Wowryk means,” Nurse Kerry explained, “Is that the Sumatrians have no concept of celibacy, abstinence or monogamy.”

“My kinda planet!” Jall laughed.

“I thought so as well,” Johnson added.

“N-Nobody asked you!” Jeffery replied, huddling under a thick blanket, a cup of hot soup cradled between his frostbitten hands.

The away teams had returned to the ship and gathered in the conference lounge for debriefing. Kerry and Wowryk were seated at the far end of the table, while Jall and Jeffery were seated to Stafford’s left, snowflakes still melting in their hair. Jeffery was shivering uncontrollably, having somehow become the target of several snowballs prior to being beamed up. Stafford was drinking a very large mug of coffee and trying not to yawn while Fifebee and Johnson sat on the other side of the table, picking bits of foliage from their cloths.

“T-T-Their progress on their ‘Pulsatin’ Squeeze Drive’ is comin’ along faster than expected,” Jeffery shivered again, nearly spilling his soup, “They’ve already got a prototype drive built, and Ah bet we’ll have them knockin’ on Starbase 45’s door in about five more years.”

“Mr. Jeffery forgot to point out that their prototype drive only uses one nacelle, with two fuel containers located-”

“What Commander Jall is tryin’ to say,” Jeffery said sharply, “Is that the prototype looked like a giant, well, thingy,”

“Thingy?” Stafford raised an eyebrow.

Jeffery looked back and forth between Stafford and Wowryk.

“If he says the word, you’ll both get mad at him,” Jall giggled.

Johnson picked up the padd Jeffery and Jall had brought back with them and studied it for a moment.

“It looks like a man’s bits,” he shrugged.

“Johnson, I really don’t need to hear that kind of thing in my conference lounge,” Stafford said, annoyed.

“I didn’t start it!” Johnson objected.

“You could have finished it,” Jall leaned back, crossing his arms.

“Really, why must everything come back to sex or sex organs?” Wowryk asked, looking disgusted, “It’s so unprofessional,”

“She has a point,” Fifebee shrugged, “By the way, Doctor, Johnson assumed that an animal on the planet was male without confirming its gender. Is that not the sort of sexism you object to?”

“It is,” Wowryk said coolly, giving Johnson the evil eye.

Johnson’s mouth tightened, but he didn’t say anything.



“What a waste of time,” Pye grumbled. He was sitting at a corner booth in Unbalanced Equations. Burke, Day, Quintaine, Bithe and Sage had joined him. Normally they’d be up on the bridge, but since they had been covering for the command crew during the day (in theory, if not in fact), another group was taking their place.

“We spent all that time going all over the ship, and by the time we found a group of people willing to listen, they didn’t know who you were!” Pye shook his head in disgust.

“Well, the only reason why they knew who Johnson is was because of the television coverage,” Day shrugged, “Travis, relax. You didn’t have to do this for me anyway,”

“Yes, I did,” Pye grumbled.

“Why, exactly?” Bith asked, leaning back and crossing her arms over her chest, “What did you get out of it?”

“I’ve been wondering that myself,” Quintaine added, leaning forward over the table, his eyes gleaming.

Pye looked around at the expectant faces looking at him.

“I just thought,” he sighed, “Well, I mean, if one of us got onto Alpha shift, it would mean that the rest could too, right? I mean, do you all really want to be the ‘other’ guys for the rest of your careers? Always in the command crew’s shadow? If Day could move upward, I guess that would make things a bit easier for the rest of us,”

“Oh,” Quintaine sagged a bit, “That’s…sort of depressing,”

“Yup,” Burke agreed.

“Drinks for everybody?” Steven asked, having come to take their order.

“Several,” Pye, Quintaine and Burke called out together.

“And I’ll be wanting to see a…dessert menu,” Bithe said, smiling suggestively at Steven.

“The customer is always right,” Steven grinned back, then turned to get drinks.

“Hey, look who just came in,” Burke said, sitting up. Across the lounge, Stafford had just walked through the doors. He nodded at Steven, grabbed a glass of something pink and fruity-looking off the bar, then took a seat at a small table.

“We could go talk to him now,” Pye suggested.

“Don’t be an idiot,” Burke sneered, “Do you really think he’s going to change his staff assignments just because we asked nicely?”

“It’s too late anyway,” Bithe said.

They turned again to see Johnson come into the lounge. He looked around briefly, then visibly braced himself and walked over to Stafford’s table.

“Well, this is interesting,” Pye said, watching carefully.

“Don’t be a snoop,” Bithe said, even as she stared at the two officers.

“Stafford’s a bit annoyed that his quiet evening has been interrupted,” Pye said, leaning forward and staring at the two conversing officers, “Johnson doesn’t look very apologetic. In fact, he looks pretty cold. Stafford’s stiffening up, you know how he gets when people tell him things he doesn’t want to hear. Like he’s constipated, but he’s trying to hide it. Now Johnson’s getting a bit angry. Stafford’s on the defensive,”

The other evening-shift officers were watching him, listening to his every word.

“Now Stafford’s trying to calm Johnson down. Johnson doesn’t want to be calmed down. Now I think Stafford’s apologizing. Either that or he just swallowed something that tastes pretty nasty. Ohh, now that’s interesting,”

“What?” Pye, Bithe and Quintaine demanded.

“See how Johnson just sat back and crossed his arms? I bet he just delivered an ultimatum! And Stafford’s agreeing!”

Indeed, Stafford was giving Johnson a resigned nod.

“Well,” Pye sighed, “I guess Johnson’s going to be here for a long time,”



The following morning, Stafford sat in his ready room. The door chimed, and Jall came in, ready for their morning chat.

“So, what’s new? Anything juicy?” Jall asked.

“Johnson’s transferring off the ship,” Stafford said flatly.

“Really?” Jall looked surprised, “Why??”

“He said something about us being ‘the rudest, most uncouth group of officers he’s ever had the misfortune of serving with’,” Stafford said.

“Huh,” Jall frowned, “I wonder what gave him that impressing?”

“Don’t have a clue,’ Stafford shrugged,”Now get the hell out of my office!”

“Yessir, Captain sir!”






  
  
  ch005.xhtml
  
  




Silver Bells - 2007 Christmas Special!

Captain Christopher Stafford sighed as he walked through the corridors of his ship. Things weren’t exactly at their highest point, but in all fairness they had been much worse.

The ship was on en route to yet another planet in the general vicinity of Starbase 45. Silverado had been spending a lot of time in that neighbourhood lately, so to speak. They had been visiting Federation member planets, collecting updated information on non-member planets and patrolling the nearby border with what had been broadly designated ‘Delori Space’. Starfleet had never encountered a Delori ship, and their homeworld had been designated ‘off-limits’ after Silverado’s unfortunate encounter there, but artifacts and other signs of previous Delori presence had been turning up on more and more planets.

This time, they had been assigned to perform deep sensor scans of a planet designated ND342-3, to determine if it would be worthwhile for the Federation to establish a mining outpost. Shortly after that, they’d rendezvous with the USS Cletus, which would be taking Lt. Cmdr. Johnson to his next assignment. Stafford wasn’t really sure what exactly had happened with the man, but Johnson was adamant that he leave the ship as soon as possible. He still showed up for his duty shifts, but other than that he refused to leave his quarters.

Well fine. If he didn’t want to be there, Stafford wasn’t going to try to keep him.

He stepped around a corner and into Main Engineering.

<THUMP!>

“AGGGHHHHH!” Stafford cried, landing hard on the carpet. As usual, he’d tripped over one of the many Ensign Nakeths that worked in engineering. He rolled onto his back and stared up at the ceiling.

“Ouch,” he commented calmly.

“It’s no fun for me, either,” Ensign Frit Naketh commented, stretching and cracking his back, “Wouldn’t it be easier if you just watched where you were going? Uh, sir?” he hastily added.

“It might be easier if we strapped a warning light to your head,” Stafford replied, sitting up, “And guess which of us is the captain?”

“I’ll just tell Lt. Cmdr. Jeffery you’re here,”

“No, actually,” Stafford said, “I was looking for you.” He didn’t bother getting up, as sitting on the floor was the only way he could converse with the tiny Ensign face-to-face.

“Me?”

“Well, I’m still working on this promotion list,” Stafford explained, “And Jall and I are having trouble with some of the names. Yours is one of them,”

“What?” Frit looked surprised, “Why? What did I do?”

“Nothing, nothing,” Stafford assured him, “It’s just that, well, your name is on the list, but Jall and I realized that neither of us really know you that well. So we thought one of us would come down for a chat,”

“I see,”

“Uh, so,” Stafford pulled a padd off of his belt and pulled up the list of questions he and Jall had come up with, “So, um, would you describe yourself as a summer or a winter?”

“What?”

Stafford frowned.

“That must be one of Jall’s questions,” he said, scratching his head.



Fifebee, Wowryk and Sylvia were seated in Platterhead’s, enjoying a light lunch. Well, Wowryk was enjoying a light lunch; Sylvia and Fifebee were just sitting there and socializing.

“So how are the new inertial dampening subroutines working out, Sylvia?” Fifebee was asking.

“Oh, so much better than the old ones,” Sylvia replied, “I don’t have to tweak them at all. Somebody at the research center was paying attention when I told them they needed to make things more backwards compatible!”

“You mean you’ve been sending in suggestions?” Fifebee asked.

“Sweety,” Sylvia said, “I have the processing power of a starship and the attitude of the average mother. I sent out hundreds of suggestions every day. The amazing part is that somebody actually listened to one of them,”

“Must be nice,” Wowryk commented, sipping her tea.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Noel,” Sylvia said, patting her hand, “Is that a bit too much techno-babble for one sitting?”

“No, no,” Wowryk sighed, “It’s OK. I just can’t help but wish that Chris would follow some of my suggestions sometimes. You know, mandatory baptisms. Mass on Sundays. Christmas.”

“Christmas?” Sylvia started, “You mean the Christian holiday that, in the 21st Century, lead to the Great Commercial Rampage of 2023?”

“Yes, that one,” Wowryk said, “It’s only one of the most important Christian celebrations, marking the birth of our Saviour, and the only reaction I can get from Chris is ‘do what you want, just don’t expect me to do it’,”

“Yes, that sounds like Chris,” Sylvia remarked.

“It would just be nice to have a real Christmas celebration,” Wowryk went on, “At home, our family would come from all over the planet to Grandma Wowryk’s little place in the Northern Agricultural Belt…we’d all visit, and eat, and dance. It was always such fun,”

She looked at her wrist chono.

“But enough reminiscing,” she said, getting up, “I have to give Crewman Gibson a new liver.”

“Really?” Sylvia cocked her head, “But he’s so young!”

“Yes, I know,” Wowryk said, “It’s actually his third liver transplant in the past two years,” she shook her head as she left, “It’s the strangest thing,”



Stafford and Jall were sitting in Jall’s office. They normally held their meetings in Stafford’s ready room, but T’Parief was taking a turn in command and they really needed the larger desk. One would think that the captain would have the bigger office, but since the ready room was squished against the side of the bridge and Jall’s office was deep inside the saucer, Jall actually wound up with more available space.

“Did you meet with Ensign Dar’ugal?” Stafford asked.

“Yeah,” Jall said, “I had to call Ensign Simmons in, because I really don’t get the whole charades thing,”

“And? What did you think?”

“I don’t think we should promote him,” Jall said flatly.

“Why not?” Stafford asked, “Lieutenant Stern has been giving him very good performance reviews,”

“Yeah, but he can’t speak!” Jall snapped, “I had to get a frickin’ charades translator just to have the damned meeting!”

“But that’s the way his species is!” Stafford said sharply, “We can’t discriminate against him!”

“Oh, that’s rich, coming from you!” Jall shot back, “It’s not discrimination, he can’t speak! If he’s standing behind me and something’s about to fall on my head, he can’t shout to warn me!”

“No,” Stafford said, “But he’d push your out of the way! He’d figure something out!”

“Well, until I see some of that, I’m putting him on the ‘No’ list!” Jall said firmly.

“Well I’m putting him on the ‘Yes’ list!” Stafford said, planting both hands on Jall’s desk.

“‘No’ list!” Jall snapped.

“‘Yes’ list!” Stafford snapped back.

“No!”

“Yes!”

“No!”

“Yes!” Stafford shouted, not noticing Fifebee and Sylvia walking in behind him, “YES, YES, YES!”

“Are we interrupting?” Sylvia asked.

“Yes,” Stafford said.

“No,” Jall said.

They glared at each other.

“Oookay,” Fifebee said, raising an eyebrow.

“Chris,” Sylvia said, taking a seat, “Did you happen to notice what day is coming up soon? Old Earth Calendar?”

“No,” Stafford said.

“Yes,” Jall said.

“Well, did you happen to see any of the suggestions that Dr. Wowryk put in, to help improve crew moral?”

“Yes,” Stafford said.

“No,” Jall said.

“Well, I hope you’re thinking about following a few of them. You know, it would be a really nice gesture, especially considering the effort she puts into keeping your crew healthy,”

“Yes,”

“No,”

“Why ‘No’?” Stafford said, turning to Jall, “You think Wowryk hasn’t been doing a good job?”

“Oh, no, she has,” Jall said, grinning, “I just liked the game we were playing,”

Stafford stared at him for a moment, then turned to Sylvia.

“OK, so you have my attention. Wowryk’s done a lot of work for the crew, and she’s sent in dozens of suggestions. And you think I should follow one of them,” he crossed his arms, “Which one? The forced circumcisions?” he shuddered.

“Actually, Chris,” Sylvia said, “I had something difference in mind…”

“The re-enactment of the Crucifixion?” Stafford shrugged, “Sure, as long as Jall is willing,”

“Hey, how come I have to die on the cross?” Jall demanded.

“Well, it doesn’t have to be on the cross,” Stafford said, grinning.

“You better be grinning because you’re joking, not grinning because you’re imagining it,”

Stafford smiled.

“You’re picturing me nailed up there right now!” Jall accused, slamming his hands against the desk.

“It’s not the Crucifixion!” Sylvia snapped, pushing Stafford down into his chair, “Or anybody getting nailed! I’m talking about Christmas!”

“Christmas?”

“Christmas!” Sylvia said, “A time when friends and family come together to share a meal, exchange presents and enjoy each other’s company!”

“Do we have to invite my family?”

“As opposed to inviting your friends?” Jall smirked.

Stafford looked at him for a moment.

“Shut up,” he finally said.

“Just maintaining our balance of negative Karma,” Jall said.

“Boys!” Sylvia snapped, “Play nice, or I’ll take away your replicator privileges for a week!”

“Can she really do that?” Stafford whispered to Jall.

“I don’t know,” Jall whispered back, “But I have my heart set on this new soufflé recipe of hers tonight,”

“And I could really go for a good steak,” Stafford whispered back.

“OK,” Jall said to Sylvia, “We’ll play nice.”

“What did you have in mind?” Stafford asked.

“Me?” Sylvia raised an eyebrow, “Do you think I know anything about Christmas?”

“Only everything in our databanks,” Stafford said dryly.

“Plus anything you can get your dainty, perfectly manicured little hands on in Memory Alpha,” Jall said. He stood and came around his desk, “By the way, sweetie, how in the name of the Milky Way did you get your cuticles so-”

“Jall!” Stafford groaned, crossing his arms.

“Right,” Jall sat again.

“So what do you have in mind?” Stafford asked again.

“Well, if I did all the work, it would sort of defeat the purpose, hmmm?” Sylvia said, “I think I’ll leave you kids to it. See you all later,”

“Wait for me!” Fifebee called.

“Oh, dearie, you’re a member of the crew too! Don’t you think you should help out?” Sylvia gave a wave as she dematerialized, “Tootles!”

“We can put you in charge of the Christmas Bunny!” Stafford commented, as Fifebee planted her hands on her hips, “I know how much you loves animals!”

“Wrong holiday,” Fifebee replied icily, “Oh, and did I mention, bite me?”

“OK, OK,” Stafford said, “Your job is to keep Wowryk distracted, so we can surprise her with this Christmas thingy,”

“Acceptable,” Fifebee nodded. She turned and left.

“Sooooo,” Jall said, “How exactly are we going to plan a surprise Christmas for the Wicked Bitch of the North?”

“Simple,” Stafford said, getting ready to leave Jall’s office, “We call in…the Partymaster!”

Jall frowned.

“The who?”



“Ohhhh!” Ensign Trish Yanick squealed, jumping up and down in the middle of Stafford’s ready room, “This is going to be so much fun! We can exchange gifts, and do some carolling, and decorate the ship!”

“No ship decorating,” Stafford said, “We want this to be a surprise,”

“Oh, silly,” Yanick giggled, “Who would I tell?”

Stafford and Jall exchanged glances.

“Everybody,” the said together.

“I’m blond,” Yanick shrugged, “It’s what I do,”

“But you can handle this, right Trish?” Stafford asked.

“Sure,” Yanick said, ushering Stafford and Jall out of the ready room, “Just follow my directions and everything will be fine,”

“Where have I heard that before?” Stafford wondered as he stepped back onto the bridge.

“Probably from every woman you’ve ever slept with,” Jall cracked.

“Oh, like you would know!” Stafford shot back, “Hey wait…did I just get kicked out of my ready room?”

“You did,”

Stafford looked like he was going to say something, then simply walked over to his chair and sat.

“Whatever,” he sighed.


MEMORANDUM

ATTN: All USS Silverado crewmembers, with the exception of Dr. Wowryk. (It’s not because I don’t love you, Noel, but this is supposed to be a surprise. But you’re not going to be reading this, so why am I apologizing. I dunno! Tee hee! Ugh, that sounds too blond. Pretend I said ‘Hah hah!’ instead, OK?)

Subject: Christmas Hi everybody! (Waves) So, this year, since Dr. Wowryk has worked so hard to keep us all healthy and cuz she would really, really like us to, we’re going to celebrate Christmas. Now, I know a lot of you aren’t Catholic…and that a lot of you aren’t even human. So if you’re not into the whole religion thing, just take it as a chance to have some fun with your crewmates. And if you get really offended by all this religion stuff, well, go lock yourself in your quarters for the next few days, and don’t get all upset when you hear about all the fun we’re gonna have! And yes, we’re gonna have fun, dammit! I, Trish Yanick, have been appointed PartyMaster for this event! Fun will be had! <Insert smiley-face here.>

Please see the attached appendices for your assignments. (Unless you’ve had an appendectomy, in which case, ask one of your friends.) Ensign Yanick, T. Helm Officer USS Silverado



MEMORANDUM ENDS



“She has got to be kidding,” Lieutenant Stern said. He was seated in the security locker room, having just showered after a holodeck training mission involving the Hazardous Team, a hostage situation and a barrel of monkeys. Unfortunately, nobody had poked air holes in the barrel, resulting in the death of said monkeys, but since nobody could figure out what the monkeys had to do with the scenario anyway, he wasn’t particularly concerned.

“I think it sounds like fun,” Ensign Marsden said, “I haven’t done the Christmas thing since I was a little boy,”

Ensign Dar’ugal nodded his agreement. The Barudan officer was brushing his fur, which considering he was furred from head to toe, was taking a pretty long time.

“I take it you’re going to be locking yourself in your quarters, huh, Rengs?” Stern asked, pulling out a lint brush and trying to get the long, red Barudan hairs off his uniform. (For every one he removed, it seemed two more floated over.)

“Why?” Rengs asked. Being a Bajoran, Rengs had very strong religious beliefs, made stronger because the Bajorans actually had physical proof of their ‘gods’ existence.

“Well, you know, alien religious holiday and all that,”

“Not at all,” Rengs said, “I think it’s a good chance to learn more about your culture. I’m secure enough in my beliefs that I don’t feel threatened by Dr. Wowryk’s.” He pulled his uniform tunic on over his head, “Unlike her,” he muttered.

“Well, good,” Stern said, “Because we’re in charge of the gift exchange.”

“Not a problem,” Simmons commented, “I vote for a piñata-bomb!”

“And we have to provide a Santa Clause,” Stern added.

The Hazardous Team exchange glances.

“Crap!”



“Christmas tree?” Ensign Pye scratched his head, looking at the assignment the evening shift had been given, “That doesn’t seem so hard. I mean, this thing is probably going to be held on the holodeck, right? So we just get Sylvia to-”

“Not going to be that easy,” Lieutenant Quintaine cut him off, “See the note there?”

“The one Yanick added about having to build the tree from scratch?” Pye asked, “Yeah, I saw it. I was ignoring it,”

“You do realize that to disobey Yanick is to risk the wrath of the woman responsible not only for most of our ship parties, but also for keeping Stafford in a good mood anytime we spill something on the bridge carpet?” Ensign Day asked calmly.

“Right. So, where do we get the tree from?”



“OK, people,” Stafford said, facing the senior staff (minus Wowryk), “We have a fairly easy assignment. Our mission; and we’ve already accepted it, so there’s no point bitching, is to plan the Christmas Eve and Christmas Day parties.”

“Why two?” Jall asked.

“Because,” Yanick explained, “It’s kind of a double thing. See, depending on how your family does thing, Christmas Eve might be the big party, with Christmas Day being the small party. Or the other way around. Or you might have Christmas Eve with your family, then Christmas Day with your spouse’s family. Or you might have your big family fights Christmas Eve, and the family make-up on Christmas Day. Or, if it’s just you and your spouse, you might have crazy love-monkey sex Christmas Eve and romantic holiday sex Christmas Day-”

“Thank you, Trish,” Stafford said dryly.

“Is sex a part of this holiday?” Jall asked, confused, “Because I didn’t sign up for that! Not that I mind, or anything, but finding a partner on such short notice-”

“Is probably what you do best. But this is a Catholic holiday,” Stafford told him, “They try to discourage sex as much as possible. Didn’t you see that book Noel was handing out last Valentine’s Day?”

“Ye mean ‘Sex is Evil and Will Make Yer Genitals Rot’?” Jeffery asked.

“Yup, that one,”

“About the party,” Yanick cut back in, “It has to be something…festive. Something wintry. And something without strippers,” she added, looking pointedly at Jall.

“There goes my Christmas list,” he grumbled.

“I know just the thing…” Stafford said.



The rest of the day was a blur as crewmembers exchanged hastily assembled Christmas Wish lists and tried to prepare for their part of the celebration. A single holodeck couldn’t handle the whole crew, of course, so different groups had different plans. Most of the officers would be converging on Holodeck 1 for the party planned by the senior staff, while the enlisted crewmen planned their own celebration in the lounges on Deck 12. The ship’s civilian staff, being in the minority, had requested and been granted the use of the Captain’s Dining Room on Deck 3 for their celebration. Things were quickly coming together, but there was a minor side effect that nobody had planned on…



“OUT OF MY WAY!” Nurse Kerry shouted, trying to elbow her way through the crowd that filled the Replicator Center on Deck 30.

Primarily intended as a facility for fabricating replacement parts, away team supplies or other items that were too large for the standard replicators to handle, the Replicator Center was a series of rooms in Silverado’s secondary hull containing replicators of various sizes, from tiny nano-tech replicators up to a massive unit the size of a small room and capable of manufacturing larger units like furniture, small computer cores and, rumour had it, cakes big enough to fit a belly-dancer in. The center also had several big display screens linked to the replicator library, so users could view the items they wished to replicate prior to spending their replicator rations on them.

Currently, the Replicator Center was a complete zoo. Crewmen from all over the ship had swarmed the place, each carrying shopping lists with names and suggested gifts. Kerry had been waiting in line for nearly half an hour, but other crewmen kept butting in front of her. Finally, her patience had snapped.

“OUT OF MY WAY!” she repeated, pushing past an Etendian phaser technician and Ensign Sweddlbeshid, the D’Ceti exchange officer. Sweddlbeshid gave a gurgly-sounding squeal as his squid-like tentacles flailed around, making Kerry think that the alien was getting a bit too excited about the whole holiday thing.

“Back off, sweetie!” Ensign Bith cried, pushing back, “I’m next in line! I have to get the latest ‘Tickle Me Krugos’ doll before the replicator storage is empty!”

“No, you back off, sweetie!” Kerry shot back, “I was here first!”

“And what are you getting that’s so important?”

“I have this fantastic replicator pattern for a dress Dr. Wowryk will love! It’s brand new from ‘My Little Catholic’! And I’m getting Seth a new leash!”

“You named your dog Seth?” Lieutenant Ovens asked, dragging part of a sectional sofa out of the furniture replicator.

“No!” Kerry snapped, “Seth Shwaluk! My boyfriend!”

“How are you going to fit that thing in the turbolift?” Bith wanted to know. Kerry took advantage of her distraction to slip her data chip into the replicator slot. Seconds later, the dress appeared on the tray. A couple of taps later and the leash joined it.

“You bitch!” Bith cried.

“Suck it up, sweetie!” Kerry said, blowing a kiss.

Bith fumed, then turned and started tapping at the control console. Two replicators over, a fight had broken out over a pair of identical taffeta gowns that two crew-women had just ordered, each claiming the other could not wear the same gown as she did. Lieutenant Stern tried to calm the ladies down, but apparently his offer to settle the matter through oil-wrestling was not welcomed, and the fight quickly encompassed him, Ensign Pye, Lieutenant Quintaine and Nurse Veeneman.



“My, what a busy day I’m having today!” Dr. Noel Wowryk commented as she ran a dermal regenerator over Lieutenant Stern’s nose, “Was there a hockey game nobody told me about?”

“Uh, yeah,” Stern said, “I was playing hockey. Without my pads. And this woman’s fist just happened to run into my face,”

“Well, that will teach you to play without proper protection!” Wowryk snapped. She pushed him off the bio-bed and towards the door, “Next!”

“Hello, Doctor,” Fifebee said pleasantly, walking into Sickbay as Wowryk began working on Ensign Bith’s sprained wrist, “I see you are working hard to ease the pain of the sick and the suffering, as usual,”

Wowryk looked blankly at her for a moment.

“I’m supposed to be EASING their pain?” she asked, dead-pan. Next to her, Ensign Bith swallowed nervously.

“Relax, I’m kidding,” Wowryk said. She ran the regenerator over Bith’s wrist, then ushered her out the door.

“What a relief!” Wowryk sighed, “I thought that would never end! What the heck happened, anyway?”

“Escaped prisoner,” Fifebee said.

“What? But we don’t have any-”

“Come, Doctor,” Fifebee said, pulling Wowryk into her office, “I am most curious about this, um, Bible book you keep mentioning. Would you perhaps be willing to explain the finer points to me?”

Wowryk’s face lit up like she’d just been told the second coming of Jesus started in five minutes.

“Yes, of course!” she exclaimed, “One minute, let me get my costume and hand puppets, it’ll make the whole thing much more enjoyable!” She hustled into one of the storage rooms and started rummaging around.

“You will pay for this distraction, Yanick,” Fifebee muttered, “You will pay for it in blood!”



“Where are we going to get a pine tree by tomorrow?” Ensign Pye wondered. It was ship’s evening, and the evening shift was manning the bridge. There were still a few aches and bruises from what was becoming knows as the ‘Silverado Christmas Rampage’ down in the Replicator Center. No doubt Alpha shift was starting a little rampage all of their own, now that they were off-duty.

“Spruce tree,” Lieutenant Quintaine corrected.

“No, I’m pretty sure it’s supposed to be a pine,”

“Whatever,” Bith said, hoping to end yet another argument, “So what did you boys ask for for Christmas?”

“A puppy!” Pye said happily.

“Ugh, you really are a 5-year old under that old exterior, aren’t you?”

“A promotion,” Quintaine said, “Either that, or earplugs,”

“I asked for that new ‘Vulcan Love-Slave’ holo-program,” Burke said.

“Are you crazy?” Bith snapped, “You can’t ask Santa for porn!”

Burke shrugged.

“It’s my passion,” he said.

“That still doesn’t answer the question,” Pye cut back in, “Where do we get a Christmas tree by tomorrow? Burke picked up the decorations at the Replicator Center-”

“And I had the broken leg to prove it,”

“-but we still need the tree!”

“Hmmm,” Quintaine stood, then walked over to Burke’s science station, “Any M-Class planets nearby?”

Burke tapped at his panel.

“No planets, no. But there’s a gas-giant with an M-Class moon that’s about an hour off our course,”

“Sounds good,” Quintaine said. He tapped his comm-badge, “Quintaine to Stafford,”

“Stafford here. Is this about the tree?” There was the sound of multiple voices shouting in the background, one of which sounded like Commander Jall screaming at everybody to stop bumping into the fondue pot he’d just replicated.

“Yes sir.” Quintaine affirmed.

“Just do it, then,” there was a crash, then the sound of Lt. Cmdr. Jeffery starting a fresh string of Scottish profanity, “Stafford out!”

“Mr. Pye,” Quintaine said, taking the command chair again, “Alter course,”

“Aye sir. Don’t you just love the holidays?”

The next day…



“Steven? Miss Horton? Are we set?” Stafford asked.

“Completely,” Horton said before Steven could get a word in, “My fabulous buffet is ready, the delightful little snackie-things are laid out and I have several of my highly-skilled Guinanco waiters on hand to provide any kind of food or holiday advice you might desire,”

“Er, thanks,” Stafford smiled weakly as the British woman resumed working.

He’d selected the ski-resort holo-program for the occasion. The slopes were freshly groomed, the holographic sky was clear and the inside of the ski-lodge was toasty warm. A fire crackled in the fireplace, Horton’s buffet was giving off some really good smells and Steven was standing behind the bar with his lounge staff.

“We’re here!”

Stafford spun around to see Pye, Day and Quintaine struggling to squeeze a bushy blue tree through the holodeck doors. Burke and Bith carried boxes of ornaments.

“You’re late!” Stafford snapped, “The party starts in half an hour!”

“You try fitting this thing in a runabout!” Pye shot back, “Uh, sir,”

“Just hurry up!”

Pye and Day managed to get the tree standing, while Bith strapped on a pair of hover-boots and started hanging lights off various branches. Soon all five officers were falling all over each other as they tried to achieve the perfect balance of lights, tinsel and ornaments.

“Here, I found it!” Lieutenant Sage cried, rushing through the holodeck doors.

“Hey, is that my Silverado model?” Stafford snapped, pointing at the model ship Sage was carrying.

“We figured you wouldn’t mind if we borrowed it,” Sage said. He handed the model to Bith. She prompted placed it on the tip of the tree.

They all stood back to admire their handiwork. The strings of tinsel were strung vertically, giving an almost Maypole-like look to the tree. Lights were arranged in random clumps, (according to Bith, each clump was its own galaxy) and the warp nacelles on Stafford’s model ship had been altered so they pulsed green and red instead of blue.

“Is that the way a Christmas tree is supposed to look?” Day asked.

“I don’t think so,” Stafford said slowly, “At least, I’ve never seen one with an Ambassador-class starship on top,”

“It adds character,” Pye chirped.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Stafford sighed, “A Christmas tree doesn’t need our kind of character,”



The holodeck quickly filled with crew members. Horton’s buffet was quickly dug into, the Guinanco waiters replacing items as quickly as they ran out. The pile of Christmas gifts under the tree quickly grew to mountainous proportions, though it quickly became apparent that nobody on the ship knew how to properly wrap a Christmas present. (Jeffery had just stuffed his gift in an unused section of plasma conduit.)

Finally, the holodeck doors opened, revealing Sylvia and Fifebee as they guided a blindfolded Dr. Wowryk into the room.

“This better not be another surprise like last time,” Wowryk said, “I specifically said no more holographic dates!”

“MERRY CHRISTMAS!” everybody shouted as Sylvia pulled off Wowryk’s blindfold. The doctor’s eyes widened as she took in the sight of nearly a hundred officers crammed into the ski lodge, the crackling fire, the badly decorated tree listing slightly to the left and the piles of food stacked on the tables.

“WAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!!!” she cried.



“Wow,” Stafford commented, watching as Wowryk hugged yet another junior officer.

“Yeah,” Jall said, raising an eyebrown, “Wow,”

“That woman has…hugging power,” Stafford said.

“She does,” Jall agreed.

They watched as Wowryk noticed a nativity scene that had been placed in one corner, then promptly broke down in tears again.

“Who would’ve thought that under that coarse, man-hating exterior,” Stafford said.

“Under the bitterness and resentment,” Jall added.

“Frigid, icy layers of black heartedness,” Stafford went on.

“And past the testicles,” Jall continued.

“Noel Wowryk actually has-”

“She’s actually got-”

The two of them looked at each other.

“Feelings!?!”



“I can’t believe how much trouble you all went to for me!” Wowryk said, holding Yanick in a death-grip hug.

“It wasn’t just for you,” Yanick squeaked, “But, y’know, it was fun. We’re just missing something…”

The holodeck doors hissed open again. A tall, broad figure walked in. He wore a red, old-style Starfleet uniform, to which a puffy white lining had been attached. A red and white hat was perched on his head and a white beard had been glued to the lower half of his face.

“Ho, ho, ho,” T’Parief rumbled, sounding either annoyed or slightly constipated.

Yanick and Wowryk exchanged a look, then broke out laughing.



“Your name will be called,” T’Parief announced, “You will come and sit on Santa’s knee and receive your gift. You will also,” he looked menacingly around the room, “Bring Santa a drink,”

“I thought you told the Hazardous Team to find somebody jolly,” Stafford whispered to Yanick.

“He’s jolly,” Yanick shrugged, “Sometimes,”

Ensign Pye was first. He looked very, very uncomfortable as he approached T’Parief then sat on the huge alien’s knee.

“Uh, hi,” he said. T’Parief just growled, then handed him a gift wrapped in what looked like toilet paper. Pye quickly unwrapped it.

“A holo-puppy!” he cried out, excitedly holding up the miniature holo-projector, “Thanks, Burke!”

“I just better get my porno,” Burke grumbled.

As the various officers went up and sat on Santa’s knee (and as Santa got progressively drunker) nobody thought to take a closer look at the base of the Christmas tree. Why would they, with all the gifts around to distract them? If they had, they might have noticed that the tree, which the evening shift had picked up on an alien planet and which had not gone through a bio-filter, was growing new roots at an alarming rate. And those roots, through pure coincidence, were growing right into the holodeck control circuits, scrambling program functions and fragmenting input and output data. Sylvia, of course, was instantly aware of the minor holodeck problems, but she simply compensated. She didn’t bother informing Jeffey, the boy was having fun and the problem really could wait until Boxing Day. (Uh, that’s the day after Christmas. In Canada, anyway. I don’t know if the Americans or the rest of you have Boxing Day.)

Unknown to Sylvia, she wasn’t the only intelligence playing in the game anymore. Deep in the computer core, a forgotten evil lurked. It had survived attempted deletion, database purges and even Silverado’s untimely crash on the Delori homeworld. But now it awoke, and started testing the waters…



“Do I really have to sit on your knee?” Stafford asked as he approached T’Parief and handed him a Vodka Sprite.

“Yes,” T’Parief said calmly. His head was starting to loll slightly due to the large number of tequila shots he’d been given.

Looking very uncomfortable, Stafford sat on the larger alien’s knee and was presented with his gift.

“Huh, looks like Jeffery drew my name,” he said, reading from the card. He pried open one end of the plasma conduit Jeffery used for wrapping and withdrew a heavy glass bottle, “Real Canadian vodka!” Stafford said, impressed, “Thanks, Simon!”



“Don’t mention it,” Jeffery said, “Especially to Noel,”

Hopping off ‘Santa’s’ lap, Stafford joined Jeffery and Yanick near the buffet.

“Well, it looks like Christmas Eve is a success,” he said, “Everybody is fairly happy, Wowryk thinks we’re all wonderful-”

“Which’ll last about an hour,” Jeffery predicted.

“And Horton even made some cute little Jack-O-Latern cookies,” Stafford had picked a cookie up off the table and was in the process of biting into it, “Mmmmm….”

“Huh,” Yanick frowned, looking at the cookies, “I guess Horton got her holidays a bit confused,”



Wowryk had slipped away from the party in the main area of the ski lodge and had gone to one of the hotel-like rooms upstairs to collect herself. It wasn’t like her to become so emotional, at least not in a warm and fuzzy way, but she had to admit she was truly touched that Stafford and Yanick had arranged for a Christmas celebration, even if they had focused a bit too much on the commercialized, greedy side of things. Yanick had given her an adorable stuffed bear, and though its current appearance really wasn’t appropriate, Wowryk was sure once she replaced the little vest and collar it was wearing with a robe and crucifix it would be a welcome addition to her quarters.

Wowryk jumped as a low groan sounded through the room. Probably something from the party, she realized. But then she noticed that the room was quiet. Very quiet. There was no sound of music, no shouting, no drunken banter.

The groan came again, this time the various knick-knacks on the dresser rattled as the room shook.

“Is somebody there?”

Again, the groan.

“Who is it?” Wowryk asked, clutching the stuffed bear.

The mirror in the room blurred for a moment, the colours in the reflected image blurring, swirling then re-solidifying.

“Sylvia?” Wowryk called, “What’s going on?”

Nothing.

A bottle of aftershave that had been sitting on the dresser (gotta admire the holo-programmer’s attention to detail) abruptly tipped over and spilled, the fluid running across the surface. As Wowryk watched, lines began forming in the spilled liquid, almost as though somebody was running a finger through it.

SHE CAN”T HEAR YOU, BABES. NONE OF THEM CAN!

“DEMON!” Wowryk shouted, bolting for the door. She tugged on the handle, but the door refused to budge.

“Show yourself, child of darkness!” she cried, still clutching the bear, “I’ll match the power of God against your Satanic powers anyday!”

The mirror blurred again. This time, Wowryk could almost make out a face in the distorted image. It was ghostly, pale, with a shock of white hair.

“Annnnytime,” it seemed to breathe.



“Where did everybody go?” Yanick demanded. The gift exchange was finished, T’Parief was passed out on the floor and the fire in the fireplace was burning down to embers.

“They hit the slopes,” Nurse Kerry explain, swaying slightly from the drink, “About half an hour ago,”

“The slopes???” Yanick frowned, “It’s dark out! And it’s night! What the hell would they be doing?”

“Well,” Kerry said, “Stafford and Jeffery are snowboarding, Fifebee and Grant are skiing, and I think Jall is using those little trick skis…snow blades?”

“What about Noel?” Yanick asked, “I have this adorable little robe and crucifix for that bear I gave her, but I haven’t seen her around,”

Kerry shrugged.

“I don’t know,” she said, “Why don’t you head out there and check?”



“WHHHEEEEEEE!!!” Stafford cried as he ploughed into a snow bank, powdery whiteness flying up in the air all around him. He managed to keep his balance as he cleared the bank, unlike Jeffery who was now rolling down the slope in an undignified heap. There was another whoop as Jall cleared the bank, his short little snowblades giving him far more manoeuvrability than the heavy boards Stafford and Jeffery were using. Fifebee and Grant had skirted around the bank; apparently only people with increased blood-synthohol levels thought going right through was a good idea. Jeffery had been about to change the holodeck settings to ‘Daytime’ mode, when Stafford had remembered something called ‘night-skiing’. So instead, they’d programmed in a bunch of flood lights that illuminated the slopes just enough for them to see where they were going, but not so much as to overpower the beauty of the mountain at night.

“Nice move, Simon,” Stafford laughed, coming to a stop next to Jeffery’s tangled form.

“Ah think I broke somethin’,” Jeffery groaned.

“Your leg?”

“Me pride!”

“Hey, somebody’s doing a bit of hot-dogging,” Jall pointed out, steadying himself on Stafford’s shoulder, much to the captain’s discomfort.

Further up the hill, somebody on skis was coming down at an extremely rapid rate, dodging nimbly around trees and other skiing crewmembers. They watched in awe as the mystery skiing hit a jump, flying up into the air in a graceful spin and landing perfectly on the slope. They skier was getting close enough now that they could recognize Yanick’s blond hair trailing behind her like a comet’s tail. Stafford called to her, and she skidded to a stop.

“Wow, Trish!” he cried, dragging himself and his board over, “That’s the hottest bit of trick skiing I’ve seen in ages!”

“Yeah!” Jall was nodding in agreement, “I didn’t know you could do that?”

“Do what?” Yanick asked, pulling her goggles off her face, “My goggles were totally fogged up! I couldn’t even see where I was going!”

“Oh,”

“Have any of you seen Noel anywhere?” she asked. Everybody shook their heads.

“Why don’t you just ask Sylvia?” Jeffery inquired.

“Oh yeah,” Yanick giggled, “D’uh! Sylvia!”

There was no answer.

“Sylvia?” Stafford tried, “Are you there?”

Nothing.

“Sylvia! I’m spilling red white on the beige carpet!” Jall shouted.

Still no answer.

The officers exchanged glances.

“Uh-oh,” Stafford muttered.



“What do you mean you’ve lost contact with them?” Ensign Pysternzyks demanded, “They are on Holodeck 1!”

“Yes, I know that,” Sylvia said, her computer-generated face displayed on the Port Auxiliary console’s large display screen, “But I can’t get any comm channels into the holodeck, and the command pathways aren’t responding!

“Lt. Cmdr. Jeffery probably spilled Scotch on the control interface again,” Ensign Frit Naketh called from the Engineering station.

The bridge was currently being manned by those crewmembers who had no interest in celebrating Christmas. They were by far the minority. Starfleet, by its very definition of an exploration and discovery body, tended to attract individuals who were eager to experience new cultures. Still, Pysternzyks, Naketh and a few others had offered to man the duty stations while the rest of the crew celebrated.

“I don’t think so!” Sylvia said, “The holodeck doors have been sealed, and the transporters refuse to lock onto anybody in the holodeck! I tell you, something’s wrong!”

“Perhaps somebody gift-wrapped an honourable death?” Pysterzyks pondered, “A cobalt-based bomb would do nicely, since you human cowards don’t have the courage for a proper ritual suicide!”

“Ohhhh!!!” Sylvia frowned, “If you don’t take me seriously, I’ll find somebody who will!”

“Yes, yes,” Pysternzyks waved her away as her image vanished from the screen, “Now then, where did I put my practice daggers?”



“You let me out of here this instant!” Wowryk snapped, “I don’t know who you are, or what you want, but I will not be held captive this way!”

The image in the mirror, which had been growing more and more distinct with each passing minute, laughed at her again.

“And stop that! I will not be laughed at, either!” Wowryk stomped her foot, “What do you want!”

The face in the mirror vanished, only to be replaced with a star chart. Each solar system was labelled with small, glowing letters: Sol, Rigel, 40 Eridani…

“Betalgeuse?” Wowryk frowned, looking carefully as that particular star system started to pulse, “Now where have I heard that before?”

She thought hard for a moment.

“Wait a minute!” she exclaimed, “How could I forget! That name sounds just like ‘Beetlejuice’, which is one of the most disgusting things I’ve ever heard of! That also just happens to be the name of that crazy Hallowe’en holo-character that we deleted after it ruined our haunted house!”

The star map disappeared, the ghostly figure re-appearing. He looked very angry, almost like he was shouting at Wowryk.

“I remember how this works!” Wowryk laughed, “You’re totally powerless! You can’t do much of anything unless I say your name three times! Well, I assure you, I’m not stupid enough to say ‘Beetlejuice’ a third-”

There was a crash of thunder and the sound of loud, cackling laughter as the face in the mirror gave a triumphant smile and vanished.

“Oops,” Wowryk gulped.



Stafford, Jall, Yanick and Jeffery were skiing, boarding or snow-blading back to the ski-lodge at top speed. Fifebee had attempted to transfer her program directly to the lodge, but for some reason that had caused her program to completely freeze. In fact, it looked like she was still standing about a kilometer up the slope. Well, it looked like a kilometer, thanks to the holodeck’s imaging systems and inertial fields. In reality, they were probably only about a meter away from her. All four of them had shrugged off the effects of the synthohol, although for some reason that had led to a strong decline in Stafford’s snowboarding abilities.

“We’re barely a kilometer away now,” Jeffery shouted, his voice barely audible over the hiss of the snow as they flew over it.

They came around the side of the mountain and onto the home stretch, a kilometer-long stretch of pristine slope that led right to the lodge. The lights were still on and smoke curled from the chimney. The whole thing looked very inviting, and thoughts of hot chocolate were already stirring in all four officer’s heads. (The holodeck was being just a bit too efficient at simulating wind chill.)

There was a flash of light from the lodge, nearly blinding them. Something, it looked like a ripple, spread out in all directions like a shockwave, throwing all four of them onto their backs even as loud, raucous laughter filled the air.

Stafford and Jeffery stopped quickly, their boards sending sprays of snow into their faces as they skidded to a stop, their butts protesting as they were dragged across the snow. Yanick’s skis had been knocked off her feet, coming to a stop almost immediately, unlike Yanick. Only Jall had managed to regain his footing, but the brief skid on his backside had sent him off course towards a very large tree. Jeffery and Stafford winced as he crashed right into it. They quickly regained their feet and boarded down to where Yanick was just climbing back up to her skis. Jall joined them, limping.

“Are you OK?” Stafford asked the two of them.

“My butt hurts,” Yanick complained.

“My everything hurts,” Jall added.

The laughter came again, this time stronger and louder than before.

“There’s something familiar about that laugh,” Jeffery said.

The laughter immediately stopped.

“Come on,” Stafford said, “Let’s get back to the lodge,”



Beetlejuice stopped laughing the instant the engineer made his comment. His entire plan depended on the flesh-bags staying ignorant of his nature as long as possible. He had done what he could to insinuate himself into the holodeck control systems, cutting off computer control and blocking the comm systems, but he couldn’t change the nature of who and what he was. And part of that nature included being all but banished from the living world if his name was said aloud three times.

He was lurking behind a tree, watching as the four Silverado officers took off again for the lodge. He would have to slow them down, of course, if his plan was to work. He’d taken care of the other crewmembers further up the slops by changing the paths of the slopes, making it all but impossible for them to make their way down. But he didn’t want to block these four. He needed at least one of them to make it through.

Eventually.

He gaze rested on a groomer, one of the machines used in the real world to ensure good skiing conditions and included in the holoprogram to ensure authenticity.

Yes. That would work just perfectly.



Wowryk was not pleased.

She’d been bound and gagged before that abominable creature had left, vanishing into thin air with a snap. She knew exactly how to get rid of that disgusting thing, but with her mouth gagged, she just couldn’t do it.

He’d barely been gone two minutes before he reappeared.

“Well, that should take care of your little friends for a while,” he laughed, “Now, we can get down to business!”

Wowryk’s eyes widened as she started shouting, the gag muffling her words.

“What do I want, you ask?” Beetlejuice laughed, “Why, I want what any Ghost with the Most would want! A nice, sweet little lady to clean my crypt and keep the snakes in my hair nice and slimy,”

Wowryk gagged.

“Yeah, I thought you’d say that. The living never seem to want to marry the dead,”

Wowryk turned green.

“I don’t know why, I’m a nice guy!” he came closer, giving Wowryk a strong whiff of truly putrid body odour.

“Anyway, I have this totally great idea!” he went on, “See, I’ve been thinking about you ever since we met, that beautiful Hallowe’en night so long ago. And so I’ve been…tinkering,”

He snapped his fingers, and an almost perfect replica of Wowryk appeared next to him. Her skin was paler, almost a grey, and her eyes were milky…almost as though she were…dead?

“What do you think? Beetlejuice laughed,”A little ‘Ghostess with the Mostess’?”

Wowryk screamed.

“Oh, that’s no way to treat my gal!” Beetlejuice said, hands on hips, “She’s twice the woman you are! At least, she will be, once I cut you down to size. You can’t be dead and alive at the same time, right? There’s just this one little problem…I can’t kill anybody. I don’t know why, probably something to do with this little technological treasure-room you people have here. But I can’t. So I have to get somebody else to kill you for me. And to do that, we’re going to need a bit of makeup…”



It all happened so suddenly.

Stafford, Jall, Jeffery and Yanick were making their way down the hill, completely unopposed. The slope entered a forested area, which they knew from past skiing experience would open up into the final stretch leading down to the lodge and the lifts. But the instant they entered the narrow path, there was a deep grumbling behind them. Only Jall, who up until then had been lagging behind on his slower snow-blades, looked back to see what it was. It was a groomer, the heavy machine’s massive snow-grooming treads grinding the smallest bump on the ground down to perfect flatness.

“AHHHHH!!!!”

Jall propelled himself forward, almost like he was suddenly in a speed-skating competition.

“What’s his problem?” Jeffery asked as the slim officer rocketed forward.

He and Stafford looked back and saw the machine gaining on them.

“AHHHHH!!!!!”

They tried to pick up speed. Yanick and Jall were ahead of them already, as it was much easier to go flat out on skis than on snowboards. The slightest misbalance on a board could cause one edge to catch on the snowy ground, sending the boarder flat on his face or ass, depending on the edge caught.

Jeffery didn’t care. While Stafford tried to keep himself balanced on an edge, Jeffery just aimed the front of his board downhill and let it rip. He’d almost caught up to Jall when an innocent-looking outcropping of ice caught his rear edge, slamming him to the ground with an impact that would have cracked his skull if the safety protocols had been inactive. As it was, he was very dazed.

“Simon!” Stafford shouted. He tried to put on the breaks, but he’d hit an icy patch and simply skidded. Up ahead, two more groomers had come around the bend, working their way up the slopes. Yanick and Jall veered wildly, trying to evade the machines. Jall vanished into the trees, Yanick managed to evade the groomer and continued down the slope.

Stafford tried to haul himself back up the hill to where Jeffery was sprawled out, the groomer closing in rapidly.

Just seconds before the machine would have crushed Jeffery’s skull like a tin can, two figures on skis came racing down the slope. They each took an arm and hauled, Jeffery to his feet. With inhuman strength, they lifted him up and took off down the hill, neatly avoiding the lower two groomers. One of them waved for Stafford to follow. Climbing to his feet, Stafford obeyed.



After they had cleared the groomers, they found their way unopposed. It took only a few more minutes for them to reach the ski lodge. In the main level of the lodge, the Christmas tree still stood, ‘Santa’ was still passed out on the floor (along with a few others) and the entire room was littered with wrapping paper and empty packaging. Yanick immediately began rummaging through the debris around T’Parief.

“That was good timing back there,” Stafford said to their two rescuers, who still hadn’t removed their goggles, “I don’t know how you managed to lift Jeffery, but-”

Sylvia and Fifebee removed their goggles.

“Oh,” Stafford finished, their identities no longer a mystery, “I guess that explains it.”

“Hey, wait,” Jall said, “If you two are here, does that mean the holodeck is fixed now? Where’s Wowryk?”

“It’s not fixed,” Sylvia sighed, “I rebooted Fifebee’s program when I noticed that she’d frozen up-”

“And she has made many jokes about my recommended operating temperature because of it,” Fifebee commented.

“-and because I’d lost communications and control pathways to the holodeck,” Sylvia finished.

“So, yer still not controlling the holodeck?” Jeffery asked, “That’s strange. Ah wonder if one of the optical data pathways is stuck in an algorithmic feedback loop?”

“So how do we get out of the holodeck?” Yanick wondered, ignoring the techno-babble.

“Crewman Shwaluk is attempting to shut down power,” Sylvia said, “Until then, it is all Fifebee and I can do to project ourselves in here!”

“Shwaluk?” Jall groaned, “We’re screwed!”

“Yes, unfortunately, anybody who might actually have a chance of succeeding is trapped in the holodeck or passed out,”

“First things first,” Stafford decided, “We need to find Noel!”

“Found her,” Yanick pointed, “Two of her, actually,”

“What the…”

Everybody turned to face the wide stairway leading to the upper level of the lodge. Standing there, dressed in tattered white dresses, their wrists bound and mouths gagged, were two identical Noel Wowryk’s. Both were pale as death, their eyes blackened and their hair in filthy tatters. Standing behind them was a very familiar figure.

“It’s B-” Fifebee started speaking, but with a snap of his fingers, Beetlejuice conjured a heavy steel plate that slammed into place over her mouth. Next to her, Sylvia was receiving similar treatment.

“It’s…it’s…damn!” Jall snapped his fingers, “What’s that guy’s name!”

“And how do we get rid of him again?” Stafford wondered. Sylvia and Fifebee were trying to shout at the four organic officers, but because they were constrained by the holodeck, Beetlejuice was able to work his tricks on them.

“Found it!” Yanick exclaimed. She was holding up the phaser she’d given T’Parief for Christmas, “Do you need me to shoot somebody!”

“Yes!” Beetlejuice said.

“NO!” Stafford shouted, “No shooting! It doesn’t do anything against holograms!”

“Well, not against me, anyway,” Beetlejuice grinned, “But, you see, I have this little problem that maybe you can help me out with,” he vanished, reappearing next to Stafford, “See, I want to marry this here cutie, but, y’know, the dead version won’t be any fun while the live version is still around. And the dead version won’t really be dead unless somebody kills her. And since those darned safety things of yours stop me from killing people, well, I need you to do it for me,”

“So, wait,” Yanick wondered, “You want us to kill Noel, so you can marry a dead, holographic version of her,”

“Yup,”

Yanick looked over at Stafford.

“I think our holodeck is broken,” she said.

“No shit,” Stafford muttered. He thought for a moment. “OK. I’ll do it,”

“WHAT?” Jall and Yanick demanded as Stafford grabbed the phaser.

“Just let me ask her a couple of questions, first. Y’know, kind of a goodbye thing.”

“Well,” Beetlejuice scratched his head, leaving a pile of dandruff on the floor, “OK. But they’ll have to be yes or no questions, since I gagged her and all,”

“OK,” Stafford walked over and stood in front of the two identical women. There was really no way to tell which one was the real Noel Wowryk. Not from looking, anyway.

“Noel, nod yes if you’re the real Noel Wowryk,”

Both women nodded.

“Predictable,” Jall muttered.

“Is Catholicism the best thing since sliced bread?” Stafford asked.

Both nodded again.

He pointed his phaser at the Wowryk on the left.

“Should I shoot you?”

Both shook their heads.

He pointed his phaser at the Wowryk on the right.

“Should I shoot you?”

The Wowryk on the right shook her head. The Wowryk on the left nodded.

Stafford fired at the Wowryk on the left. She fizzled in and out of existence as the phaser interfered with the holo-projectors. Stafford leapt for the Wowryk on the right, pulling her to the floor and pulling out her gag.

“BEETLEJUICE!” Wowryk screamed, “BEETLEJUICE! BEETLEJUICE!”

“Awww crap!” Beetlejuice shouted. There was a flash of light, then a swirling vortex appeared behind him. Within seconds, he’d been sucked away into nothingness.

The holographic Wowryk, the plates on Sylvia and Fifebee’s mouths and the pile of dandruff all vanished. Sylvia’s eyes flickered for almost a full minute.

“I have holodeck control again,” she said.

“Good!” Stafford said, “Delete the Beetlejuice character, PROPERLY this time, and for the love of God, END PROGRAM!!!!”



Christmas Day:



“More turkey?” Jall offered, holding the turkey platter in front of Stafford.

“Urp!” Stafford answered.

“That means ‘no’,” Yanick giggled.

“No, it means ‘yes’!” Sylvia corrected.

“It means,” Stafford said, “I’m full. But I want more turkey anyway!”

“Good!” Sylvia said, “Do you know how much trouble Yanick went to in order to prepare this feast!”

“It was tough!” Yanick said, “I had to turn on the replicator and everything!”

The senior staff was gathered in the conference lounge for their Christmas dinner. Different shifts and sections, such as the evening shift, the Hazardous Team or the Alpha-shift engineering team, were having their own Christmas dinners, to better build teamwork or moral or some other silly thing Yanick had insisted on. After eating, the senior officers were expected to go spend time with their respective staffs. Until then, it was time to gorge.

“So tell me,” Wowryk said, eating daintily off her plate, “How did you know which of us was the real Wowryk?”

“Easy,” Stafford said, “The real Noel Wowryk knows that killing breaks one of the Ten Commandments. She wouldn’t want me to kill anything, even a hologram. Torture, maybe,” he grinned, nodding towards Jall, who simply rolled his eyes, “But never kill. The holographic Wowryk, on the other hand, would be encouraging me to do whatever Beetlejuice said,”

“It was still a risk!” Yanick said, “You could have shot the read Noel!”

“Yeah,” Stafford shrugged, “And what a pity that would be!”

He ducked as Wowryk chucked a bowl of stuffing at his head.

“The phaser was on stun!” Stafford protested, peaking up over the table just in time to catch a glob of mashed potatoes right between the eyes.

“There’s the Wowryk we remember,” Yanick said fondly.

“And that’s one gift we can never exchange,” Jall quipped.
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Backslide


Captain’s Log, Stardate 58786.4



“Following the successful completion of our mission to ND342-3 and assorted holiday chaos, we’ve been recalled to Starbase 45. Not sure why exactly, but since we don’t need supplies, repairs, or replacement of injured/killed personnel, I can only assume it’s not a very good thing.”

“On a related note, we’ve rendezvoused with the USS Cletus to transfer Lt Cmdr Johnson off the ship. We don’t have a replacement for him yet, but I’m sure I’ll come up with something.”



“That’s a really funny looking ship,” Yanick commented, looking out the viewport.

“The Akula-class is somewhat out-dated,” Fifebee said to her, sounding again like a sentient encyclopedia, “However it does remain an excellent choice for missions where speed and maneuverability are paramount. Still, there are very few still on active duty, as the Akula-class has been replaced by newer scout ships, such as the Nova-class.”

“My ship is bigger,” Stafford said, arms crossed, as he stared out the viewport at the other ship.

They’d gathered to give Johnson a somewhat half-hearted farewell. Johnson had been polite, of course, but everybody (except Yanick) had been fully aware that he was eager to get off the ship. Stafford still wasn’t really sure what Johnson’s problem had been. Hmmm. Maybe he should have asked the guy to fill out one of those ‘How Am I Captaining?’ questionnaires?

Nawww.

The Cletus smoothly detached from Silverado’s starboard airlock. The ship was tiny; a scaled-down Constitution-class saucer, refit-style of course, made up the main body of the ship. At the trailing edge of the saucer two support struts supported warp nacelles, one above and one below the saucer. The Akula-class was clearly of the same generation as the larger, four-nacelle Constellation-class, but the Akula was much smaller and had nacelles in the standard vertical orientation, as opposed to the ones on the Constellation class, which had been rotated ninety degrees on their long axis.

Oh, for crying out loud, if you REALLY want to know what an Akula-class ship looks like, go play the Star Trek: Legacy - Ultimate Universe mod. I have better things to write about than some crappy scout ship! (In the un-modded version, it’s called an Apollo-class refit. Go fig.)

The Cletus spun around, far faster than Silverado could have, then vanished into warp. Stafford, Jall, Yanick and Fifebee turned away from the viewport, walked through the airlock antechamber and back into the main corridors of the ship.

“So,” Jall asked, “Any idea who we’re going to get to replace him?”

“Not really,” Stafford shrugged, “I guess we’ll just have to find somebody else to promote,”

“Captain Stafford! Captain Stafford!” An out-of-breath sounding voice called from down the corridor.

“Yes?” Stafford turned, “Pye? What the hell are you doing out of bed? You’re not on duty for another five hours!”

“Yeah, mister!” Yanick put on her best parenting look, “If this keeps up, you’ll be going to bed without supper!”

“I heard…you need…operation…” Pye panted.

“Uh,” Stafford swallowed and looked around nervously, “If this is about the Tummy-Tuck I asked Wowryk about, she convinced me to just go to the gym-”

“No!” Pye gasped, “Operations…Officer,”

“Oh, yeah,” Stafford nodded, then resumed walking, “If you’re interested, talk to Jall here. Gotta warn you though, moving from helm to operations at this point in your career probably isn’t a good move,”

“Not me!” Pye said, having recovered some breath, “Day!”

“Ensign Day?” Jall cocked a hip, “The cutie on the night shift?”

“Jall!” Stafford snapped, “Do you mind?”

“Chris!” Yanick put her hands on hips, “Let him express himself!”

“Yanick!” Fifebee declared. Everybody ignored her.

“Commander,” Stafford looked furtively at Pye, then lowered his voice, “What did we agree about you and that kind of…stuff?’

“Oh, you mean like me checking out guys, or saying gay-sounding stuff when you’re around?” Jall asked, looking innocent.

“Yes!” Stafford growled, “What did we agree?”

“That it makes you very uncomfortable, and that you’d really appreciate it if I kept my personal life far away from you,” Jall droned, rolling his eyes.

“So?” Stafford asked, gesturing.

“We agreed that you wanted me to stop,” Jall said, a glint of his old mischievous self showing, “We didn’t agree that I actually would stop.”

He turned and started walking away, as Stafford’s face turned beet red.

“And I think Day’s a great choice,” Jall called back over his shoulder.

Pye looked at Stafford hopefully.

“I’ll think about it,” Stafford said, “Now go to bed! And no staying up to watch TV!”

“If you’ll excuse me,” Fifebee said, turning to leave, “I must check on an experiment in one of the science labs,”

Yanick and Stafford stood alone in the corridor for a moment, Stafford’s hands still clenched into fists.

“That First Officer of mine is going to drive me insane,” Stafford growled.

“I think it’s cute,” Yanick said, “The way you bitch at each other…it’s almost like you’re married or something.”

“Please, Trish,” Stafford said, his face turning white as a sheet, “Please don’t say things like that,”

“So, does that mean I stop saying things like that,” Yanick put a perplexed look on her face, “Or that we agree that I should stop, but then I go on and do it anyway?”

“Hey, you’re supposed to be on my side!” Stafford said.

“Oh, silly,” Yanick giggled, punching him on the arm, “Are we still on for tonight?”

“Yeah,” Stafford nodded, “Your quarters, 1900 hours,”

“Goody!”



Jall stepped into his office, feeling again the sense that he really shouldn’t be there.

He didn’t know what it was. Every time he stepped into the First Officer’s office he felt a brief chill, followed by the sensation that he’d gone somewhere he really shouldn’t be going. (He’d felt a similar sensation on his first trip to San Francisco). Could it be a deep-set fear of Noonan? This had been his office after all. Naw, Noonan was a good guy, in Jall’s opinion. Strange, but good. Of course, Noonan had been VERY strange. And there had been rumours that he could…do things. Could he have left some kind of psychic echo?

Nawww.

All of Noonan’s things had been shipped back to Earth, leaving the room somewhat barren. As much as Jall disliked agreeing with Stafford on principle, it was a good idea for him to keep his personal life out of his work, especially considering how many officers and crewmembers would be coming through the office for meetings, evaluations and so forth.

Jall settled into his chair, trying to remember just why exactly he’d come to his office in the first place.

BE-DEEP!

“Jall here,”

“Commander,” it was T’Parief’s voice, sounding as though it was painfully to even say the word, “We have a communication coming for you from Earth,”

“And they didn’t hang up when they saw your face?” Jall quipped, unable to help himself, “I thought that was why we put Yanick on communications?”

“I’m sure witnessing a live evisceration would convince them they do not wish to speak with you,” T’Parief said, “Or perhaps I could play the recording of you dancing on the tabletops last New Years Eve?”

“Just put them through,” Jall said.

Noonan’s face appeared on the screen.

“I have already seen that video,” Noonan said, smiling gently, “Your rhythm was excellent; however your singing voice lacks, well, everything a singing voice should have,”

“Uh…hi…” Jall said slowly, “I was just thinking about you,”

“You don’t say,” Noonan said, a knowing look in his eye, “What an amazing…coincidence,”

“Sure,” Jall said. He didn’t know what to say! When was the last time he and Noonan had an actual conversation? Had they even spoken when Noonan was first officer? Why would he be calling now?”

“You’re probably wondering just why I’m contacting you,” Noonan said, the amused look still present, “Considering how rarely we really spoke when I was aboard ship.”

“Oh….no?” Jall said, “I was just thinking about…how well decorated your apartment looks.

Noonan looked over his shoulder for a moment, then back at the screen.

“Frankly, Commander, I’m calling to warn you,” Noonan said, his expression suddenly becoming serious.

“W-warn me?” Jall squeaked. If anybody else had called, he would have laughed it off, but something about Noonan…well, he was suddenly scared out of his wits.

“Nothing that serious,” Noonan said quickly, “However, as I’m sure you’ve guessed, I’ve found myself with quite a bit of spare time. I’ve been keeping a close eye on developments here on Earth, specifically anything that might relate to Operation Salvage or Silverado,”

“Still feeling a bit attached to the old girl?”

“Of course,” Noonan said frankly, “I greatly enjoyed my time aboard her,”

Jall resisted the urge to make a smart-ass remark.

“You must be aware that the Federation will soon hold Presidential elections,” Noonan went on, “And that both candidates have their campaigns in full force,”

“I saw something about that in the news,” Jall shrugged, “I don’t really care; I don’t vote,”

“Then you must know that the press, as well as the opposition, is desperately combing through everything President Dillon has done during his term,” Noonan said, raising an eyebrow, “Including Operation Salvage,”

The crew tried not to think about anymore, but Silverado had been ‘recycled’. Originally constructed decades ago, the ship had been left to rot in a junkyard until President Dillon came up with the idea of refitting old ships that had previously been considered lost causes. Silverado had been the first ship recovered by the program, but several others had followed since including the USS Elfman, Stallion, Vendome, Papineau and Cricket. Whether or not the operation was a success was still a matter of debate, as Silverado continued to be plagued by minor glitches. Only Sylvia’s presence allowed the ship to run as smoothly as it did, as evidence by the more serious problems the other ships experienced. Jeffery and Sylvia had helped a lot during an officer exchange program (a one-way exchange, at that), but they hadn’t been able to fix everything.

“Sooo, what?” Jall asked, “You think the project might be cancelled? Big deal,”

“No, I’m not worried about the project being cancelled,” Noonan said calmly, “However, Dillon’s supporters can be a ruthless group, as are his opponents. I strongly suspect that you and the rest of my former colleagues might find yourselves caught up in the struggle, as Operation Salvage has already come to their attention,”

“What are you trying to say?” Jall asked, “That we’re going to become pies in some political pie-fight?”

“I don’t know,” Noonan frowned; looking frustrated for the first time in Jall’s memory, “I have a sense…” he trailed off, then brought his gaze back to Jall.

“Whatever you do, Commander,” Noonan said gravely, “Remember where your loyalties lie. And who your real friends are,”

With a polite nod, he closed the channel.

Jall sat staring at his screen, wondering what the hell that was all about.



Lab Technician First-Class Trent Smedi and his partner, Lab Technician Second-Class Jemi H’Kspeda were working in Science Lab 2. Both were moderately competent scientists; Smith specialized in genetics and H’Kspeda in energy particle waves. Unfortunately for them, ‘moderately competent’ didn’t get you onto a ship of the line like the Enterprise or onto a really important outpost like Deep Space 9. It would have gotten them onto an average ship, like the Endeavor, or onto a decently respectable outpost such as Starbase 45, if not for the fact that the two of them tended to have…accidents.

Neither had attended Starfleet Academy, however they’d gone through the standard training required for all Starfleet enlisted personnel. Their laboratory supervisor had noted that the accidents occurred in much greater number when the two of them were working together and had made a special notation in their records to ensure that they never served on the same ship.

Tough luck.

There are only so many ‘ships of the damned’ so to speak. At the time Silverado was being crewed, the Explorer was out hunting for some race called the Bast, the Secondprize had reached maximum crew capacity, the Banshee had been destroyed (despite rumours to the contrary) and Waystation had already surpassed their scientific accident quota for the rest of the decade, what with their encounters with the evil Happyverse and all.

So the Dispatch Officer had shrugged, hoped that the stories of their laboratory disasters had been exaggerated and shipped them off to Silverado.

“Trent, what are you doing now?” H’Kspeda asked. She was Selay, a species resembling an Earth King Cobra. The hood-like flaps that ran down her head to her neck were relaxed, indicating that she was not in an aggressive mood. Not that she ever was. If she were a bit more aggressive, she might have had more success in stopping some of Smith’s more…questionable…experiments. While the two of them were closely matched in terms of scientific knowledge, H’Kspeda was by far the superior when it came to common sense.

“This?” Smedi, a human/Trill hybrid, put an innocent expression on his face as he manipulated the controls to the life-sciences equipment he was using, “Nothing. Nothing at all.” Smedi’s human father was of Arabic descent, while his joined Trill mother had been the Trill equivalent of Asian. The resulting features would have made Smedi very attractive, if it weren’t for the fact that his obsession with his experiments caused him to forget basic necessities such as washing or cutting one’s hair. His gut had been expanding continuously since he’d joined Starfleet, and was in danger of overwhelming his standard-issue belt. None of their co-workers would say it to their faces, but the entire Science staff was positive that if H’Kspada had been a more humanoid woman, she would have avoided him like the plague. What they didn’t know was that she found all humans sexually repulsive. Since she couldn’t avoid them all like the plague, she’d simply come to terms with the fact that she wouldn’t be dating until another Selay was assigned to the ship. (Or Commander T’Parief became single.)

“Maybe you should wait until Lieutenant Fifebee can take a look,” H’Kspada said hesitantly.

“Fifebee? Naww,” Smedi grimaced, “What, just because she’s an officer, she knows better than me? This experiment is going to change the world as we know it!”

“But-” H’Kspada tried to object. As usual, Smedi ignored her.

“OK, so first I need to implement a gradual mutation, but only in certain cells,” Smedi said to himself, “Maybe if I implement a type of nano-machine that would tear down and rebuild the DNA at the nucleotide levee?”

“But-”

“Or,” Smedi went on, “I could set a retrovirus that would re-write the relevant DNA, then put in a biological energy field generator that would prevent the virus from spreading to the rest of the organism,”

“But-”

“No!” Smedi grinned, “I’ve got it! I’ll simply enter in a DNA sequence into the organism that will cause it to rewrite its own DNA at the onset of reproductive development! Perfect!”

H’Kspada sighed. It was a very special kind of sigh that said ‘You-Are-A-Complete-Moron-And-I-Tried-To-Stop-You-But-You -Didn’t-Listen-So-I-Give-Up’. She sat down next to Smedi, bracing herself.

“OK!” Smedi said triumphantly, tapping at a panel, “This is it!”

KA-BOOOOOOM!!!!!!

The console exploded, throwing Smedi and H’Kspada against the far wall, debris raining down all around them.

“What is the meaning of this?”

Lieutenant Fifebee had materialized in the center of the lab, at the former site of the life-sciences equipment module.

“Uhhh,” Smedi looked back at her, a guilty half-grin on his face, “Oops?”

Fifebee crossed her arms. Her holographic avatar was that of an attractive, young brunette with pale skin, porcelain features and a general air that made fans of 20th century television cock their heads and say ‘Lillith?’. A recent upgrade to her program hadn’t done much to change her general attitude, however her decisions were no longer guided by the library of scientific personalities in her database. As a result, she’d starting doing immature things such as piercing body parts and copulating with Ensign Grant in locations such as the janitor’s closet on Deck 15.

“Do I even want to know what ridiculous plan you had this time?” Fifebee asked. Yesterday it had been an eyebrow piercing. Today it was two.

“Um,” Smedi bit his lip.

“He was trying to make a strain of barley that would produce wheat grains,” H’Kspada sighed.

“It’s going to be the next big thing in galactic agriculture!” Smedi said, slightly desperately, “Imagine! You plant barley, and you get wheat!”

Fifebee frowned.

“Why would anybody want that?” she asked.

“Well,” Smedi paused for a moment, “I mean, you might…”

“I have just about had it with your foolishness,” Fifebee said sharply, “Now, start repairing this lab! And if I hear about one more attempt to manipulate life as we know it, I will have your head as a trophy!” She turned for the exit. As she passed a sign that said ‘29 Days Since Smedi and H’Kspada’s Last Accident’ she tapped a button on the side, resetting the counter to zero.

“Maybe we shouldn’t have set the growth accelerator to five thousand percent,” Smedi pondered.

H’Kspada sighed again.



Stafford arrived at Yanick’s quarters right on time.

“My lady,” he said gravely, bowing formally when Yanick answered the door.

“Oh, get in here, silly!” she giggled, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him in.

“So, what do we have in store tonight?” Stafford joked, “Foreplay, or just cuddling?”

“You wish!” Yanick said, rolling her eyes.

When Silverado had launched, Stafford had found Yanick to be one of the few officers he actually enjoyed working with, and they had formed a fast friendship. The various events of the past few years, from body swapping to parallel realities to being stranded on a time-fractured planet hadn’t really strained their friendship, but it had been a long time since the two of them had really hung out on their own. With things calm and back to normal at last, they were finally working to correct that.

“Good evening,” a third voice spoke

Then again…

“Pari,” Yanick started, “What are you doing here?”

“I saw the Captain coming to your quarters and thought I would say hello,” T’Parief said stiffly.

“Hi,” Stafford said, waving weakly.

“Uh, huh,” Yanick crossed her arms, clearly not convinced, “You saw him coming here, and figured you had to come chaperone us, right?”

Now it was T’Parief’s turn to look uncomfortable.

“It is not that I do not trust you,” he said to Stafford, “However, it is common knowledge that you have not been with a woman in…a long time.”

“Isn’t that sweet!” Yanick giggled, ignoring the shocked look on Stafford’s face, “He’s getting all protective.”

“I think I resent that, Commander!” Stafford said.

“Well, he’s right,” Yanick said, batting her big blue eyes, “You were just telling me yesterday you haven’t had sex since-”

“Whoah,” Stafford said, stopping her, “That’s classified!”

There was some awkward silence.

“Well,” Yanick said, “We were going to watch a movie and get smashed. Want to join us?”

“If the Captain does not object,” T’Parief said.

“Well,” Stafford said slowly, “This was supposed to be-”

“I was only asking to be polite,” T’Parief said flatly.



H’Kspada and Smedi were still in Science Lab 2, even though it was now several hours past the end of their duty shifts.

“I’m an officer, I get to boss people around,” Smedi grumbled, arms buried in the life-sciences module he’d detonated as he attempted to replace a gene resequencer, “I went to the Academy, I’m an officer, so now I’m better than the rest of you,”

H’Kspada, who was repairing the control panel Smedi had repaired (incorrectly) half an hour ago, simply sighed. She’d long grown used to Smedi’s rants against the commissioned members of Starfleet.

“I get to make all the big decisions,” Smedi said, his tone becoming more and more hostile, “Because I’m an officer! I get bigger quarters, because I’m an officer! I get better food, because I’m an officer!”

“You know everybody gets their food from the same replicator systems,” H’Kspada commented.

“Hah!” Smedi said, “Everybody knows that all the replicators except for the ones in the officer’s mess are programmed to lace our food with chemicals designed to make us more docile!”

“But-” H’Kspada had been present when Smedi had disproved that theory using a medical tricorder.

“And the tricorders on the ship have been tampered with to hide it!”

H’Kspada tried, unsuccessfully, to point out that the tricorder that had been used was the one she’d brought from the training center.

“And the ones at the training center!” Smedi went on, “It’s a conspiracy!”

He finished his work on the resequencer and moved on to his final repair item without even bothering to test it. H’Kspada finished repairing the control panel and started fixing all the mistakes Smedi had made when he’d repaired the resequencer.

“What I need is to teach them a lesson,” Smedi said suddenly, “I need to show those uptights that just because they have a fancier uniform and a few extra rank pins, it doesn’t make them smarter than me!” He abandoned the life-sciences module and strode through the small hallway that connected his work area with H’Kspada’s.

“Weren’t you working on some project dealing with subspace manipulation?” he asked as he started rummaging around her workspace.

Wincing as her carefully organized padds were thrown into disarray, H’Kspada shook her head.

“N-no,” she hissed, her snake-like tongue flicking out between her lips.

“I’m sure were telling me about it,” Smedi went on, “You were talking about using a subspace coil to froth the quantum foam, or something like that,”

“That was Ms. Horton explaining why her milkshakes were better than the ones your mother made. Quantum foam has little to do with subspace. And one does not ‘froth’ it.” H’Kspada said, “My project is on…on something completely different,” She didn’t want to tell him the details of her subspace manipulation experiments for fear that he’d destroy the universe. Or worse.

“Was it Horton?” Smedi shrugged, “Still, doesn’t that sound neat? ‘Frothing the Quantum Foam’. It would make a great title for a research paper!”

“But why would anybody want to do that?” H’Kspada asked, knowing that instead of answering, Smedi would simply ignore her and start working.

“Maybe,” he said, “If I can combine the subspace manipulation effects of the warp engines with the frothing power of Horton’s power blender…”

H’Kspada sighed.



Picture a man and a woman. The man is tall, Caucasian, in his mid thirties, with brown hair, blue eyes and a build that would be athletic, were it not for the slight thickening of his midsection. The woman is shorter with long, blond hair pulled into a ponytail, smooth, creamy skin, innocent blue eyes and a slender, petite figure. While these two are male and female with normal wants and desires, they have no sexual interest in each other. Instead, they enjoy each other’s company and want only to spend a companionable evening together, which they’ve been without for a long time.

Now picture that the man and woman are seated at far, opposite ends of the sofa in order to make room for a two-meter tall reptile with mottled green scales, sharp fangs, red eyes and claws that could give a tiger a run for its money.

“Is there a particular reason why you chose this evening to spend time together?” T’Parief asked, breaking the awkward silence.

“Yes, actually,” Stafford said. He was sitting on the couch with his arms crossed, the expression on his face close but not quite matching the pout on Yanick’s. “Jall and I finished the promotion list today. Trish invited me over for a drink to celebrate,”

“You were promoted?” T’Parief asked Yanick.

“I dunno,” Yanick said dully, shrugging, “Chris won’t tell me,”

“Of course I can’t tell her!” Stafford said, “Not until the names have been formally announced,”

“I see,” T’Parief nodded, “Then she is not trying to…thank you for a promotion,”

“Ohhhh!” Yanick stood up, “T’Parief, I don’t know what you’re trying to imply there, but it better stop! Now, I’m going to go mix drinks for everybody. God knows we all need one!”

She got up and left, heading towards the replicator in the other room.

“I still cannot understand human women sometimes,” T’Parief commented to Stafford. Stafford, who was still annoyed at having his pleasant evening intruded upon, was less than sympathetic.

“Welcome to the club,” Stafford said, arms still crossed.

“Were we Gorn, it would be much simpler,” T’Parief went on, “If I suspected that you were attempting to seduce my female, I would simply kill you. If I learned that you had already seduced her, I would kill both of you and seek a new mate,”

“Uhh, that’s…really interesting,” Stafford swallowed, trying to move just a bit further away.

“This human custom of pursuing platonic relationships with females that you do not wish to court is very foreign to me,” T’Parief confessed.

“Didn’t we go through all of this when you and Trish started dating?” Stafford said, getting a bit angry, “I’m not interested. Sure, she’s cute, and yeah, she’s a woman, but she’s a woman under my command. In my mind, that makes her off-limits,”

“Which explains just why you haven’t mated in such a long time,” T’Parief observed.

“Hey, don’t start with me!” Stafford said, sitting up straight, “This coming from the guy who wasn’t even capable of sex until a year or so ago!”

A deep, rumbling rattle came from T’Parief’s throat. Stafford had learned long ago that this was a sign of intense anger.

“Er, not that there’s anything wrong with keeping your virginity for the right woman,” Stafford gulped.

The rumble changed to a lower pitch.

“I have drinks!” Yanick said, returning to the room with three large glasses.

“Gimmi!” Stafford cried.



Jall yawned as he strolled into Unbalanced Equations. That promotions list had been a brutal, but long overdue piece of work. But he and Stafford had finally hammered out a list of just who on Silverado deserved to move up in rank. Jall had, to his immense surprise, actually enjoyed working with Stafford on the project. He and the captain might not see eye to eye on everything and they definitely had their share of heated arguments, but Stafford did have the well-being of his crew in mind and, at times, a reasonable idea of what he was doing. It wouldn’t hurt to put a little effort into improving their working relationship.

Which was why Jall had planned to join him for a quick drink. But looking around the lounge, he couldn’t see Stafford anywhere. Jeffery was sitting alone at one of the table corners, trying to stay out of sight. (He’d come out of his shell briefly for the Christmas thingy, but went crawling back in the second it was over.) Wowryk, Fifebee and Sylvia were seated in the large armchairs at the back of the room, talking quietly as they looked out at the stars.

Jall walked over and leaned on the back of Wowryk’s chair.

“Hey ladies,” he said, “Any juicy new gossip?”

“None that you are permitted to know,” Wowryk said coolly.

“We finished with most of the gossip ages ago,” Sylvia said, “We’re onto girl-talk now,”

“I thought girl-talk was gossip?” Jall asked.

“No,” Fifebee said, cradling Fido. She did not elaborate.

“Is there something you wanted, Commander?” Wowryk asked.

“Did it just get colder in here, or is that just me?” Jall asked, his voice still cheerful.

“I do believe I am starting to miss the old ‘angry, annoying Jall’,” Fifebee commented, “This new ‘cheerful, annoying Jall’ model is somewhat more aggravating,”

“I aim to please!” Jall chirped, “But since you asked so nicely, I’m looking for the captain,”

“He’s in Ensign Yanick’s quarters,” Sylvia said immediately.

“Ohhh…the Captain and Ensign Yanick, alone together! That’s a whole new juicy topic to gossip about!” Fifebee said excitedly, “Excellent! I am in dire need of practice!”

“Nothing there to gossip about,” Sylvia said, “T’Parief is there too,”

“Oh,” Fifebee looked disappointed. She perked up, “Unless they are engaging in group-”

“Stop!” Wowryk cried, plugging fingers into her ears.

“It’s nothing like that,” Sylvia said, “C’mon, let’s head over to the RoughHouse. Plenty of gossip opportunities there,”

The three ladies stood, ignoring Jall as they walked towards the door.

Shrugging, Jall walked towards the opposite exit. If Yanick and Stafford were having a little get-together, he’d just have to join them.



“Come on, come on,” Yanick called from the other room, “Drink up! More on the way!”

“Uh, Trish,” Stafford said, forcing himself to swallow the last of his martini, “It’s only been fifteen minutes!”

“The more the merrier, and all that,” Yanick said, returning to room with another tray of Cosmopolitans.

“BUUUUUWWWAAAAAAAPPPP!” T’Parief belched.

They’d turned on some music in an attempt to improve the rather bleak evening, but so far things remained awkward.

“Maybe we should do this another time,” Stafford said softly to Yanick, hoping T’Parief wouldn’t hear.

“No, no,” Yanick whispered back, “We planned this for tonight, we’re doing it tonight.”

“Well, OK,” Stafford said, still not looking totally convinced as he took a sip of his drink. He picked up a padd and started going through the ships entertainment library.

Be-DEEEP!

“Hi, everybody!” Jall cried from Yanick’s door.

Stafford tilted his head back, swallowing his drink in one gulp.



“Smedi, it is getting late,” H’Kspada said, her head flaps starting to twitch in annoyance, “Let us have a relaxing night. Tomorrow you can resume your…work,”

“I can’t do this tomorrow,” Smedi said, bent over his masterpiece, “I’m supposed to be cataloguing the DNA sequences from those planetary samples we took on last week,”

Which H’Kspada had known perfectly well. But, most of the time, if she could get Smedi to abandon one of his insane projects, even for a few hours, he would end up forgetting all about it and moving on,”

“OK,” he said, “So, I got the parts I needed from Horton’s kitchen, and I’ve got all the hookups ready. Now we just need a power source.”

“I think I have a nine-volt battery in my desk,” H’Kspada said hopefully.

“Don’t be silly,” Smedi said. The contraption on the table, which had started life as a kitchen blender, had been spliced into the subspace field generator H’Kspada had been working on. Her project had been an offshoot of spatial manipulation experiments that she had read about. She was hoping to duplicate some very interesting effects she had heard of, but was nowhere near ready to test her experiment. Most likely, she figured, when Smedi put power to the device, nothing would happen. Probably. Hopefully.

“I don’t think we have anything in the lab strong enough for what I have in mind,” Smedi said. He picked up the modified blender and walked towards the door.

“Uh, where are you going?” H’Kspada asked.

No answer. He was already in the corridor.

“If he destroys the known universe, my career is toast,” she hissed as she followed him. It wasn’t hard; his girth made him easy to follow.

After walking down the curved corridor then taking a turbolift to Deck 29, Smedi walked into Main Engineering, looking like he owned the place.

“Hello, hello,” he said pleasantly to the evening shift engineers, most of whom simply turned back to their consoles, “Don’t mind us,”

He walked past the thrumming warp core, with its swirling columns of energy, and over to a power distribution bank.

“Uh, excuse me,” an officer with red hair was poking his head out of the chief engineer’s office, “What are you doing?”

“Just a science experiment, sir,” Smedi said, putting just a bit too much emphasis on the ‘sir’.

“Is that authorized?” the officer (Lieutenant Sage) asked.

“Sure it is,” Smedi laughed, connecting the device to the power outputs, “Would I be here if it wasn’t?”

“Would he?” Sage asked H’Kspada.

“Yes,” H’Kspada said flatly.

“She’s such a joker,” Smedi laughed. He activated the device.

The blender spun into gear, the pronged mixers spinning with a high-pitched hum. The various electronics Smedi had attached to the device started blinking, indicating proper functioning.

“There, see?” Smedi said, “Not a problem.”

Then the room started to melt.



“Here, have another drink,” Yanick said, a strained grin on her face.

“Yesh. Yesh please,” Stafford said, grasping at the glass she was holding in front of him. It took him three tries before he was able to successfully take it.

“How about ‘Trading Starships’?” Jall asked, oblivious to the strained atmosphere in the room.

“Jusht shoot me,” Stafford slurred.

“I think I saw that under 20th century television,” Jall frowned, searching through the padd.

T’Parief chose that moment to pass out, his head lolling back onto the couch.

“Oh, thank goodness!” Yanick said, walking back in yet again with another tray of drinks, “He’s getting better at holding his liquor. I thought he’d never fall asleep,”

“You mean you wanted him unconscious?” Jall asked.

“Do you have a problem with that?” Stafford asked, his own head never quite staying still.

“Nope,” Jall shrugged, “In fact, at this one bar-”

“Stop!” Stafford exclaimed, straightening up in seat. Unfortunately, the movement caused T’Parief to start sliding sideways, right on top of Stafford.

“Somebody help me,” he squeaked, struggling to get free, “It smells like Florida swamp under here!”

“Pari was trying a new cologue,” Yanick said, taking a seat at the far side of the couch, “But hey, now that he’s out, we can go back to our movie plan, right?”

“Can’t…breathe…” Stafford wheezed.

“How about ‘The Horta Wears Prada’?” Jall asked.

“Too…chick…flick…” Stafford forced out, still trying to wriggle out from under the unconscious security chief.

“It is not,” Jall said indignantly, “It’s got that hot chick with the nice ass,”

“It’s a movie about fashion, Jall,” Yanick said, “Chris says that fashion is for guys who can’t get laid with their natural, rugged good looks,”

Jall looked at Stafford for a moment then burst out laughing. He finally stood and reached for Stafford’s arm, pulling him free of his couch/reptile prison. Stafford stumbled to his feet, head spinning, leaning on Jall for support.

“I don’t feel good,” Stafford mumbled.

“Sorry,” Yanick shrugged, “But T’Parief would have caught on if he was the only one drinking,”

Suddenly the deck pitched under their feet, sending everybody to the floor in a heap.



“Status report!” Lieutenant Quintaine called from the command chair.

“Warp engines just went offline!” Ensign Day called from ops, “There’s some kind of power drain in Main Engineering!”

“Compensate,” Quintaine ordered, “Re-establish the warp field!”

“Uh, there’s something freaky happening with the warp field,” Pye reported from the helm, “It just did something I’ve never seen before!”

“Such as?”

“Uh,” Pye tapped his panel, “You tell me!”

The main viewer flickered to life, showing a diagram of Silverado’s warp field. The multi-layered field looked normal, until the entire field jumped, spiraling around a central point like water going down the drain.

“Ohhh,” Quintaine gulped, slouching in the command chair, “This can’t be good,”



Yanick was the first to recover.

“Ohhh, what did I put in that last martini?” she wondered, sitting on the floor and looking around. She pulled herself to her feet, then noticed Stafford and Jall. The jolt that knocked out Yanick had knocked out both of them. Stafford had collapsed to the floor, then Jall had landed on top of him.

Yanick picked up an empty martini glass from the floor, looked at it, looked at the two officers on the floor, then looked at the glass again.

“What the HELL did I put in that last martini?” she wondered again.

“Owww,” Jall groaned as he woke up, “Where…who..?”

Stafford’s eyes opened, staring blankly up at the ceiling. After a moment or two, the confusion cleared as he shrugged off the effects of the synthohol. He looked up. Saw Jall’s face.

“AHHHHHHH!!!!!” he shrieked. Flailing, he shoved Jall off then jumped to his feet.

“What did you do?” he snarled, glaring at Jall as the half-Trill picked himself up off the floor,”

“What did I do?” Jall shot back, “What did YOU do?”

The two of them turned and looked, somewhat desperately, at Yanick.

“What did WE do???”

“Bridge to captain,” Quintaine’s voice came over the comm, “We’re having a bit of a crisis up here,”

“We’re having another crisis down here, too!” Jall shot back.

“Does yours involve the ship coming to a stop?” Quintaine asked.

“I’m on my way,” Stafford said, giving Jall one last dirty look, “We’ll deal with…with this later!” he tapped his badge, “All senior officers, report to the bridge!”

He strode out into the hallway, Yanick and Jall close behind. He didn’t get three paces before his comm went off again.

“Sage to Captain,”

“Yes?”

“Um,” Sage swallowed, “It’s not my fault, but the engine room is…melting,”

“Melting?”

“Yes,” Sage’s voice suddenly lost its calm, “And I think I’m melting with it!”



“Senior officers, report to the bridge!”

Jeffery was in one of the lower cargo holds when the ship shook. He’d been looking for a bottle of whiskey that he had stored in his storage module, but hadn’t been having much luck finding it.

“The bridge,” he muttered, “Didn’t it occur to ye that Ah might learn more about what’s happenin’ in engineering?”

Forgetting his search, Jeffery stepped out into the corridor, walking purposefully towards the nearest turbolift. As he walked, he started to notice something strange. The wood-finished hand rail that lined one side of the corridor was starting to sag, like a big, wet pasta noodle. Panels were starting to droop, and support struts were flexing.

“Ohh, Ah dun think this is good,” he grumbled, walking faster and wishing he had a tricorder. Even as he moved, the warping continued, the rails were now stretching like taffy, hanging off their supports. A ceiling panel liquefied and fell to the floor behind him. Picking up his pace, Jeffery started running. What he didn’t notice was that his arms, swinging by his sides, had likewise started to lose their solidity, sagging and stretching.

He reached the turbolift, panting, and when the doors didn’t open immediately, he tapped the ‘call’ button. Or tried to. His elongated arms drooped to the floor even as he tried.

“BLOODY HELLISH BOLLUX!” Jeffery screamed, looking down at his body. His legs were collapsing, oozing into a puddle on the floor, and he was pretty sure other objects were hanging lower than they should have been. Desperately, he lunged forward, hitting the ‘call’ button with his nose, which squished into his face like an overripe tomato.

The doors opened, and Jeffery jumped/oozed into the lift.

“Bbbbrrriiiddgeeee,” he cried, the word coming out like a gurgle.

As soon as the lift jerking into motion, Jeffery was sure he was going to be sick. His entire body sloshed like a water balloon and the turbolift car itself rippled and pulsated like something made of pudding. Yet there was no pain, for which Jeffery was very grateful.

As suddenly as they had come on, the changes reversed themselves. The turbolift car solidified, regaining its proper shape. Jeffery’s limbs straightened, his body stiffened and his nose resumed its previous shape. Within seconds he was back to normal. The turbolift doors opened onto the bridge. Jeffery emerged, shaking and sweating.

“Simon?” Stafford asked, looking over Day’s shoulder at ops, “Are you OK? You look like you’ve seen a ghost!”

“Don’t go downstairs,” Jeffery whimpered, waving a hand back at the turbolift. He quickly explained what he’d seen.

“Ah’ve always wanted a willy that reached me knees,” Jeffery added, still shaken, “But not like that!”

Stafford and Jall exchanged a very uncomfortable glance, then moved further apart.

“No need to get graphic,” Jall said quickly, “So, Fifebee, any neat ideas on what the hell is happening?”

Fifebee turned to face Jall, her hands still tapping at her panel.

“Something in the ship is generating a powerful subspace field,” Fifebee said, “Beyond that, I do not know,”

“How big is the field?” Stafford asked.

“It encompasses much of the secondary hull,” Fifebee replied, “And it is growing. And there is something else…some kind of…I do not know what,”

“Dangerous?” Stafford asked.

“I do not think so,” Fifebee replied.

“What do ye mean?” Jeffery snapped, “I was oozing like one of Jall’s fruity fondues!”

“My fondues are not fruity,” Jall said indignantly.

“Yeah,” Stafford said, “But sometimes people dip fruit in fondue,”

He clapped his hand over his mouth, like he’d just said something evil.

“Oh my God!” Stafford shouted, “I’m catching it! I’m catching it!”

“Don’t be an ass!” Jall snapped.

“Hey let’s leave ‘ass’ out of the-”

“Is there somethin’ the two of you wanna tell us?” Jeffery asked.

“No!” Stafford and Jall shouted.

There was an awkward silence.

“OK,” Stafford said, “Jeffery, you, Fifebee and I are going to try to get into engineering. Jall, you stay up here with Yanick and…where’s T’Parief?”

“I think we left him passed out on the floor,” Yanick said.

“Ah. Jall, just…stay here,” Stafford said, stepping into the turbolift, “Come ON, Simon!”

Taking a deep breath, Jeffery stepped into the turbolift.

Yanick turned to Jall.

“So what did you two do?” she asked, oblivious to the rapt attention she was receiving from the night shift.

“Well,” Jall thought for a moment, then frowned.

“Nothing,” he said.

“Oh, c’mon Jall, you can tell me!”

“No, I mean, we couldn’t have done anything. I remember hanging out with the two of you in your quarters right up to when the ship dropped out of warp. Then we recovered. I must have just landed on him when we were knocked out,” Jall let out a deep breath, “Thank God!”

“Oh,” if Yanick was disappointed that she wouldn’t have fresh gossip for the mill, it didn’t show. (Pye, on the other hand, could be heard cursing quietly.) “Well, Chris will be glad to hear that. He probably doesn’t remember anything after all that booze I made him drink.

“Really?” Jall said, a slow, evil smile spreading.



“This is the edge of the field,” Fifebee said, tapping her tricorder. The three of them were in a Jefferies tube on Deck 20, in the connector between the primary and secondary hulls. “I am detecting subspace disruptions, but have never seen patterns like this,”

“Jeffery?” Stafford asked.

“This is weird,” Jeffery said, tapping at a wall panel, “Accordin’ to Sylvia, there’s nothin’ wrong with any of the systems down there, except for the power drain and the subspace field,”

“So?”

“So, most of the time, when stuff melts, it stops workin’!” Jeffery said.

“Uh oh,” Fifebee muttered.

Stafford turned to her. She continued tapping at her tricorder.

“Uh oh?” he prompted, “Uh oh? Fifebee?? Uh oh???”

“Oh, sorry,” Fifebee turned to face him, “I may have underestimated the size of the field. What is ahead of us is only a stronger region of the field. The field itself encompasses the entire ship,”

“Then why aren’t we all melty?” Jeffery asked.

“I have a theory,” Fifebee said. She started climbing down into the Jefferies tube. Stafford and Jeffery hesitantly followed.

Two decks down, Fifebee led them into a corridor. Jeffery kept holding his arm out, waiting to see if it drooped. Nothing.

“It’s not happenin’,” Jeffery said.

“Yes, it is,” Fifebee replied. She turned the tricorder screen so the two of them could see.

“What is that?” Stafford asked.

“Mr. Jeffery,” Fifebee replied.

“What? It looks more like scrambled eggs!” Stafford said.

“Subspace and space are extremely twisted,” Fifebee said, “It is almost as though reality itself has been manipulated, causing anything within the area to become distorted.”

“Uh, then how come we don’t look distorted?” Stafford asked.

“Because you had been twisted in the exact same way that space has,” Fifebee explained. Stafford and Jall looked blankly at her.

“Just trust me,” she said, “To an outside observer this entire ship likely resembles scrambled eggs at this point.”

“Then why did things get gooey before?” Jeffery asked, following Fifebee into a turbolift. She looked quite unworried.

“I suspect that as one gets closer to the source of the distortion, the phenomenon is so extreme that it becomes perceptible to human senses. Possibly because the effect on space and subspace is no longer equal, or perhaps your perceptions are no longer warping to the same extent as the surrounding environment,”

“Uh, Simon,” Stafford pointed, “Your ears are hanging down around your neck. Ugh, that is GROSS!”

Even as he spoke, his lips started to sag, his whole mouth oozing off his face.

“Simply remember,” Fifebee said, her left arm detaching itself from her body, “It is only a matter of perception,”

“I perceive that I…that I…” Stafford gagged, then puked all over the floor.

They arrived at Deck 29 and oozed as quickly as they could towards engineering. As they did so, the effects increased. Jeffery’s face was now hanging off his left knee and Stafford’s eyes had migrated to opposite sides of his head. Something that looked like a lung had attached itself to Jeffery’s back.

The corridor barely resembled a hallway. The walls and ceiling had sagged, supports were slowly collapsing, as though made of weak plastic. And yet there always seemed to be room for the three of them to pass through. The doors to engineering started to open, then promptly collapsed into a thick, gooey puddle.

“OK,” Stafford said, his voice coming out clear despite the shape of his mouth, “What the hell are you people doing down here?”

“First of all, Captain,” a bag of ooze called from the far end of the room, “This isn’t my fault!”

Stafford and Jeffery both vomited this time.

“Fifebee…is he supposed to be…inside out?”

“I do not know,” Fifebee replied peevishly, “I did not cause this problem!”

“Look,” Smedi (a slightly fatter bag of ooze) said, “If I can just get the blenders aligned with the subspace field generated by the warp drive, it will compensate for the-”

A nearby bag of ooze, this one with darker colours, gave a sigh.

“What did you do!” Stafford shouted.

“Well,” Smedi gulped, “I just thought I’d try out this neat gizmo I put together-”

“Unauthorized testin’?” Jeffery snapped, “In MY engine room?”

“On MY ship?” Stafford added.

“Smedi,” H’Kspada said, “Just turn it off!”

“No, no,” Smedi said. A portion of the blob (a hand being uplifted?) waved, “I can get this working. Maybe if I increase power to the-”

“SHUT IT DOWN!” Jeffery, Fifebee and Stafford screamed.

“OK, OK,” Smedi said, sounding offended, “I just have to do it slowly,”

There was a click, then a whirring as the blender blades slowly stopped spinning. As they did, the blobs of ooze on the floor slowly resolved back into people, internal organs returning to the inside and external body parts returning to their proper locations. Support struts straightened and the warp core, which was sagging to one side like a dying tree, straightened and resumed its normal shape. Finally, everything was back to normal.

“Get your hands off that device!” Stafford snapped, walking over to the blender-like gadget sitting on the workbench. Jeffery kept massaging his stomach, trying not to be sick again.

“What were you trying to do, anyway?” Stafford demanded.

“Well,” Smedi swallowed, “I figured if I used a subspace field manipulator to sort of ‘clamp on’ to the space-time fabric, then set the manipulator into a circular motion, I could twist reality. Y’know, froth up the quantum foam!”

Stafford stared at him.

“Why the hell would anybody want to do that?” he demanded.

“Why indeed?” Fifebee asked, “You have seriously damaged the structure of reality at this location. You are lucky reality did not tear, or worse, unravel. We should move the ship away from this location,” she added to Stafford.

“Stafford to bridge,” he tapped his comm-badge, “Problem solved. Take us out, slowly!”

He started to head towards the exit.

“Oh, one more thing,”

He turned around, picked up Smedi’s device and smashed it on the deck, pieces flying in all directions.

“DON’T DO THAT AGAIN!” he shouted.

#### Captain’s Log, Supplemental:



“Remind me why we need scientists on board to begin with? Well, now that we’ve turned off that…whatever it was, we have been able to re-engage warp drive and continue on course for Starbase 45. Dr. Wowryk has informed me that her supply of anti-nausea medication is dangerously low, and ship’s maintenance informs me that it will be several hours before the last of the vomit is cleaned out of the carpets. We were pretty lucky though; Fifebee tells me that Smedi’s little experiment could have ripped the ship apart. Or left us permanently turned into ooze balls. This is part of why he’ll be working for maintenance for the next few months, cleaning up the most disgusting messes we can find.”

“Speaking of disgusting messes,”



BE-DEEP!

“Come,” Stafford called.

Jall walked in and took a seat across from Stafford.

“I guess we need to talk,” Stafford said.

“I guess we do,” Jall nodded.

“I don’t know what happened,” Stafford said, fidgeting uncomfortably, “My memory’s a bit fuzzy, but I want you to know that I am, in no way, interested in-”

“Nothing,” Jall said flatly.

“I was going to say ‘you’, actually. I’m very interesting in woman, especially if they’ve got nice-”

“No, I mean, nothing happened,” Jall said, “The ship shook, we fell down on the floor and were knocked out. Pure coincidence, us waking up where we did.”

“Oh,” Stafford blew out a deep breath, “Oh, thank you merciful God,” he sighed, looking up at the ceiling.

“Tell me about it,” Jall muttered, getting up to leave.

“You know, Commander,” Stafford called, “You really could have messed with my mind on this one,”

Jall turned back.

“I could have,” he said, “Maybe the next time you feel like taking a shot at me, you’ll remember that. And while you’re at it, maybe do some thinking about why you get so upset over this stuff. Saying it’s childish is sort of an understatement.”

He left.

“Well,” Stafford said, leaning back in his chair, “Maybe I will,”



Jall stepped into his office, waiting to feel the familiar discomfort he always felt when he entered. Yup, there it is. A wave of coldness, making him feel at once uncomfortable and unwelcome. Almost like…

He turned and examined the control panel next to the door.

“Stupid,” Jall grumbled, turning the environmental controls back up to the proper temperature.

He settled into his chair and activated his terminal. Before he could do anything, the comm sounded.

“Hiya, Commander,” Yanick’s cheerful voice called, “I have a message for you from Earth,”

“Put it through,” Jall said.

“Thank you for holding,” Yanick’s voice came back, “I have Commander Jall on the line, and he will be assisting you further. Thank you for calling Silverado, and I hope you enjoy your communication with us.”

Jall grinned, expecting to see Noonan’s pale face on his terminal. Instead, he was greeting by the grim face of a woman with hair so blond it was nearly white, black lipstick, dark eye shadow and strikingly beautiful features.

“Your comm officer really doesn’t know when to shut up, does she?” she asked.

“Lydia Thompson,” Jall said, instantly on his guard, “You’re just lucky you didn’t get the lizard,”

“I’m sure,” Thompson said, unperturbed. She had been assigned to Silverado as a Humanoid Resource liaison when the ship had been launched. Unofficially, she had been there to see that President Dillon’s interests were served, since Silverado was part of one of his pet projects. She’d caused a major headache for Stafford when Jeffery had been captured by the Matrians, back in their first year on the ship, and Stafford had kicked her off the ship. Since then, she’d been working her way up the ranks of the bureaucracy known as Humanoid Resources.

“And just what do you want from me?” Jall asked.

“Commander,” Lydia looked hurt, “Such harsh words. I would think you’d be happy to hear from the department that got you your rank back,”

“Excuse me?”

“Surely, you know that all appeals and mistreatment cases such as yours are processed by Humanoid Resources before appearing before a tribunal,” Lydia explained.

“Uh, it took four years to be processed, and I doubt you had anything to do with it,” Jall said, crossing his arms.

“Very well,” Lydia said, “I can’t claim responsibility for that, it’s true. But you might want to consider that I do still have strong connections to Operation Salvage. I’ve been very much involved in crew selections, especially with so many ships being repaired. I don’t think you want to be my enemy,” she gave Jall a wink, “I may be able to…help you, at some point,”

“I’m listening,” Jall said neutrally.

“Well, Lydia said,”Let’s just say that there’s a…situation that’s come up. One that Admiral Tunney and I have decided is just perfect for Silverado,”

“Perfect because we have the skills for it, or perfect because it gets us out of your hair?” Jall asked.

“Both,” Thompson said bluntly, “Let’s face it, the method by which you were selected as First Officer, while very helpful in some ways, turned out to be highly embarrassing in others. In the end, we are at a time when we can ill afford embarrassment. Getting Silverado out of the way will make President Dillon’s re-election campaign slightly easier. And it involves working with people you are already reasonably familiar with.”

“So what’s the catch?” Jall asked.

“Well, let’s just say, hypothetically speaking, that this mission might put Stafford in a situation where he’ll have to make some big decisions,” Lydia said, “And, hypothetically speaking, these decisions, if made incorrectly, could have pretty serious impacts to his career, if they were communicated to the right ears,”

“Your ears,” Jall guessed.

Thomson shrugged.

“If he were to be removed as Captain, it would be nice to be able to replace him with somebody I could…trust,” she said.

“Somehow,” Jall said, “I doubt you have the authority for that.”

“Of course not,” Thomspon said, “But Tunney does listen to me. A lot,”

“Uh-huh,” It was making sense to Jall know. No wonder Noonan had called him! He must have caught wind of this mission, but how did he know Lydia would be contacting him?

‘Remember where your loyalties lie.’ Noonan had told him.

Jall thought for a moment. Would he betray Stafford, just for a shot at captaincy? He honestly couldn’t answer that question. He knew he couldn’t do anything to Stafford to get him out of the position, that kind of backstabbing just wasn’t him. But if Stafford were to do something really stupid, something that could result in his being removed anyway…would he actually have the gall to report it to Thompson?

“You better tell me about this mission…” he said.

She did.

Jall’s eyes widened his jaw dropping.

“Hold, please!” he squeaked, hitting the hold button and running out of the room.

“You missed the button!” Lydia called from the screen.

But Jall had already left.

No sooner was he out the door then Smedi snuck in.

“F**king officers,” he grumbled, moving quickly to Jall’s desk and rummaging through the padds there, “Transfer me to maintenance, will you? We’ll just see about that! When I find those transfer orders, I’ll-”

“What’s this?” Lydia said from the screen, “A disgruntled crewmember?”

“Uhhh,” Smedi started, noticing the woman on the screen catching him in the act of rummaging through Jall’s possessions, “Hello?”

“I think you and I need to have a nice chat,” Thompson said, smiling.



“So, Admiral,” Stafford said, “What’s up? You know we’re only a day or so away from you,”

“I know,” the broad, goateed visage of Admiral Edward Tunney said from Stafford’s screen, “But I thought you’d like to know that the details of your next mission have been finalized,”

“Really?” Stafford leaned forward in his seat, “I know you were going assign a ship to search for any other Delori artifacts in this sector,”

“The USS Vendome will be handling that mission,” Tunney said.

“Oh,” Stafford looked disappointed, “Ok, what about surveying the Gould Nebula?”

“I’ve got the Papineau on that one, but thanks,” Tunney said, looking annoyed.

“What about-”

“Captain, if you’ll shut up for a moment, I’ll tell you!” Tunney snapped.

“Oh,” Stafford said quietly, “Sorry,”

“First,” Tunney said, referring to a padd, “To replace Mr. Johnson-”

“I’ve already selected an officer to replace him,” Stafford said.

“I don’t care,” Tunney said, “After that televised fiasco, it’s going to be a LONG time before I let you select another senior officer! I’m assigning Lieutenant Commander Riven Valtaic as your new Operations Officer,”

“Ohh, Ensign Pye is going to be pissed,” Stafford groaned.

“He’ll survive,” Tunney said flatly, “You will pick up Mr. Valtaic at Starbase 45. And you damned well better treat him better than you treated Johnson!”

“I still don’t know what went wrong there,” Stafford objected.

“As to your mission,” Tunney ignored him, picking up another padd, “It just so happens we need a ship to undertake a very interesting, very long term mission for us. And, will wonders never cease, it’s something your crew is actually qualified for,”

“What?” Stafford asked, “Is Starfleet expanding into the circus business?”

“No, but if it does you’ll be the first to know,” Tunney said dryly, “What we have, well, let’s just say that it’s a great opportunity for you to learn about the aftermath of your actions, and a great opportunity for me to get you out of my hair for a while.”

Tunney tapped a button, causing a stream of mission details to appear on Stafford’s terminal.

“We’ll meet when you arrive at Starbase 45,” Tunney said, “Until then, happy reading.” The screen went blank.

Stafford’s eyes widened as he read through the material scrolling down his monitor.



Yanick was seated comfortably at the helm, flipping through a copy of ’House and Starship,” while beside her Ensign Rengs, temporarily putting in bridge duty at Ops, flipped through baby pictures of his son.

“That’s kinda odd, isn’t it?” Yanick said, “Calls for both the Captain and the First Officer at the same time? From different people?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Rengs said, “I don’t usually get to come up to the bridge,”

“According to my memory files,” Fifebee called from her aft console, “This has happened only once before on this vessel. And I don’t believe it turned out to be a good thing.”

At that moment, the forward turbolift doors opened, revealing Jall. He was hyperventilating, sweat beading on his forehead as he glanced quickly around the bridge.

“Where’s Stafford?” he demanded.

Directly across from him the doors to the ready room hissed open and Stafford bolted out, twitching and fidgeting, as though in a panic.

“Where’s Jall!” he snapped.

The two officers noticed each other.

“THEY’RE SENDING US BACK TO MATRIA PRIME!” they wailed.

The bridge crew stared at them.

“Oh, shit!” Fifebee solemnly declared.
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Shuffle

“OK, once we’re finished at Romulus Republic, we can grab a bite to eat at Denith’s Pizza,” Trish Yanick was saying, throwing her hair back over her shoulder. Today she was wearing it in a long braid, and it had been some time since her last haircut. At this rate, her hair would reach her butt in a few short months, “At least, those of us who eat will eat at Denith’s. Then we can head over to the multiplex, there’s a new James Bond movie I want to see!”

“Why must we go to Romulus Republic?” Fifebee asked, “We can find low, low prices if we go to Club Melkot,”

“Because I still get a staff discount at Romulus Republic,” Yanick said.

“Discount?” Wowryk raised an eyebrow, “You only worked there for a few days!”

“With the Romulans, once you’re in, you’re in for life,” Yanick said, slightly gloomily, “They tried to schedule me for a work shift tomorrow, too,”

The three women were walking down the shopping concourse of Starbase 45, fingers already grasping bags of purchased goods. Silverado had docked at the Starbase less than half a day ago and the crew had been granted shore leave. Silverado herself was being fuelled and supplied for a long ter ission, which meant that every cargo hold, every antimatter pod, every deuterium storage tank and every spare parts bin was going to be packed to capacity. Although they were scheduled for a brief stopover at Waystation on their way to Matrian space, the crew had been told to get as much R&R in as they could at Starbase 45.

“I wish this place had a decent Klingon clothing store,” Yanick said, rummaging through a rack of shirts, “Pari really gets turned on when I wear metal,”

“There is a Klingon clothing store on Level B, Section 14,” Fifebee advised her, having memorized the shop directory, “Kraggoth’s Klingon Fashions,”

“No, no,” Yanick said, “I said decent! Everybody knows that if you want good Klingon clothing, you’ve got to hit Krilik’s Klingon Formal Wear,”

“Well, then you’ll just have to wait until we get to Waystation!” Wowryk said.

“Oh, is that a Gornzibar’s over there?” Yanick said, peering out the store window, “They might have something,”

Wowryk and Fifebee exchanged glances as Yanick bolted from Romulus Republic, staff discount forgotten.

“You know Trish, you seem to be taking the news of this new mission fairly well,” Wowryk said, catching up with the wayward blond, “I for one am most upset that I won’t be able to visit my family next month for the annual Revival Festival,”

“Revival Festival?” Fifebee asked.

“Yes,” Wowryk nodded, “To celebrate the second coming of Jesus,”

“But that hasn’t happened yet,” Fifebee pointed out.

“Well,” Wowryk shrugged, “People said the same thing during the past two hundred and thirty-five festivals, but sooner or later, we’ll get him!”

“The doctor does raise a valid point,” Fifebee said to Yanick as she entered the Gornzibar store and started flipping through a rack of stainless steel pantyhose, “The captain locked himself in his quarters for six hours, Mr. Jeffery is hiding behind potted plants and Mr. Jall was seen replicating a piece of sports equipment designed to prevent male genital injury. You, however are undertaking the exact same type of shopping spree you have undertaken every other time we have come to Starbase 45.”

“Well,” Yanick said, moving on from the pantyhose and looking at leather arm bands, “What’s the big deal? We’ve got all our friends on Silverado, we’ve got holodecks now, we’ve got food, drinks and entertainment. I mean, sure, we won’t see our families, but we don’t see them a lot now anyway!”

“We are taking a high-powered subspace transceiver array with us,” Fifebee mused, “Contact with the Federation will be much easier than it was previously,”

“OK, so we’ll have all the comforts of home,” Wowryk said, crossing her arms, “But isn’t anybody else bothered by the fact that we’re going to be visiting the people that brainwashed us all and turned me into a raving ego-maniac?”

“Oh, right,” Yanick shrugged, “Well, it wasn’t all of the Matrians that did that, right? It was just a few of their leaders,”

“Trish, they enslaved and terrorized an entire region of space!” Wowryk snapped, “They sent out probes to find some poor male sap that was smart enough to lead their men, but too terrified of women to do anything but obey them, they attacked us several times and nearly destroyed the ship and we all wound up in the wrong bodies because of their stupid brainwashing technology!”

“The Klingons slaughtered countless thousands over the centuries, but we’re allies with them now,” Fifebee pointed out.

“And they have really bad body odour, but that didn’t stop the Federation from establishing relations!” Yanick said proudly.

“Nor does it stop Jall,” Wowryk mused darkly.

“That was just a rumour;” Fifebee waved away, “No self-respecting Klingon would spend time with Jall,”

“You still need work on those gossip subroutines,” Yanick said, picking out a chain mail skirt and a bottle of Gorn massage oil, “You’ll never get anywhere if you don’t let the stories spread!”



“Admiral Tunney will see you now,” wheezed Tunney’s secretary, a blue-skinned, horned and very cranky being. Stafford always heard Tunney refer to the being as ‘she’, but what could possibly be feminine about that walking brick was beyond Stafford’s comprehension.

“Thanks, sweetie,” Jall said, giving her/it a big smile, “And may I say, you look lovely today! Are you using that new skin cream from Velvane?”

The alien growled menacingly.

“Let’s just go in,” Stafford said, grabbing Jall by the arm and pulling him into Tunney’s office. Nothing had changed since his last visit; the walls were still the standard Starfleet Grey Office décor, a large viewscreen still dominated one wall and Tunney was still looking at him with a look that was somewhere between amusement and annoyance.

“I was just being friendly,” Jall said, “You always gotta get in good with the help! Who knows what kind of juicy gossip we could find out about Tun-”

“Can it,” Stafford snapped out of the corner of his mouth.

“Captain Stafford,” Tunney greeted him, not bothering to get up, “And this must be Commander Jall,”

“Hi,” Jall waved, “Nice beard. It really accentuates your facial features,”

“I’m married,” Tunney said flatly.

“Why do people always think I’m hitting on them?” Jall rolled his eyes.

“See what I have to live with?” Stafford muttered to Tunney.

“I have no sympathy for you, Captain,” Tunney said, “I have to live with my wife, after all,”

Stafford turned red.

“Not that I was implying anything,” Tunney gestured for them to sit, “Still, Mr. Jall, your behaviour during the, er ‘Silverado Idol’ broadcast was less embarrassing than that of the other contestants. At least I can say something positive about you, which is more than I can say about the others.”

“Uh, thanks,” Jall sat. Stafford remained standing, his skin tone slowly returning to normal.

“Look, Admiral, about this mission,” Stafford said.

“Do you have a problem with it?” Tunney clasped his hands on his desk, looking calmly up at Stafford.

“Well, the last time we were sent to Matrian space, our ship was captured by the Senousans, our chief engineer was kidnapped, our doctor became some kind of White Witch of the North and our ship was nearly destroyed,” Stafford put his hands on Tunney’s desk, “And don’t even start me on the body switching!”

“You weren’t sent to Matrian space the first time,” Tunney pointed out, “You were sent on an exploratory mission which happened to take you to Matrian space,”

“Same thing,” Stafford muttered.

Tunney’s attitude darkened.

“Are you suggesting then that I should send another ship, one crewed by officers who have never been to Matrian space and have no idea what to expect, no idea of the history of the region and no idea what the Matrians are capable of, just because you’re frightened of a former empire of aggressive, large-breasted women?”

“Well, when you put it that way,” Stafford grumbled.

“Your crew, as much as it frightens me to say it, are the most experienced when it comes to the Matrians. Only one other ship has visited Matrian space, the USS Wasagaming, and they were only delivering Ambassador Owens so he could start negotiating with the Matrians for Federation membership,” Tunney said, “We recalled the Wasagaming to assist in the Dominion War, however Ambassador Owens remained behind to continue his negotiations,”

“Great,” Stafford said, finally taking a seat, “So we’re just going to go pick Owens up then, right? Zip out, grab him, zip back, all finished?”

“No,” Tunney said, “There’s been something of a development with the negotiations. Ambassador Owens has requested the presence of a starship, preferably one with experience in dealing with the Matrians,”

“Ahh,” Stafford and Jall exchanged knowing looks, “A ‘development’, huh? What is it, a bomb at the consulate? Death threats? Somebody poisoned the Matrian representative and we need to investigate?”

“No,” Tunney said, “The negotiations are being concluded,”

“Ohhhh f**kberries,” Stafford sighed, sinking down into the nearest seat.

“I don’t get it,” Jall looked back and forth between Tunney and Stafford, “That’s a good think, right?”

“It means,” Stafford said glumly, “that the Matrian government is about to take a final vote on whether or not to become members of the Federation. And if Owens is calling for a full starship instead of a scout or courier vessel, it means that he expects them to vote ‘yes’,”

“Yippee,” Jall shrugged, “Another member world. I’ll make sure to pack the commemorative china,”

“It means more than that,” Tunney said, “It means the Federation is making a major expansion into that sector. The Senousans already voted to accept Federation membership last month, and Owens expects to open negotiations with another race, the K’K’Turi in the next few months. We’ll be needing to setup more permanent lines of communication, exchange of technology and cultural information, travel, tourism and,” he looked pointedly at Stafford, “defense. In another year or two, we may even look at building a Starbase in the region,”

Stafford just sighed.

“Most of the traffic out to Matrian space will be using Waystation as a departure point,” Tunney went on, “That’s why they’re there, after all, although the way traffic has already been increasing in that sector, I’m not sure how much more they can take. Still, it will be some time before we start sending regular transports as far as Matria Prime,”

“It sounds like this is a pretty big deal,” Jall said, looking uneasy as the scope of the situation started to sink in.

“It is,” Tunney said bluntly, “The Matrians have been a major power in that region for at least a century, even though their civilization was apparently in decline.”

“A major bunch of slave drivers, you mean,” Stafford said.

“Until you and you crew went in with weapons blazing,” Tunney reminded him, “In what was, I believe, a borderline Prime Directive violation,”

“They started it!”

“Regardless,” Tunney handed Stafford a padd, “Your mission, and you have no choice but to accept it, is to travel to Matria Prime and establish relations with their government and their military. As Starfleet representatives, you’ll be expected to start preparing the Matrian space service to be incorporated into Starfleet. You’ll also be exploring the region, establishing diplomatic ties with any new races discovered and generally helping the Matrians to establish themselves as a stabilizing force in the region,”

“Sounds like we’re going to be busy,” Jall said.

“Very,” Tunney agreed.

“Um, one question,” Stafford raised his hand like he was in school, “Isn’t this a job for a ship that’s a bit more…um, good at this kind of thing? Like the Enterprise, or maybe Voyager?”

“First, there is no way in hell we’re letting Voyager get anywhere near any new civilizations, not after the reputation they gave us in the Delta Quadrant,” Tunney said, “Second, the Enterprise is too busy, and third, this mission has the nice side effect of getting the ship assigned out of the press and out of our hair for the foreseeable future,”

“Oh,” Stafford said quietly.

“Look on the bright side,” Tunney said, leaning back in his chair, “If you pull this off with less than your usual number of screw ups, it will look very good on your records. It might even b stop towards getting yourself into the Admiralty, although there’s no way in hell I ever want to write THAT recommendation,”

“Really?” Stafford perked up.

“Hell, if they let Janeway in, anybody’s got a chance,” Tunney said darkly.

“What if we screw it up?” Stafford asked.

“Well,” Tunney said cheerfully, “Most of the time, ships that screw up get blasted to pieces. In which case, better a used ship like yours instead of a nice, shiny new ship, right?”



“So,” Yanick said, taking a sip of her ‘Sex on the Beach’, “Anybody know what we’re doing here?”

“Hopefully, not eating,” Jeffery said, nervously eying a plate of squirming insects on the table next to them. Stafford had been vague, but had instructed them to meet at ‘A Taste of Lekona’, a restaurant on the upper level of the mall concourse. Jeffery was pretty sure Stafford would have picked a different restaurant if he’d known that the reptilian Lekonans survived on a diet composed primarily of bugs.

“I suspect that we are here to meet our new crewmember,” Fifebee said. The station didn’t have holographic projectors in the restaurant so she’d brought her holo-relay along. The cylindrical device was blinking away in a corner, receiving odd stares from some of the other patrons, “Or have you forgotten? We are short one,”

“Oh yeah,” Jeffery snapped his fingers, “We need a new operations guy. What happened to that Johnson fellow, anyway?”

“He didn’t like us, so he left,” Yanick said.

“I can’t imagine why,” Wowryk said. She was seated next to Yanick, on the same side of the table as Jeffery so the two wouldn’t have to look at each other.

“Me neither,” Yanick said, “I mean, we’re lovable, right?”

“Very,” T’Parief rumbled. He was seated next to Fifebee, who had to keep ducking every time T’Parief’s elbow came her way.

“Ah didn’t really know this Johnson fellow all that well,” Jeffery said, “But he did seem like kind of a git, right? Ah mean, the lyin’, and the sleepin’ around and all that,”

“Yes, and your behavior recently has just been a shining example to us all,” Wowryk said coldly. Jeffery swallowed.

“He slept around?” Yanick raised an eyebrow, looking eager to hear the dirt.

“I am not sure. I was just practicing my gossip,” Fifebee told her.

“Speaking of which,” Wowryk said, not looking at Jeffery, “Rumour has it that you have scarcely been seen outside of engineering for quite some time,”

“Ah’ve been busy,” Jeffery muttered.

“Actually, aside from the Christmas festivities, he’s been avoiding the crew and sulking, mostly due to embarrassment over his behavior during the First Officer contest,” Fifebee said. This time, as T’Parief shifted position, she simply went non-solid llowing his elbow to pass harmlessly through her head.

“Look, enough with the gossiping, Fifebee!” Jeffery groaned.

“That’s not gossip,” Yanick said, turning to Jeffery, “That’s fact. You screwed up. Welcome to the club. Now can we move on?”

“Indeed,” Wowryk said, “We’re about to meet the being that we may be serving with for some time. We should make the best impression we can,”

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” Stafford said, plopping down at the head of the table. Jall followed, sitting in the empty seat next to Fifebee, “T’Parief, why is your elbow stuck in Fifebee’s head?”

T’Parief started, pulling his elbow back.

“I am sorry, Lieutenant,” he said, “I will try to be less careless.”

“By the way,” Stafford said, a slightly smug look on his face, “Has anybody checked the promotions list lately?”

“IT’S BEEN POSTED??” Yanick, Fifebee and Jeffery screeched.

“Right before my meeting with Tunney,” Stafford said eaning back, “Jall has a copy, if you’d like to-”

Jall immediately vanished under a flurry of limbs as Yanick and Fifebee dove at him. After several minutes of scuffling, Yanick emerged, a padd clutched triumphantly in one hand.

“You could have just asked,” Jall said, massaging his arm and looking down at his body, “I’m not sure, but I might have just been raped,”

“YES!” Yanick screamed, dropping the padd, “I’M A LIEUTENANT!”

“Ah’m a,” Jeffery’s eyes widened, “Lieutenant Commander? Still? But Ah passed the test and everything!”

“Pari, you too!” Yanick said, taking the padd back from Jeffery, “Commander T’Parief! Ohhh! And Fifebee! Lieutenant Commander!”

“Really?” Fifebee looked pleased, “What a pleasant surprise!”

“Surprise is right,” Jeffery muttered.

“Excuse me, what was that?” Fifebee said sharply.

“I’m also a Lieutenant Commander, I see,” Wowryk commented, glancing at the padd, “Not a big deal. I don’t think anybody’s even mentioned my rank in the past three years, seeing as how I’m far more concerned with saving your miserable lives,”

“Well, congratulations to everybody,” Stafford said, putting on his best smile, “It was a tough list to make,”

“You’re not kidding,” Jall muttered.

“But I think we need to celebrate,” Stafford finished smoothly, “Waitress! A round of your finest champagne. Or the nearest equivalent,”

“Ohh, Ensign Day is now Lieutenant Day,” Yanick kept reading, “And Lieutenant Rengs! Oh, and Quintaine is now Lieutenant Commander! And Lieutenant Bithe, she’ll be so pleased! And Naketh! Oh, it doesn’t say which one…”

“I’ll have to fix that,” Stafford muttered.

“Oh, goody,” Jeffery pouted.

“I cannot believe you promoted me!” Fifebee said, a wide grin on her face, “I am only three years old, and already Lieutenant Commander!”

“You’ve done some good work over the past few years,” Stafford said. Jeffery immediately threw him a dirty look.

“Not that everybody hasn’t,” Stafford said quickly, “But, I mean, I only have room on my list for so many,”

“Oh, aye,” Jeffery said, “It’s all about the numbers, eh?”

“Well, I helped,” Jall said, “And that whole ‘storm off the bridge while Jall isn’t looking’ thing you pulled a few weeks ago really didn’t score you any points,”

“Ye took his advice not to promote me?” Jeffery’s head snapped back in Stafford’s direction.

“Of course I did!” Stafford said, “He’s my First Officer!”

“And yer new best bud, the way the two of ye have been pallin’ around!” Jeffery shot back.

“Your drinks?” the waitress had returned with a tray of champagne flutes filled with a murky, orange fluid.

“I work with the guy,” Stafford said, “I don’t have much choice but to spend my working hours with him! And if you actually came to Deck 12 once in a while instead of moping around in your quarters, I would have happily joined you for a drink!”

Sensing she wasn’t going to be answered just yet, the waitress started passing around the drinks.

“Oh, just go hang around Deck 12, Jeffery!” Jeffery grunted, “Don’t mind the stares from the other crewmen, Jeffery! Just pretend everything is peachy and that everybody’s not mad at ye for trying to win, Jeffery!”

“Simon, I’m sure everybody’s forgotten about that,” Yanick said gently.

“No, they haven’t!” Jeffery snapped, “There was a re-run last week! And with Fifebee’s little rumour mill runnin’, they’ll never forget!”

“I only started the rumour about you pleasuring yourself in the Jefferies tube,” Fifebee said, “I said nothing about your previous behaviour,”

“WHAT???” Jeffery snapped.

“Excuse me, is this the Silverado table?” Admiral Tunney and a man in a gold-collared Starfleet uniform had been guided to the table by the host, who was trying to politely interrupt. Tunney noticed the looks of hostility and the argument that was underway, “Like I even need to ask,”

“Just a second,” Stafford said, not bothering to look, “OK, people, stow the trash talk. Even if you didn’t get a promotion, several of your friends and colleagues did! So shut up and be happy for them before I kick your asses!”

“Um, Chris,” Yanick, like most of the others at the table, had noticed Tunney standing behind Stafford.

“Shush!” Stafford said. He picked up his drink.

“To our colleagues!” he said, raising it and clearly expecting everybody to join him.

“Oh, this is going to be good,” Tunney murmured to his companion.

“Our colleagues,” the rest of the officers echoed, shooting Tunney uneasy glances as they lifted their glasses.

As one, they drank.

Stafford sat quietly for a second.

“Oh my god,” he said, jumping to his feet so quickly his chair fell over. He ran at top speed for the washroom.

“I’m going to be sick!” Yanick cried, following him.

Jeffery, Jall and Wowryk didn’t get that far, proceeding to puke all over the table.

T’Parief simply smacked his lip.

“Ahh, Lekonan maggot wine,” he said fondly, “And an excellent vintage, too!”



After reporting to the stations infirmary to have their stomachs beamed, (not that there was much left in them), Stafford and the others found a table in the ‘Praetor and Firkin’. Fifebee had served a brief (and mostly successful) stint as a bartender there during a previous visit to the starbase.

“No, no food for us,” Stafford said, waving away the menu being offered by the waitress, “We, uh,”

“We tried eating at the insect place upstairs,” Yanick explained.

“Ahh,” the waitress nodded knowingly, “Then I suggest a cup of tea. It’ll help calm your stomachs,” she turned and walke way.

“Why they didn’t have a sign on the door is my question,” Jall said, massaging his stomach, “I mean, an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure, right?”

“That was like, so deep,” Yanick said dreamily.

They sat quietly for a moment. The waitress returned with their tea.

“Ahh, yes,” Jeffery sighed, sipping his tea, “That does feel better,”

“Hmmm,” Stafford mused, taking a sip.

“Speaking of tea,” Wowryk cut in, “Maybe now you should think about what is was that you did to scare off Johnson,”

“You mean ‘we’, right, doc?” Jall said.

“No, I mean you,” Wowryk said, shrugging,” “After all, it could not have possibly been anything I had done,”

“Oh, never,” Jeffery muttered, too quietly for her to hear.

“She makes a good point though,” Stafford said, “Tunney’s bringing the new guy around again in a couple minutes. Can anybody remember doing anything, saying anything that might have offended Johnson enough to make him leave?”

Yanick timidly raised her hand.

“Trish?”

“I kinda sorta…” Yanick trailed off, turning deep red.

“Yes?” Stafford pressed.

“I asked him if the rumours about black guys were true,” she said sheepishly.

Stafford stared.

“What rumours?” Wowryk asked innocently.

“Nothing you would know about,” Jall assured her.

“Did you ask Ensign, I mean, Lieutenant Day the same question?” Fifebee inquired.

“Well, he’s Deltan,” Yanick shrugged, “When your race is considered to be the most mind-blowing lovers in the galaxy, I don’t think size matters,”

“I don’t think that would drive him off the ship,” Stafford said quickly, “OK, look, let’s try this. Stafford to Sylvia,” he tapped his comm-badge.

There was a shimmer and Sylvia materialized in an empty seat, courtesy of Fifebee’s holo-relay.

“Yes, Chris?” she asked. She turned to Fifebee, “Oh, you don’t mind, do you, dear?” she gestured at the holo-relay.

“Be my guest,” Fifebee replied politely.

“Sylvia, can you look over the security camera footage for the past few weeks and see if there’s anything we said or did to Johnson that might make him want to leave the ship?” Staffor sked.

Sylvia’s face took on a dreamy expression.

“Uh, Sylvia, did you hear me?” Stafford asked.

“I’m looking,” she said, eyes still vacant.

“Oh, sorry,” Stafford said, “You just sorta looked like…well…”

“The way you look when I give a science briefing?” Fifebee suggested.

“Something like that,” Stafford muttered.

“Well,” Sylvia said after another moment, “I can’t really find a specific thing that might have caused him to leave the ship,”

“Good then,” Jeffery said, forcing a grin, “It’s not our fault and no harm done,”

“Well, no,” Sylvia corrected him, “If I engage pattern-recognition subroutines, there clearly was harm done.” She frowned, evidently still reviewing footage, “In fact, I’m ashamed of all of you!”

“But you said-”

“I said no single, specific event,” Sylvia said, her voice now much like that of an annoyed parent, “But you people have been complete assholes!”

A display screen materialized in mid-air above the table. Sylvia started providing commentary while a number of scenes played out. The first showed Jeffery and Johnson in Platterheads.

“Here, Jeffery, you push in front of Johnson in the replicator line without apologizing,”

“Me?” Jeffery swallowed. The screen changed to show Fifebee sitting next to Johnson during a staff meeting.

“Fifebee, here we see you making snide remarks about the British,”

“I merely commented that they had a tendency to overcook their meat,” Fifebee said indignantly. The screen blinked again, showing Stafford walking quickly down the corridor while Johnson tried to keep up.

“Chris, here we have you completely ignoring the man when he tried to bring up some kind of personal problem,”

“I was…busy!” Stafford said. The screen switched again, showing Johnson talking to an attractive young woman in Unbalanced Equations. Until Jall swooped in.

“Jall, you just totally distracted that young woman with your story about Klingon aphrodisiacs. As a result, Johnson failed to engage in mating activities that night,”

“Oh, please,” Jall said, “Like I was trying to steal his ladies!” The screen changed again. This time it showed T’Parief walking out of a side corridor at full speed, flattening Johnson completely. T’Parief walked on, unaware.

“I thought I had felt something,” T’Parief said.

“You also left him completely out of your holiday celebrations,” Sylvia went on.

“He could have come!’ Stafford said indignantly,”Although, considering what happened, he was probably better off hiding in his quarters,”

“And there’s more. Much more.” Sylvia let the screen fade, “The point is that while none of you did any one thing to drive Johnson away, you all treated him like a complete outsider. You behaved as though he was not worthy to be part of your special little clique, so he left. One of the worst examples of disgusting, immature behaviour I have seen from any of you, and that includes the time Jall got the ship’s hockey team drunk enough to take part in that game of Twister!

“What?” Jall looked back and forth between Stafford and Jeffery, both of whom were looking at him with expressions of disgust, “It’s a co-ed team! Everybody had fun!

“We have a hockey team?” Wowryk asked Yanick.

“Yes, they practice on Tuesdays,” Yanick replied, “Ahhhh…athletes,” she rubbed her hands together, then stopped when she saw T’Parief staring at her, “Uh, not that there’s anything wrong with security officers,”

“Half the hockey team is from the security department, anyway,” Jall shrugged.

“OK, so we messed up,” Stafford said, “Big deal. It’s what we do. Now how do we avoid doing it again?”

“You might try treating this new guy as part of the team,” Sylvia suggested, “Especially if Tunney’s told him about what happened to the last guy. He probably already thinks you’re a bunch of assholes. Be nice. Be polite. Treat him like a member of the crew!” Sylvia frowned, “Correction: Treat him better than a member of the crew,”

“Be polite,” Stafford shrugged, “Sure, we can do that,”

They waited for a few moments. Before long, Tunney returned with the same gold-collared man he had tried to introduce them to previously.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Tunney said, “I would like to introduce Lt Cmdr Riven Valtaic. Mr. Valtaic,” Tunney paused, opened his mouth a couple of times as if to speak, paused again, then crossed his arms.

“Good luck,” he finally said, turning on his heel and walking away.

Everybody stared at Valtaic. Now that they weren’t vomiting, they had the chance to take a closer look at him. He looked almost human, about one-eighty centimeters or so with very dark reddish skin, bordering on maroon. The skin colour was unusual enough, but even more so was the network of fine black lines that covered his face, hands and presumably the rest of his body. They ran over his skin in a pattern than resembled blood vessels, however where veins and arteries had visible start and end points, the lines on Valtaic’s body simply criss-crossed and rejoined, never seeming to start or end. They also had a slight gleam, almost metallic. His hair was short and very rigid, looking almost like a steel brush. His eyes were a bright yellow, with vertical cats-eye pupils. Yanick and Fifebee noticed that he appeared to have a fit, trim build, thought that was the standard in Starfleet. (Not that everybody met it, it seemed.) His fingernails were the same metallic black as the lines covering his skin. When he spoke his voice was low; not as soft as Noonan’s calm, cool tones, but it managed to communicate that whatever else he might be feeling, Valtaic did not feel in any way threatened by the Silverado officers.

“How are you this evening?” Valtaic asked politely.

“We’re fine,” Stafford said, very carefully, “You’re looking…well,”

Valtaic’s nostrils flared at this, but Stafford pressed on.

“Um, I’m Captain Chris Stafford,” Stafford said, extendin hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Valtaic shook it, “This is Commander Jall, First Officer. Trish Yanick, Helmsman. Helmswoman? Helmsperson? Whatever.”

“I’m a Lieutenant now!” Yanick said happily.

“Er, Dr. Wowryk, Lt Cmdr Jane 5-B, Science Officer, Lt Cmdr Simon Jeffery, Chief Engineer,”

“And still a Lt Cmdr” Jeffery grumbled. Wowryk kicked him under the table.

“And Commander T’Parief, Chief of Security,”

“It is pleasant to meet you,” T’Parief rumbled.

There was awkward silence as Valtaic sat between T’Parief and Stafford.

“I understand there were some problems with my predecessor,” Valtaic said bluntly.

Surprised, Stafford choked on his tea.

“Nothing major,” he forced out, “Why?”

“I make it a point in reviewing the success of any officer who’s job I am about to undertake,” Valtaic replied. He turned to Jall, “You performed very well in the Operations department, according to the logs,”

“Did you try cross-referencing those with the disciplinary reports?” Jeffery asked.

Stafford chuckled.

“Hey, I got the job done,” Jall said, crossing his arms.

“That you did, that you did,” Stafford said, plastering a big, fake smile on his face as he patted Jall’s back in what was supposed to look like a friendly sort of way. In reality, it looked more like Stafford was being forced to pet a Klingon prickle-mouse.

“Well, I hope you’ll enjoy living on Silverado,” Yanick said, beaming, “We have all kinds of neat stuff! Holodecks, of course, and a gym, and arboretum, and then there’s Unbalanced Equations and Platterheads, although we’re supposed to call that ‘Le Plateau Argenté’, but that just sounds too stuffy to me. And there are lots of people for you to meet! The guys on the night shift, the Hazardous Team, oh, and there’s this really cute girl who works in Planetary Analysis that would probably like you,”

“I see,” Valtaic said shortly, “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I will report to the ship. I presume quarters have been set aside for me?”

“Oh,” Stafford bit his lip, “Jeffery, has the cleaning crew been in there yet?”

“Not yet,” Jeffery said, “I’ll get them on it right away,”

“No need,” Valtaic said stiffly, “I will manage it,” He stood and left, giving Stafford a nod. The Silverado officers exchanged uneasy glances.

“That could have gone better,” Fifebee commented.

“You’re telling me,” Stafford said, slumping down in his seat.

“I wonder what went wrong?” Yanick wondered.


INSTANT REPLAY!

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Tunney said, “I would like to introduce Lt Cmdr. Riven Valtaic. Mr. Valtaic,” Tunney paused, opened his mouth a couple of times as if to speak, paused again, then crossed his arms.

“Good luck,” he finally said, turning on his heel and walking away.

I stood in front of the table, surveying the people with whom I would be working for the foreseeable future. Admiral Tunney had warned me that they were an eccentric group, however I had no doubt that whatever challenges they presented I would be able to overcome without difficulty. Tunney had warned me as well that as Silverado’s mission was a long-term one, I would not be able to request re-assignment the way Johnson did. Johnson. Johnson was weak. I would persevere.

Now however, I was beginning to have my doubts.

I let my gaze linger on each of the officers in turn. First was a human or human-looking male with reddish hair wearing Lt Cmdr ranks pips. He was the shortest male at the table and kept shooting nervous glances at one of the females, a severe-looking woman with auburn hair and an aura of distaste around her. Nobody around him even seemed to notice this behaviour. Clearly he desired her, but was unwilling to say or do anything about it. Pathetic. Another severe-looking female sat nearby, however her hair was pitch-black and pulled back in a severe bun. She als ppeared to have several piercings in her face. She stared at me with an unblinking gaze, her entire body unmoving. She must be the hologram, then. A large, reptilian being was next. He had the look of a warrior: strong, fast and stupid. I doubted that the lining of ridges on his forehead (Klingon? Could he be a hybrid?) had adequately protected his brain from the numerous fights he had no doubt participated in.

Next to him was a blond, human woman. She was short and petite, possessing of a figure that no doubt gave her uncommon control over the males of any species. Wouldn’t she be shocked when I failed to succumb to her charms! Unconsciously, she was chewing on a strand of her hair. Disgusting. The last two beings were at least succeeding in looking somewhat professional. The taller of the two had black hair and skin that seemed to place him in one of the Middle Eastern or possibly Latino races of human. A strange cast to his features indicated he was most likely of mixed heritage. The absence of external structures told me his non-human parent had probably been Trill or a similar, human-like species. I recognized him as San Jall, the officer who had held the post of Operations Officer on Silverado previously. The final human was slightly shorter, yet still quite tall by human standards. He appeared to be fit, although there was a thickening around his midsection that indicated that he was either too busy or too lazy to continue the strict fitness regimen started at the Academy. He had short brown hair and Captain’s pips. Ahh, so this would be my superior. The brave, clever and daring Captain. Hmm. He looked neither brave, clever nor daring.

“How are you, this evening?” I asked politely.

“We’re fine,” the Captain said, “You’re looking…well,”

Ugh. Human flattery, and human lies. I knew perfectly well they were anything but ‘fine’, having just returned from the station’s infirmary. But, typically, they were too suspicious or ashamed to admit that they were anything but fit. And next, of course, was the attempt at flattery. I know perfectly well my appearance is not one that most humans find attractive, and yet he attempts to compliment me!

As the Captain introduced the other officers, I was appalled to hear the blond woman interrupt him to brag about a promotion, and to make matters worse, when I inquired as to Johnson’s departure, they skirted the issue! As though it didn’t exist! The red-haired male had the audacity to complain, in front of the Captain, that he had not been promoted, and the female he desired kicked him! She actually made aggressive, physical contact! Why the Captain didn’t immediately discipline her, I really have no idea!

I was shocked. Admiral Tunney had warned me that these people were different, but such rudeness was something I had not encountered in several years! There had been minor issues when my race first opened relations with the Federation, but Starfleet was nothing if not thorough in training its officers to work with the cultures and customs of others.

Perhaps I was expecting too much of them, I mused, as ieutenant Yanick prattled on about irrelevant items such as recreation and available females. (The insult, implying I could not locate a willing mate myself!) After all, not every crew could be a ccommodating as those at my last posting. Plus, they were recovering from illness. Perhaps it would be best to retire and try again in the morning.

“Well, if you’ll excuse me, I will report to the ship,” I said, “I presume quarters have been set aside for me?”

“Oh,” Stafford bit his lip, “Jeffery, has the cleaning crew been in there yet?”

“Not yet,” Jeffery said, “I’ll get them on it right away,”

WHAT? That was the last straw. These people are morons.

“No need,” I said stiffly, marshalling my self-control, “I will manage it,”



Captain’s Log, Stardate 58684.6:



“We have departed Starbase 45 and are now en route to Waystation, where we will do whatever it is starships do at final departure points before heading off for Matrian space. Ensign, sorry, Lieutenant Yanick is hard at work updating the ship’s entertainment library, in anticipation of the long, long, long trip we’re going to have to make. Lt Cmdr Jeffery is watching over the engines like a hawk, worried about the strain sustained cruising is going to cause and Lieutenant Fifebee, sorry, Lieutenant Commander Fifebee is reviewing what new information Starfleet has on the Matrians. I told her I want a report by the time we get there, in another month or so, so why she’s doing it now is beyond me.

“Mr. Valtaic has been on board for only a couple of days now and has established himself as a decent operations officer. I think. He hasn’t actually spoken to any of us outside of ‘Yes sir’, ‘No sir,’ and ‘This ship does not meet standard Ambassador-class specs, sir’. Well, we’ve got a long time to get him figured out too.”

“In other news, Mr. Jall and the lesbian couple from Deck 5 attempted to boost moral by holding a ‘Pride’ parade the first morning after our departure from Starbase 45. Disappointment abounded all around when it turned out that the audience consisted of horny, straight men hoping to fulfill various fantasies involving themselves and a pair of naked lesbians. Also in attendance was one protestor, who was of course Dr. Wowryk. Officially, I’m delighted that Mr. Jall is making the effort to encourage diversity and equality among our crew.”

“Unofficially, the next person to prance around my ship to the sound of ‘Abba’ while wearing a speedo is going to be launched out a torpedo tube!”



“I hope you were paying attention,” Stafford said to Jall as he turned off the log recorder.

“Hmm?” Jall looked up, “I’m sorry, I was looking at the picket sign Dr. Wowryk gave me,”

He held up a large piece of cardboard that said ‘Men are Pigs And Deserve Each Other…But God Says That’s Wrong. Get Married And Impregnate A Woman!’.

“She gave it to you?” Stafford asked.

“Well, no,” Jall admitted, “When I told her what I had planned for next year’s parade she dropped it and ran away screaming,”

“Uh, well, I’m sure whatever it is, you’ll conduct yourself with dignity,” Stafford said, mentally crossing his fingers, “So, how about that weather?”

A couple feet ahead of them, seating at the Ops panel, Valtaic sneered to himself. Clearly the Captain was uncomfortable with some aspect of his First Officer’s personal life but was unwilling to say so. He was the ranking officer, why not just come out and say so?

“Well,” Jall said, standing, “I’m due in Auxiliary Control.”

“Let Lieutenant Commander Ovens know that he keeps playing his television recordings on the bridge viewscreen by accident,” Stafford said, not looking up.

“Okie day,” Jall acknowledge.

“It’s not by accident,” Yanick confided quietly to Valtaic, “I asked him to do it,”

“I see,” Valtaic replied. His tone was polite, but he said nothing else. Yanick had tried hard to engage him in conversation, but had been completely unsuccessful. As a result, she found herself growing bored very quickly. She pulled out a magazine padd and started reading.



Later that evening, Stafford and Yanick had snuck off to go fishing in the holodeck. Naturally, T’Parief and Jall had tracked them down. Shortly after, Fifebee and Wowryk had turned up, looking for Yanick.

“Sylvia, can we get a bigger boat?” Stafford asked. He was sitting at the controls (the boat was too small to have a proper helm) and was being squished against the side by T’Parief’s tail.

“Hmm? You called?” Sylvia said, materializing in the already crowded boat.

“Yeah, I called,” Stafford said, shifting position in an attempt to get away from the tail, “Did you hear what I said?”

“I was busy contemplating the mysteries of existence,” Sylvia said, somewhat haughtily.

“This craft is badly overloaded,” Fifebee said.

Giving up his efforts to be subtle, Stafford grabbed T’Parief’s tail and shoved it away. The reptilian officer gave a grunt of surprise and tried to turn, knocking into Yanick, who fell onto Wowryk, who’s elbow collided with the back of Stafford’s head. With all the commotion, the already overloaded boat flipped to the side, spilling everybody into the lake as it capsized.

“You know,” Stafford sputtered as he and the rest of the senior staff treaded water, “This was supposed to be a quiet evening, just Yanick and I! And don’t start any rumour mills, Fifebee, we’re just friends!”

“Perhaps a larger boat is in order?” Sylvia commented, unlike the others, she and Fifebee’s holographic avatars were standing on the surface of the lake.

“You think?” Stafford asked.

“Don’t get snippy with me, Chris,” Sylvia said. The holodeck shimmered, the officers finding themselves on a small yacht.

“You really should call Jeffery and Valtaic down here,” Sylvia said, “It would be a good bonding opportunity,”

“This wasn’t supposed to be a staff meeting, Sylvia!” Stafford said.

“Well then, I’ll just go my merry way,” Sylvia said, her hologram vanishing.

“I think we need to talk about Valtaic while we’re all here, though,” Yanick said, “We like, totally must have done something to piss him off. He definitely doesn’t like me!”

“Why do you say that?” Wowryk asked. As one of Yanick’s closest friends, she was quickly becoming defensive on Yanick’s behalf.

“Well, we work right next to each other on the bridge, but he won’t talk to me about anything,” Yanick said, “I tried to get a conversation going, but he just gives these tiny little answers. It’s like trying to get Chris to talk about his love life!”

“You have a love life?” Jall asked Stafford.

“Shut up,” Stafford said bluntly.

“I haven’t had any problem with the new guy,” Jall said, ignoring the order to shut up, “I haven’t really spoken to him either, though,”

“Well, maybe you should then,” Yanick said, “Just don’t, y’know, hit on him or anything,”

“Why do people keep thinking that I’m going to-”

“Good plan,” Stafford inturrupted, nodding, “Jall, you’re going to try to buddy up to Valtaic. Now, anybody who’s not here to go fishing, go away!”



The following morning, Stafford sat in the Officers Dining Hall (AKA ‘La Plateau Argenté’, AKA ‘Platterheads’). After his fishing trip with Yanick had been turned into an impromptu synchronized swimming event, he’d slept very well. So well, in fact, that he’d actually jumped out of bed that morning, nearly hitting his head on a shelf in the process. As he sat nursing a cup of coffee and reading through a report padd, Dr. Wowryk took the seat across from him, waving away the big-hatted Guinanco waiter who attempted to offer her life advice as she sat.

“Good morning, Captain,” Wowryk said.

“Hey, doc,” Stafford said, looking up, “How’s it going?”

“Well,” Wowryk inclined her head, “I successfully exorcised a demon from Lieutenant Marsden’s kitten yesterday afternoon,”

“Really?” Stafford perked up, “We had a demon on board?”

“Well, no,” Wowryk admitted, “The cat was spooked when Ensign, sorry, Lieutenant Rengs’ baby pulled it’s tail. A simple sedative did the trick; however I felt it would be an excellent opportunity to demonstrate the power of God to Mr. Marsden,”

“Things are getting that boring in Sickbay?”

“You have no idea,” Wowryk sighed, “Nurse Kerry and Nurse Veeneman setup a croquet court in Sickbay. And the scary part is, they’re getting very good at it,”

“Croquet?” Stafford frowned, “That’s the sport where you hit balls through little hoops on the ground, right? What’s so hard about that?”

“One of the wickets is on top of a bio-bed,” Wowryk said dryly.

“Ohhh,”

“Uh, mind if Ah join ye?”

Stafford and Wowryk turned to see Jeffery standing near their table, a tray of breakfast in his hands.

“Simon?” Stafford said, “Uh, sure! Yes! Please, sit! Man it’s been ages since I’ve seen you in here!”

“Simon,” Wowryk said politely, nodding. Anybody who didn’t know her would have found her greeting cold, but Stafford and Jeffery knew that coming from Wowryk those calm words were no different than when Yanick jumped up expecting a hug.

“So, how are…things?” Stafford asked.

“By which he means,” Wowryk said, “What finally prompted you to come out of hiding?”

“Subtle, doc,” Stafford muttered.

“Nay, she’s right,” Jeffery assured him. He turned back to Wowryk.

“Ye see,” he said, “Ah was thinkin’ about the last time we were in Matrian space. When I was kidnapped by Mistress Laurette then stuck in Noel’s body,”

“Yes, that was a blast,” Wowryk sighed.

“And then, Ah started thinking about our trip to the other universe a year or so ago. Ye know, where Noel and I were married,”

“And Jall was First Officer,” Stafford shook his head, “Man, I had NO idea that little piece of weirdness would be following us to this universe,”

“And it kinda got me thinkin’,” Jeffery went on, “We’ve been through a lot together, haven’t we? Ah mean, Chris, the two of us knew each other on the Exeter, we’ve been hangin’ years before ye became Captain here. But still, even if we fight, and argue, and bicker, we still respect each other, right?”

Wowryk and Stafford exchanged looks.

“Sure,” Stafford said quickly.

“Of course,” Wowryk agreed, equally quickly.

“So if Ah made a mistake during the First Officer trials, which Ah know Ah did,” Jeffery went on, “That’s my business and it’s not gonna affect the way me shipmates treat me, is it?”

“Hell,” Stafford chuckled, “Jall will probably treat you better than ever, since your screw-up helped get him the position,”

“Well, Ah gotta apologize to him for…other stuff,” Jeffery admitted.

“Well, you can’t do it now,” Stafford said, rising to his feet, “He’s supposed to be figuring out what makes Valtaic tick. In fact, I’m just about to head up to the bridge and watch. You two want to come with?”

“Sure,” Jeffery replied.



Up on the bridge, Yanick and Fifebee had already tied the main viewscreen into the internal sensors. Jall and Valtaic were clearly visible and audible as they walked down one of the ship’s many corridors, discussing ship’s business. T’Parief was watching closely from his post, although whether he was watching for weakness from Valtaic or failure from Jall wasn’t all that clear to Jeffery. Determined to be of some use, Jeffery sent the officer relieving Valtaic from the Operations console back to his regular duties and took over. Wowryk settled into Jall’s chair, next to Stafford.

“This is quite comfortable,” she observed.

“Jall had it reupholstered,” Stafford grunted, “Somethin bout not wanting to need a butt-lift in another ten years,”

“You should try it,” Wowryk advised, standing. Looking somewhat uneasy, Stafford settled into Jall’s chair.

“You’re right,” he said, surprised, “It is more comfortable,”

“I want it back, now,” Wowryk said flatly.

“If you two are finished,” Fifebee said, joining them in the command deck, “I believe Jall is about to start his ‘investigation’,”

“So,” Jall was saying, the back of his head visible on the screen, “Tell me about yourself, Valtaic,”

“The blond woman at the helm made the same request,” Valtaic said, “I found her attempt at comradeship shallow. Why do you wish to know?”

“Hey!” Yanick gave the back of Valtaic’s head a dirty look.

“Lieutenant Yanick is friendly with everybody,” Jall said, his tone a bit cold, “It’s the kind of person she is. And I want to know because you’re going to be my responsibility for the foreseeable future!”

“I see,” Valtaic said.

“I wonder if he would’ve sounded so responsible if he didn’t know we were watching,” Wowryk said.

“Somehow,” Stafford said, surprising himself, “I think he might have,”

“I was born on Lithinaria IV,” Valtaic said, suddenly co-operative, “My planet only recently joined the Federation. I and six others of my people were the first of my race to graduate Starfleet Academy,”

“Interesting,” Jall said politely, “And where do you see your career going from here?”

As the two of them talked, Stafford turned to Fifebee.

“Fifebee, what did you find out when you looked up Lithinarians?”

“I was supposed to look up Lithinarians?” Fifebee replied, puzzled.

“Didn’t Jall ask you to do that when he found out we were getting one on board?” Stafford asked.

“No. I don’t think we even knew what race Valtaic was until now,” Fifebee said.

“I haven’t received his file yet in Sickbay,” Wowryk said, “I was going to ask about that,”

“Probably just backlogged paperwork,” Stafford shrugged, “Can you look them up now?”

“Of course,” Fifebee said. Her eyes fluttered. “Hmm, I cannot find any record of them in my database, or the ship’s memory,”

“He’s a hostile intruder!” T’Parief declared at once.

“I am attempting a data link to Memory Alpha now,” Fifebee stated, “Link established. Information located.”

“Oh,” T’Parief said, disappointed.

“So,” Jall was saying on the screen, “What do you do in your spare time. Hobbies? Interests?”

“Lithinarians,” Fifebee recited, as though reading from a book, “Native to Lithinaria IV, a species rated at Richter H2.743.123g on the Richter Scale of Culture,”

“I fail to see how my personal life is of relevance,” Valtaic said coolly.

“Excuse me,” Jall said, a bit snidely.

Wowryk and Stafford, trying to watch the conversation and listen to Fifebee at the same time, were puzzled. Valtaic had seemed very co-operative up to that point, why would he clam up?

“The Lithinarians are a peaceful race,” Fifebee continued, “Their last major conflict occurred two hundred and thirteen years ago, when they engaged in a civil war over the role of marketing corporations and regulation of the use of private data. The regulators won, the corporations admitted defeat and the planet has been at peace ever since. Lithinarians are characterized by their dark red skin, which contains a grid of conductive minerals. This grid is connected to an organ in the chest cavity and allows them to sense energy fields to a great degree of accuracy. Hmm, a note: Never make unexpected physical contact with a Lithinarian,”

“Why not,” Wowyk asked, looking fascinated.

“Oops, watch out,” Jall said on screen. He and Valtaic came around a corner, nearly falling into an open panel in the deck where Ensign Naketh was working. Jall’s hand shot out to stop Valtaic from stepping into the gaping hole. There was a flash an loud BZZZTTT! Jall yelped and pulled his hand back, as if burned.

“Because the same system allows them to create energy fields and discharges as well,” Fifebee said, “As a reflexive defense mechanism. They are also resistant to phasers and can generate small personal shields for a very brief time, although the effort is exhausting,”

“What the hell did you do that for?” Jall was demanding, “That hurt!”

Stafford expected another harsh reply from Valtaic. He was surprised.

“I am very sorry, Commander. It was unintentional,” Valtaic’s voice was apologetic, genuinely so.

“Anything about their culture, Fifebee?” Stafford asked, a suspicion forming.

“Plenty,” Fifebee said, “In fact, it says, in big bold letters, ‘Lithinarians find anything but complete and total honesty to be highly offensive. DO NOT tell falsehoods, DO NOT ask questions unless you genuinely wish to hear the answer, DO NOT fake pleasant emotions or attitudes’.”

“Soo…” Jeffery said from the helm, “The reason why he’s been so pissed at us is because we were TOO polite??”

“This is a first,” Wowryk observed.

“Tell me about it,” Stafford said, suddenly understanding Valtaic’s reactions. On screen, Jall had just asked Valtaic about his siblings and received another curt, cold answer in reply. Of course, he’d probably interpreted Jall’s question as pointless small talk, completely irrelevant information that Jall had no reason to ask about. No wonder he and Yanick hadn’t gotten along!

“Indeed,” Fifebee continued, “It seems Lithinarians find anything but complete honesty to be offensive. This encompasses all facets of their lives. Social small-talk must remain relevant, ‘Public Relations’ and ‘Marketing’ departments no longer exist on their planet, and it is preferable for a female to inform a male that he is too inadequate a lover to bring her to orgasm than for her to fake one. Lithinarians also have a set of strict courtship rituals, and as such find the courtship customs of most Federation races to be quite irrelevant,”

“Wow,” Stafford said.

“Um, question,” Yanick said, raising her hand, “You said they find anything but honesty insulting?”

“Yes,” Fifebee nodded.

“But what if our honesty IS insulting!?” Yanick said.

“If that is the case, it is better for us to be insulting,” Fifebee said.

“At least our questions have been answered,” Stafford said, “Stafford to Jall,”

“Jall here-YEOWW!”

The entire bridge crew winced as a loud feedback whine burst out of the bridge speakers. T’Parief quickly cut audio from the internal sensors.

“Report to the conference lounge. Bring Valtaic with you,”



The senior staff was seated at the table when Jall and Valtaic arrived.

“I was not aware we had a meeting at this time,” Valtaic said.

“We didn’t,” Stafford said.

“We planned it last minute,” Yanick said.

Valtaic inclined his head and took a seat.

“OK,” Stafford said, “I’ll be honest, Lt Commander. Your record was held up in the Starfleet bureaucracy and none of us thought to check if your race had any special customs we should take into account when dealing with you,”

“I see,” Valtaic said, “I would have expected a group of Starfleet officers to be familiar with the customs of my people,”

“Huh?” Jall asked, looking confused.

Stafford started to turn red.

“He’s not trying to insult you, Captain,” Fifebee reminded Stafford, “It’s his way,”

“Right,” Stafford said, calming, “Look, we just found out you were Lithinarian when you told Jall. By the way, we were monitoring your conversation from the bridge,”

“Why?” Valtaic asked, “That is a breach in privacy.

“Because you were fitting in like a square peg in a round hole,” Stafford said bluntly, “We were being as polite as we could, trying to avoid the mistake we made with Johnson. We had no idea you found our good manners offensive, and had to figure out what the deal was!”

“Ah, I see,” Valtaic actually smiled, “Then you weren’t being deliberately insulting for the past few days?”

“NO!” Everybody chorused.

“I had thought,” Valtaic said, “from the stories I heard from Mr. Johnson, that you all were such a tightly knit group that you resented having any new officers assigned to your ship,”

“Tightly knit?” Jeffery looked shocked, “The rest of Starfleet thinks WE’RE tightly knit???”

“No, no,” Stafford waved a hand, ignoring Jeffery, “We’re glad to have you aboard, and that is NOT false pleasantness, although,” he frowned, “don’t expect a warm welcome from Lieutenant Day. You took the job he wanted,”

“I see,”

“So here’s the deal,” Wowryk spoke up, “Now that we know more about your culture, we’re happy to make the effort to accommodate you,”

“Especially since it means we all get to be our normal, rude, argumentative selves,” Jeffery said.

“But it works both ways,” Stafford said, “Now, I know Starfleet is all about accommodating different cultures, but I don’t want to see you giving anybody the cold shoulder because you thought they were too polite!”

“I understand,” Valtaic said, nodding. This was a normal expectation, after all. Give and take.

“Is it true that you can generate electric fields?” Yanick asked suddenly.

“Yes,” Valtaic said. He looked slightly annoyed, “Why do you wish to know?”

“Because on Earth, guys and girls sometimes use electric thingies during sex,” Yanick went on, not noticing the shocked looks on her comrades faces, “And Nurse Kerry has this funny electric glove that she says Shwaluk really likes,”

“Even I had not heard of that one,” Wowryk said, eyebrow plifted.

“I can electrify any part of my body,” Valtaic said with a slight grin, willing to answer now that he knew Yanick had an actual reason for asking. (Silly as it was.)

T’Parief rumbled with displeasure.

“On that note, let’s all go back to work,” Stafford groaned.

“Wait!” Jall cried as everybody else walked out the door, “Isn’t anybody going to explain all this to ME???”



Captain’s Log, Supplimental:



“Once again, not our finest hour. Any Academy applicant knows perfectly well that you have to research a new being’s culture before you go offending them. But we forgot. In our defence his file should have arrived before he did. It’s going to be a bit of an adjustment all around, but I’m confident that Mr Valtaic will find his niche on board,”



I stepped into Silverado’s officer’s lounge, a small plaque near the door labelling it as ‘Unbalanced Equations’. I had not intended to make use of the ship’s recreational facilities beyond what was needed for my own physical fitness; however the Captain had suggested that I observe the customs of other officers. My previous commanding officers had been very respectful of my lack of interest in such activities, although as I stepped through the doors and noticed that many beings of various races, ages and genders were relaxing and apparently enjoying themselves, perhaps it would have been better if they had encouraged me to explore their culture rather than simply leaving me to my own.

“Hey, over here,” Commander Jall waved from the far wall series of comfortable chairs faced several large windows looking behind the ship and out into space. Most of the senior staff had gathered there, though there was an empty seat.

“I don’t like that outfit,” Lieutenant Yanick said, pointing at the casual civilian outfit I had donned for the evening, “It clashes with your eyes. You should wear something lighter,”

I smiled.

“I will keep that in mind,” I said.

“Wow,” Yanick said, “I could get used to this total honesty stuff! Hey, Jall, grow your spots back. They look sexy,”

“Uh,” Jall looked around nervously at the other officers, “Spots? What spots?”

“Have you ever gone fishing, Mr. Valtaic?” Stafford asked, “We were thinking of making our next trip a staff outing. You know, build the morale a bit.”

“My people avoid water,” I replied.

“No wonder,” Jeffery said, “If Ah were a walkin’ power shunt, Ah wouldn’t want to go swimmin’!”

At this I had to laugh.

“It’s holographic water!” Stafford said, “And I think it would be a good chance for us to get to know each other better, not that that’s necessarily a good thing,”

“A little too much honesty there, Captain,” Wowryk said dryly.

“Should we tell him about the time you gave him a breast augmentation?” Jall asked Wowryk, “Or maybe about the time he glued himself to his desk?”

“See what your hyper-honesty thing has started?” Stafford said to me.

His statement could have been interpreted as rude, but judging from the laughter of those around me, he intended it to be a joke. I laughed along with them, which appeared to be the reaction they were expecting.

Adapting to this crew would be a challenge. However, it would not be as difficult as I had initially thought.

“So,” I said, attempting to mimic their cultural small talk, “Which of you are currently engaged in sexual relationships?”

Everybody looked at me in shock, mouths dropping and complete silence taking hold of the group.

Perhaps this would be more difficult after all!
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Meet Me Half-Way


Guest written by Alan Decker

The constant, soothing rumble of the boat’s engines was interrupted by the sound of heavy doors opening and closing. Captain Christopher Stafford sighed, put the craft on autopilot, and looked down from the flying bridge to see who was entering through the holodeck arch that had appeared on the aft deck of his cabin cruiser.

It was Commander San Jall. Not that long ago the sight of Jall would have immediately put Stafford on edge, wondering just what amazing new way Jall would find to annoy the living hell out of him. But now that Jall was his First Officer, Stafford was finding that he could actually tolerate the man’s presence for several minutes at a time without wanting to resort to physical violence.

“Commander,” Stafford shouted down after the holodeck doors closed and the arch vanished. “Come to relax for a bit?”

“Not quite,” Jall replied as Stafford descended the ladder to the rear deck. He handed a padd to his Captain. “The Starbase 45 quartermaster is threatening to bring us up on charges if you don’t verify that we received all of the supplies and crap that we brought on board while we were there.”

“I’m on the boat.”

“I can see that.”

“No, I’m on the boat. I don’t work when I’m on the boat. No bringing me stuff that can be done later when I’m on the boat,” Stafford said.

“Considering you’ve been ‘on the boat’ for most of the last week, I didn’t have much of a choice,” Jall said. “No. Wait. I could just let Quartermaster Stick-Up-His-Ass file the charges and bring you down. Then I could be Captain. Sorry I bothered you. Carry on, Sailor-boy.”

“Give me that,” Stafford said, snatching the padd out of Jall’s hands. “Stupid bunch of anal-retentive bean-counters and their stupid forms. There!” He shoved the padd back in Jall’s hands. “Now I’m all tense again. Happy?”

“Giddy as a schoolgirl,” Jall said flatly. “I’ll let you get back to your yo-ho-ho-ing.”

“That’s pirates.”

Jall stared back at him blankly.

“I’m not a pirate,” Stafford continued. “This is not a pirate ship. This is a ten-meter cabin cruiser. That is not the Caribbean. That is a river.”

“And an oh-so-scenic one,” Jall said as the boat sailed passed a couple of large box-shaped buildings.

“This is what a real river is like,” Stafford shot back. “Did you want something else, Jall?”

“Not really.”

“Then have a beer and shut up,” Stafford said, pointing at a cooler tucked up against the bulkhead. “Or feel free to leave.”

“Why the boat?” Jall said, not taking Stafford up on either of his offers.

“What’s wrong with the boat?”

“Aside from the drab and boring parts?”

“I like it.”

“We can tell. You’ve barely left. I just don’t get it.”

Stafford was ready to shout something back at Jall along the lines of not caring if Jall got it or not, but he caught himself, sighed, and stepped over to the cooler, yanking two beers out.

“I’m relaxing while I can,” Stafford said, twisting open one of the caps and handing the open bottle to Jall. Jall grimaced at the offered beverage but took it anyway. “Hopefully everyone else is doing the same.”

“No more so than usual,” Jall said after downing a sip. His grimace turned to an all-out wince. What was this swill?

“The thing about heading out into the unknown is that it’s unknown. You have no idea what you’re going to run into. Could be a planet of talking unicorns and cotton candy trees. Could be a planet of two-meter tall rat-things that like to rip out your intestines and use them as party banners. You just don’t know. It’s not like cruising around the Federation delivering cargo and ferrying VIPs to a bunch of planets we know everything about. It’s…unknown.”

“Um…is this about the mission?” Jall asked.

“Yeah. Of course it’s about the mission.”

“But we know where we’re going. We’ve been there before.”

“That’s exactly my point. We KNOW! And we KNOW it’s not going to be a milk run. It will very likely suck…a lot. I can’t say that to the rest of the crew because I’m Captain and there’s morale to think about, but come on, Jall. No one wants to go back to Matria. Doctor Wowryk, maybe, but nobody else! But there’s nothing we can do. Orders are orders. So before we get to Matria and several months of hell, I am relaxing all I can. If you or anyone else care to join me, the boat’s always open.”

“I’ll keep it in mind. Sylvia, could I get the arch please?”

“Here you go, dear,” the voice of the Silverado’s sentient computer system replied as the arch materialized.

Jall took a last look around at the surroundings. An old Earth automobile was driving on the road running along the riverbank. Several rundown houses passed by. “You get back to your…um…relaxing.”

“You don’t know what you’re missing,” Stafford said, settling onto a cushioned bench running along the side of the boat.

“I’ll let it keep its mystery,” Jall said before stepped out into the corridor. Before the holodeck doors even had time to close, Lieutenant Commander Simon Jeffrey stepped through onto the boat deck.

“Simon!” Stafford called out warmly. “You’re just in time!”

“Time? For what?” Jeffrey asked confused.

“For beer!”

“Er…maybe later. Ah need to talk to ye about the mission.”

“Looks like we’re moving into a more populated area,” Stafford said.

“Sorry?”

“More buildings,” Stafford said, pointing at the shore beyond.

“Where are we?”

“Some river. Just started this one a little while ago. Third one today.”

“Sounds…nice. About the mission…”

“Do we have to talk about this now?”

“Ah’d really feel better about going back into Matrian space if we were a bit better prepared. What we took on at Starbase 45 was fine, but if we’re really going to be out there alone, we need to be more than fine. We’re going to be at Waystation in a few hours, and that’s our last chance to get supplies before we’re out of luck.”

“Is that the list?” Stafford asked, gesturing toward the padd in Jeffrey’s hand.

“Aye.”

“Let me see it,” Stafford said resigned. He took the padd from Jeffrey and looked it over. Most of it was what he would expect: more torpedoes, backup phaser arrays, backup shield generators, additional replicator systems and raw material tanks. But then he hit…

“Seventy-five casks of rum?”

“Steven was worried about morale,” Jeffrey explained. “If we lose replicators, he wants to make sure Unbalanced Equations is still able to serve us.”

“Rum gives me a stomach ache.”

“He knows. There’s something on there for ye, too.”

“Wine coolers? Simon…”

“Those are for Jall.”

“Oh. Okay. Vodka. Beer. Tequila. I hope Waystation’s got a distillery on board.”

“So Ah can send the requisition request ahead?” Simon asked as the boat rocked a bit.

“Yeah,” Stafford replied. The boat was now getting bounced around pretty good. “Rapids? Here?”

“Eh?” Jeffrey asked.

“Rapids!” Stafford repeated loudly. It was getting hard to hear between the rumble of the engines and the growing roar of the…

Wait. Growing roar? There shouldn’t be a growing roar!

Stafford scrambled up the ladder back to the flying bridge. The water was definitely rough…most likely due to the large drop-off up ahead. Stafford’s head darted around. Even though the buildings were from a few centuries earlier, Stafford knew this place. And he knew exactly where the boat was heading:

Niagara Falls.

“End program!” Stafford said in a panic as Jeffrey reached the top of the ladder to the flying bridge and looked around.

“Bloody hell!” Jeffrey shouted, barely audible above the din of the falls.

“END PROGRAM! END PROGRAM! END! END! END!” Stafford cried.

The boat reached the crest of the falls.

“SYLVIA!” Stafford and Jeffrey screamed.

The screaming continued all the way down.



FIVE HOURS LATER…

“I’m still wet.”

“It was holographic water. There can’t be a drop left on ye.”

“I feel wet.”

“Did ye piss yourself?”

Stafford glared at Jeffrey as the turbolift they were in continued on it ascent to the bridge.

“Just asking,” Jeffrey said, forcing back a chuckle.

“I thought we were beyond this.”

“I was joking with ye.”

“Not you. Me and Jall. We’ve actually been creating something resembling a working relationship, and then he goes and pulls this.”

“Ye don’t know that. Maybe ye picked the wrong river.”

Stafford’s glare deepened. “I didn’t pick the river. I’ve been running several of them. Jall knew that. He must have switched us to the Niagara after he left the holodeck.”

“But why?”

“He likes to torment me.”

“Ah know that,” Jeffrey said. “But he saw me going in. We get along fine. He could wait to torture you until after Ah left.”

If it had been physically possible, Stafford’s glare would have left his face, traveled over to Jeffrey, and smacked him around a bit. Before Stafford had a chance to consider handling the job himself, the turbolift slowed to a halt and opened out onto the bridge.

Stafford had made it about three steps when…

“Captain!” Lieutenant Trish Yanick cried, leaping up from the helm console and racing over to him. “I heard what happened, and I’m SOOOO sorry!”

“It was just a holodeck…accident,” Stafford said, shooting a nasty glance at Jall, who was shifting from the command chair to his usual seat.

“But I knew how much you liked that trip we took to Toronto and with you taking all of those river trips, I thought you’d like one in that area, and Niagara Falls is supposed to be really neat, so I snuck in a program sending you up to the falls, but I didn’t realize that that river goes south to north and not north to south. Most rivers up there go north to south, so instead of taking you to the base of the falls, you went over them, and I’m REALLY sorry.”

Stafford processed the flood of words coming from Yanick for a moment. “Wait. That was your fault?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry. I thought you’d like it, but…”

“It’s okay, Yanick,” Stafford said, holding his hands up. “No harm done. That’s why we have holodeck safeties. And some ships even have computers that actually end programs when they’re told to.”

Sylvia materialized beside Stafford, her arms crossed disapprovingly. “I can’t help you if I can’t hear you. You’re the one who got into trouble somewhere noisy.”

“It wasn’t my idea!” Stafford said.

Sylvia harrumphed and vanished.

“Maybe I should just stay off of the holodeck,” Stafford said

“It does seem to get ye into trouble,” Jeffrey observed. “And ye usually take me down with you.”

“Who’s going down?” Jall asked, sounding way too chipper. He may not have been responsible for Stafford’s trip over Niagara Falls, but he was certainly enjoying it.

“Are we there yet?” Stafford asked, ignoring his First Officer.

“About five more minutes, sir,” Yanick said, sliding back into her seat at the conn.

“All stations prepare for docking,” Stafford said. “T’Parief, hail Waystation.”

“They are responding,” the deep voice of Silverado’s Tactical Officer replied a few moments later from Commander T’Parief’s post behind the command area.

Stafford quickly stood up, straightened his uniform, and ran his fingers through his hair to give it that slightly ruffled yet controlled look he thought made him look his best. He wanted to be ready when he saw Waystation’s Commanding Officer, Captain Lisa Beck, again. The last time Silverado visited, Beck may have gotten the wrong idea about him after one of their conversations. Actually Stafford hadn’t been involved in said conversation. His body was, but it was being occupied by Yanick at the time, thanks to the after-effects of their first mission to Matria.

“On screen,” Stafford ordered, now appropriately quaffed. The warm “Hello, Captain Beck!” he was planning died on his lips as the starfield image on the viewscreen was replaced with the face of Waystation’s male First Officer, Commander Walter Morales. Stafford immediately deflated.

“Waystation, this is Captain Chris Stafford of Silverado requesting docking clearance,” he said flatly.

“Acknowledged, Silverado. You are clear for docking at Arm Four,” Morales replied.

“Four? We usually park at Arm Three?”

“Are they complaining?” a female voice asked from off-screen. Captain Lisa Beck stepped into view. “Stafford, do you think we keep a parking space reserved for you? You can’t use Arm Three. We’ve got a yacht docked there that’s too big to fit into Waypoint Harbor.”

“Waypoint wha?”

“Obviously you don’t talk to your relatives.”

“My relatives?”

“Don’t ask,” Beck said. “Now are you going to give me a hassle about Arm Four?”

Stafford grinned. “No, Captain. The change of scenery will be nice.”

“Oh yeah. That side of the station gets all the best views,” Beck replied, rolling her eyes. “I just wanted to let you know that Starfleet Command routed their response to your request for additional supplies to me.”

“Excellent,” Jeffrey said, moving down beside Stafford. “How long will it take to get everything to us?”

“No time at all,” Beck said.

“Ah wouldn’t have minded a delay, but we’ll take it all the same.”

“It’s no time at all because they refused your request,” Beck said.

“Refused?” Jeffrey said angrily. “How could they…”

“Calm down, Simon,” Stafford said. “I’m sure we can get together with Captain Beck and discuss it.”

“You could, but it won’t help,” Beck said. “This came straight from Fleet Admiral Ra’al’s office. It wasn’t my call.”

“True,” Stafford said slowly, his mind racing for a legitimate excuse to meet with Beck, “But we could…”

“You could slow down before you hit my station,” Beck said quickly.

“Oh! Sorry!” Yanick said, quickly turning her attention back to the conn. “I was busy watching you two flirt.”

“We were not flirting!” Beck said firmly. “Waystation out!” Beck’s face vanished and was replaced by an eternal view of Waystation.

And it was really really close!

“Yanick!” Stafford cried, diving back into his seat to brace himself.

“We’re stopping! Sheesh!” Yanick said. Silverado had indeed come to a halt. Right next the station, judging by the viewscreen, which was looking right into a set of quarters on Waystation where a wide-eyed man in a Starfleet uniform was staring back at them in stunned terror.

“All stop,” Yanick reported, back to her usual cheery self.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Stafford said.

“Oooh!” Yanick exclaimed with a clap.

“Lieutenant?”

“Ooooh!”

“She likes it when you say her new rank,” T’Parief explained.

“I’m getting that,” Stafford said. “Well…Yanick, would you please back us off a little and bring us around to docking arm four.”

“Yes, sir,” Yanick said. Gradually, the Ambassador-class starship pulled away from Waystation’s lower saucer, then rose in a spiral toward the docking arms, passing an Andorian cruiser and an impressive yacht before arriving at Arm Four, which had been extended from the station’s upper saucer. There was an almost imperceptible jolt as the ship came to a halt and the airlock at the end of the docking arm sealed against Silverado’s gangway hatch.

“All right, everyone,” Stafford said. “You’ve got two days until Starfleet wants us out of here. Make the most of them.”

The bridge crew secured their stations and started for the turbolifts. As Jall moved to get up from his chair, Stafford held up a hand to stop him. “A word, Commander?”

“What is it?” Jall asked conspiratorially. “Are we here for more than just a layover?”

“No.”

“Then I’ve got to go. Waystation is awaitin’”

“Ahhh…I’m going to need you stay here,” Stafford said.

“Here? What the hell for?” Jall demanded before adding a forced, “Sir.”

“We’re expecting deliveries.”

“No, we aren’t. Starfleet didn’t approve the requisition.”

“For the additional supplies. True. But we’re still getting the subspace relay, and…some other things. Since you’re First Officer, personnel and supplies are in your purview. That means you get to take delivery.”

“Fine! I’ll be here when the boxes arrive. When is that going to be?”

“The items should be here between the hours of 0600 hours today and 1900 hours tomorrow.”

“THAT was the delivery window they gave you?”

“At least they narrowed it down a little,” Stafford said, getting up and heading toward the turbolift. “The ship is yours, Commander.”

“Yee-fucking-haa,” Jall muttered, slouching deeper into his chair.



“Have you ever been to Waystation?” Yanick asked as she strolled along the lower concourse of Starfleet Square Mall, the two-story shopping venue in Waystation’s upper saucer.

“No,” Lieutenant Riven Valtaic replied. This was not a “No” that translated to “No, but I’m really excited to be here,” or “No. Do you want to make something of it?” This was a strictly-informational “No,” with just a hint of “Why are you asking me this?”

The bigger question for Valtaic was why Yanick was there to ask him the question at all. The Lithinarian had joined Silverado at Starbase 45 as a replacement for the departed Lieutenant Commander Johnson at Operations, and after the initial attempts by the crew to get to know a little about him, he had expected to be allowed to do his job and spend his free time as he saw fit.

Lieutenant Yanick, however, was not to be denied. She seemed determined to befriend him and, in this case, show him around Waystation, whether he or her hulking hybrid boyfriend T’Parief liked it or not.

Judging by the deep scowl and crossed arms T’Parief was displaying at the moment as he walked with them, Valtaic could only conclude that he was on the side of not liking the current state of affairs.

Valtaic, as was the nature of his species, had been completely honest to Yanick that he did not need nor did he desire companionship during his visit to the station. Somehow Yanick seemed to believe that “Don’t be silly” was a sufficient counter-argument to this and practically shoved him to the head of the line of Silverado crew that had been lined up to disembark from the ship through the gangway, bumping many of them as he went. His growing irritation caused a reflexive electric surge (another part of his species’ nature) as he bumped into Ensign Dar’ugal, effectively turning the hair-covered Baruda officer into a giant red puffball from the resulting static electricity.

Now out of the ship and in the mall, Valtaic had hoped that Yanick might either take the hint or grow bored and leave him in peace. Obviously, though, he had underestimated her enthusiasm and her never ending supply of pointless babble.

“…and that’s Nandegar’s Secret. Pari and I like that store, don’t we, Pari?”

T’Parief grunted.

“He’s shy about these things, but it’s a great place. They even sell stuff for men. There had this really cool pair of tear-away bikini briefs that I bought for Jall’s birthday when we were here last time. And they had this shimmering fabric that… OOOH! The hoverrink!” Yanick pointed excitedly down the concourse at Waystation’s anti-gravity skating facility. “Have you ever been hover-skating? You’ve got to go! Come on!”

Without a thought that Valtaic might refuse, Yanick grabbed his arm with one hand, T’Parief’s with the other, and dragged them both with surprising force to the hoverrink entrance.

A short time later, Valtaic was starting to wonder if Yanick had some powers of her own. Despite the fact that he had never hover-skated and had no interest in ever hover-skating, there he was, fumbling along the hoverrink, put there seemingly by the mere force of Yanick’s will. Unfortunately her will did not have the ability to teach him to hover-skate. Rather than skating, he was shuffling along, certain that at any moment, he would topple over, leaving his anti-grav-skated feet high in the air while his head and everything else hit the rink.

Even more aggravating was that fact that T’Parief, whom Valtaic expected to be suffering as much as he was, was currently gliding alongside Yanick with graceful ease. A spark of irritation flashed on his forehead. Whereas for some people this spark would be figurative, for Valtaic is was quite literal.

Several more mini-electric bursts erupted across his skin as he struggled through another lap.

“You’re doing great!” Yanick exclaimed as she and T’Parief sailed by again, hand-in-hand.

That was the breaking point. The humiliation of this public display of his lack of skating ability was bad enough, but then Yanick had to come by with that dishonest attempt to encourage him. Unable to control his rage anymore, Valtaic released a huge blast of power.

This was a bad idea.

The electrical force surged into his hover-skates, increasing their anti-grav effects by an order of magnitude, the effect of which sent him rocketing skyward like…well…a rocket.

“OH!” Yanick cried. “I’m sorry! I meant you stink at this! You really stink!”

But it was far too late. Valtaic sailed upward in a long arc, past the railing of the food court on the upper level of Starfleet Square Mall and out over the main concourse two decks below him. Actually, it was a bit more than two decks considering the mall’s high ceilings and the altitude he was gaining in flight. It hardly mattered, though. All Valtaic could think in panicked thoughts was that landing was going to hurt.

A lot.

He reached the apex of his flight and began his descent. The situation being what it was, Valtaic resorted to the only course of action available to him: screaming.

Before he even made it halfway back down, a pair of strong arms locked around his waist from behind.

“I’ve got you,” a deep female voice said in his ear as his plummeting stopped.

“You’ve got me?” Valtaic said in shock. “Who’s got you?”

“Don’t do that.”

“What?”

“Just don’t.”

Seconds later, he touched down gently onto the deck of the lower mall concourse and was released by his savior. Valtaic spun around and found himself staring into a pair of large round eyes. The eyes belonged to a woman of an avian species wearing a Starfleet uniform modified to fit her frame.

“You are unharmed, I trust,” the woman said through a beaked mouth as the pair of golden feathered wings on her back folded up behind her.

“Y-y-y-yes,” Valtaic stammered. Whoever this creature was, she was magnificent!

“Good. Whatever you did, don’t do it again. It was stupid and would, under most circumstances, have gotten you killed.”

Magnificent, and honest! Brutally so!

“Thank you!” Valtaic said, extending his hand to her. “I am Riven. Riven Valtaic, at your service.”

“Doctor Diantha,” the avian replied, eying him coolly. She finally accepted his outstretched hand. In his excitement at touching her, a reflexive zap of energy flowed out of his hand. Instantly, she jerked her hand back, several fried feathers from her wrist dropping to the deck as she did so.

“I am so sorry!” he said horrified.

“I would hope so,” Diantha said, giving him one last glare before she strode off in the direction of Waystation’s infirmary.

Valtaic sighed as he watched her go. What a woman!



“Did ye see that?” Jeffrey exclaimed turning to his dining companions at the table in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall. “Leapt right over the railing, she did! And those wings!”

“She is a Keetooan,” Doctor Noel Wowryk said unimpressed. “Wings are a natural part of her species. If something like that can be called natural.”

“Looks like she saved Valtaic,” Captain Stafford said, craning his neck to see what was transpiring on the lower concourse. “Guess you won’t have to patch him back up after all, Doctor.”

“I would leave that for the Waystation medical personnel,” Wowryk replied.

“Your concern for the crew is touching.”

“I am on leave.”

“It’s a layover. Not a vacation.”

“Can we talk about our real problem?” Jeffrey asked.

“We have a real problem?” Stafford said.

“The extra supplies.”

“I don’t think that a lack of liquor qualifies as a real problem, Simon,” Wowryk said.

“It wasn’t just that. We need more weapons…”

“So you can kill more effectively? There are other ways.”

“And the extra raw materials for the replicators…”

“So the crew can be even more gluttonous?”

“And the medical supplies…”

Wowryk paused. “Those could be useful.”

“Particularly after we get shot to hell because we don’t have enough torpedoes,” Stafford said, drawing a glare from the doctor. “I mean heck. Shot to heck. Sorry. But I don’t see what we can do about it. When the Fleet Admiral says no, the answer is no.”

“Unless we go over her head,” Jeffrey said with a hint of a grin.

“I’m listening,” Stafford said, leaning in conspiratorially.

“Well, it occurs to me that there’s someone on this very station with a wee bit more power than a Fleet Admiral.”

“President Dillon,” Stafford said, understanding.

“Operation Salvage was his pet project,” Jeffrey continued. “It’d be in his interests to help us out.”

“I love it! Let’s go see him!”

“You’re joking, right?” Wowryk said. “You can’t honestly think that you’ll be able to see THE President Bradley Dillon just because you want to? A man of his stature and importance has far more important things on his mind than your petty supply requisition. He is the leader of our government! A captain of industry! A truly magnificent example of humanity sent by the grace of God to lead us!”

Stafford and Jeffrey exchanged a look.

“Um…so you’re a fan then?” Stafford said.

“Ah think she’s got a crush,” Jeffrey said.

“I do not!” Wowryk protested. “I just give my leaders the respect they deserve!”

“That’s news to me,” Stafford said.

“Respect they DESERVE,” Wowryk repeated. “And Bradley Dillon has dignity and strength that neither of you will ever understand. I have every faith that the people of the Federation see that in him, and that the Lord will ensure that he will be re-elected easily.”

“If he bothers to show up for the next debate,” Stafford muttered. The President, who was currently embroiled in a rather heated campaign for re-election against Kathryn Janeway, had missed the first scheduled debate between the candidates several weeks ago. No one was sure why Bradley Dillon had been absent, but people were more than happy to fill in the gaps with rampant speculation. The President’s lead in the polls had taken a serious hit from the event though, and was only beginning to recover slightly thanks to his extermination of a possibly-threatening nanite species that had attacked Waystation a short time before Silverado’s arrival.

“You will see, Captain,” Wowryk said, crossing her arms disapprovingly. “You will see. Bradley Dillon WILL be President again!”

“Uh huh,” Stafford replied distractedly. His attention had been drawn to the tall redhead currently exiting the Beanus Coffee Hut at the edge of the food court. “You two figure it out. I…gotta go.” And with that, Stafford was up and running.

“So Ah’m betting ye would love to meet our wonderful president,” Jeffrey said to Wowryk once Stafford had gone.

“Of course I would, but…”

“Excellent! Let’s go to his office!”

“Simon! You can’t…”

“Why not? The worst that can happen is that we won’t get in to see him. But at least ye will have been there. And who knows, ye might even catch a glimpse of the man in person.”

She thought about this for a moment. “Oh, all right. It won’t hurt to try.”

“That’s the spirit.” Jeffrey said as they stood up from the table.

Wowryk suddenly turned on him. “But if I get to talk to President Dillon, you stay away. Understand?”

Jeffrey sighed. “Aye. Ah understand.”



Down the concourse, Stafford jogged up to his coffee-carrying quarry: Captain Lisa Beck. “I was hoping I would run into you,” he said as casually as possible as he fell into step beside her.

“Then you should have been a foot to the left,” Beck said.

Stafford frowned. “A foot to the…”

“If you’d been a foot to the left when you ran up, you would have actually run into me and…never mind. I should just leave the snappy comebacks to Porter. And you should find another conn officer. You almost hit my station.”

“Yanick’s gotten a lot better,” Stafford protested.

“Tell that to Ensign Shust. She about put him in the Infirmary when she stopped your ship outside his quarters. JUST outside his quarters.”

“There was no real damage done.”

“Except to Shust’s pants. Look, Captain…”

“Chris,” Stafford corrected.

“Chris, I’d love to stay and chat, but I’ve got an appointment I’m almost late for, and I absolutely cannot be late.”

“But you can’t be late. This is your station. Whenever you show up is on time.”

“Tell that to Madam M’szousaklos.”

“Greek?”

“Medusan. She runs the spa, and she doesn’t care who I am. If I’m five seconds late, I lose my slot, and I’ve been waiting for an appointment with their new masseuse for months.”

“A Medusan masseuse. Huh.”

“Actually this one is from somewhere else. Somewhere exotic. I don’t remember where. But it means I could skip the blindfold during the appointment if I wanted. Not that I would. It’s nice to shut the universe out sometimes, don’t you think?”

“Yeah,” Stafford said, thinking back to his holographic boat. “It is…until the falls.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I don’t want to make you late…”

“No, you don’t,” Beck said flatly.

“But I think you may have gotten the wrong idea last time we were here.”

“I didn’t get any ideas,” Beck said as they reached the entrance to the spa. “I’ve got to go.”

“Oh. Okay. I’ll see you later then.”

“Yeah. Sure,” Beck said noncommittally as she stepped through the doors. “Enjoy your visit.”

“I like girls!” Stafford shouted after her, stopping all mall traffic around him. “I mean women! I love women! Love them!”

Beck smiled weakly. “A little less desperate next time,” she said, then disappeared into the spa as Stafford gathered up the shreds of his dignity and retreated off down the concourse.



While Dillon Enterprises took up three full decks of Waystation, finding Bradley Dillon’s office suite was incredibly easy. It was the only section of the decks that allowed unauthorized visitors to even step out of a turbolift.

Even then, the area wasn’t exactly inviting, what with blue-suited agents of the presidential security team, the Special Secret Section, stationed everywhere. Ignoring the suspicious glares of the agents, Jeffrey and Wowryk entered the lobby area of President Dillon’s office suite, where his personal assistant, Gisele, sat at a massive desk that seemed more like a command console than a work area.

“…in a meeting at the moment,” Gisele was saying into the comm piece fitted into her ear. “I will certainly let him know that you commed, Chancellor….Oh yes, he did receive your birthday gift, and he thanks you very much. I believe he said that it’s his first bat’leth….Quapla to you as well. Goodbye!”

Gisele turned her attention to the newcomers. “May I help you?” she asked sweetly.

“Ye certainly can,” Jeffrey said, smiling as broadly as possible. “We were hoping that we might be able to have a word with President Dillon.”

“Do you have an appointment?”

“Ahhh well…we just arrived, ye see, and we thought…”

“Not to be rude, Lieutenant Commander…”

“Jeffrey. Simon Jeffrey. And this is Doctor Noel Wowryk. We’re with the USS Silverado.”

“Uh…huh,” Gisele said frowning. “Well, Lieutenant Commander Jeffrey, as you can well imagine, President Dillon is an exceptionally busy man.”

“Of course he is,” Wowryk said. “He is single-handedly leading the Federation while also running one of the greatest business enterprises in the quadrant. We’re sorry to have bothered you. Come ON, Simon.”

“But…” Jeffrey began

“We tried. We’re done.”

The set of dark wooden doors off behind Gisele’s left slid open, clearing the way for a leggy blond in a matching skirt and suitcoat to come storming out of President Dillon’s office.

“I think I saw him!” Wowryk exclaimed, craning her neck to get a better view just as the doors closed.

“Enjoy it while you can,” the woman who had just joined them muttered. She stopped, looking Wowryk and Jeffrey up and down. “Gisele, what are they doing here?” she demanded.

“They wanted to see Mister Dillon, but they didn’t have an appointment, Ms. Lymon.”

“Donna Lymon. Campaign manager,” the woman said crisply, extending a hand to Jeffrey and then to Wowryk. “Either of you ever serve under Kathryn Janeway?”

Jeffrey and Wowryk shook their heads.

“Too bad,” Lymon said. “We’ll have to figure out something else. Here,” she pulled two ‘Re-Elect Bradley Dillon’ buttons out of her pocket and handed them to the Silverado officers before striding out of the office.

“So…is he available now?” Jeffrey asked.

“No,” Gisele said.

“We’ll be going now,” Wowryk said. “Thank you for your time.”

“You’re welcome. Have a good day!”

“Did she just kick us out?” Jeffrey asked once they were out in the hall.

“We shouldn’t have been there in the first place,” Wowryk said.

“Ah well,” Jeffrey said, ignoring Wowryk. “At least she was sweet about it. But the direct approach obviously isn’t going to work.”

“I told you as much,” Wowryk said as the pair stepped into the elevator. “Wait. You’re not going to try something else, are you?”

“Ah am.”

“Like what?”

“Ah have absolutely no idea.”

“Keep it that way.”



For the rest of the day and into the evening, Jeffrey did exactly that, not that he was too happy about it. Unfortunately, the President of the Federation was not somebody that you just happened to run into.

Worried that Jeffrey was becoming a wee bit obsessed with stalking President Dillon, Captain Stafford dragged the engineer along with him that night to Waystation’s dance club, The Gravity Well.

“This is nice,” Jeffrey said as they sat in one of the circular booths along the wall watching the action on the dance floor. “Thanks for bringing me. Now why am Ah really here?”

Stafford sputtered into his drink. “Wha…what do you mean?” Stafford coughed.

“Ye haven’t looked at me or Noel since we sat down with ye,” Jeffrey replied. “Ye have, however, been watching the door.”

“Do you wish to leave, Captain?” Dr. Wowryk asked before taking a sip of her Virgin Bloody Mary. “It would certainly be the sensible thing to do considering this display of…debauchery.”

“There’s been debauchery?” Stafford asked, his head whipping toward the dance floor. “Where? Did I miss it?”

Wowryk began muttering under her breath. Stafford couldn’t make any of it out over the thumping music, but he was fairly certain the words ‘disgusting male’ were involved. He looked back toward the entrance.

“And he’s looking at the doors again,” Jeffrey said.

“Sorry,” Stafford said, not that there was a hint of real apology in his voice or any attempt to stop watching the doors.

“Does this have anything to do with why you ran off at lunch?” Wowryk asked.

“No…yes…maybe a little. I was looking for Captain Beck.”

“Will she be looking for ye as well?” Jeffrey asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe. I doubt it.”

“Using the old Stafford charm, eh?”

“Trying.”

“And it’s working about as well as usual,” Jeffrey said.

“Thanks. Very encouraging.”

“Well, while ye’re off chasing the station commander, we’ve been trying to supply the ship.”

“Don’t make it sound like I’m neglecting my duties,” Stafford said. “We’re fully stocked.”

“You were all for this at lunch.”

“Until his hormones took over,” Wowryk said.

“I’m still all for it,” Stafford said. “I just…trust you to handle it.”

“Of course ye do,” Jeffrey replied sarcastically. “But we could use yer advice on how to best chase down the leader of the free quadrant.”

“What is he doing here?” Stafford demanded suddenly, watching the entrance.

“The President is here?” Wowryk exclaimed, practically climbing over Stafford to get a view.

“Not Dillon. Jall,” Stafford spat. Sure enough, Silverado’s First Officer was dancing his way to their table, decked out in a loose fitting light blue silk shirt and skin-tight white leather pants.

“And a good evening to you all,” Jall said smiling.

“You’re supposed to be on the ship, Commander,” Stafford said.

“I was. Now I’m not. Mission accomplished.”

“The deliveries…?”

“Signed for and stowed away. Even your special box.”

“Ye got a special box?” Jeffrey asked Stafford.

“Even the subspace relay?”

“It’s aboard. It’s all aboard,” Jall said. “And I even tipped the delivery man.” Jall grinned. “Or he tipped me, if you know what I’m saying.”

“Can I pretend really hard that I don’t?” Stafford said grimacing.

“Something really hard was indeed involved.”

“Okay!” Stafford shouted, holding up his hands. “I don’t want to hear any more. Thank you for your service.”

“Someone got serv…”

“ENOUGH! GO!”

“Aye aye, Captain,” Jall said. “You all watch the zero gravity part of the dance floor. If you think I’ve got great moves normally, just wait until you see me fly!” Mercifully, Jall did what he was told, leaving Stafford, Jeffrey, and Wowryk alone.

“Can we get back to President Dillon?” Jeffrey asked.

“Vat about President Dillon?” Counselor Yvonnokoff had just stepped up to the table.

“Nothing, Counselor,” Stafford said with a sigh. “Did you need something, or are you here to counsel us to have more fun?”

“I saw Mister Jall arrive. You told me he vould be vatching for my subspace relay!” Yvonnokoff said.

“It’s on board. And, just to clarify, it’s not YOUR relay. We will all be using it to communicate with Command while we’re in Matrian space.”

“But The Vonna Show…”

“Will broadcast,” Stafford said. “We wouldn’t want to disappoint your audience of…whatever people watch your show.”

“Many people vatch my show!” Yvonnokoff said in a huff. “If they did not, do you think I vould be able to get President Dillon as a guest?”

“Dillon is going to be on yer show?” Jeffrey exclaimed.

“Yes. That is vy I asked vat you ver saying about him. I vanted to make sure nothing had happened to alter his plans for tomorrow.”

Wowryk was near apoplectic. “He…you…You’re going to be interviewing President Dillon! In person!”

“Yes. He is evidently a fan.”

“Kind of knocks yer opinion of him down a bit, eh Noel?” Jeffrey said.

“Shut it, Simon!” Wowryk turned back to Yvonnokoff. “This is just a way for him to reach more voters. I am sure that he has better things to do than watch you counsel the hopeless.”

“The hopeless?” Yvonnokoff said. “So you vill be calling in tomorrow then?” She and Wowryk glared at each other for a moment, then Yvonnokoff spun on her heel and strode off into the crowd.

“Ye could have maybe been a little nicer, Noel,” Jeffrey said. “She might have invited us to see the show in person.”

“I don’t care.”

Jeffrey sighed. “Of course ye don’t. But at least we know where President Dillon is going to be at some point tomorrow. All we have to do is catch him on his way in or out.”

“Take a big net,” Stafford said.

“Are you trying to get us killed by the Special Secret Section?” Wowyk said.

“I was joking!”

“Well, stop! I’m going to bed. Good night!” Wowryk slid out of the booth and stormed out of the dance club.

“What’s with her?” Stafford asked.

“Not sure,” Jeffrey said. “Ah think she might be jealous.”

“Of Yvonnokoff?”

“Aye.”

“That, my friend, is sad. Truly sad,” Stafford said, taking a sip of his drink.

Jeffrey, who was trying not to think about Wowryk mooning over Bradley Dillon, forced himself to nod. “Aye. Sad.”



“Chris? Chris. Wake up, dear.”

“Unnnh. What do you want, Sylvia?” Stafford groaned from under his blanket.

“There’s a comm for you from Commander Morales on the station,” Silverado’s matronly computer replied.

“Take a message.”

“He says he needs to speak to you now; otherwise, I would have let you sleep. I’m sure you need it, considering how late you were out last night. Zero-three hundred hours? Really, Chris. You’re the Captain.”

“Just put him through!” Stafford snapped, cutting Sylvia off as he yanked himself to a sitting position and pulled the small desk console on his nightstand around so he could see it. The Federation logo on the console screen switched to show Commander Walter Morales standing in Waystation’s Operations Center.

“Captain Stafford,” Morales said. “We need you in Ops, sir.”

“Now? What for?”

“We’ve got a security situation, Captain.”

Stafford jolted alert at Morales’ words. “I’ll be right there,” he said. “Stafford out.” He had no clue what was going on, but ‘security situation’ never connoted anything good. And if Morales wanted Stafford, it had to be something to do with Silverado, which was also not good. On the bright side, it would give him another excuse to speak to Captain Beck.

First, though, he had to look and act like a professional.

“Sylvia, have T’Parief meet me at the gangway in five minutes,” he said, heading into his sonic shower. “Looks like Captain Beck needs our help.”

“Don’t get your hopes up, dear.”



There she was.

Sitting alone at a table in the food court. This was the perfect opportunity.

For some people, the next step would be to buy breakfast at one of the various food court eateries and use that as an explanation for their presence in the food court. That sort of subterfuge was considered completely unnecessary by Lieutenant Valtaic, however. In fact it never even crossed his mind.

Instead, he stepped right up to Dr. Diantha’s table and, without preamble or greeting, sat down across from her.

“I hoped I would find you here this morning,” he said.

“And you did,” Diantha said, seemingly nonplussed by his abrupt arrival.

“I have thought about you a great deal since our encounter yesterday, and I would like to take you to dinner.”

“You are suggesting a date.”

“I am.”

“No.”

“Very well.” Valtaic rose quickly from his head and headed off down the concourse, stealing a look back at Diantha as he went. Somehow after rejecting him, she seemed even more magnificent.



T’Parief stared down at Stafford as the two of them rode the turbolift up to Ops. He hadn’t spoken for several seconds.

“What?” Stafford demanded finally. “I told you all I know!”

“That is exactly my problem. This is a security situation,” T’Parief said.

“That’s what Morales told me.”

“And you didn’t ask for the details.”

“I was in a hurry.”

“But it involves us.”

“I guess so. Why else would Morales comm me?”

“I am not aware of any security situations involving Silverado or Silverado personnel,” T’Parief said.

“Then this will be news to both of us,” Stafford said. The turbolift slowed to a stop and the doors opened, allowing Stafford and T’Parief to step out into Waystation’s command center.

The turbolift shaft was at the center of the circular Ops, and, upon exiting, the first thing visible was the large window looking out into space. The window frame was also the frame of the holographic viewscreen, which covered the stars outside whenever it was activated. Off to the right was the Operations and Science console, which was manned by Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter, and beyond it was the door to Captain Beck’s office, partially obscured by the curve of Ops. To the left was the Docking Control console, manned by Commander Morales, and the Tactical console, where Lieutenant Commander Sean Russell stood, beyond which lay the entrances to the Ops briefing room and the head.

Stafford was met by Morales as soon as he left the turbolift. “Captain,” he said quickly.

“Commander Morales,” Stafford replied with a nod. “This is Commander T’Parief, my Chief of Security. What’s going on?”

“We have a bit of a situation,” Morales began.

“So you’ve said,” T’Parief replied.

“Captain Beck is missing.”

“She’s what?” Stafford exclaimed.

“Gone,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said, striding over from Tactical. “And from what we’ve been told, you were the last person seen with her.”

“Me? I haven’t talked to her since yesterday afternoon!” Stafford said.

“Neither has anyone else,” Russell said.

“And you’re just noticing this now?”

“We don’t usually butt in to the Captain’s off hours,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said.

“We didn’t discover she was gone until she missed the morning staff meeting,” Morales said. “We’ve scanned every inch of the station and every ship currently docked here, and we can’t find her. Presuming that President Dillon didn’t take her…”

“Why would he take her?” T’Parief asked.

“Long story. And we’re pretty certain it doesn’t have anything to do with this.”

“But you think I do,” Stafford said.

“No,” Morales replied. “We’ve had five ships leave since anyone last saw Captain Beck: the USS Faraday, an Andorian Cruiser, a Klingon scout ship, a Yridian freighter, and a private yacht. They’ve all got pretty big head starts.”

“How many ships does Waystation have?” Stafford asked, understanding where this was going.

“Three. But I think we can eliminate the USS Farraday as a suspect vessel. That means our three will be enough if Silverado goes after the Andorians.”

Stafford winced inwardly. They would leave him with the big, heavily armed ship run by the incredibly violent species. “And you honestly think they might have her?” he asked.

“Captain Beck does have some history with the Andorians,” Morales replied. “Waits and I will take the Wayward and chase down the Klingon scout ship. Russell, you and Mason take the Cumberland after the Yridians. And Porter, you and Laru track down that yacht.”

“All right. I’ll have Silverado underway as soon as possible,” Stafford said, turning to head back into the turbolift.

“Um…sir?” Morales said, sounding confused.

“What?” Stafford said.

“Well…you’re the ranking officer on board currently.”

“Really?” Stafford thought about it for a moment. “Yeah, I guess I am. So do you need me to dismiss everyone?”

“You’re in command.”

“Fine. Dismissed,” Stafford said, starting for the turbolift again.

“Sir,” Morales said, stopping him. “You are in command…here.”

“You expect me to just sit here while you all go off and rescue your captain?” Stafford said.

“Well, you are…”

“The ranking officer,” Stafford said, cutting Morales off. “I get it.” He slapped his commbadge. “Stafford to Jall.”

“Jall is so very here!” his First Officer’s voice replied. Stafford rolled his eyes and filled Jall in on the situation.

“We’re on it!” Jall said.

“Mister Porter is sending you trajectory information on the Andorian cruiser now. Recall the crew and…”

“No need. We’ve got everyone we need aboard. We’re closing the gangway hatch now.”

“I am not aboard!” T’Parief said.

“Don’t worry, big guy. Stern can shoot things just as well as you can. We’ve got it under control. Silverado out.”

“Silverado is releasing their moorings,” Morales said, having returned to the Docking Control console. “Do you want me to try to stop them?”

“No. They can handle it,” Stafford said. “I think.”

“All right. We’re heading out then,” Morales said as, on cue, the turbolift opened and three junior officers Stafford didn’t recognize stepped into Ops.

“Um…okay,” Stafford said hesitantly.

T’Parief looked from the turbolift to Stafford. “Do you want me to stay here…for company?”

“Would you mind?” Stafford asked.

“No. I will take Tactical.”

The young officer who had taken over for Russell looked at the Andorian-Klingon-Gorn hybrid and gulped. “Sir?”

Stafford approached the officer. “It’s okay, Ensign…?”

“Jacob, sir.”

“Jacob. T’Parief can take it from here.”

“Y-yes, sir,” Jacob said, retreating back into the turbolift with Morales, Russell, and Porter.

“Good luck,” Stafford said.

“Thank you, Captain. We’ll be back as soon as we have Captain Beck,” Morales said.

The turbolift doors closed leaving Stafford with his new and hopefully temporary command. He strolled around the area in front of the viewscreen/window. “All right. I’m in charge now. Steady as she…stays.”



Silverado had left without him. Valtaic would have been quite upset if it weren’t for the fact that several other of the ship’s officers were in the same situation. The ship would be back soon, though, and Lieutenant Day was more than capable of handling Operations.

But Valtaic was left with nothing to do. Waystation had quickly lost its charm, and Valtaic had been reduced to sitting on a bench in the lower concourse of the mall people watching, not that he was really paying any attention to the people going by. His mind was far more occupied with Dr. Diantha.

“Mister Valtaic.”

Who was now standing right in front of him.

“Doctor!” Valtaic exclaimed, making no attempt to hide his joy at seeing her.

“I have thought about your earlier request.”

“You have?”

“Yes. My initial response was given without due consideration of your offer.”

“And?”

“And nothing. I am now considering it. I just require more information.”

“Of course. What would you like to know?”

“What were your plans for this date?”

“As this is your station, I was going to ask you for a restaurant recommendation. We would eat and converse, hopefully for several hours. This would be followed by you giving me a tour of the station, and then we would adjourn back to your quarters for an inebriating beverage, if you enjoy such things. At this point, depending on how the evening prior to this went, I would either bid you goodnight or we would engage in intercourse.”

Diantha nodded. “I appreciate your candor.”

“And I yours.”

“I shall take this under advisement and contact you when I have reached a decision,” Diantha said, extending her hand for him to shake. Valtaic took the offered hand, but, in his excitement, accidentally released another electric discharge. Diantha jerked, several more of her arm feathers dropping to the deck.

“My apologies,” Valtaic said.

“Think nothing of it,” Diantha said. “In my research this morning, I learned that this is common for your species.”

“I will await your response then.”

“Very good,” Diantha said with a crisp nod before moving off down the concourse. Valtaic watched her go and caught her glancing over her shoulder at him.

This he took to be an excellent sign.



“Captain’s Log, Stardate 58702.5:

It’s been two hours since the search for Captain Beck began, and so far I haven’t heard a thing from anybody. So I’m just standing here…waiting. Who knew commanding a space station could be this gosh darn fun?”



“And ve are back vith our very special guest, President Bradley Dillon. Before ze break, Bradley, ve were talking a bit about your childhood. Now neither of your parents is involved in politics or business. Zis is true, yes?”

“Yes, that’s correct. My father is a psychologist and my mother is an educator.”

“And neither of zese areas held an interest for you?”

“I’m not sure that you could say that, Vonna. The work I do requires a great deal of knowledge of psychology and teaching techniques. I have simply chosen to apply them in other endeavors.”

“Very successful ones.”

“Thank you, Vonna. That’s kind of you to say. I hope that my time as Federation President and my work with Dillon Enterprises’ various activities has been a boon to the lives of our citizens.”

“And now let’s go to ze comms. Ve have on ze line Kelly from ze USS Explorer. You have a question for President Dillon?”

“Yes, Vonna. Thank you. Love your show. I was wondering if President Dillon would talk a bit about his personal life. Perhaps a love that he lost and how that affected him.”

“I’m afraid that my life of late has kept me far too busy for a relationship. However, you never know when this could change. As for past relationships, I would rather not discuss them out of respect for the people involved. I do not wish for any of them to be dragged unwillingly into the limelight. Thank you for the question, Counselor Peterman. Give my regards to Captain Baxter.”

As Bradley finished his reply, a male voice could be heard in the background. “Honey, who are you on the comm with?”

“Nobody!” Counselor Peterman shouted back.

“Did you call in to The Vonna Show?”

“No! Mind your own business!”

“We watch it on the bridge, you know. Are you still on the line? Can I talk to her? Hi, Vonna!”

“Stop it, Andy!”

The channel abruptly closed.

“Do ve have another caller?”



“Bloody hell,” Lieutenant Commander Jeffrey said, pacing in front of the entrance to the AWN studios from where today’s edition of The Vonna Show was broadcasting. “How long is she going to keep him in there?”

“We’re lucky he’s in there at all,” Dr. Wowryk replied, her arms crossed as she sat on a bench close by. Several other mall patrons were also gathered outside the AWN studios, watching the Vonna broadcast on one of the small holovisions set up in a display window by the doors. “If Yvonnokoff had been on Silverado, she’d be doing today’s show without her special guest.”

“Ah still can’t believe Jall just left like that.”

“Why? He has no respect for authority and probably didn’t want to risk any of us returning to the ship and preventing whatever horrors he’s inflicting on the crew.”

“Yeah. Ah’m sure he’s started a compulsory orgy on the bridge. Come on, Noel. He’s not a monster.”

Wowryk snorted.

Applause suddenly broke out among the mall patrons watching The Vonna Show.

“My god, that woman is popular,” Jeffrey said.

“Simon!”

“Sorry.”

“The show must be over,” Wowryk said, getting to her feet as the gathered crowd dispersed.

“Right. He could be out any second now.”

“The Special Secret Section is going to pummel you before you get within five meters of him.”

“That’s where ye come in. Ye’re his biggest fan, right?”

“I wouldn’t say that. I didn’t watch him just now, did I?” Wowryk said.

“No, but ye can’t stand Counselor Yvonnokoff.”

“Or what her show stands for.”

“Aye. That too,” Jeffrey said. The AWN doors opened and two Special Secret Section agents emerged, surveying the area for threats as they went. One of them spoke into a comm unit on his sleeve, and a moment later the man himself exited the studio flanked by two more Special Secret Section agents.

“Call to him,” Jeffrey whispered, prodding Wowryk.

“Do NOT touch me!” Wowryk hissed.

“Noel! He’s getting away!”

Wowryk bit her lip, watching Bradley Dillon start off down the concourse until… “President Dillon!” she shouted and was immediately horrified that she had done so. Bradley looked around and, spotting Wowryk and Jeffrey smiled and waved.

“Can we have a word?” Jeffrey called out quickly, starting toward the President. As Wowryk had warned, the Special Secret Section agents closed in, ready to pound Jeffrey to a pulp.

“No. It’s all right,” Bradley said, waving Jeffrey forward. “I don’t think Janeway is sending Starfleet officers to assassinate me.”

Jeffrey looked back at Wowryk, who was rooted where she stood. “Come on, Noel. This is our chance!”

Eyes wide with something between terror and awe, Wowryk lumbered after Jeffrey, entering the ring of agents.

“Thank you, Mister President. Ah’m Lieutenant Commander Simon Jeffrey, and this is Doctor Noel Wowryk.”

“Meep.”

“She’s a big fan.”

“Ah,” Bradley said, taking Wowryk’s hand gently and shaking it. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Doctor.”

“Meep!”

“We’re with the USS Silverado.”

“Silverado?” Bradley said. “That’s one of my Operation Salvage ships, isn’t it?”

“Aye. It is.”

“Splendid! How are things working out for you?”

“Ah’ll be honest. It was a wee bit rough at first getting the ship up and running properly, but now we’ve got it fairly under control. Starfleet is sending us out on a deep space mission right now, so Ah suppose they think we’re ready. We’re just here for a layover and to pick up a few last supplies.”

“Excellent. We must make sure you have everything you need to make your mission a success.”

“Ah’m glad to hear you say that, Mister President. Because we’ve actually run into a snag. Starfleet Command has rejected a few of our requisition requests,” Jeffrey said.

“Rejected? Really?”

“Aye. It came straight from Fleet Admiral Ra’al herself.”

Bradley’s face darkened. “I see. And I’m afraid, Mister Jeffrey, that I have an idea why your requests were refused. I believe you and your shipmates may have become collateral damage in a war far above your level.”

“Ah…don’t understand.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Bradley said. “I take it your list is on your padd there?”

“Aye,” Jeffrey replied, handing the padd to Bradley, who looked it over.

“Weapons. Replicator supplies. Medical supplies. Nothing too unusual here. I think we…” Bradley trailed off.

“Is there a problem?” Jeffrey asked.

“This is…a lot of liquor.”

“Oh. Yes. It’s needed for morale.”

Bradley smiled. “So what then? You’re all alcoholics…on some kind of bar trek?”

Jeffrey opened his mouth to protest but was stopped by Bradley’s good-natured laughter. “It’s all right, Mister Jeffrey. I fully understand your situation. Let me take this, and we’ll see what we can do for you. All right?”

“Yes. Thank ye, Mister President. Really Ah can’t thank ye enough.”

“Think nothing of it,” Bradley said, shaking Jeffrey’s hand. “And Doctor, it was a pleasure meeting you.”

“Meep.”

Bradley bowed to her, then was whisked off down the concourse by his Special Secret Section agents.

“That…went astoundingly well,” Jeffrey said.

“I told you he was a great man,” Wowryk replied.

“Really? All Ah got was ‘meep.’”

Wowryk glared at him then stalked off toward the nearest turbolift.

“Oh come on, Noel,” Jeffrey said, jogging to catch up with her. “Lots of people get tongue-tied around their idols. Ah won’t tell anyone that Bradley Dillon makes you weak in the knees. Ah promise.”

“My knees are not weak, but…thank you. I appreciate you keeping it to yourself.”

“Anytime,” Jeffrey said, unable to keep the smirk off of his face as they stepped into the turbolift together.



“Is it always this quiet up here?” Captain Stafford asked Lieutenant Nelagadda, who was monitoring Docking Control in Commander Morales’ absence.

“No, sir,” the Indian officer replied. “Sometimes we have three or four ships attempting to dock at once! But other times…yes, it is like this.”

“Thrilling,” Stafford muttered.

“Captain, we have had many many days of just sitting on the bridge watching space go by,” T’Parief said.

“Yes, but we go places. And we get into battles.”

“We have battles here, too” Nelagadda said defensively.

“Yeah? When was your last one?”

“About thirty seconds from now,” T’Parief said.

“Is that a joke?” Stafford asked. “I don’t get it.”

“Nine ships just decloaked. Twenty-thousand kilometers away and closing,” T’Parief said, checking the display on the Tactical console.

“What?” Stafford exclaimed. “Who is it?”

“Unknown. The computer does not recognize the ship configurations, but they have their shields raised and I am reading energy signatures that I believe are weapons.”

“All of our support ships leave and THEN we get attacked? Is this screaming set-up to anyone else?” Stafford said. “Get our shields up, T’Parief. Stand by on phasers and torpedoes.”

T’Parief cracked his knuckles and grinned a feral smile. “Yes, sir.”

Ops rocked.

“They’ve opened fire,” T’Parief reported.

“I guessed that,” Stafford said, grabbing onto the Docking Control console as Ops shook again. How did Beck deal with combat situations without a chair to hold onto?

The Ops viewscreen suddenly activated displayed the image of an older human woman with rather mussed hair. “Ops, this is Claurice Thenian in Waypoint Harbor. Could you stop that shaking please? We’re trying to have a shuffleboard tournament down here.” She peered more closely at the scene before her. “Christopher? Is that you?”

“Yes, Aunt Claurice,” Stafford said stifling a groan.

“Shields at ninety-six percent,” T’Parief said.

“What are you doing up there?” Stafford’s Aunt Claurice demanded. “Where’s Captain Beck?”

“I’m in command right now,” Stafford replied.

“No one said anything to me about you running this place.”

“It’s only temporary. It will be really temporary if you don’t let me get back to what I was doing.”

“And just what is so important that you can’t talk to your aunt?”

“We’re under attack!” Stafford shouted as the station jolted again.

“Shields at ninety-four percent,” T’Parief said. “Ninety-three point seven really, but I rounded up.”

“Captain Beck would have started shooting back by now,” Claurice observed.

“I’m getting to it! And I’m going to tell her that you forced a comm through to the viewscreen without going through proper channels.”

“We’re customers here,” Claurice said. “Good service demands…”

“Goodbye, Aunt Claurice!” Stafford snapped, signaling T’Parief to close the channel. Claurice Thenian vanished just before she could start shouting back at him.

“Thank you,” Stafford said.

The station rocked again.

“May I open fire now?” T’Parief said.

“Please,” Stafford said.

“Targeting,” T’Parief said as the image on the viewscreen shifted to show one of the incoming ships. It was a metallic green, darker than anything the Klingons or Romulans had, and far more blocky in design. A snubbed-nose front section led back to to a larger box that broke up at the rear, splitting into five pylons that spread out radially from the main hull. Each pylon was connected to the others by a straight connector, which pulsated with bright yellow energy. T’Parief was right. This ship didn’t look like anything Stafford had ever seen.

Before he could get a closer look, a massive phaser beam seared into view and slammed into the alien vessel. The impact slapped the ship out of view.

“Woah!” Stafford exclaimed. “Was that us?”

“Yes,” T’Parief said, his grin having turned to a broad smile.

“Oooh! I like the big guns.”

“It is a nice change.”

“Let ’em have it.”

Outside the station, phaser banks lining the surfaces of the upper and lower saucers flared to life, sending powerful streams of energy raking through the void as volleys of torpedoes fired from launchers positioned along the saucers’ edges.

The alien ships veered and dodged as best they could, but the space around Waystation quickly became an inescapable trap of destruction. Within moments, all nine ships were drifting, shields gone, lights flickering, engines and weapons useless.

“That was over far too quickly,” T’Parief said disappointed.

“It happens,” Stafford said.

“I will have to exercise more self-control next time.”

“Try thinking about baseball.”

“What?”

“Never mind,” Stafford said. “Get some tractor beams on those ships and find me someone in charge to talk to. You can’t tell me that they just happened to show up after Captain Beck goes missing.



“Diantha to Valtaic.”

“Go ahead.”

“My answer is yes.”

“Excellent. I will see you at 1900 hours.”

“Make it 1830 hours. Be at the Infirmary.”

“Very well.”





“Captain’s Log, Stardate 58703.6:

The Waystation ships and Silverado have returned and, what do you know, I was right. It was a set-up. It turns out that the exotic masseuse at the Medusan spa was an advance spy of the Oporastans, a Beta Quadrant species that we had not encountered before. The Medusans need to do a better job screening their employees. They hired a woman from a species no one has ever seen before, a woman who was here with the sole purpose of scouting out a potential conquest for her people. Fortunately for us, she got the idea that without Captain Beck, Waystation would be easy pickings because the entire command crew would race off looking for her. Once she got Beck on the massage table, she knocked her out with a hypospray, shoved her in a crate, and booked passage on the Yridian freighter that was about to depart while her people waited to swoop in and take the station once the command crew left to search for Beck. An ingenious plan, but the Oporastans didn’t count on there being another Captain on board, a Captain with the experience and skill to take them down. After their ignominious defeat, the Oporastans have agreed to send a diplomatic delegation for a proper first contact.”



“That is the most self-aggrandizing log entry I have ever heard.”

“Shut up, Jall.”

“And it was a really stupid plan.”

“Jall.”

“Any Ensign running tactical could have stopped them.”

“Can I finish?”

“Only if you don’t say ‘ignominious’ again.”

“It’s a word.”

“So is ‘pretentious’.”



“Lieutenant Commander Jeffrey and Doctor Wowryk were able to obtain the remaining supplies on our list. I’ve been asked not to say how for reasons I don’t understand, but considering who was doing the asking, I’m not going to argue. We’re all stocked and loaded, so now it’s off to Matria.

“Yippee.”



“There they go,” Commander Morales said as the Docking Control console read that Arm Four was now empty.

“And I like to think that they’re taking a little bit of us with them,” Lieutentant Commander Porter said. “Or a lot of us, really. Do we have anything left?”

“Five torpedoes,” Lieutenant Commander Russell said.

“Five?” Commander Morales exclaimed.

“Well, to be fair, they fired most of them at the Oporastans.”

“And then they took the rest,” Captain Beck said. “Along with a good portion of our replicator stores and who knows how much from the Infirmary. I’m waiting for a report from Diantha.”

“Are you going to file a protest with Fleet Admiral Ra’al?” Morales asked. “Let her know what President Dillon ordered you to do?”

“No,” Beck said. “What’s the point? And Stafford did fight off the Oporastans. Let Silverado have the stuff. Where they’re going, they’ll probably need it.”

The turbolift doors opened. It took Beck a moment to recognize that the tall figure who stepped out into Ops was Diantha. Most of her feathers were gone.

“Doctor, are you all right?” Beck asked in shock.

“Fine,” Diantha replied curtly.

“Are you molting?” Porter asked.

“Yes. I molted.”

“Overnight?”

“Drop it.”

“As fast as you dropped your feathers?”



“Nicely done,” Captain Stafford said as looked over the stacks of crates filling Cargo Bay Three. The other cargo bays were all similarly stuffed.

“Thanks,” Lieutenant Commander Jeffrey said. “We couldn’t get all of the alcohol, but this will have to do.”

“It’s great. But enough with the secrecy. How did you convince President Dillon to help us out?”

“Noel sweet-talked him.”

“Really? I didn’t think she would sweet-talk anybody…ever. But then she has a thing for him, right?”

“Nah. She just respects him. Nothing more than that.”

“Damn. I was hoping we finally found a chink in that male-hating armor of hers.”

“We’ll have to keep looking, Ah guess,” Jeffrey said. “What about ye? Were ye able to see Captain Beck before we left?”

“No. I commed her, but she said she was busy filing the ‘I Was Captured By Hostile Aliens, but I Promise I Didn’t Reveal Any Starfleet Secrets’ forms. Those things take forever.”

“Don’t think she was avoiding ye?”

“I’d just saved her station. Why would she avoid me?” Stafford said.

“Maybe ye’re not her type.”

“I cleared that up!”

“Ah heard. ‘Ah like girls’?”

Stafford groaned.

“Don’t worry, Chris,” Jeffrey said, patting Stafford on the shoulder. “There are lots of girls on Matria, just waiting for ye.”

“Waiting to make my life miserable.”

“Probably.”

“You’re great for moral support. You know that?”

“Ah try. Want a beer?”

“Now that’s moral support. We’ll take it to the boat on the holodeck. We need to enjoy some smooth sailing while we can.”

“Aye, that we do. That we do.”
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The Quest for Vonna’s Padd

“I say we blow it up,” Ensign Simmons stated.

“You ALWAYS say we should blow it up,” Lieutenant Marsden said crossly.

“Cuz it’s always a good idea!” Simmons shrugged.

Ensign Dar’ugal pointed at Simmons, then at the new rank pip on Marsden’s collar.

“Yeah, Darg,” Lieutenant Rengs nodded, “If he hadn’t caused so many accidental explosions, he probably would have been promoted too!”

“And we’d have a cooler name than ‘The Hazardous Team’,” Lt. Cmdr. Stern added, “Now, can we get this mission wrapped up please, ladies?”

“Sure thing, brave leader,” Rengs squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, sized up the target and dropped to one knee.

“Excuse me, little girl,” he said, using the same tone of voice he used with his one-year old son, “You’re blocking the replicator. Could you please move?”

The child, daughter of one of the scientists in Xeno-Gynocology, stuck out her tongue and blew a raspberry.

“Smoothly done, Rengs,” Stern commented.

The Hazardous Team was Silverado’s Alpha shift security team. A collection of officers and crew with diverse specialties, their job was to achieve whatever security-related missions objectives T’Parief or the Captain could come up with. They’d earned their nickname during a Matrian attack on Silverado years ago, when their efforts to defend the crew against a boarding party did as much damage to the ship as they did to the boarding party!

Though T’Parief was Chief of Security, the actual operation of the Hazardous Team was left largely to his deputy, Lieutenant Commander Stern. At 6’4, with shoulders broad enough to land a shuttle on and a near unbeatable five o’clock shadow, he was an imposing figure. His specialty was sharp shooting. He often attached pictures of his least favorite team members (and commanding officers) to his targets to help get that last bit of motivation in. Next on the team was Lieutenant Rengs, a Bajoran man with a wife, a child and an interest in energy weapons. While he was less accident-prone than most other team members, he still had a few incidents under his belt.

Newly promoted Lt. Marsden was the team’s hostage negotiator and computer expert. A tall but skinny human, he had yet to remain conscious for an entire Hazardous Team mission. Ensign Simmons, an explosives expert, made things go boom. He was very skilled at his job, but nobody was sure whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. Likewise, nobody was quite sure whether his tan complexion and dark hair were due to his heritage or due to the repeated singeing of his face and hair. On top of that he had a very loud, sarcastic mouth. He liked to think of himself as a ladies man, but in truth the ladies really didn’t consider him much of a man at all.

Crewman Kreklor, the team Klingon, was the only member of the Hazardous Team who wasn’t an officer. He specialized in hand-to-hand combat. Big surprise.

The final team member was Ensign Dar’ugal. Two meters tall, covered with orange fur and completely lacking a head, it was a matter of confusion as what exactly his specialty was. The fact that he was totally mute didn’t help, either. Being one of the only Barudans in Starfleet, he tended to startle people, especially when they saw eyes and a mouth where most species kept a chest. (Or, on many females, a nice rack.)

“Enough,” Kreklor snarled, “This situation, and this pointless re-introduction, has gone on long enough!”

Without showing the slightest effort, he lifted the girl (ignoring her squeal of surprise), carried her across the dining room and deposited her on her mother’s lap.

“I believe you lost this,” he growled.

“Finally!” Simmons exclaimed stepping towards the replicator and rubbing his hands together, “Chow time!”

On cue, the comm sounded.

“Hazardous Team, report to the holodeck. NOW!” T’Parief’s voice barked.

“Shit,” Stern growled, slapping a hand against the replicator.

As they turned to leave, Marsden looked back at the girl. She stood on her chair and blew another raspberry.



“Do you know vhy you are here?” Counselor Yvonnokoff asked, a professional ‘I’m-interested-because-it’s-my-job-to-be-interested’ expression on her face.

“That is a stupid question,” Lt. Cmdr Valtaic declared flatly, “I know perfectly well why I’m here, and I find it pointless,”

“Hmmmn,” Yvonnokoff’s pale brow, framed by white-blond hair, wrinkled delicately, “Und vhy zis hostility?”

“There is no hostility on my part,” he replied, softening his tone slightly to accommodate human customs, “Did you not get the memo?”

“Ve use memos on zis ship?” Yvonnokoff blinked, “I haff never received one,”

“That does not concern me,” Valtaic decided, “Please start my session. If I must undergo a psyche evaluation, let us make it brief.”

“Jas, jas,” Yvonnokoff sighed. She reached for her padd, unclipping it from the holster than kept it constantly hanging on her hip.

“Let us see,” she tapped away, “I say: ’Hello insert name here und velcome to insert ship name here. For your family planning conveniences, contraceptives are available in Sickbay or from ze replicator…” she trailed off, then stopped. “I am sorry, zat is ze sexual health briefing vith Dr. Wowrk. Of course, she uses ‘Ze Catholic Guide to Filthy, Sinful Fornication’ instead!” she rolled her eyes.

“Really?” Valtaic, though he had lived on Earth for several years to attend the Academy, knew little of Earth religions, “And what does that book say on the subject?”

“‘Don’t haff sex’,” Yvonnokoff said crisply. She tapped her padd again, bringing up the proper evaluation form, “Now zen, let us discuss you family. Did you hate your mozer?”



Some time later, Crewman Gibson was walking down the corridor, a bag sling over his shoulder. ‘The Vonna Show’ was starting in half an hour and as producer it was his job to have the set ready and the high speed subspace linkup to AWN established. Gibson was shorter than average and had one of those faces that just made you stop, take a closer look and think ‘monkey’! His shaved head and slim build added to the image, making it easy to believe that humans evolved from primates. He had more than his share of bad habits, including wearing his pants halfway down his ass, body piercings in a variety of places and, rumor had it, partaking of Crewman Shwaluk’s stash of ‘flammable plants’.

He came around the corner, not really paying attention to where he was going, and nearly ran into Valtaic.

“Yo!” Gibson called as Valtaic deftly moved to one side, “You seen Vonna?” He took a closer look at the network of lines covering Valtaic’s skin. “Hey, nice ink job!”

Another officer might have been offended, but Valtaic’s people preferred such bluntness, as opposed to the social pleasantries used by most other races.

“I do not know this ‘Vonna’, am carrying no ink and do not have time for questions at this time,” Valtaic said briskly.

Yvonnokoff rounded the corner, coming from the same direction Valtaic had come. Gibson thought he saw what looked like sparks jumping between Valtaic’s fingers as he gave her a look of contempt, but decided it was probably just part of his buzz.

“Gibson!” Yvonnokoff snapped, “Vhat are you doing? Get uplink up! Show is in fifteen minutes! Vonna must soothe ze strained psyches of ze quadrant!”

With this, she continued down the corridor, heading towards her studio.

“She is Vonna?” Valtaic asked.

“Uh, yeah, dude,” Gibson replied.

“And they broadcast her, live?”

“Yup. Only on AWN!”

“And she actually HELPS people?” Valtaic’s energy field was starting to make the hairs stand up on Gibson’s arms.

“Sometimes,” Gibson shrugged, “But even if she doesn’t, the weird stuff she comes up with is pretty good sounding shit!”



Captain Stafford sat in his command chair, hoping somebody would just attack the damned ship already. Next to him, Commander Jall was grinning.

“OK,” Lieutenant Yanick said, “Everybody join in!”

She raised her voice:



Oh, we’re going off to Matria,

A place that’s really neat,

The girls there are big and strong,

And the guys are really meek!



“Please stop,” Stafford groaned. Fifebee had deactivated her audio subroutines and the crewman at Ops was wearing noise-dampening headphones. Jall, however, joined right in.



We’re going off to Matria,

They had a great big war,

It happed a hundred years ago,

We’ll be sure they have no more!



Stafford was picking at the buttons on his armrest when Valtaic returned to the bridge. Yanick and Jall were working on their next verse.

“What are you doing, sir?” Valtaic asked.

“Looking for the button to eject her into space,” Stafford grumbled.

“There isn’t one,” Valtaic said, the sarcasm lost on him.

“Have one installed,” Stafford said. Valtaic nodded, then took over the Ops station.

The ship was less than a week out of Waystation, fully stocked and supplied for the long-term mission to Matrian space. Morale was definitely down (except for Yanick), Stafford and his officers were still getting used to dealing with Valtaic’s customs and Sylvia had retreated even deeper into the ship’s computer core. Even if you called her name, you usually got the computer’s sterile, automated responses.

The turbolift doors opened and Commander T’Parief stepped onto the bridge.

“How was the surprise drill with the HT?” Stafford asked.

“Ensign Simmons destroyed several buildings that had no relevance to the mission, Kreklor ate the spleen out of a downed enemy, Marsden was knocked out by a stun-grenade and Stern put a phaser-beam through one enemy’s skull,” T’Parief reported.

“Same as always then, huh?” Jall smirked.

“I thought the purpose of the drill was to have them practice reconnaissance using the Matria Prime holodeck program,” Stafford said crossly.

“It was,” T’Parief admitted.

“We’ve only been cruising for a few days,” Stafford growled, his blood slowly beginning to boil, “It’s too early to go space-crazy!’

“Too late,” Jall said, “We were declared space-crazy a long time ago. And that walking demolition crew you call a security team will put us in the ‘rabid targ’ box before long!”

“They have been effective in their missions,” T’Parief said, “We have yet to learn if you will be the same,”

“I’ve done missions,” Jall said, turning in his chair.

“You examined a ‘Pulsating Squeeze Drive’,”

“That was my mission!”

“I am sure you say that to all the-”

“ENOUGH!”

Heads (except for the temporarily deaf Fifebee) snapped around to stare at Stafford. The Captain was standing in front of his seat, his face beet-red.

“I’m sick of listening to the two of you take shots at each other! We have a long trip ahead of us, and I refuse to spend it like this!’

He walked briskly to the turbolift.

“I’m taking the next few days off,” he said, “Don’t call me unless the ship’s about to explode!”

The doors hissed shut.

“That was weird,” Yanick said to Jall, “He usually doesn’t start shouting until you start talking about your sex life,”

“I figured he’d crack sooner or later,” Jall laughed, clapping his hands and kicking his legs, “Yay! I get to be Captain!”

“Never,” T’Parief growled darkly.

“You never know, Pari,” Yanick said.

His throat rumbling with displeasure, T’Parief started pulling up the ‘Andorian Ritual Suicide Handbook’,”



“I can’t stand it! He just eats, and grunts and leaves molten rock on the rug! I love him, but I can’t stand living with him!”

“I zee,” Yvonnokoff said, now in her ‘Vonna’ personae, “Ave you considered dating somebody closer to own species? Humanoid, perhaps? Und if you haff, never spoken to him via translator-”

“Hammy, no!” the woman screamed, causing Vonna to jump slightly in her seat.

“I’m sorry, Vonna, she said,”He just set the couch on fire! I gotta go!”

As the line went dead, Vonna composed herself and looked into the camera, putting on her ‘profession and friendly’ face.

“Vell, ve haff run out of time for today,” she said, “I vould suggest to you all though zat dating a Horta is not a good idea if your species lacks natural body armour. I zank you for your letters and for viewing show this evening. Please join next week when ve haff special episode, focusing on a case I haff found to be very interesting. Remember, I am here to help,”

The on-air light faded as AWN switched to the next feed. Gibson signed off with the signal controller and shut down the subspace feed.

“Who dates a Horta anyway?” Gibson asked through the intercom built into his tiny, sound-proof booth, “It’d be like humping a pile of rocks!”

“I do not expect you to understand ze complex aspects of ze human mind,” Yvonnokoff said.

“Why not?” Gibson asked, slack-jawed.

“Because in your head is only sex, booze und burning plants,”

“So?”

Yvonnokoff sighed.

“I haff no time for you today,” she said, pulling out her padd, “Go play vith Roscoe’s pet monkey, or perhaps try to educated yourself in ship’s library,”

“Huh, as if,” Gibson chuckled, trying to look over her shoulder, “Whatcha doin’?”

“Study on crew member,” she said, “You go away now,”

Shrugging, Gibson grabbed his equipment bag and stepped into the corridor. He turned into a turbolift and was about to head down to the secret room/clubhouse/grow-house he shared with Roscoe and Shwaluk when he realized what he’d just heard.

“Shit!”



“That sucked,” Marsden said, sitting in Platterheads and rubbing his head.

“We accomplished our mission,” Rengs said, “We also blew up half the city, killed a bunch of no-name guards and accidentally drowned a cat,”

“A good day,” Kreklor said happily.

“Better too much than too little,” Simmons agreed.

“Whatever,” Marsden said, “I still want a hypo for this headache,”

“Guys! Hey, guys!”

Everybody turned to see Gibson running into the room, ignoring the Guinanco waiter that tried to tell him that he wasn’t supposed to be in the officer’s dining hall without being invited by an officer. (Not that anybody on Silverado paid attention to such things anyway.) He stumbled to a stop at their table, clutching the back of a chair and coughing.

“Dude,” Simmons said, “How far did you run?”

“From,” Gibson gasped, “the turbolift,”

“What the f**k?” Simmons’ mouth twisted, “That’s, like fifty feet!”

“Smoker’s cough,” Gibson wheezed,“But listen; we gotta warn everybody!”

“Why?” Rengs asked, “Does T’Parief have that monster fish-gut gas again?” He’d been getting less and less pleasant as his son approached teething age.

“No, it’s Vonna,” Gibson said.

“What about her?” Stern asked, “She’s not really much of a security threat,”

Dar’ugal made a series of hand gestures, looking for all the world like he was dancing to ‘Kung-Fu Fighting’.

“A black belt?” Stern frowned, “Really?”

“She’s gonna do a whole show based on somebody on the ship!” Gibson interrupted, “I just heard her talking about it! Somebody on this ship is gonna be totally humiliated!”

“Nothing new there,” Simmons shrugged.

“Who is it?” Kreklor demanded, “Is it me? I will destroy her!”

“I dunno,” Gibson said, pulling his pants back up to his waist, only to have them fall back down, “She’s got it on her padd-”

“We have to get it!” Stern said, drawing himself up, “And warn the poor bastard!”

“Another mission?” Marsden groaned, rubbing his head, “I just woke up!”



The next morning, Jall stepped out of his quarters, turned and walked into the bulkhead.

“Ow,” he muttered, “I’ve GOT to get used to this new room,” Noonan’s old quarters, now Jall’s, were on the opposite side of the ship compared to his old quarters.

He heard a door hiss open behind him, turned around and saw Stafford step into the corridor.

“Hey, Captain,” Jall called out.

“I’m on vacation!” Stafford said sharply, “Do it yourself,”

“I was just saying ‘good morning’,” Jall snapped back.

“Good morning!” Stafford called over his shoulder as he stepped into the turbolift. As the doors closed, something slipped out onto the deck.

“What the…” Jall bent to pick it up. It was flat, extremely thin and flexible. “Wait, I’ve seen this before. Um…paper?”

Please with himself, he turned the sheet of paper over. The other side was covered with bizarre symbols. Circles, bars, lines and strange squiqqles covered the sheet. Alien, no doubt. But why would Stafford have it? Was Stafford researching aliens? The only aliens they knew they’d been dealing with in the near future were the Senousians and the Matrians, and their written scripts looked nothing like this. Was Stafford in the middle of some secret contact? Did that have anything to do with his mood change?

Was it an authorized contact?

“Time to call lizard-boy,” he muttered.



“Bugs, this is Daffy. The rock is on the coyote. Repeat, the rock is on the coyote!”

“I wanted to be Daffy this time,” Simmons whined as Rengs made his report over the comm.

“Shut up, Porky,” Stern said.

“What’s that shit about the rocks and coyotes?” Simmons asked.

“Marsden just knocked himself out tracking Yvonnokoff in the arboretum.”

“That was fast, even for him,” Simmons observed.

“Bugs, this is Taz,” Kreklor’s voice growled, “I have acquired the target. She is leaving Deck 12 via the starboard turbolift,”

Crap, Stern thought to himself. Marsden wore the second cap of technology specialist for the team, but with him out Stern needed to either take the time to track her using the computer or have another team member try. Both would take valuable time.

Luckily, the Hazardous team was a good team, despite their flaws. Anticipating the issue, Dar’ugal (code named ‘Tweety’) immediately accessed the closest computer panel to his post near Yvonnokoff’s office, tracked the lift and sent the destination to Stern via text-only message.

“Bye, Porky,” Stern said, tapping at his panel and beaming Simmons to Yvonnokoff’s destination: the residential section of Deck 10.

“You f-” Simmons voice faded as he dematerialized.



Simmons found himself on Deck 10, near a stretch of junior officer’s quarters. He heard the humming of an approaching turbolift and ducked into a side corridor. The lift opened and Yvonnokoff walked out, padd in hand.

“Next, counseling vith Nurse Kerry,” she muttered to herself, “Zen back to office, zen show. Busy day!”

She walked right past Simmons and continued down the curving corridor. Simmons quickly reported what he’d heard.

“Confirmed, Poky,” Stern’s voice came through the special headset Simmons and the rest of the HT wore when on a mission, “Will deploy as needed,”

“Remind me,” Rengs, currently code-named ‘Granny’, came onto the comm, “Why do we need her padd so badly?”

“She does everything on that padd,” Stern said, “Haven’t you noticed? Now cut the chatter, Granny!”

“She’s gone into Nurse Kerry’s quarters,” Simmons reported.

“Get in there!” Stern ordered.

“Right,” Simmons muttered to himself, “Just get into a room with only one door without being noticed. Just like that,”

“Your comm is still on, Porky,” Strern’s voice said.

“Oops,”



Jall sat in Stafford’s ready room, staring at the sheet of bizarre symbols. Finally, he had to admit defeat.

“Sylvia?” her called.

“I’m sorry,” a recording of Sylvia’s voice said, “I’m either away from the computer core, or in an unreachable virtual reality. Please leave a message at the beep,”

“Override!” Jall said, “Sylvia!”

“Yes?” Sylvia’s real voice replaced the recording, “Is this important?”

“You tell me,” Jall said, “What’s this stuff?” He gestured at the sheet.

There was a brief pause, then Sylvia’s holographic avatar appeared. She straightened her curly, blond-ish hair (why, Jall had no idea) and picked up the sheet.

“Oh, this is Chris’,” she said.

“Yeah,” Jall looked expectantly at her, “But what is it?”

“Nevermind,” Sylvia said, somewhat more sharply than normal, “Does he know you have it?”

“No,” Jall suddenly noticed how many pictures of Silverado (Sylvia?) were hanging in Stafford’s ready room. Not to mention the ship model.

“You should give it back,” Sylvia said, hands on hips.

“I’m not done with it yet,” Jall said, “Why are you getting so worked up over this?”

“It’s Chris’ private business,” Sylvia said, “But if you’re going to be a jerk about it, then fine!”

She dematerialized.

Jall groaned and threw his arms theatrically into the air.

“Lizard-boy to the ready room!”



Simmons jerked, narrowly avoiding being poked by an isolinear chip. He’d let himself into the set of empty quarters next to Kerry’s and crawled into the narrow crawlspace under the replicator. He’d taken a tiny camera/microphone combo out and was easing it through a hole he’d drilled in the wall between the two sets of quarters.

Back in the security office, Stern and Rengs were watching the feed.

“What the hell is that?” Stern wondered, leaning forward to look at the screen.

“It looks like a piece of chain,” Rengs observed.

“Hold on,” Stern said, “Pull the cam back a bit.”

The view zoomed out and suddenly hundreds of tiny chain links became visible.

“Chain mail,” Stern snickered.

Simmons repositioned the camera. This time the full room became visible. Crewman Shwaluk was strapped to Kerry’s St. Andrew’s Cross wearing only a pair of tight leather shorts. A ball-gag hung around his neck. Standing next to him, Kerry was wearing an ancient white nurse’s uniform made entirely of leather, a stiff carbon rod held in one hand.

Stern and Rengs exchanged a look.

“I honestly have no idea what to say,” Stern said.

“By the Prophets,” Rengs shook his head. They quieted as the audio kicked in.

“-just doesn’t hit me like she used to, Counselor,” Shwaluk was saying, “the passion just isn’t there anymore!”

“Hmm,” Yvonnokoff tapped at her padd,“Und vhy you want to be hit? Vere you abused as child?”

“Huh?” Shwaluk looked confused.

“No, zen,” Yvonnokoff made a note, “Und you, Kerry? You zink you haff problem?”

“Well,” Kerry looked uneasy, “It’s just that he’s been really good lately. I don’t really have anything to punish him for,”

“Hmmm,” Yvconnokoff thought hard for a moment, “Shwaluk, close eyes. Listen to vhat I say,”

Shwaluk obeyed.

“You are in Sickbay. Dr. Wowryk is zere. She comes to you, und slowly starts to remove shirt. She says you to you: ‘Seth, I vant you to be my first.’ Vhat do you do?”

Shwaluk was already drooling.

“Bang her brains out!” he cried.

“WHAT?” Kerry shrieked. The rod lashed out, smacking Shwaluke’s back. He screamed out in pain.

“Better?” Yvonnokoff asked.

“Much,” Kerry said, angrily lashing out again and again.

“My work is done,” Yvonnokoff gave a satisfied nod and turned to leave.

SNAP!

“AHHHHHHHHH!!!!”



“What do you want?” T’Parief asked sharply, walking into the ready room. He felt the familiar rumble in his throat as he looked down at Jall, seated at the Captain’s desk, next to the Captain’s model of Silverado, sipping a fruity drink and sitting there like he was running the whole show. It was all T’Parief could do to stop himself from dragging the undisciplined excuse for an officer back to the ops console where he belonged.

“I called you like, ten minutes ago,” Jall complained.

“Unless Sylvia is in direct control of the comm system, ‘Lizard-Boy’ is not recognized by the computer,” T’Parief said calmly.

“Uh-huh,” Jall leaned back, “But you still know I called you.”

T’Parief was quiet for a moment.

“No comment,” he said.

Cocking his head, Jall put the sheet of paper on Stafford’s desk.

“What is this?” T’Parief crossed his arms, “Plans for your next parade?”

“I have no idea,” Jall said, “Stafford dropped it,”

“So give it back,” T’Parief said, unmoved.

“You’re really not a deep thinker, are you?” Jall asked, “The Captain drops some kind of message written in an unknown language and the ship’s computer suddenly refuses to help me,”

T’Parief said nothing, but his hostile expression softened.

“Doesn’t this seem a little ass-over-teakettle?”

“Is that a serious question, or are you simply being yourself?” T’Parief asked, turning to leave.

“Hey, I’m the hot, sexy First Officer, and you are the…” Jall trailed off, looking for a word. Deciding to be professional this once, he straightened up in Stafford’s chair.

“Security Chief,” he finished.

T’Parief hesitated, then sat.

“This could be an indication of an alien influence,” he admitted, “Possibly hostile,”

“And you hate the fact that it was me that found it,”

“Could be,” T’Parief repeated, using a tone that clearly said ‘don’t push it’.

“Let’s get Fifebee to check it out,” Jall said.

“No,” T’Parief said sharply, “If Sylvia has been compromised, it is likely that the aliens have manipulated her program as well.”

“Oh,” Jall said.

“That is why I am in charge of security,” T’Parief said, slightly smug.

“So what do we do?”

“We research those symbols using the linguistics database,”

Jall slammed his drink onto the desk.

“You’re shitting me!” he cried, “There’s, like, a hundred thousand languages in there,”

“Yes,” T’Parief said.

Jall groaned.

“I hate you hard-working types!



“Report, Wile E,” Stern called into the comm.

Marsden, revived by means of dunking his head in the duck pond, had trailed Yvonnokoff after she left Kerry’s quarters.

“Target is returning to her office,” Marsden reported.

“Counseling sessions all afternoon,” Stern mused, “Great,”

“I hear enough about other people’s problems from my wife,” Rengs grunted.



“Whatcha doin’?” Yanick asked. She was heading off for her break and had stopped by to see if Jall was going to join her. “Up for a snack?”

“We are-” T’Parief started, but Jall cut him off.

“Nothing,” Jall said, “Uh, I’ll be right out-”

“No,” this time T’Parief cut Jall off, “I am sorry, Trish, but we are very busy,”

“Oh,” Yanick looked a bit down, “OK. I’ll just go,” She turned and started to leave.

“Bring me back some couscous!” Jall called. He turned to T’Parief, “Why the hell couldn’t I have a break?”

“This is more important,” T’Parief said, “And why did you not allow me to inform Trish of our dilemma?”

“This is a security matter, you should know that!” Jall said, using his most profession tone, “Regs say that it should be kept on a need-to-know basis,”

T’Parief wasn’t sure what was more annoying: the tone of Jall’s voice or the fact that the smug bastard was right.

They sat in cold silence for several minutes, looking over sample after sample of alien writing. They had found a few scripts that were similar to Stafford’s mystery note, but not close enough.

After several more minutes, T’Parief stood and walked to Stafford’s replicator.

“Puppy,” he ordered, “Roasted. And a side of heartworm,”

“Oh my God!” Jall exclaimed, covering his mouth as the dish materialized, filling the small room with a vile scent.

“I am hungry,” T’Parief declared. He began eating with one clawed hand, the other working on the portable terminal he’d brought in.

Jall, trying hard not to gag, narrowed his eyes at T’Parief. What was up with the other officer? Why would he be ranting about the need to focus on work one minute, then grabbing disgusting snack foods the next? There was only one explanation in Jall’s mind (two, but we’ll ignore the other, it’s disturbing). Clearly, T’Parief was trying to get under his skin; to irritate him as much as he used to enjoy irritating Stafford. Well, Jall mused, he still enjoyed irritating Stafford, he was just learning to exercise restraint. Well, he, San Jall, had more experience as the irritant than as the irritee, and he was sure he could see his way through any of T’Parief’s tricks. All he had to do was sit back, finish his work, and ignore whatever T’Parief did.

Screw that!

He tapped at his panel, loading his Madonna database and blasting ‘Material Girl’ through the ready room speakers. T’Parief glared him over the steaming plate.



“So, are we gonna actually try for the padd on this one? Simmons asked.

“If we get the chance, we will,” Stern affrirmed.

“Granny-”

“Can we please drop the code-names?” Rengs asked.

“Rengs,” Stern rolled his eyes, “is going to beam into Yvonnokoff’s office, right behind her couch, and get us some good, close-up recon.”

Dar’ugal gestured at his eyes, then at his ears.

“No, she won’t notice him,” Stern said, shaking his head, “We have a plan!”



“Zo tell me,” Yvonnokoff asked, “How long is you been haffing zis fear?”

“I…I don’t know, Vonna,” Petty Officer Brunby said, looking very nervous as he sat rigidly on the couch.

“Please,” Yvonnokoff smile, “Ve are off ze air and in private space. I call you ‘Sean’, and you call me ‘Counselor Yvonnokoff’,”

“I don’t know what did it,” Brunbvy said, eyes darting around the room, “But for as long as I can remember, I’ve been terrified of…of…” his green eyes darted around the room again and his voice dropped to a whisper, “Disco,”

“Disco,” Yvonnokoff repeated, interested, “Hmmm. Vas there perhaps traumatic experience in your youth zhat led to zis?”

Before Brunby could answer, the lights in the office suddenly started pulsing as an electronic beat began to play. Brunby shrieked, flailing his arms and knocking Yvonnokoff back in her chair. Unnoticed, Rengs materialized, lying prone under the couch. Expecting to find two somewhat confused crewmembers, he was totally unprepared for the pandemonium he found. Brunby was now racing around the room, bouncing off the walls in his insane desire to escape. Yvonnokoff had pulled herself to her feet and was chasing after Brunby, stepping on Rengs’ fingers in the process. Biting back a Bajoran curse (which really wasn’t all that potent anyway) he quickly scanned the room for his goal.

There! Up on the coffee table! Rengs snatched the padd and called for beam-out.

As suddenly as it started, the music stopped and the lights returned to normal. Brunby collapsed against the wall, sobbing.

“Vell,” Yvonnokoff shrugged, “Let us discuss your traumatic experience. It vas not in your childhood, but it will do!”



“Idiot!” Rengs snapped at Marsden, clutching his hand, “What was THAT?”

“A fantastic distraction!” Stern said, “We couldn’t have hoped for better!”

“Here’s the padd,” Rengs growled, handing it over and massaging his injured hand, “Can I go now? I have to babysit, and dirty diapers ferment after about five minutes,”

“Whatever,” Stern said, handing the padd to Marsden, who was preparing to decrypt, decode or otherwise hack into Yvonnokoff’s most secret writings. As it turned out, his efforts were totally unnecessary; the padd consisted of plain text.

“‘Take me, NBarchonem’,” Marsden read, a confused expression on his face, “‘I don’t love Dacoran, he can’t give me the burning, passionate love you do! My busoms ache for’…” he trailed off. “Yvonnokoff writes trashy romance novels?”

“Or she just reads them,” Rengs said, still on his way out, “I think my wife was reading that one the other day…”

“What does this mean?” Simmons demanded.

“It means,” Stern grimaced, “We have to try again. And get the right f**king padd this time!”



It was now Simmons’ turn.

It was almost time for a recording of ‘The Vonna Show’. Almost every episode was done live, right from Vonna’s studio, but the Associated Worlds network liked to have a few pre-recorded shows on file, for those times when Silverado was engaged in activities that prevented broadcasts. (Alternate universes, ion storms, coffee in the transmitter, etc.)

At least this time they had an ally. Crewman Gibson had let Simmons into the studio before Vonna arrived and had secured him behind a fake bookcase.

“You know,” Gibson said, ready to close the door to his booth, “I’d have, like, tons of chances to snatch this thing. I could do it for you, no sweat!”

Simmons looked Gibson over, starting at the scuffed boots, moving up to the pants hanging halfway down his hips, up to the mustard stain on his shirt and finally stopping at the dull, stoner gaze.

“Leave it to the professionals,” Simmons said, patting Gibson on the shoulder.

He scrambled back behind the bookcase as the doors hissed open. Yvonnokoff strode in, drawing her Vonna persona around herself like a cloak.

“Gibson, you have lines?” she demanded.

“I’m like, totally not into that dangerous shit,” Gibson replied, “But I have the comm lines open. AWN says they have plenty of transmissions rolling in.”

“Vhat haff ve got?”

“We have this Rigillian dude who’s convinced he’s Elvis reincarnated,” Gibson read off his screen.

“Too far-fetched,” Vonna waved a hand as she settled into her chair, oblivious to Simmons.

“A human chick who can’t find meaning in her life,”

“Perhaps, but could be a time-eating,” Vonna said thoughfully.

“And,” Gibson said, “A Vulcan drag-queen who deams of performing for the Klingon High Chancellor,”

“Ve haff vinner!” Vonna declared.



As Vonna and Gibson carried on with shop-talk, Simmons examined his inventory. He had a phaser, his comm headset, a tricorder and a pair of practice grenades. He used to carry stun grenades in every available pocket, but Stern had put a stop to that after an errant stun grenade had knocked out half of the kindergarten class. The practice grenades made a nice ‘bang’, but didn’t do much else. Unknown to Stern, Simmons had started carrying several tiny explosives, too small to do much damage, but better than the stupid practice grenades.

“Camera one, ready,” Gibson said, tapping his console. In the studio, the wide-angle camera whirred into position.

“Camera two ready,” he said, tapping another control and producing another whir.

“Camera three, ready,” he announced.

Vonna sighed as Simmons looked around in confusion. He’d only been told about two cameras! Vonna herself knew there were only two, but had long since stopped trying to understand Gibson’s foolishness. (Unknown to either of them, Gibson had planted his hand firmly on his crotch upon announcing camera three.)

“You’re like, totally on in five, four, three,” he counted down the remaining time with his fingers then waved Vonna on.

Simmons spotted the padd. It was clipped to Vonna’s hip. Hiding behind the bookcase, he was far out of reach. Eyeing the cameras and trying to ignore the Vulcan drag queen as he explained the logic of performative cross-dressing, Simmons slowly sank to the floor. Slowly, carefully, he stretched out, prone, and started inching his way towards the desk and chair Vonna had selected for today’s show.

“Und so, Slan, vhy, honestly do you vear ze cloths of a Vulcan woman?”

“And what’s the difference, anyway?” Gibson piped in.

Vonna shot a look of annoyance in Gibson’s general direction, giving Simmons the chance to crawl behind one of the potted plants next to Vonna’s desk. Damn! Her chair was too high! He wouldn’t be able to get a hold on that padd without his handing showing up on camera! If only he could get the chair lower! Simmons’ brow furrowed as he concentrated.

PHWAAAATTTTTT!

Gibson chuckled as the sound of a fart ripped through the studio. Vonna looked to either side, Simmons barely managing to stay out of her view.

“Zat vasn’t me,” she said, slightly flustered.

“Logically,” Slan said, “If you are the only person in the studio-”

“Ve haff already learned about your logic, zank you!” Vonna said briskly, waving a hand in front of her face.

Simmons twisted, still trying to stay out of her sight. As he shifted his weight, there was a crunch and shower of sparks as his training phaser shorted out, crushed under one hip.

He was out of time. Forgetting about the convenient lever that would lower the chair, he grabbed a tiny explosive out of his pocket, slapped it on the chair support and rolled out of the way.

There was a small bang, then Vonna squaled in surprise as her chair collapsed under her. Gibson was laughing hysterically as Simmons’ took advantage of the sudden confusion, snatching the padd and bolting for the door before Vonna knew what had happened.



“I got it!” he announced, running into the security office, “And it’s the real deal! I checked an everything!”

“We saw,” Marsden said from the computer terminal.

“He hacked into the ‘Vonna Show’ recording,” Stern explained.

“Oh,” Simmons tossed the padd at Stern, “So I pull off a daring mission, get our objective, and now nobody cares?``

“You hid behind a plant and blew up a chair,” Rengs pointed out.

“What’s the padd thing say, anyway,” Simmons growled.

“Master Crewman Lanerat is a sick, sick man,” Stern said, reading carefully.

“Coming from you, that’s really saying something,” Marsden whistled.

“So who’s she doing the show on?” Simmons demanded.

Stern quickly scanned the list of documents until he found the one he wanted. His eyes quickly ran through the document.

“Ohh,” Stern breathed, “She is a bitch!”



T’Parief and Jall were-

“Hey, Hey!” Simmons shouted, “What the hell?”

Excuse me, are you talking to me?

“Hell yeah! What the hell do you think you’re doing? You can’t change scenes at a juicy point like that!”

Simmons, who obviously knows nothing about suspense-

“Suspense my ass!” Simmons said, “You’re just too lazy to finish writing our part! Nobody is going to care about the next scene if they’re too busy wondering what happens to us!”

Will to.

“Will not!”

Will to!

“Will not!”

Look, buddy, I created you, I can un-create you! Or maybe you’d like to be re-written is as a mutant slug, living in the waste processing tanks? Oh yes, I can create waste processing tanks just for you!

“I’ll be good,” Simmons said in a small voice.

As Ensign Simmons was escorted to Sickbay to be treated for a nasty rash, (did I forget to mention that part?) T’Parief and Jall were still seated in Stafford’s ready room, the cramped compartment feeling more cramped than ever.

T’Parief’s dishes were still on the desk, bones stripped of flesh. He’d donned every article of uniform clothing approved for Klingon, Andorian and Gorn Starfleet officers, including a Worf-style bandolier, Andorian ceremonial daggers and Gorn chain-mail gloves.

Jall, in contrast, had his Madonna blasting at full volume (with the occasional number by the Betazoid Boys), had spiked his hair and quickly frosted his tips and was making it a point to call T’Parief ‘dah-ling’ at every opportunity. Yanick had entered the room some time ago with Jall’s couscous, looked at both of them for several moments, then turned and left, muttering about male egos all the way back to her station.

“Still nothing,” Jall said, disgusted, “And if you don’t put those dishes away, I’m going to court-martial you!”

T’Parief raised an eyebrow ridge.

“I’m sure I could simply appeal,” he said, “It seems anybody can be pardoned these days,”

Jall jerked as though he’d been slapped.

“You don’t know anything about that!” he snapped, his slightly good-natured desire to mess with T’Parief’s mind gone.

“You were convicted of a crime and demoted,” T’Parief said, a sneer on his lips, “You have since been pardoned and had your rank re-instated.” He looked down at his terminal and brought up the next language sample, “Obviously, somebody was…influenced,”

“Influenced?” Jall slapped his hands down on the desk, “You actually think I somehow cheated the system to get my rank back?” He stared at T’Parief, “That makes no sense!”

T’Parief said nothing. He knew he’d already gone way over the line. Even though they shared the same rank, Jall was now his superior officer, even if he felt that position was undeserved. As much as he despised Jall, he wasn’t going to sink to the level of breaking regs and protocols, and telling your boss you think he cheated the justice system was a pretty serious breach of protocol. And so he turned his attention back to his work, determined to avoid speaking to Jall until they had solved the mystery of Stafford’s bizarre symbols.

But Jall wasn’t about to let the matter slide just yet. He had no problem with T’Parief disliking him, hell, it gave him a target, a chance to keep his verbal wit sharpened. But he didn’t want that overgrown lizard questioning his honesty or his integrity! Of which he was pretty sure he still had some.

“You do know why I was demoted, don’t you?” Jall demanded, “You must, I mean, Yanick figured it out and there’s no way she’d keep her mouth shut about it!”

“Gossip about you does not interest me,” T’Parief declared.

“Uh-huh,” Jall said, “Listen, Mr. High-and-Mighty, here’s what happened;”

“I do not care about your underhanded dealings,”

“And it doesn’t occur to your that if the Starfleet JAG has cleared me, I might actually be innocent? You, who seems to think that the galaxy revolves around law and order?”

“Starfleet JAGs rarely makes mistakes,” T’Parief said, “And given that they either mistakenly demoted you or mistakenly cleared you, I know which I find more likely,”

“I was dating somebody,” Jall said, getting the slightly wistful look of somebody delving deep into memory, “We were getting pretty serious. I was posted on the Sutherland as first officer at the time, and our ship was attached to Starbase 164. I didn’t find out until later that his father was the Admiral in charge of the station.”

T’Parief sneered.

“I do not wish to hear about your twisted relationships!” he said.

“Neither did his father,” Jall said, his voice growing dark, “When he found out we were together, he demoted me, transferred me to Operation Salvage and locked my appeal up in beaurocratic knots for the next three years! When the damned thing was finally pulled up, they found out that he’d done the same thing to two other officers since then!”

“That is abuse of authority,” T’Parief said. His tone was still hard, but his distain was no longer directed solely at Jall.

“That’s what they found when they court-martialled him,” Jall said with satisfaction, “The other two officers had their ranks restored too,” Jall frowned, “We still have no idea how the appeal finally got through. He had that thing snarked up enough to stay in limbo for another ten years.” His tone hardened, “So don’t go thinking I’m a total f**k-up who doesn’t deserve this post! I’ve put a lot of work into my career, and after getting stalled out by this bull-shit for three years it’s time for a bit of respect!”

“Nothing you can say will make me respect you as a person,” T’Parief said slowly, “However, I can acknowledge that your demotion may have been improper. And you have shown some…abilities worthy of respect,”

“’Bout time,” Jall said with a satisfied grin. His pleasant expression faded somewhat, “You still hate me though, right?”

“With a passion,” T’Parief inclined his head.

“And I think you’re an up-tight, arrogant jack-ass,” Jall replied.

“Things are as they should be,” T’Parief said.

They sneered at each other, then returned to their task.



“Stern,” Simmons called, trying to match the larger man’s strides, despite the lingering pain from his hastily treated rash. Stern was storming full-speed down the corrider. As he reached a cross-corrider he took a hard right, the rest of the team struggling to keep up.

“Stern!” Simmons tried again.

“Stern!” Marsden called, “At least tell us what’s on the frickin’ padd!”

Stern swung into the turbolift, tapping his comm-badge as the lift jerked into motion.

“All Hazardous Team members, report to Vonna’s studio!” he called.

The lift doors hissed open and Stern strode to the studio door. As the HT converged on the door, Stern tapped the override code into the panel and walked in. He stopped, looking around.

“Where the hell did she go?”



Jall’s head flopped down onto the desk.

“Three thousand, four hundred and three symbolic languages,” he groaned, “And nothing!”

“We will continue,” T’Parief said.

Jall contemplate a coffee stain on the desk.

“I think we just have to take him out,” Jall said.

“You want to kill the Captain?” T’Parief stiffened, his claws ready to extend.

“Only when he makes me work weekends,” Jall mumbled. He sat back up. “No, I don’t want to kill him, but we can stun him and then interrogate him,”

T’Parief considered for a moment.

“We will only shoot him if necessary,” he decided, “And we will disable to holo projectors first, to prevent Sylvia or Fifebee from interfering,”

“Sylvia’s gonna be pissed,” Jall said, looking up at the ceiling nervously. Jeffery assured him that Sylvia had agreed to have certain limitations imposed on her monitoring capabilities, for security reasons, but he had his doubts as to just how anybody could limit what Sylvia could do on the ship. “Why don’t you take care of that part?”

“Why should I incur her wrath?”

“Because I want her to show me how to make pumpkin cheesecake later,” Jall said.

T’Parief stared.

“Let’s just go get phasers, OK?”



“Sylvia!” Stern called out, “Where’s Counselor Yvonnokoff?”

“She’s in Holodeck 1,” Sylvia replied automatically.

“Thanks,” Stern said, heading back out the door and signalling for the HT to follow.

“Will you just tell us what the f**king padd says already?” Simmons demanded.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” Rengs asked, “She’s doing a show about your perverted mind, right?”

“They could write a whole new Karma Sutra with his, er, creative habits,” Marsden agreed.

“There is no special show,” Stern snapped, walking back through the turbolift doors, “She f**king played us!”

“But Gibson said-”

“He’s not really a reliable source,” Rengs commented thoughtfully.

“Yes, now this occurs to you!” Stern said. The turbolift had delivered them to Deck 12, twenty feet from the holodeck doors. Stern quickly entered, the team flanking him.

They found themselves in a non-descript board-room. Yvonnokoff was standing near the head of the table, next to a man wearing a very professional business suite and a somewhat greasy smile. Gibson was sitting halfway down the table, giving Stern an apologetic expression. He cringed back as Stern fixed a cold glare in his direction.

“You see?” Yvonnokoff said, “Just as I said!”

“Vonna, baby, you’re fantastic,” the man said, “Like, bam! But, you know, AWN’s going to want to know what the big deal is. So you led these guys here, nice. But we know you’re an expert on human behaviour, or you wouldn’t have that sweet show of yours,”

“Who are you?” Stern asked.

“Oh, sorry Slick,” the man said, “I’m Pat. Pat Parazzi. AWN Vice-President of Programming. Love the whole teamwork thing you boys have going on, by the way.”

“What the hell is going on?” Stern demanded.

“Is concept for special Vonna Show series!” Yvonnokoff exclaimed, “Instead of vaiting for people to call in vith problems, I present zem vith a tempting problem and analyze their response,”

“She PLANTED this whole ‘special show’ thing in our heads? Simmons exclaimed,”That’s not cool!”

“I swear I didn’t know, guys!” Gibson said.

“Show business is one without honour,” Kreklor spat.

“But, like, check out this awesome footage we got!” Gibson said. He tapped a panel on the table and multiple vid-screens materialized in mid-air, each showing a different view of the HT as they carried out their mission to get Vonna’s padd.

“You were spying on us the whole time, too?” Marsden asked.

“I edited out that thing you did in the Deck 30 Jefferies tube,” Gibson assured him.

“But-”

“What were you doing?” Simmons asked.

“Nothing!” Marsden was turning red.

“C’mon, dude,”

“Loving the discourse here, folks, really loving it,” Parazzi said, clapping his hands together, “But, y’know I really don’t think this is the kind of thing AWN is in for right now. Don’t get me wrong,” he held his hands up, “I love it. I’ll have a little chat with the studio, and get back to ya,”

“How about a show about an elite security team?” Gibson suggested, “Call it ‘Starfleet Security Investigations’. Sound cool?”

“Great idea,” Parazzi said, “Not interested. But I bet one of the news teams would love to check out some of that footage you’ve got,”

“If that stuff gets out, I’ll personally post the video of ‘Vonna’s Explosive Fart’ on GalactiTube,” Stern warned.

“Zat vas not me!” Yvonnokoff said, visibly upset that her show idea had been given the old ‘don’t call us, we’ll call you’.

Parazzi shrugged.

“Done,” he said. He turned to Yvonnokoff,” Don’t forget honey, contract re-negotiations next month! It’s gonna be a blast!”

“I look forward to it,” she grimaced.

“AWN out,” Parazzi, or more accurately his holographic avatar, said. The hologram faded as the subspace connection was closed.

Yvonnokoff and Gibson stood on one side of the board room table, a very pissed-off Hazardous Team on the other.

“Can we talk about this, guys?” Gibson asked weakly.

“I am here to help!” Yvonnokoff added.

Stern cracked his knuckles.



“I feel so manly with this thing,” Jall said, running a hand over his shiny new phaser rifle.

“It is an illusion,” T’Parief assured him.

The two of them were striding down the corridors of Deck 30, down in the engineering section of the ship. Crewmen flattened themselves against the bulkheads as the two armed officers passed. Their destination was a small cargo bay towards the aft end of the ship, not far from the shuttlebay. Jall had tapped his way into the personnel locator system, tracking Stafford’s comm-badge down manually without involving Sylvia.

“He could be constructing a sabotage device,” T’Parief said, “Or transmitting Starfleet secrets! Who knows what horrible brain-washing he has been subjected to?!”

Jall gulped. T’Parief had becoming increasingly paranoid over the past half hour as they prepared to confront the captain, concocting what Jall hoped were worst-case scenarios, involving various alien races using Stafford as an unwitting tool to undermine the very security of the Federation itself! (Although he really thought T’Parief’s idea about conquest-hungry alien squirrels was just a bit too far-fetched.)

They quickly arrived at the cargo bay doors, skidding to a stop.

“Do you hear something?” Jall asked, cocking his head.

“No,” T’Parief grunted, “I am still deafened by your hideous ‘Madonna’ music,”

“But I’m sure I can hear…hey!” Jall cried.

“ATTACK!” T’Parief shouted, hitting the door control and rushing in at full speed. Sputtering, Jall raced after him.

They found Stafford seated in front of a huge, gleaming black device. His eyes were half-closed, and he appeared to be in a fugue state; swaying slowly back and forth. His hands were hidden from view, but T’Parief was quite sure that they were attached to the device itself. If they hadn’t been removed to allow easier access to the nerve pathways in Stafford’s arms!

The black device, Stafford’s mindless state and the bizarre, round symbols suddenly came together in T’Parief’s mind. And in Jall’s.

“BORG!” T’Parief screamed, shoving Jall out of the way even as Jall protested. T’Parief squeezed the trigger repeatedly, sending several shots into the black device.

His first shot blew the rear of the device apart. Stafford jerked up in surprise, falling backwards off his seat. The second shot blew a large hole in the side of the device. The third, forth and fifth quickly reduced it to scorched rubble.

“What the F**K??” Stafford screamed, still lying on the cargo bay floor, “What are you MORONS doing??”

T’Parief blinked, confused. Next to him, Jall was thumping his forehead repeatedly with the palm of his hand, muttering ‘stupid’ over and over again.

“We are saving you from an alien mind-control plot,” T’Parief said, sounding unsure of himself, “Possibly Borg in origin, based on the method,”

“Borg?” Stafford cried, an incredulous look on his face, “You just blew up my piano!”

Piano?

“But…” T’Parief said, “The symbols…” His eyes wandered to several pieces of paper on the floor next to Stafford. They all had the same symbols: lines and circles on an elongated grid. One piece, however, was labelled in Standard English.

‘Moonlight Sonata’, it said.

“I’d forgotten what sheet music looked like,” Jall admitted to T’Parief.

Stafford’s reply was not recorded. But it was loud.




Captain’s Log, Stardate…



“I’m too pissed off to worry about the stardate! It took me months, MONTHS to get a real piano onto this ship, and now my security chief blew it to bits! How the hell do you mistake a piano for Borg technology? I mean, maybe if it had ‘KORG’ writing on it, T’Parief’s not that great with written Standard sometimes, but it was a freaking Yamaha!”

“I’m just so…so…PISSED!”



“I don’t think he’s very happy with us right now,” Jall said, glancing towards to the closed ready room doors. He was seated in his command chair, looking like he was ready to bolt at any second.

“He’ll get over it,” Yanick called from the helm, “He always does. We’ll just get Jeffery to build one. I’m sure you can, like, replicate a ‘Do It Yourself’ piano kit, or something,”

“He said this one was special,” Jall said, making little air quotes, “Because he had it shipped all the way from Earth,”

“Perhaps he will send you off ship to retrieve a new one,” T’Parief said, a hint of hope in his voice.

“Hey,” Jall snapped, spinning in his chair, “You were the one that blew it up!”

“You were the one in command-”

Yanick turned back to her magazine padd, tuning out the rapidly rising argument.

Some things just never changed.



Down in squad room, the Hazardous team had just finished cleaning up from their frantic scramble around the ship. Towels and discarded uniforms were scattered around, each team member wearing a freshly replicated uniform.

“I can’t believe we let her dupe us like that,” Simmons said for the fifth time.

“She’s a counsellor,” Stern said, glaring, “It’s her job to mess with people’s heads,”

“Yeah, but she’s supposed to help us, not mind-f**k us!”

“Don’t worry,” Stern said, “Marsden and I cooked up a little surprise for her on our way out of the holodeck,”



“I do not like look of zis,” Yvonnokoff said to Gibson, the two of them trying to keep the table between themselves and the group of people who had appeared after the Hazardous Team had left.

“Don’t worry about it, girlfriend,” Oprah Winfry said, examining a sharpened nail as she moved menacingly towards the duo, “Things have a way of working out,”

“It’s a good thing,” Martha Steward added, brandishing a rolling pin like a baseball bat.

“I’m listening,” Frasier Crane said, “For screams of pain!”

“Any final thoughts?” asked Jerry Springer.

“Just one,” Gibsone gulped, retreating from the mob of holographic talk-show hosts, “RUN!”
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Past Imperfect


Part One

Commander Simon Jeffery walked into Main Engineering, ready to start his day. Things were looking pretty good; he was hanging out with his friends and colleagues a bit more often, nobody had mentioned his disastrous bid for first officer in over a month, Wowryk had spoken to him without glaring and that funny rash on his butt had finally cleared up!

“Good morning, sir!” Ensign Frit Naketh called, tapping away at one of the power distribution consoles.

“Morning, Ensign,” Jeffery said, turning his head to smile at her. Hmmm, come to think of it, hadn’t one of the Nakeths been promoted? Yeah, one had. He just couldn’t remember which one. He’d have to ask Staffford about it later-

“Watch out!” Frit cried, crashing Jeffery’s train of thought.

“Huh?” Jeffery asked, about half a second before he tripped over Frat Naketh.

“Shit!” he shouted, tumbling over the smaller officer, arms flailing. He managed to snag one edge of the Master Situation console with his hand, but his head was coming down too fast! He did a face-plant into the console, not hard enough to break anything, but hard enough to elicit an electronic-sounding squeal. There was a brief flicker in the lights, then the warp core at the other end of engineering dimmed and went dark.

“Oops,”




Captain’s Log, Stardate 58821.4



“We’re coming up on Matrian space, in accordance with our…what the f**k?”



Stafford’s log entry was cut short as the ship shuddered. Main lighting failed (as always) and there was a low groan as the ship dropped out of warp. On the viewscreen, the streaks of light shortened back into single stars, then slowly started to spin as the ship tumbled.

“Tell me we didn’t blow out the plumbing again,” Jall groaned.

“Yanick, stabilize the ship,” Stafford ordered. He slapped his comm-badge, “Stafford to engineering. What the hell?”

“Um,” Jeffery’s voice was hesitant, “We’ve had a bit of an…oops,”

“An ‘oops’?”

“One sec,”

Stafford tapped his fingers against his arm rests for several seconds, listening to the sound of control panels beeping over the comm. After about a minute there was a rising rumble from beneath the deck and the main lightening flickered back on.

“Warp power restored,” Valtaic reported from Ops.

“Jeffery,” Stafford rose an eyebrow, “An ‘oops’?”

“Please,” Jeffery sighed, “Don’t ask,”

Stafford paused for a few seconds, considering the various possibilities.

“Don’t tell,” he said, blowing out a breath, “Stafford out.”

“Captain,” Valtaic spoke up, sitting ramrod straight in his chair, “As we are already stopped, perhaps this would be a good time to deploy the relay and transceiver array?”

“Good idea,” Stafford agreed, “Jall, make it happen. I’ll be in my ready room, working on…requisition forms.” He stood and walked briskly to the door.

“More likely you’ll be reading ‘Harry Potter and the Retirement Home of Mysteries’ and munching on junk food,” Jall muttered.

“You’d do the same in a second, Jall!” Yanick giggled.

“Yup,” Jall agreed, “But since I, unlike some people, have work to do, let’s start unloading this damned thing,”

It was possible for Silverado to stay in contact with Starfleet while in Matrian space, but possible didn’t necessary mean easy. Matrian space was far enough from the Federation’s network of subspace communications relays that all sorts of little problems started cropping up. Trivial things like increased power requirements for the subspace transceiver array or static over the line, leading up to slightly more annoying things like time lag or dropped connections. Add to this the growing need for communications between the Federation and Matria Prime, Senous and any other potential new members in the neighborhood and one started to realize that shouting with standard subspace radio over a hundred light-years was about as convenient as using a string and cup to make a long-distance call.

So Silverado had been loaded with a shiny new subspace transceiver relay. Crammed into Shuttlebay 2, the relay resembled an enormous shovel, with a few extra antennae arrays sticking off the handle. At the ‘shovel’ end was the main transceiver array, designed to carry heavy communications traffic over great distances once the relay was linked with the rest of the Federation network. At the ‘handle’ end was an attachment point for living quarters. Important relays were manned, but as this one wasn’t expected to require a living being for quite some time there had been neither the room nor the need for Silverado to haul the living quarters module all the way out.

“I am activating tractor beams,” Valtaic reported, “Preparing to deploy relay,”

“We unhooked all the cables holding it down, right?” Jall asked.

Valtaic turned to him, a dark look on his face.

“Are you doubting my attention to detail?” he asked.

“Nope,” Jall said, “Just being careful. We have a tendency to have, well, ‘oopses’, to borrow Jeffery’s silly little word,”

“I see,” Valtaic said, turning back to his panel.

“If I thought you were an idiot, I’d say so,” Jall said, “Whether your culture prefers it or not!”

“He really would,” Yanick nodded, “He’s pretty blunt. Probably part of why he’s still single, but-”

“HEY!” Jall cried, “I could SO not be single if I wanted to be! I just happen to like the freedom-”

“The sex,” Yanick whispered to Valtaic.

“The relay has been deployed,” Valtaic said loudly. Normally, he would just inform them bluntly that he did not wish to hear their conversation, but he was trying to be accommodating. That and he’d learned that sometimes it really was better to just pull Yanick and Jall off topic as opposed to asking them to stop.

“I am initiating communications protocols with the relay,” T’Parief reported. Why tactical handled communications these days was something of a mystery to him, and Yanick usually handled incoming communications anyway, but at least it gave him something to do aside from listening to the pointless argument that was shaping up.

“You’re single,” Yanick was saying, “Because you get bored with the people you date faster than T’Parief does with the new chew-toys I replicate for him,”

“I so do not…wait. Chew toys?”

“Well, you know, for healthy gums and teeth,” Yanick’s panel suddenly beeped. She spun around as Jall went into a fit of hysterics.

“Thank you for calling USS Silverado, I’m Ens, I mean, Lieutenant Trish Yanick,,” she said brightly, smiling into the comm pick-up, “If you’d like to complete a brief survey on my customer service skills, press one. If you’d like to comment on my boobs or ass, I’ll patch you through to my clawed boyfriend,”

Yanick wasn’t sure just who had programmed the prompts in the communications sub-systems, but she suspected some of Sylvia’s humour might be responsible. (The real culprits were in fact disgruntled Daystom Institute employees.)

“That won’t be necessary,” the man on the screen said, “Just put me right through to Stafford,”

Yanick didn’t recognize the face on her panel, but she had to admit it was attractive. The man had captain’s pips on his collar and was obviously a Starfleet officer.

“I’m sorry,” Yanick said, smiling sweetly, “But since that Ultra-Viagra salesman called us dressed up as an admiral, Captain Stafford says I gotta check with him first.”

The officer on the screen raised an eyebrow.

“I’ll ask if this is a good time,” Yanick said.



Stafford had just nicely settled into his chair, book in one hand and a box of crackers in the other. He turned his chair away from the desk, taking in the view of the stars as the ship accelerated back to warp speed. He was just starting to sink into the storyline when, of course, the comm went off.

“Yanick to Stafford, there’s an incoming communication for you. I’m pretty sure he’s not selling Ultra-Viagra,” Yanick’s voice came over the comm.

“Ugh,” Stafford groaned, “Who do I have to bribe to get an hour’s peace and quiet around here?” He tapped his comm-badge, “Can it wait?”

There was a moment of silence as Yanick spoke to whomever the hell it was.

“He says it can’t. He also says that you know him,”

“Uh-huh,” Stafford sighed, turning back to face his computer terminal, “I know a lot of people, that doesn’t mean I really want to talk to them!” He squared his shoulders, trying to look somewhat professional. Who knew? Maybe it would be some old buddy of his, just wanting to chat about old times. That would be nice. A small kernel of hope started to build as he tapped his terminal, accepting the call.

“Hey Christof, how’s it hanging?”

Aw, shit. The grinning, dark-haired human on the screen was immediately familiar to Stafford.

“I really don’t want to talk to you, Kurel,” Stafford groaned, “And my name is NOT Christof!”

“But I’ll always think of you as Christof,” Captain Jake Kurel said, grinning out from the screen.

“What do you want?” Stafford asked bluntly.

“I just wanted to congratulate you on finally making Captain,” Kurel said shrugged, “It’s a big accomplishment, after all,”

“Uh, right,” Stafford crossed his arms, “I hate to break it to you, but you’re about three years late on that,”

“Yeah, I was a bit busy, what with my four-year mission to the Beta quadrant and all,” Kurel said smugly, “You know, exploring new worlds, making contact with new races and making hot love to sweet, sweet alien women. But at least I made the effort.”

Kurel and Stafford had been assigned to the same squad at Starfleet Academy. The powers-that-were had decides centuries ago that the best way to encourage teamwork among officers would be to put them in closely-knit teams from the very start, with varying degrees of success. Some squads blended quickly into well-organized, functional groups. Others took a little longer. Still others never made it, graduating (or dropping out) as the same disorganized rabble they’d been on the first day. Stafford and Kurel had belonged to a modestly successful squad, but by the time their four years at the Academy had ended, the two could barely hold a civil conversation. (Something to do with a prank gone horribly wrong, involving tuna fish and a phasic oscillator. Don’t ask.) When Kurel had been promoted to captain a year ahead of Stafford, he’d been sure to forward the announcement to every communications account Stafford had. Stafford had ignored all of them, vowing to avoid the man for the rest of his life. Which, as it turned out, was easier said then done.

“What do you think we’ve been doing out here, Kurel,” Stafford said, “We’ve been exploring new worlds, doing First Contacts and all kinds of good stuff.”

“Uh-huh. Word has it you didn’t f**k up badly enough out on the frontier the first time, so they’re sending you back for another try,” Kurel said.

“I don’t have time for your bulls**t, Kurel” Stafford said, “Now why are you calling me? Is it something actually important, or are you just making my life miserable?”

“Only important if you care about your reputation,” Kurel said, giving his voice an air of ‘It-Doesn’t-Matter-To-Me’.

Stafford stared at the screen, torn. Did he care about what Kurel said? Could the guy actually know something he should know?

“Fine,” he said, trying to sound like he didn’t really care either, “Tell me,”



“So, do you have to take him to the vet, too?” Jall was asking, “You know, for de-worming, or neutering, or whatever?”

“Now you’re just being silly, Jall,” Yanick giggled. T’Parief, standing behind the tactical rail, was gripping his console hard enough to leave half-inch deep claw marks.

“Moi?”

“Comparing Mr. T’Parief to a common pet is disrespectful,” Valtaic said.

“So’s your face,” Yanick said, still giggling.

There was a slight tingle in the air as Valtaic’s electric field pulsed, then the maroon officer turned back to his panel. As he did, Stafford poked his head out of the ready room.

“Jall, ready room, NOW!”

Shrugging, Jall climbed out of his command chair and stepped in.

“What’s up, oh Captain, my Captain?” he asked, jumping into the seat across from Stafford.

“Don’t talk to me like that,” Stafford said, “It’s creepy,”

“What up, dog?”

Stafford stared.

Jall rolled his eyes.

“Commander Jall, First Officer, reported as yelled, at, SIR!” he said loudly.

“Sit down,” Stafford said, “And try not to get fondue on the upholstery this time,”

“Do you see me eating fondue right now?”

“I didn’t see you eating it the last time!”

“That’s because I’d hidden it in my sleeve,” Jall held up one arm, demonstrating that the sleeve was, in fact, empty.

“Yes, but…” Stafford shook his head, “I don’t care. Look, we have a bit of a problem, and it’s something we’re going to have to work together on,”

“Oohhh! Goody!” Jall exclaimed, “Teamwork time! High-five!” he held up one hand.

Stafford grimaced.

“Oh, come on!” Jall grinned, “Be a sport,”

Reluctantly, Stafford weakly slapped Jall’s proffered hand.

“So, what’s the big problem?” Jall asked.

“As you probably know,” Stafford said, “When somebody becomes a Starfleet captain, he or she is joining the elite community of Starfleet,”

“Did your mommy tell you that?”

“Shut up!” Stafford shook his head, “Now where was I? Oh yeah. Like any community, this one has perks and drawbacks, responsibilities and support. And gossip. Lots of gossip.”

At this, Stafford stood and started pacing, a challenging activity considering the size of the ready room.

“And on ship, the captain works very closely with the first officer. The two are a team, and they work as a team to make sure they and their ship meet the standards required of a Starfleet vessel. Now, can you think of anything we’ve done, or not done over the past few years that might be giving us a bad reputation with the other captains?”

Jall started laughing.

“Are you kidding? I think Noonan might have a list in his quarters somewhere, but it would take ten of us to lift it!” Tears started to stream from Jall’s eyes as he giggled, “Our paperwork is two months behind, our promotion list took about a year longer than it should have, we’ve run through about ten years worth of parts in the past two years alone, and we crashed our saucer in somebody’s idea of a museum!”

“I meant other than that!” Stafford snapped.

Jall was still struggling to control himself.

“How about the time Yanick thought she saw Brad Pitt’s face in a nebula and accidentally crashed into that space billboard?”

“No!”

“When T’Parief accused the High Chancellor of Marxis III of being a communist?”

“He WAS a communist!” Stafford threw his hands up in the air, “But no!”

“Dr. Wowryk’s ‘Men are Scum’ newsletter?”

“No!”

“That time Lt. Cmdr Stern tried to get it on with a Velvattian?”

“No! Wait, what?”

“I’ve got it!” Jall said, “They’re pissed off because we’re the only ship that’s managed to fly backwards through a quantum instability!”

“That only happened because Jeffery screwed up the polarity of the impulse drive!” Stafford plopped back into his chair, “And no! It’s not a problem with the ship or the crew. It’s a problem with the two of us!”

Jall’s laughter abruptly stopped.

“Us?”

“Yes! Us! You and me! Me and you!”

“‘Both of us, together’!” Jall sang out loudly, rising from the chair and lifting his arms like an opera singer on the last note.

Stafford stared.

“Please don’t do that again. It’s just too…weird.”

Jall dropped his arms.

“You’re just not fun,” he said, “So what’s the problem?”

Stafford looked a bit uncomfortable.

“We haven’t been…um…‘establishing intimate relations’ with enough hot aliens,”



“What are they doing?” Yanick asked, looking over at the closed ready room doors.

“Talking. That’s all they ever do,” Fifebee replied from the rear of the bridge, “I honestly don’t see why they can’t simply have their conversations on the bridge. We will all find out what they were talking about anyway,”

“You know, you’re right,” Yanick said, “It’s not very nice, keeping us waiting out here while they blabber on and on and…”

“Did you consider that some of us prefer that others hold their conversations far, far away?” Valtaic commented, “Where they cannot annoy those who are trying to work?”

Yanick glanced at his panel.

“Reading ‘Enerflux Monthly’ isn’t working,” she informed him.

“It is when there is a fascinating article on EPS flux ratios-”

They were interrupted as Jall stormed out of the ready room, eyes blazing, Stafford close behind.

“NO!” he snapped, “I’m not doing it, there’s no way you can make me!”

“C’mon!” Stafford said, “Men have been doing that sort of thing since the dawn of time! You might even like it!”

“Forget it! Jall said,”I don’t care how ‘under quota’ we are, or what the other Captains say, I’m not doing it!”

“It’s not like I’m asking you to fall in love or anything, just a one night stand or two! What could it hurt?”

“My pride!” Jall grabbed his work padds from his command chair, “And I’d get icky cooties all over!”

“I kinda figured we’d use protection!”

“Well YOU can use protection, but you’ll be doing it all by yourself!”

With that, Jall stalked into the turbolift and departed. Everybody’s eyes slowly turned to look at Stafford.

“What?” he asked.

“You know, Fifebee,” Yanick said, “I really don’t think we would have found out about this conversation.”

“I really don’t think we would have wanted to,” Valtaic added.

“I withdraw my previous statement,” Fifebee said, “Some conversations should be held in private.”

“What?” Stafford asked again.

“You know, if you wanted to get it on with Jall, you should have gotten him drunk first,” Yanick said.

“WHAT?” Stafford’s eyes bugged out.

“Well,” Yanick giggled, “It sure sounded like he just shot you down!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Stafford glared, walking back to his seat, “Look, it turns out that there are a few…unwritten rules for Starfleet Captains, and I haven’t really been following them..”

“‘Sleep with your First Officer’?” Fifebee ventured.

“No! Sleep with attractive alien women! It’s a tradition, going back to the days of Kirk! Starfleet Captains need to be suave, sophisticated and charming. And they need to spread the love. And I guess after all the man-whoring around that Will Riker did, they decided to count the First Officers, too,”

“So what’s the problem?” Yanick asked, “Senous is only a few light-years from Matria,”

“Senous doesn’t count,” Stafford said, “None of the planets like Risa, Senous or Orgasmos III count. Something about how it just makes things too easy,”

“So you need to have sex with women more often,” Valtaic observed, “I fail to see the problem,”

“Me neither,” Stafford said, “Sounds like fun to me. I just need Jall to get his act together so I can get caught up on my quota.”

“I don’t think he’s going to like that,” Yanick warned.

“Yeah. No shit,” Stafford said dryly.



Captain’s Log, Stardate 58822.6



“We have arrived at the outer reaches of the Matrian solar system. On account of the fact that we’ve had some pretty shitty luck here, I’ve ordered a slow approach into the system. Just in case. In the meantime, the senior staff and I are meeting to discuss what we know about the Matrians. We could have done it during the past several weeks, but this way it’s fresh in our minds. That’s my story, and I’m sticking to it!”



“So,” Stafford said, leaning back in his chair, “What do we know about the Matrians?”

“They’re one mean group of angry bitches,” Jeffery said immediately.

“Yes, other than that,”

“We have had an ambassador on Matria Prime since our initial encounter with the Matrians two years ago,” Fifebee said, “He has been carefully observing their society and has prepared a full report. I have cross-referenced his report with our own observations and compiled a complete summary of our knowledge,”

“Let me guess,” Jall said, “We hardly know anything?” He’d calmed down from his tantrum, but was still refusing to meet Stafford’s eye.

“Yer tax dollars at work,” Jeffery muttered.

“Actually, we have excellent knowledge of the current state of Matrian society, their technological level, current political situation and relationships with their interstellar neighbors,”

“If Senous was my neighbor, I’d have pretty good interstellar relations,” Stafford mused. Jall rolled his eyes.

“What’s the catch?” Jall asked.

“Can’t we just end this meeting on a high note?” Wowryk asked, “I have work to do,”

“There’s always a catch,” Jall insisted, “And what could you possibly have to do?”

“Somebody’s going to have an accident,” Wowryk said darkly, “They may need medical attention,”

“Oh, come on. Like you’re some kind of prophet now?”

Wowryk reached out with her foot and flipped one of the adjustment levers on Jall’s chair. The seat flopped forward, sending Jall’s face into the table with a loud CRACK!

“Nicely done,” Valtaic commented.

“Good form,” Stafford agreed.

“Bitch,” Jall muttered, tenderly touching his nose as he re-adjusted his chair.

“So what is the problem with Matrian space?” Stafford asked, “Why are we here? Why do they need a full-sized starship for something as simple as Federation membership?”

“If your society had just re-awakened from over a century of suspended animation, you would have problems too,” Fifebee pointed out.

Matria Prime, she explained, had once been the capitol planet of the Matrian Empire, a benevolent society that had explored space, established peaceful relationships with its neighbours and contributed to the overall positive karma of the galaxy. The big oddity with Matrian society had been that the males, through no fault of their own, had been less intelligent, less ambitious and less capable than the women. That’s not to say that Matrian society was sexist. Quite the contrary, any man who had the abilities to succeed in a particular role was welcomed to do so. But due to some quirk of evolution, few ever had those abilities. As their technology advanced, the Matrian women eventually decided to use genetic engineering to bring the men up to their level. The experiment was successful, and within a generation, all Matrian men were the intellectual equivalents of the women. Of course, some asshole decided that men were superior and should play a bigger part in ruling the Empire. And, of course, some bitch decided that women were still superior and should continue ruling the Empire. The result had been decades of war. The Matrian Empire all but collapsed as exploration and trade came to a grinding halt. Eventually, the women discovered a technology that would allow them to influence the behavior of the men (or anyone, for that matter) by remotely altering their personalities. Using this technology, they were quickly able to end the war by instilling in the men a complete love and adoration for anything female.

But the damage had already been done. Most of their cities were devastated, their space fleet had been reduced to a handful of ships, their shipyards and space stations were crippled and their entire society was on the verge of collapse.

After much debate, a solution was finally found. The women would go into suspended animation, in a series of caverns deep under the surface of the planet. While their bodies slept, their minds would be linked to a central Nexus of thought; a virtual world where they could live out their lives. The planet was covered in a network of spatial interphase and cortical induction devices, also called Dream Machines. These devices served two purposes: they controlled the behavior of any male within the field, and they could serve as a link to the virtual world, Dreamland. In the meantime, the men would work to rebuild their society. Eventually, the women would emerge from their hibernation, the men would be released from their punishment and all would live happily ever after.

“Yeah, right,” Jall muttered.

“You skepticism is well founded,” Fifebee said, “As we all know, a group of the Matrian leaders decided that it would be far better to use the men as tools with which to begin building a great army. They started using the Matrian Spatial Interphase Devices to enslave surrounding civilizations, such as the Senousians. They send out several M-SIDs to find a leader for their men, somebody strong and intelligent enough to lead but submissive enough to be controlled. As we know, a member of this crew fit their needs perfectly.”

“Aye, that would be me,” Jeffery said, embarrassed.

“Which is where we came in,” Stafford said, cutting Fifebee off, “They kidnapped Jeffery, we came in, we blew up their ships, one of the Senousian women destroyed their Dream Nexus, the women came out of hibernation, the men were freed, whoop-de-doo,”

“You’ve left out many key facts,” Fifebee said, looking distressed, “One cannot sum up events that change the course of civilizations in one sentence! Such details take at least a full season to explore!”

“Uh-huh,” Stafford said, “So what’s the situation now?”

Small ridges started to appear on Fifebee’s forehead as she gave Stafford a dark look.

“Well”, she said, “After an unimportant group of people on an irrelevant ship freed hundreds of thousands of sentient beings from enslavement, the Matrian council was re-formed, with equal representation by population for males and females. They are continuing to rebuild their society and have applied for Federation membership.”

“Which has been granted,” T’Parief said, “So what is the problem? Why are we here?”

Fifebee looked at him for a moment, then her eyelids fluttered as she communicated with her holographic systems. A small pile of Lego blocks appeared in front of her. She quickly scattered them around the table.

“Put these back together,” she said.

Stafford, Jall, T’Parief, Yanick, Jeffery, Valtaic and Wowryk looked at her like she was crazy.

“How the hell are we supposed to do that?” Jall asked, “We don’t even know what they’re supposed to be!”

“Exactly!” Fifebee said.

“Whoa,” Stafford said a bit straighter in his seat, “I get it! No, wait. I don’t!”

Fifebee sighed.

“Think of it this way. When you first wake up in the morning, how much do you remember of the previous day?”

“Depends on how much he’s been drinking,” Jall said.

“I’m a bit fuzzy for the first few minutes,” Stafford shrugged, glancing at Jall.

“Now, imagine you were sleeping for over a century,” Fifebee said, “And, on top that, imagine that you spend that century in a virtual world, living your life as though you were awake? How much of your previous life do you think you’d remember?”

Realization dawned.

“You’re saying that they were in Dreamland for so long, they forgot what the real world was like?” Wowryk asked, leaning forward. She suddenly recalled how, after decades of simply having their will done by the virtual reality technology, the Matrian women couldn’t remember how to perform simple tasks like styling their hair or applying makeup.

“Yes,” Fifebee said, “They have almost no recollection of what their society was like before they entered Dreamland. Worse, at the point at which they entered hibernation, their society was in ruins after decades of war. I do not think there is a single Matrian alive who actually lived in the old, peaceful Matrian Empire. Imagine that you were attempting to rebuild the Federation, except that the Federation had been devastated by war before you were even born,”

“That’s just…unimaginable,” Wowryk mused.

“They have a very large obstacle to overcome,” Valtaic observed.

“We,” Stafford said. Everybody looked at him.

“We’re here to help them, right?”

“How are we going to do that?” Yanick asked, “I mean, how do you rebuild, like, a whole civilization?”

“Not to mention that there are several civilizations nearby that hold a grudge against the Matrians after years of enslavement,” T’Parief added.

“Plus we’re going to be the only Starfleet ship in the area for some time,” Valtaic said, “Working far from the support of Command. I find it difficult to believe these people were even candidates for membership!”

“Ambassador Owens must know something we don’t,” Stafford grimaced, “But I tend to agree, yeah.”

“I’m betting they probably won’t have any good nightclubs down there yet,” Jall said glumly.

“Perhaps with things as bleak as they are, the Matrians would welcome the comforting word of God?” Guess-who added that particular tidbit.

“What, you mean the part about the guy getting nailed up to a tree and stabbed with a spear?” Jall asked.

“Geez, we are such a cheerful bunch,” Stafford said, rubbing his temples.



Silverado slowly eased her way closer to Matria Prime. The Matrian solar system consisted of eight planets, with Matria Prime closest to the sun. Two small, rocky planets and five gas giants followed along with the expected planetoids, satellites and space junk. Guided by Fifebee’s hands (well, control protocols, but hands works the same), the ship’s sensors bathed the system, updating records and analyzing findings. The rocky planets and several of the moons orbiting the gas giants showed signs of colonization and extensive mining, but most of the sites had been abandoned for over a century. The remains of an extensive ship building facility orbited the third planet, shipyards and dry docks reduced to a collection of twisted junk. Near the equator of the second planet, an impact crater showed where a large space station had crashed into the surface.

“Take a good look, people,” Stafford said, “this is home for the foreseeable future,”

“Fire the decorator,” Jall said.

“I don’t remember it looking like this when we were here before,” Yanick said.

“We were a bit distracted the last time,” Jall said.

“Some of us weren’t here the first time,” Valtaic pointed out.

“Actually,” Stafford said, “Noonan probably knows the most about the system. He snuck in here to rescue Jeffery while the rest of us were in Dreamland,”

“We’re approaching Matria Prime,” Yanick said.

An average, M-class planet appeared on the viewscreen. Even after a century of restoration work and two years of ‘re-civilization’, the planet bore deep scars from the war. Many of the cities were abandoned; the Matrian population having shrunk drastically. After all, if the men and the women are fighting, there won’t be a whole lot of babies being born, will there? The cities that were populated had been returned to pristine condition by decades of labour and the surrounding farmland had been reclaimed. Further from the cities, forests were slowly spreading, taking back the land that had been cleared for crops and pastures. Wildlife had enjoyed a population boom as the herbivores fed on the crops that had gone wild, and the carnivores fed on the herbivores. In orbit of the planet, the shattered remains of several satellites, space stations and starships had been towed into a large conglomerate of trash. A single space station, given the boring name of Docking Station 1, remained intact. Three shipyards continued to function, with Matrian cruisers under construction. Near the equator a string of planetary defence satellites was slowly taking shape. After Silverado’s first visit a large part of the Matrian fleet had been destroyed, and with the number of enemies they’d made the Matrians needed a strong defence.

“They’ve cleaned up a bit since our last visit,” Jall observed.

“A dump is still a dump,” Valtaic observed.

“That’s not very nice,” Yanick said.

“So far, I have learned little about the Matrians that leads me to believe they are deserving of Federation membership,” Valtaic said.

“Welcome to the club,” Stafford signed, “Hail the planet. Let’s get this over with,”

“Hailing the planet,” T’Parief reported.

The main viewscreen flickered, the face of a very pretty Matrian woman appearing. The members of the crew who had been present during the last visit immediately recognized Queen Anselia, the woman who had been elected as leader of the newly formed Matrian Republic. Physically, the Matrians were humanoid, with no obvious ridges, colours or extra body parts to distinguish them from humans. Stafford did notice that the woman’s body was very fit; her muscles strong and defined while still remaining feminine. She had long, flowing red hair and bright green eyes. Stafford tried hard to remember if she’d been as beautiful the first time he’d seen her. Of course, it had been so long since he’d been in any kind of relationship, physical or otherwise, with a woman that it probably didn’t matter. But she was radiant. Stunningly beautiful. Gorgeous. Oh, and she was speaking, too.

“This is Queen Anselia of the Matiran Republic,” she said, “On behalf of the Council of Governors, welcome back to Matria Prime,”

“Thank you,” Stafford said, standing and straightening his uniform in the approved ‘Picard Manoeuvre’, “We’re, um, eager to aid you and your people,” he flashed her a winning smile and tried hard to keep his eyes off her breasts, “In ANY way we can,”

“Down, boy!” Jall muttered.

“If you and your First Officer would like to beam down to discuss the situation-”

“We sure would!” Stafford said eagerly, “We’ll be there shortly!”

“We appreciate your enthusiasm,” Anselia smiled, then cut the channel.

“Well, that wasn’t so bad,” Stafford said.

“Please sit down,” Valtaic said, sounding very annoyed.

“What? Why?” Stafford asked.

“Because the rest of us don’t appreciate your ‘enthusiasm’ as much as the Queen does.”

Blushing, Stafford quickly sat.



Jall, Stafford and Wowryk materialized in the entrance hall of the Matrian Grand Council building. The marble floors and wood paneling, surprising, were completely unchanged from the last time they had visited. What had changed was the atmosphere. On their first visit, with suspended animation and virtual reality less than a week behind them, the Matrian women in the chamber had been frantically running back and forth as they tried desperately to put into motion the plans that had been developed for the Reawakening. Their makeup, hair and clothing had been a universal disaster, as they had become accustomed to simply willing themselves to take on any appearance they liked while in Dreamland. This time the hall was so silent that Stafford was almost afraid to breath. The vaulted ceiling and elaborate chandelier gave the room an enormity that seemed to take the smallest sound and give it an almost dirty feeling, like swearing in a church or speaking loudly in a library. The few Matrian men and women that were visible were walking calmly, briefcases or large padds in hand, shoes clicking softly along the marble floor. Wowryk looked around nervously, arms clutching her sides as though she expected to be dragged away at any second. Stafford and Jall looked uneasily around the large, echoing chamber, hoping that the Matrians really were sincere about having reformed.

“It’s quieter than last time,” Jall observed loudly, his voice echoing, “And it looks like they learned how to put on makeup sometime in the past two years,”

Wowryk and Stafford winced.

“Keep your voice down!” Stafford hissed.

“Why?” Jall said, “It’s not like there’s a sign or anything,”

Stafford pointed back towards the door. A small, bronze plaque read ‘Silence, Please’,”

“Oh,” Jall dropped his voice.



After consulting the building directory (and wondering why the hell she hadn’t been there to meet them), Wowryk, Stafford and Jall found their way to Queen Anselia’s opulent offices. Ambassador Owens, the Federation representative on Matria Prime, was seated in a plush red chair. Across a large marble desk, Queen Anselia sat regally in a thone-like seat. She wore an elaborate blue garment that looked like a cross between a suit and a gown, and her fiery red hair was piled up on her head like a giant snake.

“Of course, your Majesty,” Owens was saying, “I’m sure it won’t be a problem. After all, they’re here to help, right?”

“Yes,” Anselia replied gracefully, “And both we and our people are grateful for the aid and support the Federation has been giving us. But you have to understand that this is a very, very sensitive operation,”

“Sensitivity is our middle name, ma’am,” Stafford broke in, flashing a winning smile as he led Jall and Wowryk into the office, “Whatever it is you need doing, we’ll handle it with sensitivity, dignity and…um…”

“Poise,” Jall said helpfully.

“And if you believe that,” Wowryk said dryly, “There’s this bridge in Brooklyn you might be interest in buying,”

“Captain Stafford,” Ambassador Owens nodded, not bothering to stand, “Welcome back to Matrian space,”

“Thanks,” Stafford said, his eyes not leaving Anselia, “It’s, er, nice to be back,”

“You and your crew are always welcome,” Anselia said, rising to her feet, “Who knows what we would have become if it hadn’t been for your intervention,”

“Whatever you would have been, you would have been just as beautiful,” Stafford said. Wowryk rolled her eyes while Jall pantomimed gagging.

“Er, of course,” Anselia said, looking strangely at Stafford.

“Shall we sit down and discuss just why you’re here?” Owens suggested.

“Oh, we know that already,” Stafford said, waving a hand, “We’re here to explore the surrounding territory, help your government get settled into the Federation, help prep your space forces for entry into Starfleet and be the overall good guys in the area,”

“Succinctly, if bluntly phrased, Captain,” Owens said, crossing his arms.

“We are, of course, grateful for all your efforts,” Anselia said, noticing the tension between the two men, “But there is another matter we’re hoping you can help us with,”

“Sure,” Stafford shrugged, “What’s up?”

“As you may or may not know, we’re having a great deal of difficulty recovering information on our past,” Anselia said.

“Yes, about that,” Wowryk said, “When we were in Dreamland, one of your counsel members helped us access your historical database. There was a lot of information in there,”

“Yes,” Anselia said, “All of it controlled by Mistress Laurette. You might remember that Laurette was the driving force behind the campaign to take control of as much of the galaxy as we could get our hands on. We have no idea how much of that information is accurate, what’s been tampered with, or what is missing. For example, where were the original experiments in genetic manipulation carried out? What discussion or discourse took place leading up to the decision to use it? We obtained that technology through trade with another race, but we do not know why this decision was made, or exactly when. And what is worse, we have nobody skilled in this kind of historical research.”

“Queen Anselia and I agree that learning more about the history of Matria Prime will benefit both her world and the Federation,” Owens said firmly, “I expect that you will extend her the same assistance you would extend any other member planet,”

“OK,” Stafford shrugged. He was planning on saying ‘yes’ anyway, why argue? “When is the membership ceremony, by the way?”

“Two weeks from now,” Anselia said, “Our people are very eager to become a part of the Federation family.

“Nice to hear,” Stafford said, his smile becoming a bit strained, “I can have my science officer beam down to help with your research whenever you want. In the meantime, maybe you and I could go get to know each other a bit better?”

“We would like that,” Anselia replied, “Will your officers be joining us?”

“I don’t think so,” Wowryk and Jall said together.

“They’ll be fine,” Stafford said.



“That was revolting,” Jall grunted. He and Wowryk had left the council building and were on their way to a nearby research facility, where they would meet Lt. Cmdr Fifebee. A uniformed Matrian driver had met them on the roof and ushered them into a small but luxurious craft.

“The way Stafford was hitting on the leader of the planet, or the fact that she didn’t seem to mind?” Wowryk asked absently, staring out the window of the transport.

“Both,” Jall shuddered. He noticed that Wowryk seemed mesmerized by the view. “You OK, doc?”

“It’s…very strange to be back,” Wowryk admitted, “I keep expecting to see Dreamland when I look out the window, with women ruling everything. Instead, I just see another city. From here, you can’t even tell these people are still recovering from a devastating war,”

“That’s because they used male slave labor to restore the city,” Jall said, “If you want to see a bit more destruction, we can just head back up to the ship,”

“I just can’t believe that the Matrians are just settling themselves into their new lives,” Wowryk went on, “You saw what they were like before! They kidnapped Jeffery, nearly destroyed our ship and enslaved hundreds of thousands of their neighbours!”

“Yeah,” Jall said, “But with the amount of mind control that was going on out here, how much of that can you blame on them?”

“Are you saying you actually want to be here?” Wowryk asked, crossing her arms.

“Hell no!” Jall said, “I think this whole mission stinks! But I don’t think the Matrians are hiding any giant secrets from us!”

“Oh, really,” Wowyrk said, “And has it occurred to you that they may not even know what kind of secrets they’re hiding from us?”

Jall looked at her for a moment.

“That’s a disturbingly good point,” he said, looking uneasily out the window.

They quickly arrived at the Matrian Research Institute. The building looked like it may have been a museum or library, hastily converted. Naked data cables ran through the hallways and the equipment scattered on the heavy wooden tables looked like it had been scavenged from other locations.

“The original plans for the restored cities didn’t include research facilities,” a rather pale Matrian woman said, noticing the way Jall was poking a data cable with his toe, “Not for historical research anyway. I’m Chief Durella, head scientist.”

“Why do you think there weren’t any plans for historical research?” Wowryk asked, “History? Archaeology? Nothing?”

“Most likely because the women who redesigned the cities were more concerned with galactic domination than with knowledge of our past,” Durella said, “Please follow me. Your Commander Fifebee has already arrived,”

“I thought it felt a bit chilly in here,” Jall quipped.



In orbit of the planet, Yanick and T’Parief were stepping off the gangway leading off of Silverado and into Docking Station 1, the Matrian equivalent of Spacedock. From the outside, the station wasn’t very impressive. The main body of the station was shaped like a fattened sphere, with docking arms extending out from the equator. The main body itself was large; over twice the overall length of Silverado, but much smaller than a Federation starbase. In addition, large sections remained out of service. As Yanick and T’Parief walked through the corridors leading towards the commercial section of the station, Yanick was appalled to see the condition of the place. The corridors were stained and faded, occasional dents and scratches testifying to a long life of hard use. A strange smell, almost like old potatoes, wafted on the re-circulated air.

“This place is kinda gross,” Yanick said, wrinkling her nose.

“Really?” T’Parief replied, “I rather like the smell,”

The corridor they were following opened into a large shopping facility. Unlike starbases, which usually had ring-shaped malls around the central core of the station, the Matrian station had a single, large pie-shaped wedge reserved for commerce. Above them, huge windows looked out into space, one wedge of Matria Prime visible as the station orbited the planet. The great trash pile they’d seen earlier, the result of two years of salvage, couldn’t be seen from this angle, but T’Parief couldn’t help but wonder how much of a space-junk impact the massive windows could withstand.

The shops, the shopkeepers and even the various items for sale all shared the same shabby condition of the station. Upon seeing the two well-dressed officers, several immediately set upon them, holding up various items and promising only the best price for the fine young lady and her pet.

“Not interested!” T’Parief growled as one man held out what could have been anything from a French-fry cutter to a Klingon sex toy, “Leave us be!”

Dissuaded by the large alien’s fangs, the man retreated, only to be replaced by an older man offering large, gaudy custom jewellery. T’Parief growled at him, and he was replaced by a child holding out a tray of dried meat.

“Oh, forget it, Pari,” Yanick said, defending herself against an aggressive pottery salesman, “I’m really not in the mood to shop anymore!”

The merchants started falling over each other all over again, each offering suggestions as to how the fine young lady and her pet might spend their time.

“I am not her pet!” T’Parief snarled loudly, extending his claws and finally dispersing the crowd, “I am her mate!”

“Well, boyfriend, anyway,” Yanick said, looking around again at the shabby shopping facility, “C’mon, T’Parief, let’s go back to the ship,”

“As you wish,” He took one last look out the windows. He cocked his head and narrowed his eyes. In the distance, he could see something. He couldn’t make out what it was, but it was big, and it was coming their way, fast! Already it had nearly tripled in size, jagged edges becoming visible as it sped towards the station.

“Everybody out!” he ordered loudly, “Something is about to impact the station!”

There was a moment of panic, then one of the merchants noticed what had startled him.

“That? Don’t be concerned, Mr. Lizard, sir,” the merchant said. The rest of the crowd had turned away from the view, back to their shops and their wares. “That is only Matronus,”

“Matronus?” T’Parief asked, calming. As the object grew closer, he could see that it wasn’t on course to hit the station after all, though it would come close, “Is Matronus not your capitol city, down on the planet,”

“That?” the merchant shrugged, “It is now.” He turned and trudged back to his shop.

As the object passed by, T’Parief could see that it was a piece of debris. It was impossible for him to have any clue of what the object had once looked like, or what it had been. The shattered chunk almost looked like a chunk of pizza crust. One side was curved, and looked like it had been part of the outer edge of the original object. The other was a twisted ruin of metal.

Resolving to investigate more thoroughly with the ship’s sensors, T’Parief took Yanick by the arm and started to walk, quickly, back towards Silverado.



“So, how’s it going?” Jall asked, leaning against a filing cabinet.

“It is going slowly,” Fifebee said, “And each time you interrupt me, it goes even slower,”

“C’mon, how much data can there possibly be to sort through?”

“Considering that the Matrians have had electronic data storage for over five hundred years, surprisingly little,” Fifebee admitted, “And much of what survived appears to have been…scrubbed,”

“Scrubbed? As in what I do when I take a shower?” Jall asked.

“I’m sure a number of words can be used to describe what you do in there, most of which I have no interest in considering,” Fifebee replied, not turning away from the computer station she was using, “But the data have been ‘cleaned up’, so to speak.”

“You mean tampered with,” Jall immediately became slightly more serious.

“Yes. References to men have been subtly altered to reflect the inferiority of the male gender, which does not match our understanding of Matrian culture. Literature advocating war and female superiority has high priority on the computer network search engines.” Fifebee’s fingers were now flying over the computer panel at record speed, “Peaceful co-existence with other races has not been mentioned in any of the documents I’ve located so far, yet we know the Matrians were once a benevolent force in this region of space. The Senousian records dating back to before they left their original homeworld confirm that fact.”

“So what’s you’re saying is that we’re probably not going to learn anything about the original Matiran Empire by reading this trash, is that what you’re saying?” Jall asked.

“Correct,” Fifebee said, “We need an alternative,”



“Have I mentioned how beautiful your hair is?” Stafford said, “It’s amazing,”

“Thank you, Captain,” Queen Anselia said, inclining her head.

Anselia and Stafford had left the council buildings to enjoy a professional, diplomatic lunch. She’d taken him to the core of Matronus, to a large and expensive looking restaurant, and immediately ordered a drink that she identified as the local equivalent to whiskey. It was a bit early in the day for Stafford to start drinking, but who was he to argue with democratically elected royalty?

Downtown Matronus was almost indistinguishable from any Federation city. There were tall buildings, streets, streetlights, people, etc. Only the shape and colour of the buildings were at all different, being somewhat more round and with more shades of blue and pink than most Federation citizens would expect. As Stafford sat next to the windows of the restaurant, he couldn’t help but notice that the vast majority of the people walking past were women, and that most of them were staring in at him through the windows. Clearly Matria hadn’t resolved its male shortage yet, and that could only bode well for him! His mind immediately started to consider the possibilities of a planet where the women outnumbered the men, and the more he thought about it, the more he liked the idea of spending a few months in Matrian space.

But first things first.

“So,” he said, picking at his appetizer, “Being Queen must be a lot of work,”

“Ugh, you have no idea!” Anselia said, “Meetings, and meetings about meetings, committees, and committees on whether or not to form more committees. It’s hell!”

“I bet,” Stafford said, “You know, I deal with that kind of thing on ship all the time, but I only have to worry about less than a thousand people,” Going good, Chris, he told himself. Build a bit of common ground, a bit of empathy, then go for the kill!

“Yes,” Anselia said, sighing, “And you get to go to exciting new places and meet all kinds of new people, instead of being chained to a desk!”

“Yeah, there’s really something to be said for this life,” Stafford grinned, “But you’ve done an amazing job! I can’t believe how different it is, compared to the last time I was here,” Flatter her a bit, butter her up. Make her feel like she’s something really special.

“Hey, Captain!”

Crap. His First Officer was strolling through the restaurant, deftly passing waiters, tables and patrons with a grace that some would call agile and that Stafford could only think of as Jall being…Jall.

“What do you want, Jall?” Stafford asked, “And more importantly, how did you find me here?”

“You’re wearing your comm-badge, duh!” Jall said. He noticed Anselia seated across from Stafford, “Hey, your Majesty. Nice dress, it really makes your chest look great!” He turned back to Stafford, “So, like, Fifebee says we’re not going to learn much about the old Matrian Empire from the records that survived; too many of them have been tampered with. Uh, are you OK?”

Stafford was presently chocking on a piece of grilled meat that had promptly gone down the wrong way when Jall had said the word ‘chest’.

“He’s turning purple,” Anselia observed, sounding worried, “Is that normal for your people?”

“Nope!” Jall said, quickly pulling Stafford out of his chair and performing the Heimlich manoeuvre, “But it’s not a problem.” He gave a hard thrust, and the piece of meat flew out of Stafford’s mouth and into Anselia’s drink.

“Jall,” Stafford wheezed, “Go away! I’ll talk to you LATER! And NEVER stand behind me like that AGAIN! Ugghhh!”

“Geez, fine,” Jall said, cocking his hip, “I just come here, try to do my job really well, save your life in the process and you just want me to leave! FINE!”

He turned and stalked off, snagging a fluted glass of something alcoholic on the way out.

“I’m so sorry,” Stafford said, cursing Jall’s bad timing. Hopefully he could still salvage this lunch enough to get a ticket into Anselia’s private rooms.

“That uncouth…Neanderthal is your First Officer?” Anselia asked, staring at Jall’s receding back.

“Yeah,” Stafford sighed, “Look, I know he comes off as a bit of a pig, but there’s really a good explanation for it,”

“We have never met a more arousing man in our life!” Anselia breathed, “He is so aggressive! So primal! So willing to say exactly what’s on his mind! He’s nothing like our men at all!”

Stafford felt his entire hope of seducing Anselia shatter like a drag queen’s cheap plastic tiara.

“You have no idea,” he groaned.



“Linkup successful,” Sylvia reported, “Although the data parity windows are still less than I would like,”

“It will suffice,” Fifebee replied, “Begin analyzing the data,”

“Are you sure we have to do this?” Sylvia asked, her holographic avatar tidying up the work tables in Science Lab 1 as she spoke, “I thought you told Chris that we wouldn’t learn anything about the Old Matrian Empire with this data,”

“I doubt we will,” Fifebee replied, “However, one must consider the sheer volume of data collected by a people over several hundred years. Even if all relevant information has been tampered with or deleted, there must be some original data remaining,”

“Yes, I’ve already found some that appears to be unaltered,” Sylvia replied, “But I don’t think suggestions for raising a litter of Matrian puppies is going to help us,”

“On its own, no,” Fifebee acknowledged, “However, if we collect enough unaltered data, we may be able to locate some clues that might be useful,”

“OK,” Sylvia replied. She fell silent as she devoted more of the ship’s resources to analyzing the Matrian database.

They had been working for some time when T’Parief and Yanick stepped in.

“I know it’d take a lot longer to get there in a runabout,” Yanick was saying, “But I’m going to have to visit Waystation at some point! I can’t go months without shopping the way you can!”

“Taking a runabout to Waystation is completely unfeasible,” T’Pareif said firmly, “The runabouts don’t have the range to complete such a trip. And you haven’t even explored the surface! I’m sure there will be something you will like in one of the cities,”

“Ohh, then why aren’t we down there looking around instead of hanging around some boring old science lab!” Yanick whined. She noticed the annoyed looks of Sylvia and Fifebee, “Like, no offence, or anything,”

“Why are you here?” Fifebee asked.

“There was a very large piece of space debris that nearly impacted Docking Station One,” T’Parief stated, “The briefing had stated that most of the debris in orbit of Matria Prime has been moved into the salvage pile. I wanted to determine if this piece would be a threat,”

“We do have a tactical panel on the bridge for things like that,” Fifebee reminded him, “Complete with detailed threat-analysis sub-routines,”

T’Parief simply glared at her.

“Fine,” she said, “Use the console next to the DNA re-sequencers,”

T’Parief continued staring at her.

“Next to the column with the blue lights and the flashing warning about genetic deterioration,” she added.

T’Parief moved to the indicated panel and began working. He’d barely begun accessing the external sensor array when Jeffery came through the doors.

“Has anybody seen Noel?” he asked, “Ah haven’t seen her since she beamed down with the Captain,”

“Did it occur to you that she might still be down there?” Fifebee asked dryly.

“Well…aye,” Jeffery said, “But…y’know, she really doesn’t like the Matrians, so Ah sort of figured she might be back…early…”

“None of us really like the Matrians,” Fifebee said, “But we still have a job to do,”

“I don’t mind them,” Yanick said. She was idly twisting her hair around one finger as T’Parief tapped at the panel.

“Ye like everybody,” Jeffery said.

“I don’t like…um…somebody,”

The doors hissed open again, this time Jall walked in.

“Trish! Martinis! Now!” He snapped.

“Uh, it’s the middle of the afternoon, and I’m helping T’Parief with a sensor scan,” Yanick said, “But OK!”

“Wait,” Sylvia said, “Jall, what happened?”

“Stafford’s an ignorant prick!” Jall replied, turning to the door, “C’mon, Trish!”

The doors refused to open.

“What did he do?” Sylvia demanded.

“He totally shot me down in front of the Matrian Queen, even though I totally saved him from choking to death!” Jall said, neglecting to mention that he was the cause of said choking in the first place, “And he was being a close-minded bigot again!”

“I thought you two had worked all that out already,” Yanick said.

“So did I!”

The doors hissed open again.

“Jall! There you are!” Stafford said, “I need your help!”

“Oh, now you need help from the homo, huh?” Jall asked, “And is this work-related?”

“Well…sort of. But not really.”

“Then NO!”

“Look, Jall,” Stafford pleaded, “Queen Anselia is, like, totally into you! She’s been totally cold to me since you came by the restaurant! The only way I was able to talk her into dinner tonight was if you and I double-dated with her and one of her friends! If you score with a queen and I just plain score, we can get our quota going back in the right direction!”

“I am NOT sleeping with a queen just so you can meet some stupid quota!” Jall declared, “Especially one who insists on referring to herself in plurals!”

“That’s a royalty thing. Lots of queens do it! Besides, it won’t be THAT bad,” Stafford insisted, “I mean, it’s what men were meant to do, right?”

“That is THE more ignorant thing you’ve ever said to me!”

There was an awkward silence. Both Stafford and Jall slowly turned to look at Sylvia.

“Hey, don’t look at me!” Sylvia said, “I have no idea how the two of you are going to work out your little dilemma. Try Counselor Yvonnokoff. Now, if you don’t mind, I have a great deal of data to sift through!” Her hologram promptly fizzled out.

“As do I,” Fifebee said, turning back to her console, “If only I had a data source that hadn’t been tampered with.

“I may have found you one,” T’Parief said.

Heads whipped around in his direction.

“What?” Fifebee demanded, “Where?”

T’Parief tapped at his panel. On the main laboratory screen, next to Fifebee’s station, an image of the curved piece of space debris appeared.

“What a mess,” Stafford observed.

“Well duh!” Yanick rolled her eyes, “It’s wreckage, silly!”

“Of what?” Jall asked.

“A Matrian orbital habitat of some kind,” T’Parief said, “It is in an irregular orbit that brings it very close to Docking Station One approximately once every five days.”

“Pari thought it was going to crash into us,” Yanick giggled, “It didn’t!”

“But it did cause me to wonder why it had not been towed to the salvage pile with the rest of the debris,” T’Parief said.

“Good question,” Jeffery asked, his engineer’s curiosity kicking in, “Any ideas?”

“None,”

Jeffery took over the panel.

“It’s much bigger than anything else in the system,” he said, “Or it was. Ah think this is only a small piece of the original object.” He frowned, “Ah’m pickin’ up a few isolated pockets of atmosphere. Some residual power readings, too!”

“Yes,” T’Parief nodded, “Which is why I suspect there may be intact data banks on board,”

“How old is it?” Fifebee asked.

Jeffery tapped at the panel.

“Judging by the decay, Ah’d say it was destroyed very early in the Matrian Gender Wars,” he said, “But Ah couldn’t tell ye old it had been then without a more detailed analysis,”

“Then it is all mine!” Fifebee declared, jumping to her feet, “Fifebee to Impulse Engineering, ready my holo-relay, I am going on a trip!”

“Whoa,” Stafford said, “I didn’t OK a mission to a chunk of space junk!”

“This is probably the best chance we have at getting the information Queen Anselia wants,” Fifebee pointed out.

“Whoa,” Stafford said, “I just OK’d a mission to a chuck of space junk!”

“Thank you,” Fifebee gave him a pat on the shoulder on her way out, “For this, I will rescind the rumour I started about you and Nurse Veeneman and the chocolate body-paint.”

“Thanks,” Stafford said dryly. He turned to Jall, “What do you say buddy, up for a double date?”

“No.”

“Well, what if you don’t have sex with her, what if you just cuddle for a bit?”

“Ugh!” Jall shouted, “Don’t you have any respect for my sexuality?!”

He stalked out of the lab.

Yanick, T’Parief and Jeffery stared at Stafford.

“I respect him,”’ Stafford said defensively, “Mostly.”

“You might want to work on showing it, Chris,” Yanick said.

“I disagree,” T’Parief said, “Let us continue to disrespect him. It would be like a bonding ritual,”

Jeffery and Stafford exchanged a glance.

“Ah could go for that,” Jeffery shrugged.

“As much as I would like to,” Stafford said, “I promised myself I’d try to work better with him.”

“You and I can still take part in the fun,” T’Parief assured Jeffery.

“No, he can’t,” Stafford said, “Jeffery, I want you to go over to that space thingy with Fifebee, see what you can find. If that piece of junk does have the information we need, it’ll go a long way towards showing the Matrians how useful we are and towards possibly getting me laid,”

“As long as we have our priorities in place,” Jeffery shook his head, heading for the door, “Let’s get this show on the road!”




Part Two

<Voice of Sylvia>

“What? What do you mean Dr. Wowryk couldn’t give the voice-over? I’m very sure it’s her turn! My database has an exact record of who has and has not delivered voice-overs for multi-part stories, and I am certain…oh, forget it.”

“Last time, on Silverado, the crew arrived in Matrian Space. Unlike the first time, nobody shot at them, tried to enslave them or started kidnapping random crew members. This time, they found a scattered empire of confused people trying to rebuild their society, but lacking any concrete knowledge of their past. After arriving, Chris managed to royally piss off his First Officer and learned that he was way under-quota on mating rituals, though what that has to do with the mission is beyond me!”

“So Chris is trying to impress Anselia, Queen of the Matrians, while several crewmembers explore a giant piece of trash that may hold clues to Matria’s past. Hmph. And, as always, I’m sitting in orbit with nothing to do but contemplate the meaning of existence! Excuse me!”



“Why did I come on this mission?”

“Because ye were getting bored on the ship!”

“Ah, yes. I certainly am not bored here, but I am starting to believe that boredom is underrated,”

Commander Simon Jeffery turned towards Fifebee, careful to keep one gloved hand on a support girder.

“Is he learning to be funny?” Jeffery asked.

“I have always had a sense of humour,” Valtaic said, “I am Lithinarian, not Vulcan.”

“Ye had a sense of humour, but that doesn’t mean ye were funny!”

“I find your comments insulting,”

“Could somebody,” Fifebee sharply interrupted, “remind me why I brought the two of you with me anyway?”

“Ye brought me,” Jeffery said, “’cuz Stafford made ye. And ye brought him,” Jeffery indicated Valtaic, “’cuz he wants to get more field experience,”

The three officers had transported into a gigantic chunk of space junk. Fifebee was reasonably sure that the object was old, dating all the way back to the beginning of the Matrian Gender Wars. Jeffery was reasonably sure that the piece of debris they’d found, even though it was the size of some space stations he’d seen, only represented a fraction of the original construct. Valtaic was reasonably sure that he had nothing better to do than explore the shattered hulk.

“Did we ever find out why the Matrians haven’t towed this thing into their little garbage pile?” Jeffery asked.

“Yes,” Fifebee replied curtly, “It’s too big for their ships to move, and it’s not hurting anything,”

“Funny, I think Stafford said the same thing about a fat woman once. Right before she sent him to the emergency room,”

“If the two of you are finished, we seem to have a lot of work to do,” Valtaic reminded them.

They had materialized in open space less than a dozen meters from the outer hull of the object. The beam-in point was in a pressurized pocket of the wreckage, but the atmosphere was completely un-breathable after two centuries of stagnation.

“Wow,” Jeffery remarked, looking around the open…space, “And Ah thought Silverado looked bad when we got her. This place is trashed!”

“It was destroyed,” Fifebee said, as though stating the obvious to a dim-witted child, “That we are picking up any power readings is surprising,”

The area they were in might have been a set of living quarters, a control room…heck, it could have been anything. The bulkheads were crumpled, wires and conduits poked out of gashes in the deck and ceiling and the shattered remains of either display screens or windows floated serenely in the gravityless environment. Had he not been wearing his helmet, Jeffery was certain he’d be able to hear the place creaking, too. To one side a large hole that might have been a corridor led deeper into the wreckage.

“Can either of you find an intact data port in here?” Fifebee asked, still intent on her tricorder. She was the only member of the trio not wearing an environmental suit.

“No,” Valtaic said, still tapping his tricorder.

Jeffery looked at the alien officer.

“Hey, couldn’t ye, like, use that electric field thingy you have to try and track down working power nodes, or somethin’?”

Valtaic sighed inwardly at the human’s ignorance. At least he was asking in a reasonably polite manner, a rarity on Silverado.

“My senses are still far less accurate than a tricorder,” Valtaic said, “And besides, I cannot use my EM field without fear of disrupting my environmental suit.”

“Oh, right. Ah guess we all have to breathe, huh?”

“I might add that if you had taken the time to replicate a shielded suit, as per standard procedure when a Lithinarian joins the crew, I would not be in this limiting situation.”

“Ah’ll get to it,” Jeffery said, “Eventually,”

“I have determined that this structure, which I still believe to be an orbital habitat despite Jeffery’s suggestions that it was once a Matrian love-slave colony, was destroyed in an antimatter explosion,” Fifebee said, “Whether the explosion was caused by an overloaded power core or a separate explosive device is unclear. Judging from the molecular tracings on these bulkheads, I believe the explosion occurred near the center of the object. It broke into several pieces, some of which undoubtedly burned up upon entering the atmosphere of Matria Prime. This segment happened to enter a relatively stable orbit,”

“There are no intact data-access points in this area,” Valtaic said, closing his tricorder, “Remaining here is as pointless as your human courtship rituals,”

“I believe I have detected an area that was more heavily shielded,” Fifebee said, walking towards the gaping opening that might be a corridor, “Follow me,”



“Where the name of Our Saviour is everybody?” Dr. Noel Wowryk demanded, stepping onto the bridge and looking around. It was the middle of Alpha shift, but the bridge was nearly deserted. Only Yanick sat at her console, doodling on one corner with some kind of white substance.

“We’re docked at a space station in, like, friendly territory,” Yanick said, dabbing away, “But Stafford said that since the Matrians aren’t official Federation members yet, we should still have somebody on duty on the bridge. Actually, he wanted a few people up here, but everybody else is busy,”

“Doing what?”

“Quintaine’s down on the planet talking to the Matrian government about jurdy-istical bunnies, or something. Jall’s still pissed at Stafford, so he’s probably off getting drunk somewhere. Or laid. Or both. If you really need to talk to him, check the sauna on Deck-”

“Stop!!” Wowryk cried, holding up a hand, “Forget Jall,”

“Jeffery, Fifebee and Valtaic are off exploring something and T’Parief is on the planet talking about security arrangements for the membership ceremony. Chris was trying to meet with Admiral Verethi, but she blew him off again, and nobody knows where Noel went after she beamed down,”

“I’m right here,” Wowryk said dryly.

“Oh, right. Where were you?”

“I was exploring the city,” Wowryk said, stepping over to Stafford’s chair and sitting down delicately, “If we’re going to be here for a while, I need to become more comfortable with these people,”

“Did exploring the city help?”

“It did,” Wowryk said, “Counselor Yvonnokoff suggested if something makes me uncomfortable, I should expose myself to it more frequently. It seems to be working with the Matrians,”

“Have you tried exposing yourself to men more often?” Yanick aked, giggling.

“Well, yes I…HEY!” Wowryk sat up, “That’s not funny!”

Yanick was still giggling.

“Oohhhh!!!!” Wowryk seethed, “Not that kind of exposing!”

Yanick continued giggling.

“What are you doing here, anyway?” Wowryk asked, rising from the command chair and stepping over to Yanick’s panel.

“Jall asked me to proof-read some of his reports before he sends them in,” Yanick said, gesturing to her panel. A report was displayed in one corner, with a scattered series of white blotches apparently covering spelling and grammar mistakes, “He gave me this stuff to use,” she handed Wowryk a small, white, bottle.

“White-Out,” Wowryk read, looking first at the bottle, then at the drying series of blotches on her panel.

“Trish,” she asked, handing the bottle back, “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“Mostly,” Yanick replied, taking out a small brush and continuing to dab away, “I just have to figure out how to make the white spots follow the rest of the words when I scroll down to the next page,”

Wowryk stared for another moment, then grabbed a magazine padd from the stack next to Yanick and resumed her place in Stafford’s chair.



“And onto the matter of criminal investigations,” Queen Anselia was saying, “We have complete confidence in your abilities and are willing to offer you full jurisdiction in any investigations,”

“Uh,” Stafford gulped, glancing at Ambassador Owens,” Yeah. Actually, most member planets have their own planetary security forces for things like that. Starfleet just…helps out where it has to,”

“Yes, we understand that,” Anselia said, “However, Matria does not have a planetary security force. We have a number of former Mistresses working with males who served as officers on our warships who are keeping the peace. They are untrained and very inexperienced!”

“I’ve only got so many people!” Stafford objected, “We can’t handle security and investigations for an entire planet!” It was becoming an old argument. The Matrians seemed to think that Federation membership meant that Starfleet would come in and handle all of their problems,”

“If I may offer an alternative,” Owens spoke up, “We can have some of our people work on training yours, so that they can eventually handle planetary security on their own,”

“Very well,” Anselia nodded, “On that, we can agree. Next, the matter of antimatter trade. There are extensive dilithium deposits on two of the moons of Matria VI. We are prepared to offer regular dilithium shipments in exchange for Federation assistance in constructing an antimatter production facility on Matria V,”

“The Federation prefers not to have such tempting targets out on the frontier,” Owens jumped in before Stafford could say anything, “However, we can offer…”

Stafford’s eyes started to glaze over as yet another step was taken in the diplomatic dance. He’d figured that since the Matrians had already voted to accept Federation membership that all these petty details had been taken care of. Apparently, Anselia had wanted to wait until an actual Starfleet officer was present to hammer out several details. It was sort of a good thing for him; at least he didn’t have some random functionary making promises that he and his crew would then have to bust their asses to keep. On the other hand, he was pretty sure that if they didn’t take a break soon, he was going to-

“CAPTAIN!” Owens was saying sharply.

“Hmm? What?” Stafford jerked, “I’m awake!”

“We were just asking your opinion on border security,” Anselia said, “We have our own ships handling that at the moment, but we are spread very thin,”

“Well,” Stafford thought fast, “Uh, the only real target in Matrian Space right now is the Matrian star system, right? Your colonies are all deserted and the Senousians don’t really have any enemies. I think it would be better to keep Silverado in-system in case anything nasty does break through your borders,”

“We agree,” Anselia said. She consulted an ornate clock hanging on one wall, “And on that note, we believe we should break for the day. Captain Stafford, we believe you and your First Officer are joining us and Governor Helith for dinner?”

“Uh, yeah,” Stafford said, “Let me just go call Jall.”



“I’m not going to do it!” Jall said, the comm-link managing to perfectly convey the look of distain that was on his face.

“C’mon, Jall!” Stafford said, pacing in the lavish guest suite he’d been given for his stay on Matria Prime, “It’s just dinner! I know you’re not interested in Anselia, I’m fine with that! I’m the one who wants to get alone with her!”

“Then you’re the one who can take her to dinner!”

“She wants a double date or no date, Jall!” Stafford said, running his fingers through his hair and reaching for his ‘Starfleet Scents’ cologne, “C’mon, buddy. I need you!”

“NO!” the line clicked, then went dead.

“Shit,” Stafford muttered.



Queen Anselia stood in the lounge of Afel Turendo Exdu, a Matrian restaurant that, according to the city design, was supposed to be famous for its steaks, ribs and squash soup. She’d dined at many different places in the two years since the Reawakening, and so she’d found that the plans for the city very rarely matched reality when it came to quality and reputation. For example, a seafood place down near the administrative district, according to the city plan, was supposed to be famous for its chowders. Unfortunately, nobody in the entire Matrian Republic was capable of making decent chowder. Instead, the restaurant had become famous for its ability to quickly and violently cleanse the humanoid digestive system. Afel Turendo Exdu could at least grill a decent steak, but their squash soup was deadly.

“Is it in their custom for these human men to make us wait?” Helith asked.

“We are not sure,” Anselia shrugged, one hand moving to scratch the small of her back, “We are not even sure if it is our custom! But we, along with most of our girlfriends, have noticed that Matrian men sure take a long time getting dressed!”

“Boys will be boys,” Helith commented.

The doors to the restaurant slid open and Captain Stafford rushed in. He was still wearing his Starfleet uniform, though he’d at least cleaned his hair and shaved. He took two steps into the lounge, spotted Anselia and stepped over.

“Your Highness,” he said politely, taking Anselia’s hand and kissing her knuckles as she stared, not sure whether to be flattered or offended by the gesture, “A pleasure to see you again,”

“You’re underdressed,” Anselia observed, “But we suppose they can make an exception in your case. Where is Mr. Jall?”

“He’ll, ah,” Stafford stammered, “He’ll be here soon. Where is, uh, Ms. Helith?”

“I’m Governor Helith,” Helith extended a hand, expecting Stafford to kiss it in the same manner he kissed Anselia’s, “A pleasure to meet you,”

Stafford’s eyes bugged out and his jaw dropped.

“Ah….ah…ah…”

“Is there a problem, Captain?” Anselia sked.

“Nope!” Stafford squeaked, “No problem! I just, er, have to use the washroom!”

“Down the hall, to the left,” Anselia pointed, “Honestly, you boys and the need to powder your noses! Helith and I will get a table while we wait,”

Stafford bolted.



“What the f**k was that?” Stafford asked himself, splashing water on his face. He’d arrived at the restaurant, and of course there was Anselia, looking as beautiful as ever. It was a bit strange that she was wearing the Matrian equivalent of a business suit; he’d been expecting something a bit more feminine. But Helith! Helith was wearing a ruby red shirt, deep navy blue pants and a slightly more feminine air.

Oh, and Helith was male.

“What the f**k??” Stafford asked again, “I can’t double date with that…that…guy! How the hell could Anselia make a stupid mistake like that??”

There was only one solution to the problem.



Yanick was still working her console on the bridge, still trying to find the answer to her White-Out dilemma when the comm sounded.

“Stafford to Yanick! Trish, I need your help, NOW!”

“Yanick here,” she said, “What’s up?”

“Trish, I need to you get Jall down here. Fast!”

“He said he wasn’t going to go,” Yanick reminded him, “I really don’t think I can say anything to change his mind,”

Stafford quickly explained the situation.

“I’m on it, Yanick out,” she said, tapping her comm badge. She jumped up out of her chair and rushed for the turbo-lift.

“Noel, you have the bridge!” she called as she passed the command chair. The turbolift doors hissed shut, and Wowryk found herself alone on the bridge.

“Well,” Wowryk said, looking around, “I don’t think anybody would mind if I went on one teensy little crusade for the glory of God, would they?”



Jall was sitting in his quarters, an appletini cradled in one hand. He was nowhere near drunk; he was too used to being offended by Stafford to get that upset over it, but at the same time, he was furious that the man still didn’t have the sensitivity to respect his lifestyle after all this time.

BE-DEEP!

“What?” he called, “Who is it?”

“It’s Trish,”

Pulling himself off his couch, he walked over to the door and let her in.

“You have to go down to the planet and help Chris,” she said, stepping in.

“Trish, I already told him no!” Jall said sharply, “I’m not going to go on a date and pretend to be interested in some hussy just so he can have slim chance of scoring with her!”

“But-”

“I know I’d be doing him a favour,” Jall went on, “And I know he’d appreciate it. And I know that going for dinner with a woman is no big deal,”

“But-”

“It’s the equality of the thing!” Jall snapped, “If I wanted to score with somebody, you know Stafford would never double date to help me out! His brain just can’t function that way! For that matter, why can’t this stupid Captain’s Booty Count include my male…encounters?”

“But Jall-”

Now Jall was gesturing wildly, his appletini sloshing onto the carpet.

“My personal life is my personal life,” he said, “And I have every right to live it the way I see fit! This isn’t an official diplomatic dinner, he can’t order me to-”

“Stafford’s date is a guy!” Trish shouted.

Jall stopped in his tracks.

“Anselia set him up on a double date…with a guy?”

Yanick nodded.

“Ohhhh…” Jall was already changing into a fresh uniform, “This I have GOT to see!”



“When will Mr. Jall be arriving?” Anselia asked Stafford. The appetizer, some sort of boiled grub, had just been served. Stafford was sitting opposite Anselia, with Helith next to him. Stafford had moved as far away from the Matrian as he could, but he was quickly running out of table space.

“I just spoke to, uh, his hairstylist, and she says he’ll be here shortly,”

“Ahh, yes,” Anselia nodded, “So tell me, Captain, is it normal for the men on your planet to keep the women waiting for hours before dinner?”

Stafford chuckled.

“No, it’s usually the other way around,”

“Really?” Anselia and Helith exchanged a glance, “Well, it seems there’s another difference between our two cultures.”

“Oh, there are differences, all right,” Stafford gulped, trying to move even further away from Helith. In fairness to the Matrian, Stafford had noticed that all of the couples in the restaurant were…different by Earth standards. Despite genetic engineering, a century of war and another of mind-controlled enslavement, the women still seemed to hold a more dominant role. The women were dressed in business-suit like outfits, while the men wore more casual, somewhat less manly attire. Stafford even saw one woman holding a chair while her date sat down. He also noticed that the Matrian men seemed to be somewhat smaller and less muscular than the women.

“This is definitely a strange planet,” Stafford muttered.

There was a shower of transporter sparks as Jall materialized next to the table.

“Sorry I’m late everybody,” he said, bowing to Anselia and taking his place next to her at the table, “I was just, er, powdering my nose,” He shot an evil grin in Stafford’s direction, “I had no idea you’d found such an…interesting date for Chris here,”

“Well, it wasn’t easy,” Anselia admitted, “But he behaves so much like a woman, I thought Helith might be more his speed,”

“What??” Stafford demanded, “A woman??”

“One doesn’t usually meet a man who is comfortable with authority,” Anselia said, “Or so polite and flattering. Most men on Matria always want you to flatter them, to bring them flowers and to respect their feelings. And it’s impossible to get one to talk about sports! You’re just the opposite! And Mr. Jall here…we don’t know what it is about him, but he’s just unlike any man or women we’ve ever met before!”

“I can’t believe I nearly missed this!’ Jall said, enjoying the shocked expression on Stafford’s face.



“Any luck?” Jeffery asked, carefully pulling himself through the shattered remains of a door.

“I am unsure,” Fifebee said, “I am having difficulties with my sensory subroutines, as I am at the very limit of my relay’s range,”

They’d been forced to leave the holo-relay behind , after the shattered corridor they’d been following degenerated into a web of twisted supports and tangled cables. Jeffery and Valtaic had barely managed to squeeze through, and the relay had been left behind. They’d only gone another hundred meters or so before finding a somewhat more intact section, but the heavy metal debris was limiting the range of the holo-relay. Fifebee’s normally perfect outlines had started to fuzz and her solidity was down to about 50/50.

The chamber they’d found clearly used to be a control room of some kind; thought probably a very minor one. Jeffery likened it to a system monitoring room, like Deflector Control or Impulse Engineering on Silverado. The bulkheads on two sides had buckled from the force of the explosion, and the same explosion had compressed the remaining two slightly, almost like an accordion. But in the center of the room a small pedestal reached from floor to ceiling. It had once been ringed with access screens and control panels, but these were now shattered ruins. Only heavy shielding, now twisted and blackened, had protected the central portion of the pillar.

“I believe it is a data core of some kind!” Fifebee exclaimed, looking over Jeffery’s shoulder at his tricorder (she could no longer hold her own), “Fantastic! If we can recover some of the data, this could be exactly what the captain needs!”

“Beltin’,” Jeffery said, relived that their hours-long trek through the wreckage was at an end, “Let’s beam it aboard the ship and get out of here!”

“I don’t think so,” Valtaic said, carefully examining the data core, “It is very old, is somewhat damaged and is undoubtedly fragile. The temperature and pressure changes alone could destroy valuable data, not to mention the transport process itself,”

“Ye mean Ah have to sit here while the two of ye tinker with this thing?”

“No,” Fifebee said, “It means you will follow my directions and assist Mr. Valtaic, as I cannot ‘tinker’ in my present state,”

Valtaic was already carefully attaching leads from his tricorder to the shattered remains of the consoles.

“The sooner we find something useful,” Fifebee said, “the sooner we can leave,”

“Note the key word,” Valtaic said, “Useful. Unlike, that human instrument that sounds like feloid life-forms being horribly killed. What is it called? A pipe-bag?”

“Bagpipes,” Fifebee corrected.

“Ah’m starting to not like ye,” Jeffery remarked.



Dr. Wowryk was still sitting in Stafford’s chair. In front of her, the main viewscreen was displaying the view directly ahead of Silverado. That is, a view of empty space with a small sliver of Docking Station One visible in the lower corner. She didn’t even have a planet to look at! She supposed she could adjust the external sensors to give her a better view, but she really didn’t feel like walking over to Fifebee’s science panel and making the adjustment. She wasn’t even sure she knew how to make those adjustments.

If she had gotten up, she might have noticed that both the science and tactical panels had flashing warnings on the long-range sensor displays.



Stafford was in hell.

There was no other way to put it. Here he was, sitting at a restaurant with a beautiful (and powerful) woman. But was he here on a date with her? No, he was on a date with her fruit of a governor while his fruit of a First Officer dated the woman Stafford wanted!



The Management would to apologize to anybody who might be offended by Captain Stafford’s choice of words. Considering the circumstances, let’s give the poor guy a break, shall we?



“So, what are Trill women like?” Anselia was asking, having already asked Jall about his home planet.

“Oh, it depends,” Jall said, taking a swing from his drink, “The joined ones can be pretty eccentric, but the un-joined ones can be a bit dull if you ask me,”

“This whole ‘joining’ practice is amazing,” Helith said to Stafford, “I can’t imagine what it would be like to share my body with another sentient being!”

“Please,” Stafford swallowed, squirming so far away from the Matrian that he nearly fell off his seat, “Don’t talk about sharing your body when I’m around,”

“Isn’t Sylvia always telling you to open your mind?” Jall asked.

Stafford glared at him.

“Excuse us,” he said to Anselia and Helith, “We have to go, uh…”

“Powder your noses?” Anselia suggested.

“Sure, that,” Stafford said, grabbing Jall by the arm and pulling the amused officer towards the men’s room.

Once they were in the relative privacy of the men’s room (which, for some reason, did not contain any urinals, only stalls) Stafford whirled to face Jall.

“This isn’t funny!” he snapped.

“Yes,” Jall chuckled, “Oh, yes it is! Man, I couldn’t have dreamed of a better way to get back at you! How does it feel, being in my shoes?”

“It sucks!” Stafford snapped, “I’m interested in women! Especially that hot red-head sitting at our table! Now, I’m sorry that I offended you, and I’m sorry that you think I don’t respect your…whatever it is. But I have a real chance to connect with that woman, and I need your help to make it happen!”

“Let me think,” Jall said, making a show of being deep in thought, “No,”

“No?”

“No!” Jall said firmly, “I don’t think you want any kind of ‘connection’, aside from whatever’s below her hips, and I sure has hell don’t think you’re actually sorry! I think you’re just saying you are because you want me to help you. You want everything to be nice and friendly when it suits your needs, but the minute it doesn’t, you could really care less about whether or not I feel respected!”

“Y’know,” Stafford said, “Has it occurred to you that people’s problems with you have less to do with your sexuality and more to do with the fact that you’re an asshole?”

“You know, somebody once said that there are two kinds of straight people,” Jall snapped, “The kind that hate you behind your back, and the kind that hate you to your face,”

“Didn’t you hear what I just said?” Stafford snapped, banging a fist against the counter and sending tiny bottles of sample cologne skittering to the floor, “You. Are. An. ASSHOLE! He said each word clearly, with careful emphasis, banging the counter again.”You missed Yanick’s last birthday because you were too busy getting a ‘sensual massage’ and the last time a crewmember needed your help with a personal problem you said ‘Suck it up, princess. Life blows, then you die and the worms eat you’! And don’t even get me started on the way you and T’Parief treat each other!”

Jall was quiet. The quiet was shattered when Stafford’s comm-badge started beeping.

“Wowryk to Stafford,”

“Not now!” Stafford snapped, slapping his badge and closing the channel.

He and Jall glared at each other angrily for a moment.

“Now we’re right back at square one,” Stafford groaned, “And here I thought we were actually making progress!” He scowled, considering carefully.

“Well, this dinner is blown,” he concluded, “I’m going to go out there and tell Anselia the truth. Then we’re going to go back to the ship, sleep it off and hope that things are looking better in the morning.”

“Fine,” Jall said curtly.

“Fine,” Stafford nodded, stepping out of the restroom.

“Fine!”



“And so the female said ‘That is not my electrical receptor port’, to which the male replied ‘That is not my electrical discharge pylon, either’!” Valtaic promptly broke into chuckles.

“Aye, that’s an original one for ye,” Jeffery groaned.

“If you are finished with your pointless comedic routine,” Fifebee said, “I need Mr. Valtaic to adjust the data defragmentation protocols to adapt to the differences in the data format,”

“Of course,” Valtaic, said, still grinning.

“Are we almost done?” Jeffery asked, “I promised Sylvia I’d re-align the starboard power transfer conduit today,”

“I am attempting to upload the contents of this data core into the ship’s computer,” Fifebee replied, “There is a lot of data, and it is badly corrupted. I would prefer not so simply dump alien data into our computer, as we do not know what may be on that data core. Therefore, we must carefully analyze and select the information we wish to extract. This will take time, especially with all of the security and computer integrity precautions we must run,”

“I am finding the combination of technically challenging work and human-custom banter to be enjoyable, actually,” Valtiac said, “Have you heard the one about the Klingon, the Ferengi and the bottle of soya sauce?”

“Ah’m REALLY starting not to like ye!” Jeffery muttered.



Wowryk was sprawled out in Stafford’s chair when Yanick returned, head on one arm and legs hanging off the other. She’d dozed off nearly half an hour ago, the last time Fifebee had checked in. Somewhere a panel was beeping, demanding attention.

“Uh, Noel?” Yanick said, timidly poking the doctor’s arm, “You’re not supposed to sleep when you have the conn!”

Wowryk grunted, pushing Trish’s arm away. Somewhere else on the bridge, another panel started beeping.

“Noel!” Yanick said, more insistently, “Wake up!”

“Turn off the alarm clocks!” Wowryk grumbled, finally coming around, “I don’t have evening prayer for another four hours!”

“It’s not an alarm clock!’ Yanick said, grabbing Wowryk by the arm and hauling her to her feet,”Come on, help me find out what’s wrong!”

“Fine, fine,” Wowryk rubbed the sleep from her eyes and moved over to the Ops panel, “Uh, we were being hailed. But it looks like they left a message.” She tapped a button and the screen flickered to life. A Matrian man was standing on the bridge of a ship, sparks flaring from a damaged console behind him.

“This is the Matrian patrol ship Clamita to any vessels in Matrian Space! We’ve been attacked and disabled by several unknown ships! They’re on a direct course for Matrian space! Stop them, for the love of the Mistress!” He turned, looking at something out of range of the camera, “No! Get away from me! NOOO!!!!”

The message cut out.

“That came in a few minutes ago,” Yanick said, looking over Wowryk’s shoulder, “Uh, oh,” Wowryk muttered, “That means that the beeping coming from the Tactical panel is probably-”

Her words were cut off as a new transmission came in, this one overriding the control protocols and forcing its way onto the viewer.



All over the Matrian system, viewscreens blurred into static before displaying the same image. A rather plain looking being sat on a throne-like command chair, a purple cape draped over what looked like a grey and blue pinstriped suit. His hair was thinning, becoming slightly grey at the temples and his face was slightly lined, giving him the look of somebody settling comfortably into middle age. Attached to the side of his head was a strange contraption that looked to be half headset and half microphone, though most of the time such equipment wasn’t fused to the user’s skull. He held a large padd in one hand, a writing sylus in the other.



“Greetings, citizens of the,” he paused, consulting his PADD, “Matrian Republic. I am P’tareck, Chairman of the Qu’Eh! Congratulations!” he declared, in a slightly sibilant voice, “We’re here to audit your society! Now, simply lower your shields, surrender your ships and we’ll make this as painful, um, painless as possible. Your quality will be assessed and your useful assets will be merged with our own. Your synergy will sustain us.”

P’tareck leaned forward, an evil grin on his face.

“Turning down this offer,” he said darkly, “would not be good for business,”



“Uh-oh,” Yanick said as the viewer went dark, “Uh, we should probably answer him, right?”

“We should probably get Stafford up here,” Wowryk said, tapping her comm-badge, “Wowryk to Stafford,”

“Not now!” Stafford’s voice snapped. There was a click as the channel went dead.

“Ohhh!” Yanick groaned, “Noel! Do something! Hail them! Tell them they can’t attack Matria, it’s a Federation planet!”

“I don’t think-” Wowryk cut herself off. Like it or not, she was now the ranking Starfleet officer on scene. By the time they retrieved Jeffery, Stafford or anybody of higher rank, the Qu’Eh’s would be close enough to Matria Prime to do whatever they wanted. She had to do something, now.

“Open a channel,” Wowryk said. She waiting for confirmation that it was open, then spoke:

“This is Dr. Noel Wowryk commanding the Federation starship Silverado,” she said, “You are trespassing in Federation space. Um, please leave now!”

The screen flickered again as P’tareck re-appeared.

“Dr. Wowryk,” he said, “A pleasure to meet you! I understand you made quite the impression on people the last time you were here! I look forward to assessing your quality!”

“Mr. P’tarek,” Wowryk said, “The Matrian Republic has chosen to join the Federation. If you’re interested in trade, peaceful relations and perhaps some information about the all-mighty God, we would be more than happy to sit down and have a little chat,”

“Oh, sweety,” P’tarek gave Wowryk a patronizing smile, “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way. Prepare to be monitored!”

He vanished from the screen.

“I’m not sure,” Yanick said, “But I think they’re arming weapons!”

The ship shook hard, the lights flickering as power systems were disrupted.

Yanick screamed like, well, like a girl while Wowryk was flung against a padded bulkhead.

“Get the shields up!” Wowryk cried, jumping towards tactical, “Get somebody else up here, somebody who knows what they’re doing!”

The ship shook again, this time sparks showered down from a damaged conduit.

“What is going on?” Sylvia declared, her holographic avatar materialized, a very pissed-off expression on her face, “We’re under attack? Where is everybody?”

“Sylvia!” Yanick cried, “We need your help! Raise shields! Fire weapons! Do something!”

“I can’t do that without authorization from the commanding officer,” Sylvia said quickly, “Who’s in command?”

Yanick and Wowryk exchanged a look as the ship shook again.

“She is!” Yanick said.

“I am!” Wowryk snapped. She went back to tapping commands into the tactical panel, “OK, shields are up, but the docking arm is interfering with the starboard shields! Yanick, detach us! Sylvia, you’re my first officer!”

“Me? Sylvia was startled,”But I’m-”

“Computer or not, you’re actually on the ship, and at least know what we’re supposed to be doing!” Wowryk said briskly, “Consider that an order!”

Yanick started tapping at her panel while Sylvia promptly summoned more officers to the bridge. The communications channels, nearly silent up until then, had erupted into a mess of distress calls, status reports and overall panic.



Five ships had dropped out of warp in the general vicinity of Matria Prime. Each ship was classified as a light cruiser: smaller and faster than Silverado. The Qu’eh ships were a dull, drab olive green with the occasional splash of matte black. Each ship was strangely shaped, with a large lower section containing engines, crew quarters and cargo space. A broad upper section held shield generators and weapons platforms. Overall, the ship’s looked like giant, flying clipboards.

The three ships taking part in the attack against Docking Station One fired again, beams of purple destructive energy battering the decrepit station’s weak shields. A stray beam impacted Silverado’s shields, energy flashing as it was deflected back and forth between Silverado’s shields and the station’s until it eventually dissipated. The other two ships, yet to meet with any resistance, started beaming troops down to the planet’s surface.



Stafford and Jall had just returned to the table where Anselia and Helith were waiting.

“Is there a problem?” Anselia asked, seeing the expression on Stafford’s face.

“Yes, your Majesty,” Stafford said, “See, I haven’t-”

Stafford was cut off as both Anselia and Helith’s communicator’s started beeping urgently. Stafford’s comm-badge beeped again.

“What?” he snapped, crossing his arms as Anselia and Helith talked quietly with whomever had called them.

“There you are!” Sylvia’s very angry voice came through the comm, “Why weren’t you answering before? We’re under attack!”

“Huh? What???”

“Five ships entered the system, declared hostilities, are attacking the station and beaming troops down to the planet!”

“Shit!” Stafford swore. Anselia and Helith were already being escorted out of the restaurant by a pair of Matrian security agents that had appeared seemingly out of nowhere. Another agent quietly urged him to follow. Stafford complied, grabbing Jall by the arm and dragging him along.

“Can you beam us up? Stafford asked.

“No, we’ve raised the shields!” Wowryk’s voice came on, “Most of our senior staff is down on the planet!”

“What about Fifebee, Jeffery and Valtaic?” Jall cut in, “Are they back yet?”

“Shit!” Wowryk snapped, surprising both men with her use of the word, “I forgot about them!”



Deep in the chunk of space debris, Valtaic was tapping at the tricorder, looking annoyed.

“I do not know what happened to this data core,” he said crossly, “But I have never seen such badly fragmented data!”

“Try to-” Fifebee was cut off as her hologram fizzled out, then slowly faded back into coherence.

“What the hell was that?” Jeffery asked.

“I am not-” this time Valtaic was cut off as the entire structure shook, support beams and twisted panels shrieking in the thin, un-breathable atmosphere.

Jeffery and Valtaic exchanged glances.

“That felt like a weapon impact,” Jeffery said.

Valtaic started tapping at his tricorder again.

“I am picking up energy discharges outside the wreckage,” he said, “They read like weapon’s fire!”

“Silverado to Jeffery,” Sylvia’s voice came through their suit radios, “I hate to worry you boys, but we’re having a bit of a…no, Noel! That button controls the tractor beams, NOT the phasers! No, don’t…you just dumped the waste extraction tanks! Dammit, where are those evening shift people?”

“Sylvia??”

“Simon, we’re having a bit of a crisis here. We can’t lower the shields to beam you aboard, and the chunk of debris you’re in is dangerously close to the Qu’eh ships!”

“The who?”

“Just try to sit tight!” Sylvia cried, “No, Noel! Don’t touch that!”

The channel went dead.

“Well, that settles it,” Jeffery said, “We have to get out of here!”

“Any bright ideas?” Fifebee asked.

“Yup,” Jeffery said. He grabbed Valtaic’s tricorder and hit the ‘Emergency Data Dump’ button, “To hell with picking over what we need, we’ll just dump the contents of this whole core to Silverado’s computer and worry about dissecting it later! Fifebee, you switch over to Silverado’s imaging system so ye can help out there. Valtaic and I are getting out of here!”

“And where are we going?” Valtaic asked.

The shattered room shook again, one end collapsing as the weakened supports gave way.

“Out of here!” Jeffery cried.



“I am Jane 5-B, sentient hologram,” Fifebee declared, materialized on the bridge, “What is happening?”

The ship shook again as Qu’eh weapons impacted the shields.

“We’re being attacked!” Wowryk called out from the command chair, “Start scanning them, or whatever it is you do in a battle!”

Fifebee looked around the bridge. Yanick was at the helm, taking the ship into evasive manoeuvres. Lieutenant Rengs was manning ops, Lt. Commander Stern had just taken over tactical and Lieutenant Day was at the engineering station. Fifebee was also surprised to see Sylvia sitting in Jall’s chair, apparently acting as first officer.

“Why are you in command?” Fifebee asked.

“Because somebody left me the conn and everybody else is too busy to do it!” Wowryk snapped, “Now get to work!”

A bit shocked at Wowryk’s attitude, Fifebee quickly began scanning the Qu’eh ships.

“Their ships are two hundred fifteen meters in length, one hundred in width,” she reported, “They are using Class IV shields; our weapons can penetrate them but it will take several hits. Weapons appear to be typical phased-energy beams and anti-matter torpedoes.”

The ship shook again.

“Shields down to thirty percent!” Stern called.

“Keep returning fire!” Sylvia called out, “Target their weapon systems!



As the three attacking ships finished their most recent attack run, Docking Station One finally opened fire, weak phaser beams shooting out and impacting Qu’eh shields. Silverado came around the bulk of the station, opening fire with her phaser cannon. The pulsed shots pounded against the lead ship, finally breaking through its shields and reducing its engines to rubble. Capacitor cells exhausted, the cannon promptly shut down and began its recharge cycle. The two ships that had been beaming troops down to the surface had evidently finished, as they were now joining the fight against Silverado and the battered old space station. Several stray shots impacted the massive chunk of space debris orbiting nearby. Jeffery and Valtaic hadn’t been noticed yet by the Qu’eh, but even the accidental hits were coming close to shattering the entire wreck.



“Docking Station One has lost shields!” Fifebee reported, “They’re taking serious damage!”

“We’ve disabled another Qu’eh ship,” Stern reported, “but the remaining three are still firing!”

“Sylvia!” Wowryk hissed, “What do we do?”

“Get them to evacuate!” Sylvia said, her neural circuits processing all the information around her at incredible speeds, “See if we can draw fire away from them!”

“Oh! Oh!” Yanick called from the helm, “Launch the shuttles! We’ve done it before!”

“Stern,” Sylvia called, “Get some pilots down to the shuttlebay. They are to use the shuttles to draw fire away from the station!”

Stern gave the orders. A few moments later, two runabouts and three Class-IX shuttles launched from the ship’s two shuttlebays, firing their smaller weapons at the attacking ships. Silverado shook again, harder than before, as a torpedo slammed against the starboard hull. A second torpedo missed, impacting the nearby wreckage instead.

“Shields are DOWN!” Stern cried, “The Niagra is trying to cover us, but the Qu’eh ships are moving in!”

“The wreckage Mr. Jeffery and Mr. Valtaic are on is breaking up,” Fifebee reported, “They will be horribly killed very shortly!”

“Beam them over!” Wowryk ordered, “Our shields are down now anyway,”

The Qu’eh ships fired again. This time Sylvia and Fifebee both fizzled as the power systems strugged to keep up.

“We’ve lost replicators,” Day reported, “Life support is failing on decks 30 to 36!”

“Evacuate them!” Syvlia called.

“The ships are firing on the station again!” Stern called.

Everybody watched in horror as the Qu’eh fired another brace of torpedoes, this time targeting the old Matrian space station. The first blasted off one of the docking arms. The second shattered the transparent windows covering the commercial sector, sending atmosphere, tables, various trinkets and several doomed shopkeepers spiralling out into space. The third and forth impacted the main body of the station, shattering hull plates and ripping apart the underlying sections. The station started venting gasses and debris like a gutted animal spewing blood and entrails.

“Their reactor is going critical!” Fifebee snapped.

“Transporters!” Wowryk called, “Get as many…”

The station detonated with a blinding flash, almost overriding the viewscreen’s brightness filters. Silverdo shook like a leaf in a thunderstorm as the shockwave crashed against her unshielded hull.

“We’re being targeted again by the Qu’eh!” Stern called.

Wowryk squeezed her eyes shut as Fifebee reported that over three hundred Matrians had been on the station when it had exploded. Over eigh hundred people were on Silverado, and Wowryk was pretty sure another wave of torpedoes would do to the ship what they had done to the station.

“Signal the Qu’eh that we sur-”

“More ships coming out of warp!” Stern replied, tapping at his panel, “They’re Senousian!”

“What?” Wowryk spun around, “Really? On screen!”

Two Senousian battle cruisers dropped out of warm within spitting distance of Matria Prime. Sleek, bristling with weapons and looking more than a bit phallic, the two ships immediately opened fire on the Qu’eh ships. One manoeuvred between Silverado and the Qu’eh, clearly intending on shielding the Federation ship.

“One of the Qu’eh ships has dropped its shields!” Fifebee reported, “It is retrieving their troops from the surface!”

The remaining ships lashed out with all of their weaponry, battering the Senousian ships and keeping them too busy to attack the unshielded vessel. The instant they’d finished beaming up their people they pivoted together and fled into warp.


Captain’s Log, Stardate 58836.4:



“So much for things going according to plan. Matrian Space has been invaded by an apparently hostile race known as the Qu’eh. We don’t know who they are or what they want, other than the fact that they want to ‘assess our quality’, whatever the f**k that means! Docking Station One has been destroyed and Silverado took moderate damage in the fight. Moderate damage, huh? Luckily, the Senonusians responded quickly to the sudden flood of distress calls coming from Matria Prime! I’m glad to see that they’ve been able to build up a better defence force than the Matrians have over the past two years!”

“The troops on the surface got into one heck of a scrap with the Matrian planetary security forces. It seems like they were trying to get into the Queen’s private chambers. While I sympathize, it’s probably a good thing that Queen Anselia was nowhere near there when they attacked. With Mr. T’Parief’s assistance, along with that of the Hazardous Team, the attackers were contained until they were retrieved.”

“The space debris that may have held the key to Matria’s past has been completely destroyed, although Jeffery, Valtaic and Fifebee were able to retrieve some data. Sylvia is trying to process the data now. Maybe the Old Matrian Empire has some information on who these Qu’eh are!”



“Your Majesty,” Stafford said, bowing slightly as Queen Anselia was escorted into the conference lounge by her bodyguards. The rest of his officers rose to their feet in an atypical display of respect, “I’m very sorry about the loss of Docking Station One, and the Matrians who were killed,”

“Blaming you will not bring my people back,” Anselia said diplomatically, “But we are more concerned with the long-term implications of this attack.”

“We knew it was bound to happen,” Stafford said, “Matria made her share of enemies over the past century,”

“Yes,” Anselia held out a data padd, “This is the information we have on the Qu’eh. According to my staff, it comes from sources that Lt. Commander Fifebee believes have been tampered with; however, it is a start,”

Fifebee took the padd.

“Encountered prior to the Gender Wars,” Fifebee said, quickly analyzing the information and giving the key facts, “They were one of the Matrian Empire’s major trading partners, up until trade broke down. Their culture appears to put a lot of emphasis on personal productivity for the betterment of their people’s financial standing,”

“Huh?” Yanick asked.

“Ferengi communists,” Fifebee said, “Sort of,”

“Oookay,” Jall said. His earlier argument with Stafford had been momentarily set aside, “What about their ships? Their technology? Anything that wouldn’t be two centuries out of date?”

“No,” Fifebee replied immediately.

“We cannot easily defend ourselves against another attack,” Anselia said, “And we have lost our main space dock!”

“We’ll do better next time around,” Yanick said hopefully.

“We weren’t exactly at our best today,” Wowryk added darkly.

Anselia looked questioningly at Stafford.

“Uh, we had some personnel problems,” he said quickly, “Jeffery, what’s our status?”

“Shields are back up,” Jeffery said, “We have minor hull damage in several sections and replicators are still down. We’re just restoring life support to decks 30 to 36 right now,”

“Excellent,” Stafford said, “You see, your Majesty, we’ll defend this planet, or die trying,”

“Please don’t say that,” Jall muttered.

“We appreciate your efforts-”

Anselia was cut off as the red alert sirens prompted sounded, red lights flashing.

“Danger, one minute to warp core breach,” Sylvia announced calmly, then, in a much sharper tone, “Jeffery, what the hell did you do?”

“What?” Everybody in the room jumped to their feet and bolted towards the bridge, Jeffery slapping his comm-badge mid-step, “Jeffery to engineering! What’s happenin’ down there?”

“I don’t know, sir!” Frit Naketh’s voice came back, “The warp core is destabilizing! The containment fields are failing and the reaction in the intermix chamber is approaching critical!”

“Shut it down!” Stafford snapped. Jeffery was already at the engineering station on the bridge, tapping in commands.

“The computer’s refusing my shutdown commands!” Jeffery cried.

“Sylvia!” Stafford shouted.

“It’s not me!” Sylvia shouted back, “There’s something in the computer core! It’s taken control of the warp core!”

“Can you override it?”

“I’m trying!” Sylvia’s voice suddenly changed, becoming more mechanical as the audio warning subroutines kicked in, “Two minutes to warp core breach,”

“Two?” Jall asked.

“It’s working,” Jeffery said, watching his panel like a hawk, “She’s beatin’ it back!”

“Three minutes to warp core breach,”

“Come on, Sylvia!” Stafford urged, “Kick that thing’s electronic butt!”

Sylvia’s holographic avatar started flickering as more and more of her resources were dedicated to the fight.

“Shit,” Jeffery swore, “It’s using some kind of adaptive algorithm! It’s rebuilding itself faster than she can pick it apart!”

“One minute to warp core breach,”

Sylvia’s hologram vanished in a sudden shower of holographic sparks.

“Sylvia!” Yanick cried.

“Thirty seconds to warp core breach,” announced the old, nearly forgotten voice of a standard Starfleet computer core, speaking without a trace of Sylvia’s more vibrant tones.

“The core is going critical!” Jeffery snapped, “And Sylvia’s…Sylvia’s…offline?”

“Eject the core!” Stafford ordered.



“Eject the core!” Frit Naketh ordered, passing the order to her brother, Frat.

“I can’t reach!” Frat cried, jumping up and trying to get his hands on the control panel. The stools they usually used too help them reach the consoles had been thrown around in the attack. Frit and Frek rushed around, frantically trying to find something to stand on. Finally, Frat simply jumped up on Frek’s shoulders, located the needed control and slammed his hand down.

On Silverado’s belly, at the very bottom of the engineering section, a series of hull panels quickly retracted. A series of explosive bolts fired and Silverado’s warp core, over ten decks of swirling, focused energy, shot out like a very long spitball from a straw. Seconds later, it detonated in a staggering release of energy.



Stafford slowly picked himself up, rubbing his neck. The jolt from the warp core explosion had shaken the ship hard, sending everybody to the deck. Queen Anselia was standing next to the turbolift, supported by her bodyguards and looking dazed. The red alert klaxon was still sounding, and a torrent of damage reports, injury reports and shouts of ‘What the f**k was that?’ was flooding the comm channels.

“Report!” Stafford barked.

“Warp core is gone,” Jeffery said, almost groaning, “We’re running on auxiliary power only! There’s structural damage on the lower decks and the shields are down again!”

“What about that computer…thing?” Stafford asked.

Jeffery tapped at his panel.

“Gone,” Jeffery said. Fifebee quickly started analyzing the information he had collected.

“It appears to have been a virus,” she reported, “An extremely sophisticated one, designed to take control of engineering systems and cause a reactor overload. It is beyond the Matrian’s current level of technology,”

“Then we have found the cause of the orbital habitat’s destruction,” Valtaic said.

“Ah’d say so,” Jeffery said.

“Sylvia?” Stafford said, “Are you OK?”

No answer.

He and Jeffery exchanged worried glances.

“Sylvia?!?!?”

Silence.

“Oh,” Jall said, “We are SO f**ked!”



Captain’s Log, Supplemental:



This time I completely agree with Mr. Jall. We are f**ked. Completely, totally and utterly f**ked. Some kind of computer virus infected our systems and caused our warp core to overload. We’ve ejected the core, but now we’re under threat of attack, far from Starfleet and without the means to defend ourselves!”

“Oh, we are so, so f**ked.



It had been barely an hour since the warp core explosion. Repair teams were climbing frantically over the ship, fixing what could be fixed quickly and making note of what would take more time. Science teams were digging apart Silverado’s computer core and the data uploaded from the Matrian habitat, determined to ensure that another attack program wasn’t lurking, waiting for the chance to do something else really miserable, like shutting down life-support.

Stafford entered Computer Core Control to find Wowryk and Jeffery standing over Sylvia’s storage module. The neutronium-armored casing had been carefully removed to expose the neural gel-pack and isolinear processing circuits that made up the core of Sylvia’s personality.

“Injuries in Sickbay are under control,” Wowryk said, looking up briefly, “Just bumps, bruises and contusions. One broken ankle,”

“Thanks, doc,” Stafford said. He looked down into the open module, “Have you found anything?

“There’s nothin’ wrong with the electronic parts,” Jeffery said, “The isolinear processors and neural interface circuits are workin’ just like they’re supposed to. But the gel-pack isn’t respondin’,”

“She’s in a coma,” Wowryk said, tapping her tricorder and frowning.

“A coma?”

“Some of these readings are similar to what you would see in a brain-scan of a coma patient,” Wowryk replied, turning her tricorder so Stafford could see an incomprehensible jumble of data, “She must have suffered some kind of mental trauma when she was trying to delete the virus,”

“Will she wake up? I mean, reactivate?” Stafford demanded.

“I don’t know,” Wowryk said, “I’ll need to run more tests,”

“It’s my fault,” Jeffery said grimly, “Ah shouldn’t have uploaded that data! If Ah’d followed the right procedures, this wouldn’t have happened!”

“Your orders were to get that data,” Stafford told him, “You followed orders. I just hope there’s something in there that makes this worth it!”

“Aye,” Jeffery said glumly.

“I want you to get in contact with Starfleet,” Stafford said, “We need a replacement core. Without we have no warp drive, weak shields, weak weapons, weak everything!”

“Aye,” Jeffery nodded, “And Ah’ll get in touch with the Matrians and the Senousians. Maybe one of them can fabricate somethin’ we can use in the meantime.”

“I think they’ve got enough problems on their hands already,” Stafford said, “But it can’t hurt to ask.”

Jeffery left. Stafford looked uncomfortably at Wowryk for several moments.

“It wasn’t your fault either,” he finally blurted out.

Wowryk looked taken aback.

“I didn’t say it was,” she replied.

“But I bet you were thinking it,” Stafford said.

Wowryk crossed her arms.

“I shouldn’t have been in command,” she said, “I didn’t know what I was doing. If I’d been faster, if somebody else had been on the bridge, we might have saved the station, and all those people,” she swallowed, “I was giving the orders, and they all died,”

“We might have saved them,” Stafford said, “But it was the Qu’eh that killed them, not you. We can’t spend the time now second-guessing ourselves. We’re in deep shit, and we need to focus on how to get this situation under control!”

“Yes,” Wowryk said. She looked down at the module containing Sylvia. She carefully lifted the module.

“I’ll be in Sickbay,” she said, “Don’t worry, Chris. I’ll find a way to bring her back,”



Jall was in Impulse Engineering when Stafford found him.

“Mr. Jall,” Stafford said carefully, “What’s up?”

“We’re running diagnostics on the impulse reactors Jall said, using the same careful tone,”We’re going to need as much power as these things can produce until we get a new warp core,”

“Good thinking,” Stafford said.

“Have you talked to Jeffery and Wowryk yet?”

“Why would I do that?” Stafford said neutrally.

“It was Jeffery’s screw-up that put that virus in our systems,” Jall said flatly, “And according to the bridge logs, Wowryk was sleeping when the first distress call came through.”

“You noticed that, did you?”

“Hell yes, I noticed that!”

“Jeffery did what he had to do to complete his mission,” Stafford said, “If he hadn’t uploaded that data, we would have lost it completely!”

“There have to be other ways to get the information the Matrians want,” Jall said, “And even if there aren’t, how can it possibly have been worth it?”

“Hopefully, Fifebee will find something in there that we can use,” Stafford said, “And I’ve already talked to both Wowryk and Jeffery,”

“And?”

“And,” Stafford sighed wearily, “I think we’re going to have problems with those two. Wowryk completely blew it, and you know it’s not easy for somebody to get over something like that.”

“I guess that means you don’t have time for problems with me?”

Stafford looked at his First Officer.

“You’re right,” he said bluntly.

“Fine,” Jall said, “Just remember, this isn’t over between us,”

“Fine,” Stafford said.

“I will say this,” Jall said, “At least you’re learning. A year ago, you probably wouldn’t have given the situations with Wowryk and Jeffery a second thought.

“Maybe, maybe not,” Stafford said, “But one thing is for sure: We’re all going to need to learn if we plan on surviving this mission,”
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Good Sportsmanship

Ensign Trish was flat on her back.

“Push it a bit harder,” she said, “No, that’s not right. A bit more to the left. Up…no, down. Oh, just let me plug the damned thing in already!”

She grabbed the isolinear processing module that Lieutenant Sage had been trying to attach to the innards of the helm console and plugged it into the receptor port. The console lit up and an unidentifiable tune played.

“Welcome to LCARS 4.0 MT!” the computer voice announced happily, “Would you like to use this console separately, or connect to a central computer core?”

“Computer core, ODN connection,” Sage ordered, “Network identification is USS Silverado,”

“This console has detected that the indicated computer core contains bio-neural circuitry. To get the best performance out of your helm console, upgrade to LCARS Expanse, the newest version of LCARS! In addition, a new bio-neural processing module will increase the response time of your helm console!”

Sage punched a few buttons, disabling the ‘helpful, user-friendly’ mode and reconnecting the console the ship’s computer.

“Helm control has been restored,” Sage reported.

“And I helped!” Yanick added, climbing to her feet.

“Great,” Jall said, sitting in the command chair and sipping a low-sugar, high-protein shake, “Got any fresh warp cores in your pocket while you’re at it?”

“Lt Cmdr Jeffery is still talking to the Matrians and Senousians about adapting one of their cores until Starfleet can send us a new one,” Sage said, “But then the Matrian engineer and the Senousian design manager got into an argument over who thought Jeffery was cuter,”

“The women in this sector have no taste in men,” Jall complained.

“If you had the quadrant’s lowest ratio of males to females, you’d be getting desperate too,” Yanick pointed out.

Jall just rolled his eyes.

“OK, c’mon now, people!” he said, giving Sage and Yanick a sassy look, “Please try to remember we’re still recovering from a major crisis!”

“We are Starfleet,” T’Parief grumbled from the tactical console, “It is what we do,”

“But we don’t always have to like it,” Yanick said, dropping into her seat and pouting.



Stafford was sitting in Sickbay. Next to him, Dr. Wowryk and Chief Engineer Jeffery were examining the module that contained Sylvia’s core gel-pack. He watched as Jeffery used a specially designed key, an actual metal key of all things, to unlock the neutronium casing he’d designed as a way of protecting Sylvia from hostiles.

“Initiating scan,” Wowryk said crisply.

Stafford paid her no attention, instead staring into the module, at the blue gel-pack that contained Sylvia’s brain tissue.

“Hard to believe one of these things could become self-aware,” Jeffery mused, “And that a computer program could become so important to us,”

“She’s much more than a computer program,” Wowryk said sharply.

“Aye,” Jeffery swallowed, “Aye, of course.”

“Neurotransmitter levels don’t match her previous readings,” Wowryk went on, “Neural activity is depressed, but I’m not showing any sign of cell damage,”

“The bio-neural interface is stable and functioning normally,” Jeffery said, delicately probing the interior of the module, “The processing cores and data chips are fine! All the isolinear circuitry is workin’ exactly the way it’s supposed to,”

“Aye,” Wowryk said. She shook her head, “I mean, yes.” She put her medical tricorder down, exasperated, “Captain…Chris. I’m not an expert on this bio-neural stuff. All I can tell you is that the readings for the neural tissue have changed, but I’m really not sure I know how to fix that!” She frowned, “There is something almost familiar about these readings. I cannot think of what that might be, though,”

“The hardware’s fine,” Jeffery said.

Stafford still didn’t speak. He just sat there, staring.

“We’ll keep trying though,” Jeffery said, “It just might take a while.”

Still nothing.

“Ah better go see if anything in the computer core can tell me anything,” Jeffery muttered, turning to leave.

“I have research I must attend to,” Wowryk said, “Fifebee has downloaded a number of studies on bio-neural tissues from Memory Alpha,”

They both left, leaving Stafford alone in the ICU. He stared down at the open module for several moments.

“Get well, Sylvia,” he said softly, turning to leave.



“We want our express our thanks and gratitude,” Queen Anselia, leader of the Matrian Republic said, her lovely visage displayed at twice actual size on the bridge viewscreen, “For your help in defending our planet from the Qu’Eh attack,”

“You’re welcome,” Jall said, having risen out of the command chair to receive Anselia’s comm, “That’s why we’re here, after all. Adding to the positive karma of the galaxy and all that noble stuff.”

“We’re recalling our fleet,” Anselia informed him, “We’ll have scouts patrolling our borders, but we’re keeping anything bigger closer to Matria Prime,”

“Probably a good idea,” Jall shrugged.

“Is Captain Stafford available?” Anselia asked, “We are most interested in speaking to him about our strategic and defense plans,”

“Er,” Jall shrugged, “One of our crewmembers was badly injured in the attack. The Captain’s been down in Sickbay, offering his, uh, support,”

“Admirable,” the Queen mused, “And he’s ever so lucky to have a handsome, outstanding man like yourself to help in out during these difficult times,”

“Something like that,” Jall sighed as Anselia gave him a suggestive look.

“Perhaps there’s something we can do to cheer him up?” Anselia went on, “Tell us, is Captain Stafford fond of athletics?”

Jall was taken aback.

“I, um, I don’t know,” he admitted.

“Well, we assume that at least some of your crewmembers enjoy a bit of athletic competition,” Anselia said, “We understand your people are probably quite shaken up over current events, as are ours. We’re sending our Minister of Athletics to your ship to discuss a proposition he may find…interesting.”


A few hours later…



“The Matrians want to hold a Sport’s Competition,” Stafford said. His senior staff was gathered in the conference room, but the air was grim.

“Are they daft!?” Jeffery demanded, “We haven’t even finished repairing our battle damage, and we don’t have a bleedin’ warp core!”

“Yes, Captain, the timing is very poor,” Valtaic said, “We are in the middle of a crisis,”

“I think it’s a good idea,” Jall said. He didn’t look at Stafford; instead he sat facing the rest of the staff, his arms crossed. Evidently, he was still angry at the captain.

“Oh really?” Wowryk raised an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” Jall said, “I mean, I know we’re still recovering from the attack, but we have to remember that we have more to worry about than just ourselves now. It’s pretty dark times for the Matrians, right? They need something to pick up their spirit. And since they’re having issues getting accurate information on how to play any of their own sports, it makes sense for them to get us involved,”

“Do you play anything, Mr. Jall?” Stafford asked tiredly.

“Wrestling,” Jall replied.

“He meant outside the bedroom,” Yanick said.

Stafford rolled his eyes in disgust.

“Yes, I know that!” Jall said, leaning back in his chair, “Seriously. I was on the Academy wrestling team.”

“Before this conversation gets any more disturbing,” Stafford said, “Let me say that I think it’s a great idea,”

Jall looked surprised.

“Really?” he asked, “But this is a fun…thing. And you’re not usually into fun…things…even when you’re in a good mood,”

“I’m in a shitty mood,” Stafford said flatly, “We’ve been attacked, the ship is dead in the water, Sylvia’s badly hurt and the Matrians have a new set of hostile neighbors.”

“Admirable honesty, sir,” Valtaic said, inclining his head.

“Admirably depressing is more like it,” Yanick said.

“Their Minister of Athletics-”

“How can they have a Minster of Athletics if they don’t remember how to play any of their own games?” Wowryk interrupted. She had been down and quiet since the incident with the Qu’Eh. Stafford was glad to see that she was starting to show some interest.

“Their Minister of Athletics,” Stafford said again, rolling his eyes, “has been studying our athletics database. Apparently,” he looked warily at Wowryk, “she hasn’t had much else to do with her time. She and I have agreed on three sports: hockey, basketball and soccer.”

There was immediate ruckus around the conference table.

“Curling? Why not? It’s fun!”

“-don’t know why something wholesome like-”

“-wrestling? But…spandex-”

“-are we going to wear for uniforms?”

“Settle down, settle down!” Stafford called out. Gradually, the din subsided.

“Well, Ah take it we need to select teams?” Jeffery asked, “Ah’ll take basketball.”

“You’re too short for basketball,” Jall said, waving a hand.

“Bite me, ye cocky oaf!”

Stafford slapped a hand over Jall’s mouth.

“Just…don’t…” he said, “I’m not in the mood for an argument,”

“I will take the hockey team,” T’Parief grumbled.

“I didn’t know you played hockey,” Yanick commented.

“I do not,” T’Parief replied, “However, you have made me sit through many hockey games since the ship’s team started playing, and I believe I understand the rules well enough,”

“Oh yeah. The Silverado Salvagers,”

“They need to work on the name,” Stafford muttered.

“I’ll take the soccer team,” Wowryk said firmly.

Everybody stared at her.

“WHAT??”

“I was on the Catholic Girl’s Soccer team when I was younger,” Wowryk sniffed.

“Ooookay,” Stafford said. The energy in the room was already improving; even Stafford was feeling a bit better, “As for Ensign Yanick, I have a special job for you. In fact, I think Mr. Jall may want to help you out…”



Word of the games spread quickly around the ship. There were to be three games: a soccer game, a basketball game and a hockey game. There were no prizes, no incentives, and no real benefits to winning. Instead, the point was to lift the spirits of the Matrian people by giving them something they hadn’t had in centuries: televised sports. All teams would be co-ed, in keeping with the spirit of the new Matrian Republic. Governess Gelitha, the Matrian Minister of Athletics, had been hoping for such an event for some time now and the Matrian teams were raring to go. Her only concern was that all three games were Earth games. They neither represented the diversity of the Federation, nor Matrian culture. But, it was a start.

Now, Silverado just had to try to pull their teams together.



“This is so exciting!” Yanick squealed.

“Uh-huh,” Jall muttered. The two of them were heading down to the Replicator Center to pick up their uniforms and equipment.

“Oh, come on, what’s bothering you?” Yanick asked, grabbing Jall by the arm and laying her head on his shoulder.

“Well,” Jall shrugged, “I just…why would Stafford think I’d want to help you with something like this?”

“Are you saying you don’t?”

“No, no,” Jall said quickly, “I do. He was dead on the mark. I just want to know when the hell he got so…so…perceptive,”

“Oh, come on, Jall,” Yanick rolled her eyes, “He wasn’t perceptive, he was just following an old stereotype. It just so happens that in your case, the stereotype is right,”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jall sighed, “OK, who else are we going to get to help with this little project we’ve been given?”

“Lieutenant Fifebee already agreed to help,” Yanick said, “I thought we’d ask Nurse Kerry, Madame Schoonbaert, Lieutenant Day, and maybe Lieutenant Commander Ovens.”

“Oh, don’t forget Crewman Ellis.” Jall said.

The two of them continued walking, details and plans forming in both their heads.



Stafford was seated in his private dining room, Governess Gelitha seated across the table from him. He had to admit, the Matrian was attractive. She had hair that was so black it almost looked blue, though not as blue as Nurse Kerry’s. Her body was athletic, though not as athletic as Ensign Bith’s. Her face was finely featured with beautiful, porcelain skin. Although, he mused, not as beautiful as Queen Anselia’s.

“I need more women in my life,” Stafford realized, muttering to himself.

“Are there not enough women on Matria Prime?” Gelitha asked, having overheard him.

“What? Oh! I’m sorry,” Stafford said, “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just that…well…”

Gelitha was staring at him.

“What I meant,” Stafford said, “Is that…” he trailed off again. Why was he talking to her about this? On the other hand, why was she paying such rapt attention?

“Look, I don’t know how it is on your ships,” he said, “Or other ships, for that matter. But I’m picky about who I get romantically involved with. And I think it’s a bad idea for a Captain to get involved with a woman under his command,”

“Ahhh,” Gelitha nodded, “I understand. I have no idea if Matrian Captains did the same, since we haven’t had a co-ed ship in centuries. But I do understand. I would find dating a member of my staff very awkward,”

“Exactly,” Stafford said, “So, you see, I’m sort of limited to women from off the ship. And that sort of makes relationships difficult,”

“Romantic relationships, yes,” Gelitha said, a mischievous look in her eyes, “I know men are concerned with romance, and monogamy, and celibacy,”

“On your planet, maybe,” Stafford grunted.

“Not on yours?”

“Well, it’s…complicated. There’s what people want, there’s what their specifical culture says they should want. There’s also what the people in their lives think they should want.”

“Interesting,” Gelitha said, “But the unattached men on your planet would welcome a bit of no-strings-attached…fun?”

“Many of them, yes,” Stafford said, suddenly hoping this conversation was going where he wanted it to.

“So,” Gelitha said, setting down her padd, “Would you like to go for a long, romantic dinner, perhaps watch a movie, spend some time getting to know each other?”

“That could be good,” Stafford nodded.

“Or,” Gelitha continued, “Would you like to get naked and have crazy sex on top of this table, right now?”

Stafford stared at her for a moment.

“Is this a trick question?”



Lieutenant Pye and Lieutenant Sage were walking past the doors to the Captain’s Dining Room.

“Do you hear shouting?” Sage asked.

“Nope, I don’t hear anything,” Pye replied.

“Huh. So, are you trying out for basketball, soccer or hockey?”

“Soccer,” Pye said, “I don’t like the cold, and I’m too short for basketball. You?”

“Hockey. I look better with a mask on,”

As the two officers stepped into the turbolift, an access hatch popped open. Lab Technician First Class Trent Smedi peeked out into the corridor, checking to be sure the coast was clear before heaving his bulky midsection through the one-size-too-small hatch. One section of his mind quickly counted the number of doors visible in the short, U-shaped corridor and calculated the space taken by the shuttlebay to the aft and the Captain’s Dining Room to the fore. The remaining space was junior officer’s quarters, and Deck 3 was a pretty small deck. Still, Smedi’s calculations revealed that even the lowly ensigns living on Deck 3 were given more living space and better views than the hard-working crewmen below decks. If his lab team partner, Jemi H’Kspeda, had been present, she would have pointed out that many of Silverado’s officers lived in windowless quarters deep in the saucer section. She would have also pointed out that on Klingon, Romulan or Andorian ships, non-commissioned members would have even less space, sometimes sleeping in racks in maintenance corridors. Smedi, of course, would counter that this was Starfleet, and that they should know better. Finally, H’Kspeda would give one of her sighs that was a special blend of defeat, annoyance and ‘oh, just f**k it!’.

Still watching carefully to be sure he wasn’t seen, Smedi withdrew a gleaming bottle. A tag was attached to the neck, to which the words ‘To Captain Stafford’ had been written. Outwardly, it appeared to be a perfectly ordinary bottle of white wine. It would take a thorough analysis to discover that Smedi had added a little something extra to the mix.

Smedi had grown tired of waiting for Stafford to do something stupid enough to warrant the attention of Ms. Lydia Thompson of Starfleet’s Office of Humanoid Resources. It was time for him to take action!



Yanick stepped off the turbolift onto Deck 3. She could have sworn she saw a flurry of motion out of the corner of her eye, but when she took a closer look, there was nothing but a bottle of wine sitting on the deck.

“Pixies and fairies!” she giggled, picking it up. She was walking up to the double doors to the Captain’s Dining Room when they hissed open, revealing a very lovely Matrian woman.

“Oh, hello,” Yanick said cheerfully, “May I help you?”

“No, thank you,” Gelitha said, smiling, “I have been ‘helped’ enough for now. I have preparations to see to for Sports Competition,”

“Sure,” Yanick said, “Oh, did you finish with Captain Stafford, then?”

“Yes, he finished,” Gelitha said walking off, “Several times,”

Yanick walked in to find Stafford slumped in one of the chairs. His hair was a mess, his face was red and sweat was drying on his forehead.

“I’ve been waiting for you to finish with her for the past two hours!” Yanick complained, setting the wine down on the table, “How long does it take to plan a few games?”

“Uh, it’s surprisingly complex,” Stafford gulped, “You have to plan for referees, and refreshments, and-’

“Wait,” Yanick held up one hand, sniffing around, “Something’s…different…in here,”

“Uh, no?” Stafford tried.

Yanick walked carefully around the room, sniffing the air.

“It’s almost like sweat,” she mused, “With just a touch of…” she trailed off, then spun around to look at Stafford.

“You had sex with her!” she snapped.

“Uh,” Stafford cringed, “Um,”

Yanick continued sniffing.

“Three times???” she exclaimed, “And in the reverse lay-up position???”

“Well, actually, it was three and a half…hey, how could you possible know that?” Stafford demanded, sitting up in his seat.

“It’s a gift, sweetie,” Yanick giggled, “Oh, Chris! It’s about time! You’ve needed to get laid for a while now!”

“Was it that obvious?”

“Oh,” Yanick made a show of thinking, then turned back to Stafford again, “Only to anybody with eyes,”

“Look, Trish,” Stafford said, “I know it’s frowned on professionally-”

“No it isn’t,” Yanick interrupted.

“-and I know it was a bad idea-”

“No it wasn’t,”

“-and I know I shouldn’t have done it-”

“Yes, you should have,”

“-and I swear I’m not going to do it again-”

“Yes, you are,”

“Are you even listening to me?” Stafford asked.

“Yup,” Yanick said, “You’re doing that thing you do, where you try to hold yourself to a higher standard than everybody else. You’ve convinced yourself that if you don’t be a complete slave to some imaginary morals that everybody is going to look down on you,”

“But-”

“So here’s what you’re going to actually do,” Yanick said, “You’re going to go back to your quarters and have a drink, and think about how lucky you are that an attractive woman showed interest in you. Then you’re going to add it to that stupid little ‘banging female chicks’ captain-quota thingy. And then, the next time a woman you like propositions you, you’re going to invade her star system like it’s nobody’s business and you’re not going to beat yourself up over it the next day!”

Stafford stared at Yanick.

“Where the hell did that come from???” he demanded.

“Commander Jall, actually,” Yanick admitted, “I just replaced ‘boy’ with ‘girl’ and-”

“Stop,” Stafford help up a hand, “I liked the speech. Please don’t ruin it,”

“Well then.” Yanick nodded, “Good. Oh, by the way, somebody sent you wine,”

“Huh,” Stafford stared at the bottle for a moment, “What do you know? I wonder who it’s from?”

“C’mon, Captain,” Yanick giggled, pulling on his arm, “You have an event to plan!”



“And thank you for tuning in to Matrian Sports Chat on MESS, the Matrian Entertainment and Sports Station! This week, which by the way is the only week we’re going to be on the air until somebody remembers the rules to Grensball, we bring you the Matrian Republic’s first co-ed sporting extravaganza!” on the screen behind him, images of the Silverado crew alternated with images of fit Matrian athletes, “We’ll be bringing you every moment of every game, right here on MESS…”

Stafford swallowed. He and Governess Gelitha were seated behind another desk facing an as-yet inactive camera. In mere moments, the camera would activate and the two of them would be broadcast across the entire planet.

“You don’t really need me for this, do you?” he asked nervously, “I mean, you probably know as much about these sports as I do by now, and you’re the fellow Matrian that everybody here is going to want to see,”

“Hardly, Captain,” Gelitha giggled, “I’m just another politician, spending my boring days in the Council Building. You’re the brave, handsome alien Captain who changed the course of our civilization,”

“That was a Senousian, actually,” Stafford gulped, “Hey, did you say handsome?”

“We’re on in thirty seconds,” the cameraman said.

“I don’t wanna do this!” Stafford said suddenly, “I don’t like talking to crowds of people I don’t know!”

“Twenty seconds,”

“You’ll be fine,” Gelitha said, “You were fine last night,”

“But-”

“And ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five…” the cameraman counted down.

“And joining us today,” the announcer was saying, “We have Governess Gelitha, Minister of Athletics and the woman responsible for this event. With her is Captain Christopher Stafford of the Starfleet vessel Silverado. Whether you hate them or love them, they’re the folks who single-handedly brought our civilization back into the light of day!”

“Actually, that was a Senousian-” Stafford started, but was quickly cut off.

“Welcome to Matrian Sports Chat,” Gelitha said, smiling broadly at the camera, “I’m really excited about this event; I think everybody will really enjoy the show we have in store. It’s been centuries, after all, since we’ve done something like this! Captain, your thoughts?”

Stafford stared at the camera for a moment.

“Meep?” he squeaked. He cleared his throat, “Ahem. Uh, yes. I’m very, um, pleased that this event will give our peoples the chance to build some bonds of common, um, friendship,”

“And with Matria Prime’s application for Federation membership all but complete, this is only the first in what we hope will be many exchanges, competitions and other events that will help bring Matria Prime closer into the Federation,” Gelitha continued, “And I promise you girls,” she gave Stafford an impish look, “Some of them are worth getting close to,”

“Meep!” Stafford squeaked again.

“So, join us this evening as the Silverado Salvagers go head to head with the Matrian Maulers in the first ever Matrian vs. Federation soccer match!”

The recording light went dim.

“See? I was awful,” Stafford exclaimed.

“You sat there and looked pretty,” Gelitha said dismissively, “That’s the kind of thing our viewers expect a man to do. See you at the field!”



Smedi made his way into Unbalanced Equations, looking just a bit like a fox sneaking into the henhouse. Technically speaking, Unbalanced Equations was the officer’s lounge and non-commissioned crew like Smedi belonged in The RoughHouse or one of the smaller lounges. In reality, neither Stafford nor Steven particularly cared where crewmembers went on their off-time. Perhaps if Smedi had actually bothered to do something other than sit in his quarters and play Galaxy of Starcraft, he might have known that.

He snuck towards the back corner, trying to stay out of the light. The lounge was fairly empty; those crewmembers that could be spared from the repair efforts had beamed down to watch the game. Smedi looked around carefully, trying to find somebody close enough to the captain to tell him what he wanted to know.

Finally, he approached Lieutenant Kennerdy.

“Hello, Lieutenant,” Smedi said politely, “And how are you today?”

“Uh, fine,” Kennerdy replied, looking a bit wary, “Hey, aren’t you that scientist that turned us all into gunk a few months ago?”

“A minor matter, truly,” Smedi waved a hand, “Listen, Lieutenant, I was wondering if you’d noticed anything…unusual about Captain Stafford lately,”

“Let me think,” Kennerdy rolled his eyes, “Nope.”

“Really?”

“Really. Oh, uh, I think I hear my mom calling,” Kennerdy quickly turned and walked away.

“Blast!” Smedi cursed, “I suppose I’ll just have to be more subtle!”



Down on Matria Prime, the games were about to begin. A large stadium in Matronus that according to the city plans used to be used for a sport called Methics had been pressed into service as a soccer field. Methics was almost but not quite a sport yet on Matria Prime. In several cases, not only involving the athletics world, the problem wasn’t so much that the Matrians had forgotten information, it was that there were so many arguments between Matrians who ‘remembered’ that nobody could agree as to what the information truly was. In any event, dozens of Silverado crewmembers and several thousand Matrians had packed the stadium. Vendors were selling various snack foods of Matrian and Federation origin and at least one fight had broken out between two burly, beer-swilling Matrian women. In the VIP box, Stafford sat next to Gelitha. Queen Anselia and King Hektor were sitting in plush thrones behind them, surrounded by several members of the Council of Governors. Stafford couldn’t help but notice that there were a number of extremely attractive Matrian women in the crowd. Far more than he might have expected, actually.

“I’m eager to try this beverage you brought for us,” Gelitha said, hefting the wine bottle Stafford had brought down from Silverado, “It looks interesting.”

“Hmmm?” Stafford pulled his eyes away, “Oh, right. Beer is the traditional sports watcher’s drink, but somebody’s been leaving gift bottles around the ship. Give it here, I’ll pour,”

As he served the wine, careful not to spill any of the scarlet red liquid on his white dress uniform, the crowd started to cheer as a pair of double doors at the far end of the stadium opened.

“Here we go!” Gelitha said excitedly.

“Here goes our dignity,” Stafford sighed.



“Here goes our dignity,” Jall said happily as he followed Yanick out into the stadium.

Over a dozen Silverado crew members including Jall, Yanick, Fifebee, Kerry, Madame Schoonbaert, Day and Ovens ran in pairs through the double doors and onto the green. The men wore silvery-grey shorts along with blue and grey muscle shirts, the girls wore silvery-grey mini-skirts and blue tank tops. Each had a stylized ‘S’ on the back and a grinning cartoon pirate squeezing a cartoon starship in one hand on the front. They ran to the center field, forming two lines.

“Ready?” Yanick asked. In the VIP box, Jall could see Stafford covering his eyes.

“HIT IT!” she shouted, brandishing her glowing blue pom-poms in the air as the music started to play.



We’re cool! We’re hot!

We’ll give it our best shot!

We’re killin’, we’re sweet,

Just watch us mix this beat!



As they sang, the men moved to the back as the women danced in the front, brandishing their pom-poms and shaking their behinds like it was nobody else’s business. Even Fifebee had loaded a cheerleading program into her database and was managing to keep up.



I’m Yanick! I’m pretty!

I’d love a fluffy kitty!

I’m Jall! I’m bad!

My moves are totally rad!

I’m Fifebee! I kick it!

Holography will hit it!

We cheer, and we dance!

Just come give us a chance!



“This ‘cheerleading’ is a very interesting tradition from your world,” Anselia said to Stafford from her throne. She appeared to be captivated by Jall’s gyrating hips.

“Interesting is one way of putting it,” Stafford said, trying not to wince as Fifebee did splits that would have probably killed a living human, “It depends on the male to female ratio of the cheerleaders,”

“I like the dark-skinned one,” Gelitha said, watching as Day flipped Yanick over his head, “Is he single?”

“Day?” Stafford shrugged, “Yeah, but he’s a Deltan. Sex with them turns the average humanoid’s brain into a lump of mushy putty. It’s actually illegal in the Federation.”

“Hmmm…but what a way to go,” Gelitha mused.

Stafford was confused. He and Gelitha had gotten it on a few times in the dining room, but now she was checking out other guys? Did that mean that he wasn’t any good? That she wasn’t interested? Was it possible that she had only wanted to have some fun with him before moving on?

No way. No way could he possibly be that lucky.

Yanick and the rest of the Silverado cheerleaders were just wrapping up their opening routine, as evidenced by Yanick and Fifebee being hoisted onto Jall and Ovens’ shoulders. As they cheered and ran for the sidelines, the actual teams started running into the stadium. Dr. Wowryk led the Silverado Salvagers soccer team, wearing blue and grey uniforms similar to those worn by Yanick and her cheerleading squad. Lieutenant Marsden, Lieutenant Pye, Crewman Roscoe, Nurse Veeneman, Samantha from the lounge staff and several other crewmembers following her. The Matrians were being led by a male who was very tall by Matrian standards (average male height for humans) and consisted of a mix of muscled, athletic women and wirier but still fit Matrian men wearing red and white uniforms. Stafford especially felt his gaze drawn to one woman in particular, a particularly curvaceous blond. Evidently, Gelitha noticed his unblinking stare, or possibly the drool forming around his mouth.

“That is Bethini,” she said to him, “She’s been doing a lot of research into our past recreational activities. She believes she may have discovered a sort of ‘pleasure guide’, once used by Matrian couples.”

“Like the Karma Sutra,” Stafford murmured.

“I wouldn’t know about that,” Gelitha shrugged, “But, if you like, I would be happy to arrange an introduction,”

“Really?” Stafford squeaked.



Further back in the stands, T’Parief watched as Yanick danced and cavorted on the field. He took a long sip of the Andorian beer he’d brought down from the ship, watching with amusement as a spilled drop started burning through the floor. He was still trying to get the taste of that God-awful Terran wine Yanick had poured with dinner out of his mouth. Perhaps some of the pickled Targ’s feet he’d brought down with him would do the trick!

As he bent to fish the desired snack out of his pack, he again saw Yanick dancing. His eyes were suddenly drawn to her lithe, slender limbs and to the swaying motion of her breasts as she spun around. Captivated, he didn’t even notice the scent that came over him…a scent that a human would recognize as fresh rain, with just a touch of honeysuckle.



The game started off poorly for both sides. Wowryk was running up for the kick, but managed to slip and fall on her ass. The bright side was that she did manage to hit the ball on her way down, sending it bouncing off the head of one of one of the Matrian players, sending the man stumbling to the side. The play might have been recovered, if only Veeneman and Samantha hadn’t collided with each other in a mad rush for the ball. Bethini, the Matrian player, managed to get control of the ball and rushed down the field, deftly evading the Salvagers as they tried to steal the ball from her. She fired a shot at Crewman Trac, the ship’s Velvattian botanist. Trac deftly spread out its tentacles to cover the net, easily blocking the shot.

“That creature will be a tough goalie to beat!” Anselia commented with excitement.

Indeed, as the game progressed, the Matrians found that scoring on Trac was very difficult, but still possible. Their most successful ploy involved distracting it with a shiny mirror and two Matrian men performing an interpretive dance explaining the history of the Port-a-Potty while Bithini snuck up from the opposite direction. By the time the game hit half-time, the score was tied.

Stafford was escorted to the bench as Wowryk went into her half-time speech and Yanick led her squad out for a disturbing rendition of ‘I’m Too Sexy’. He tried to pay attention to Wowryk, he really did. But his gaze kept flickering over to the Matrian Mauler’s bench. Bethini had just poured half a pitcher of water over her head, leaving her uniform top hugging in all the right areas.

As Wowryk continued blabbering on about how they had to believe, truly believe that they would win, Stafford found himself walking over.

“Hey,” he said to her, “Great game. You play very well,”

“You think so?” she asked, “How sweet,”

“Gelitha speaks highly of you,” he went on, “I can see it’s well earned,”

“OK, you’ve gotta stop the cheesey lines, bud,” Bethini said, “If you wanna get it on, just say so,”

“Um,” Stafford swallowed, “So?”



“And we’re ready to start the second half of the game!” the announcer called out, “We’ve got a tie game, with four points each to the Silverado Salvagers and the Matrian Maulers! We’ll just get both teams in place for…oh…it looks like the Maulers are missing a player!”

There was a commotion under one set of bleachers, then Bethini and Stafford ran out, Bethini heading for the field and Stafford heading for the VIP box.

“Christopher Rico Stafford!” Wowryk snapped as Stafford ran by, “That is SO TOTALLY a sin!”

Yanick’s cheerleading squad, on the other hand, started making lewd gestures and chanting ‘Do it like they do on the Discovery Channel’.



“Very nice, Captain,” Gelitha said as Stafford returned, panting, to his seat.

“I don’t know what’s gotten into me,” he said, “I wouldn’t normally…you know…”

“Have fun?” Gelitha laughed.

“I did,” Stafford admitted. They sat and watched the remainder of the game, wincing as a collision between Day and a Matrian female resulted in both being taken out of the game on stretchers, then cheering as Dr. Wowryk whipped out a protoplaster and healed both in minutes.

The game was close, but the victory went to the home team by one point. The Matrians managed to distract Trac with an impressive display of back-flips while Bethini kicked the ball through the narrow space between two of Trac’s tentacles. Dr. Wowryk indulged in a rare fit of profanity while Yanick and her squad gave a grudging congratulatory chant for the winners.

Stafford suddenly noticed a pretty young brunette in the stands.

“Excuse me,” he said, getting up.

Further back in the bleachers, Smedi watched, an evil grin forming.



“Stafford to Silverado, one to beam up please,”

“Do you wish for me to arrange an honorable death during transport?” Ensign Pysternzyks asked, tapping his comm-badge.

“No, thank you. Although at this point I could probably die happy,” came the reply.

“Humans,” Pysterzyks grunted in disgust, running his hands over the transporter controls. With the standard blue shimmer and whine, Stafford materialized on the pad. His hair was tousled, his uniform was askew and he was red in the face.

“The rest of the soccer team beamed up from the post-game party two hours ago,” Pysternzyks commented, “What took you so long?”

“None of your business,” Stafford said curtly, exiting into the corridor. It was ship’s night, but several crewmembers were still roaming the corridors. Most of them were night shift personnel, continuing the repairs to the ship. The major repairs had been completed, with the exception of the warp core which of course couldn’t be easily replaced. Reaching his quarters, Stafford quickly pulled up the sensor logs for the evening. He knew he would have been commed if anything major had happened, but for some reason he wanted to check for himself. Nothing. Nothing from the ship’s sensors, nothing from the probes they’d sent out, no reports from Matrian scout ships, nothing.

There was, however, another bottle of wine on his table.

“More white wine?” Stafford mused, eyeing the bottle, “It’s nice that somebody on the crew cares, I guess,”

Shrugging, he went to bed.



“And welcome back to Matrian Sports Chat on MESS, the Matrian Entertainment and Sports Station!” Newscaster Felitsa said, smiling into the camera, her dazzling white teeth almost blinding Stafford and sending several Matrians into epileptic seizures, “We have with us again the Matrian Minister of Athletics, Governess Gelitha, and Captain Christopher Stafford of the United Federation of Planet! Last night’s game between the Silverado Salvagers and the Matrian Maulers was a screamer, the first co-ed sports game in remembered Matrian history! Coach Wowryk led her team to a gracious defeat, with Coach Hurn and the Maulers coming out victorious! Let’s take some comms! On line one, we have Ursule from Jentar District. Ursule, you’re on!”

“Hi Felitsa! I love your show!” an image of a plump, motherly Matrian woman appeared on the screen, “I have a question for Captain Stafford,”

“Sure,” Stafford said, smiling nervously at the camera.

“Does your…what do you call it…‘cheerleading squad’ do private performances?”

Stafford blinked.

“Um, I don’t know,” he said slowly, “But knowing Yanick and Jall, probably,”

“Oh good.” Ursule smiled, “That tall skinny boy of yours is just TOO delicious! I’ve never seen a man who can move like that!”

“Oy vay,” Stafford sighed, letting his head fall to the desk.

“I agree,” Gelitha smiled, “With Ursule, anyway. Thank you for your call! It’s so good to see that last night’s game is doing so much to help us get to know our new allies,”

“Bye!” Ursule waved.

“And next we have Kreth from K’Tari District on line two,” Felitsa said.

“Hi Kreth,” Stafford said, raising his head back up, “What’s up?”

“You are SUCH a tramp!” Kreth said, “Everybody at the game saw you and Bethini come out from under the bleachers! It’s sluts like you that give us guys such a bad reputation! Honestly, sleeping around with any woman that comes your way!”

“Huh-wha?” Stafford said.

Gelitha smiled weakly at the camera.

“Just a bit of cultural misunderstanding folks,” she said, “In many cultures, things are a bit different. But thank you for your call,”

“I’m not finished-” Kreth started, before he was cut off.

“And next,” Felitsa cut in, “We have Derethi from J’Taeri District on line one,”

“Good morning, Derethi,” Gelitha said warmly.

“I have another question for Mr. Stafford,” Derethi said, her rather average visage appearing on the screen, “How do you feel, now that you’ve lost the first game?”

This, at least, was a question Stafford had prepared for.

“Well, it always sucks to lose,” he said, “But somebody had to, right? I think the more important thing is that everybody had a good time.”

“Well said,” Gelitha nodded, “Get used to saying that, because you know the Maulers are going to clean the floor with your basketball team tonight,”

“Oh, we’ll see about that!” Stafford laughed.



For the basketball game, a different setup had proven necessary. This time, a huge indoor arena on the outskirts of Matronus had been pressed into service. The city plans listed the arena as being primarily used for Yorgenball. Yorgenball had evidently been a very popular Matrian sport back in the day, and only minor arguments still prevented it from being played professionally.

Down in the locker rooms, Stafford, Valtaic and Jeffery along with the rest of Silverado’s basketball team, were stripping out of their Starfleet uniforms and getting into their sports gear.

“What Ah don’t get,” Jeffery was saying, “is how we can have three teams of different people, all with the same name!”

“It’s because they’re representing the same ship,” Stafford said, “It’s just less confusing this way,”

“Sez you,”

“Do not let such minor matters distract you from the enjoyment of the game,” Valtaic said curtly, “Try instead to simply enjoy the exercise,”

“I was a surprised when you signed up for the basketball team,” Stafford said to Valtaic, “I thought you’d consider our sports to be nothing but ‘silly human nonsense’,”

“Of course not,” Valtaic said. Some might have found their exchange to be snide, bordering on rude, but it was simply the way Valtaic’s people did things, “Remaining fit is essential, and for both our peoples sports are an excellent means of improving both physical and emotional fitness. But although I enjoy Terran basketball, it cannot compare to a good game of Electromagnetic Frisbee,”

“You’ll have to teach us that one,” Jeffery said.

“Unlikely,” Vatlaic said coolly, no doubt annoyed by Jeffery’s obvious attempt to be polite, “As the sport involves using our bodily energy fields to manipulate the flight of an object best described to you as a Frisbee,”

“That would be a problem,” Jeffery muttered.

“I see everybody’s getting ready?” Jall said pleasantly, walking into the men’s change room,”

“Hey!” Stafford yelped, grabbing a pair of shorts and holding them strategically over his genitals, “Get out of here!”

“Oh please,” Jall rolled his eyes, “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before!”

“Yeah, Yanick said the same thing,” Jeffery said, quickly pulling his shirt on, “But we still didn’t let her in here!” Behind him, Dar’ugal and Shwaluk snickered.

“Believe me,” Jall said snidely, “Seeing you naked brings absolutely no pleasure to my life,”

“Hey!” Jeffery straightened up, looking insulted, “We’re sexy!” he turned to Stafford, “Aren’t we?”

“Once again, you are dwelling on matters that are completely irrelevant,” Valtaic said crossly, “Whether or not the homosexual finds us attractive is of no consequence, unless of course you are trying to impress him,”

“Jall, why are you here?” Stafford asked tiredly.

“Oh, right,” Jall sighed, “I’m supposed to tell Jeffery that the coaches are supposed to meet with the referee in five minutes,”

“Thanks. Now scram,”

“Y’know,” Jeffery said as Jall left and Stafford resumed changing, “Usually the coach doesn’t actually play in the game,”

“Well, technically you’re more of a Team Captain,” Stafford said, “But I wanted to be the only Captain on the field,”

“Ego-trip,” Jeffery muttered.

“Well,” Valtaic said, clapping his hands over his chest in an expression of readiness, “Let us begin!”



“Those,” Stafford muttered to Jeffery, “Are big women,”

“Aye,” Jeffery gulped, staring at the female members of the co-ed Matrian basketball team. Each one was well over six and a half feet tall. “Are ye as turned on as I am?”

“I refuse to answer that question, on the grounds that I’m too busy staring at that redhead,” Stafford replied.

Yanick’s cheerleading squad was again warming up the crowd, singing some ridiculous song about how this was ‘The Final Countdown’. The Matrian women watching in the stands hooted and hollered, cheering on Lieutenant Day as he danced forward, let by Yanick and Kerry. He started going into a Deltan fertility dance, and though the genuine dance was performed nude and at about half the current tempo, Day at least limited himself to stripping off his shirt, much to the enjoyment of the Matrian women. The Matrian men appeared to be at least moderately entertained by the female dancers, though they were considerably less demonstrative in their enthusiasm.

“This is a really weird planet,” Crewman Gibson observed, sitting next to Counselor Yvonnokoff. (Much to her irritation.)

“Jas, is vunderful,” Yvonnokoff said, tapping frantically on her padd, “I vill get paper, maybe two out of zis mixed-up culture!”

“Uh, right,” Gibson twisted from side to side, trying to see past T’Parief’s bulk as the huge officer sat stone-still in front of the short, slightly chubby crewman, his eyes again locked on Yanick.



The basketball game went almost the same as the soccer game. The Matrians, though playing an alien sport, were in somewhat better shape than the Salvagers, most of whom had just started seriously practicing a few days previously. Dar’ugal was playing the center forward position, and seemed to have a knack for keeping control of the ball. (His two-meter plus height was a big help, too.) Stafford and Shwaluk stayed back on defense until Shwaluk tried to intercept a pass between two of the Matrian players. He somehow managed to trip over his own feet, stumbling several steps before crashing into one of the Matrians. The Matrian pushed him away roughly, sending him bouncing off of Dar’ugal. Shwaluk tried to get his footing by grabbing the Barudan officer’s thick, red fur, resulting in a scream of pain and a reflexive elbow jab from Dar’ugal. The end result was Shwaluk lying on the arena floor covered with tufts of red hair, blood pouring from his nose and an obviously broken leg. As the unlucky crewman was carried away, Stafford jumped as he felt a hand on his buttocks.

“Meet me after the game,” the Matrian woman breathed.



Watching from the crowd, Smedi grinned.

“This is working perfectly!” he murmured to himself. After the butt-grope that had been seen across the planet, it was obvious that Stafford and the Matrian woman could barely keep their eyes off of each other, to the point where Jeffery benched Stafford in favor of Lieutenant Burke. (The Matrian player had also been benched, but Smedi didn’t really care about that.) It hadn’t even been ten minute before the Matrian woman whispered something in her coach’s ear, and then walked back towards the locker rooms. Stafford followed less than thirty seconds later, not even bothering to tell Jeffery where he was going.

“Perfectly,” Smedi said again, his grin taking on a slightly evil aspect, “Tomorrow, it all comes to a head!”

His plotting was interrupted when a scaled elbow slammed into the back of his head. Behind him and to one side T’Parief had been joined by Yanick and the two of them were making out frantically.

“Get a room!” Smedi hissed, rubbing the back of his head.



The game was over. The Salvagers had pulled off a narrow victory, thanks mostly to Dar’ugal’s excellent ball handing and ability to dunk. The spectators had dispersed to their various entertainments, while the two teams had been escorted to one of Matronus’s more exclusive night spots.

“You know, this whole sports celebrity thing has its advantages,” Jall said as he snagged a complimentary beverage off a passing tray.

“We were already celebrities on this planet,” Fifebee pointed out. Somebody had planted a disco-ball on top of her holo-relay and made the thing part of the lighting system.

“Yeah, but sports celebrities are cooler than ‘we blew up your ships and changed the course of your civilization’ celebrities.

“Don’t let it go to your head,” Dr. Wowryk advised, sipping a glass of mineral water, “This whole thing is gluttonous and sinful,”

“Sort of like our fearless leader this week,” Jall observed, watching as Stafford emerged from a back room with yet another Matrian woman, “This is just years of sexual repression being purged,”

“He’s being a perverted man, as usual,” Wowryk said darkly, “The only difference is that he’s actually succeeding this time instead of merely trying and failing,” she frowned, “Or talking about trying, but never actually trying,”



“You know,” Stafford said, grabbing a Matrian beer and wincing at the wine-cooler-like taste, “Maybe this mission won’t be so bad after all. You know, aside from the whole ‘we got attacked and lost our warp core’ thing,”

“Yer not mad that I benched ye in the game, are ye?” Jeffery asked.

“Nope. I had better things to do,”

“About that,” Jeffery said, “What’s gotten into ye? Ye’ve spent the past three years getting’ less female tail than Jall, now ye’re suddenly…suddenly…”

“On a lucky streak?” Stafford supplied.

“Aye! It’s…bizarre! Ye’ve never been such a…such a…”

“Stud? Player?”

“I was gonna say man-whore, but aye, those too,”

“You’ve been hanging around Dr. Wowryk too long,” Stafford observed.

“Heh. With the number of Matrian STI’s ye’ve probably picked up, ye’ll be seein’ a lot more of her, too,”

Stafford rolled his eyes.

“Come on, Jeffery!” he said, “I’m doing what a good starship Captain is supposed to do, aren’t I? I’ve got to keep my quota up! Spread the love!”

“Aye,” Jeffery shrugged, “It’s just…not ye. Ye never cared about that load of bollocks until now.”

“Well, sometimes you have to do things a bit differently,” Stafford said defensively, “You’re only young once!”

“Aye, Ah suppose,” Jefferey said. He noticed Wowryk a short distance away, talking amicably with one of the slightly-built Matrian men, “Ah guess everybody needs a little companionship now and then,”

He turned back, but Stafford had gone chasing after yet another Matrian woman.

Suddenly on his own, Jeffery sighed. The party had suddenly lost all appeal. Better he should find something useful to do. He’d beam up to the ship and spend a few hours trying to figure out what happened to Sylvia. Yeah. That would be a much better use of his time.

Suddenly galvanized by the thought, he called for beam-up.



The next day, Stafford sat back in the VIP box surrounded by Matrian Governors and Governesses, waiting for the final game, the hockey game, to begin. He’d let T’Parief handle the MESS interview, since he was the hockey coach after all. (Lieutenant Commander Stern, the ship’s actual hockey coach, was annoyed to no end at being temporarily demoted to assistant.) Things were tied: the Matrians had won at soccer, Silverado had won at basketball. Officially, he didn’t care who came out on top, but unofficially he hoped to see some Matrian ass kicked. And best of all, since the game took place on a sheet of ice instead of a grassy field or hardwood court, he wouldn’t have to watch Yanick lead Jall in another round of ridiculous cheerleading!

Stafford’s hopes were quickly dashed as Yanick and her squad skated onto the ice and promptly went into a simple but entertaining figure-skating routine, choreographed to ‘We’re Not Going to Take It!’. The women were wearing blue tutus over silvery leotard; the men were wearing silvery tights.

“That’ll teach me to doubt her,” he sighed to himself. Fine. Whatever. As much as he enjoyed seeing Nurse Veeneman in a sexy miniskirt, checking out Fifebee would be weird and checking out Yanick would just be dangerous. Plus, the concept of Jall or Day wearing tights was enough to bring his lunch back up for a second appearance. OK. So he’d just take the opportunity to check out some of the Matrian women in the crowd. Maybe he could work a bit more magic…

Finally, the figure-skating was over and the game begun. The puck was dropped, and the Matrians immediately seized control, scoring a goal against the Salvagers in less than thirty seconds. T’Parief countered by snatching the puck at the next drop and passing it up to Stern, who managed to slip it neatly into the Matrian net. The game continued at a fast pace, the puck and players moving swiftly from one side of the ice to the other. What T’Parief lacked in skating abilities, he made up for in his ability to squash any opponent who got in his way. Stern proved quite adept at puck handling, and Sage was proving an adequate goalie.

In the end though, it was a Matrian victory in the last thirty seconds of overtime.

“Well,” Stafford grunted as the players lined up to shake hands, “That’s that. Now where did that blond run off to?”

There was a sudden flurry around the VIP box as a horde of reporters and cameramen suddenly swarmed it.

“Captain Stafford! What’s your response to the charges?”

“Could this mean the end of Federation-Matrian relations?”

“How does it feel to be a lying scum-bag?”

“What the…” Stafford looked around frantically, seeing nothing but flashing lights. The nearby spectators were staring and Queen Anselia was rising to her feet, looking just as surprised as everybody else.

“Captain Stafford, if you’ll come with us…” there was suddenly two burly Matrian security guards and an officer from Matrian Planetary Defense standing right in front of him.

“What’s going on?” he demanded.

“You’re under arrest for the use of illegal substances,” the officer informed him, pulling his hands behind his back.

“On whose authority?” Queen Anselia demanded, “How dare you! This man is a visiting dignitary!”

“Your Majesty, we received an anonymous tip that this man has been using wine drugged with Senousian pheromones to seduce women,” the officer explained, “We need to take him in for questioning and drug testing.”

“Wine,” Stafford murmured. Then, louder, “Wait. Do your test right here, right now. If I’m dirty, I’ll go with you.”

The detective and officers exchanged glances.

“Sir, this could be very embarrassing, given the public nature of-”

“I think the USS Embarrassment has gone to warp,” Stafford snapped. He could see Wowryk, Jeffery and Jall working their way towards him through the crowd.

The Matrians were looking confused.

“I’m already embarrassed,” Stafford explained, “Just do your tests!” Next to him, Anselia nodded her approval.



“Excellent, excellent,” Smedi grinned, staring through a set of electro-binoculars as the officers started to cuff Stafford. “Ms. Thompson is going to love this news report!”

He watched as Stafford started arguing with the guards. To Smedi’s surprise, they stopped trying to cuff him. Instead, it looked like…like…was that a drug testing kit they were bringing out?

“Oh, perfect!” he giggled. In his head, the headlines had just changed from ‘Starfleet Officer Arrested on Suspicion of Drug Use’ to ‘Starfleet Officer Tests Positive for Illegal Drugs at Sporting Event’.

Wowryk, Jeffery and Jall had just arrived on the scene and were watching as a Matrian medic was brought forward to administer the test.

“What the…”



“So terribly sorry for the misunderstanding,” the Matrian police officers were saying, “We, um, obviously received some bad intelligence in this matter,”

“Get out of here!” Anselia said angrily, “We will be talking to the Commissioner tomorrow morning! Captain Stafford, We are so very sorry!”

“I don’t think it was your officer’s fault,” Stafford said, pulling Jeffery, Wowryk and Jall to the side, “I think somebody tried to sabotage me!”

Across the stadium, Smedi cursed.



The four officers were scanning the arena, surrounded by Matrian security guards as they pushed their way through the crowds.

“If I may, Captain,” Wowryk was saying, “I’m trilled that your descent into sinful gluttony doesn’t include the use of mind-altering drugs,”

“Is that a compliment or an insult?” Jeffery wondered.

“Is the glass half full or half empty?” Wowryk shot back.

“The glass wasna’ engineered to proper specs!”

“Come on, you two,”

“What’s the rush?” Jeffery asked, “Yer clean, right?”

“I’m clean,” Stafford said, “But look, somebody’s been leaving me bottles of white wine since this whole sporting thing started! Then I get accused of using drugged wine to seduce Senousian women? Sounds a bit fishy to me! Somebody planted that drugged wine on me!”

“It does,” Wowryk agreed, “But, if you tested negative, no harm done, right?”

“How did ye manage that anyway?” Jeffery asked.

“I hate white wine!” Stafford said, “Can’t stand it!”

“So what did ye do with it?”

“I replicated myself a nice Primitivo and gave the white crap to…” Stafford trailed off.

“Uh-oh,”



“I had no idea doing it a locker room could be so hot!” Yanick giggled.

“For sure,” T’Parief replied, leaning up against the wall as he inhaled a Matrian cigarette. He was still wearing most of his hockey equipment, and the gloves especially had proven useful in shielding Yanick from his claws.

“Y’know, I don’t know what’s come over us,” Yanick sighed, lying her head against his chest, “I mean, you were so…hesitant…”

“I do not know what came over me either,” T’Parief replied, looking down at Yanick and cradling her against his side, “But I liked it.”

“Yeah,” Trish sighed. She took another long pull from the latest wine bottle Stafford had given her. She and T’Parief had saved this one until after the game, but it was already close to empty.

As she drank, T’Parief was suddenly overcome with the scene of fresh rain and honeysuckle. He had no idea what Yanick was putting in her hair lately, but it was turning him on something fierce!

The wine bottle went spinning away, forgotten, as T’Parief began kissing Yanick passionately.



Captain’s Personal Log:



“Well, the Sports Competition was a rousing success. We’ve managed to build some new ties between the Federation and the Matrian people, nobody was hurt, and I got more action than a Risan on Friday night.”

“Commander T’Parief and Lieutenant Commander Fifebee have attempted to trace the drugged wine to its source, but have come up dry. Unfortunately, I have no idea if the attempt to get me arrested was an attempt by a Matrian faction to disrupt the membership negotiations or a prank by a member of my crew that just went to far.

“As for Lieutenant Yanick…”



“I just don’t know what got into us,” Yanick said. She and Stafford were seated in Unbalanced Equations, “I mean, we’ve been kinda…hesitant to…y’know,”

“Do it?” Stafford suggested.

“Well, yeah. I mean, Pari was kinda worried that his claws or fangs would be a problem.” Yanick scratched her head, “Actually, I was pretty worried about that too. But it turns out that if you just wrap him up in hockey gear, it’s a all good!”

“I see,” Stafford swallowed, “Look, Yanick, there’s something-”

“And what about you?” Yanick asked, giving him a conspiring look, “You’ve certainly been a bad boy lately!”

Stafford grunted.

“Yeah. But you know, I think I’m going to have to cut that out. I had to get that out of my system, but y’know, I’ve got a reputation to build on this planet, and I don’t think sleeping with every Matrian woman I meet is going to help,” he sighed, “Besides, I think I need a rest from all that ‘fun’,”

“Ohh, now you’re back to your boring old self again!” Yanick pouted.

“What can I say?” Stafford grinned, “I like me!” He became serious again, “But Trish, there’s something-”

“Captain!” Fifebee shouted, running into the room, “Come quickly! One of the scientists has engineered a mutant platypus, and it is running amok!”

“What the…” Stafford jumped to his feet, “Stay here, Trish,”

He followed Fifebee into the corridor, then nearly fell over when she stopped suddenly.

“Where’s the-”

“There is no platypus,” Fifebee informed him, “However, I believe you were about to inform Lieutenant Yanick that the new level reached in her relationship with Commander T’Parief is due to the effects of drugged wine,”

“Yeah, but-”

“I suggest you do not,” Fifebee said.

“Why?”

“Sylvia and I had observed that the two of them were having serious relationship problems in regards to their sex life,” Fifebee explained, matter-of-fact, “I believe that if they realize that they were drugged it would be destructive to their relationship,”

“As opposed to them building their relationship with a lie?”

“I believe that now that they are ‘over the hump’, so to speak-”

“Oh, geez, you had to say it like that!”

“-that their relationship can now flourish rather than stagnate.” Fifebee continued, “Indeed, Lieutenant Yanick has already begun replicated rugby equipment for Commander T’Parief,”

“Right, fine,” Stafford said. “I won’t tell her. But T’Parief knows about the wine. He probably will.”

“I am sure he will,” Fifebee said, after a moment’s thought, “But better coming from him than you.”

“Yeah, that’s true. Good thinking.”

“Then I bid you a good evening,” Fifebee nodded and turned to leave.

“Hey, Fifebee?” Stafford called.

“Yes?”

“What’s with the sudden non-gossip interest in their relationship?” he asked, “And how did you even know what Yanick and I were talking about?”

“Hmm,” Fifebee thought for a moment, “I do not know,”

“Ah well,” Stafford shrugged, “See you later.”

“See you later, dear,” Fifebee said.



Earth:



“Starfleet Officer Falsely Accused in Matrian Police Mix-Up” Lydia Thompson read. She did not look amused, “Nothing else came in on the Matrian feed today?”

“Just the hockey scores,” her secretary replied.

“Hmmm,” Thompson mused. She’d received a message from Smedi, her relatively new, somewhat bumbling operative on Silverado, telling her to watch today’s Matrian headlines closely. The office of Ambassador Ovens had been feeding Matrian news broadcasts back to Starfleet Command ever since the subspace relay had gone online, and so far as she could tell, there was nothing in today’s transmission that could be useful.

“Incoming transmission for you, Ma’am,” her secretary called, “It’s coming in from the Matrian sector relay,”

“Put it though,”

The screen flickered for a moment, then Trent Smedi appeared on the screen.

“Is this what I am supposed to be impressed about?” she demanded before Smedi could even speak, holding up the padd with the Matrian new report, “I believe you were supposed to sabotage Stafford, not make him into an innocent victim!”

“I don’t understand what happened!” Smedi objected, “My plan was flawless!”

“Obviously not,” Thompson snapped, “Mr. Smedi, I’m sorry, but I’m afraid this relationship is no longer profitable,”

“Wait, I can-”

“Humanoid Resources thanks you for your efforts,” Thompson said, her voice chilling, “I remind you, Humanoid Resources cannot be held responsible for damages incurred while attempting plots, schemes or other diabolical efforts,”

“But-”

“Good day,”

Cutting the channel, Thompson leaned back in her chair.

“Sometimes you have to know when to call it quits,” she mused. She though back to her time aboard Silverado, and how Stafford had had the nerve to not only refuse a direct instruction from Humanoid Resouces, but to actually throw her off the ship.

“And sometimes, you just have to know when to take half-time,”
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Presently Tense

“I don’t think this is going to work,”

“Have some faith in me, man!”

“I don’t know you well enough to have in faith in you. But I definitely know enough about what you’re doing to believe that this is not going to work,”

“Hasn’t everybody ever told yer species that honesty is overrated??”

“Yes. We do not care.”

Lt. Commander Jeffery, Lt. Commander Valtaic and Commander Jall were in Main Engineering, standing around the open space that used to hold Silverado’s warp core. Main Engineering, as the central control center for the core, had housed the matter-antimatter reaction chamber in which the huge amounts of energy needed for faster-than-light travel were produced. However, the warp core itself had stretched several decks in both directions; up to the matter injectors and the deuterium storage tanks above and down to the antimatter injectors and antimatter storage pods below. The design also allowed the core to be ejected out the bottom of the ship in the event of a catastrophe.

Silverado had suffered a catastrophe. Now there was nothing but an open shaft reaching the entire height of the engineering hull. Looking down, Valtaic could see the closed ejection hatch several decks below. Along the sides of the shaft, each deck had railings designed to prevent hapless crewmen from taking a long, long tumble. Snaking up one side of the shaft was a pair of conduits, looking more than slightly jury rigged. Valtaic returned his attention to the device Jeffery was working on. The device was bolted to the deck to one side of the core shaft, with a central sphere connected to two cylinders. An identical device was bolted to the deck on the opposite side of the shaft.

“There is no possible way we can power the warp drive with these puny things,” Valtaic said.

“Aye, ye told me that,” Jeffery said, attaching another conduit to the device, “But as Ah told ye, we’re not trying to! The Senousians don’t have a warp core powerful enough to drive this ship, neither do the Matrians. And by the time the Senousians built us one, we could have Starfleet deliver one to our doorstep!”

The devices in main engineering were in fact the warp cores from a pair of small Matrian patrol ships, barely larger than runabouts. Jeffery and Valtaic had spent several days running fuel conduits into main engineering; magnetic conduits for the antimatter supply and standard conduits for the deuterium supply. Ignoring the two large power-transfer conduits that had linked Silverado’s old warp core to the Electro-Plasma System taps and warp nacelles, Jeffery was connecting the Matrian cores directly to the EPS taps. As Valtaic had said, there was no way the tiny cores could hope to power Silverado’s warp drive. But even a small antimatter reactor produced much more power than Silverado’s impulse reactors, which relied on fusion to function. Considering the power requirements of the ship’s weapons and shields and the fact that the Qu’eh could drop in at any time, it had been decided ‘better this than nothing’.

In other words, Silverado was getting a bit desperate.

“How’s it going, gents?” Stafford asked, walking into Main Engineering.

“We’re almost ready for the test,” Jall said, not turning to face Stafford.

“Aye,” Jeffery confirmed, “And Ah’m very sure this won’t blow us up. Y’know, unlike the last thing Ah tried,”

“Give it a rest, Simon,” Stafford said, “It’s not your fault,”

“And blaming yourself to gain attention will only annoy us,” Valtaic added.

Stafford shot him a dirty look.

“Oh, yes,” Valtaic muttered to himself, his energy field flaring slightly with annoyance, “Humans are emotionally fragile,”

“Stop doing that,” Jall said, “It makes my hair stand up! Do you KNOW how hard it is do this ‘doo’?” He gestured at his hair, which had been carefully styled into a spiked, ‘bed-head’ look.

“I don’t see a difference,” Valtaic said, this time deliberately pulsing his field, causing everybody’s hair to stand up and salute.

“Stop it,” Stafford ordered, “Both of you. Jeffery, can we try this thing out?”

“Just about,” Jeffery said, “Ah gotta connect the output still. Unless ye want the room to be flooded with high-energy plasma?”



“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Crewman Roscoe asked.

“Nope,” Crewman Gibson said, “But it’s going to be fun!”

“If you’re so excited about it, why am I going first?” Crewman Shwaluk asked.

Roscoe and Gibson exchanged glances. Bosco, Roscoe’s monkey, chattered from his perch on Roscoe’s shoulder. It was a well known fact that if something was going to go wrong, it would go wrong to Shwaluk. Better him than the two of them, they figured.

“OK,” Gibson said, taking another drag off the doobie the three of them were sharing and getting into position behind Shwaluk, “You’re all tied off. Ready?”

“No,” Shwaluk whimpered.

“Set?” Roscoe asked, joining Gibson.

“NO!”

“GO!”

They pushed.



“OK,” Jeffery said, tapping a control panel, “That should just about do it.”

Valtaic and Jall exchanged a glance, then quickly moved out of the core area and behind the curved transparent aluminum window separating the core area from the rest of Main Engineering.

“We’re just going to monitor from back here,” Jall said, “In case we need to quickly adjust Silverado’s systems,”

“And because we fear for our safety,” Valtaic added.

Stafford looked from Valtaic and Jall safe behind the panel, to Jeffery hunched over an alien antimatter reactor.

“I’m with them,” he said, jerking a thumb in Jall’s direction and scurrying behind the window.

“Loser,” Jeffery muttered, tapping the last button.

There was a hum from the device as the magnetic fields activated. Fuel started flowing through the conduits running up and down the empty warp core shaft. After several seconds, the Matrian core lit up and a high-pitched thrumming sound filled the room.

Jeffery released a breath he hadn’t even realized he’d been holding. Behind the window panel, Stafford, Jeffery and Valtiac peeked over the console they’d jumped behind when Jeffery activated the reactor.

“We’re, ahem, receiving power,” Valtiac said stiffly.

“Yeah,” Jall said, tapping the panel, “Not bad. Do you want to turn up the output? See how much juice we can get out of that sucker?”

Jeffery examined the Matrian controls on the reactor.

“Uh, it’s already at 100%,” he said.

“What?” Jall sneered, “That’s it?”

“It’ll do,” Stafford said, turning to go, “Good work, bud. See if you can get the other one going too, OK?”

“Aye, thanks,” Jeffery said softly.

“It must be nice to be on such good terms with the Captain,” Jall said snidely as Stafford left.

“Are ye still on about that double date thing?” Jeffery asked, turning to tinker with the Matrian reactor.

“That’s only part of it,” Jall said sharply, “But trying to get me to date Anselia, assuming I’d want to be on Yanick’s cheerleading squad…it’s all just the last in the long string of his heterosexual arrogance!”

Valtaic raised an eyebrow.

“That is a new one,” he said, “But did you not enjoy the cheerleading?”

“That’s not the point!”

“Whatever it is, the two of ye can figure it out,” Jeffery declared, “I really don’t care about…wait. Do ye hear somethin’?”

A faint scream, quickly growing louder, could be heard. Suddenly, Crewman Shwaluk flew by, falling down the warp core shaft, bungee cord attached to his ankles. He plummeted past, barely missing the Matrian reactor. The three officers rushed over, peering down the railing and watching as he came slowly to a halt, barely a meter above the ejection port hatch. The bungee cord retracted, sending him flying back towards engineering, still screaming and flailing his arms.

“Of all the-” Jeffery cursed, “If he hits the reactor-”

Sure enough, on his way back up, Shwaluk slammed into the Matrian reactor, one arm catching against the output conduit and yanking it out of the socket. High-energy plasma surged into the room as Jeffery, Jall and Valtaic bolted behind the closing emergency doors.



“Minor lacerations and contusions,” Dr. Wowryk reported, running her tricorder over Jeffery, “Nothing serious. You probably just banged into a console in your mad rush to escape, right?”

“Aye,” Jeffery said quickly. He was sitting on a bio-bed in Sickbay.

“The rest of you are fine,” Wowryk said, “Thank the grace of God you weren’t injured.”

“Must I?” Valtaic asked politely.

“If you know what’s good for you,” Wowryk answered in the same tone.

Shrugging, Valtaic looked at the floor.

“Thank you, God,” he said.

“Um, traditionally, people look up when addressing the heavenly deity,” Wowryk said calmly.

“Human customs,” Valtiac sighed.

“And it wouldn’t hurt to put in a prayer for Crewman Shwaluk while you’re at it,” Wowryk said to all three.

“Is it really bad?” Jall asked.

“The plasma output from the reactor dissolved his right arm,” Wowryk said bluntly, “It’ll take days to clone a new one and attach it,”

“I guess he’s off duty for a while, huh?”

“Yes,” Wowryk said, “Although, he was more upset about not being able to see Jack leave. Whomever Jack is,”

“Huh?” Jall raised an eyebrow.

“Well, he said he was upset that he couldn’t see Jack off without his right hand,” Wowryk said, “Honestly, I don’t know who Jack is, or where he’s going,”

“Neither do I,” Valtaic said.

“Forget it,” Jall said, “Both of you!” He turned to Jeffery. “How long will it take you to get the reactor going again?”

“An hour or two,” Jeffery answered, “We’re goin’ to have to get some replacement parts from the Matrians. If they have any to spare,”

“High priority,” Jall said, getting up to leave, “C’mon, Valtaic. Let’s go see who else needs to be bothered,”

“If we must,” Valtaic sighed.

As the two left, Jeffery sat very still, waiting for Wowryk to finish treating his injuries. It had been stupid, really. He’d rolled under the closing emergency door right into his tool kit, cutting himself on a jagged piece of deck-plating he’d removed when he was installing the reactor. He’d jumped up in a panic, banging his head on the corner of a console.

“I understand you’ve been working very hard the past few days,” Wowryk said, her words sounding a bit forced.

“There’s a lot to do,” Jeffery said defensively, “Getting’ the Matrian reactors hooked up, runnin’ the fuel lines-”

“And I understand you’ve been spending a lot of time in the computer core as well,” Her eyes flicked over to the far bio-bed, where Sylvia’s module lay.

“There might be somethin’ in there that’ll tell me what happened to her,” Jeffery said.

“It’s not your fault, Simon,” Wowryk said, her lips tightening.

Jeffery suddenly realized that Wowryk had been very calm, almost subdued during his entire Sickbay visit. Even Jall hadn’t managed to raise her blood pressure!

“Noel, are ye OK?” he asked.

“Three hundred Matrians died just over a week ago,” she said, “Is there a reason why I shouldn’t be upset about that?”

“Nay, no reason at all,” Jeffery said quickly, “I just sort of thought, that, y’know, after the games on Matria that everybody was feeling a bit better. But Ah guess that’s not the sort of thing ye get over easily,”

Wowryk chuckled.

“Oh, Simon,” she said sadly, “You’re so…submissive. I’ve missed that,”

“Ye have?” Jeffery squeaked.

“Well,” Wowryk quickly forced herself to be serious again, “Sometimes.”

“Ah hate the way things ended between us,” Jeffery blurted, “Ah didn’t want to hurt ye!”

“You did,” Wowryk said flatly, “But let’s try not to think about that. Otherwise I might have to hurt you,”

“Yes, Noel,” Jeffery said.

Wowryk worked in silence for several moments.

“Did ye want to get somethin’ to eat at Platterheads when yer done?” he asked.

Wowryk raised an eyebrow.

“Not a date, or anythin’,” Jeffery said quickly, “But, ye know, ye look like ye could use a friend about now. And Ah know Ah sure could,”

Wowryk thought for a moment.

“Just let me check on Crewman Shwaluk first,” she said, “The last I saw, Kerry was trying to take a tissue sample for his cloned arm and he was hiding behind the furniture.”

“Doesn’t she know ye can do that with just a few strands of DNA?” Jeffery asked.

“Yes she does,” Wowryk said, “But Crewman Shwaluk doesn’t.”


Captain’s Log, Stardate 58844.4:



“It’s been over a week since the Qu’eh attack. Governess Gelitha’s sports thingy was a good way to build our rapport with the Matrians, but we’ve still got a dangerous enemy out there. We’re still fuzzy on what they want; so far we haven’t been able to learn anything new about them. I have been meeting with Admiral Verithi, the commander of the Matrian space force, partly to be sure were ready if the Qu’Eh attack again, as well as in the interest of our overall mission. The woman is a vile, rude bitch, but she’s determined to whip her people into shape. The scary thing is, when the Matrian Defense Forces are absorbed into Starfleet, she’ll probably end up outranking me!

The Senousian cruiser Nepel’Reng is currently on a scouting mission to some of the nearby systems. Prefect Telfedi, whom I hope to have a closer visit with at some point, hopes that they will be able to learn something.”

“On ship, things are grim. Even with Jeffery’s jury-rigged reactors we’re going to be hard-pressed to defend ourselves. Sylvia remains ‘in a coma’ or ‘offline’, depending on whether you listen to Wowryk or Fifebee. More than a few people are more than a bit upset about this, myself included.”

“On top of this, we still have to focus on our original mission: getting the Matrians back on their feet and settled into the Federation. To that end, Fifebee is working with her team to analyze the data recovered from the wrecked Matrian habitat while I get to go down to the planet and do…something.”



“What am I doing again?” Stafford asked. He was standing in the transporter room wearing his white dress uniform and looking for all the galaxy like a waiter in a posh restaurant.

“You’re going down to Matria Prime to observe their council session,” Jall reminded him coldly, “Do try to keep your facts straight!”

“I’m not a politician, though,” Stafford groaned, avoiding the obvious ‘straight’ joke only through the supreme application of willpower, “Why aren’t you handling this?”

“Because by going yourself you’re showing the Matrians how important their government is to you,” Jall said, “Which it damned well should be, considering!”

“Plus,” Ensign Pysternzyks added from behind the control console, “You have a much better chance at achieving a bloody, glorious death!”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,”

“I’m here,” Dr. Wowryk said crisply, striding into the transporter room, “Now, could somebody tell me what I’m doing again?”

“Oy,” Jall groaned, rubbing his forehead, “Why don’t you explain this to the Queen of Darkness? I’m going to go find somebody to yell at,”

He turned and stepped quickly out of the transporter room.

“He’s angry again?” Wowryk asked.

“Yeah,” Stafford said, looking back in the direction Jall had gone, “I’m getting a bit worried. His fits don’t usually last this long,”

“You’re talking about the man who held a three-year grudge against Starfleet for demoting him,” Wowryk reminded Stafford.

“Good point,” Stafford nodded, stepping up onto the transporter pad, “OK, are you ready to go?”

“I still don’t know what I’m doing!”

“Queen Anselia invited us to attend their council session,” Stafford explained, “From what I can tell, that means we need to sit in a corner and look pretty while they talk about…stuff,”

“I think my time would be better spent trying to figure out why Sylvia is still in a coma,” Wowryk said stiffly.

“Is there anything you think you can do?” Stafford was suddenly hopeful.

“In the short term?” she gave her head a small shake, “Not likely.”

“Then you may as well help me understand just what the hell is going through these people’s minds,”

“I see,” Wowryk sighed, “Fun,”



“Have you considered using an inverse tachyon pulse?” Lab Technician First Class Smedi asked, leaning over Fifebee’s shoulder. She had loaded the data recovered from the Matrian debris and isolated it in a secured computer system. She was in the process of analyzing it, bit by byte.

“That would require the actual data core itself,” Fifebee said, purposefully not looking back at the overweight Trill, “And would have the unfortunate effect of destroying the data core and all data contained within,”

“Not if you ran it though a phase inverter and a tachyon filter!” Smedi said, smacking one fist into the other palm.

Beside him, Lab Technician Second Class H’Kspeda sighed, her snake-like Selay tongue giving a half-hearted flick. It was the sigh of somebody who knew the battle was lost, but that they were still stuck on the battlefield.

“If you ran an inverse tachyon pulse through a phase inverter and a tachyon filter, it would not only cease to be inverse, it would also cease to be a tachyon pulse!” Fifebee snapped.

“Well, yeah,” Smedi admitted, “But it wouldn’t damage the data core that way, right?”

“A moot point, considering we do not HAVE the data core!” Fifebee shouted, “Now is there a reason why you are bothering me, or do you have actual work to do?”

“Well, er,” Smedi swallowed.

“I had a thought for retrieving some of the damaged data from what Mr. Jeffery uploaded last week,” H’Kspeda said quickly, stepping in front of Smedi and hoping he’d have the sense to shut up for once.

“Please, do share it,” Fifebee said, sounding more than a bit snide. She’d been through the collection of data fragments up, down, sideways and through a few dimensions not typically used by three-dimensional beings. She had found several interesting tidbits of information, such as the fact that the Matrians used to really enjoy a television show called ‘Hender’s House’. Unfortunately, the recovered data didn’t include a synopsis or any episodes. She’d also learned, from both the bits of recovered data and the scans of the data core itself, that the old Matrian Empire had been at least on par with the Federation in terms of technological achievements. What she hadn’t found was something that would really help the Matrians learn about their past. Her attempts at researching the Old Matrians had been especially frustrating, as huge amounts of data from ‘official’ sources showed subtle signs of tampering. To make matters worse, the system was updated daily with reports of Matrians who ‘remembered’ things differently from the computer records. The result was a giant mess of confusion.

“Did you try comparing the data fragments recovered in the wreckage to the data files in the current Matrian database?” H’Kspeda asked.

“That would be pointless,” Fifebee said, “The data in the current database has been tampered with. It cannot be relied on. Unless you believe that the Old Matrians actually executed men who could not produce erections of sufficient quality?”

“Eeeps,” Smedi squeaked.

“But the tampering is subtle, yes?” H’Kspeda asked, flexing her King Cobra-like head flaps, “You could perhaps find enough similarities between the two-”

“-that I could use the recovered fragments to reverse some of the tampering!” Fifebee exclaimed, “Yes! That is an excellent idea, Ms. H’Kspeda.

“Thank you-” H’Kspeda started, bowing.

Smedi promptly shoved her out of the way.

“So, how do we go about doing this?” he asked Fifebee, “Maybe an adaptive data-mining algorithm?”

“Somehow,” Fifebee said dryly, “I do not think that advanced spyware is going to help us in this case. I will handle it. Thank you.”

She turned and stepped out of the science lab.

“Damn!” Smedi cursed, slamming a fist against the lab table, “How am I supposed to get dirt on Stafford if I can’t even get the senior staff to talk to me??”

“Maybe you should just-” H’Kspeda started.

“I’ve got to get in good with them,” Smedi went on, talking mostly to himself, “The whole warp core thing, the attack…there has to be a way to blame Stafford for all of it.”

H’Kspeda sighed. Every since he’d spoken to Lydia Thomspon of Starfleet Humanoid Resources, Smedi had been intent on reporting back to her all of Stafford’s many faults. Most of these were dismissed as either ‘irrelevant’ or ‘yes, I already knew about that’. The only exception so far had been the status of Stafford’s love life, which Thompson had managed to leak to a few select captains. She’d been thrilled to hear that the resulting fallout had all but ruined the working relationship between Stafford and Jall. She’d been somewhat less thrilled when Stafford went on a sex-binge and wound up being falsely accused of drug use. So far, none of Smedi’s ‘intel’ had been sufficient for what Thompson wanted. In fact, she’d basically told him that their ‘relationship’ was over. He knew he could get into her good graces by finding something really damaging on Stafford, but it had to be a major screw-up. Something that couldn’t just be dismissed as ‘Well, that’s not as bad as what the Secondprize just did!’. Although nothing like that had come up yet, Smedi was confident that, given the situation in Matrian Space, something would. Sooner or later.



“The Matrian Council is now in session,” Queen Anselia announced, ringing a small bell. She was resplendent in a perfectly tailored green suit. Next to her, King Hektor wore a blue blouse and a dark kilt-like garment. Stafford and Wowryk, seated in the observer’s gallery, had become increasingly aware during their time on Matria Prime, that there was a definite trend among the Matrians, with women wearing what a human would describe as more masculine clothing. Given the dominant role of females in Matrian society, Stafford supposed that made sense. Still, he would much rather see Anselia back in a beautiful gown…maybe something strapless, to better show off those beautiful-

OK, back on track, he reminded himself. You’re here as a Federation representative, learning about the Matrian political system.

The first thing he’d asked his guide, a young Matrian woman named Kendy, was whether or not Anselia and Hektor were married. He was relieved to hear that since the King and Queen were elected, they were not in fact a married couple.

The Matrian Council chamber was unchanged from Stafford’s last visit. A huge, semicircular room dominated by a raised platform on which the King and Queen sat. Just below this platform was an inset seat and podium for the Speaker, who was expected to run the actual session and ensure that protocol was followed. Surrounding the platform in tiers were over three hundred seats, each one filled by a man or woman representing a region of Matria Prime’s. An additional hundred seats were empty, having once been occupied by the representatives of colonies and space habitats. At the very rear of the room a long, curved gallery, separated by a window but connected to the chamber’s sound system, was set aside for observers.

“First matter,” the Matrian House Speaker said formally, standing to address the gathering, “Is the matter of the Starfleet trespass in Old Matronus,”

Huh?

“The matter is on the floor,” Anselia said, using the same formal tone, “Discussion?”

A number of hands went up.

“The Council recognizes Governor Kesthen of Jentar District,” the Speaker said.

A young-looking man with dark hair stood. A small, automated camera descended from the ceiling, hovering in front of him and transmitting his image to a large screen behind the King and Queen and to anybody tuned in to the Matrian Grand Council channel.

“My fellow Matrians,” he said, “Given that we invited Starfleet to our planet and given that we voted to request their aid in learning about our history, I fail to see the issue,”

A chorus of cheers and boos rose from all sides of the chamber.

“The Council recognizes Governess Laurette of K’Tari District, Leader of the Opposition” the Speaker said.

“Why is that woman still a member of the government?” Stafford asked, “She, like, pulled your entire civilization off track!”

“Mistress, I’m sorry, Governess Laurette still has many supporters,” Kendry said gesturing to the Matrians (mostly women) gathered around the opposition leader, “Leaving her out of our new government would have created major problems,”

“Crap,” Stafford muttered.

“Old Matronus was one of the last relics of the Matrian Empire,” Laurette was declaring sharply, “And it has been destroyed due to the actions of Starfleet!”

“What the hell?” Stafford snapped, “What are they talking about? We didn’t destroy anything of yours! Um, recently, anyway.”

Up on the screen video imagery appeared, showing a huge chunk of space debris. In fact, it happened to be the very piece that Jeffery, Valtaic and Fifebee had explored in the hopes of finding information on Matria’s past. As they watched, Qu’eh torpedos impacted the debris, destroying it.

“The Council recognizes Governor Denethi of Derp District,”

A tall, blond man stood.

“Point of Fact,” he said, “No concrete evidence exists that the object in question was in fact Old Matronus.”

“Seconded!” shouted another male from the side.

“Objection!” cried Laurette.

“The Council has not recognized the Governor of K’Tari District!” the Speaker shouted, “Point of Fact is sustained. Governor Hends of Yutule Distruct now has the floor!”

Another man stood.

“Another Point of Fact,” he said, “The object in question was destroyed by a Qu’eh attack, not by Starfleet,”

“Seconded!”

“Sustained! The Governor of-”

As the Matrians debated, Stafford turned back to Kendy. He was somewhat surprised to see that the young Matrian was staring intently down into the chamber.

“What are they on about?” he asked.

“Hmm? Oh. I’m sorry, Captain.” She turned back to face him. “As you may know, one of the events that triggered the Gender Wars was the destruction of a major city by males using a weapon of mass destruction, a vast explosion that devastated the entire city.”

“Yes, I remember that,” Wowryk said, “Barbaric,”

“Well, one of the first things we did after the Reawakening was to scan each of our cities,” Kendy said, “Both those that had been restored by the men, and those that remained in ruins.”

“Let me guess,” Stafford said, the facts starting to come together, “You didn’t find any that were destroyed that way, did you?”

“We didn’t,” Kendy admitted, “We found some that were destroyed by convention weapons and some that were destroyed by artificial natural disasters,”

“What?” Wowryk asked, “How can you have-”

“Destruction of a dam, causing the city to flood,” Kendy explained, “Or use of weather manipulation technology to create tsunami or tornadoes,”

“Geez,” Stafford winced.

“Our ancestors were very creative in their war,” Kendy said.

“Yeah, no shit,” Wowryk muttered, remembering Dreamland and the Matrian Dream Machines.

“When we started cataloguing the debris in orbit of our planet, we found the remains of what might have been a very large orbital habitat. It was suggested that the ‘city’ that was destroyed may not have been on the surface of Matria Prime, but in orbit of it,”

“And it just so happens that we’ve learned that the object, orbital habitat, space station, city, whatever, was destroyed by a computer virus that caused its reactor to overload,” Stafford said, rolling his eyes, “Oh, great,”

“As you can see,” Kendy said, gesturing to the bickering councilors below, “this is a very sore point between the men and women of Matria. Destroying that city, wherever it was, sparked the Gender Wars.”

“Why do they keep calling it ‘Old Matronus’,” Wowryk asked.

Kendy shrugged.

“Just rumours and folklore. Some of those were in stasis since the war tell stories about the city destroyed by the men. The details are very fuzzy, of course, but they described it as the greatest city of Matria. Would you not make your greatest city your capital?”

“What a mess,” Stafford observed.

Down in the floor, the discussion had finally reached the point where it could be put to a vote.

“Those in favour of lodging a formal protest with the Federation over the destruction of the orbital object?” the Speaker asked.

Many of the councillors raised their hands, fists clenched.

“Those opposed?”

Again, many councillors raised their hands, this time with their palms up.

“The motion fails. Next matter of business, the relocation of workers to assist with the restoration of ship construction facilities…”



“Mr. Jeffery?”

“Just a minute,”

Fifebee was walking through a cramped access corridor deep in Silverado’s primary computer core. The computer had told her Jeffery was somewhere in the core, but actually locating him was proving to be something of a problem.

“Mr. Jeffery,” she said again, “I need your help!”

“Ah said just a minute!”

This time, Fifebee’s audio subroutines were able to identify the source of the muffled voice. On a crawlway above her, she spotted Jeffery’s legs sticking out from an access hatch, tools, cables and circuitry scattered all around.

“What are you doing, Simon?” she asked, locating and moving towards the nearest access ladder.

“Just a few scans,” he replied.

Fifebee pulled herself to his level, then peered into the cramped access space. Buried to his waist in the core, Jeffery had an engineering tricorder in one hand and a medical tricorder in the other. He was running one then the other over a series of bio-neural gel-packs. The gel-packs were a relatively new Starfleet technology, integrating actual lab-cultured brain tissue into the computer system. Most of Silverado was far too old to use the gel-packs, but her computer core was less than four years old. It had in fact been the combination of new hardware, old software and repeated exposure to the Matrian Spatial Interphase Devices that had caused Sylvia to become self-aware.

“What are you doing?” Fifebee asked again.

Jeffery sighed, setting down one of the tricorders and tapping at the other.

“Ah’m tryin’ to see if any of these gel-packs show the same stress-readings we get from Sylvia’s,”

“I see,” Fifebee said, “And do you know how many gel-packs are in this computer core?”

“Two thousand, three hundred and ninety-four,” Jeffery said immediately.

“Which, at this rate, will take you three point four months to scan,” Fifebee said.

“Somebody’s gotta do it,” Jeffery replied.

“Let somebody else do it,” Fifebee replied, “I need your help analyzing the data we recovered,”

“We’ve been through it already,” Jeffery said, picking up a small med-scanner and running it over the nearest gel-pack, “There’s nothin’,”

“I don’t agree,” Fifebee said, “I think-”

“Fifebee, Ah’m busy,” Jeffery cut her off, “Ah already lost enough time, playin’ sports, tinkerin’ with those damned Matrian warp reactors and havin’ dinner with Noel. Ah have to work on this!”

“You and Wowryk socialized in an intimate setting?” Fifebee asked, her curiosity and gossip subroutines revving into overdrive,”

“Go away!” Jeffery snapped, picking up a small neural probe and jabbing it into the gel-pack with a bit too much force. The probe punctured the casing, a jet of blue gel and grayish neural matter spewing over Jeffery’s hands. He cursed loudly.

Put off by Jeffery’s uncharacteristic rudeness, Fifebee complied. She would have one of the Nicondii assist her.



Wowryk had fallen asleep. She’d sat in a comfortable chair next to the observational gallery windows. Sitting had led to leaning, then to drooping, then to a state of complete unconsciousness. Stafford couldn’t blame her; she’d been really stressed out since the Qu’Eh attack. So he had Kendy bring up a pillow and blanket and had pointedly ignored her annoyed observation that Wowryk wouldn’t learn very much if that was her idea of ‘observing’.

Stafford, on the other hand, was completely intent on the council chamber.

So far, Governess Laurette and other opposition members had tabled five motions that called for protests or formal complaints against Starfleet or Silverado. All of the motions had failed, most of her accusations had been disproved with the simple application of facts. Silverado hadn’t invited the Qu’Eh after all, how could they be responsible for the attack? Yes, Stafford and his crew had destroyed several Matrian ships in the past but they’d already been pardoned for that. No, the government would not rescind the pardon. Stafford had finally commed Ambassador Owens and asked him to come up to the gallery.

“What the hell is going on down there?” Stafford demanded once Owens had arrived.

“I don’t have a clue,” Owens said, looking as perplexed as Stafford felt, his dislike of the Starfleet captain forgotten in the face of this new crisis, “The Opposition has been very co-operative up to this point. The motion to apply for Federation membership was almost unanimous!”

“Well they don’t seem to like us very much now,” Stafford observed, “And considering we just helped save their planet from an invasion, I would think they’d show a bit of gratitude! We took loses of our own, you know!”

“Queen Anselia and King Hektor issued a public statement of thanks the day after the attack,” Owens reminded him, “No, something strange is happening.”

“At least all of Laurette’s motions are failing,” Stafford said.

Owens frowned, sinking deep into thought.

“Maybe,” he said, “But I thought Laurette was smart enough to recognize when her motions weren’t likely to pass. It’s not like her to waste time like this,”



After another hour of motions, debates, Points of Fact, Points of Order and Points of Decorum, the Matrian Council ended its session, retiring to the reception hall for refreshments. Stafford found Queen Anselia seated at the head table, surrounded by councillors.

“We hope you found that…educational,” Anselia said tiredly to Stafford.

“It was interesting,” Stafford replied politely, “Although I don’t understand everything that happened,”

“Laurette tried to make trouble, that’s what happened,” one of the male councilors said, “And we thought she’d finally reformed!”

“Next thing you know, she’ll be calling for the de-evolution of the males again,” another male snorted.

“De-evolution?” Stafford asked.

“Some of the Opposition members have gone on record as believing that our society would be more stable if we reversed the genetic engineering used on the men,” Anselia explained.

“Yes, like making us all drooling morons again will help,” the male councillor said, flicking one wrist in a manner that reminded Stafford of Jall.

“Well, the changes are what caused the Gender War in the first place, right?” Wowryk asked.

Both men glared at her.

“Sorry,” she muttered.

“Stupid mistakes were made,” the second man said firmly, “on both sides! The women refused to let us take part in the government, and the men decided violence was the way to change their minds. Both genders behaved like barbarians, and tampering with ourselves again isn’t going to help!”

“You don’t have to convince us, Jekril,” Anselia said tiredly, as though she’d heard the same argument dozens of times. (She had.) “It’s a moot point anyway, the technology used was lost decades ago.” She sighed, then turned to Stafford. “It’s probably a good thing the Qu’Eh destroyed what was left of that habitat. If it really was Old Matronus, who knows what terrible secrets it might have held,”

“Er, right,” Stafford swallowed.

“Fifebee to Stafford,”

Ohhh no, Stafford thought to himself. Please, no.

“Er, Fifebee, maybe you should wait-”

“I’ve found something! In the data we recovered!”

“Ugh,” Stafford groaned, “I’ll be right up,”

The Matrians were looking at him in a combination of surprise, shock and horror.

“How did you do that?” one of the men demanded, “We just said-”

“It’s amazing!” another said.

“Seems to happen to us all the time,” Stafford grumbled, getting to his feet.



Stafford, Anselia and Hektor beamed up to the ship and immediately joined Fifebee in the science lab.

“Fifebee,” Stafford said at once, “I don’t know if we should really be messing with this stuff. There have been a few, um, political developments, and it turns out that maybe-”

“It’s too late,” Anselia said, cutting him off. “By now, somebody will have told Laurette that something has been discovered. If we try to turn around and deny it, it will only cause more problems.” She turned to Fifebee, “What have you found?”

Fifebee tapped a panel. On her display screen, a table of data appeared.

“This is a database of Matrian cities, colonies, space stations and starships, along with their locations, status, capabilities, populations, etc.” she said, “As you can see, many of the cities are still in ruins and most of the ships have been destroyed,”

“Yes, we maintained this listing in Dreamland and after the Reawakening,” Anselia said.

“It has been tampered with,” Fifebee said. She tapped her panel again and the screen split, another list appearing beside the first one. This list was obviously badly corrupted; junk characters littered the screen, many entries were missing data and dozens of entries were missing all together.

“This is a similar listing that we recovered from the wreckage,” Fifebee said, “As you can see, it’s badly damaged. I was able to compare it to the current listing and recover much of the data,”

She tapped her panel again. The second list abruptly changed, the scatters of random characters coalescing into coherent data. Names, locations, statistics. Stafford immediately saw huge differences between the two.

“The old list is bigger,” he said.

“Yes,” Fifebee said, “Even after I identify all items from the current listing on the old listing, there are dozens of entries that remain. This indicates that the Old Matrian Empire was considerably larger than we originally estimated.”

“How much larger?” Anselia asked, staring intently at the screen.

“We have no way of determining which of these entries were ships, colonies or space stations,” Fifebee said, “Or their relative sizes. And there is more,”

She brought up a listing of settlements on Matria Prime.

“I have compared the current listing for Matria Prime with the one we recovered. I have found several interesting discrepancies.”

“Like what?” Stafford asked, his mouth going dry.

“The city currently designated ‘Matronus’ is listed on the old record as being named ‘Petran’. It is also listed as being much smaller. I suspect that it was made the capital city after the destruction of the previous capital, which you refer to as ‘Old Matronus’, and subsequently grew.”

“I don’t like where this is going,” Stafford said.

“And here is the entry for Matronus on the old listing,” Fifebee said, tapping her panel. An image appeared on the screen.

“Unbelievable,” Anselia gasped.

“Amazing,” Hektor exclaimed.

“Shit,” Stafford groaned, “Senior staff, report to the conference lounge. NOW!”

The object on the screen was clearly an orbital habitat.

And it was huge.



“I don’t understand,” Fifebee said to Stafford as Anelia and Hektor discussed the finding, a mixture of amazement and fear in their voices, “Why are you not pleased? We have made an important discovery about Matria’s past!” They had relocated to Silverado’s conference lounge, directly behind the bridge.

“How does this kind of thing keep happening to us?” Stafford asked, kicking the wall, “Fifebee, the Matrians are already on the verge of a full argument over who’s fault the Gender War was and whether the engineering on the men should be reversed! We’d just said, ten seconds before you commed me, that if that orbital thingy really was a major Old Matrian city, maybe it was better off destroyed. The Universe hates us!”

“But if the past was dangerous, why did they request our help in recovering it?”

“Because,” Anselia said, joining into the conversation, “Dangerous or not, the past is important. This discovery will confirm many of our theories and suspicions about Old Matronus, but we do not think it will have much of an impact,”

“Are you kidding?” Jall asked, standing next to the display, “This habitat, or city, or whatever, it’s awesome! If I’d found out that somebody on my planet had destroyed it, I’d want to kick their asses into next week!”

Stafford bit the inside of his lip, avoiding the obvious ‘ass’ jokes.

“It is magnificent,” Fifebee agreed.

“And big!” Jall added, “I mean, I’ve seen bigger, but damn!”

Stafford bit down harder, avoiding the obvious ‘size’ jokes.

The image suddenly vanished.

“Oops,” Fifebee said, “The data chip slipped out.”

“I hate it when that happens,” Jall complained, “Stick it back in!”

Don’t say it, Stafford thought to himself. Don’t say it, don’t say it, don’t…

“AAARRRRGGGGHHHHH!!!!!!” Stafford screamed.

Everybody spun to face him.

“What is it?” Yanick asked.

“I bit the inside of my lip too hard,” Stafford complained, wiping blood off of his mouth. More spilled out of the deep cut, dripping onto the rug.

“I think this discovery will cause more problems than you realize,” Valtaic said, looking intently at a padd, “This listing, I mean.”

“How so?” Hektor asked.

Valtiac transferred his padd display to the viewscreen.

“I have been comparing the list of settlements on Matria Prime with those in the old listing,” he said. A list of names and statistics appeared on the viewscreen. One entry started flashing. “One of the settlements listed does not appear on your current list,”

“It was probably destroyed during the war,” Anselia said.

“No,” Valtaic said, “Those are accounted for on your listing.”

“Let me see that!” Fifebee demanded. She tapped for several minutes.

“I was able to recover this list by comparing the data recovered form the old core with your current database,” she explained to the Matrian rulers, “We know the current data has been tampered with, but I found enough similarities to perform a reconstruction. The reason why this entry is not on your current listing is because it was purposefully deleted or excluded.”

Stafford stared at the flashing entry. There was no location listed, no population, and no statistics. If such things had been included before, Fifebee’s efforts had failed to recover them.

“Who would delete it?” Anselia asked.

“I think the more important question,” T’Parief grumbled from his seat, “Is whether or not the person who performed the deletion is still alive. And if they are, why have they not informed the reconstruction teams of this additional settlement?”

“There can’t be another city down there,” Hektor said, “Our scans of our planet would have detected it. Even it was in ruins, or buried, or flooded.”

“Maybe it is not a city,” T’Parief persisted, “Perhaps it is a military establishment,”

“That would make it smaller than a city,” Jall said, “Fewer people might have known about it to begin with, and it would be easier to hide,”

“If that’s true,” Anselia said, “than whoever deleted it from our records is probably keeping it secret for a reason,”

“And who do we think is responsible for most of the tampering?” Stafford asked.

“Governess Laurette is the obvious suspect,” Anselia said, “But it cannot be proven. She has denied doing so, and our memories prior to the destruction of the Dream Nexus are unreliable at best,”

“So she may not even remember deleting it,” Jall said, “Or even what it is,”

“She might not,” Stafford said, “But she might,”

“So what do we do?” Yanick asked.

“Easy,” Stafford sighed, “we find out what it is before she does,”



Captain’s Log, Stardate 58845.3:



“Things just keep going from bad to worse. I swear, if there is a being that created this universe, it hates us. He, she, it…whatever. We’re despised.”

“The political situation on Matria Prime is getting a lot rockier than somebody, not mentioning any names here, Admiral, led me to believe. Well, OK, that’s not really fair. The council was doing just peachy until the Qu’Eh blew up an empty piece of space junk, which as it turns out used to part of some grand and glorious Matrian orbital city. Even better, my crew just had to go and discover that this grand and glorious Matrian thingamajig was the city destroyed by the Matrian men who started the Gender War in the first place! Now the women are furious with the men, the men are on the defensive, and I’m getting a little worried that Matria Prime is on the path to Gender War II.” #### Personal Log:



“I haven’t forgotten about the people who are blaming themselves for getting us into this mess, even though I keep telling them it’s not their fault. I’ve been trying to keep Jeffery busy with ship repairs, but he keeps hiding in the computer core. He’s obsessed with finding something that will help Sylvia. I’ve also been trying to keep Wowryk busy with Matrian Council sessions, but she keeps running back to Sickbay to check on Sylvia. I appreciate their efforts, I really do. I miss Sylvia’s, er, unique input, and I want her back! But she’s a tough girl. I know she’ll pull through.”



“Jeffery! Where the hell are you?” Stafford called, shouting into the deep recesses of the computer core.

“Over here,” a muffled voice came from around the corner. Stafford turned to follow it, promptly tripping over a pair of legs sticking out of an access hatch.

“Any luck?” Stafford asked.

“Nay,” Jeffery said, his hand appearing momentarily to seize a piece of equipment Stafford didn’t recognize, “But it’s a matter of time,”

“What are you looking for anyway?”

“Whatever it was that shocked Sylvia had to go through other parts of the computer core,” Jeffery said, “If Ah can find a similarly affected gel-pack, Noel can use it in her research,”

“Noel can, huh?” Stafford made little air quotes, “I didn’t realize you two were back on a first-name basis.”

“That’s because it’s none of your business!” Jeffery said.

“Hey!” Stafford held up his hands, “Easy there, buddy. I was just asking,”

“Well don’t!” Jeffery said, “What do you want, anyway?”

“Fifebee found something,”

“Whot?” Jeffery’s legs jerked as he tried to sit up, hitting his head on the inside of the access crawlspace, “Bollocks! What did she find? A damaged gel-pack? A problem in one of the computer subroutines?”

“Uh, no,” Stafford, “She’s been searching for anomalies down on the planet. She’s found a few strange energy readings that I think are worth checking out. They barely registered on our scanners, so the Matrians probably missed them completely,”

“Oh. Have fun.”

“I’m sending you down,” Stafford said, rolling his eyes, “You’re leading the away team, with Fifebee and Valtaic.

“I can’t. I’m busy. Besides, ye know what happened the last time the three of us worked together!”

“Fifebee’s the science expert, you’re the engineering expert and Valtaic’s the new guy. If there is some kind of Matrian military outpost or something down there, you three can turn it inside out quicker than anybody else,”

“Send Sage,” Jeffery said, “Oh, and T’Parief. It might be a military outpost, right? They might have anti-intruder systems.”

“Good call,” Stafford nodded, “You leave in an hour.”

“But Sage-”

“Simon, sending T’Parief is a good call. Sending Sage isn’t. You are going.”

“Look, Chris,” Jeffery wormed his way out of the access hatch and stood facing Stafford, “Ah can find something here to help her, just give me another day or two,”

“Simon, I don’t know if you’ve watched the news lately, but things are heating up down on Matria. Did you know that there were ‘Feminine Superiority’ demonstrations in the capitol this morning? This can be a real problem when it comes to their application for membership! Ambassador Owens is in a panic! And if the Qu’Eh show up again, we’re going to need every bit of help we can get!” Stafford put his hands on his hips, “I miss Sylvia too, but if we get blown to pieces, that’s not going to help her!”

“Would ye be willing to stick her on the back burner this easily if she was yer real mum?” Jeffery demanded.

“Don’t start with that again!” Stafford snapped, “I’m not saying that we shouldn’t be trying to help her! I’m saying that she’s probably going to make it on her own, and that we have bigger things we need to take care of!”

“That’s cold, Chris!” Jeffery said, shaking a hydrospanner accusingly in Stafford’s direction.

“Do you think Sylvia would want you spending all your time buried in the computer core, running on a wild goose chase, while you could be doing something that could help the entire crew, maybe even a whole planet?” Stafford demanded, “Do you think she’d want you to put her above all those people?”

Jeffery was silent.

“You leave in an hour,” Stafford said. He turned, and left.



“Yanick, mix me a drink,” Jall said, walking through the doors to Yanick’s quarters and plopping down on the couch.

“Huh?” Yanick looked up from the table, where she was working on a jigsaw puzzle. (Jall didn’t have the heart to tell her half of the pieces were upside down.)

“Drink. Now.” Jall opened his mouth and pointed in.

“Why don’t you, like, go to Unbalanced Equations, or The RoughHouse?” Yanick asked, trying to force two pieces together.

“Because Anselia will find me there!” Jall said, “She’s been coming up to the ship at least once a day to keep herself in the loop, and she keeps tracking me down! I swear, she tried to stick her tongue in my ear yesterday!”

“I thought you and Chris were going to tell Anselia that you were more of a ‘man’s man’.” Yanick said.

“Stafford was,” Jall said, “But then the shit hit the fan and he went on his all-female, all-Matrian sex spree and the whole thing just slipped his mind,”

“So you say something,” Yanick shrugged. She had stepped over to a storage cabinet and had started mixing a real alcoholic drink.

“Right,” Jall sighed, “Tell the world ruler that you’re not interested in her. She’d probably get all emotional!”

“No, probably not,” Yanick said. She finished mixing the drink and handed it to Jall.

“Please,” Jall said, “If you were chasing some guy, and he told you to buzz off, you’d be heartbroken,”

“Well, maybe,” Yanick admitted, “But haven’t you noticed that the Matrians don’t really do things the conventional way?”

Jall cocked his head, then downed the rest of his drink.

“What do you mean?”

“Well,” Yanick said, getting up to mix him two more, “I mean, everyone has their own likes. But what I’ve seen the Matrian women are, like, more aggressive and chase after men, while the Matrian men, like, prefer getting chased. The women wine and dine the men, bringing them flowers and all that. Also, did you notice how totally into the sports the Matrian women were? That’s usually more of a man thing, right?”

“Soo…they’ve got their gender roles a bit confused?”

“Gender roles are so outdated anyway,” Yanick said, handing him the second drink. “I mean, why else would Anselia think Stafford’s into men? Compared to the Matrian men, he acts the way she’d expect a woman to ask. While you…well, you don’t really fit either role. She probably thinks you act the way you do because that’s how men in our society act,”

Jall downed his second drink and started giggling. Yanick handed him the third.

“So if I tell her I’m not interested, she’s just going to shrug and go chasing after the next pretty face that comes her way?” he laughed.

“Probably,” Yanick said. She suddenly noticed the time. “Hey, aren’t you on duty?”

“Yup!” Jall giggled and threw back the third drink, “I didn’t think you were going to actually give me booze this early in the day!”

“Ohhh,” Yanick giggled, “And I mixed them strong, too!”

The doors hissed open again. This time Stafford stalked through.

“Yanick, mix me something to drink…oh. Jall. I didn’t know you were here,”

Jall stood and ran one finger down the center of Stafford’s chest. Stafford’s face broke into an expression somewhere between surprise and disgust.

“I’m here, big boy!” he said. Yanick fell back on the couch, laughing. It was just way too easy for Jall to get on Stafford’s nerves.

“Quit it!” Stafford snapped, slapping the offending hand away. He looked closer at Jall’s face. “Are you smashed?”

“Yup!” Yanick said, “Sorry Chris, it’s my fault.”

“I don’t even care at this point,” Stafford grumbled. He collapsed onto Yanick’s couch as she went back to her drink stash. Stafford rubbed his hands over his forehead. “Somebody please just tell me this mission is one gigantic bad dream!”

“My bad dreams usually involve farmers,” Jall said.

“I don’t want to know…wait.” Stafford frowned, “Farmers?”

“No fashion sense at all,” Jall said, as though explaining the obvious, “And usually covered in cow shit!”

“HEY!” Yanick objected, handing Stafford a drink, which he promptly swallowed.

“Ugh,” Stafford sighed, “Y’know, when I became a captain, I didn’t realize I’d have so much trouble dealing with my colleagues.”

“Did you have another argument with Jeffery?” Yanick asked, handing Stafford another drink.

“How did you know that?”

“Because you always get like this after fighting with him,” Jall said, still giggling, “It’s almost like you’re a married c-”

“Shut up, Jall,” Stafford and Yanick chorused.

“He has a point though,” Yanick added, “You guys were best buds on your last posting, right? I don’t know about you, but I sure haven’t been seeing that since we were all posted together,”

“Yeah,” Stafford said, “I mean, we sort of had a bit of a falling out when we arrived, because he knew all along about Operation Salvage but didn’t bother to tell me. Then he wound up in the brig, then he left the ship for a while. Then there was the whole business with the Delori, and the First Officer fiasco. We just keep drifting apart.”

“It happens,” Jall said, suddenly serious, “You can be best friends with somebody for ages, then suddenly you realize you haven’t spoken in five years,”

“I don’t want that to happen with me and Jeffery,” Stafford sighed, finishing his second drink, which Yanick promptly replaced, “I don’t want that to happen with any of us,”

“Us?” Yanick and Jall asked.

“All of us,” Stafford sighed, taking another swing, “You, me, Wowryk, T’Parief, Fifebee. Hell, we’ve already lost Noonan. Doesn’t anybody else miss that guy?”

“Yup!” Yanick said, suddenly looking sad.

“I know we get on each other’s nerves sometimes,” Stafford frowned, “Most of the time. But we’re a team! We’ve been living together for over three years!”

“I love you guys!” Yanick sniffed. Suddenly tears started flowing, and she started hugging Jall and Stafford.

The doors hissed open. This time Queen Anselia walked in, her security escourt waiting in the corridor. She stopped as she saw Jall and Stafford seated on the couch, both more than a bit drunk, with Yanick sobbing between the two of them. Her security escort, Ensign Simmons, smirked as the doors closed.

“Are we interrupting something?” she asked.

“Just a little, er, bonding,” Stafford said.

“Ah. We were just going to ask Mr. Jall if he’d care to join us for dinner in Matronus,” Anselia said, eyeing Jall like a slab of meat.

“Oh boy,” Stafford groaned.

Jall stood and faced Anselia.

“Your Majesty, I have a confession to make,” he said, “Things are a bit, um, backwards,”

“With you, that’s an understatement,” Stafford muttered.

“Hey, I’m trying to help you here!” Jall snapped at him, “See, your Majesty, Stafford’s not the one into guys. I am. He’s the one into women. Into you, actually. He’s been totally obsessed with you since we arrived, especially your breasts. I know we should have told you sooner, but we weren’t really sure how to tell you,”

“Oh,” Anselia looked back and forth between Stafford and Jall. Finally, her eyes focused on Stafford.

“We’ll pick you up at 1900h,” she said firmly, “Wear something sexy,”

With that she turned and left. Simmons gave one last look into the room, smirked again, then followed.

Stafford stared at Jall.

“What? Is it that hard to believe that I’d do something to help you?”

“A bit,” Stafford said, “But I’m mostly trying to figure out how you can keep talking to women about their breasts without getting slapped!”



Still feeling a bit sloshed, Stafford stepped into Transporter Room 1. Ensign Pysternzykz was standing behind the control panel, double checking the beam down coordinates. Valtaic, T’Parief and Fifebee were already waiting on the transporter pads, Fifebee’s holo-relay taking up the larger central pad.

“Ready to go?” Stafford asked.

“As soon as Mr. Jeffery arrives,” Valtaic replied, his energy field flaring slightly in irritation.

“Stop that,” Pysternzykz snapped, his lip curling, “You’re throwing the transition coils out of alignment!”

“And disrupting my holo-relay!” Fifebee added.

“Apologies,” Valtaic said, inclining his head.

The doors hissed open and Jeffery stepped in. He had an engineering kit hanging from one shoulder.

“Ah, good. Yer all here,” he said.

“Glad you’re all good to go,” Stafford said.

“Where are we going again?”

Up on the pad, T’Parief closed his eyes and let out an annoyed breath.

“Fifebee found an area of the planet with some strange energy readings,” Stafford said, “You’re going down to investigate. Your primary mission is to figure out what it is. If it’s some kind of Matrian military installation, your mission is to search it for anything that could help with planetary defence. Your secondary mission is to recover any information you can get on Matrian pre-war society. Preferably something that’s going to help calm things down!”

“Security threats?” T’Parief asked.

“Unknown,” Stafford replied.

“Do the Matrians have any information on that region of the planet?” Valtaic asked.

“Not really. The area is mostly desert. None of the populated Matrian cities are anywhere nearby, but the ruins of a city destroyed during the war are less than fifty kilometers away,” Fifebee explained.

“Maybe check it out if you get the chance,” Stafford suggested.

“Anything else ye’d like while we’re at it? Jeffery asked sarcastically.

“Yes,” Stafford said, keeping his tone serious.

“And what’s that now? The miracle cure to Klingon crabs?”

“Take care of yourselves,” Stafford said. He nodded to his officers, then at Pysternzyks.

“Energize,”



“It’s almost been half an hour,” Yanick said.

“They’re not due to check in for another ten minutes,” Stafford replied.

“Jeffery probably found some funky Matrian toy and is just too busy to call us,” Jall said.

“Hmmm,” Wowryk said.

The four of them were in Sickbay, standing around Sylvia’s bio-bed. Not that she was lying on it the way a human would have, but her module was sitting under the bio-sensors. There had still been no change in her condition.

“Jeffery to Stafford,”

“Stafford here!” Stafford slapped his comm-badge, “What’s up, buddy?”

“Did ye realize when ye put me in charge of the away team that T’Parief outranks me?”

“Oops,” Stafford cringed, “I forgot,”

“It does not matter,” T’Parief’s low growl came over the line, “I will follow Mr. Jeffery’s orders, as expected,”

“See? No problem,” Stafford said.

“Oh, and we found an entrance to…something,” Jeffery said.

“‘Something’?”

“There is some kind of dampening field,” Fifebee reported, “But we have found two doors. One is very large, the other is-”

The line was suddenly interrupted by a burst of static.

“Say that again, Fifebee,” Stafford said, “You’re breaking up!”

“You…king…up…”

The line suddenly became clear.

“Mr. Jeffery is opening the door.”

“Fifebee? Be careful!”

“We are in some sort of structure,” Fifebee reported, her voice again filling with static, apparently oblivious to Stafford, “It is… large; possibly…hanger of some kind-”

TSREW!

The unmistakable sound of weapons fire came over the comm-link, which again filled with static.

“Fifebee!” Stafford shouted.

“Return fire!” T’Parief’s voice came over the line, along with the sound of Starfleet phasers. Assorted shouts and cries broke through the static.

“Jeffery!” Stafford yelled, “T’Parief! Report!”

The line went dead.

“Stafford to bridge! Get me the away team!”

There were several seconds of frantic beeping as Lt. Commander Stern tried to hail the away team.

“No response, sir.”

“Pysternzyks to Stafford,”

“Yes?”

“Captain, the away team has disappeared from my sensors! Have they been killed in glorious battle?”

Stafford and Jall exchanged worried looks. Yanick gave a small gasp, one hand coming to her mouth. Wowryk quickly put an arm around her.

“I…I don’t know,” Stafford said. Jall just shrugged, his jaw dropping.

“I don’t know,” Stafford repeated softly.
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White to Move


Previously on Star Traks: Silverado:



“Hey, isn’t it my turn to do the voice-over?” Jall asked.

Yes, but I decided that I wanted to do it this time.

“You don’t get to do that! It’s my turn! I have a much prettier voice than you, and I’ve been waiting to do a voice-over forever!”

No. I’m doing it.

“Screw off!” Jall said, “OK, folks, so, last time, on Silverado-”

There was a blinding flash of light as one of Silverado’s cobbled-together Matrian reactors overloaded. The reactor exploded, ripping apart the engineering section and detonating the antimatter storage pods. The resulting release of energy vaporized the entire ship, killing everybody aboard instantly, except for Jall who was ejected through the bridge dome to spend several seconds in open space before his life was snuffed out.

Oh, and the explosion also caused a subspace rip that destroyed the entire Matrian star system.

Nobody tells me what to do, bitch!



In his home in Maryland, Alan Decker sat at his computer, shaking his head.

“That kid has already been in the military far too long,” he sighed.

“Something wrong, honey?” Jen asked, looking over his shoulder.

“You know that guy from Canada? He just went nuts and killed off all of his characters,”

“Oh,” Jen looked thoughtful for a moment. “Hey, do you want to go do that thing married couples do?”

“YES!” Alan shouted, jumping to his feet and starting to pull his shirt off over his head, “God, yes! It’s about time!”

“Good.” Jen said, “I’ll get the kids and let them know we’re heading to the mall,”

“Crap,” Alan muttered, pulling his shirt back on and slouching down into his chair, “I knew it was too good to be true. Just hold on. I gotta talk this guy out of blowing the shit out of everybody,”

“Why would he do that anyway?” Jen asked.

“Well,” Alan said, “last time, on Silverado, the crew was still trying to recover from getting their asses kicked by the Qu’Eh and by an Old Matrian computer virus that blew up their warp core and put Sylvia, their sentient computer, into a cybernetic coma. Stafford and Wowryk were dragged down to the planet for some political crap, and found out that all the Matrians were getting their panties tied into knots over this old chunk of space station that was blown up. Then Fifebee had to go and learn that the chunk of space station was actually part of an orbital city, the destruction of which was the big trigger that set off the whole Gender Wars. She also found out there was another settlement, or military installation or who the hell knows what somewhere down on the planet. She managed to track down some funny readings, but when Valtaic, Jeffery, T’Parief and Fifebee went down to investigate, Silverado lost contact with them. Heck, for all anybody on ship knows, they’re dead. Neat, huh sweety? Sweety?”

Alan looked back to find his wife asleep in another chair, drool starting to form at the corner of her delicate mouth.

“No shopping today,” he sighed, “Thank God!”

He turned to his computer, opening his email program and starting a new message.

“Brendan,” he muttered as he wrote, “First off, not liking the new story all that much. Killing off your characters really kills off much chance of your storyline developing, and really turns the rest of your story into anti-climatic crap. So don’t kill them. Oh, and if your wife ever tries to drag you on a shopping trip you don’t want to go on, just start talking about your series. It’ll put her out like a light!”



<Insert funky re-wind sound effects here>

“No, seriously, did anybody else feel that? I could swear we were just in oblivion, and that it tasted like mocha latte and apple-cinnamon scone. And there were these two…things there, and all I can remember thinking is ‘stupid Writers’, over and over again! Nobody? C’mon! Hey, Stern, put away the frickin’ butterfly net, I am not crazy! I’m telling you, oblivion tastes like apple-cinnamon scone! It’s all the Writers! The stupid Writers!”



“Is he going to be OK?” Jall asked Wowryk as they watched Nurse Kerry administering to the now-sedated Captain Stafford. Stern had dragged him through the doors to Sickbay, still raving about ‘the Writers’ and mocha lattes.

“He’s over-stressed,” Yanick said, looking worriedly at the unconscious man, “He’s been trying to deal with this Matrian thing, Jeffery and Wowryk, and now our away team’s gone missing!”

“Wait, why is he trying to ‘deal’ with us?” Wowryk demanded.

“Y’know,” Yanick said, her eyes tearing up again, “Because you were in charge of the ship when the Qu’Eh attacked, which I’m REALLY sorry about, but you were the senior officer and it was the right thing to do, and you know, the Qu’Eh like, totally screwed things up here, and lots of Matrians on the space station died, and you buried yourself down here trying to help Sylvia, and Chris was all worried that you were beating yourself up over something that wasn’t even your fault, but he wasn’t sure how to help you, but wanted to, and Jeffery’s been obsessed with the computer core because he thinks that when he uploaded the data he caused the virus thingy to blow up the warp core and put Sylvia in a coma, so he’s-”

She stopped, taking deep breaths.

“Just hold on a sec,” she gasped, holding up one hand “I need to catch my breath,”

“It’s OK, Trish,” Jall said, patting her on the back, “I think Wowryk gets the picture,”

“It’s sweet of him to care,” Wowryk said, “I didn’t realize he was stressing himself out so much over me,”

“Well, it’s not just you,” Yanick started to say, before Jall clamped a hand over her mouth.

Wowryk stepped into her office and emerged with a large book in one hand.

“What are you doing?” Jall asked.

“I’m going to say a prayer for him,” Wowryk said casually.

“Oh,” Jall wasn’t sure what to say, “We’ll, uh, leave you to it.”

“Oh, Noel?” Yanick broke free of Jall’s grasp.

“Yes, Trish?”

“Say one for the guys down on the planet too, OK?”

Earlier…



Jeffery materialized on the surface of Matria Prime, Valtaic, Fifebee, T’Parief and Fifebee’s holo-relay all materializing around him. He took a deep breath of what he expected to be fresh air, then coughed as arid, desert dust caught in his throat.

“Who the hell puts a…a thing…in the middle of the bleedin’ desert?” he demanded, his one cough leading to a full coughing fit.

“Area 51 was in a desert, wasn’t it?” Fifebee commented. She was actually enjoying this environment. Compared to the other planets she’d visited, the Matrian desert was pleasantly free of insects or other annoying creatures.

“I will be cleaning dust out of my scales for days,” T’Parief complained.

“You all need to stop whining so we can do our jobs,” Valtaic said with his customary bluntness. He casually increased the energy field emitted by his body, causing his teammates’ hair to stand on end, but also repelling most of the blowing sand and dust.

“Neat trick,” Jeffery commented.

“Excuse me,” Fifebee said, her image flickering slightly as she pulled her holo-relay further from Valtaic.

“I am a laugh riot at parties,” Valtaic said flatly.

“Ah just bet,” Jeffery said. He turned to Fifebee, “So what are we looking for, anyway?”

“That, I believe,” she pointed.

The away team was standing in the middle of an empty, near featureless desert. Sand dunes rolled under the hot, oppressive sun. Even though Matria Prime had a very low axial tilt and therefore no real seasons, it still had a broad range of climates. And the desert was definitely hot, dry and sandy. Not a scrap of vegetation could be seen, just endless rolling sand dunes.

To the east however, the dunes changed slightly. Oh, they were still sand dunes, but they rose in a huge, rounded hill. The geological subroutines in Fifebee’s program suspected that there was a lava dome, or some other formation of solid rock that the dunes had covered. Either way, it resulted in a very, very, very big hill. Heck, it was almost a sand dune mountain!

In the side of which, there was some kind of structure.

It had a military look all right. It almost looked like somebody had taken one of Waystation’s upper docking bays and parked it in the side of a sandy mountain. There was a huge, articulated hanger door surrounded by a solid-looking overhang. Judging from the doors, the hanger or docking bay or whatever it was could easily accommodate the Matrian patrol ships and scouts that they’d seen so far.

“That’s big,” Jeffery observed.

“It is also the source of the energy readings I found,” Fifebee said. She was tapping at her tricorder as she walked closer to the structure, the rest of the team following her, “Although I was expecting something bigger,”

“Bigger?” T’Parief asked.

“There is a lot of energy being produced,” Fifebee said, “And something is interfering with my tricorder. Possibly a dampening field. But if that’s the case, then there is even more energy being produced here than I originally calculated,”

“Oh,”

As they neared the giant door, Jeffery was able to make out a smaller, airlock-sized entrance next to the hanger-sized door.

“I suggest we call the Hazardous Team down here at once,” T’Parief said.

“I doubt we need them,” Fifebee said, “This place has probably been abandoned since the Gender Wars,”

“Ah think she’s right,” Jeffery said, “And I’m in command here…” his voice trailed off. He turned to face T’Parief, “Wait, if ye got promoted to Commander, why am Ah in charge of this mission?”

“Because the captain said so,” T’Parief rumbled.

“Oy,” Jeffery sighed, tapping his comm-badge, “Jeffery to Stafford,”

“Stafford here!” Stafford’s voice came over the channel, “What’s up, buddy?”

“Did ye realize when ye put me in charge of the away team that T’Parief outranks me?”

“Oops,” Stafford said, “I forgot,”

“It does not matter,” T’Parief’s said, “I will follow Mr. Jeffery’s orders, as expected,”

“See? No problem,” Stafford said.

“Oh, and we found an entrance to…something,” Jeffery said. They were approaching the smaller door. He spotted a control panel next to it, labelled in Matrian characters. Jeffery of course had no idea what the symbols meant, so he simply started tapping away randomly at this tricorder, a trick an old buddy of his had shown him.

“‘Something’?” Stafford was saying.

“There is some kind of dampening field,” Fifebee reported, “But we have found two doors. One is very large, the other is-”

The line was suddenly interrupted by a burst of static.

“Say..again, Fifebee,” Stafford said, “You’re…up!”

“No,” Fifebee said patiently, “You are the one that is breaking up,”

As Jeffery continued his key punching, an image of the control panel suddenly appeared on his tricorder screen. English letters were now super-imposed over the Matrian characters. He quickly located the ‘open’ button and pressed it. With a hiss, the door slid open. T’Parief was immediately there, pushing Jeffery to the side and pointing his phaser into the dark opening.

“Mr. Jeffery is opening the door.” Fifebee reported.

“Fifebee?” Stafford called, his voice breaking up as static overwhelmed the channel, “Be careful!”

With T’Parief leading the way, the away team slowly filed into the airlock. With the dust behind them, Valtaic let his energy field collapse. As the outer door closed and the inner door opened, they found themselves looking out into a vast chamber. The ceiling was at least six levels above them; huge luminpanels bathed the chamber in a soft reddish-white light. There were several half-decks filling the empty space, on alternating sides of what Jeffry was now positive was a hanger bay. Each one took up half of the total floor space and had a graceful, filigree railing around the inner edge. Judging from the height and width, Jeffery was sure the ‘shelves’ had been built to accommodate Matrian scout ships. Up on one side, a windowed structure that had to be a control booth clung to the bulkhead. The whole thing was done up in colours of soft blue and red, which to Jeffery looked downright silly, especially with the bleedin’ red accent lighting.

Wait. If nobody had been here in over a century, why were the lights on?

“We are in some sort of structure,” Fifebee reported, “It is very large; possibly a Matrian hanger of some kind-”

TSREW!

T’Parief’s arm shot out, sending Jeffery sprawling to the deck as an energy beam speared through the space where his head had been. He and Valtaic fired back, shooting in the general direction of their assailant. They ran for the nearest cover: a support beam directly ahead of them. Fifebee gave her holo-relay a shove, the device bobbing on its antigravs as it glided along the other wall.

“Return fire!” T’Parief’s shouted. There were now several still unseen assailants; energy beams were coming in from at least four different directions. And they were moving closer. There was a shriek of static from Jeffery’s comm-badge before the channel went dead. Whatever was interfering with the signal, it became worse as they moved deeper into the installation.

Jeffery popped out from behind his hiding place and fired his hand phaser. A startled shout told him that he’d hit his mark, but another beam struck him in the side, sending him toppling to the deck.

“Jeffery!” Valtaic snapped, dropping to check the status of the fallen officer.

“Get back!” T’Parief snarled.

Valtaic looked across the bay just in time to see a shadowy figure raising a weapon. He clenched his fists, pulsing his energy field as hard as he could. The shadowy figure fired, the energy blast hitting him full in the chest. He fell back, tingling with the shock, but unhurt.

A pair of doors to their right hissed open, several energy blasts coming out and catching both T’Parief and Fifebee off-guard. T’Parief was hit immediately, Fifebee’s phaser was shot out of her hand. Deciding that getting up would be a bad idea, Valtaic froze; lying sprawled back on the deck.

“Don’t move, hologram!” the lead figure snapped, “Any tricks and your friends die!”

Hmmm, Valtaic thought to himself, So Jeffery and T’Parief were only stunned. Good to know.

“You know who I am,” Fifebee said. It was a statement, not a question.

“Everybody on Matria knows who you are,” the lead figure said, coming into the light. To Valtaic’s surprise, it was a male. He was tall for a Matrian man, about six feet or so, and solidly built. Valtaic had read in Silverado’s computer records that the Matrian men were very healthy and fit, (if on the slim and wiry side) on account of years of physical labour, but he had noticed since arriving on Matria that most had ‘let themselves go’. This one, evidently, had not.

“I’m sure there are a dozen tricks you could pull,” he went on, “Make a hundred copies of yourself. Make yourself fifty feet tall. I doubt I can hurt you; according to the information I have you aren’t really even here, your program is still on Silverado. I warn you though, any attempt to warn your crew, return to your ship, or do anything to interfere with my mission and I will kill your friends.”

“I may not have a choice,” Fifebee said calmly, promptly abandoning the message she had been about to send to Silverado’s tactical console, “Something here is interfering with communications. If my holo-relay loses contact with the ship, my program will revert to Silverado’s internal holoprojectors immediately. And you may want to work on some of those anger issues. Maybe over a nice cup of tea and some cookies?” Fifebee quickly adjusted her personality database subroutines. No point in being nice to the bad guy.

“Don’t worry, we’re prepared to handle you,” the man said, ignoring the offer of tea. He had been joined now by several other Matrians, mostly women, “We brought this along,”

They pushed in an anti-grav platform. On it was a Federation computer core. It was orders of magnitude smaller than the core on Silverado, probably given to the Matrians by Ambassador Owens and the USS Wasagaming to help with something or other.

“Download your program into this core. Now,” the Matrian ordered.

Fifebee considered arguing, then remembered that several weapons were pointed at the unconscious forms of Valtaic, T’Parief and Jeffery. She initiated a command-level interface with Silverado’s computer and, using the subspace transceiver on her holo-relay as a link, transferred her program to the smaller core.

One of the Matrians standing next to the core consulted the display, then nodded. Another ran a cable between the core and her holo-relay while a third reached up and deactivated the subspace transceiver. She was now completely cut-off from Silverado.

Down on the floor, Valtaic inwardly cursed.

“Good,” the male Matrian smile, “By the way, I’m Gragun, representing the Females Against Male Integration and for Negative Evolution.”

“F.A.M.I.N.E?” Fifebee asked, lifting an eyebrow.

“We want to immediately restore the natural order of things to Matria,” one of the women said, “And you are going to help us!”



“Excuse me, may I help…oh!” Wowryk almost took half a step back in surprise, “Queen Anselia! Good day, your Majesty. What brings you to Sickbay?”

“We are looking for Captain Stafford,” Anselia said, smiling politely at Wowryk. She was standing at the entrance to Sickbay wearing a beautiful black suit. She had a giant bouquet of flowers held in one arm. “He was supposed to ready for me to pick him up at his quarters half an hour ago,”

“Oh,” Wowryk smiled weakly, “He’s…indisposed.”

“Oh, is he?” Anselia sighed, “Well, we suppose that’s the end of our date then. Figures. What happend to him, anyway?”

“Date?” Wowryk narrowed her eyes, “Exactly how did he get you to agree to go out with him?”

“We asked him out,” Anselia said, “Once we found that Mr. Jall…well. That he doesn’t appreciate the female form,”

Wowryk shuddered.

“Yes well,” she said, “Believe it or not, he’s occasionally a welcome change, compared to some of these guys who appreciate it too much!”

“What do you mean?”

“Men are horny pigs,” Wowryk snapped, “At least, on most planets they are. I don’t know how it is on your planet, anyway,”

“Pigs? What do you mean?”

Wowryk suddenly realized that she was speaking to the ruler of an entire planet. Anything she said, anything she did, might shape the way the women of Matria dealt with alien men for the next century! She had a responsibility to be truthful, to be honest.

“Guys want sex,” Wowryk said bluntly, “Look at the way Stafford was acting during the sports thing! They want to get into your shield perimeter so they can breach your hull, if you get my meaning. All their fancy romance and courtship and all that bullcrap is just a ploy to get under our pants!”

“Oh really,” Anselia said, “It sounds like you don’t have much use for them,”

“Well, I…” Wowryk trailed off.

“Weren’t you the one who tried to convince us that men weren’t that bad, right before Dreamland shut down? Anselia said, frowning,”We can’t really remember, it’s still hazy. But didn’t you come into Dreamland to rescue the man you loved?”

“Yes,” Wowryk admitted.

“We are guessing you ended up dumping his sorry ass,” Anselia shrugged. She walked over to Stafford’s bio-bed and plunked the flowers into a nearby vase. She started leaving, then turned back to Wowryk.

“On our world, things are different,” she said, “Your ship will only be here for a few months…we certainly don’t plan on anything more than a casual relationship with Captain Stafford,”

“Wha-wha-what?” Wowryk exclaimed.

“We think you need to open your mind a bit, Doctor,” Anselia said, walking out the door.

“Told you it wasn’t just me,” Nurse Kerry said.



Valtaic was still feigning unconsciousness.

A pair of burley, Matrian women had already dragged Jeffery away, then returned with an anti-grav unit for T’Parief. Valtaic was the last to be taken away and, presumably, carted off to a holding cell or locked storage room or something. After delivering their dramatic proclamation (which Valtaic rated four out of ten) they had escorted Fifebee out of the chamber, presumably to someplace where she could ‘help’ them.

Valtaic opened one eye a crack and regarded the Matrian guard standing a few feet away. She had a weapon, he did not. Attacking her would be pointless, unless she came much closer. He turned his attention instead to the mystery they had found.

It was possibly a military installation of some kind. That, or a spaceport. Considering that there was really nothing in the middle of the desert that people would want to visit, the spaceport option was quickly neglected. So he was in the hanger of a Matrian military installation. The installation was underground, either by design or due to a century or two of sand being blown on top of it. The installation was hidden by a dampening field, but Fifebee had been able to locate it once she knew there was something to locate. A group of Matrians had also found the installation, though because nobody had informed Silverado they were probably not part of the Matrian government. Unless the Matrian government was part of the plot. But if so, why would they encourage Silverado to search for the installation?

Once again, he found himself wishing the rest of the galaxy was as upfront as his own people.

The sound of footsteps informed him that the prisoner relocation team had returned for him. He remained as limp as possible as they hoisted him up and started carrying him towards the exit. He very carefully cracked open one eye again. He was being dragged through a corridor, a pleasantly standard one at that. Valtaic was immediately reminded of an apartment he’d stayed in once, with ordinary deck plating, plain paneling on the walls and light figures that were pleasantly functional. He also noticed that he now had only two Matrians to deal with.

His energy field was nearly exhausted; the energy needed to negate that stun blast was almost beyond his ability to produce. But he gathered his strength and pushed every erg of power he had into the network of conductive minerals in his epidermis. There was a sharp CRACK of electricity and the two Matrians holding him cried out, their bodies twitching from the shock as they fell to the deck.

Quickly grabbing their weapons, Valtaic darted for the nearest cross-corridor.



“I fail to see how I can help you,” Fifebee said. She’d been escorted by her captors into the control room overlooking the hanger bay, “I know nothing about this facility, having only just arrived,”

“You’re a Federation scientist,” Gragun said, “It’s your job to figure out things like this.”

“Figure out?” Fifebee repeated, “What do you need me to figure out? This is a Matrian complex. You are Matrians. You undoubtedly know more than I do.”

Gragun snarled a bit.

“Unless, of course, this installation contains technology that dates back to the Old Matrian Empire, which I am almost certain it does,” Fifebee sighed, “In which case, you are almost as clueless as the rest of us as to what it is and how to operate it. The question that remains is who your leader is, and why you suspected I was coming.”

Gragun open his mouth to speak, but Fifebee cut him off.

“Most likely,” she said, “your leader is either Governess Laurette, or somebody with a mindset similar to hers. I suspect that you hoped to have a great deal of time to ponder the mysteries of this place, however your leader was certain that Starfleet, in this case meaning Silverado, would eventually find it. And because I am in charge of all research activates undertaken by Silverado, you knew I would be here eventually. And so you made sure you had a computer system compatible with my program so I could be harnessed for your use,”

“Actually,” Gragun crossed his arms, “We brought the core along to help us with our research. We really had no idea you’d be showing up, but we did a pretty good job of improvising, didn’t we?”

“You know,” Fifebee said, “Had you kept your mouth shut, you would have left me with the impression that all of this was a carefully laid-out, well planned operation,”

“Get to work!” Gragun shouted, “Before I call the Mistress!”

“Oh, very well,” Fifebee sighed. She quickly located a panel and activated the screen. A series of Matrian characters appeared on the screen. “This installation has been locked and can only be unlocked by Watilma or an administrator,” Fifebee translated, “Please enter your password.”

She turned to Gragun.

“What is the password?”

He shrugged.

“This is as far as we’ve been able to get,” he admitted.

Fifebee sighed.



Jeffery woke up with one hell of a headache. Either he’d gotten into a bit too much scotch the night before, or he’d been stunned.

He opened one eye and looked around. He was in a small, windowless room. Right next to him, T’Parief was also beginning to regain consciousness.

OK, so he’d ether gotten into WAY too much scotch the night before, or they’d both been stunned.

Suddenly he remembered the mission to Matria Prime and the underground hanger bay they’d found.

“That’s a relief,” he sighed. He tapped his comm-badge, only to get a screech of static. Next to him, T’Parief rolled over, groaned and started to pull himself to his feet.

“I guess this means we were not killed in glorious battle,” he said.

“Ye sound disappointed,” Jeffery replied, rubbing his aching head.

“It would have made my parents very happy,”

“Ye must have had a messed up childhood,”

“You have no idea,” T’Parief said, “My father still tracks each kill I make.”

“Does that count the potpourri lizards ye shredded last weekend?”

“We agreed to keep that a secret,” T’Parief grumbled, “Especially from Trish!”

“Right, right,” Jeffery looked around, “So, any idea how we get out of here?”

T’Parief pressed a button next to the door. He was surprised when it hissed open, but not particularly surprised to see two armed Matrians pointing very large weapons at him.

“Good day, ladies,” he nodded politely.

“Good day, pathetic man,” one of the Matrians nodded back.

T’Parief stepped back and allowed the door to close.

“Nothing comes immediately to mind,” he said.



“You have been working for an hour. What progress have you made?” Gragun demanded.

“None,” Fifebee said.

“Do I have to remind you that I’ll kill your friends if you fail?”

“Why couldn’t you have kidnapped Jall?” Fifebee asked, “Then I would not have to care!”

Gragun cocked his weapon.

“Observe carefully,” Fifebee said. She pressed a button on the panel. The system emitted an annoying ‘BEEP!’ She pressed another random key, with the same result. “Do you expect me to simply commune with the computer without using an input device?”

“Isn’t that what holograms do?”

“Ugh,” Fifebee grunted. She pried off an access panel and began examining the circuitry. At least it would look like she was trying.

“Why is your faction so interested in this place?” she asked, “From what I have seen, it is simply an empty hanger. Is there something in the rest of the installation that is worth the trouble?”

“With the computer system locked, we don’t know,” Gragun admitted, “All we’ve been able to find so far is the hanger, a few corridors and a lot of locked doors.”

“Why are you telling her so much?”

“Mistress!” Gragun gasped, immediately bowing his head, “I…I thought that she would be better able to assist us if she-”

“Idiot man,” the Mistress, an attractive-looking dark woman in her mid-thirties, then turned to Fifebee, “I am Mistress Juliani. You know, honey, at least your created did something right when she gave you the image of a woman,”

“Actually,” Fifebee said, “My creator was male,”

“Your society is so strange,” Juliani chuckled. She grew serious. “Lieutenant, because you are a woman, I will be honest with you. My master knows that this is a very important place, a place of great power. There is something here that can change the very course of Matrian society. That is why she worked so hard to find it. What she can’t remember is why it was so important.”

“Let me guess,” Fifebee said dryly, “She thinks there is a great weapon here that will allow her to obliterate her enemies?”

Junliani looked almost sad.

“Oh, sweety. You really don’t understand F.A.M.I.N.E. at all, do you?”

“Considering I’m a hologram, no,” Fifebee said dryly.

“Our goal is to return Matria to a truer, more pure society,” Juliani said, “Where men are men, and women are women. And where women are back in charge. But we’re not idiots! We’re not going to achieve our goals with huge weapons,” she laughed, “That’s what caused most of our problems to begin with! A pack of men with what your people now tell us was a computer virus that turned power sources into massive bombs.”

She walked over to another console, regarding the unchanged message with no small amount of irritation.

“What we need is information. Technology.” She turned back to Fifebee, “What we need is every piece of knowledge and technology the Old Matrians had, so we can leverage that into political power. Surely you’ve noticed how desperate our people are to learn about what the Matrian Empire was like before the Gender Wars.”

“Desperate like Stafford on a Friday night,” Fifebee acknowledged.

“This computer system may contain the only intact records from that time,” Juliani went one, “We really don’t care about what this place was used for, only what it can tell us about our past!”

“If that is the case, why are you not here with the sanction of the Matrian government?”

“Because they want to create a ‘grand and glorious new Matrian Republic’, with equality for all,” Juliani said, “We want to return to the old ways.”

“So you would take away the wisdom and intelligence your ancestors gave your men,”

“Everybody makes mistakes,” Juliani shrugged, “Now get to work!”



Lt. Cmdr. Valtaic was lost.

Unlike males of most other species, he had no trouble admitting it. He had run into a group of Matrian men patrolling the corridors near the hanger bay, and in the ensuing chase he’d become turned around and confused. If he’d had a tricorder, he might have been able to use it to find his way back. On the other hand, the dampening field might have prevented that.

Valtaic was exhausted. His energy field was completely dead; the organ in his chest that produced the necessary energy was drained from his earlier exertions. It had been a long time since he’d been in a similar situation, and he hated how vulnerable it made him feel.

He took a turn in the direction that he thought would lead him back to the hanger, noticing again how strange the Matrian architecture was. The support struts were all gently curved, as were the sidewalls of the corridor. At foot level, long lighting strips provided illumination, matched by lit panels in the ceiling. The red and blue colours used might be soothing and pleasant by Matrian standards, but Valtaic felt like he was walking through a giant artery.

He’d barely made it two steps into the new cross-corridor when he ran face-first into a solid wall. Of course, if his energy field had been up, he would have sensed the barrier before running into it! Actually, why the hell would the Matrians build a corridor that extended a few feet before ending? There were no doors, no control panels and no possible reason for the corridor to end!

Valtaic frowned. He held out one hand, running it slowly against the solid wall he’d encountered. He could feel something in his fingertips, something very faint, but there. He reached his other hand out to touch the side corridor wall. Nothing. He put both hands against the strange wall and focused. He still couldn’t generate an energy field, but he was successful in getting a bit of juice into his fingers.

There was a loud CRACK and he was promptly thrown back from the wall, across the corridor he’d been walking through and against the far bulkhead.

That settled it. That was no wall. It was an energy barrier. Force field, possibly masked by a hologram. Wincing as he climbed to his feet, Valtaic immediately determined that trying to get past the field would be futile in his current state, and that he should continue searching for his colleagues.

Listening carefully for any signs that the Matrians had heard the force field tossing him around, he carefully resumed walking.



Jeffery and T’Parief were still sitting in their cell, contemplating the mysteries of the universe.

“So, how’re things with Trish?” Jeffery asked.

Of course, every man knows that the greatest mystery of the universe is women.

“She remains as beautiful a person as ever,” T’Parief said calmly, “Although I am still learning to cope with the fact that she has little to no killer instinct,”

“Really? Have ye seen what happens when somebody comments on her waistline?”

“Actually, some of our most erotic moments have started that way,”

“Whatever floats yer boat, I guess,” Jeffery shrugged.

“What does that mean?” T’Parief said.

“Hmm? Nothing!” Jeffery said, “Ah was just thinkin’ how, y’know, if Noel had had some kind of erotic thingy like that, we might still be together,”

“What do you mean ‘whatever floats your boat’?” T’Parief insisted.

“Er,” Jeffery was suddenly sure he’d said too much.

There was a soft, repeating ‘snick’ sound as T’Parief unconsciously extended and retracted his claws.

“Look, bud,” Jeffery said quickly, “Ah mean, it’s obvious that the two of ye aren’t anywhere near the same species, right? Ah mean, the rest of us know yer attracted to her personality, and she like yers, and yer muscles, but Ah can’t imagine how she’d get off shagging a giant green lizard! Or why ye’d want to get it on with a dainty little blond thing like her! Ah mean, isn’t there some hot Parian chick just dyin’ to get under yer…uh, scales?”

T’Parief looked at him for a moment, then sighed. It was the single, saddest sound Jeffery had ever heard the giant officer make. His entire body seemed to deflate, from his cranial ridges to his gigantic shoulders and right on down.

“You are right,” he admitted, “I do not even know if she finds me attractive. When I started dating her, I knew I would have to date a woman who was not of my species, but that has changed. And she…I do not know why she stays with me,”

Jeffery was now sitting with his spine as stiff as a board, feeling as uncomfortable as hell. T’Parief wasn’t supposed to have worries and problems! T’Parief was the rock-solid reptile who wasn’t bothered by anything or anybody, except for Jall. And everybody was bothered by Jall. To have this guy admitting these kinds of problems to Jeffery was just…bizarre.

“We have kissed, fondled and otherwise engaged in foreplay, but we have only recently consummated our relationship,” T’Parief went on, “And we have been together for three years. I know that such a thing is almost unheard of in human society.”

“Ye had the…um, problem,” Jeffery said, every muscle in his body clenching.

“Yes, but that has been taken care of,” T’Parief went on forlornly, “Things started very passionately, then cooled. I can only conclude that mating with me was not enjoyable for her,”

Jeffery winced as a very unwelcome mental image started forming.

“And I will admit,” T’Parief was still talking. Why was he still talking, Jeffery wondered, “I have not pushed for it either. I am…concerned that I might…injure her. Klingon and Andorian mating is quite violent, and considering that I possess both fangs and claws. We have found sports equipment to be most useful, but still, it can be very dangerous.”

Jeffery’s eyes glanced over to the doors. Maybe the Matrian guards would come in and torture them, or something.

“There is also the matter of our relative sizes to consider,” T’Parief went on.

“Whoah, whoah,” Jeffery finally said, “That’s just a wee bit too much information!”



First Officer’s Log:



“Life sucks. Then you die, and your lifeless corpse is burned to a crisp in the upper atmosphere of a star,”

“We’ve been scanning the planet for hours now, and we still can’t penetrate whatever dampening field is around the Matrian installation. We haven’t learned anything new, no matter what kind of scans we run on the energy readings. I sent down the Hazardous Team, to see if they could break into the damned place, but the entrances have been sealed shut from the inside. I could always just order them to shoot their way in; a few cutting phasers might do it, but Queen Anselia doesn’t want us shooting at their precious Old Matrian relics, I’m holding off on that until Stafford wakes up. Even if they did get in, they’d probably end up in the same situation as the away team. I just hope they’re only captured and not dead.”



“C’mon, Trish,” Jall said, “This isn’t optional!”

“I don’t wanna go,” Yanick said, sitting on her couch and pouting.

“It’ll do you good,” Jall insisted, grabbing her by her hands and pulling her up, “We’re going to drag Wowryk there, maybe Ensign Grant. Valtaic doesn’t really have any friends on board, but it’s the thought that counts,”

“He made friends with that bird-lady on Waystation,” Yanick sniffed, “He didn’t talk about it, but there were feathers stuck to his uniform for, like, a week afterward.”

“Yeah, yeah. Whatever. Come on,”

“Jall, why are you dragging us for drinks? The captain’s been sedated, Sylvia’s still in a coma and T’Parief and those guys are missing on the planet!”

“Exactly. Life is really shitty.” Jall said, “But we can’t help Stafford, we can’t help Sylvia and the Hazardous team is running scenarios in case we decide to break into that place. There’s nothing for us to do but wait, and that’s the worst part of any crisis.”

Finally giving in, she followed Jall to Unbalanced Equations. They stopped by Sickbay on the way. Wowryk was hovering over Sylvia’s module, medical scanner in one hand. The doctor gave surprisingly little protest when Jall informed her it was time to go for drinks, leading him to conclude that she was coming to realize there really wasn’t anything should could do for the AI.

Shortly after, Jall, Yanick, Wowryk and Grant were seated at one of the table in Unbalanced Equations.

“OK,” Jall said, sipping something fruity, “We’re here because people you care about are missing in action down on the planet, and I don’t think you should be sitting alone in your quarters at a time like this,”

“Uh,” Grant spoke up, “Lieutenant Commander Fifebee and I aren’t ‘together’. We’ve just been fooling around. Besides, she can’t be dead or anything, her program-”

“Her program vanished from the computer shortly after we lost contact with them,” Jall said, “The computer logs show that somebody downloaded it remotely.”

“Then at least somebody is still alive!” Yanick said.

“Huh. Yeah, I guess so,” Jall said.

“If they downloaded her program,” Wowryk said, “That seems to say that they have more interest in capture than in killing,”

“Yes, I, er, thought of that,” Jall said.

“So if they’re probably not dead, why are we having this little feel-good session?” Grant asked.

“Look, even if they’re not dead, which I totally had thought about already, thank you, they’re still MIA,” Jall snapped, “And since we’re talking about Trish’s boyfriend, the closest thing Wowryk’s had to a male friend and the woman Grant is sleeping with, I thought-”

“Actually,” Wowryk said, “I’ve been giving a lot of thought to my time with Simon today,”

“Really?” Yanick asked, “How come?”

“The Matrian Queen said some very interesting things about Matrian society,” Wowryk said.

“Does this have to do with the way their women wear the pants in their relationships?” Grant said, “Cuz that’s totally hot!”

“T’Parief doesn’t like wearing pants,” Yanick said dreamily, “He says his tail always gets in the way, even if there’s one of those little holes for it to come out,”

“I’ve come to the conclusion that Jeffery isn’t the closest thing I’ve had to a male friend,” Wowryk said.

“Really?” Jall asked. This wasn’t really the topic he’d had in mind, but his plan was to distract them from the missing crewmen after all, “Who is? Is it me?”

“Hardly,” Wowryk said, “But you are much less unbearable than you were before.”

“So who’s your male buddy?” Yanick asked.

“Well,” Wowryk looked a bit uncomfortable, “Captain Stafford,”

“WHAT?’

“Huh?

“Really?”

“Why?”

Wowryk shrugged.

“He’s never been interested in me sexually,” she said, “Well, except for that thing with the Matrian SID that was malfunctioning, and that wasn’t his fault.”

“I’ve never been interested in you sexually,” Jall said. Yanick shushed him.

“I was just looking at him, unconscious on the bio-bed, after Queen Anselia left, thinking about the times he’s come to talk to me,” Wowryk went on, “After I became Queen Wowry, before we went on that rescue mission in the Matrian Dreamland and then after Jeffery and I had our little fight. We’ve fought, we’ve argued, I’ve thrown things at him, but when I need him, he seems to just drop by,”

“That’s kinda sweet,” Yanick said.

“I had no idea Stafford had it in him,” Jall quipped.

“Um, can I go?” Grant asked. Everybody ignored him as he eased away from the table.

“You’re not, like, thinking of asking him out, are you?” Yanick asked.

“Oh my, no,” Wowryk said, “After his man-whore spree on Matria? He’s still a filthy man, and I’m sure he’ll be fornicating with Queen Anselia as soon as he wakes up from the sedatives. But I have been thinking a lot about my own love life,”

“Or lack thereof,” Jall said.

“Exactly,” Wowryk said, “I think I have to change that,”



Valtaic was detecting a pattern.

He’d found three more of the false walls in his explorations. All appeared to be sealing off corridors that ran in the same direction. Presumable, whatever was sealed off was buried deeper underground. Armed with that bit of knowledge, Valtaic knew the direction he had to travel in to find the bay. Sure enough, after a few minutes of walking, he found himself in a small lounge looking into the cavernous chamber. His hand came up to slap his comm-badge, before realizing that it had been taken by the Matrians. Carefully, he peered through the window.

There were far more armed Matrians in the bay than before. The airlock door they had entered through was now heavily guarded. Escape did not seem to be an option.

He eased back out of the lounge, watching carefully for Matrians patrolling the corridors. He would need to find his crewmates. There were only a few logical places for them to be. They were probably either stuffed in a closet somewhere, or they were with the Matrian leader being interrogated and possibly tortured.

With that in mind, Valtaic started to make his way to the control booth.



“I really don’t understand your society,” Juliani was saying as Fifebee probed the circuits under the panel, “Men were actually the dominant sex for much of your history?”

“The Federation is comprised of many different cultures,” Fifebee reminded her, using the Matrian equivalent of a tricorder to trace a command pathway, “In many, males started as the dominant gender due to their greater strength and aggression. Even in these male-dominated societies, women eventually achieved equality. Some societies were female-driven initially. Regardless, equal rights for both sexes is one of the most basic freedoms that the Federation demands from its member planets,”

“Bizarre,”

“I should point out that Matria is unusual in that your men were genetically inferior to women.” Fifebee said, “Although many attempted to claim it, for such a large percentage of your people to be genetically different is almost unheard of. It makes you unique as a species. Or, it did,”

“Yes, it did,” Juliani said, “Not anymore, though,”

“You cannot change the past, dear” Fifebee said, “At least, not without traveling through time and potentially causing great damage to the timeline,”

“Hmmm?”

“Nothing, nothing,” Fifebee said quickly.

“Anyway,” Juliani went on, “By returning the men to their former state we’re returning our planet to the way the creator meant it to be,”

“Perhaps,” Fifebee said, “But it seems to me that most of your people prefer to keep the men as they are,”

“We’re smarter than they are,”

“I see,”

Fifebee climbed to her feet.

“This is not working,” she said bluntly, “I had hoped that by scanning the input buffer, I could determine the keystrokes needed to unlock this terminal. Unfortunately, the buffer contents have deteriorated over the past century or two.”

“Try something else,” Juliani said firmly.

“There really isn’t anything else to try,” Fifebee said.

“Are you sure? If you’re out of ideas, then I should simply kill all four of you and save myself the grief of holding you captive,”

“When you put it that way,” Fifebee sighed, “I may have another idea or two,”

Even with her advanced audio pickups, she didn’t hear the thumps as Valtaic took out the two guards standing outside the control booth. Seconds late, the doors hissed open and the maroon officer dashed in, firing his stolen Matrian weapon at Juliani and her bodyguards. Juliani was stunned, but her bodyguards returned fire, narrowly missing Valtaic.

“Ignore me, get my relay!” Fifebee snapped. She lunged at the guards, trying to distract them. One fired at her with his weapon, the beam disrupting her magnetic containment fields and causing her image to blur like watercolours in a thunderstorm. The light show was enough to keep the bodyguards busy as Valtaic grabbed the holo-relay and shoved it into the corridor, the computer core being pulled on its anti-grav by the connecting cable. Fifebee reset her imaging system, materializing next to him. The two of them raced down the corridor.

“We have little time,” she said, “My program is stored on this portable computer core. We must hide it, or they will be able to delete me,”

“We cannot run carrying both the core and your relay,” Valtaic declared. He led her to a stairway he’d found, one the Matrians seemed to be ignoring in favour of the turbolifts.

“Is there a place where we can hide it?”

“Yes,” Getting off on the deck below, Valtaic quickly located an empty room, one of many he’d found during his wanderings. It was a matter of minutes to grab the portable computer core, stash it under a tablecloth and reactivate the subspace link. Unfortunately, this deep into the installation, the relay could not connect to Silverado’s computer. But unless the Matrians sat down for dinner in that particular room, the core should remain hidden. Pulling Fifebee’s relay with them, they started making their way through the complex again, stopping several times to listen for (and avoid) the Matrians that were now searching for them.

“Do you know where the others are being held?” Valtaic asked.

“Yes,” Fifebee said. “Juliani has been threatening to have them killed,”

“Why did we not try to rescue them before hiding the computer core if their lives were in danger?” Valtaic asked.

“Because it would be hard to rescue them if I blinked out of existence halfway through the process,” Fifebee said.

“Ah, yes. Of course,”



Stafford slowly opened his eyes. He was lying on a bio-bed, in Sickbay. Somebody had put a big bouquet of flowers next to his bed. He pulled himself to a sitting position and looked around.

“Ah, you’re awake,”

Stafford recognized the voice of Dr. Krenton, the night shift physician.

“Yeah,” Stafford groaned, “What the hell happened,”

“No clue,” Krenton shrugged. Seeing that Stafford was OK, he turned back to the ‘Days of Honour’ re-run that was playing on a display screen, “But you seem to be fine now.”

Stafford sat for a moment, waiting for his head to clear. Well, fine then. He’d head on up to the bridge and see what was what.



“This problem has been building over the past few years,” T’Parief was still talking, “There was never any question that we cared deeply for each other, but the physical problems were always in my mind. I suppose we felt that love could conquer all,”

“Aye,” Jeffery said dully. Why was T’Parief still talking about his love life? Why? Why?

There was a sudden thud as something struck the door to their prison, then the doors hissed open and Valtaic rushed in.

“Hurry up!” he commanded, “The Matrians are closing on us!”

Jeffery dashed to his feet, T’Parief close behind him.

“I managed to escape when they stunned the rest of you,” Valtaic explained, “I rescued Lt Cmdr Fifebee, we have secured her imaging equipment and are now rescuing you,”

“Why did you rescue her first?” Jeffery asked, following Valtaic as he ran down the corridor.

“I suggest we save that irrelevant discussion for later,” Valtaic said.

“Right, let’s get the hell out of here!” Jeffery said.

“Actually, I suggest we wait on that as well,” Valtaic said.

“What? Why?”

“There are many armed Matrians guarding the only exit,” Valtaic said, “A fight to escape would be difficult, and if we employed Mr. T’Parief to his full extent, many Matrians would be killed. I believe we have to avoid that now, as they are about to become Federation members.”

“Yes,” T’Parief sighed.

“However, I have found something that bears further investigation,”

“Oh?” Jeffery asked, “What?”

“I believe that whatever the Matrians are searching for, I know where it is,”



Stafford arrived on the bridge, only to find the night shift watching the same re-run.

“I don’t get it,” Lieutenant Day said, “If Minister Vlag is in love with that character, why kill the character off? Why don’t they just get it on and be done with it.”

“Because Klingons like it better this way,” Pye said from the helm.

“Uh, hi guys,” Stafford said, waving weakly, “Report?”

“Sir!” Quintaine exclaimed, jumping to his feet, “T’Parief, Valtaic, Fifebee and Jeffery are still missing on the planet. The Hazardous Team is running rescue scenarios in the holodeck, Queen Anselia refuses to let us attack the thing on the surface and wants to reschedule your date. Oh, and Commander Jall is comforting Wowryk and Yanick, since their loved ones are missing down on the planet.

“Our date?” Stafford exclaimed, “Crap! I forgot!”

“Hey,” Ensign Bith spoke up from Tactical, “We’re getting a message from a Matrian scout ship,”

“On screen,” Stafford and Quintaine ordered.

“This is the Matrian scout Tres to all vessels in Matrian space! We have detected a Qu’Eh attack fleet at the extreme edge of our sensor range. We believe they will reach Matria Prime in less than twenty-four hours! We are awaiting orders!’

“Message repeats,” Bith said.

“Crap,” Stafford said, “I really should have just stayed in bed,”



Fifebee was standing in a short stretch of corridor, staring at a blank piece of wall when the rest of the team came dashing around the corner, Matrian energy blasts searing the air as they flashed by. T’Parief and Valtaic took cover behind the corner and started returning fire as Jeffery joined Fifebee at the wall.

“What is it?” he asked.

Fifebee pulled out the Matrian tricorder she’d been using.

“The interference is preventing this device from scanning the wall,” Fifebee said, “However, Mr. Valtaic believes it is a force field of some kind. If the Old Matrians wanted to hide something in this installation, this would be the logical place to do it,”

“Sounds like ye need an engineer’s touch,” Jeffery said. He started looking around for a wall panel. He found an access panel near the floor and popped it open.

“Wow,” he said, “They’re using an electro-plasma system, sort of like what we have on Silverado,” he carefully started probing the circuits, “This is really first-class workmanship! It looks like they used a composite duranium alloy for the structural-”

“Just open the door!” T’Parief snapped, ducking back as several energy blasts flashed by.

“Just a sec,” Jeffery said, “It’s alien circuitry! Ah don’t wanna damage somethin’ we might end up needin’,”

The sound of running footsteps could be heard as their pursuers drew closer. T’Parief and Valtaic continued firing, but the Matrians were persistent.

“Mr. Jeffery,” Valtaic shouted, “We are about to be re-captured and possibly tortured or killed unless you can turn off that force-field!”

“OK, OK,” Jeffery muttered. He fiddled with the innards of the panel.

“Jeffery!”

“Almost got it!”

The footsteps were even closer now.

“JEFFERY!”

“There!”

There was a strange, electrical sound as the holographic wall and the force field both shut down.

“Hurry!” Jeffery shouted. Fifebee darted through first, holo-relay in tow. Valtaic and T’Parief dashed through next. Jeffery, quickly praying he knew what he was doing, slammed the access cover back into place and jumped through, barely clearing the force-field before it reactivated. He stumbled, catching himself on T’Parief and narrowly avoiding crashing to the floor.

“See?” he asked, “Ah told ye Ah could do it,”

“Uh-huh,” Fifebee said.

“Honestly! Ah did!”

“Jeffery?”

“Ah even put the force-field back up so they can’t follow us…” Jeffery trailed off. Nobody was paying any attention to him.

“What are y’all lookin’ at?”

He pushed his way between Valtaic and T’Parief, eager to see just what exactly the Matrians had been hiding here. A weapon? Treasure? A vast library filled with knowledge that would rival that of Memory Alpha?

“What the f**k?” he demanded.

“We were just wondering the same thing,” Fifebee admitted.

The corridor they were in ended after a few feet, opening into a small antechamber. The colour scheme was the same as the rest of the installation, but somehow the room seemed less utilitarian. The floors were some kind of polished stone rather than plating, the bulkheads inset with curving patterns. Three workstations lined the far wall, behind which there appeared to be an exit.

“It is a processing station,” Valtaic said, “For checking security clearances, and such.

“Oh!” Jeffery exclaimed. He pushed his way to the front of the group, remembering that he was in charge after all, “Aye, Ah can see that,”

“It makes sense,” Fifebee said, moving closer to one of the consoles, “According to Juliani, this installation contains something of great importance. Surely the Matrians were most careful about who was allowed in?”

The four of them eased their way past the workstations and into the next room.

“What the f**k?” Jeffery exclaimed.

The new, larger chamber they found themselves in held neither treasure, weapons nor information. Instead, they found themselves in what could only be described as a comfortable travel station. A multi-car tram sat next to a loading platform, with seating for dozens of people. The walls were the same as those in the previous room but the ceiling was a full level higher. Stairs led to bridges crossing to the other side of the tram tracks and a series of lighting fixtures bathed the chamber in a twilight glow. Overhead, dark illumination panels waited to brighten up the chamber, if only someone could find the ‘on’ switch.

“This doesn’t appear to be anything of military or political significance,” T’Parief said dryly.

“It does not,” Valtaic agreed.

The four officers looked at each other for a moment, confused.

“What do ye think we should do?” Jeffery asked Fifebee.

“I suggest,” she said, stepping further into the room, “That we explore,”
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Castling


<Voice of Queen Anselia>



“We really do not understand this Earth custom. But if you insist, we will perform this…voiceover.”

“Last time, on Star Traks: Silverado, Captain Stafford missed our date because he was sedated in Sickbay, and we didn’t get any action at all! Men, never willing to…oh. What? This is supposed to be about what happened to the other characters, not us? We see. Our apologies.”

“T’Parief, Fifebee, Jeffery and Valtaic, after being captured by Matrian rebels, managed to escape into a sealed-off section of the underground installation they had found. In the meantime, word of a new Qu-Eh attack fleet has reached Matria Prime. Now, as the away team tries to figure out how to escape the installation, Stafford and the rest of the crew must figure out how to defend our planet!”



“Ah, Capain,” Dr. Wowryk said, “I was hoping I’d catch you before the meeting,”

“Oh yeah?” Stafford asked, walking towards the door to the conference lounge, “What’s up?”

“Well, sir, you’ve been under a lot of stress lately, and I’m a bit worried about how it might be affecting your health,” Wowryk explained.

“I went crackers and starting raving about coffee and cinnamon buns,” Stafford said dryly, “I think that ship has sailed,”

“It was scones, actually,” Jall said from behind them, “And stop it, you’re making me hungry!”

“I want you to wear this,” Wowryk said, handing him a small device, “It will tell you when your stress levels are getting too high,”

“Uh, whatever you say, Doc,” Stafford said, strapping the device to his wrist. It immediately started beeping.

“Let’s just turn down the sensitivity a bit,” Wowryk said.



“Just over twenty hours,” Stafford said, “That’s how much time we have before the Qu’Eh attack fleet gets here. And there’s still no word from our people on the ground.”

“That sucks,” Jall said. He was seated in the conference room, along with Wowryk, Stern, Yanick, Day and Sage. With so many of his senior staff missing and presumed in deep shit, he was relying heavily on Beta Shift officers, “But if you want, the Hazardous Team can break down that door in about fifteen minutes or so,”

“We can’t,” Stafford said, “I need the HT in Matronus, preparing the Matrian volunteer forces for a possible invasion. Except for Mr. Stern. You’re acting Chief of Security until T’Parief gets back,”

“If he gets back,” Sage said. Yanick gave a small gasp.

“Sorry,” Sage said sheepishly.

“Mr. Sage does raise a point, even if he did so with without an ounce of tact,” Dr. Wowryk put in, “We still don’t know if our people are alive or dead, a fact you don’t seem to be putting much focus on,” She was speaking calmly, but there was a glint of steel in her words. Frankly, Stafford was amazed at how politely she was bringing up her concern. He figured she’d be throwing stuff at him by now.

“I’m not writing our people off,” Stafford said, “But the evidence we have so far points at them being captured, not killed, right Mr. Jall?”

“Yup,”

“I’m thinking T’Parief will be a big help in getting them out of trouble,” Stafford went on, “And, to be blunt, we have bigger problems. The entire planet is in danger. That doesn’t mean I’m willing to give up on our people,” he added quickly, noticing the angry looks on several faces, “But I think we can agree that they have a better chance of taking care of themselves than the Matrians do,”

“So what’s the plan?” Day asked, his hands folded on the table in front of him.

“The Matrian fleet is assembling as fast as it can,” Stern spoke up, “We also have a few cruisers and about two dozen fighters coming in from Senous,”

“I thought the Senousians had made more progress in rebuilding their fleet?” Stafford said.

“They’re not willing to leave their own world completely undefended,” Stern said.

“Everybody’s got their priorities,” Wowryk said darkly.

“How do we stand?” Stafford asked Sage.

“In deep shit,” Sage said.

“How about some specifics?”

“We have no warp core. The two Matrian reactors we patched in will help, but our shield and weapon power is going to be limited,” Sage said, “Sylvia is still off-line-”

“In a coma!” Yanick spoke up, “She’s not some random computer system!”

Sage looked at her strangely.

“In a coma,” Stafford said firmly.

“Right, well. Without her, our systems aren’t playing as nicely as they should be. We didn’t have the same disconnection problems we had when Stalart yanked her out of the core, probably because parts of her were still interfaced.”

“Anything new on that front, Doctor?” Stafford asked Wowryk.

“Some improvements in her neurotransmitter levels,” Wowryk admitted cautiously, “I think that’s a good thing,”

“You think?”

“She’s one of a kind, Chris,” Wowryk said, crossing her arms, “I don’t exactly have a medical journal I can refer to!”

“You’re doing fantastic,” Jall said soothingly. He gave Stafford a quick warning look.

“Anyway,” Stafford said, “I want this ship battle-ready as she can be in ten hours. Mr. Jall, I want you to beam down to Matria Prime and brief the Queen,”

“Aye, sir,” Jall said, “No problem! I’ll have that girl up on all the low-down in no time!”

Stafford and Wowryk stared at him.

“He means ‘no problem’,” Yanick translated.

“Oh,”



20 Minutes Later…



“OK, I’m here,” Stafford said, walking into the spacious antechamber outside of Queen Anselia’s opulent office. Jall and Ambassador Owens were waiting for him. “Now, why can’t you brief the Queen? I thought you said she’d be down with all the left…I mean, up with all the back…ugh! I thought you said it would be no problem!”

“Well, there was a problem,” Jall shrugged.

Stafford’s stress monitor beeped.

“Indeed,” Ambassador Owens said dryly, “By the way, why are you beeping?”

“It’s for my health!” Stafford said. He tuned to Jall, “Why? What did you do?”

“It wasn’t anything HE did,” Anselia’s voice announced. A page had pulled the officer door open, revealing her standing there in her official ‘Matrian Queen’ wardrobe, “Rather, Captain Stafford, it was you sending your second-in-command to brief us when you could have done so yourself,”

Stafford was taken aback. Anselia had always been so cordial, so polite when dealing with him. Why was she acting like this?”

BEEP!

“I’m sorry,” he said slowly, “But this sort of thing usually falls to the First Officer. As Captain, I should be on my ship,”

“We realize that Matria is not officially a Federation member yet,” Anselia said, “But we think that given the circumstances, we should continue as if we were,”

“I agree,” Stafford said quickly. Was this about him missing their date?

BEEP! BEEP!

“Actually,” Jall jumped in, “Maybe that’s not such a good idea-”

“Jall, if they were a member planet, what would we be doing right now?”

“Calling for help and getting ready to defend them,” Jall said.

“And what would be doing if they weren’t?”

“Invoking the Prime Directive and getting our asses out of here,”

Stafford stopped in his tracks.

“Oh. Good point.”

“Ugh, we do not have time for your political games!” Anselia cried, “We are all in danger, including your ship!”

“We could put the final issue of Federation membership to a vote right away,” Owens suggested, “Instead of waiting for another week,”

“Very well,” Anselia said, “We will see to it. Right now, we need our Minister of Planetary Defence to brief the Defence Council so we can start planning our strategy.”

“Sounds good,” Stafford said, “Who’s your Minister of Planetary Defence?”

“Uh-oh,” Jall muttered.

“You are,” Anselia said, handing Stafford a briefcase and a rather official looking medallion of office, “Congratulations on your promotion, Mr. Minister. Commander Jall, I trust you will have your ship ready in time?”

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

“A-As ready as she can be,” Jall stammered. Stafford’s mouth was flapping open and closed like a beached fish, but Jall was far too stunned to notice.

“Good. Minister Stafford, your briefing starts in half an hour. Your assistant will show you there. Please try to do something about that strange sound beforehand,”

“But…but…my ship?” Stafford stammered, forcing out words.

“Chris,” Anselia’s voice turned gentle, “We know you men have a tendency to get emotionally attached to things. But we need you here. I have consulted Ambassador Owens, and Starfleet regulation something-or-other states that Starfleet officers will assist as needed during times of emergency. This is where you’re needed. Mr. Jall can handle your ship.” Her voice turned hard again, “We really must insist,”

BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

“But…insist?”

“I realize this is unexpected,” Ambassador Owens stepped in, “But in this case, I agree with Queen Anselia. You can do more good here than on your ship,”

Stafford turned to Jall.

“You are NOT captain!” he said, “Silverado is still MY ship!”

“Uh-huh,” Jall muttered, an evil gleam in his eye. Stafford noticed his expression.

“Fine. Enjoy it while you can. You’re probably going to get blown up in a day or so anyway,”

The gleam immediately faded.

“Oh,”

“It will be a great deal of work,” Anselia said to Stafford, “And we are afraid that some of our people will not be pleased with having an off-worlder telling them what to do,”

“Such as?” Stafford asked tiredly.

“Well, you remember Admiral Verethi?”

BEEP! BEEP!

“The commander of your space forces?” Stafford shrugged, “We’ve been trying to meet her, but she’s always ‘busy’. And her messages have been sort of…rude,”

“Sort of rude?” Anselia smiled, “That’s good to hear,”

“What? Why?”

“Because it means she is trying to be polite with you,” Anselia sighed.



Jeffery pushed T’Parief out of his way, putting himself in the lead.

“Out of me way, scaly!” he snapped, “Ah’m still in charge of this away team!”

“I was checking for security risks,” T’Parief snapped back.

“The place is deserted! Jeffery said,”There are no security risks!”

“Are we there yet?” Valtaic sighed.

“Considering we do not know the size of the facility, or even our destination?” Fifebee said glumly, “Probably not,”

They four of them were still trapped in an underground Matrian installation. They still had no idea what the place was, or why it had been built. They also had no idea why somebody in Dreamland had tried to erase all trace of its existence while the Matrians were trying to conquer the sector with their mind-controlling SIDs, and no idea how a faction of Matrian rebels who wanted to return to the ‘old ways’ had found the place. All they did know was that the installation had been built by the Old Matrians and hidden away for close to two centuries. All the systems had been locked down; even Fifebee couldn’t access the computer systems.

They had escaped from the Matrian rebels by breaking into a sealed-off section of the installation. Valtaic had discovered the disguised force fields leading into the ‘secret’ areas and Jeffery had dropped the force fields long enough for them to get in, leaving the Matrian rebels stuck between themselves and the only known exit.

They’d expected to find whatever secret was hidden in the underground installation, whether it was a weapon, secret information or even treasure. What they hadn’t expected to find was what seemed like kilometers of dimly-lit corridors. After getting into the hidden areas they’d taken a right turn, in an effort to find the boundaries of the place. Instead, they’d been following the same corridor for nearly an hour, slowly creeping past cross corridors and trying every door they found, even though they all seemed to be locked.

As they moved past another deserted cross corridor, T’Parief crept in front of Jeffery again, scanning the area with his stolen Matrian weapon.

“Cut it out!” Jeffery hissed, pushing in front of him again.

“If I have a greater desire to die honourably than you, then that is my business!” T’Parief hissed, “You should be in the back, where it is safe,”

“Stop fighting,” Valtaic said firmly, “You both sound like infants!”

“You realize the further we go into this place, the less likely it is that a rescue team from Silverado will find us,” Fifebee said.

“Ah know,” Jeffery said, “But if they take out the Matrian rebels, they’ll tell our people that we escaped. Our whole mission is to find out what this place is!”

“If we had headed to the interior of the base, rather than trying to seek out its boundaries, we may have completed that task by now,” Valtaic said.

“Aye, thank ye for the twenty-twenty hindsight,” Jeffery said. Ahead of him, he could finally see that the corridor ended in a heavy pair of double doors, “Look! Finally!”

He rushed ahead, eager to find out what was there. T’Parief bounded ahead of him, claws extended. The two of them squabbled for several moments as Fifebee and Valtaic caught up. Finally, T’Parief agreed to cover Jeffery as the latter opened the doors.

“What the…”

Blinking, Jeffery walked into the room. It was a transit station, identical to the one they’d left an hour earlier.

“Did we go all the way around?” he asked.

“No,” Fifebee said, “By my measurements, we have gone in an arc, only a fraction of the circumference of a circle,”

“So what does that mean?”

“Follow me,” Fifebee said. She turned and passed through a security checkpoint, identical to the one they’d found earlier. She continued walking down the corridor.

“This is where I found the forcefield in the other section of the installation,” Valtaic said suddenly. Sure enough, an array of forcefield emitters ringed that section of the corridor.

“But this section isn’t sealed off,” Fifebee said, “Interesting,”

The four of them continued to walk through the corridors, the layout completely identical to the area around the hanger bay they’d originally found. Using her internal mapping system, Fifebee led the way.

“This has interesting implications,” she said. She’d led them into a control room, identical to the one in which she’d been forced to work for the Matrian rebels.

And it overlooked an identical hanger bay. Except this one had ships in it. Four Old Matrian attack ships, nearly identical to the ships Silverado had encountered on her first mission to Matrian space.

“Holy crap!” Jeffery exclaimed.

“Impressive,” Valtaic said.

“More than that,” Fifebee said, “We have traveled only part of the circumference of a circle. If this installation occupies a full circle-”

“Then there are MORE hangers?” Jeffery gasps, “But, Ah mean, it was a pretty long walk just to get here! If this is only the second hanger, than this place must be-”

“Over three kilometers in diameter,” Fifebee said.

“Holy crap!” Jeffery said again.

“This workstation is not locked like the other one,” Fifebee said, examining the control panel,”

“Can ye find anything?”

Fifebee tapped away for several moments. As she did so, T’Parief and Valtaic moved down into the hanger to investigate the ships.

“Access is very, very limited. It appears this entire installation was placed in a state of lockdown prior to being abandoned. I have some access to external sensors and communications, but all other systems are locked.”

“Communications?”

Fifebee tapped a button. Behind Jeffery, a supply cabinet unlocked. Inside, he found several Matrian devices. He picked up a small round object with six small indents around its edge.

“Comm-badge?” he asked Fifebee.

“I believe so,” she said, “One moment, I will see if I can program it to interface with Starfleet systems. After several moments of tapping, she nodded at Jeffery.

“Jeffery to Stafford,” he said.

“Simon!” Stafford’s voice came back immediately. The interference they’d encountered earlier was gone, probably because they were now using the installation’s comm systems, “Holy S**t! Are you OK? What’s going on?”

“We found a group of Matrian rebels in this place,” Jeffery said, “They took us prisoner, but Valtaic broke us out,”

“Really? Our money was on T’Parief. Good show for the new guy, huh?”

“Chris, Ah got so much to tell ye,” Jeffery said, “This place, it’s huge! We dunno what it was for, but-”

“Simon,” Stafford cut him off, “Unless it’s capable of defending this planet, it’s going to have to wait. We have Qu’Eh attack ships on the way. Jall’s getting Silverado ready to go, but he could use your help!”

“Jall?” Jeffery asked, “Why aren’t ye-”

“Long story,” Stafford said darkly, “Let’s just say I’ve been drafted. Look, can you guys get far enough from that interference for the transporters to get a lock?”

Fifebee shook her head.

“According to these readings, this part of the installation is underground,” she said, “And the rebel Matrians are blocking the entrance we used,”

“No we can’t,” Jeffery told Stafford, “And Ah guess these ships we found aren’t much good then either,”

“Ships?”

Jeffery filled him in.

“Crap,” Stafford said, “We could use those. Any chance of getting the hanger doors clear?”

“None,” Fifebee said, speaking into Jeffery’s badge, “However, given what we have found so far, I think we should continue our explorations. We may find something that will help. I believe this place was built as a bunker, a place to hide out for an extended time. Perhaps this is where the Matrian women planned on staying prior to the discovery of the Spatial Interphase Devices and Dreamland-”

“It’s a long shot,” Stafford said, “But we need any long shot we can get. I just hope the evening crew can take care of my ship without you four,”

“I believe,” Fifebee said, “that our concerns at the moment are much bigger than the welfare of a single ship,”

“You’re right,” Stafford said, sounding a bit sad, “Good luck. Stafford out.”



After signing off, Stafford allowed himself a moment to lean back in his plush, leather chair, flooded with relief. (Which at least caused the stupid stress monitor to stop beeping.) He quickly contacted Jall and updated him on the situation.

“Huh,” his First Officer mused, “So whatever it is the Old Matrians hid down there, it’s big, huh?”

“I guess,” Stafford shrugged, “Fifebee figures it was a bunker of some kind. Makes sense,”

“Could make a good place to hide, if the fight doesn’t go well,” Jall said.

“Speaking of which,” Stafford started.

“You want all the civilians and non-essential personnel beamed down to the planet?”

“As soon as possible,” Stafford nodded, “I’ve already spoken to some people here. Remember the stadium we used for the Sports Competition?”

“Yup. We’ll start beaming people down there right now.”

“How about those other preparations we discussed?” Stafford asked.

“I spoke with Admiral Tunny,” Jall replied, “He’s contacting Waystation to make the arrangements.”

“Thanks, Jall,” Stafford stood, “I have a meeting with the Defence Council shortly. I’ll contact you as soon as I can,”

“Ten four, oh mighty Minister of Power!” Jall smirked, closing the channel.

As the half-Trill’s image faded, Stafford grabbed his padds and stepped out of the lavish office he’d been given in the Matrian Defence Headquarters. Jall would take care of getting as many of his crewmembers to the relative safety of the planet, he mused to himself, and most of his second-string officers knew what they were doing.

Stafford smirked, shaking his head as he contemplated just how bizarre it was that he was trusting Jall, of all people, with the safety of his ship and crew. Once the real crisis had started, their seemly endless fighting and bickering had vanished, replaced by a working relationship that was almost scaring Stafford. The whole thing seemed unthinkable…and Stafford knew that if Sylvia were awake, she’d give him one of those motherly smirks and say something like ‘Chris, I knew you two would learn to work together sooner or later. How about some apple pie?’

The thought of Sylvia quickly brought his musings back to reality. Maybe part of the reason why he found it easy to trust Jall with his ship was because the stakes were so much higher now. Matria was a Federation planet in all but name. He had the Commemorative Federation China packed away in his quarters, to be presented to Queen Anselia at the membership ceremony. In the two years since their Reawakening, the Matrians had worked hard to bring themselves in line with the reality of the galaxy, and Ambassador Owens had spent over two years working with Anselia and the Council of Governors to establish relations with the planet. Hell, between helping with cultural research and holding their little sports events, Silvereado had been working hard to build connections with the Matrian people, to show them that even though they had once been enemies, they were now on the same team. And the Matrian people had, on the most part, shown the same effort.

There was no way Stafford was going to let all those efforts go to waste.



The Matrian Defence Council, half a dozen Matrian Governors and Governernesses, sat facing him in a semi-circle. Perfectly balanced between men and women, the council’s job was to ensure that Matrian space was properly defended. With the current condition of the Matrian star fleet, it was no wonder that their jobs had been very difficult. The council members were tired. They’d been working hard for two years to establish a defence force, a task made much more difficult due to the damage Silverado had done to their fleet years before, under Stafford’s command.

“Um, hi everybody.” Stafford said, smiling weakly, “I’m a bit new at this, so you’ll excuse me if I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”

None of the Council members spoke, nor did they appear to be amused. OK, fine. He was expecting a bit of animosity, especially because he’d practically been rammed down their throat by Queen Anselia.

BEEP!

Hell, he was pretty pissed off at that on his own.

“OK, look,” he said, leaning forward on his hands, “I don’t know why the hell I’m here. I’m a starship captain, not a Minister. But right now my mission is to help you defend your planet from this attack, after which I’ll happily go back to my ship, and some other Matrian can be your Defence Minister. OK?”

“This one is…childish,” one of the council members said to the other.

“But not unattractive,” the second added.

“OK, what do we have to work with?” Stafford asked, choosing to ignore the comments, “We have Senousian cruisers on the way, along with some fighters. We have Silverado, but our shield and weapon power is low after we lost our warp core. There’s, what, a dozen Matrian cruisers? A couple dozen scouts? Patrol craft? Hover-limos???”

“Yes, that is about right,” one council member said, nodding, “Of course, our technology is barely on par with the Qu’Eh,”

“About that,” Stafford said, “My science officer informs me that Old Matronian technology was easily on par with what we have in the Federation, but the ships we encountered two years ago weren’t. Any idea what happened there?”

“We put brainwashed men in charge of our technology for a hundred years, what do you think happened?” one of the female Matrians said. The men at the table shot her dark looks.

“I’m sorry,” she said, looking genuinely apologetic, “I didn’t mean for that to sound sexist.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” one of the males shot back.

“Well if YOU were brainwashed, you’d have a hard time working with advanced technology!” she said defensively.

“I WAS brainwashed! How can anyone maintain complex systems in that state, let alone build new or improved ones?”

“Exactly!”

Stafford chuckled, suddenly feeling a bit better.

“And what do you think is so funny?” the woman demanded.

“You just remind me of…somebody,” he said, “Look, buddy, relax,” he turned to the Matrian male, “She’s right. It doesn’t matter what gender you are, if your brain is a bit screwed up, you’re not going to do your best work.” He turned back to the table, “So what else do we have to work with?”

“We also have the defence satellites we’ve been building,” another member put in, “The network isn’t finished, but the satellites we have might help,”

“How long to activate them?” Stafford asked.

“A day or two,”

“We don’t have that kind of time!” Stafford said.

“We could activate as many as possible, then spread them a bit thin,” one council member suggested.

“Hmmm, no,” Stafford said, “That will just make it easier for the Qu’Eh to pick them off. What you really wanna do is cluster them together, so their combined firepower can take out enemy ships before they have a chance to do any damage. You won’t have full coverage of the planet, but you can defend a key area.”

The council stared at him for a moment, then broke out in excited chatter.

Geez, Stafford mused to himself, they taught us that at the Academy in Basic Tactics.

“We have a number of fighter craft in storage in the city of Theodorus,” another councillor mentioned.

“Starfighters?” Stafford said, looking surprised, “I don’t remember fighting those the last time we were here!”

“We never deployed them,” the minister shrugged, “I’m a bit fuzzy on the details, you understand, but I believe we decided that they would not be able to do any significant damage to a starship,”

“No, no, no!” Stafford exclaimed, “I mean, you’re right, they usually can’t, unless they have an impressive torpedo payload. But do you know how much of a pain they are? They distract your enemy, because he doesn’t know if they have the sort of shield-buster torpedos that could give him a really bad day! And any firepower he commits to taking out your fighters is firepower he can’t use against your cruisers! Let’s get those babies going!”

The Matrians stared at him.

“Fighters,” he told them, “I meant get the fighters going!”

“Oh,”

“Speaking of space and fighters, where’s Admiral Verethi? If she’s in charge of your military, shouldn’t she be here?” Stafford asked.

“She is occupied,” one of the council members told him, “Let us move on to the matter of planetary weapons emplacements,”

And so it went on, back and forth, as the council attempted to hammer out a strategy to defend their planet. The scary thing, Stafford started to realize, was that the Matrians really did need him more than Silverado did.

At the moment, anyway.

BEEP! BEEP!



“Captain on the bridge,” Ensign Burke called out as Jall stepped onto Silverado’s bridge.

“Burke, when did you become an insufferable suck-up?” Jall asked with a grin.

“Since I cared about my career, sir,” Burke replied.

“Keep up the good work,” Jall nodded, settling into Stafford’s chair.

“Hmph,”

Jall looked around for the source of the apparent discontent. I didn’t take long; Yanick had turned around in her seat and was glaring at him.

“What?” Jall asked, “Anselia put me in command.”

“She can’t do that,” Yanick said, “She’s not a member of Starfleet.”

“Trish,” Jall said, “She needs Stafford down there, for whatever reason. That means until this crisis is over, I’m in charge,”

“Yeah,” Yanick said, “But you’re not the Captain.”

“C’mon, Trish,” Jall laughed, “Don’t take this so seriously!”

“Chris is captain of this ship!” Yanick said sharply, “And there’s more to being Captain than just being in command!”

With that, she turned angrily back to face her console.

Jall remained in Stafford’s seat, looking around the bridge. He wouldn’t have noticed it before, but after Yanick’s little outburst, he could now see that some members of the bridge crew were sneaking small, angry glances in his direction. Was it actually possible that some of thought the same way Yanick did? Stafford was still captain of Silverado, true. But if he managed to get keep Matria Prime safe in the upcoming battle, Jall doubted that Anselia would let him out of his new job easily. As the leader of a soon-to-be Federation member planet, she’d carry a good bit of weight with Starfleet, maybe even enough to make Stafford’s new assignment permanent, leaving him as the logical successor to Silverado’s command chair.. Apparently though, some crew members weren’t as pleased about such a prospect as Jall would have thought.

Softly clearing his throat, he stood, leaving Stafford’s chair empty as he returned to his own.

OK, so he wasn’t the Captain. But he was in command. Silverado was his responsibility.

For the moment.



Fifebee, Valtaic, Jeffery and T’Parief stood in the transit station near the second hanger bay.

“So the question,” Jeffery said, “is where do we go from here?”

“I suggest we attempt to find the main control facilities for this installation,” T’Parief said at once.

“I disagree,” Fifebee said, “We need to determine the purpose and capabilities of this installation as soon as possible. If something here can help defend the planet, we need to know it. Plus, we need to find food, water and a place to sleep,”

“Why do you care about such things?” Valtaic asked, “You need neither food nor sleep,”

“Now, sweetie,” Fifebee smiled, “I don’t, but you boys do,”

Something nagged at the back of Jeffery’s mind. Before he could think further on it, Valtaic spoke again.

“Your concern for us is…appreciated,” he said, searching for the human pleasantry, “But I believe our priority should be to wrest control of the entrance hanger from the Matrian rebels. This place is obviously a place of power, and should be under Starfleet control,”

“But it is Matrian property,” Fifebee pointed out.

“Then it should be under the control of the Matrian Defence Force, which is soon to be absorbed into Starfleet anyway,” T’Parief said, “Not a pack of rebels.”

“All good points,” Jeffery said, “But I agree with T’Parief. Maybe if we find the control room, Fifebee can get into the computers and find out everything we need to know,”

“Indeed,”’ Fifebee inclined her head, “And perhaps undomesticated swine will fly out of my rectal cavity,”

“Is this a function of your program I am unfamiliar with,” Valtaic asked, “Or merely a strange human expression,”

“In her case, ye can never know,” Jeffery said darkly.



The four officers boarded the tram in the transit station. Bullet-shaped, the tram appeared to be designed to hold several dozen people. Large windows dominated the upper half of the vehicle. The comfortable, leather-like seats hadn’t appeared to have deteriorated at all over the years. As the four officers sat, small control panels in the right armrests came to life.

“Ah don’t read Matrian,” Jeffery complained, tapping at his tricorder.

“I do,” Fifebee said, “it says ‘Please Select Destination,’

“I could have told you that,” Valtaic said bluntly.

“Uh, Operations, please?” Jeffery said loudly, assuming the tram functioned somewhat like a turbolift.

Nothing happened.

“Control room? Control booth? Office of the Big Cheese?” he tried.

“Presumably, you need to speak Matrian,” Valtaic said.

“But our Universal Translators….oh,” Jeffery gulped, realizing that their translators had been confiscated, “Hey, I didn’t know you guys spoke Standard,”

“Your language is simple and primitive,” Valtaic said, “Much like your sexual habits,”

“HEY!”

“Standard was selected as the predominant Federation language specifically because it is simple,” Fifebee informed him.

“I see,”

“Can we get this thing moving?” T’Parief demanded, impatient.

“Gleconum Derunari,” Fifebee said. She turned to the others, “That means ‘Control Room’ in Matrian, dears,”

Jeffery had a momentary sense of déjà vu. Something about Fifebee was really starting to bug him…but what?

The tram still didn’t move.

“Maybe we have to use the actual panels,” Valtaic suggested.

Fifebee tapped at the panel.

“It will not show me a directory,” she complained, “That would have at least given me a hint as to what our choices were!” she continued tapping.

Suddenly, the tram lurched forwards.

“What did ye do?” Jeffery demanded.

“I believe I have instructed the tram to take us to the center of this installation,” Fifebee said, “Logically, that is where the control center should be,”

“Assuming Matrians build their underground installations the same way we do,” Jeffery said.

“No,” Fifebee said, “I have been studying what information we have on the Matrians for months now. You will recall that the layout of their suspended animation chamber and Dream Nexus placed the control center at the center of the chamber. There is no uncertainty about it,”

“If ye say so,”

The tram had glided into the tunnel at the far end of the transit station and was picking up speed now. Looking out the windows, Jeffery could see the tunnel walls as they sped by. Dimly illuminated by the lights inside the tram, Jeffery could see antigravity guides, presumably keeping the tram perfectly centered in the tunnel.

“I believe the tunnel opens up ahead,” Fifebee said that.

“How can ye tell?” Jeffery asked.

Before she could answer, the tunnel walls fell away, revealing…

Total blackness.

“Whot the hell?” Jeffery demanded.

“It’s very…dark…” T’Parief observed.

“Well, we ARE underground,” Fifebee pointed out, “According to my internal mapping systems, we are deep under the lava dome we observed on the surface. A zero light level is to be expected!”

“Are ye getting anything on infrared?” Jeffery asked.

Fifebee was silent for a moment.

“Unfortunately not,” she said, “Presumably, the temperature differentials of whatever is outside the tram are too slight to properly register. Also, whatever is interfering with our tricorders is also disrupting my other non-standard imaging systems.”

“Well bollocks!”



“We haven’t used this room in some time,” Stafford’s assistant, a young Matrian woman named Feli was saying. The various members of the Matrian Defence Council had gone their separate ways, rushing to put into practice the plans and ideas they’d come up with. Stafford was still feeling a bit dazed; he was having a hard time believing the meeting had actually progressed the way it had. He knew he wasn’t the best Captain in Starfleet…if he was, he and his crew wouldn’t have been jerked around, sent out of sight, cheaply used for public relations and made to work like uneducated high-school students when they visited a certain starbase. But he was still a Captain…and here were people who actually needed his expertise. Maybe Picard or Sisko or somebody could have done a better job, he mused, but all the Matrians were getting was Christopher Stafford. And that would just have to do.

“Why not?” Stafford asked, bringing his attention back to the conversation.

“We haven’t had any real need for it since the Reawakening,” Feli shrugged, “Things had been quiet, until the Qu’Eh attacked.”

“But what about defence?” Stafford pressed, “Monitoring? Readiness?”

“Well, Admiral Verithi was handling that. I guess you’re just going to have to set something up with her,” Fedi said, tapping a panel next to the broad set of double doors they were standing in front of. The Matrian Defence Headquarters building was another example of Matrian government architecture. The floors were polished marble; the walls were some sort of deep maroon wood. Smooth columns and pillars lined the walls and elaborate chandeliers hung from the gracefully arched ceilings. While a beautifully crafted staircase wound its way from the lower levels of the building all the way to the roof, Stafford and Fedi had used a turbolift to descend deep beneath the building to the Matrian War Room.

The doors hissed open and Stafford stepped into an airlock-like antechamber. Fedi followed. Finally, the inner doors opened. The six-sided chamber was large, with a curving domed ceiling. The outer rim was lined with workstations, at which uniformed Matrians were diligently working. Three slender walkways led up to an elevated platform. Six more control panels lined the rim of the platform, while the center was dominated by a broad, circular table. A holographic image of Matria Prime was projected above the table, with small holograms representing the various objects in orbit.

“Wow,” Stafford commented.

“I’ll make sure your lower office is ready,” Fedi said, bowing as she turned and walked towards a door set into one side of the room.

“I get another office?” Stafford asked, rather dumbly.

“It’s one of the perks of working a hundred meters underground,” a voice said from behind him, “That, and pretty secretaries,”

“Assistants,” Stafford corrected without turning around, “And I don’t think Fedi was chosen for her looks.

“Then you didn’t notice that she has physical characters similar to the dozen or so Matrian women you slept with during the Sports Competition? I understand that Queen Anselia was most eager to be sure you had the best of the best,”

BEEP! BEEP!

“I stopped sleeping with random women!” Stafford snapped, spinning around, “And how the hell is it any of your business anyway?”

He found himself facing yet another attractive Matrian woman. This one was dressed in the deep blue uniform of the Matrian Defense Force. Stafford was still fuzzy on the uniform insignia, but he recognized the woman immediately from her pictures. She was the Admiral commanding the Matrian Defence Forces. He’d been trying to meet with her for over a week!

“I just wish our men were as easy to satisfy,” she said snidely.

“Admiral Verithi,” Stafford nodded, “I was hoping I’d run into you. Well, maybe not hoping. But I need to talk to you,”

“Is this where we talk about how bringing the MDF into Starfleet will ‘help’ our planet?” Verithi asked, hands on her hips, “About how abandoning our own traditions and working for you will make things ‘better’?”

Stafford noticed that several of the Matrians had stopped to stare at the two of them.

“My office,” he snapped, “We need to talk!”

“Oh, of course, you big, strong man, you,” Verithi snarled as she followed along.

BEEP!



“I think we’re here,” T’Parief grumbled, “Wherever ‘here’ is,”

“The tram is indeed slowing.” Fifebee confirmed.

“If ye say so,” Jeffery mused. He was still staring out the window into the total blackness beyond. They’d been traveling for several minutes, and since exiting the tunnel, Jeffery had seen nothing but total blackness. Once in a while he thought he saw something passing by, dimly visible in the light from the tram, but he couldn’t make anything out. As he looked ahead though, he could see in the tram’s dim forward lights that the antigravity track they were following curved gently upward. T’Parief cocked his head.

“We have entered another tunnel,” he said.

“How do ye-”

“The sound of the air rushing over the tram’s surface has changed,” Fifebee explained, before Jeffery could even finish asking.

“Oookay,” He turned back to the window. Ahead of him, he finally saw lights. The tram was pulling into a large chamber, with antigravity tracks coming and going in what seemed like all directions. A huge column stood in the center of the cavernous chamber, stretching from floor to vaulted ceiling. On it, support brackets held over a dozen huge, blank displays. The track they were on merged onto a ring-shaped track that circled the column. Tracks merged with theirs, while even more tracks branched off. In the dim light, Jeffery could see that some of them went even deeper underground, while others remained on the same level. None that he could see seemed to go up, which at the moment was the direction Jeffery really would have preferred to go.

“Ah think Ah’m getting claustrophobic,” Jeffery gulped, suddenly having trouble catching his breath,”

“Uh-oh,” Valtiac sighed as Jeffery fell to his knees, wheezing. Fifebee was next to him immediately.

“Breath, Simon!” she ordered, “Try not to think of the millions of tones of rock that are crushing down from above us!”

Jeffery’s eyes widened, his breath became even more laboured.

“I do not believe that is helping,” Valtaic said bluntly.

Fifebee’s eyes flickered for a moment.

“Come on Simon,” she said, her tone suddenly changing, “Deep breaths. Look out the window; we’re in a wide, open space. This place has been here for hundreds of years, it’s not going to collapse just because we are here. Deep breaths, sweetie. In, out. There you go…”

Jeffery was slowly returning to normal. The colour came back into his cheeks and he rose unsteadily to his feet.

“Thanks, Fifebee,”he said shakily.

“Don’t mention it, dear,”



The tram eased off the central ring-track and glided into an unloading area. The doors hissed open, and a ramp extended smoothly from the tram to the surface. The four officers stepped out, looking anxiously around them. Fifebee tapped at her Matrian scanner for several moments before sighing and tucking it back onto her belt. The interference here was even worse than before. It was a wonder that her holo-relay was still functioning.

The lighting was still very dim, making Jeffery think of emergency lighting. That made sense, he mused, since the place was in lockdown mode. Squinting, he could see broad panels up on the cavernous ceiling that could be illumination panels. He could see shadows that could be doorways and long elevated balconies running along the curving walls. The main level they were walking on was turning into a maze of pathways, stairways and doors. Door after locked door. Symbols and squiqqles that could have been signs covered the walls and hung suspended from the ceiling.

“This is clearly the heart of a large transit system,” Fifebee said aloud.

“Yes, I believe we all knew that already, thank you,” Valtaic said.

“I know you did,” Fifebee shot back, “But I wanted to be sure we’re all on the same page,”

“As I keep telling your people, we are not standing on a book. We are all on the same underground pathway, however,”

Deciding not to answer, Fifebee continued walking.

“Were are we going now?” Jeffery asked, “Ah’m feeling totally lost,”

“I am looking for a way up,” Fifebee replied.

“Oh, thank God,” Jeffery sighed, “Ah’m about ready to get back above ground,”

“That is not what I meant,” Fifebee said, “Most races prefer to elevate their command areas. By applying basic trigonometry to the arc we traveled earlier and the distance we traveled in the tram, I have determined that we are now at the center of the installation,”

“I believe the massive merger of antigravity tracks back there told us that,” Valtaic added.

“If you do not have something helpful to add, shut up,” T’Parief growled.

“I am attempting to demonstrate that trigonometry is in fact good for something useful,” Fifebee said, “Now that we are at the center, we simply need to go up,” she pointed at a symbol of several stick-figures in a box.

“That appears to be the symbol for a turbolift or elevator.” She said.

“Lead the way,” Jeffery sighed.



Stafford led Verithi through the same door Fedi had vanished through earlier. Seeing the look on his face, Fedi quickly scrambled out of the room. The office was more cramped and utilitarian than the one up on the 20th floor, and contained utilitarian sleeping accommodations. Clearly, the place had been built for major emergencies.

“It’s nice to finally meet you too,” he said.

“Likewise,” Verithi said curtly.

The two of them glared silently at each other. Stafford and Jall had been in contact with Verithi several times since their arrival in Matrian Space. Part of their mission to facilitate Matria Prime’s membership in the Federation included preparing the Matrian Defence Forces for integration into Starfleet. Most Federation worlds kept their own ships and planetary defence forces, but contributing to Starfleet was a requirement for all member worlds. After all, if they wanted Starfleet to come to their rescue, it was only fair. Ambassador Owens and the Matrian government had come to an agreement: The Matrian Defence Force would be absorbed into Starfleet, Matrian shipyards would switch over to producing Starfleet vessels and Starfleet would provide ships to defend Matria Prime. The Matrians would have better ships defending them and Starfleet would have another source of personnel. It was a good deal all around.

Verithi didn’t agree. She felt that joining Starfleet would mean giving up the unique identity of the Matrian Defence Forces. Stafford and Jall had argued that first, the MDF had been made up of brainwashed men for over a century and, second, that they’d forgotten most of their identity. Verithi wasn’t buying it. Communications between Verithi and Starfleet had been curt and to the point, and somehow she was had been busy every time Stafford or Jall had tried to meet with her.

Now Stafford was bearding the lion in her den. Well, technically the office was his den, but it was her planet.

“Do you really think this is the time for us to be arguing about this?” Stafford finally said.

“Do you think this is the time for an outsider to come in and tell us how to defend our planet?” Verithi shot back.

Stafford located what was hopefully his chair and sat. How would Noonan handle this, he wondered. His former First Officer had had a way with upset people, even without using his funky hypnosis. He’d asked Noonan about it more than once, during the countless meetings they’d had. Noonan had replied that the best thing to do when in the middle of an argument is to try and understand the other person’s point of view. It was advice that Stafford had tried putting into practice on more than one occasion.

“I can see why you’d say that,” he said, thinking about what it would be like for him to be told that Starfleet was about to become part of the Klingon Empire, or something, “We were enemies, now we’re working together. It’s a big change. Not just for you,”

“We don’t seem to be working together,” Verithi said, “It seems like we’re working for you,”

BEEP!

“Oh yeah?” Staffored shot back, “Well it seems to me that we’re the ones risking our lives to help you defend your planet when we could just as easily leave!”

“No, you couldn’t!” Verethi said, “Your ship is stuck here!”

BEEP!

“It got that way helping you!”

BEEP!

“Your father wears army boots!”

BEEP BEEP!

“No, your mother wears army…wait,” Stafford shook his head, “What?”

“What possible reason could the Federation have for getting involved in our affairs like this unless they wanted control over us?” Verethi snapped, “What are you gaining otherwise?”

“We got involved because YOU INVITED US!” Stafford shouted, all thoughts of Noonan’s careful way of dealing with people forgotten, “Now listen here, you immature little bitch! We had no intention of coming back here - EVER - until your people decided that joining the Federation would be a good idea. And now we’re stuck here with an alien death fleet on the way, my ship is in bad shape, and I’m stuck on this planet playing Minister when I should be on the bridge of my ship telling Yanick to stop sticking peanuts up her nose!”

BEE-ZZZZZTTTTTT!

“What the-”

“What was that?” Verethi demanded.

Stafford looked at the stress monitor on his wrist. It appeared to have shorted out completely.

“Huh,” he mused, “I wonder if this thing’s still under warranty?” He chuckled. His chuckle turned into a giggle, then a near uncontrollable laugh.

“I’m sorry,” he said to Verethi, forcing the words out between gasps of laughter “This has been such a crazy week! Evil aliens, blown up warp cores, hidden underground installations…and now I’m stuck as an idiot politician for the duration!”

Verethi stared.

“You didn’t really stop to think about how this might be affecting us evil Starfleet folks, did you?” Stafford asked, still giggling, “We’re hundreds of light-years from home, trying to defend the people who tried to kill us, kidnapped one of our crewmembers and made us play musical chairs with our bodies! The last thing we ever wanted to do was come back here, and now half of my senior staff is trapped in a bunker by a group of rebels and I’ve got Jall, of all people, running my ship!”

He stood, and started walking back to the war room, shedding the destroyed stress monitor on the way.

“The Federation doesn’t want to control you. There’s nothing out here we need that we can’t find closer to home. I guess what the point I’m trying to make,” he said, the giggles finally passing, “Is that we’re here because your people want to become part of something bigger. And we’re risking our lives to help you, because that’s what the Federation does. Since we arrived, the rest of your people have been working to learn about us while you, Ms. Admiral, have avoided us completely. Your people are choosing to become part of the Federation, and if you don’t like it, you can go f**k yourself!”

He left, leaving Verethi alone in the office.

“Hmm,” Verethi mused, “Mother was right. It’s never pleasant watching somebody go completely to pieces,”



Deep underground, the away team was making little progress.

“Are ye sure the turbolifts are this way?” Jeffery was asking.

“This is the direction indicated by the sign,” Fifebee replied.

“The sign could be wrong!” Jeffery shot back.

Behind them, T’Parief and Valtaic exchanged a glance. It had been over day since they’d left Silverado, and the lack of food, sleep and hygiene was really starting to get to all four of them. Valtaic tried another door as they walked down the corridor Fifebee was leading them down. Locked. Or powerless. Either way, the door refused to slide open and tapping at the small panel next to it gave nothing but annoying beeps.

“I find it unlikely that the Old Matrians could construct an underground installation of this complexity, yet fail to properly label it,” Fifebee said frostily. Her behavioural subroutines were clearly also being effected by the prolonged mission.

“Well, Ah haven’t seen so much as a ‘Ye Are Here’ sign since we got here,” Jeffery said.

“Most races who speak Standard pronounce it ‘You’, not ‘Ye’,” Fifebee said.

“Don’t start raggin’ on me, ye holographic-”

“These doors are also locked,” Valtaic stated loudly. He was learning that his perfectly ordinary habit of making blunt statements was great for defusing the Silverado crew’s bickering.

They had been following the same corridor that led out of the transit center for about ten minutes. The doors were still locked, the lighting was still subdued and there was still not much to see other than corridor after corridor.

“OH! OH!” T’Parief shouted, “This one opened!”

There was a scramble as all four officers rushed to the door in question. It was a large, circular double door with six curved, triangular indentations around the edge. Set into the side of the corridor, it had hissed open the second T’Parief had pressed the door panel.

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you sound that excited,” Fifebee commented as she peered through the door.

“I have been trapped down here with the three of you for over a day. I have been shot at, stunned, shot at again and chased deeper and deeper underground,” T’Parief said, “The prospect of accomplishing our mission and leaving excites me in ways that are almost dirty,”

“Uh, right,”



Stafford was leaning over one of the consoles ringing the central platform of the Matrian War Room.

“Can you get a closer look at that fighter grouping?” Stafford was asking the tech.

The Matrian frowned in concentration, tapping at the console. The holographic display in the center of the room spun dizzily, the came to a stop. Stafford stared.

“Is that a…” he cocked his head.

“It looks like my husband’s-” the tech started.

“Hey Captain,” Jall called, stepping into the room. He looked up at the display, “Hey, is that the Falic?”

“Phallic? You would know better than I would,” Stafford said.

“No, no,” Jall shook his head, “I meant the SFV Falic. One of the Senousian cruisers that joined us,”

“Oh yeah. I forgot that the Senousians like building things that look like giant…parts,”

“I brought your dress uniform,” Jall said, “Well, I actually made Ensign Burke carry it since you told me to bring him down too, but it’s the thought that counts.”

“Dress uniform?” Stafford asked.

“It’s almost time,” Jall said.

“Oh. Right,”

“What are you doing looking at twisted porn in MY WAR ROOM!?” a shrill voice cried from the lower level.

“Have you met Admiral Verethi?” Stafford asked tiredly.

“OH! Is this the Admiral that’s been avoiding us since we-”

“Yeah,” Stafford sighed. He turned to Ensign Burke and grabbed his dress uniform, “Burke, see if you can help this poor girl figure out how the holo-imaging system works? When I step back into this room, I want to see the Matrian fighter formations, not the penis-shaped Senousian cruiser and not the mountain on Matria Prime’s moon that looks like a boob!”

“Aye, sir,” Burke said sadly. He sat next to the pretty blond tech, “OK, let’s see if there are any asteroids out there that look like-”

“BURKE!”

“Fighters, right,”

“Admiral Verethi, this is Commander Jall,” Stafford said, “He’ll be commanding Silverado when the Qu’Eh attack.”

“Ah yes. The one that dumped Queen Anselia,”

“I guess women on this planet gossip as much as on any other,” Jall sighed. He looked at his watch, “Look, Captain, hurry up and change. We’re going to be late!”

Stafford gave Verethi a cold look.

“I’ll be ready in a minute,” he disappeared into his office.

Jall and Verethi stood in silence for a moment. Next to them, Burke and the Matrian tech cursed as the holo-display fizzled out.

“A pleasure to finally make your acquaintance,” Verethi said finally.

“Likewise,” Jall smiled politely.



They had finally found the turbolift.

“See?” Fifebee asked, “You should have had more faith in me,”

“Ah’ll have faith in ye, once ye figure out how to activate it!” Jeffery said.

Fifebee tapped at the panel for a moment. The lift hummed, then eased into motion. She turned to Jeffery expectantly.

“Fine. I have faith in ye,”

The turbolift, much like the tram, had curved windows that looked out into the turboshaft. Considering the turboshaft was nothing but blank panels lined with anti-grav rails, the view wasn’t very impressive.

“How far up are we going?” Jeffery asked.

“Judging from the number of options on this panel, we are going up at least forty levels, likely more. Possibly many more.”

“FOURTY??” Jeffery’s eyes widened.

“Yes. I believe we will be quite close to the surface,”

“But what-”

Jeffery stopped talking as one side of the turboshaft abruptly fell away, revealing nothing but blackness.

“More of this,” T’Parief grumbled.

“I still can’t see anything,” Fifebee said, squinting out through the transparent panels. As quickly as it had appeared, the darkness vanished, replaced again by turboshaft walls. The lift slowed, then stopped.

As the doors hissed open, Jeffery, T’Parief and Valtaic all let out small gasps of amazement.

“Ah think we found the control room!” Jeffery exclaimed.

They stepped out of the turbolift into a large, curving room. Jeffery slowly turned, taking in the space. The turbolift they had taken was in the center of the room, set into a thick round column. As he slowly rounded the column, he saw other turbolifts as well…three in total, all facing outward. It reminded him a bit of the setup Waystation had. The entire chamber was sort of pod-shaped, making it feel like Jeffery was standing inside a giant M&M.

Surrounding the central column was a ring-shaped floor of polished stone. Or something that looked like polished stone. Three evenly spaced stairways led up to another ring-shaped walkway, interrupted occasionally by what could be doorframes leading to other rooms. Or imaging frames for big display screens, it was hard to tell. Between the stairways and below the walkway, six curving windows set into the lower curve of the pod looked out into total blackness. Above the walkway, the curving outer wall was covered with display screens. Most were completely dark, but some had dimly glowing images and symbols. Three more stairways, offset from the first three, led to the top of the central column. The top of the column was capped with a circular command deck. A series of control panels ringed the command deck, in the center of which was a broad, circular table. If any of the away team members had been in the War Room beneath the Matrian Defence Headquarters, they would have found the setup of the central command deck to be somewhat familiar. Finally, above this top deck, six more transparent windows looked out into-

“Rock?” Jeffery mused, looking up.

“Or sand,” Fifebee said, frowning. Her analytical subroutines were working in overdrive, “But in either case, this is clearly both the command center of this installation and most likely its highest point.

“Really?” Valtaic asked, poking at one of the dead consoles, “then what is that beneath us?” he gestured at the pitch-black lower windows.

“I suspect it is a cavern,” Fifebee said.

“Aye, of course!” Jeffery said, “It’s obvious!”

“If it is so obvious, why didn’t you think of it?”

“Because Ah was too busy having faith in ye!”

“Please, explain,” T’Parief interrupted.

“The Matrians used an underground cavern to house their Dream Nexus and the hibernating females after the end of the Gender War,” Fifebee said, “And this installation, which was built prior to that, is clearly also meant to be an underground bunker of some kind. Whereas the other cavern was built beneath the city of Matronus, this one was hidden beneath the desert.”

“So what’s in the cavern out there?” Jeffery gestured at the windows.

“We have no way of knowing.” Fifebee shrugged, “I suspect this is simply a naturally-formed cavern that they used as a convenient place to build this installation. In which case, what we are looking for, the reason why it is here, is likely located somewhere in this central tower.”

“Ye mean we have even more searching to do?” Jeffery groaned.

“Indeed,”



“Are you ready for this?” Jall asked.

“Are you?” Stafford shot back.

“I’m always ready to look sexy for the cameras,” Jall grinned.

“Ugh. Whatever happened to the good old days when we could just come in, blow things up, then leave? Why do we have to do all this political crap now?”

“Because sometimes making things go bang isn’t the end of the story,” Jall said, “Sometimes you have to stay for breakfast. Whether you’re hungry or not,”

“Let’s do this,” Stafford sighed.

The two of them stepped out into the Matrian Council Chamber. The dais on which the King and Queen normally sat had been altered: the thrones had been removed and a simple but elegant table setup. The screen dominating the rear wall was displaying the Federation logo. Every Governor and Governess was in attendance, filling all the seats normally filled. Those that were typically empty due to the Republic’s population drop were filled with high ranking functionaries, news correspondents and the crème de la crème of Matrian society. Smiling at the crowd, Stafford and Jeffery joined Queen Anselia and King Hektor on the dais. Lieutenant Yanick was off to one side, a comm-headset plugged into her ear. Several other Silverado crewmembers were packed into the crowded observation gallery.

“Your Majesty,” Stafford greeted Anselia.

“Captain,” she nodded regally.

“Ready to do this?”

“Yes,”

“Then let’s get this show on the road,”

Anselia stepped forward, then tapped a button on the table. A chime rang out through the room. In the inset podium beneath the center dais, the Speaker rapped his gavel.

“This session of the Matrian Council of Governor’s will come to order,” he said, his voice ringing through the chamber, “The floor recognizes Queen Anselia, elected leader of the Matrian Republic,”

“Ladies and gentlemen, gentlemen and ladies,” Anselia started, the double introduction meant to symbolize that neither gender should come before the other. (They switched the order of the two phrases as well every second week.)

As Anselia spoke, a voice chimed in Yanick’s ear. It was Ensign Bith, up on Silverado.

“Ensign Yanick, we’re receiving a transmission through the relay,”

“Send it through,” Yanick said softly. A soft been indicated the incoming transmission.

“Thank you for calling Matria Prime, despot-free for over two years! You’ve reached Lieutenant Yanick, how may we assist you?”

“I’m ready, Lieutenant,” the voice said.

“Of course, sir. One sec,” she stepped over and tapped Stafford’s arm. Stafford turned to Anselia as she finished her speech. She in turn pressed another button, signalling the Speaker.

“The floor now recognizes President Bradley Dillon, elected leader of the United Federation of Planets,”

“One second,” Yanick said, “I’m still trying to figure out this big TV of yours,” she fiddled with a control device, “Input…subspace video…output…audio, transfer…fluxing…”

The huge viewscreen flickered, showing President Dillon, back in his office on Waystation and seated behind his desk.

“Queen Anselia, Mister Speaker, people of the Matrian Republic. It brings me great please to join you for this auspicious occasion,”

“Thank you, Mr. President,” Anseila nodded. She turned, and picked up a padd from the table, “On the matter of Federation membership, including all rights, privileges, obligations and agreements, the Matrian Council of Governors has voted as follows,” she paused, looking out at the sea of politicians, Starfleet officers, reporters and camera lenses. Her words were being broadcast across her planet, to Silverado and through the Matrian Sector subspace relay to worlds and peoples her small Republic couldn’t even conceive of.

“To accept the terms of Federation membership,” she said, “Against: Seventy three votes. In favor: two hundred and thirty-three. The motion passes.”

There was a round of applause as both Stafford and Anselia stepped forward. On the table, printed on actual paper, were the terms of Federation membership. Picking up an ornate pen, Anslia signed her name. Stafford followed, signing on behalf of the President.

“As President of the United Federation of Planets,” Dillon boomed from the display, “It gives me great pleasure to welcome the Matrian Republic to the galactic community. Rest assured, your people will enjoy the full benefits of Federation membership. At this very moment, four starships are en route to Matria Prime to help against the Qu’Eh threat. They may not arrive in time to help with this battle, but they will help with the next. And any following, until every Federation citizen on Matria Prime can rest assured that their world is safe and secure.”

“Well, that’s that,” Stafford said to Jall as the room broke out again in applause.

“Yup.” Jall nodded, “Now for the hard part.”
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Poisoned Pawns

Admiral Edward Tunney stepped into the Operations Center of Starbase 45. He usually tried to avoid the place, as every time he stepped out of the turbolift some junior functionary would shout ‘Admiral on the Bridge!’, thus disrupting everybody’s work routine and royally getting on Tunney’s nerves. The starbase didn’t even have a bridge! It had an operations center! After that, Captain Brown would come rushing out of his office to greet him, offer him a coffee and start chatting about pointless starbase business. In the end, it would take about an hour for him to accomplish a task that would take less than ten minutes if he’d simply called up over the comm system.

But today was a bit different. As he stepped into Operations, the senior staff was watching the huge viewscreen that dominated the far wall of the multi-level command complex. On it, a shaky view of a large, marble-columned building was on display. Reporters were crowded around the entrance, which was just opening and disgorging a stream of politicians. Tunney was only slightly surprised to see several white Starfleet dress uniforms mixed in.

“And so time will tell whether or not Federation membership will be a burden or a blessing,” a narrating voice said, “But one way or another, the Matrian Council of Governors, in an emergency session late yesterday, approved Matria Prime’s membership in the United Federation of Planets. Federation President Dillon himself welcomed all Matrians to the interstellar community, while promising aid against the Qu’Eh. Whether or not that aid can be counted on remains to be seen,”

“Admiral on the bridge!” a junior officer cried out, spotting Tunney out of the corner of one eye. Tunney sighed.

“Admiral!” Captain Brown greeted him, the shorter (much shorter) man gesturing at the screen, “We were just watching the feed from the Matrian Sector relay,”

“I guessed,” Tunney said dryly, “What’s the status on the ship movements I ordered?”

“Four ships, just like President Dillon promised,” Brown replied, “The Montreal, the Vendome, the Elfman and the Stallion departed for Waystation this morning,”

Tunney frowned.

“Those are all Operation Salvage ships,” he said, “I thought I’d requested at least one Sovereign-class ship!”

“Fleet Admiral Ra’al turned that request down,”

“Shit!” Tunney fumed. He had no idea what he’d done to annoy that woman, but she’d been an unholy bitch when it came to any requests he made involving Operation Salvage.

“We could send the USS Champlain,” Brown suggested. The Champlain was a ninety-year-old Proxima-class vessel. Back in the day, it had been classified as a battleship. Now…

“Our President just promised those people that help was on the way,” Tunney fumed, “And that’s the best we can do?”

Brown shrugged.

“Beggers can’t be choosers,”

Tunney glared at him.

“The Federation is supposed to take care of its members, regardless of who they are or why they joined,” he said sharply, “That’s what we do!”

They stared at the screen for a few more moments, where Lieutenant Yanick was being introduced as Starfleet’s Public Relations Officer for Matria Prime.

“Lieutenant,” one reporter was asking, “What’s the first thing you plan to do to improve Matrian/Federation relations? Do you think the upcoming battle will be a problem?”

“First, I’m going to paint my office yellow,” Yanick giggled, “As for the battle…well…we creamed you guys the first time. I’m sure we’ll do OK against the Qu’Eh,”

“I thought part of the reason you sent those guys out there was to get them out of the media?” Brown asked as Tunney started rubbing his temples.

“It was. But who would have guessed that Stafford would be stupid enough to get his crew involved in planetary politics?”

“Doesn’t sound like he had much choice,”

“No,” Tunney sighed, “I suppose not. And that’s the worst part. I should have expected this,”

“Well, sir, look on the bright side,” Brown offered, “Maybe they’ll fight off the Qu’Eh and things out there will get nice and boring,”

“Yeah,” Tunney said, watching as the Matrian news reporters starting tallying up how many Qu’Eh ships were coming vs. the number of Matrian and Senousian ships available, “And maybe the Qu’Eh commander will dance around my office in a pink tutu.” He sighed again.

“Send the Champlain,” he said, “And the Haldimand. And any other ships we can spare.”

“It’s going to take them over a month to get them to Matrian space,”

“I know. But after Silverado gets blown to pieces, somebody has to go bring back the bodies…” he looked around nervously, the swallowed, “Er, I meant ‘survivors’ .” Matria Prime:



“Ohhh!! My very own office! I’m so excited!” Lieutenant Trish Yanick giggled, skipping merrily along next to Stafford as he walked quickly through the halls of the Matrian Defence Headquarters.

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” Stafford said, “Hopefully, it won’t last long,”

“What? Why? You don’t think I’ll do good?” Now Yanick was looking hurt.

“No, it’s not that,” Stafford said. He suddenly became aware of the large number of Matrian officials surrounding them, “Come on,”

He pulled her into his own office, waving at his guard, a Starfleet security officer, and closing the door firmly.

“Trish, you see what’s happening here, right?” he demanded.

“Sure,” Yanick said, hopping into the guest chair and giving a sound of delight upon discovering that it spun around on its base, “It’s like we got promoted! Only we didn’t. And Jall has to go fight the Qu’Eh guys, but T’Parief doesn’t get to fire the weapons cuz he’s stuck underground. He’s going to pissed about that!”

“No, it’s not like we got promoted!” Stafford snapped, a bit more harshly than he meant.

“Why not?” Yanick asked, spinning around now in the chair, “Aren’t you, like, in charge of the whole Matrian Defence Force now?”

Stafford sat.

“Well, yeah. But that’s not a good thing! Don’t you get it?”

Yanick continued spinning.

“If things go wrong, it means that the Matrian government can pin it all on me!” he went on, “And I don’t want to be here! I don’t want to be stuck in some room on some planet while my ship and crew is up there fighting!”

“Whhheeeeee!!”

“Yanick, are you even listening to me??”

Yanick spun to a stop.

“Yeah,” she said, “You’re feeling left out and lonely. Is that why you assigned me here?”

Stafford’s mind did a little flip. How the hell could Yanick be so blond and oblivious about the most obvious of things, then suddenly turn around and say something insightful?

“Maybe,” he replied, “But mostly because Queen Anselia, Admiral Verethi and I all have the press on our backs and we need somebody to be the liaison. For the moment, that’s you.”

“Uh huh,” Yanick said, “And Ensign Burke?”

“He’s needed in the War Room. He’s better with the kind of space sensor technology that the Matrians are using to track the battle than they are. Even though the frickin’ Matrians built the damned things.”

“And the Hazardous Team?”

“They’re preparing the Matrian forces for ground assault. Such as they are.”

“And Ensign Naketh?”

“Is working on getting the Matrian defensive satellites up and running!”

“And all the civilians and non-essential personnel?”

“Are better off on the planet,”

“And the guy guarding your door-”

“Trish,” Stafford cut her off, “Are you going to go through every Silverado crewmen that I reassigned? Because we don’t have time! The Qu-Eh are dropping out of warp in less than three hours!”

“Chris, I’m just saying that so many people have been moved around that Silverado is starting to get a bit empty. No, make that a LOT empty! Do you really think that’s is a good idea?”

Stafford sighed.

“What do you want me to do, Trish?” he asked, “I’m trying to do what’s best for the whole planet here,”

“Well, yeah,” Yanick said, “But, I mean, it’s like the crew’s getting…broken up. Y’know?”

“Yeah,” Stafford said, eying the Matrian clock on one wall (which he still hadn’t figured out how to read), “I know.” Something started tugging at the corner of his mind. Yeah, Yanick was right. His crew was being split up, moved to where they would best fit. Some of them were still trapped, but safe, deep in an underground Matrian installation. He had to make sure that each person was in position to help out when the Qu’Eh arrived.

“Yanick, go start…liasoning,” he said suddenly, “I have something I have to do before I’m due in the war room,”



“OK, ladies, let’s get a run-down. Get me caught up on all the up-and-up!” Commander San Jall ordered, seated again in what was normally Stafford’s chair. Lieutenant Travis Pye was manning the conn, Lieutenant J’Rar Day was at operations and Ensign Tabetha Bith was at tactical. Except for Burke, the entire second-string bridge crew had been suddenly pushed into Alpha shift, what with missing persons, reassignments and the general chaos.

“Are you asking for a status report, or a gossip update?” Pye asked.

“Well, mostly a status report,” Jall said, “But if you know anything about that cute Lieutenant in the geology department, I’m all ears,”

“Another Matrian cruiser is just dropping out of warp,” Lieutenant Commander Quintaine reported, having temporarily taken over sciences.

“Oh, goody,” Jall said, “So far, that brings us to a grand total of twenty-three scout ships, nine Matrian cruisers, six fighter squadrons,”

“Fiiiive quantum torpedos!” Pye suddenly sang out.

“Four phaser banks,” Day sang.

“Three shuttlecraft,” Quintaine added.

“Two runabouts,”

“And a starship without a warp core!” everybody sang out together.

There was silence for a moment as everybody exchanged confused looks.

“Was that a moment of collective good cheer, or are we about to have another adventure involving mind-control?” Jall asked calmly.

“Let’s all hope for the former,” Day noted.



Ensign Pysternzyks ran his hands over the transporter controls, sliding the light bars up. As he did so, Stafford materialized on the pad.

“Ensign,” he said warmly, “It’s so good to see you! I could just…cut your head off and kick it around the room right now!”

“Captain,” Pysternzyks bowed, “It would be an honour to die by your hand,”

“Good stuff, good stuff,” Stafford grinned as he stepped into the corridor. Ahh, Andorians were good people. You just had to know how to talk to them. He hopped into a turbolift, surprised at how good it felt to get away from the Matrian government complex, even for a few minutes.

“Stafford to Jall,”

“Jall is on the line, it’s time to sing my rhyme, if I don’t get-”

“Jall, I need you to meet me in Sickbay in about ten minutes,” Stafford said.

“Aren’t you going to yell at me to stop singing first?”

“Not really. I actually sort of missed you while I was on the planet. You know, in a professional kind of way,”

“Huh. Weird. I’ll be down shortly. Jall out.”

Chuckling, Stafford stepped off the lift, then turned into Sickbay.

“Be with you in a minute,” a voice called from the ICU. Stafford poked his head around the corner, only to see Dr. Wowryk and Nurse Veeneman operating on a patient. At least, he thought it was a patient. Most patients he’d seen didn’t have half of their insides sitting next to them.

“Uh, doc,” he asked, “Is that person supposed to have his entrails on the medical cart?” His stomach turned as what looked like a liver slipped off the tray and fell to the floor with a loud ‘PLOP!’

“When the patient is dead? Yes,” Wowryk said. She picked up a saw.

“Doc, what are you-”

Stafford winced as Wowryk promptly began sawing through the patient’s skull.

“For crying out-”

“Doctor, just forget it. We’ll do this again later,” Veeneman sighed, “I have to get Sickbay prepped for battle anyway.

“Very well. Computer, end program,”

The body, entrails and tools vanished in a holographic fizzle.

“I was teaching Nurse Veeneman how to do an old-fashioned autopsy,” Wowryk explained, leading Stafford to her office, “She wants to get her advanced nursing qualification,”

“I see,” Stafford said, massaging his stomach, “Still, I don’t think I’ll be eating anytime soon.

“What can I do for you?” Wowryk asked, taking a seat, “Tea?”

“Uh…sure…” Stafford sat carefully. Something about Wowryk’s super-nice attitude was starting to make him uncomfortable.

“Are the Matrians well prepared for the coming attack?” she asked.

“As much as they can be,” Stafford shrugged.

“Well, at least there aren’t any space stations sitting around for them to blow up this time,” Wowryk sighed.

“Well, look on the bright side,” Stafford said, “It it hadn’t been blown up then, it definitely would get blown up this time!”

Wowryk did not look amused.

“If you’re finished with the part of the conversation where you try to be funny, what can I do for you?” Wowryk was sounding more like her regular self now, much to Stafford’s relief.

“I have a…a job for you,” Stafford said, “Something that I need you and only you to take care of,”

“Yes, I thought as much. Blessing, consecration or exorcism?”

“None of the above. I’m calling more on your talents as a Starfleet officer,”

“Circumcision?” Wowryk started rummaging around in her desk, “Not exactly my specialty, but I think I have a pair of scissors in here,”

“First Officer,”

Wowryk look up at him, her face turning white.

“Excuse me?”

“You know the Matrians are keeping me down on the planet,” he said, “And Jall’s running the ship right now. I need to make sure somebody’s watching his back. I also want somebody who has a better understanding of the Matrians and their mindset. That’s you,”

“But…but…” Wowryk stammered, “I am a doctor!”

“Call in the night shift guy,” Stafford said, “I need you up on the bridge. Look on the bright side. It will piss the hell out of Jall,”

“Chris,” Wowryk said suddenly, “You…you know what happened the last time I was up there, right? It was a disaster!”

“Nope,” Stafford said, getting to his feet, “You ran the show. The Qu’Eh were pushed back and the ship survived. You did good. Now I need you to do it again,”

“Hello, kids,” the door hissed open and Jall poked his head in, “If you don’t mind, we have a gruesome death coming up in about two hours, so can we make this quick?”

“Sure,” Stafford said, getting to his feet, “Wowryk’s your new First Officer. At least until all this blows over. Have fun!” he walked out the door.

Jall looked at Wowryk for a moment, then shrugged.

“Took him long enough. Come up to the bridge as soon as you’re finished handing things over to Dr. Krenton. Gotta jet!”

He turned to leave.

“Hey!” Wowryk snapped, “This is supposed to be annoying you, you heathen!”

“Oh, it’s annoying me,” Jall said, sashaying his way out of Sickbay, “But we’re probably all going to die soon anyway. See you on the bridge, sweetie!” he blew her a kiss.

“Ohhh!! Wowryk exclaimed,”I hate that man!”



T’Parief sat on a stairway in the underground Matrian command center. There were six such stairways: Three leading from the central turbolift column and what had been quickly dubbed an ‘observation gallery’, up to the ring-shaped walkway that ran the outer circumference of the pod, interrupted in several locations by what might be office doors. The other three led up from this outer walkway to an elevated command deck that sat atop the turbolift column. With only a few exceptions, the control panels in the command deck were dead, the displays lining the outer walkway were dark and six huge lower windows that Fifebee believed looked down into a cavern were pitch black. T’Parief had started by standing guard over the three turbolifts that appeared to be the only way in or out of the command center. Standing had led to pacing. Then to more standing. Then, after a few hours, he simply sat down and stared. Above him, Fifebee, Jeffery and Valtaic were all trying their own methods of tapping into the Matrian computers. Fifebee had seated herself at one of the few consoles that wasn’t completely dead and had attempted to access the computer systems. Unfortunately, she’d found that access was as limited as it was in the smaller control booth they’d found in one of the buried hangers. Jeffery was halfway through dismantling another console, carefully examining each piece before setting it aside. Considering that he was doing this completely without tools, aside from a Matrian scanner that he needed Fifebee’s help to translate, T’Parief rated his chances at success low. Valtaic had started examining every object in the room, starting from the top and working his way down. So far, he’d found an empty cup, an unidentifiable chunk of polymer and what he claimed were the decomposed remnants of textile products, possibly paper towel or a tissue.

“I think we need to get out of here,” T’Parief said, breaking the silence.

“Aye, Ah’m all for that,” Jeffery agreed, tossing a crystal of some kind over one shoulder.

“Then you wish to take the turbolift down the tower, retrace our steps to the transit hub, attempt to make our way to the entrance hanger and then fight out way past several armed Matrian rebels using only the few weapons we have managed to obtain?” Valtaic asked.

“Well, when ye put it that way, it sounds like a lot of walking,”

“Our orders,” Fifebee reminded him, “Are to discover the purpose of this place, hopefully in time to aid with the coming battle.”

“And do ye see that happening?” Jeffery demanded.

“Well,” Fifebee admitted, “My progress has been limited, but I believe we can at least track the coming battle,”

“Ye have access to the orbital sensors?”

Fifebee tapped a command. In the center of the command deck, a holographic display snapped to life. A hologram of the planet hovered over the central display table. In orbit, they could see tiny holograms of Silverado, the Matrian ships and the Senousian cruisers.

“Neat,” Jeffery said.

“I thought you said you had made progress?” Valtaic said.

“Eh?” Fifebee frowned at him.

“You had access to the sensors previously. They are one of the systems that was not locked down,”

“Well,” Fifebee cleared her throat, “We have a nicer display now,”

Growling to himself as the bickering continued, T’Parief stood and started another round of the lower walkway. He peered out the dark windows, trying to make out any detail that could be helpful. Squinting, he thought he could make out a dim shape, but it could have been his imagination, or a reflection off the window. He’d almost turned away when something caught his eye. Something was wedged in the bottom corner of the window, half hidden by the walkway edge. Bending down, he fished it out.

It was a data padd. It must have fallen from one of the upper levels and slid down the window, T’Parief reasoned. He activated it. He couldn’t understand the text, but the image needed no explanation.

“Lieutenant Commander Fifebee, your assistance please,” he said.

“What is it, dear?” Fifebee asked, abandoning her argument with Valtaic and rushing down the stairs. T’Parief handed her the padd.

The image displayed was that of an explosion. A very, very large one. It was hard to make out the object that was exploding, but one curved edge caught both their eyes. The curving shape, starting to tumble as the explosion pushed it away, bore a strong resemblance to the piece of space debris they’d explored only days before.

“Men Destroy Matronus,” Fifebee breathed, translating the headline. Jeffery and Valtaic had joined her on the lower level, “It is a news report. It says that yesterday night at 2100h, a team of men sabotaged the power reactor of Matronus, resulting in an overload that destroyed the entire city and killed over two million Matrians. The Queen and the Council of Mistresses have declared a state of emergency, and all men are ordered to return to their homes immediately.”

“City?” Jeffery asked, trying to get a closer look at the image.

“It appears Matronus was indeed an orbital habitat,” Fifebee said, “An extremely large one. This is it. This was the start of the Gender Wars,” she looked at the padd with an expression that bordered on awe, “We are holding what may be the only uncorrupted report of those early days on the entire planet!”

She quickly started paging through the other data files on the padd.

“There is more here,” she said, “Intelligence reports. Material requests. News reports on male rioting. And orders…” she trailed off as she read.

“There is a message here, possibly to the commander of this installation, ordering an immediate evacuation and lockdown,” she said.

Something was bothering Valtaic.

“Commander T’Parief,” he said, “You say you found this report on the floor?”

“Well, wedged into a window frame, but as the window is the floor at this particular-”

“And the Gender Wars lasted about a century?”

“Yes,”

“Then,” Valtaic said, “That means-”

“This place was abandoned over a hundred years before the war ended,” Fifebee suddenly interrupted, “Look at the timestamp on this message!”

Valtaic’s energy field surged with irritation. So much for deductive reasoning!

“It was not Mistress Laurette that removed this facility from the Matrian database! It was the Old Matrians! They took steps to hide this place when the Gender Wars broke out, and they succeeded beyond their expectations! If there had not been an intact data core in the wreckage of Old Matronus, this place could have remained hidden, possibly for all time! And there is more…” Fifebee continued reading. She stopped.

“Come with me,” she said, “I believe I have found something worth investigating.



It was time.

Rotating serenely around its star, Matria Prime looked like a jewel set into a velvet backdrop. Granted, the scars of ruined cities and impact craters marred its beauty somewhat, but they were minor overall. Noticeable, but not enough to turn you away. Orbiting the planet was a mixed fleet of ships and satellites. The incomplete satellite defence system had been activated and hung in geosynchronous orbit above the current city of Matronus. Positioned further out, the Federation starship Silverado sat directly in line between the approaching Qu’Eh ships and the planet. Her hull had been fully repaired, her weapons fully charged and her jury-rigged Matrian reactors had been pumped into overdrive. Flanking her to both sides as well and above and below were the Matrian cruisers. These same ships had survived Silverado’s attack against the Matrians over two years ago. Augmented with improved technologies and the few additional cruisers that had been built in the meantime, they were still smaller and less powerful than the Starfleet ship. A scattering of scout ships flew between the larger vessels, and squadrons of Matrian and Senousian starfighters, just launched from the planet surface, were quickly making their way to the fleet.

Commander Jall sat in Silverado’s command chair, snapping orders left and right as the final preparations were made. Next to him, Dr. Wowryk was on the comm with the repair teams, being updated on likely weak points. Both of them knew that without Stafford, Sylvia, T’Parief or the other absent officers and/or artificial life forms, this was not going to be Silverado’s finest battle.



Deep beneath the Matrian Defence Headquarters, Stafford stood next to Admiral Verethi, carefully watching the holographic display. Ensign Burke was manning the sensor controls next to the pretty Matrian technician, Lieutenant Yanick was supervising the Matrian communications technicians and Lieutenant Commander Stern was standing by to command the Matrian ground forces, various HT members helping out the area commanders in their respective command posts. Ensign Naketh was manning the panel that had been linked to the planetary defence satellites. Their Starfleet uniforms made Stafford feel a bit better…a bit more at home. But then his eye caught the tiny hologram of Silverado, hovering next to the planet.

“This is Matrian Defence Headquarters to all ships,” he said, tapping his comm-badge. “The Qu’Eh fleet will drop out of warp in thirty seconds. Stand by for Phase One,”

He exchanged glances with Admiral Verethi.

“Let’s hope this works,” he said.



“We ready for this?” Jall asked.

“Everybody seems to say we are,” Wowryk said, looking at the status reports streaming by on her chair panel. She wasn’t really sure why the Arboretum was sending battle readiness reports, unless somebody in the botany labs had been doing some unauthorized experiments on the trees. This lead to a brief chain of thought where Wowryk considered the possibility of engineering shrubbery that would punish any who attempted illicit intercourse in the bushes, but was quickly brought back to the moment when Stafford’s voice rang through the bridge.

“Stand by for Phase One,”

Wowryk straightened up ever more in her chair, her stomach clenching, her eyes darting to the empty void displayed on the viewscreen.

“Are you ready for this, doc?” Jall asked softly.

“This wasn’t exactly my idea,” Wowryk said, gripping the armrest.

“You’ll do fine.” Jall said, “Just take a deep breath and imagine the Qu’Eh attacking us in their underwear,”

Wowryk giggled a bit despite herself.

“The Qu’Eh fleet is dropping out of warp!” Quintaine called from Sciences.

“On screen,” Jall ordered.

On the bridge display, Wowryk saw nothing but stars. Then, at the exact center of the screen, a small green dot appeared. Then another, then another, until there were over two dozen dots clustered on the screen.

“They’ve dropped out of warp between the orbits of Matria IV and Matria V,” Ensign Bith reported, “They are scanning the planets and their moons. No sign of aggressive movement against the fleet, as of yet,”

“Why do they care about the moons this time?” Wowryk asked, “Didn’t they go right for the planet in the first attack? Wait, that didn’t sound very confident or commanding. I know they did.”

“Uh-huh,” Jall said, “But there’s a little something there this time that wasn’t there the last time,”



“We’re detecting energy reading from the third moon of Matria IV,” Assistant Sub-Manager Crennis reported, “They definitely weren’t there the first time,”

“Full sensor sweep,” his commanding officer, Sub-Manager Dukar ordered, “Advise Chairman P’tareck that we may have found something,”

“Sending now,” Peon Furden reported. “Sir, the flagship advises that the fleet will hold at station keeping until we’ve identified the source of the emissions,”

“Very well,” Dukar nodded, “Take us to the planet,”



“This is the Matrian Cruiser Velance to Defence HQ. They’ve taken the bait, Admiral!”

“Minister,” Verethi walked briskly around the central display table, her boot heels clicking on the polished stone floor, “The Qu’Eh have-”

“I’m not deaf, Admiral,” Stafford said, musing for a moment that it was really nice to be able to say that rank with annoyance to somebody’s face for once, “Commence Phase One,”

“Launching PAWNs, you smug Starfleet bastard,”



The Qu’Eh Cruiser Resource Management eased into orbit of the third moon of Matria IV, its small scout-class escort ships flanking it to either side. The moon had once been colonized by the Matrians and used as a mining outpost. Several abandoned pressure domes dotted the surface, some still containing viable, if very stale, atmospheres. As the Qu’Eh ship loomed closer, four Matrian Duchess-class scouts launched from the surface. The Qu’Eh ship bathed the planetoid in sensor beams, taking no action against the scouts.



“They’re not firing on the scouts, sir,” Quintaine reported.

“That’s OK,” Jall said, tapping his console, “This is Commander Jall to PAWN Leader. Hold your fire until fired upon,”

“Hold my what?” a confused sounding male voice came back.

“I mean don’t shoot yet!” Jall snapped.

“Oh. I already knew that. It was in the mission briefing,”

“I know that, but it’s more dramatic if I remind you!”

“What, is that some kind of silly human custom?”

“It is, as a matter of fact, you little-” Jall bit his lip, “Look, just wait for them to fire the first shot!”

“I know, we just discussed-” the voice was cut off as Jall leaned on the ‘disconnect’ button.



The four PAWN ships kept their distance from the Qu’Eh ship, careful to stay clear of its weapon’s ports as the boxy ship hovered over the moon. Its main section was dotted in lights from open portals, while the broad, thin upper section was dotted with sensor arrays, weapons ports and shield generators. The scans continued for several moments, then stopped.

The ship continued to sit there.



“This is ridiculous!” Stafford snapped, staring at the holo-display, “We don’t want to shoot first, they don’t want to shoot first, but we all know damned well we’re here to have a battle!”

“It’s like going clubbing,” Yanick chirped, “You know she wants you, you know you want her, but you’re both too chicken to walk over and say hi!”

“No, it’s not like…” Stafford trailed off, “Well, yes, it’s exactly like that,”

He stared at the holo-display for several moments, mentally daring the Qu’Eh to make the first move.

“Open a channel,” he said.



Aboard the Resource Management, Sub-Manager Dukar watched the screen as the alien commander appeared on screen.

“This is Capt, er, Minister Christopher Stafford of the Fed…uh, Matrian Defence Force. Matria Prime is a Federation member world, and as such is defended by the full strength of the Federation. Any attempt to approach Matria Prime or to interfere with Matrian vessels will be seen as an act of hostility and dealt with accordingly. Um…please go away?”

There was a pause of less than a second, then Chairman P’tareck appeared on the screen. Dressed in a smart bluish suit and swirling red cape, he sat comfortably in his wing-backed leather armchair.

“Minister Stafford, is it? Hmm. Well, it’s nice to hear that your Federation was so welcoming to the Matrians, especially after the way you so nicely decimated their defence force the last time you were here. And now you’re in command? Isn’t that interesting?” He leaned forward, “The Qu’Eh do not take kindly to your attempts to annex planets in our part of the galaxy. Let me give you this opportunity to depart peacefully. I can, after all, show mercy once every 2.75 years.” He turned to his assistant, “Betheria, please note that down in my calendar. I would hate to be merciful again before I was due,”

“Yes, Mr. Chairman,”

“Thanks,” Stafford said dryly on the screen, “But you don’t seem to understand. The Matrians invited us here, and they voted to become part of the Federation. We have reinforcements on the way, and let me tell you, we’ve got some much, much bigger ships than you do!”

“Minister, perhaps you don’t understand.” P’Tareck leaned forward, “I do not care! The Qu’Eh have targeted the Matrian Republic for auditing, and we will audit! As for your mighty Federation, I see one ship. Thank you, but we’ll take our chances.” He gestured and his assistant cut off the transmission.

“That went well,” he mused to himself. He turned to his Fleet Commander.

“Destroy those scouts,”



“We’re taking fire!” PAWN Leader cried, stabbing at his controls. The small scout, barely the size of an Oberth-class starship, darted to the side as Qu’Eh energy beams skimmed over its shields.

“Return fire!” Stafford’s voice came over the command channel. Not wasting a moment, PAWN Leader immediately commanded his ships to open fire.

“We’re denting their shields a bit,” he reported, “But their disruptor beams are taking a toll on us!”

His ships concentrated their fire on one of the Qu’Eh escorts. There was a flash of light as the small vessel exploded.



“FIRST BLOOD!” announced the holo-display table as one of the tiny Qu’Eh holograms blinked out. A small counter beneath the projection read ‘Matrians: 1, Qu’Eh: 0’.

“What the f**k?” Stafford asked, “Did the table just talk?”

“I dunno,” Verethi shrugged, “And since whoever designed this system has been dead for about two hundreds years, I doubt we’ll ever find out,”

“Meh,” Stafford shrugged, “Is our little present ready?”

“Yes,”

“Then fire!”



In one of the empty pressure domes on Matria 4’s third moon, the MDF had found an interesting relic: a planetary defence cannon. The technology was nothing special: pretty much any planet inhabited by a space-faring race had the things. Nothing more than a disruptor bank much like those mounted on the Matrian ships, the planetary versions was bigger, heavier and usually hooked into much bigger power reactors. The Matrians had been able to get one of the old things on-line, but hadn’t seen any real use for it, seeing as how it was on an abandoned moon far from their homeworld. A small team of Matrian and Starfleet technicians had been sent to make sure the cannon and the ancient geothermal energy tap that powered it were up, running and giving off enough energy readings to make the Qu’Eh curious.

Now, as the PAWN vessels lured the Matrian ship into position, a panel next to one of the domes slid open, and the blunt snout of the cannon eased into firing position.



“I’m getting a power spike on the planet!” Assistant Sub-Manager Crennis called out.

“Lock weapons and-”

The ship pitched over as a brilliant beam of energy stabbed out from the planet, hitting the Qu’Eh cruiser square in the main section.

“Shields are down to 20%!” One of the Peons called.

“Move us out! Move us out! Call for additional assets!”

The Resource Management turned quickly, struggling to shake off the PAWN ships that were still harassing it, their weapons breaking through the larger ship’s weakened shields. Plumes of gas started to vent through hull breaches. The moon’s cannon fired again and the Qu’Eh ship exploded, the shock wave knocking the PAWNs off course.

They’d barely regained control when six Qu’Eh cruisers and their support ships swept in, obliterating the PAWNs, the disruptor cannon and the abandoned mining facility.



“Well, that went about as well as we expected,” Stafford said, watching as Matrian icons blinked out on the display. The tally now read ‘Matrians: 3, Qu’Eh, 6’, with a sub-display giving a breakdown of destroyed assets by ship class and structure type.

“YOU HAVE LOST THE LEAD!” announced the voice.

“Defense HQ to PAWN leader,” Admiral Verethi called, “Report. Did the idiot Starfleet plan work?”



In Silverado’s main holodeck, PAWN leader sat in the command chair of his simulated scout. The displays had all frozen shortly before PAWN-1 had been destroyed, the remote feed used to transmit commands to the unmanned ship and receive telemetry back severed as a Qu’Eh weapons blast took out the subspace transceiver. As the simulated bridge faded, he joined the other PAWN crewmembers as they jogged out of the holodeck towards the Matrian fighters waiting for them in Silverado’s shuttlebay.

“Affirmative, HQ,” PAWN leader reported, “Silverado should be transmitting the data momentarily.



“Mr. Quintaine?” Jall asked, turning to gaze at the temporary science officer.

“Got it!” Quintaine reported triumphantly, “Weapons frequencies, torpedo modulations and some pretty detailed readings on their ships’ capabilities!”

“Perfect. Send then down to Burke. Make sure he sends them to the entire fleet,”

“You know, we could just send them to the entire fleet,” Pye suggested from the helm. So far, with the actual fighting taking place far from Matria Prime, he hadn’t had much to do.

“We could,” Jall said, “But that’s why we have a central headquarters in a very secure location. They get to do that kinda stuff, we don’t have to worry about it, and when we get blown to pieces the fleet still has a leader,”

Wowryk watched the exchange with interest. Most of the time, when Silverado had gone into battle, she’d been down in Sickbay, tending to the wounded and generally wondering what idiotic stunt the command crew had pulled to cause the current predicament. Her last battle had, through a series of flukes, found her in command of the ship and she’d learned the hard way that it wasn’t always your own idiotic stunts that caused the problem. Now, acting as first officer, without the chaos of direct battle, she found herself watching her colleagues closely. It helped her keep her mind off the thought of imminent failure; the thought that one mistake on her part could lead to the destruction of the whole ship.

What she found most interesting was the change in the bridge officers as they monitored the Que’Eh fleet and the destruction of the PAWN vessels. Lieutenant Pye, typically full of mindless chatter, was being relatively quiet. Lieutenant Day was almost completely silent at the operations console, and the lack of filthy lust she felt when her gaze fell on him told her that his Deltan endocrine systems was all but inactive. Ensign Bith was running tactical scenarios on her console and programming Silverado’s shields to provide extra protection against the weapons frequencies being used by the Qu’Eh. Lieutenant Commander Quintaine was running scan after scan, carefully cataloguing the ships in the Qu’Eh fleet and reconciling the data collected by the Matrian planetary sensor array with Silverado’s more refined readings.

But the biggest change was Commander Jall.

He sat in the command chair like it was an armchair, one leg curled under the other, leaning back in the leather cushioning and sipping a Vanilla Latte that had been brought up by a terrified-looking Guinanco waiter.

Well, OK, so that wasn’t much of a change.

What astonished Wowryk, however, was the change in his attitude. Oh, he was still the same flippant, flamboyant and, in her opinion, far too immature officer he’d always been. But where before there had been arrogance, now there was an almost frightening confidence. Jall looked like he didn’t have a care in the world. He wasn’t dreading the Qu’Eh attack, he was waiting for them to come close enough for him to swat them. And if he happened to get killed in the process, oh well. Can’t make an omelette without breaking some eggs, right?

As she flipped through the flight recorders, ensuring that each was running properly, she came across the video feed from the bridge. She couldn’t help but notice that, next to Jall, she looked terrified as she clutched her chair, tapping on her console, her eyes darting around to see if anybody else had noticed.

And she was supposed to be First Officer?



“Sir, Silverado just transmitted the Qu’Eh weapons frequencies,” Burke reported from the Matrian sensor station, “At least, I think they did. My Universal Translator’s acting up…they may have just sent us the dimensions on Playmate of the Month,”

“Hmmm?” Stafford frowned.

“Well, it either says ‘27.4 tera-hertz’, or ‘D-cup’,”

“It’s the weapon’s frequency,” Yanick piped in, “If Jall was sending info on Playmate of the Month, it would be in inches. And it would be either bicep size or the length of-”

“TRISH!” Stafford whined, “We’re going into battle, and in front of the Matrians, too! Can we can the sexual innuendos for now?”

“But sexual innuendo about Jall is so much fun!” Yanick giggled, “Nothing makes you more uncomfortable, not even that time I came into your quarters instead of T’Parief’s by mistake, wearing that chocolate lingerie-”

“TRIIIIIISH!”

Around him, the Matrian women were giving approving looks while the men were looking at Stafford like he was some kind of pervert.

“I didn’t look,” he grumbled, “Honestly,”

“If you’re finished behaving like undisciplined fools,” Admiral Verethi snapped, “Could we get the status of the Qu’Eh fleet?”

“They’re advancing very slowly,” Burke replied, squinting at his console, “I’m picking up intense sensor scans from their leading ships. Either that, or I just won the Publisher’s Clearing House Sweepstakes,”

“Somebody get him a fresh translator,” Stafford snapped.



“Still advancing slowly,” Quintaine reported.

“Any new orders from HQ?” Wowryk demanded.

“Nope. Not since the last time you asked, about two minutes ago,”

“So we’re back to staring at each other,” Wowryk grumbled, “That was pointless,”

“We gained some valuable intel,” Jall reminded her.

Wowryk nodded.

“Right, right,” she agreed.

“C’mon, doc,” Jall said, getting out of his seat, “Let’s go have a coffee,”

“Excuse me? Aren’t we about to do battle?”

“Sure,” Jall shrugged, “That’s why we’re going to the ready room instead of Platterheads.” He thumbed the comm button on Stafford’s chair, “Jall to Officer’s Dining Hall, bring two Jall Specials to the ready room,”

“This isn’t a cheap drive-through, you know,” the voice of Patsy Horton came back over the comm.

“Send them up, or I’ll tell Stafford what your wait staff and I have been doing in your storage room,”

Silence for a moment.

“On their way,” Horton replied.

Wowryk glared at him, her lip curling in disgust.

“What?” Jall shrugged, “It’s not my problem if she thinks a game of pool is disgustingly lower-class,”

Suppressing a small giggle, Wowryk followed him into the ready room. To her surprise, Jall took a seat in one of the chairs facing Stafford’s desk, leaving the Captain’s usual seat empty. He gestured for Wowryk to sit on the couch. A cute, Brazillian waiter brought their drinks: Beanus espresso with steamed milk and a sort of a sweet, nutty flavouring.

“I thought you could use a bit of First-Officer type advice,” Jall told her.

“I don’t think I ever considered that I’d be getting advice from you,” Wowryk said. There was, she found with some surprise, no disdain or annoyance in her voice. With the upcoming fight, and the realization that they could both be dead in less than a day, she had found that her hatred of the Trill had faded, replaced by something else. It wasn’t affection, it wasn’t quite respect…but it was a close call. A sort of realization that he’d been part of her life for nearly four years and that he would be missed, badly, if anything happened to him.

“Well,” Jall admitted, “Most of the time, the only advice I would have given you would have been to take that stick out of your ass and to unlock that chastity belt before your womanly parts rust off, but we’re in a different sort of situation now, aren’t we?”

OK, maybe she wouldn’t miss him that much.

“You were pretty surprised when Stafford made you First Officer, weren’t you,” Jall said, sipping his coffee and looking her in the eyes.

“Yes,” Wowryk nodded.

“I wasn’t,” Jall said bluntly, “See, Stafford has a lot of flaws. A LOOOT of flaws. Oh, sweetie, he’s like the poor deluded soul wearing spring colours after the fall line-up has been released. But one thing I’ll say for him is that he’s been putting people where he thinks they can do the most good. Well, this thing with Fifebee, Valtaic and them is a long shot, but it seemed like a really good idea at the time. Anyway, he felt that in this situation, you’d do the most good,”

“I don’t understand that at all,” Wowryk said, setting her cup down, “I’m a doctor. I heal. I save. I don’t command!”

“Please, doc,” Jall chuckled, “Ask anybody who’s been through Sickbay…you command. You’re assertive and when you want something, you go for it. Big time.”

“Well, OK,” Wowryk admitted, “But Quintaine knows a lot more about commanding a ship in battle than I do!”

“He does,” Jall said, “But that’s not everything. We have Quintaine on the bridge if we need him. And you’ve got little old sexy me. But what Quintaine and I don’t have is your image,”

“If this is about my breasts again-”

“It’s not,” Jall stood up and turned to look out the window, where Matria Prime slowly spun, “I mean, they are nice. But, Noel, the Matrians think very highly of you. You’re the woman who stood up to their entire half-brainwashed ruling council for gender equality. You went deep into the heart of their empire to get the man you loved back, and you’re an important part of why this crew put their entire society back on course.” He leaned over the back of his chair, “Do you know what it means to the Matrians on those ships when they hear your voice over the comm?”

Wowryk said nothing.

“It gives them hope,” Jall said, “It gives them drive. And that’s something that’s going to be very, very important, considering how badly outnumbered we are,”

Wowryk still said nothing.

“So here’s my advice,” Jall said, standing again, “Go out there, and be the same old Wowryk we all know and…er…love. Don’t give a shit about what other people think! You’re calm, confident and in control. If you screw up some of the little things like which repair team has to go and plug a whole in the hull, don’t worry about it. Quintaine and I are out there too.” He giggled, “This one time, when we were in a fight with these Orion pirates, Stafford hit the wrong button and almost blew Repair Team Delta out of a cargo bay.” He continued giggling for a few more moments, then swallowed, “But, anyway, you get the idea,”

“Yes,” Wowryk said calmly, “I do.

As she stood, she took a deep breath, gathering around her the ice-cold confidence and power that she drew from her unfalteringly belief in God. All would be well. She was but an instrument of the Lord, and whatever happened was His will.

“Did it just drop a few degrees in here, or is it just me?” Jall muttered as he followed her back onto the bridge.



“Movement!” Burke snapped, staring at his sensor readouts, “The Qu’Eh fleet just pushed it up to half impulse!”

“Here we go,” Stafford muttered. He consulted briefly with Verethi, then turned to Yanick, “Deploy the fighters. Let’s see if we can wear them down a bit,”

“Fighters,” Burke chuckles, “What a weird idea,”

“Starfleet’s used Peregrine-class fighters before,” Stafford said, “But they seem to be pretty rare,”

“Because they suck,”

“Am I to understand that you have no experience commanding fighters in battle?” Verethi demanded.

“Well, I dunno about ‘no’.” Stafford shrugged, “Not much, but…well…”

“Idiot Starfleeters,” Verethi mumbled again.



In orbit of Matria Prime, hovering around the cruisers and scouts, were several flights of Matrian Countess-class star-fighters. An equal number of Senousian Penetration-class fighters were launching from the Senousian cruisers, forming a screen between the oncoming Qu’Eh ships and the Mantrian/Senousian fleet. The fighters were similar in capabilities, though the Senousian fighters were newly built while the Matrian fighters had been sitting almost forgotten in storage hangers since the end of the Gender Wars. Each had high-powered impulse engines, disruptor cannons and micro-torpedo launchers. Their weapons couldn’t begin to measure up against a full sized starship, but their ability to distract was excellent, and in numbers they could do damage. Unfortunately, they were still outnumbered by the Qu’Eh fighters.

In the lead were two Starfleet Denube-class runabouts, followed by three Class-9 shuttles. Less manoeuvrable than the star-fighters, their warp cores allowed for more powerful weapons and shields.

“Stingray Leader, this is Silverado,” Wowryk’s voice came over the combat channel, “Commence strafing runs,”

“Ohhh, goody,” Ensign Menzies muttered as he ran his hands over the console of the runabout Asessippi, “Isn’t this going to be fun!”

“You enjoy star-fighter combat?” Commander Hures, the Matrian officer designated Stingray Leader asked.

“Oh, sure. I just love when I get to fly around in a tiny, fragile little ship and get shot at by a much larger ship,”

“Good,” Hures nodded, “I love it too. At least, I hope I will. Stingray Alpha, Stingray Beta, come to heading 238 mark 8. Make runs on the Qu’Eh cruisers designated Cutie-1 and Cutie-2. Probe Leader,” he addressed his counterpart commanding the Senousian fighters, “You want to take a couple cruisers off their port flank?”

“Confirm, Stingray Leader,” replied the Senousian officer from her station on the runabout Niagra.



Impulse engines flared as the delta-wing shaped Matrian fighters and the ridged, phallic-shaped Senousian fighters broke free of the defending fleet and darted towards the Qu’Eh fleet. As they approached, weapons fire started streaking in from the Qu’Eh.

“Evasive manoeuvres!” Stingray Leader called over comm, “Don’t make it easy for them!”

The fighters broke into their separate flights, each targeting one of the Qu’Eh cruisers on the flanks of the fleet. Firing beam weapons and micro-torpedoes, the fighters did as much damages as they could in one pass before darting out of the larger ship’s weapon’s range.

“We took their shields down 8%,” reported Stingray Alpha-1.

“Coming around for another run,” Probe Alpha-2 added.

“Belay that!” Stingray Leader called, “Head back for Matria Prime immediately.”

“What the hell?”

“Those are our orders,”

“Idiots!” Stingray Beta-1 snapped.

There was a flash of weapons fire from the Qu’Eh ships. Stingray Alpha-3 was caught in the crossfire, exploding into a fireball.

“Try and lead them into firing range of the fleet!” Probe Leader called.

The fighters pulled in tight turns, heading back towards the planet. They hadn’t even reached the orbit of Matria II when the Qu’Eh fighters, now in hot pursuit, started to pepper them with fire. All of Probe-Gamma, lagging behind as they were, was caught by Qu’Eh torpedoes, all six fighters exploding like firecrackers.



“Incoming!” Bith called from tactical.

“Man, what I wouldn’t give to have Sylvia on the bridge right now,” Jall muttered, “Fire as soon as they’re in weapon’s range.”

“That was about ten seconds ago,”

“Then fire!” Jall snapped. Next to him, Wowryk was parroting his orders to the rest of the fleet.

“They’re coming in too fast!”

Outside the ship phaser fire flashed out, searching for the oncoming Qu’Eh fighters. But the fighters, coming in as such high speed, darted right past the fleet before they had the chance to get off a few pot shots. The Matrian/Senousian fighters broke hard to port and starboard, killing their speed and darting back towards the protection of the larger ships. The Qu’Eh fighters, caught off guard, hit the brakes in an effort to turn around and follow.

And wound up as sitting ducks for the defence satellites.

The instant Burke reported the fighter’s drop in speed, Naketh started stabbing attack commands into his control panel. Automated systems on those satellites that were functional targeted the Qu’Eh ships and opened fire. Over a dozen Qu’Eh fighters were destroyed before the rest could scramble out of range.



“YOU ARE IN THE LEAD!” announced the holotable.

“Not bad,” Verethi admitted grudgingly.

“It’s a start,” Stafford grumbled. On the holo-display, the tiny icons representing the Qu’Eh fighters were now making strafing runs on the Matrian ships. But unlike the Qu’Eh, the Matrian/Senousian force had been told to hold formation, not to split up the way the Qu’Eh ships had. The fighters were moving too quickly for the targeting scanners on the Matrian cruisers, but the fighters and scouts began scoring kills. On Matria Prime, the half-dozen planetary defence cannons that had been repaired were trying to track the tiny ships, but couldn’t fire for fear of hitting the wrong fleet.

Suddenly, the Qu’Eh fighters broke off; abandoning their attack runs and high-tailing it back to the Qu’Eh fleet.

Aboard Silverado, Jall was leaning over the engineering station.

“Our phaser recharge rate is still too low,” he muttered.

“Well, we don’t exactly have a warp core to work with here,” Lieutenant Sage responded from main engineering.

“The fighters are withdrawing,” Bith reported, “And I even managed to hit a couple!”

“Oh that’s good news,” Jall said,

“And the Qu’Eh fleet is increasing speed,” she added.

“And that’s bad news,”

“But we’ve finished the shield adjustments.” Quintaine reported, “We should have a bit of extra protection from their weapons,”

“And that’s good news,” Jall nodded.

“Oh, by the way,” Day called from Operations, “Jeffery’s half an hour overdue on his check-in,”

“And that’s bad news,”

“Qu’Eh fleet is arming weapons,”

“Getting worse,”

“They’ll be in weapons range in thirty seconds.”

“And,” Jall said, settling back into his chair, “With that one, I think we’ve hit rock bottom.”



Deep under the surface of Matria Prime, Jeffery, Valtaic, Fifebee and T’Parief crept out of the poshly padded turbolift they’d ridden and into yet another lofty corridor. Holding the Matrian padd, Fifebee paged through the various entries as she walked.

“I can’t find any mention of what exactly is down here,” she said, “But their are instructions to lock it down and keep it prepared for long-term storage,”

“This better be the part where we finally find the big, secret weapon that we get to use to defend the planet,” T’Parief said angrily, “I am hungry, and there is a battle starting in orbit that I wanted to be a part of!”

“With all our luck, the door’s going to be locked anyway,” Jeffery grumbled, massaging his empty stomach, “Can we go lookin’ for a replicator after this?”

Fifebee led them into a smaller corridor. Unlike the first, which had high ceilings, polished floors and paneled walls, this one was cramped and utilitarian. Carefully examining the markings on each door, she continued leading them through the complex.

“This one,” she said, pointing at an unassuming doorway.

“Superweapon.” T’Parief muttered, crossing his clawed fingers, “Superweapon…superweapon…”

“It’s not locked,” Jeffery said, tapping at the panel and opening the door.

“Superweapon…superweapon…”

“Uh-oh,” Jeffery muttered. T’Parief poked his head in the door.

“ZHAVHARGETHENZ!” he screamed, slamming a fish through the opposite wall.

“Fascinating,” Fifebee exclaimed.

It was a laboratory.

Nearly a dozen stasis tubes lined the walls. In each one lay a male Matrian, each motionless, deep in suspended animation. Their naked limbs were slim, and lithe. Their features were delicate and fragile. None of them had seen Matrian men like these.

In the center of the room sat a thirteenth pod. It also held a Matrian male, but this one more closely resembled the Matrians they were used to dealing with.

“Growth accelerators,” Fifebee muttered, examining the equipment on the work benches, “Gene sequencers. Genetic replication vats,”

“This is not a superweapon,” T’Parief complained, picking pieces of the wall out from under his claws.

“No,” Valtaic said, carefully examining the central stasis pod, “But if this is what I think it is, it could be a great deal of trouble.”
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Sub-terfuge

Admiral Edward Tunney had returned to the Starbase 45 Operations Center. As usual, a lowly peon had cried ‘Admiral on the bridge’ and Captain Brown had come running from the Docking Control console, where he’d been watching the vidscreen with his First Officer. Before the diminutive officer had a chance to ask how the ventilation in Tunney’s office was functioning, or if Tunney had tried the new Romulan haberdashery in the shopping center, Tunney started speaking.

“Anything new from the Matrian relay?” he asked.

“See for yourself, Admiral,” Brown said, gesturing at the screen. A tactical plot of the Matrian system, complete with computer-generated weapon’s fire, explosions and ship statistics was displayed on the screen. Actually, it was in the lower right corner of the screen taking advantage of the Picture-In-Picture feature while the majority of the screen was dedicated to a Days of Honour rerun. Embarrassed, one of Brown’s officers switched the views, giving a better view of the Matrian situation and relegating the tangled relationships of Minister Vlag and Sovok to the lower corner.

“Why is there a scoreboard?” Tunney asked, pointing at a section of the screen that read ‘Matrians: 15, Qu’Eh 9’.”

“Dunno. But it’s good to know how they stand, isn’t it?”

“I suppose. I’d feel better if they had something a bit more substantial than a few destroyed fighters keeping them in the lead,” Tunney mused.

“Who the hell uses star-fighters these days, anyway?” Brown asked.

“Weren’t the Constellation and Akira-class ships designed as fighter carriers?” Brown’s security chief asked.

“I have no idea,” Tunney said flatly. On the screen, the two fleets were coming together into a tangle of ships, weapons and fiery explosions. Suddenly, the image distorted, scrambling like that morning’s eggs and vanishing from the screen.

“We’ve lost the signal!” the communications officer reported.

“Problems at the relay?”

“No, the relay is still sending a carrier. The signal was cut off at the source,”

“Well,” Tunney sighed, turning to the turbolift, “I’ll go start writing condolence notes to the families,”

“Isn’t that a bit premature, sir?” Brown asked.

Tunney shrugged.

“I have about eight hundred of them to write,” he said, “By the time our reinforcements get there and confirm the carnage, I should be just about finished.”

“Ohh, excellent thinking, sir!” Brown gushed.

“Kiss-ass,” Tunney muttered as the turbolift doors hissed shut.



“I don’t see how this is a problem,” Commander T’Parief was saying, “They have been in stasis for at least two hundred years. I doubt they are a threat to us,”

“An excellent security threat assessment,” Valtaic said, inclining his head, “However, like most security officers, you forget the consider those repercussions not related to security,”

“That is because I do not CARE about repercussions not related to security!”

“What a limited viewpoint to take,”

“You will have a limited viewpoint, once I finish gouging out your eyes!”

“Please,” Valtaic sneered, “Dr. Wowryk would have them replaced within an hour,”

“Then let us proceed!” T’Parief growled, his claws sliding into place with an audible <SNICK>.

“Should we stop them?” Jeffery asked Fifebee.

“Negative,” she replied, “They have been pent up down here for a while. Let them get it out of their systems. Perhaps it will be like one of those dramatic holo-vision shows, where two characters begin with a heated argument, caused in part by sexual tension, and leading to an intense session of sexual activity,”

Both T’Parief and Valtaic abruptly stopped arguing, both spinning to face her.

“What?” Valtaic demanded.

“Did somebody say sex?” T’Parief inquired.

“Please, continue your argument,” Fifebee said, “This is most fascinating.”

T’Parief and Valtaic exchanged glances.

“I am no longer in the mood to argue,” Valtaic said flatly.

“Me neither,” T’Parief agreed.

“Smoothly done,” Jeffery muttered to Fifebee.

“Indeed.”

She returned to her scans of the laboratory. A dozen stasis tubes lined the walls, each containing the inanimate form of a male Matrian. A thirteenth stood in the center of the lab, containing another. The difference was that while the other twelve men were slim, almost elfin, this one was more muscular, more defined….more manly, Fifebee’s attraction sub-routines finally determined. By Matrian standards, anyway. By human standards he was still small of stature and lithe of limb.

Regardless, the presence of the Matrians, combined with the large amount of genetic manipulation equipment in the lab, led Fifebee to one inescapable conclusion.

“This is where they created the new men,” she said, slowly walking around the central stasis tube, “The experiments used to ‘upgrade’ the intelligence of the Matrian men were carried out here. I am sure of it.” She frowned, “Or at least were moved here at some point. Possibly for safe-keeping.”

“So…no superweapon?” T’Parief asked, sounding disappointed.

“No superweapon,” Fifebee confirmed.

“Then we should leave. The battle would have started already,” T’Parief said.

“I’m with the big guy,” Jeffery said, “This whole trip was a waste of time,”

“No,” Fifebee said sharply, “Regardless of the fact that we did not find a superweapon, this facility is the most important find for the Matrians since the Reawakening. The computer cores undoubtedly contain the unaltered history of their world, and we have only scratched the surface, considering the size of the facility.”

“That’s nice,” Jeffery said, “Really, Ah’m happy for them. But me ship is up in orbit, probably getting the crap pounded out of it, and if there’s nothing down here that’s gonna stop the battle, Ah need to get me bum up there!”

“I presume you intend to take the rest of yourself, as well?” Valtaic asked.

“Ah’m not gonna dignify that with an answer,” Jeffery muttered, “C’mon, let’s go,” he gestured for the door.

“Wait,” Fifebee insisted, “The report I found concerning this room did not mention genetic experiments! It referred to a prisoner who had been captured and had to be placed in storage! This man, most likely,” she gestured at the central tube, “If we can revive him, who knows what he can tell us!”

“Fifebee, that’s great. It really is.” Jeffery said, “But the ship’s in trouble, and we need to stop screwin’ around down here and help out!”

“I agree,” T’Parief growled.

“They will not be able to beam you up,” Valtaic said, “Their shields will be up for the battle. And our orders are to remain here,”

“Until we find out what’s goin’ on with this place! Which we know!” Jeffery said. He looked around. It was a stalemate.

“Jeffery to Silverado,” he said, tapping the Matrian comm-badge Fifebee had found earlier.

No response.

“Jeffery to Stafford?”

Still no response.

OK, fine. He was the freaking leader of this away mission, it was high time he started acting like it.

“T’Parief and I are heading back to the entrance,” he said, “We’ll see what’s going on with those rebels, and see if we can contact the ship. You and Valtaic stay here and do…whatever it was you wanted to do.”

Fifebee gave a small smile.

“Oh, Simon, that’s a great idea!” she said, “I know you and Chris had some issues the last time you were cut off from the ship. He’d be so happy to see that you’re compromising and planning instead of fighting!”

“And a wise compromise it is,” Valtaic observed.

“Shut it!” Jeffery snapped, giving Fifebee a strange look and pulling on T’Parief’s arm. The two of them left.

“Now where the hell was that transit hub?”



“Contact with the Qu’Eh fleet in eight minutes, mark!” Ensign Bith reported from tactical.

“Now for the fun part,” Jall mused.

“I don’t know,” Wowryk shrugged, “This whole battle thing hasn’t been that bad, so far,”

“That’s because we’ve been fighting at a distance,” Jall said, “Up until now. Now it’s time to get up close and personal,”

“Sounds sinful,” Wowryk observed.

“Sweetie, you have NO idea,”

“This is HQ to all ships,” Stafford’s voice came over the comm, “Stand by for Starburst on my mark,”

“Helm, standby for full impulse power, heading 000 mark 90,” Wowryk said. “Wow, I sound like such a pro!” She giggled softly.

“He really shouldn’t be allowed to name things,” Jall said, “I would have called this ‘Flower Power’, or ‘D’Ceti Missionary Position’ or something cool,”

“Sir, I don’t think you should be allowed to name things either,” Lieutenant Pye said from the helm, looking a bit green.

“Belay that,” Jall snickered.

“Who was planning all this battle strategy stuff, anyway?” Wowryk asked.

“Stafford and I got together with some of the Matrian officers. Why?”

“Because it seems like you guys actually came up with some good ideas,” Wowryk said, “I was…surprised.”

“Well, they DO have tactics classes at the Academy,” Jall said, looking offended.

Wowryk gave him a sceptical look.

“That,” Jall said slowly, “And it turns out that both Stafford and I really like these old 20th-Century ‘Star Wars’ books. Some of those authors were fantastic when it came to writing space battles!”

“That sounds more plausible,” Wowryk muttered.

“Contact with the Qu’Eh fleet in thirty seconds!’ Bith called, running her hands over her panel,”Time to end the character dialog and get ready to fight!”

“Could you say that again, but in a more manly voice?” Jall asked wistfully. Wowryk smacked him upside the head.

“All ships,” Stafford’s voice called, “MARK!”



As the Qu’Eh fleet advanced in weapons range, closing in on the Matrian/Senousian/Silverado fleet, sporadic weapons fire began passing between the two fleets. At that range, most of the phaser and disrupter missed. Photon and quantum torpedoes were far more accurate, what with having built-in targeting and guidance systems and all, but they could in turn be targeted. Still, several Matrian torpedoes managed to impact the Qu’Eh ships, while only a few Qu’Eh torpedoes impacted the Matrian fleet. As the two fleets closed in, more and more weapons fire began passing between them, more and more of it hitting home.

Suddenly, the Matrian fleet broke apart; cruisers, scouts and fighters pulling hard turns to port, to starboard, up or down as their impulse engines flared to full power. As the ships scattered in all directions, they formed a broad, flower-shaped starburst. The Qu’Eh ships, still proceeding under power, abruptly found themselves surrounded on all sides by the defending fleet, with the incomplete satellite defence network right in front of them.

The comm channels went berserk. Yanick, Burke and nearly half a dozen Matrian technicians, coordinated by Verethi and Stafford, started calling out commands to the various ships in the fleet.

“Port flank, concentrate fire on enemy vessels designated Cutie-5 and Cutie-6”

“Silverado, take out the Qu’Eh cruiser at 285 mark 2!”

“Probe Leader, take out the fighters heading for Senousian Cruiser Falic!”

“Starboard flank, evasive! You’ve got three cruisers trying to flank you!”

Weapons fire flashed through space as the Qu’Eh ships fought to escape from the kill zone. Several of the enemy ships starting losing shield integrity, weapons digging into their hulls and letting lose plumes of escaping gas. The defending ships, their shields fortified against Qu’Eh weapons frequencies, fared much better.

Then all hell broke loose.



“We’re being jammed!” Yanick cried out.

“WHAT?” Stafford snapped, spinning away from Burke’s console. The main holo-display started flickering, icons representing ships turning orange to indicate ‘no data’.

“The Qu’Eh ships are generating dampening signals!” Yanick said, tapping at her panel, “We’re cut off! And can somebody who speaks Matrian tell me what this blinking red light does?”

Verethi looked over her shoulder.

“That means that we’ve lost a secure holo-data linkup,” she frowned, “But so far as I know, we don’t have any secure holo-data links going anywhere. Forget it, we have bigger problems!”

“Burke, start figuring out how to break through that jamming!” Stafford snapped.



“Oh this is bad,” Jall muttered as the ship shook.

“Shields are down to 80% Bith called.

“Have the Qu’Eh shifted their weapons frequencies yet?”

“Nope, they haven’t figured that part out yet,”

“Quintaine! Any luck with the jamming?”

“It’s being generated by multiple ships!” the short, dark-haired officer reported, “It’s not something we can take out easily.

“Damn!”

The ship shook again, harder this time.

“Two of the Qu’Eh cruisers are combining fire!” Bith reported, “Shields down to 70%!”

“Target one of the ships with the phaser cannon!” Wowryk ordered, “Take them out!” she quickly crossed herself, asking forgiveness for the imminent deaths.

“We’ve only got one shot with that cannon!” Bith warned her.

“I think we need the shield power more!” Jall said, “Target and fire!”

From under the lip of the forward saucer, powered by a series of energy cells, Silverado’s Defiant-class phaser cannon came to life, spitting a dozen extremely high-powered shots at the attacking ship. The Qu’Eh ships shields held against the first few shots before failing miserably, the remaining shots impacting against the bare hull, digging right to the ship’s warp core, which exploded in a brilliant flash of light. Unfortunately, without a proper warp core it would take over an hour for the energy cells to recharge.

“One more down,” Bith reported.

“But the Qu’Eh have disabled five scouts!” Quintaine called, “One Matrian cruiser destroyed, another disabled!”



With the loss of communications, the defending fleet was quickly degenerating into a disorganized rabble. The Qu’Eh ships were breaking free of the ‘kill zone’ and, without any co-ordinated attacks, the defender’s weapons did only moderate shield damage. Star-fighters, cut off from their leaders, had to put as much focus into locating and remaining with their wingmen as they did in attacking enemy ships. The fact that they were still scattered worked in the Matrian’s favour, as it made it harder for the Qu’Eh ships to chase them down, but those ships closest to the Qu’Eh fleet were quickly disabled.



A burst of static broke through Silverado’s bridge.

“This is Matrian HQ to all ships!” Stafford’s voice, shouting to be heard through the static, sounding slightly panicked, “Make the following adjustments to your comm systems!” Burke’s voice came over the channel, giving a series of complicated-sounding instructions.

“Quintaine!” Wowryk snapped.

“Already on it!”



In Defense HQ, Stafford gave a sigh of relief as a barrage of data suddenly flowed into the command center.

“We’ve re-established short-range communications,” Burke reported, “Long-range communications are still down!”

“Get the fleet back together!” Verethi snapped, “Reposition them near the defence satellites! Establish covering fire!”

On the holo-display, the tiny holographic ships burst back into action. Several started moving towards the planet, others turned red, indicated the ships were disabled. Still more vanished as the ships were declared ‘lost’.

“YOU HAVE LOST THE LEAD!” the table boomed.

“That thing is REALLY started to piss me off!” Stafford snapped.



Jeffery and Jeffery walked through the huge, deserted transit hub.

This was after the first time they’d had to go back to the genetics lab and ask Fifebee for directions to the turbolifts and after the second time, when they’d had to go back to the genetics lab and ask Fifebee what level the transit hub was on. And after the third time, when…well, you get the idea. Fifebee had finally fished around in one of the workbenches until she found a very old, blank Matrian padd and scribbled down directions on how to get back out to the hanger bays. Jeffery and T’Parief, like males in about 78% of known species, insisted that they didn’t need directions, despite the fact that they’d already returned for directions three times. Valtaic, of course, bluntly informed them both that he would have asked for a map before leaving the first time.

Once in the hub however, it was easy to find the tram they’d arrived on. Most of the hub was sunken into gloomy shadows, with only muted emergency lighting active. The normal lighting in the tram stood out like a beacon. As they settled in for the ride to the hanger bays, Jeffery squinted out the windows.

“It is unlikely that you will see anything on this trip,” T’Parief grumbled, “We saw nothing on the last one,”

“Aye,” Jeffery said. Inwardly, he thought that if he at least appeared to be busy, he wouldn’t have to listen to T’Parief talk about his sex life with Yanick again. Even thinking about not wanting to think about it was making him picture things that were…disturbing.

“There is something we should discuss, before we make our battle plans for facing the rebels,” T’Parief said.

Crap.

“This isn’t about…a woman, is it?” Jeffery asked.

“It is,”

“Mate, Ah know ye’nd Yanick have had a rocky road, sometimes, but y’know she loves ye, and she-”

“This is not about Yanick,” T’Parief cut him off, “But thank you for the moral support. I appreciate it,”

“Really?”

“Really, it is not about Yanick or really, I appreciate it?”

“Well-”

“Because I would hate for my colleagues to think that just because I have a fearsome appearance, I don’t appreciate a bit of comradeship or encouragement once in a while,”

“When did ye get so emotional?” Jeffery asked.

“I AM NOT EMOTIONAL!” T’Parief roared.

“EEP!” Jeffery squeaked, retreating to the far side of the tram while T’Parief calmly wiped the spittle from his chin.

“Anyway, I wish to speak to you about Fifebee. Haven’t you noticed a change in her behaviour lately?”

Jeffery thought for a minute.

“Aye, she’s been saying a few strange things the past week or two. She’s stressed out, y’know?” Like the rest of us, he added to himself.

“I think it may be more,” T’Parief said, looking at the padd she’d given them.

“Why do ye say that?”

T’Parief handed him the padd. Jeffery took it, looking wary. The first entry was Fifebee’s hastily sketched map, with a little diagram of the tower they’d found and little notes telling them how to set the tram destination. The second entry was a map of the corridors around the hanger they’d used as an entry point.

“Is that a happy face?” Jeffery pointed.

“It is. Notice as well the little hearts drawn next to the written directions.”

“That doesn’t seem like a very Fifebee-like thing to do,” Jeffery mused.

“It does not,”

Something was tugging at the corner of Jeffery’s mind. The way Fifebee was acting…

“Must be her personality database again,” Jeffery mused, “Lord knows she’s had enough problems with that thing. I’ll check it out when we get back to the ship,”

“Perhaps. But what personality would explain that last entry?”

Jeffery looked back at the padd. The third and final entry was…a recipe for muffins? And a reminder to cover up if they were going back into that desert sun.

“What kind of science-type personality would-” Jeffery’s eyes suddenly bugged out of his head. “SYLVIA!”

T’Parief cocked his head.

“What?”

“It’s Sylvia!” Jeffery said, jumping to his feet as the tram slowly slid to a stop in the first transit stop they’d found, “That’s why her gel-pack isn’t working! She must have used Fifebee’s personality database as a hiding place when she was fighting with that virus! Ye Gods, I’m an idiot! Why didn’t I notice it sooner? We’ve gotta go back!”

“What about the ship?” T’Parief demanded.

“The ship?” Jeffery stared at him, “But…Sylvia…”

“If she is somehow in Fifebee’s program, she will still be there when we get back. For now, we must focus,”

“Right, right,” Jeffery swallowed, following T’Parief out of the tram and towards the holographic force field separating the hanger from the rest of the facility, “So, I guess we need a battle plan then, huh?”

“Indeed,”



“Left flank, focus your firepower on the Qu’Eh cruiser at 305 mark 5,” Yanick’s voice came over the command channel, “Silverado, cover cruiser Bentuk, their shields are almost down,”

“Our shields are almost down!” Jall grumbled, but gestured at Wowryk.

“Helm, move us between those Qu’Eh fighters and the Bentuk,” she ordered, “Bith, see if we can get some star-fighter support over here!”

“All Matrian star-fighters are currently attacking other enemies,” Bith reported, “But if we continue to hold, we’ll be asssted in the order in which our request for help was received,”

The ship shook again as weapons fire crashed over the nearly-depleted shields.

“Tell them to hurry up!” Jall snapped.



“Two more scouts have been disabled!” Burke reported, one hand running over his panel, the other resting on the thigh of the pretty Matrian technician next to him.

“But not destroyed?” Stafford asked.

“Disabled,” Burke confirmed.

Stafford and Verethi stood together, watching the holographic display intently. The Matrian/Senousian/Starfleet forces had regrouped, as had the Qu’Eh. The Qu’Eh seemed reluctant to move within range of the defence satellites, even though they had the forces to overpower them. Verethi commented on as much.

“They probably think their losses would to be too heavy to be worth it,” Stafford said, “They can pick away at our ships from a distance, then take care of the satellites when they’re the only defences we have left,”

This was turning into the longest battle Stafford had ever witnessed in his career. Most of the time, it was one or two starships vs. one or two other starships. The fight would be over relatively quickly, with shields broken down and engines disabled or destroyed. Sometimes a handy nebula or planet would lead to a few hours of cat and mouse, but that was still fairly small-scale. The Dominion War had seen some pretty big fleet battles, but the Dominion War was the exception, not the rule.

The battle over Matria Prime was shaping up to be a stamina run. Ships were being disabled and shields worn down, but both sides were now slowly rotating their ship positions, moving ships from the front of their formations to the rear as their shields weakened, giving them a chance to recharge while other ships took the brunt of the attack for a while. The star fighters were a pain in the ass to both sides, and as predicted the effort needed to swat at the tiny fighters was distracting both fleets from focusing their attacks on larger vessels.

“Sir, Silverado’s shields are down to 5 percent,” one of the Matrian techs reported.

“Move them back,” Stafford ordered, “Bring the Pektoral and the Bosam into position,”

“Those ships only have 65 percent shields,” Verethi said, studying the two Senousian cruisers on the display, “They need more time to recharge!”

“It’s better than 5!” Stafford said.

On the display, Silverado’s icon moved deeper into the formation of ships. Stafford let out a small sigh of relief as her shield strength slowly started to increase again.

“Have Silverado focus on taking out Qu’Eh fighters,” Verethi ordered.

“Belay that,” Stafford said, “they don’t have enough power to recharge their shields and attack at the same time!”

“We gave you two warp reactors!” Verethi shot back.

“Yeah, powerful enough to run a runabout, maybe!”

“Your targeting scanners are more accurate than ours,” Verethi said, “If your ship can keep the star fighters busy, we can focus our attack on the cruisers!”

“No,” Stafford said firmly, not taking his eyes off the display.

Verethi lowered her voice.

“If you do not order your ship to attack, Matrian lives will be lost!”

“If I order them to attack, their lives could be lost!” Stafford hissed back.

They glared at each other for a moment.

“Of course,” Verethi said stiffly, “It’s only natural for you to feel that the lives of your people are more important…”

Stafford’s eyes blazed.

“You know, considering you people tried to enslave us, I think we’re being pretty damned supportive!” he snapped back, still keeping his voice low.

“Oh yes, this is good for moral,” Verethi said, “Let’s fight in front of the underlings!”

Stafford was about to tell Verethi where she could go shove her moral when a horrible thought occurred.

She was right.

Of course the lives of the people on Silverado were more important to him! Why the hell would he think otherwise? That was his ship and crew up there, and as much as everybody could talk about how the Matrians were now Federation citizens and how it was now his duty to help defend them, the truth was that they really hadn’t done anything to earn that protection.

Had they?



“Any new orders from HQ?” Jall asked.

“Nothing so far,” Wowryk said, “Shields are recharging, slowly. I think, anyway. I’m not sure how fast they usually recharge, but this seems pretty slow,”

“How about the Matrians?”

“Well, I think both sides have run out of tricks for the moment,” Bith reported, “We’re shooting at them, they’re shooting as us, but now that both sides are rotating their ships around, neither side is doing as much damage.”

“This could take a while,” Pye observed, running his hands over his panel, dodging some Qu’Eh weapon’s fire. They watched on the screen as the other ships in the fleet danced and weaved; those closer to the Qu’Eh far more so than those further away.

Not far from them a Matrian scout sparked, a Qu’Eh fighter having just scored a hit on their main reactor.

Jall jumped out of his chair and joined Bith at tactical.

“How are the Matrians cruisers doing against the fighters?”

“Not very well,” Bith reported, “Their targeting scanners aren’t very accurate,”

“What about ours?”

“Better,” she admitted, “But we’re going to have a hard time restoring shields if our power is going into weapons, especially without Sylvia to help keep everything balanced.”

Jall thought for a moment.

“Any suggestions?”

“We could reduce our phaser power,” Day suggested from Ops, “The shields on those fighters are fairly weak,”

“Scale phaser power back to fifty percent,” Jall ordered, “And see if you can pick off some of those fighters.”



“Captain, I insist that you order your ship to attack!” Verethi hissed.

Stafford was still staring at the display, his mind working over the situation. Maybe he could stall Verethi a bit, wait for Silverado’s shields to recover a bit more, then give in and have them attack?

That didn’t seem very Starfleet, though.

And that’s what it boiled down to in the end, didn’t it? He really didn’t have the right to judge whether or not the Matrians had earned what he and his crew was giving them. They’d decided to join the Federation, he’d supported it, the Federation had concurred, and that was it. They were committed to defending this planet with everything they had.

They why was he having such a hard time giving the order to put his ship back into danger?

“Yanick,” he swallowed, “Tell Jall-”

“Sir,” Burke interrupted, “Silverado is opening fire on the Qu’Eh fighters. Reduced phaser power.”

Stafford watched on the screen as one Qu’Eh fighter blinked out. Another followed, several seconds later.

“Hmph,” Verethi grunted, moving off to see to some other crisis.

Stafford stared at the display. Silverado’s shield-recharge rate was down, but the Qu’Eh fighters were suddenly a lot more cautious in their attack runs, now that more accurate guns were pointed their way. After a few minutes, the Matrian and Senousian star fighters, supported by Silverado, had taken the pressure off the cruisers, allowing them to focus more firepower on the Qu’Eh fleet.

Stafford couldn’t help but feel a rush of emotion at the decision his crew had made. It was a decision they’d made without him, under Jall’s command, of all people. But he couldn’t help it. To his surprise though, it wasn’t loneliness or abandonment that came over him the next time he saw the tiny icon on the display.

It was pride.

There was a sudden flood in communications and sensor data.

“Sir!” Burke shouted, “The Qu’Eh fleet is breaking off!”

“What?” Stafford’s attention snapped back to the attacking ships. Qu’Eh fighters were speeding away from the defending fleet at full speed, and the attacking fleet was wheeling around. After several moments of movement, the Qu’Eh fleet jumped into warp.

“We did it!” Verethi exclaimed. There was a cheer from the Matrians as the ships in orbit confirmed the retreat.

Stafford, Burke and Yanick exchanged glances. It didn’t make sense for the Qu’Eh to retreat, not when they still had the advantage in numbers.

Stafford tapped at the holo-display, zooming out to display the Matrian solar system rather than the space around Matria Prime. He was completely unsurprised to see the Qu’Eh fleet drop out of warp near the orbit of Matria V.

“No,” he said, “We didn’t,”



“Ah still can’t get through to Fifebee,” Jeffery complained, tapping again at his Matrian comm-badge. The round badge, with six triangular indents along the edge, emitted a squeal of static, “There’s some kind of jamming,”

“Undoubtedly also the reason why we lost communications with the ship,” T’Parief said.

“Hmmm,” Jeffery mumbled. What he wouldn’t give for a Starfleet-issue tricorder and comm-badge!

The two of them had left the transit station and were passing through the processing center/security checkpoint/whatever-the-hell-it-was, their boots clicking on the polished stone floor.

“This is my plan,” T’Parief was saying, “We begin with stealth. I will…disable a rebel, you will take his or her weapon. Once we are both armed, we will proceed to the control booth. If we can open the main hanger doors, it will be easier for us to escape.”

“Are ye sure ye’ll be able to sneak up on one of them?” Jeffery asked.

T’Parief simply stared at him.

“Right,”

They proceeded down the corridor to the force field wall. Jeffery again noticed the change in décor from the central section of the base. That area had warm colours, high ceilings and wide open spaces. This area was smaller, though the corridor was still larger than any of Silverado’s, and the blue and red colourings and lights made it feel like Jeffery was walking through a giant artery. Also, while the corridors around the transit hub and laboratory had consisted of straight segments, this section had a gentle curve to it, like the corridors in Silverado’s saucer. Of course, they knew from their earlier explorations that these corridors went on for what could be kilometres underground, connecting at least two and probably more hanger bays.

T’Parief couldn’t help but wonder what had led the Matrians to abandon the place. It clearly contained research facilities, ships, presumably repair and refuelling facilities and plenty of living space. The cavern between the central tower and this outer edge could hold an entire Sovereign-class starship! It could have made a huge difference in the war!

On the other hand, the women had controlled the facility, and the woman had won anyway. Maybe the place wouldn’t have made that much of a difference after all.

Jeffery approached the force field, then dropped to his knees and yanked open a wall panel.

“Let’s see if Ah remember how this worked,” he muttered, “De-couple the isolinear…tetrahedron. That’s a funny shape, eh? Meself, I like those isolinear rods the Cardassians have.”

“As does Yanick,” T’Parief commented.

“Ah don’t want to know,” Jeffery replied, “Cross circuit the secondary anodyne relay-”

BBZZZZZZZTTTTTT!!!!!

There was a spark and Jeffery jerked his hand back.

“Oopsie,” he muttered as the force field faded out. There was another shower of sparks from the panel.

“Ah think Ah broke it,” he muttered.

“Irrelevant,” T’Parief stated. He immediately moved to the intersection between this corridor and the next cross-corridor. He peered around the corner, eyes darting back and forth.

It was empty.

“This way,” he gestured.



Fifebee stood next to the central stasis tube. She held a Matrian tricorder, and was attempting to scan the body in the tube. Valtaic had just finished a sweep of the lab. He’d found the computer terminals locked down and most of the equipment without power. As such, he’d returned to observe Fifebee’s progress.

“I wonder if there is a waste extraction facility on this level,” he muttered.

“I did notice one down the hall and two doors to your left,” Fifebee said.

“Excellent!” There was a slight instability in Fifebee’s holo-relay as Valtaic’s energy field pulsed in what she assumed was happiness. “Please, pardon me. I have a very large bowel movement to complete,”

Fifebee gave a revolted shudder as Valtaic left. Honestly, humanoids! Ingesting plant and animal matter, discharging wastes and shooting liquified DNA at each other to procreate. The whole thing was vile!

Her mind gave a little flip. Yes, yes they were vile. But at the same time, they were just so lovable! Like little kittens running around the cosmos. Little kittens that needed to be loved and nurtured and protected!

Fifebee initiated a personality database reset, annoyed at the need to do so. The upgrade she’d received had resolved the personality conflicts she’d been experiencing, but recently they’d cropped up again. She would have to speak to Dr. Zimmerman, maybe to her sister 6-C as well.

Fifebee felt a sudden rush of warm affection as she thought of her sister. She wondered if Zimmerman had any baby pictures he could show her?

Fifebee initiated another personality database reset, returning her attention to the Matrian male in stasis. The Matrian tricorder wasn’t quite on par with the Starfleet version, but she could tell that he was alive and appeared to be identical to modern-day Matrian men.

He was also, she noticed, quite well endowed. She wondered what else the Matrian women had tweaked when they were ‘upgrading’ their men.

She turned her attention to one of the other men in the room. He was definitely an un-altered Matrian male, though she really didn’t understand why the Old Matrian women would keep them around.

She was so absorbed in her scans that she almost didn’t hear the hiss of the central stasis tube opening. Being a hologram, she did of course hear it. But there was a still a nanosecond or two of lag as the auditory input waited for her central program to acknowledge the input.

She spun around just as the Matrian gasped, his eyes opening and darting around in confusion.

Fifebee started looking around furiously, trying to find a control surface she might have brushed up against, a security device she might have triggered or any other explanation for why the tube had suddenly opened.

“Did I do that?” she muttered angrily.



Stafford, invoking the power he apparently possessed as Matrian Minister of Planetary Defence, had called a meeting.

Yanick and Burke hadn’t been surprised. It seemed to be a standard Starfleet tactic: Something going wrong? Call a meeting! (Of course, this harkened far before the days of Starfleet, to the days of the corporations, the bureaucracies and the drone mentality of the 20th-Century militaries, but we digress.)

The Matrians, however, were slightly surprised.

“Why are we having a meeting?” Admiral Verethi was demanding, “Don’t we have more important things to do?”

“What do you expect?” Minister Laurette grumbled, pure venom in her tone, “The Queen put a MAN in charge of our defences!”

“Maybe so,” Verethi shot back, “But he did…” she trailed off, suddenly aware of the eyes on her.

“Adequately,” she finished, glaring at Stafford, almost disgusted with herself for admitting it.

Stafford, Yanick and Burke had been joined by Queen Anselia, Admiral Verethi and Governess Laurette. Laurette, once Mistress Laurette, supreme leader of the Matrian Empire, was now head of the Matrian Opposition and as such had been invited. Stafford had his own reasons for wanting her there, but agreed with Anselia that keeping her in the loop would be the politically proper thing to do. The six of them sat in a rather opulent conference room in the high-security section of Matrian Planetary Defence HQ. It was much larger that Silverado’s conference lounge and the real wood panelling, thick carpets, chandelier and hot-beverage service far outclasses anything on the starship. Still, Stafford missed his own conference room, his own table and his own crew.

“OK, Burke, what do we know?” Stafford said, eager to get things over with.

“Um, well,” Burke said, activating the giant viewscreen that ran along one entire wall, “We attacked them, they attacked us, they retreated and now they’re just sitting out by Matria V.”

“Let’s go get them, then,” Laurette snapped, “Kick that swine out of our system!”

“If only,” Verethi declared, “As usual, the Starfleet peon has poorly explained things,”

“What does she mean ‘as usual’?” Burke grumbled to Yanick.

“We attacked the Qu’Eh with a…what did you call it?” Verethi asked Stafford.

“Poisoned Pawn,” Stafford answered.

“We beg your pardon?” Anselia inquired politely.

“It’s a chess move,” Stafford explained, “You send a pawn, a low-ranking piece, out against your enemy. You know he’s going to kill it, but you use the opportunity to learn about his tactics, or to lure him into a position that works better for you,”

“In this case,” Verethi explained, “We used robot ships to lure the Qu’Eh within range of the weapons installation we found on Matria IV’s moon. We managed to learn Qu’Eh weapon’s frequencies and strengths,”

“Clever,” Anselia mused.

“Yeah, we thought so too,” Stafford grinned.

“And then they attacked the planet,” Laurette snapped, “Why did you allow that to happen, when you could have attacked them in the outer system??”

“We have a more defensible position here,” Stafford said, “And we managed to fight them off once. But now comes the hard part,”

“They’ve levelled the playing field,” Verethi interrupted, “They’ve had the chance now to scan our weapons frequencies, analyze our tactics and look for our weak points. They didn’t retreat because they thought they might lose, they backed off because they know that if they come at us again with an assault tailored against us they can wipe us out with fewer losses to themselves!”

Even Laurette looked disturbed at this.

“We need to get unpredictable,” Stafford said, “We also need to plan for the worst. Which is why I wanted you here, Laurette,”

Laurette looked down her nose at him.

“What could you possibly want from me?”



Jeffery and T’Parief crept carefully down the corridor, peering down every cross corridor they passed. There had been no sign of any Matrian rebels so far. They were close to the hanger bay control booth, needing only to climb two or three levels and traverse a few more stretches of corridor.

There was a soft creak. T’Parief immediately stopped, his ears perking up and the tiny antennae nubs on his head twitching. Jeffery wasn’t sure if he could actually sense anything from those stunted things, but whatever.

T’Parief raised one finger. Jeffery frowned. Did that mean one Matrian, or wait one minute?

He gestured at himself, then at the floor, then shrugged.



T’Parief stared at the stupid human, wondering what the hell was going through his head. There was a Matrian rebel approaching, just one. What part of one wasn’t Jeffery understanding?

He extended two figures downward, then pantomimed walking with his fingertips. He then held up one finger.



What the heck was that? Jeffery wondered. T’Parief wanted one of them to go out and attack the Matrian? No shit! The plan was for T’Parief to attack! Why was he telling Jeffery about it, unless there had been a change in plans? Maybe Jeffery was supposed to act as bait? Screw that!



Now Jeffery was shaking his head, pointing to the floor again. Yes, the Matrian was coming here. Was that what he meant? Or maybe Jeffery thought that T’Parief should stay back instead of attacking? What an absurd idea.



Frent walked calmly down the corridor. He knew his task, he knew his duties. Sooner or later one or more of the Starfleeters would show up, and it would be up to him to perform his task.

Still, he wasn’t expecting to simply walk around a corner and run into two Starfleet officers, huddled together making funny little hand gestures and glaring at each other.

“Um,” he stuttered, one hand going instinctively for his weapon.

“Not now, we’re busy!” the shorter, more Matrian-like one snapped.

“But-”

The larger green one spun around, one huge hand seeming to move almost in slow motion as it came around and caught Frent in the side of the head, sending him down into blackness.



Jeffery threw his hands up, an inquisitive look on his face. T’Parief gestured at the Matrian, then at Jeffery, then-

“WHY ARE WE STILL PLAYING CHARADES???” Jeffery suddenly shouted.

T’Parief sighed.

“Let’s see if this one has a weapon,” he said, frisking the unconscious Matrian.



Fifebee stared at the Matrian as he shuddered and convulsed; his breath coming in ragged gasps. Sparing a glance at the Matrian tricorder she held, she thought he was simply recovering from hibernation, but without knowing more about the technology used in the lab she really didn’t know what was happening. Was this the same technology used by the Matrian women during their long slumber? If so, he’d wake up just fine. If not, there might be medical requirements, injections, treatments or therapies that he’d require. She had no med-kit! How could she help the poor man!

A sudden instinct surged through her program.

“Oh, you poor thing!” she cried, reaching for the shivering Matrian and easing him out of the tube and into a chair, “You poor, poor thing! Cooped up in there for so long! Oh, I bet what you really need right now is a hot cup of tea!”

There was a hiss as the door to the lab opened and Valtaic returned.

“Ahh, that feels much better,” he said pleasantly, “Did you know that Old Matrian waste extraction facilities include automated cologne dispensers and a device that cleanses you with a jet of pleasantly warm water?” He took in the sight of Fifebee, hunched over a shivering, naked Matrian and sighed.

“I suspect that at the moment you don’t particularly care about my discoveries,” he said, his energy field flashing slightly in annoyance.

“Get a blanket! Or a med-kit!” Fifebee exclaimed, “This poor man could be dying! Look at the way he’s shaking!”

“He may simply be terrified of the insanely maternal hologram that is getting into his face,” Valtaic said calmly, “Where is your objectivity, by the way?”

Fifebee realized with dismay that yes, her actions since the tube had opened were extremely atypical for her. She completed yet another personality database reset. The surge of emotion faded. Instead of feeling panicked and worried for the man, she now felt a clinical concern for his well-being, along with extreme curiosity.

“I do not know what keeps coming over me,” she said, standing and analyzing the Matrian tricorder readings again, “It is as though the personalities in my database are running rampant. Most likely a programming fault, one I will correct as soon as possible,”

There was a sudden commotion, and a series of hissing sounds. All around them the remainder of the stasis pods were opening, bursts of cold air falling into the room, followed by the whir of machinery as reanimation processes were begun. The ‘advanced’ Matrian looked around in panic, his eyes still unfocused, his expression one of complete confusion.

“Oh dear,” Fifebee muttered.



Jeffery and T’Parief encountered three more Matrians as they ventured towards the control room. Each was stunned before he or she had a chance to raise his or her weapon. There didn’t appear to be any sign of alarm or any other indications that their presence had been reported. Within minutes, the double doors to the command booth were in sight.

“Silverado to Jeffery,” chirped his comm-badge.

“Jeffery here!” Jeffery snapped, hitting the badge, “Jall! Ah’m glad to hear ya! Ah thought ye… How’s the ship? The battle? Me engines!”

“In one piece, taking an intermission, exploded over a week ago due to a virus and shall we say dinner and a movie next Tuesday?” Jall’s voice came back, “And don’t worry, I promise I’ll be gentle,”

“Ah’m not THAT glad to hear from ye, ye fruitcake-” Jeffery snarled.

“Commander Jall,” T’Parief growled, “We are about to complete an assault on the Matrian rebels that are keeping us within this facility,”

“About that…”

“We will call you back,” T’Parief said.

“But-”

He cut off the channel.

“One,” T’Parief counted, “Two…THREE!”

He hit the door panel and both he and Jeffery dove through, firing their stolen disruptors (set on stun) in all directions.

“EAT ME SHORTS, M***RF***ERS!” Jeffery screamed.

“I beg your pardon?”

Mistress Juliani, leader of the Matrian rebels, stood calmly behind a force field, completely untouched by the stun blasts.

“He has been watching too much holovision,” T’Parief explained, keeping his weapon pointed at her. Three rebels ran in from behind them. Before they could do anything, T’Parief spun around, shot all three, then returned his attention to Juliani.

“Will you stop that, please?” Juliani asked calmly.

“You wish for me to stop shooting your lackeys, so they may have the chance to shoot me?” T’Parief growled.

“No, you idiot,” Juliani sighed, “I wish for you to stop shooting my ‘lackeys’, as you put it, long enough for one of them to deliver my grakking surrender, dammit!”

“Huh?”

Juliani crossed her arms.

“In case you haven’t noticed, a rather large fleet of alien ships is trying to invade our planet!” she snapped, “We were watching what we could of the battle from here, and saw your ship going to great lengths to help defend us, alongside the Senousians.” She looked like she was trying to swallow something that tasted really, really sour, “We decided that maybe the Federation wasn’t such a bad thing after all. Of course, we couldn’t actually communicate our surrender to your ship until the Qu’Eh fleet retreated and the jamming faded, but I would have expected them to have told you by now!”

“So that’s what Jall wanted,” Jeffery said to T’Parief as the latter slowly lowered his weapon. Juliani let the force field drop.

“The Qu’Eh are in retreat?” T’Parief finally asked.

“For now. They are still within the solar system and will undoubtedly be attacking again shortly.” Juliani gestured to one corner of the room, “By the way, you may have your equipment back,”

Jeffery ran over and grabbed his comm-badge, tricorder and engineering kit from the pile of stolen Starfleet gear.

“Come to papa!” he cried, hugging his engineering kit to his chest. He fished around for a comm-badge.

“Jeffery to Stafford,” he called, tapping the badge.

“Jeffery!” Stafford’s voice was relieved, “Thank God! You’re OK?”

“Yeah,” Jeffery said, “The rebels-”

“Surrendered, I know. We got the message about ten minutes ago, when the jamming finally dropped.”

Jeffery started to fill Stafford in on what they’d found, not noticing the look of sudden horror on Juliani’s face.

“That doesn’t matter,” Stafford cut him off, “Look, Jeffery, the Qu’Eh are going to be back for another round, and there are some things that need to be done. Beam back to the ship for now, both of you, but don’t get too comfortable. I have a job for you.”



Fifebee and Valtaic stood helplessly in the center of the lab as male after male tumbled from the stasis tubes, shuddering and moaning.

“It is like a Birthing Center,” Valtaic said nervously, “Only the babies are very large,”

“I dislike babies, and the idea of giving birth,” Fifebee said calmly. Still, part of her felt a brief sense of such longing that she nearly shuddered, “What are we to do? We have no food, nor additional clothing!”

“Perhaps we should attempt to put them back into stasis?” Fifebee mused.

“Probably not a good idea,” Valtaic replied.

One of the Matrians started speaking. To Valtaic, who was without his universal translator, the words were gibberish. Fifebee, however, understood perfectly.

“Where are we? What happened? Is it time for food now?”

“I am Lieutenant Commander Jane Fifebee of the Federation Starship Silverado,” Fifebee said, invoking the standard introduction, “Um, we come in peace, and apologize for any post-hibernation discomfort you may currently be experiencing.”

“Post-what?”

“Hibernaty?”

“Where’s my Captain Mistress underweaer?”

“This room looks funny,”

Replies were coming in from multiple directions as more and more of the Matrians started to recover. Fifebee conveyed some of what was being said to Valtaic.

“I sense,” Valtaic said, “That these Matrians are not the strongest energy field generators in the matrix array,”

“I agree,” Fifebee said, arching an eyebrow.

Her Matrian comm-badge chimed.

“Fifebee here,”

“Fifebee!” Jeffery’s voice came back, “Ye OK? Everything good?”

“Good enough,” Fifebee said cautiously.

“Stay where ye are,” Jeffery ordered, “I’m back on the ship, the rebels surrendered, blah blah blah. The Qu’Eh are going to attack again soon, and we have stuff to do. Ah’ll be back shortly!”

“Bring food!” Valtaic called, “And some extra cloths while you’re at it,”

“Why?”

“We’ve hit a complication,” Fifebee quickly explained the situation.

“Uh-oh,” Jeffery muttered, “Well, whatever. See you shortly. Jeffery out,”

“Do you ever get the feeling,” Valtaic asked calmly, “That events are moving too quickly for you to keep track of them?

“Frequently,” Fifebee nodded.

“Ohh! Look at the shiny object!” one of the Matrians exclaimed, pointing to a lab bench and almost running towards the device Fifebee had identified as a gene resequencer.

“No!” Fifebee exclaimed, swatting his hands away. The Matrian looked crestfallen.

“Here, play with this,” she grumbled, tossing a blank padd in his direction. The Matrian looked at her dumbly. Sighing, she pressed the power button on the padd. The Matrian’s face lit up as he saw the bright colours on the screen.

“Yay!” he exclaimed.

Fifebee returned to Valtaic’s side.

“What are they saying now?” he asked.

“It does not matter,” she muttered, “Suffice it to say, we have found a race of Yanicks,”

Valtaic slapped his hand over his face.



“What do you mean you surrendered??” Governess Laurette snapped, “How could you do such a stupid thing?”

“We’re being invaded by aliens,” Juliani shot back, “We can’t afford to be fighting the Federation at the same time!”

“That is MY decision to make,” Laurette shot back, “Not yours! Do you know how hard it was for me to find that installation? The Old Matrians did a very good job of erasing it from existence! And now you’ve practically handed control of it over to Starfleet!”

“They haven’t been able to figure it out any more than I have!” Juliani said.

“They found their way into the Command Tower, which is more than I can say for you!”

“For all the good it did them!” Juliani defended herself, “The whole place is locked down like a vault, Command Tower or not!”

The two women glared at each other for a few moments.

“They did find…unaltered men,” Juliani admitted.

“WHAT???” Laurette screamed.

“There was a stasis room,” Juliani said, “They found the men there and woke them up by accident.”

“No, no, NO!” Laurette slammed her hand down on her console, “Now, listen to me carefully! Give nothing away to the Starfleeters! This Qu’Eh situation is a problem, but I have a plan. And in order for it to work, those men MUST NOT escape that facility!”

“But, what do you want me to do?”

“Stay in contact with me,” Laurette said, “Don’t leave the facility. I don’t have time to fill in the details, but suffice it to say that I’ll be in a much better position to give orders after this whole thing is over with,”

“As you say, Mistress,” Juliani bowed.



“You look funny, mister,”

“Maybe so,” Valtiac said, addressing the somewhat dim-witted Matrian, “But I have something you will never have,”

“Really?” the Matrian looked around, “Is it a cookie?”

“No, it is not a cookie,”

“Is it a puppy?”

“No, it is not a puppy,”

Valtiac briefly considered asking Fifebee to remove the translation matrix she’d added to his Matrian comm-badge.

As Valtaic and the Matrian continued their game of five-hundred questions, Fifebee sat next to the altered Matrian. He was still pale and quivering, though his eyes had finally come into focus.

“I do not understand why the hibernation process is affecting him differently from the others,” she said, partly to Valtaic but mostly to herself.

“What’s your name?” she asked, trying again to speak to the man.

He said nothing, merely staring at her blankly.

“Why are your bio-signs all out of whack?” she muttered, tapping at her borrowed tricorder. His neurotransmitter levels weren’t returning to their proper levels and his blood chemistry was a mess.

“C-Craigen,” he said, his voice still shaky.

“Craigen,” Fifebee replied, her attention switching from the tricorder to the man, “Pleasure to meet you. I apologize for not having a hot cup or tea or a pair of pants handy, but we really weren’t planning on waking you up.”

Craigen looked at her in confusion.

“However,” Fifebee continued, “If I may say so, a man of your physique need not worry about walking around the place nude,”

Craigen said nothing.

“Tough crowd,” Fifebee muttered.



“This place is, like, totally awesome!” Crewman Gibson exclaimed, “It’s like we’re gonna be camping out!”

“Shut up,” Jeffery said, “Yer here to work!”

The two of them had beamed just outside the hanger bay of the Matrian installation. While T’Parief and the security team he’d beamed down with started rounding up the Matrian rebels, Gibson had gone inside and setup an array of transport enhancers. No sooner had he snapped the last one into place then a large pallet of cargo containers materialized on the floor between them.

“The area is secure,” T’Parief reported, “And we have located a convenient storage room in which to lock the Matrian rebels,”

“Great,” Jeffery said. He and Gibson pushed the anti-gravity pallet to one side, just in time for a fresh pallet to materialize, “Ye wanna get somebody to help stoner-boy here while we get Fifebee the stuff she needs?”

“Of course,” T’Parief nodded.

A short time later, they rode the tram through the darkened cavern, several boxes of supplies piled up onto an anti-grav unit. They found Valtaic and Fifebee still in the same lab, Valtiac arguing pointlessly with several of the unaltered Matrians while Fifebee tapped at her tricorder.

“We brought pants,” Jeffery called, by way of introduction.

“Oh, good,” Valtiac said, “I have experienced enough of this…what is the human term? Sausage-fest?”

“Indeed,” T’Parief commented. He started unpacking the supplies they’d brought, much to the delight of the Matrians.

“Stafford to Jeffery,” Stafford’s voice came over the comm.

“Aye?”

“How’s it going?”

“We’re workin’ on it,” Jeffery said, “The last of the supplies should be down, Pysternzyks should be beaming the-”

“Hurry up,” Stafford cut him off, “We’re out of time. The Qu’Eh are positioning themselves for another attack run! And I don’t think they’re going to be gentle this time!”

“Why is everybody usin’ that expression today?” Jeffery wondered.

“Just tell me you’re ready to go over there!”

“Aye, we’re ready.”

“Good. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a war to run! Stafford out.”

Jeffery and T’Parief exchanged glances.

“Ah think this ‘Minister of Defence’ thing is goin’ to his head,” Jeffery commented.

“Possibly,” T’Parief agreed. He still held one pair of pants in his hand, “Was one of the Matrians killed? I still have garments.”

“Ah don’t think so,” Jeffery said, looking around.

“Pity. I could have used these to mop up the blood,” T’Parief mused.

“Hey, where did Craigen go?” Fifebee asked, looking up from her tricorder.

“Uh-oh,”



Two levels up, Craigen pulled himself out of the stairwell, panting. It had taken longer than he would have liked, but he’d gotten away! He wasn’t sure what had happened, or what had been done to him, but he did know one thing: The women wouldn’t catch him this time!
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Turtling

“I don’t want to do the voice-over,” Captain Christopher Stafford complained, “I’m tired. Do you know how long it’s been since I slept?”

“At least yer sittin’ in a comfy office,” Lt. Commander Simon Jeffery whined, “Ah was walkin’ all over this huge, underground-”

“We took the tram,” Commander T’Parief cut in, “And you fell asleep on the way back to the genetics lab,”

“Hey, shut up!”

“I also refuse to do the voiceover,” Lt. Commander Jane Fifebee stated flatly, “I have been stuck in this lab under tonnes of rock and playing babysitter to a dozen mentally immature Matrian males! I do not know what has been happening in the outside world.”

“We’re about to get our asses kicked,” Commander San Jall joined in, “The Qu’Eh came in and attacked us. The Matrians gave them a bloody nose, but they’re gonna come back and squish us all like bugs,”

“What I would like to know,” T’Parief spoke up, “is why we are bringing cargo down to this underground Matrian installation?”

“Because I said so,” Stafford said, “Hey, has anybody seen the Hazardous Team lately?”

“They are in Matronus,” T’Parief reported, “Preparing the Matrian police forces to fight off a Qu’Eh invasion,”

“Right. I knew that,”

“So like, what happens if the Qu’Eh win?” Lieutenant Trish Yanick asked.

“Don’t think that way,” Stafford said, “We can beat them.”



Captain, er, Minister of Planetary Defence Christopher Stafford shook his head. That was an odd dream. Well, he was overtired. And it was nice to have his crew around, even if it was just a dream. A very informative dream, for that matter.

“Are you finished drooling on the tactical table?” Admiral Verethi, Commander in Chief of the Matrian Defense Force asked.

“Huh?” Stafford looked around. Sure enough, rather than being in his comfy office just off the War Room, he’d apparently dozed off sitting at the tactical control table; tiny holographic spacecraft flying through his head as the Matrian fleet (along with Silverado) repositioned themselves.

“I hear that kinda thing can cause brain cancer,” Yanick pointed out, stifling a yawn as a holographic star fighter flew out of Stafford’s mouth.

“I’d be worried, if we hadn’t cured that about three centuries ago.” Stafford muttered, moving out of range of the holo-display, “Anything new on the Qu’Eh?”

“They’re still repositioning their ships,” Ensign Burke reported. The pretty Matrian technician had passed out next to him, “They still haven’t moved any closer than the orbit of Matria V.”

The Qu’Eh fleet had been ‘repositioning themselves’ for nearly three hours now. Stafford didn’t know what they had in mind for the final assault, but part of him wished they’d just get on with it already.



Aboard the Qu’Eh ships, Assistant Sub-Manager Drek was almost ready to fall asleep.

Sub-Manager Fretin was in his quarters, sleeping. Manager Pres was in his quarters, sleeping. The Supervisors, the Executives and even Chairman P’tareck were sleeping. Only a few Assistant Sub-Managers were manning their stations, watching the long-range sensors in case the Matrian and Starfleet forces made any moves.

Drek doubted they would. It was a brilliant move on Chairman P’tareck’s part: Give the Qu’Eh some time to rest and recuperate while the defending forces scrambled around in a panic. Drek didn’t know what they were doing with their time, but he doubted they’d be resting.



“Thank God it’s nap-time,” Jeffery sighed. He was sitting at one of the computer terminals in the genetics lab. Now that he had his equipment, he was once again trying to break into the installations computer systems.

“Yes,” Valtaic agreed, sitting wearily on a stool, “I had no idea that adults could be so tiring,”

They were referring to the dozen Matrian men who had somehow been revived from hibernation. Unlike modern Matrian males, these men had not been subject to genetic engineering and, as such, were not the brightest light bulbs in the box.

“While they may physically be adults, I am quite surprised by the mentality of these individuals,” Fifebee said. Her holographic nature didn’t require sleep, but her processing algorithms had been running full-tilt for hours now, and her data analysis and storage subroutines could use a chance to get caught up.



“I could use rest myself,” Valtaic said wearily.

“I hope you’ve all had enough to eat,” Fifebee chided the two men, “And I really do suggest that you both get some sleep! Ugh! If we had a replicator, I could make a nice cup of tea, or maybe some grilled cheese sandwhiches!”

“Perhaps that is a good-”

“Blimey!” Jeffery shot up, nearly knocking a bizarre contraption off the table. He reached out, steadied the device (which could have been anything from a coffee maker to a doomsday bomb) and then turned to face Fifebee.

“Ah keep forgetting, have ye been having any trouble with yer personality systems lately?”

Fifebee looked at him in surprise.

“Is it that noticeable?” she asked, turning red, “I am sorry, I didn’t mean-”

“Nay, it’s fine,” Jeffery said, “But do ye mind if Ah took a look?”

Fifebee looked nervously at Jeffery, the sort of look you’d give a doctor when told to strip down, turn your head and cough.

“Very well,” she said stiffly.

Jeffery quickly found Fifebee’s holo-relay, which had been stashed on one corner. He started tapping at the control panel, eyes moving quickly over the display.

“Ye’ve been resetting yer personality matrix a lot,” he said.

“Yes,” Fifebee nodded, “I have been having difficulties with errant personalities lately. My last upgrade should have fixed that, but-”

“Ah need ye to stop,” Jeffery cut her off.

“Why?” Fifebee asked, looking on curiously as Jeffery ran over to one of the newly delivered supply crates and started rummaging around. He pulled out a sealed case and opened it up.

“Because,” he said, pulling out Sylvia’s module, “Ah think ye’ve found somethin’ we lost,”



Lieutenant Commander David Stern was taking a walk in the park.

“So, these are our new orders from Matrian Defence HQ, huh?” he commented, glancing at a padd that had been delivered to him by a rather striking Matrian female.

“Apparently,” Lieutenant Rengs shrugged. With T’Parief still caught up with whatever was happening out in the Matrian desert, Stern was acting commander of the Hazardous Team, Silverado’s band of not-so-elite security officers. Rengs was filling Stern’s usual position of second-in-command. They had been helping to train the Matrian ground forces, such as they were. They Matrians had a single organization acting as both army and police force, and it consisted almost entirely of untrained volunteers along with a few former officers of the Matrian Empire. Of course, those officers had been working under the brainwashing effects of Matrian SIDs during their time on ship, but it was better than nothing.

The park they were in happened to be right across the street from the Matrian Grand Council Chambers. It also happened to be the most convenient beam-down point for any forces who might want to take control of the Matrian government.

And, thanks to some preparations by the Hazardous Team and the Matrian Defence Force, it was now a kill-zone.

Matrian heavy disruptors had been setup on heavy tripods. Portable shield generators had been carefully positioned in front of the weapons emplacements, and stun grenades had been buried at strategic locations. The same was being done in other strategic positions around the Council Chambers and in other Matrian cities. The big question was how many ground troops the Qu’Eh could actually deploy…or if they would just try to blow everything apart from space.

“Dar’ugal and Kreklor will be beaming in shortly,” Rengs reported, “And Marsden is on his way back from J’Taeri.”

“Where’s Simmons?” Stern asked.

“He, uh, accidentally blew up a statue that the people in the city of Melden were very fond of. We’re trying to get him to stop running long enough to get a transporter lock,”

“I’m not surprised,” Stern said, looking at Rengs, “Are you surprised?”

“I’m not surprised,”

“I’m REALLY not surprised.”

“Yeah, me neither,”



Commander San Jall was seated in Stafford’s ready room, head in his hands.

He was tired, very tired. Everybody was; they’d been running full-tilt for a couple of days now. Only coffee, tea or latte was keeping a lot of them running, and that was a dangerous way to go into a fight.

Massaging his temples, he pulled up the latest status reports. They’d finished all the beaming Stafford had ordered, sending all sorts of stuff down to the team exploring the underground Matrian installation. The Hazardous Team was in place. There was also a communication from Queen Anselia regarding some ground-level contingency plans that Jall knew were going to piss Stafford off to no end. Part of him wanted to comm the captain immediately and fill him in on what Anselia had planned, but the rest of him agreed whole-heartedly with her ideas. And with her opinion that sharing them with Stafford now would only complicated matters. (Well, they might not complicate things, but Stafford would be pissed beyond belief when she sprang that little surprise on him.)

Now he just needed some ideas of his own.

He ran the numbers again and took a close look at the tactical footage from the first space fight. He compared Qu’Eh weapon strength with Matrian/Senousian/Federation shield specs. He analyzed the ship movements, strategies and comparative strengths. And he came again to the same conclusion:

There was no possible way they could win this fight. They were outnumbered and outgunned.

He pulled up the latest message from Stafford. The Captain had pretty much come to the same conclusion as Jall. Looking at the screen, he re-read the last line of the message.

‘You know what you’re going to have to do.’

“Bridge to Commander Jall,” the comm chirped, “Sir! The Qu’Eh fleet just jumped to full impulse! Time to intercept is ten minutes!”

Jall punched the ‘off’ button on the terminal.

“On my way,”



“Stafford to Jeffery,”

“Aye? Ah’m here,” Jeffery replied, tapping his comm-badge.

“Are things ready over there?”

“Aye, they are. Oh, and Chris-”

“Good. I want you and T’Parief to go back to that command center you found. If you have any ideas or strategies, I’m going to want to hear them,”

“Aye, but-”

“And make sure you keep routing all your comm traffic through encrypted channels! We can’t risk the Qu’Eh finding that place!”

“But-”

“And tell Fifebee to stop playing with the boys and help you!”

“I resent that, Captain,” Fifebee replied, “And you should know that one of the ‘boys’, as you say, has escaped and is running free in the complex,”

“Well catch him!”

“He’s just scared and confused,” Fifebee said, “And very naked, actually. If I can talk to the man, I’m sure I can calm him down. We can do some deep-breathing, maybe a bit of yoga-”

“Jeffery,” Stafford’s voice was flat, “Did you break my science officer?”

“Nay. I found Sylvia,”

“WHAT???”

“I was tryin’ to tell ye, ye git!” Jeffery snapped. In the background, Valtaic started to chuckle, “From what I can tell, when the computer virus was trying to wipe her out, she hid her personality programming in Fifebee’s personality database!”

“Interesting,” Valtaic said, no longer chuckling, “Why did she not simply tell us?”

“Because,” Stafford cut in, able to figure this part out for himself, “She’s a living being, not a hologram. She might have stored the programming part of herself in Fifebee’s database, but she can’t really live without her brain, right?”

“Exactly!’ Jeffery said,”So, ye see, all I have to do is transfer her program back to the gel-pack, and she’ll be right as rain!”

“Then why the heck haven’t you done that already, Simon?!” Fifebee snapped.

“Ah gotta be sure I get all of her,” Jeffery said, “That’s why Ah need ye to stop the database resets. If ye let Sylvia’s personality profile become as dominant as possible, it’ll be easier for me to be sure Ah’ve got it all,”

“And my own personality?”

“That thing has so many safety protocols on it, Ah couldn’t screw it up if Ah tried,” Jeffery smirked.

Fifebee gave him a very dirty look.

“Er, not that Ah’ve ever thought about tryin’,”

“Jeffery, I have to go,” Stafford said suddenly, “Do what you think best, but I want somebody in that command room keeping an eye on the fight. Stafford out,”

“Somebody needs a nap,” Fifebee observed.

“Good, go with that,” Jeffery said, “Think about naps. And burping. Oh, and breast-feeding! Focus on your inner Sylvia!”

“We are sitting in an underground installation whose purpose is still largely unknown while this planet is about to be attacked and you are trying to exorcise a computerized personality by talking to it about breast-feeding,” Valtaic mused, “Could this situation possibly get any stranger?”

“With this crew?” Fifebee commented, “That is a stupid question,”

“I see,” Valtiac inclined his head.



“Do you see anything?” Simmons asked.

“Jall put his ‘Honk if You’re Hot & Horny’ bumper-sticker back on the port nacelle,” Stern replied, “Other than that, no,”

The tall officer was seated in the command post that had been hastily setup in front of the council buildings. He had a pair of micro-binoculars aimed at the sky and planned on watching as much of the battle as he could. After all, if the Qu’Eh broke past the defence fleet, they would probably start beaming down troops.

“I’m sure that Silverado could have beamed down something a bit better than binoculars if you’d asked,” Rengs commented.

“Yeah, well,” Stern shrugged, “I forgot,”

The micro-binoculars may have been a fairly primitive piece of Federation technology, but they were still more than capable of detecting vessels in orbit and creating simple, visual images with a reasonably degree of clarity. Stern had bought this particular pair when he was at Starfleet Academy, having found that there was nothing quite like lying on the grass outside of Fort Pike and looking up through starship windows at changing women. (And men, and various hermaphroditic entities. Once you started including alien races, ‘pansexual’ took on a whole new meaning.)

It didn’t take long for the Qu’Eh fleet to become visible.

“Oh, wow,” Stern breathed.

“Can I have the binoculars for a minute?” Rengs asked.

“Yeah, sure,” Stern said, “Later,”

Rengs sighed.



It was almost like the early battle had been a dress rehearsal. One of those dress rehearsals where things go as planed and you have a good feeling about the actual wedding. Or badging ceremony, or whatever.

Silverado, the only Federation starship within a hundred light-years, hovered between Matria Prime and the oncoming fleet. Her shields were recharged, her weapons were hot and her hull gleamed in the light of the Matrian star. Her nacelle grills however were dark, the characteristic blue glow of her warp engines deadened by the lack of warp core. In her engineering hull, the two Matrian warp reactors pumped as much plasma as they could into her power grid, but they just couldn’t meet the demand.

Surrounding Silverado the remaining Matrian and Senousians ships were looking considerably more rag-tag than they had before. The Qu’Eh had disabled several vessels, and the repairs made to them were hasty at best. Several of the lumpy, cylindrical Matrian vessels had visible weapon’s damage and some were missing pieces of the extensive sensor and weapons arrays that stuck out in all directions from the aft end of the ship, giving them their odd but distinctive appearance. The Senousian cruisers, sleeker (and disturbingly phallic) in their design had likewise taken a beating. Noticeably fewer scouts and starfighters flew in the formations surrounding the cruisers. Behind the ships, hovering over the planets atmosphere, the remaining defence satellites were just completing their recharge cycles.

The Qu’Eh fleet was also showing the impact of the previous battle. The number of ships had shrunk significantly, though they still outnumbered the allied fleet. Many ships had visible damage and their star fighter squadrons were nearly wiped out.

Commander Jall stood on the bridge of Silverado, eyeing the tactical reports. The Matrians had tried to even out the odds during the first battle, first by luring a Qu’Eh cruiser to one of the abandoned planets in the system and using an old planetary defence cannon to destroy it. They’d also used unarmed scouts to determine the exact frequency being used by the Qu’Eh weapons, thus being able to fortify their shields against Qu’Eh attack. The question would be whether or not the Qu’Eh had grown wise to that little trick.

“They’ll be in weapons range in one minute,” Ensign Bith reported from tactical. She had visible bags under her eyes, and Jall could only wish his officers could have had the chance to get a bit more rest during the ‘intermission’.

“No more playing nice,” Jall said firmly, “This time, we’re putting our purses down and smacking these bastards with both hands!”

“Oy vay,” Quintaine moaned, resting his head against the science console.



“You know,” Rengs said, “You could have brought down a small holo-emitter, or a screen or something so the rest of us could watch that thing,”

“Yeah, well,” Stern shrugged, “I forgot,”

“You didn’t forget anything else, did you? Extra power packs for the phasers? Body armour? Anything?”

“Nope, not a…” Stern looked around, “Has anybody seen my hand phaser?”

Rengs looked around carefully, hoping none of the Matrians were listening.

“Here it is,” Stern grunted, holstering his phaser and returning his attention to the sky. He could tell by the glimmers of energy at their weapons ports that the defending ships were preparing to fire.

“At least let me hook the damned things into this padd!”

“Whatever, whatever,”

Rengs quickly made the connection. The small screen came to life, just in time for him to see Silverado’s phasers firing.



Commander T’Parief had just arrived in the underground control room he, Jeffery, Valtaic and Fifebee had located earlier. Crewman Gibson was pushing another anti-grav pallet loaded with supply crates out of the turbolift next to him. T’Parief could see by the flickering lights that the holographic display, two levels above them in the large, rounded chamber, were still active. He sprinted up one set of stairs to the ring-shaped second level, then up another set to the circular command platform that sat atop the turbolift column. The huge, curved control consoles that ringed the platform were still dead, but the central display table was displaying the same tactical display as before; a holographic image of Matria Prime with tiny, holographic ships flying around. As he watched, the defending fleet fired phasers, disruptors, photon and quantum torpedoes and even a few modulated deflector pulses at the Qu’Eh fleet. One Qu’Eh ship, having already sustained several phaser and torpedo hits, was struck with deflector pulse right in what appeared to the ship’s bridge. Nearby Qu’Eh vessels scattered as the decapitated vessel starting to spin out of control.



“HEAD SHOT!” announced the tactical table in its deep, resonant voice. Stafford jumped, looking for all the world like he’d sat on a tack.

“I wonder who programmed that thing,” Admiral Verethi wondered.

“It doesn’t seem very professional,” Stafford said, trying to regain his dignity.

“But it’s more fun,” Yanick piped in, “By the way, the fleet reports that they’ve engaged the Qu’Eh,”

“Thanks for that,” Stafford said, watching on the table as the Qu’Eh returned fire. One Matrian cruiser, the Bill of Feminine Rights, was struck by multiple Qu’Eh weapons. Her shields flickered and faded, the hull taking several shots before another ship, the Male Ego, pulled in front, taking on the brunt of the attack so the other ship could get her shields back up.

“I’m sure there’s a joke or a smart comment here,” Stafford said, surveying the scene, “But I think it’s the kind of joke I should leave to Jall,”

“We have been meaning to re-name all our vessels,” Admiral Verethi said, “To better represent the new, united nature of the Matrian people,”

“What’s taking so long?” Stafford asked, watching as the Male Ego’s shields started to flicker. The Senousian cruiser Fallic pulled into position, taking the heat off the Male Ego. The Bill of Feminine Rights, her shields still very weak, moved behind Silverado, firing her weapons at the Qu’Eh fleet whenever an opportunity presented itself.

“Bureaucracy,” Verethi shrugged.



Aboard Silverado, Jall watched as the Male Ego took the hit for the Bill of Feminine Rights.

“I’m pretty sure there’s a gag here,” he said, “But I think it’s the kind of gag that Stafford would better appreciate.”

“I really think that the Matrians need to think about renaming their ships,” Lieutenant Pye chirped.

“They’re working on it,” Lieutenant Day chimed in, “But do you know how much paperwork there is in the Matrian bureaucracy when it comes to renaming a ship?”

“Have you forgotten about me?” Dr. Wowryk asked, clinging to the first officer’s chair as the ship shook, “I, for one, think it’s very fitting that the Male Ego is suffering for-”

“Nobody forgot about you, Doc,” Jall said, “The thing is, you’d take the situation far too seriously to make it funny,”

“I’m funny!” Wowryk objected, “Just last week I had Crewman Shwaluk laughing in Sickbay!”

“He wasn’t laughing because of your jokes,” Pye said, “He was laughing because you had your hand on his-”

“It was a MEDICAL EXAMINATION!” Wowryk snapped, “I have to put my hands in strange places!”

“I take it back,” Jall giggled, then grunted as the next weapons hit knocked him out of the command chair and onto the carpeted deck, “She can be funny,”

“Yeah,” Day said, trying to transfer more power to the shields, “But we’re laughing at her, not with her,”

Wowryk was about to shoot something back, when somebody actually shot something real (as opposed to metaphorically) at the ship (as opposed to a person), causing it to shake.

“Shields down to 80%!” Bith reported, “We’ve got two Qu’Eh cruisers concentrating their fire on us!”

“This is Matrian HQ to all ships,” Stafford’s voice rang over the comm, “The Qu’Eh have changed weapons frequencies. We’re trying to get the new shields modulations up to you, but until then, uh, try not to get hit too much. HQ out.”

“Well then,” Jall said, climbing back into his seat, “Now’s as good a time as any. Target one of those ships and fire the big guns!”

“Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you, you pervert!” Wowryk muttered.

“Oh, sweety,” Jall said, patting her hand, “One day, you’ll understand,”

“Eww,” Wowryk yanked her hand back and started looking around the bridge for one of those handy little hand-disinfectant dispensers.



On the ground, Stern, Rengs and the rest of the Hazardous Team were watching the unfolding space battle on the tiny padd screen. Beams of energy and balls of light filled the space between the two fleets, splashing against shields or digging into hulls. A pair of Qu’Eh cruisers were concentrating their fire on Silverado, at least until Silverado opened up with her phaser cannon. A dozen or so fat bolts of phaser energy flashed out from the emitter mounted under the forward edge of her saucer, spearing one of the cruisers dead on. The enemy ships shields held against the first half-dozen shots before failing. The remaining shots ripped into the ship’s hull, leaving the ship dead in space. A torpedo from a nearby Matrian vessel finished the job, sending the Qu’Eh ship up in a massive fireball.

“Nice shot,” Simmons giggled.

“Yeah, too bad they can’t use the damned thing again,” Marsden said.

“Man, if that ship had a warp core, we could kick those Qu’Eh back to where they came from!” Simmons said, slapping Rengs on the back.

“And if we had gagh, we could have gagh and blood wine!” Kreklor declared loudly, hunting around the command post for something to eat.

“If we had blood wine,” Marsden mused.



Stafford was frantically shouting orders.

“Get that fighter squadron back here! If they keep geeting too close to the Qu’Eh ships, we’re going to loose them!”

“The Male Ego needs cover,” Verethi snapped, “Their shields are almost depleted!”

“We have no more ships available!” one of the technicians reported, “We’ve got widespread shield failure on all our ships!”

Stafford quickly found Silverado’s icon on the holographic display. Her shields were down to 50%. She’d taken out two Qu’Eh cruisers already, but several more were starting to focus their fire on her engineering hull.

“The Male Ego has been disabled!” somebody called out, “Their engines are down, they’re adrift!”

“The Senousian Cruiser Fallic is heavily damaged! They report several forward sections have been breached!”

“I’m getting reports that fighter squadron Stingray Alpha has been destroyed! We have ejected pilots drifting in space!”

“Contact the Asessippi and the Niagra, have then commence beam-outs immediately!” Stafford ordered.

On the holo screen, the tiny runabouts had broken off from their positions leading one of the star-fighter squadrons and were now hovering behind Silverado, using the larger ships shields for cover as their crews scanned for and retrieved Matrian pilots now free-floating in space.



“T’Parief to Fifebee,”

“Yes, sweety?”

T’Parief frowned. Fifebee’s voice, normally cool and formal, had a friendly overture that just sounded…unnatural. He quickly dismissed the thought as irrelevant and continued.

“The Matrian fleet is failing,” he said bluntly, “I estimate that the Qu’Eh will be within beaming range of the planet in less than half an hour,”

Jeffery’s voice came over the comm.

“They’re not gonna find us under here,” he said, “Not with that interference field up and running,”

“Yes,” T’Parief agreed, “But, as you recall, HQ has plans for us. I would suggest that you put those into place immediately,”

“Why don’t ye just order Gibson…” Jeffery trailed off, “Oh yeah. Ah’m in command. Thank ye for the suggestion. Gibson! Valtaic! Get yer asses out to the hanger bay!”

“Perhaps now,” Valtaic’s voice came over the comm, “You can explain to us what these mysterious ‘plans’ are all about?”

“Aye,” Jeffery’s voice took on a note of defeat.

“It means we’ve got company on the way,”



“Oh, this isn’t good,” Stern commented, still looking through the micro-binoculars.

“The Qu’Eh fleet is winning,” Rengs observed, watching the tiny display screen on his padd.

“Which means we better get ready for company,” Stern said, letting the binoculars fall. (And inducing motion sickness in anybody watching the display, which had swung around wildly before showing a view looking down the front of Stern’s uniform towards his crotch.)

The Hazardous Team was now gathered in front of the Matrian Grand Council building. The scattered and slightly rag-tag Matrian ground forces were positioned in the parks and ornamental gardens surrounding the building, hiding behind portable shields, readying hand weapons, stationary defence cannons and even a few stun-grenade launchers. Most of the weaponry was Matrian, having been found in the same armouries where, presumably, it’d been packed away at the conclusion of the Gender Wars. Stern and the HT were carrying Starfleet equipment of course, but they were also wearing Matrian uniforms. Stern had a sneaking suspicion as to why Stafford had ordered them to change out of their Starfleet-issue body armour and into the strangely coloured (and extremely well-tailored) fatigues worn by the Matrian ground forces, but he really didn’t have time to dwell on the reason.

“Power up the transporter jammers,” Stern ordered.

Marsden tapped a control on his padd. The network of devices scattered around the building and the surrounding area came to life, looking for all the world like electronic umbrellas. In theory, they would prevent the Qu’Eh from beaming anybody down (or up). In practice, they were fragile and could be taken out fairly easily once the Qu’Eh troops walked from an unshielded area into this one.

“Too bad we couldn’t blanket the whole city with these things,” Rengs mused, looking out at the towering buildings of Matronus. They were dark, most citizens having either gathered in underground basements, transit systems or the huge, empty cavern that had held the hundreds of thousands of suspended animation pods used by the women during the reconstruction of the planet. (Similar caverns had been found under other cities, through the actual control systems and Dream Nexus were in Matronus.)

“Too bad we couldn’t blanket the whole planet with these things,” Stern sighed.



In space, the last Matrian cruiser sparked with energy and started to drift. Carefully aimed shots from a Qu’Eh cruiser had disabled her engines, leaving the ship largely intact, but powerless. A few scattered star fighters continued to harass the Qu’Eh ships, but without the constant bombardment from the larger Matrian ships the Qu’Eh could afford to simply ignore the relatively tiny weapons impacts. Damaged Matrian and Senousian ships drifted, moving apart as they each fell into their own orbits. The Qu’Eh fleet approached even closer to Matria Prime, the scattered shots from the remaining defence satellites barely making a dent in their shields. Only one defending ship was still returning fire.



“Target the lead ship!” Jall shouted, “Transfer all possible power to weapons!”

The ship shook again as several Qu’Eh ships fired.

“Shields are down to 10%!” Bith reported. Wowryk had abandoned the First Officer’s chair to try to treat the bloody gash on Bith’s forehead, but the tactical officer just wouldn’t hold still, “There’s too many of them!”

“Engineering to bridge!” Sage’s voice came over the comm.

“What?” Jall snapped, one hand gripping the armrest while the other tried to put his hair back into some semblance of order.

“The Matrian reactors are down! All this shaking around has totally wrecked their innards!”

“I’m only getting auxiliary power to weapons!” Bith confirmed. The lighting flickered out, plunging the bridge into darkness before the dim emergency lights flickered on.

“I’ve got fluctuations in the structural integrity fields!” Day cried out.

“The Qu’Eh are targeting us again!” Quintaine called out from sciences.

The ship shook again, even worse then before. Sparks flew from several consoles, the large schematic of Silverado on the aft wall blowing completely out and peppering Wowryk and Bith with debris.

“Shields are down!” Bith reported, “Weapons are offline!”

“Everybody, ready your weapons!” Jall ordered, his hand going immediately to the phaser strapped to one hip.



“That’s it then,” Stafford said softly, watching as Silverado’s icon flickered, then started to drift. Every Starfleet officer in the room watched the tiny hologram for several seconds, until beeping consoles or Matrian

“That’s it,” Verethi confirmed.

The stood in front of the display, watching the Qu’Eh ships move closer towards the planet. The remaining satellites, barely a dozen, were still firing. As they watched, the Qu’Eh picked one off.

“Initiate defensive sequence Omega-A,” Verethi ordered.

The Matrian tech working next to Naketh tapped a few buttons.

“That ought to keep their sensors scrambled for a while,” Naketh reported.

The Qu’Eh fleet soared past Silverado, the Federation ship drifting aimlessly. He hull was scorched with weapons fire; her engines were dark. The remaining satellites, the only thing left between the Qu’Eh and the planet, abruptly exploded. Behind the Qu’Eh fleet, three heavy Qu’Eh troop transports had just dropped out of warp. The lightly armed ships had been judged too fragile to send into the battle zone.

At least until there was no resistance to meet them.



“The Matrian fleet has been defeated, Chairman,”

“Oh, excellent!” Chairman P’tareck said pleasantly, clapping his hands together, “I promise you all, this will feature very prominently in your performance reviews at the end of this fiscal quarter!”

“Thank you, Chairman,” one of his underlings bowed.

“Have we identified our assault points on the planet?”

“We have, Chairman,” the other reported, “But the auto-destruction of the defensive satellites has released a lot of radiation. We’re having trouble with our sensors. It shouldn’t block our transporters, however.”

“Oh, excellent!” P’tareck repeated, “Order the transports to send boarding parties to the disabled ships, then to commence ground assault,”

He grinned.

“I don’t know what the Matrians hope to hide with that little stunt,” he said, “But I doubt it matters.”



Stafford sank into one of the chairs facing the holo-display. The Qu’Eh troop transports were clearly visible, although the sensor readings were now somewhat scrambled from the radiation dumped into space by the exploding satellites.

“HUMILIATING DEFEAT!” The table declared in its loud, basso voice. Stafford gave the thing a half-hearted kick.

That was it. Their space defences had failed. They had some ground troops, true. The Matrians could try to resist. But Stafford had a very strong feeling that if they resisted too strongly, the Qu’Eh would simply open fire on one of their cities from orbit, slaughtering millions. Without control of the space around the planet (or really powerful shields defending the cities), the battle was lost.

He’d failed. Rather spectacularly too.

He took off the Matrian medallion of office he’d been wearing over his uniform since being declared Minister of Planetary Defence by Queen Anselia. He held it in one hand, looking down at it. The solid silver medallion, showing the flat disc of Matrian Prime along with a strange, star-shaped symbol, was heavy in his hand, mirroring the heavy lead-like feeling in the pit of his stomach. He’d lost battles before in his career, although he’d been able to retreat from those. For a starship Captain, being defeated a jump into warp speed, a crash into a planet, or at worst the lives of a few hundred Starfleet officers. A horrible thought, but at least those people had chosen the risks of a life in space. Here, millions of innocent civilians were about to be conquered by a hostile race.

He set the medallion down on the table.

“For what it’s worth,” Admiral Verethi said, standing next to him, “I think we did the best we could,”

“Did we?” Stafford asked. He looked around the War Room, at the Matrians and Starfleet personnel who had worked there, almost without sleep or rest, for the duration of the battle. Yanick and Burke were nodding, as he’d expect. The surprise however, was the Matrians. He’d expected looks of hostility, of accusation. The sense that he’d failed them, that he’d f**ked up royally and that the fate of their world was HIS FAULT.

But the looks they were giving him were almost…friendly? That wasn’t quite the word for it, Stafford realised. But there was a sense in the room that hadn’t been there when he’d first arrived. Then, they’d been strangers. Most of the Matrian technicians and officers had barely known each other, never mind the Starfleet personnel. But they’d seen now, first hand, that Stafford and his crew were dedicated to defending their planet, even though they’d been enemies only a few short years ago. The sense of camaraderie in the room wasn’t strong…but it was definitely there.

And the battle wasn’t quite over yet. Yes, they’d been defeated in space and were going to be defeated on the ground. But Stafford still had an ace or two up his sleeve.

“Start our evacuation plans,” he ordered, “We need to get Queen Anselia, King Hektor and as much of your government as we can into the underground installation. We’ve been trying to get civilians out there, but with millions of people in the cities, we’ve only been able to take a fraction of them. Federation reinforcements will be coming, eventually. And since your leaders are the ones most likely to be, um, mistreated, we need to keep them safe in the meantime.”

“I’m sure Governess Laurette will be pleased to have them out of the way,” Verethi mused.

One of the technicians started relaying the orders.

“Are you certain,” Verethi went on, “that Federation reinforcements are coming? Because I will be frank: If you or the Federation are playing some sort of stupid political game with us, now is the time to admit it,”

She crossed her arms, looking severely at Stafford.

“I may have been wrong about you,” she admitted, “You appear to have our best interests at heart. But if your government is not willing to back you…”

“I have confirmation,” Stafford said, standing, “A fleet of ships was rendezvousing at Waystation as of yesterday morning. It’s going to take them weeks to get all the way out here, but they’re coming. I promise you.”

Verethi looked deep into his eyes. Finally, she nodded.

“I believe you,” she said. She snapped her fingers. Several burly Matrian soldiers, all female, entered the room. Breaking into pairs, they each marched straight for a Starfleet officer.

“If you’ll come with us, Minister,” one said, gripping his arm.

“What the hell?” Stafford snapped.

“Queen Anselia gave us special orders concerning you,” Verethi said, a small grin on her face, “She figured you’d probably object to what she had in mind, so she authorized us to make sure we had sufficient…force, to ensure you didn’t resist,”

Stafford stared at her in shock. The soldiers started pulling him towards the door. Not far from him, Yanick and Burke were being subjected to similar treatment.

“You didn’t realize that the Qu’Eh would be very, very interested in getting their hands on the commanding Starfleet officer here, did you?” Verethi asked sweetly.

She pulled out a weapon, aimed it at him, and fired. Everything went blank.



“Intruder alert!” Bith shouted, “I have multiple beam-ins on all decks!”

The Qu’Eh troops transports had just passed by Silverado, on their way to the planet. As they did, they started beaming troops aboard. Several pink transporter beams flashed into existence on the bridge, coalescing into the forms of armed Qu’Eh soldiers. Jall and Bith immediately fired, stunning the invading troops, but more immediately beamed in.

“I’m picking up thousands of life-signs on those transports!” Quintaine shouted, taking a moment to punch out the Qu’Eh next to him, “There’s no way we can repel them all!”

Jall remembered his orders, the last line in Stafford’s message.

‘You know what you’re going to have to do.’

Well, that was that. Whining, bargaining or offers of sexual favours weren’t going to get him out of this one now.

“Computer!” he called, “Initiate auto-destruct sequence, authorization Jall 764-Photo-Umbrella! Five minutes, silent countdown!”

He looked around the bridge for a moment.

“Sorry folks,” he shrugged.

“Auto-destruct systems are offline,” the computer reported.

“Uh-oh,” Jall muttered.

“We don’t have a warp core,” Day reminded him, “And the secondary explosives in place in case of a warp core failure aren’t responding!”

“We can’t let the Qu’Eh have this ship!” Jall snapped, “We can’t let Starfleet technology fall into enemy hands!”

“I’ve lost contact with decks 21 to 36,” Bith reported, “They’re overrunning us!”

“We can’t let the Qu’Eh have this ship in working order,” Day said, sounding almost thoughtful.

He and Jall stared at each other for a moment.

“Ohhh!!!!” Jall clapped his hands almost giddily before shoving Day away from the operations panel and going to work.

“What are you doing?” Quintaine demanded.

“A buddy of mine on Deep Space Nine told me about this little trick they pulled during the war,” Jall said, quickly adjusting the systems that were still working, “We just need to keep the Qu’Eh off the bridge long enough for me to implement it!”



“We’ve got beam-ins!” Marsden reported, “I’m getting reports of Qu’Eh troops beaming down less than a kilometre from here!”

“We just need to hold them off long enough for the VIPs to escape,” Stern said. Behind him, another loaded shuttle was taking off from the roof of the council building, “Although I think it would have been smarter to evacuate them BEFORE the aliens invaded the planet!”

Simmons had taken the micro-binoculars from Stern and was scanning the city ahead of them.

“I see them!” he reported, “They’re coming up Dignity Way!”

“Good call,” Stern muttered. Dignity Way was the main avenue leading into the government section of town. The numerous fountains and flower/plant boxes made for great cover. They also made for some great hiding places for stun grenades and the like.

“Wait for it,” Stern said, noticing that Simmons’ hand was already going for the detonator controls, “Let them get further in,”

“But if they find the grenades…”

“If they find some, we’ll set them off before they can find them all!”

“Matrian HQ to Stern,”

“Stern here,”

“This is Admiral Verethi. Queen Anselia and King Hektor have safely left the area. We’re starting to evacuate council members, be we need you to buy us time!”

“That’s the plan,” Stern replied, “Where’s Captain Stafford?”

“Minister Stafford is being taken care of,” Verethi replied, “I’ve taken command of our remaining forces, as was planned,”

“Oh yeah,” Stern nodded, even though Verethi couldn’t see him, “We’ll hold this line as long as we can.”

“Excellent. Your actions will not go unremembered. Verethi out.”

“Can I blow them up now?” Simmons asked, a slightly crazed look on his face as he fondled the detonator controls for the planted stun grenades.

“Not yet,” Stern said.

“Can I blow them up now?” Simmons asked, less than thirty seconds later.

“Not yet!”

“Oh,” Simmons looked sadly down at the ground, “When I can blow them up?” he mumbled.

“Standby to set off the first string….now!”

Giggling like a hyena, Simmons pressed a button. Out in the street there was a series of bright flashes as half a dozen grenades went off. The Qu’Eh troops, having already partially passed that position, suddenly found themselves split into two groups; one still in the clear, the other between the detonated grenades and the Matrian council building. Before Stern could give the order, Simmons laughed gleefully and punched the rest of the detonation buttons. With another series of flashes, the closer group of Qu’Eh troops dropped to the ground.

“Got ’em!” Simmons cried, throwing his arms up with glee. The detonator flew out of his hand, bouncing off an annoyed Dar’ugal before dropping to the ground.

“Idiot!” Stern snapped, slapping Simmons upside the head, “You were supposed to wait until the rest of them got closer in!”

“But the first group would be shooting at us by then!” Simmons whined.

“That’s why we have these, you moron!” Stern said, pointing at the portable shields. The remaining Qu’Eh troops, seeing that their companions were merely stunned, were now rushing up the avenue. Within minutes they’d reached the first of the Matrian defensive emplacements. Stern and the HT watched as the front line Matrian troops started firing at the approaching aliens.

“So either way, we end up with a group shooting at us,” Simmons shrugged.

“If we’d still had the grenades, we could have taken out more of them!” Stern shouted, “You are SO in for it, Simmons!”

“Yeah, whatever. That’s what you said the last time I blew something up.”

“Maybe you guys wanna pick up those phaser rifles and actually shoot at somebody?” Rengs asked. The Bajoran was leaning out from the shield and carefully aiming his phaser rifle.

“Right, right,”

There was a roar of engines overhead as another shuttle took off from the roof of the council building. It flew off into the distance. Moments later, a Qu’Eh fighter flew by. It almost looked to Stern like it was going to chase after the shuttle, but it banked around and came back for another pass over the government building. There was a flash of weapons fire then puffs of smoke as several of the transporter jammers exploded. A fresh group of Qu’Eh troops immediately began materializing in the now un-shielded area.

“Simmons!” Stern cried.

“Yup?”

“Go blow stuff up!” Stern shouted.

“Aye sir!” Simmons saluted, then grabbed his bag of explosives. Darting behind cover, he quickly started making his way towards the new group.

“Rengs, Kreklor, go cover him!” Stern ordered.

“Joy,” Rengs grunted.



“I’ve re-established partial shields over the bridge,” Day reported from the engineering console, “But they’re not going to stay up for long!”

“Just keep those Qu’Eh buggers off my back for another five minutes!” Jall ordered, his hands still dancing over the console. It had been months since he’d done operations-type stuff like this, but it was mostly coming back to him. He wasn’t entirely sure if he was programming the impulse reactors to generate an overload, or to simply explode. An explosion might cripple the ship beyond repair, but the impulse reactors didn’t have the oomph to destroy the whole thing. But he was pretty sure he was programming stuff right.

Mostly sure.

There was a banging sound from the hatch covering the Jefferies tube next to the turbolife. A Qu’Eh boarding party was trying to force its way onto the bridge! The banging abruptly stopped, then there was the sound of weapons fire.

“Two more minutes!” Jall cried, “I don’t like working under pressure!”

“So we can die when the Qu’Eh kill us, or when Jall destroys the ship,” Wowryk said, crossing her arms.

“At least you’re finally going to get to meet God in person,” Jall shot back.

“Oh, you’re right!” Wowryk exclaimed, clapping her hands together, “Who wants Last Rites?”

Pye shyly started to raise his hand before Jall reached over and slapped it down.

“I’m not destroying the ship,” Jall snapped. He tapped one last command into the panel.

There was a crash as the Jefferies tube hatch exploded out into the bridge.

“Hold your fire,” Jall ordered. In the background, a low hum was slowly beginning to rise. The Qu’Eh troops pushed their way onto the bridge, their weapons pointed at the Starfleet officers. Jall slowly raised his hands, nodding at the others to follow suit. One of the Qu’Eh muttered something into a communications device. In the background the low hum was growing in both pitch and intensity. Jall was silently counting the time in his head.

A moment later, a single Qu’Eh climbed out of the Jefferies tube and onto the bridge. He was roughly humanoid but most of his features were obscured by the body armour and helmet he wore. He stepped out of the turbolift alcove and onto the bridge proper, looking around at the flickering panels, the shattered display at the back of the bridge and at the Starfleet officers standing next to their stations, hands raised. With a flourish he pulled off his helmet, revealing a pale, humanoid face. His hair was grey and was pulled back from a sharp widow’s peak. His right ear was a strange twist of cartilage, almost like a starfish doing the hokey-pokey. His left ear was obscured by a strange sort of headset. The earpiece appeared to be fused with his ear, right into the skull. A ridge ran along the left side of his face where the implant ran under his skin, right down to the side of his mouth. Here, a small microphone emerged from a puckered opening in his flesh.

“I am Manager Kalmers of the Qu’Eh vessel Synergy,” he declared.

Ten seconds, Jall mentally counted. The hum was becoming a squeal.

“I’m Commander San Jall of the Federation starship Silverado,” he said, bracing himself.

There was a cascade of sparks as the overload building in the ship’s impulse reactors was released directly into the ships systems. Sparks flew from the bridge panels, from the lights and even from the main viewscreen. The right wing of the forward helm/ops console exploding completely, singing Day’s uniform.

All over the ship panels blew out, systems shorted and components melted into slag. In both the primary and secondary computer cores, bank after bank of isolinear chips shattered, processing nodes sparked and bio-neural gel-packs ruptured, the gel boiling as energy surged through it.

The lights on the bridge failed, the sound of the air-circulation systems died and the artificial gravity shut down. Jall found himself drifting, weightless, next to the remains of the helm console. The Qu’Eh commander, his face barely visible in the dim light coming from the small fires burning in the broken panels, was staring at Jall with a combination of fury and shock.

“Welcome aboard,” Jall finished smugly.



“Fall back!” Stern was shouting into his comm-badge, “Repeat, all Matrian forces fall back!”

The Qu’Eh were closing in on the Matrian council building. Stern and the HT had already fallen back to the main entrance. The Qu’Eh were closing in relentlessly, stunning Matrian defenders and beaming them up to their ships.

“I think I’ve figured out why the Captain told us to wear Matrian uniforms,” Rengs shouted, lobbing a stun grenade across the street. He, Simmons and Kreklor had returned after about ten minutes worth of playing ‘kick the grenade’ with the newly arrived group of Qu’Eh soldiers. They’d been chased off quickly, but not before they’d managed to stun about fourty troops.

“It’s so that when we get captured, they don’t realize we’re Starfleet,” Stern said grimly, “I know. I figured that out a while ago,”

“You really think the Captain thought we were going to be captured?” Marsden asked, firing his weapon at the oncoming aliens..

“Considering we’ve been outnumbered and outgunned for this entire battle?” Stern shouted back, “I think he was planning ahead,”

A fresh wave of Qu’Eh burst out of the park. The HT suddenly found themselves facing nearly fifty weapon barrels.

Stern dropped his weapon, then slowly stood with his hands over his head.

“I think it was a good idea,” Simmons gulped.



Chairman P’tarek strode into the Matrian Grand Council building, soldiers and members of his personal bodyguard forming a barrier between himself and the very angry-looking Matrians lining the corridors. He was somewhat impressed by the Matrian seat of government. The workmanship of the wood paneling was excellent, the architecture was nice and stonework on the exterior and interior was exquisite. Of course, it couldn’t match the cool efficiency of the glass and steel construction the Qu’Eh used, but the Matrians would learn. Oh yes, they would learn.

A tall, dark haired woman was striding down the corridor towards him. She wore an interestingly tight outfit, which seemed to be comprised largely of…leather? He didn’t remember seeing that on the screen when he was threatening the Matrian council earlier.

“I’m Mistress Laurette,” she declared harshly, “I’m the leader of the Matrian people. What do you want?”

P’tarek turned his head to one side, listening carefully as his Executive Assistant murmured into his ear.

“I’m sorry,” he said, “But I was under the impression that when we started our hostile takeover of your corporate world-space, Queen Anselia was your CEO.”

“I did a little hostile take-over of my own,” Laurette said, giving a small grin, “Or didn’t you know? I ruled the Matrian people for decades before the Reawakening. It was only after that that I was relegated to Leader of the Opposition,”

P’tarek listened again.

“I see,” he smiled pleasantly, “Then perhaps you’d care to discuss just how exactly you’ll be fitting into our organization?”

“I’d like nothing better,”

“Just one thing,” P’tarek raised a hand, “Where is Queen Anselia? King Hektor? Minister of Defence Stafford? The esteemed Dr. Wowryk?”

“Most of them were in Defence HQ,” Laurette shrugged, looking bored, “If they’re not there, then they probably found some hole to scurry under. As for this Wowryk person, she’s just a lowly peon. Why should I know?”

“Mistress Laurette,” P’tarek said, lowering his voice and leaning in closer, “You really do need to answer all of our questions to the best of your abilities. To do any less would not make good business sense,”

A small light on the strange headset implant P’tarek wore began blinking. He cocked his head slightly, as though listening to a voice only he could hear. (Which was, after all, the whole point of a headset, right?) He smiled.

“As it turns out, the good doctor has been located,” he said, “Though it sounds like she and her colleagues did an overly effective job of ruining that fine ship of theirs,”

He clapped his hands together and smiled brightly.

“But enough of that, my dear. Let’s go and discuss Matria Prime’s place in the great Qu’Eh Corporate Organization!”



Stafford awoke with one hell of a headache.

He cracked open one eye and found himself lying on what seemed to be the floor of a Matrian shuttle. What the heck was he doing there? Oh, that’s right. Admiral Verethi had stunned him, saying something about ‘plans’ Anselia had for him. What were they doing, turning him over to the Qu’Eh? Did they think that offering up a Starfleet officer to the enemy was really going to help them?

Suddenly, the further ramifications of Anselia’s betrayal came rushing to mind. If she told the Qu’Eh about the underground installation, then all the people, all the supplies, everything he’d had hidden there would be in jeapordy!

There was a loud THUNK as the shuttle touched down. Feigning unconsciousness, Stafford let his eye close.

The hatch hissed open, letting voices spill in.

“-give much of a fight?”

“No ma’am, Admiral Verethi stunned him before he even knew what was happening,”

“Really, we don’t think that was necessary! We are sure he would have come quietly, once he understood the situation!”

Stafford recognized that voice (and its obnoxious pluralities) any day. It was Anselia!

“What should we do with him?”

“Just put him over there until he wakes up,”

“I am awake, you traitorous bitch!” Stafford snapped, suddenly launching himself to his feet. He wasn’t quite fast enough, suddenly finding himself held back, restrained from rushing at Anselia.

“Traitorous?” Anselia asked calmly.

“Verethi told me you were gonna turn me over to the Qu’Eh!” Stafford snapped, “I can’t believe you’d…hey….” he looked around, “Why are Ensign Kennerdy and Lt Commander Valtaic holding me back? Where I am?”

“It is a pleasure to restrain you from causing an incident, sir,” Valtaic said politely.

“It’ll be a pleasure once you’ve had a shower,” Stafford said, wrinkling his nose, “How long have you been away from the ship, anyway?”

“You are in the underground installation,” Queen Anselia, cutting off Valtaic’s chance at a come-back, “Where you sent us, your non-essential crew, most of our senior government personnel and as many of our civilians as you could. And, we might add, where you yourself showed little interest in going,”

“Yeah, but…” Stafford trailed off, looking around. He was indeed in a huge hanger matching the description Jeffery had given him, “But Verethi said something about the Qu’Eh being very interested in getting their hands on me. And some orders you had given…”

“Yes,” Anselia nodded, “We had ordered her to ensure that you were brought here, so the Qu’Eh would not get their hands on you,”

“Wha…” Stafford trailed off again. Kennerdy and Valtaic released their grip on him, leaving him free to walk to the end of the railing that surrounded their particular platform.

For the most part, the hanger was the way Jeffery had described it. It was huge, with several platforms extending from a support structure in the center, forming a series of strange, staggered half-decks. The lighting was subdued, of the bluish/reddish variety and there was a control booth clinging to one of the upper bulkheads. The huge hanger door was closed against the desert outside, with a pair of smaller airlock doors on either side, way down on the lowest level.

What was different was that the bay was no longer empty.

Matrian shuttles, transports and even a few scout and patrol ships crowded several of the landing platforms. Both of Silverado’s runabouts, along with several of her shuttles, crowded another. Both runabouts had visible battle-damage, which was being ignored as Starfleet and Matrian crewmen unloaded supplies from their cargo holds. The transport enhancers that had been setup on the lower level had been packed away and the last load of supplies beamed down before the battle started were slowly being moved to one wall, where several crates had already been stacked. Matrians, Silverado crew members and even a few Senousians were milling around in a combination of confusion and organized chaos.

After the first attack, and with Fifebee reporting that the installation was almost entirely deserted, Stafford and Anselia had quickly realized the potential use of such a facility. With only a handful of government personnel aware of its existence, a powerful jamming field in place and plenty of free space, it was the perfect bunker. That may or may not have been its original purpose, but that wasn’t particularly relevant now. Stafford had immediately ordered Silverado to beam down as many supplies as humanly possible, while Anselia had insisted that the non-essential Silverado crew members and civilians that had been hiding in one of Matronus’s sports arena be relocated immediately. Stafford had suggested more of a focus on Matrian civilians, but Anselia had pointed out that the common people had far less to fear from an invading force that governors, governesses and Starfleet personnel. With transporters and shuttles running right until the battle began, there had still been time to evacuate a number of Matrian civilians. Also, the scanner-scattering effect of the radiation released by the self-destruction of the defence satellites had allowed the defending forces to continue to send shuttles to the installation without being detected by the Qu’Eh.

“Why the hell did she stun me, then?” he demanded.

“Well, she really doesn’t like you very much,” Anselia shrugged.

Stafford let out a relieved breath.

“Everything is going according to plan then, huh?” he asked.

“Except for the fact that our planet has been conquered, yes,” Anselia said, her voice turning slightly frosty.

“And the fact that we have a two hundred year-old nude Matrian running around the inner complex, a hologram imprinted with Sylvia’s personality and only three unlocked washrooms located so far in this facility,” Valtiac added.

“There’s a fleet on the way,” Stafford said, patting Anselia’s arm reassuringly, “A month, six weeks at the most, and we’ll give these Qu’Eh bastards the ass-kicking they deserve,”



“Sir, we’ve received a transmission from the Matrian Sector relay,” Captain Brown reported as Admiral Edward Tunney stepped into the operations complex of Starbase 45,”

“Admiral on the bridge!” one of the junior officers called out, despite the fact that there really was no bridge on the starbase.

Tunney gave the man a very dirty look.

“Let me guess,” Tunney said to Brown, “The Qu’Eh have conquered the planet, Silverado’s either crippled or destroyed, most of our people are missing in action and some former bad-guy on the planet is now working with the Qu’Eh to help them cement their control?

Brown looked blankly at Tunney.

“Shit,” Tunney groaned, “That was my worst-case scenario. I was hoping the real situation would cheer me up. What’s the status of the relief fleet?”

“The Vendome, the Elfman, the Stallion, the Montreal and the Champlain have all rendezvoused at Waystation,” another officer reported, “They’ll be departing in six hours,”

“A Constellation-class, a Proxima-class, a Constitution-class and two Excelsior-class ships,” Tunney grimaced, “All of them Operation Salvage vessels.” He paced for a few minutes, then turned to Brown.

“Order those ships to sit tight,” he said, “None of them leave for Matrian Space until I give the order,”

Brown and his first officer exchanged a worried glance.

“And when will that be, sir?”

“When I convince Fleet Admiral Ra’al to send more ships,” Tunney said, turning back to the turbolift, “Or not at all,”
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Who Hunts the Hunters? - 2009 Halloween Special

Author’s Note: This story was originally posted in the lengthy gap between Silverado Seasons Four and Five, when I needed a break from writing the Matrian story arc. The continuity doesn’t really line up, but oh well. Putting it on the Season Four page creates its own continuity problems, as Valtaic didn’t join the crew until well after Halloween. So…here you go.


Captain’s Log, Stardate…YEOWITCH!



Captain Christopher Stafford cried out in pain and yanked his hand back from the small panel on his command chair that controlled his log recorder. The panel sparked, resulting in not only a burnt hand but also a couple of burnt patches on his uniform pants.

“Sylvia?” he demanded, “What the hell?”

“Sorry Chris,” replied the disembodied voice of the sentient computer, “But if you’re going to spill coffee on the equipment you really can’t come bitching to me when something bad happens!’

Stafford crossed his arms.

“I didn’t spill coffee on my chair!” he said crossly.

“Somebody did,” Sylvia shot back, “It sure didn’t spill coffee on itself!”

“How do you know it was coffee anyway?”

“Sweetie, I have internal sensors that can detect the exact number of fleas on a dogs back. It was coffee. A mocha latte to be precise.”

“Stafford to Jall,” Stafford snapped, slapping his comm-badge.

“What do you want?” came Jall’s annoyed voice, “I’m trying to get fitted for my dress for tonight!”

Stafford’s jaw dropped. At the helm, Yanick giggled. At Operations, Riven Valtaic swivelled around in his seat.

“I was under the impression that in human and Trill societies it was the females who wore the dresses,” he said.

“Why do you care,” Yanick asked, “Isn’t something like that a ‘social irrelevancy’?” she made little air quotes.

“Understanding other cultures is part of my duty as a Starfleet Officer,” Valtaic replied hautily, “As such, the question is relevant. Unlike your question.”

“Is she not also attempting to understand your culture?” T’Parief pointed out, coming immediately to Yanick’s defence.

“Her question was based in attempt to find fault, not an attempt to understand my culture,” Valtaic said crossly.

“WHY ARE YOU WEARING A DRESS?” Stafford shouted, interrupting the growing argument.

“It’s a time-honoured tradition,” Jall replied, sounding slightly offended, “You’re the one that insisted on a cultural theme for Halloween this year!”

“Jall, I thought we had an agreement.” Yanick jumped onto the channel, “If you ever decided to go drag, you were going to let me pick out the dress,”

“He and I already had an agreement!” Stafford snapped, “No drag on my ship!”

“I’m not doing drag,” Jall snapped, “Although if I was, it wouldn’t any business of yours!”

“OK, now I’m confused,” Yanick said.

“As am I,” Valtaic agreed.

“It’s for my Halloween costume!” Jall explained, “I’m going as one of those Scottish guys. You know, a High-man,”

“A Highlander,” Stafford gave a sigh of relief, “That’s not a dress, you dumb-ass! It’s a kilt!”

“I know, but if I told you I was getting fitted for a kilt it wouldn’t have been anywhere near as much fun. Jall out.”

Stafford blew out a breath.

“I hate him,” he muttered.

“And you didn’t finish your log,” Yanick reminded him.

“Or ask Commander Jall if he’d spilled coffee on your chair,” Valtaic added.

“That’s another social irrelevancy! Yanick snapped.

“I am assisting my commanding officer!” Valtaic snapped back.

“Yanick,” Stafford sighed, letting his face fall into his hands, “Just drop us out of warp before we hit the planet we’re going to, OK?”

“Which planet is that again?” Yanick asked innocently.

“It’s in my log,” Stafford’s jaw tightened in realization, “I…just…ARGHHH!”



Down in Sickbay, Dr. Noel Wowryk was hovering over the central bio-bed while Nurse Kerry hovered over a tray of medical instruments.

“Lt Commander Quintaine, just how exactly did you manage to electrocute yourself AND give yourself second-degree burns on your leg and genitals?” she asked crossly.

“We hit a subspace fibre bundle when I had the conn,” Quintaine said, wincing as Wowryk treated the electrical burns on his hand, “I sort of dumped coffee all over the control panel on the Captain’s chair,”

“Smooth,” Kerry smirked.

“Remove…ugh…your pants,” Wowryk ordered, a look of distaste on her face.

Quintaine looked up at the two women.

“Um, can’t you just give me some burn cream or something?”

“You can either drop your pants and get this over with now, or spend the next week in serious pain with every step you take,” Wowryk snapped, “I don’t like this any more than you do! Now drop your pants and let me do my work!”

There was a chocking sound behind her. She turned just in time to see somebody rushing back into the corridor.

“Hmm. Wonder who that was.”



Out in the hallway, Simon Jeffery practically ran for the nearest cross- corridor and ducked around the corner.

He’d been working up the nerve to go talk to Wowryk all morning. He wasn’t going to ask for much, all he had in mind was in invitation to lunch. A bit of a chat, maybe a chance to try to rebuild the shattered ruins of their friendship.

Well, looks like he’d be having lunch by himself.

He took a turbolift to Deck 12 and walked into Platterheads. Alpha shift was just starting to trickle in for lunch. Outside the windows the stars streaked by as Silverado warped through space. On one vidscreen the daily transmission of ‘The Vonna Show’ was playing quietly. He’d no sooner taken his seat and chased away the waiter/life-counsellor when Stafford plopped down in the seat next to him, his hand shiny from burn ointment.

“Hiya Simon,” he said, “Why so glum?”

“Nothin’,” Jeffery muttered.

“Noel Nothing?” Stafford guessed.

“Look, just drop it mate, k?”

“Ok, fine,” Stafford raised his hands in surrender, “Oh, by the way, I need somebody to come fix my log recorder. I can’t explain our mission to anybody without it!”

“Mission? Ah thought we were responsin’ to a distress call,”

“We are. But without my log, nobody knows that!” Stafford said, “They have no idea that we picked up a distress call from a Federation colony, or that they say they’ve been assaulted by ghosts for the past two days,”

“Hmm. Ghosts. Isn’t it convenient that missions like this always come up around the same time of year?”

“Yeah, Stafford agreed,”Creepy, isn’t it?”

“Spooky, even,” Jeffery agreed.

Across the room, Wowryk, Kerry and Quintaine walked in, chuckling as they approached the food replicators. Jeffery’s expression immediately darkened.

“Come on, Simon,” Stafford said, noticing where he was looking, “She’s just having lunch.”

“With Quintaine,” Jeffery said darkly.

“It’s Wowryk,” Stafford said flatly, “At the rate she moves, you don’t have to worry about her giving him a kiss for at least two years, never mind seeing him naked!”

“She’s ALREADY seen him NAKED!” Jeffery fumed, stabbing his fork into a cherry tomato with enough force to squirt juice and seeds across his plate, “About fifteen minutes ago!”

“Great,” Stafford, “Jall’s wearing a dress, Wowryk’s looking at naked guys and some asshole spilled coffee on my chair! What a great day this is turning into!”

“A dress?”

“Kilt,” Stafford corrected.

“Aw, the little git picked me culture, did he?” Jeffery looked almost touched.

“Apparently.”

“What are ye goin’ as, anyway?” Jeffery asked

“Something Canadian,” Stafford shrugged, “Which means I’m either dressing up as a beaver, a Mountie or a bottle of Maple Syrup.”





Captain’s Log, Supplemental:



Hand written by Commander San-the-Man Jall, because a certain Captain doesn’t believe that it wasn’t me that spilled coffee all over his stupid chair. We’re on course for the planet Gerog IV, a Federation colony that was recently established in the Beta Quadrant. According to the colonists, and I really hope we find some sexy colonial types there, they’ve been bothered by spirits, ghosts, apparitions, whatever. Something that shouldn’t be there. Since this is a big galaxy, and since energy beings have been making trouble for over a hundred years and counting, Starfleet figures we’ll either know how to handle them or we’ll find something new and interesting to be killed by. I mean, study.

Oh, and from what I’ve overheard, Stafford’s planning on dressing up as womanly parts for tonight’s Halloween Party, which I think is TOTALLY inappropriate.



“Jall, what the hell are you talking about?” Stafford asked, reading over Jall’s hand-typed log entry.

“You told Jeffery you were thinking of going as beaver,” Jall said innocently.

“Yeah, I also asked to you take dictation,” Stafford shot back, “Not make snide little comments. And I’m not going to the party as a beaver! I’m going as a Mountie!”

“Really?” Jall looked surprised, “Who’s mounting you?”

“It’s a POLICE OFFICER!” Stafford shouted, “You sicko!”

“You’re dressing up as somebody being mounted by a police officer and you’re calling ME the sicko?” Jall shook his head, “It’s always the quiet ones,”

“Except he really isn’t that quiet,” Yanick piped up, “He talks too much.”

“Yanick, you’re supposed to be helping me here,” Stafford said.

“Oh.” Yanick turned to Jall, “A Mountie is a Canadian police officer, a member of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police,”

“Ohhhh,” Jall nodded his head knowingly, “So the whole police force was mounted? By who? The Royal Canadian Mounting Police?”

“Jall, just go to hell!” Stafford snapped, getting up and moving towards his ready room.

“According to Wowryk, it sounds like your whole police force beat me there,” Jall called.

“The bottle of maple syrup is sounding better all the time,” Stafford muttered.



On the surface of Gerog IV there was a shower of transporter sparks as four figures and a device resembling a hot-water-heater materialized. Jall, Fifebee, Wowryk and T’Parief looked briefly around the empty main square of Gerogenous, the capitol city.

“Oh!” Jall exclaimed, shivering in the crisp evening air, “I didn’t realize these kilt things were so…breezy outdoors!”

“My chain mail itches,” Wowryk complained, trying to adjust her Joan of Arc costume.

“As does my antennae,” agreed T’Parief. He’d dressed up as Xessiznizzzz, an Andorian famous for the massacres of the 2nd, 3rd, 5th, 7th 11th and 13th hives. (His habit of killing off all hives that had prime numbers had earned him the title of the Prime Butcher.)

“It would have been more convenient had Yanick timed our arrival to coincide with the end of the party,” Fifebee commented, “Rather than the beginning,” She was the only member not wearing a costume. (She’d planned to attend the party as an Apple PowerBook, but had been able to quickly reset her imaging system prior to beaming down.)

“She was supposed to,” Jall said, adjusting his tartan, “It’s not her fault the party started late,”

“Excuse me, are you the Starfleet officers sent to help us, or are you the travelling circus that was supposed to arrive tomorrow?”

The away team turned to find a fairly generic human dressed in the finery of a Federation governor.

“If you ask our Captain, he’d probably tell you we’re both,” Jall said diplomatically, “I’m Commander San Jall, USS Silverado. We’re here to help with your…ghost…problem,”

“In a dress?”

“It’s a kilt,” Jall said, “It’s…Halloween.”

“I see.” The man frowned, “I’m Governor Rartris. If you’ll come this way, I’ll show you what I’m talking about.”

“Sure. Oh, by the way, you don’t have a spare pair of boxer shorts, do you?”



Rartris led them into a crowded restaurant. Citizens were seated at various tables, but they didn’t so much as glance at the newcomers. Instead, their attention was focused on a group of three tables near one wall. A group of nearly a dozen spectral, amorphous forms were hovering over the chairs, shoving food into their mouths.

“They just keep eating!” Rartris complained, “But…they’re not eating anything!”

As they watched, one of the ‘ghosts’ grabbed a plate of gagh and tipped it into its mouth. The worms fell right through, landing on the floor and slowly starting to slither away.

“The kitchen staff can barely keep up!” Rartris wailed, “And there’s more! Ghosts leering in people’s windows, ghosts ransacking stores, ghosts floating around the park…it’s intolerable!”

“Have you tried communicating with them?” Fifebee asked, not pulling her attention from her tricorder.

“Yes,” Rartris replied, “They just give us orders, or make lewd suggestions!”

“What are you getting?” Jall asked Fifebee, trying to lean over her shoulder to see her tricorder screen. She shied away.

“No exact matches for their energy patterns,” Fifebee replied, “However, they are similar enough to known phenomena to conclude that they are an intrusion of another plane of existence into our own space-time. The readings are similar to those of a Q, but weaker and less focused. Certain aspects are indicative of a partially ascended race known as the Selvan, but there’s a drift to their quantum signature that suggests a completely different space-time than our own,”

“Hmm?” Jall shook his head, as if to clear it, “Oh, you’re done. Sorry, I drifted.”

Wowryk simply crossed her arms, looking unimpressed. She approached the table.

“Greetings, tortured souls,” she said, her voice sympathetic, “Would you like help finding your true path back to the Lord?”

The spectral forms turned to her.

“BBBRAAAAAAUUUUPPPPPP!!!!!!!!”

Food, drink and ectoplasm flew from the table, all of it converging directly on Wowryk.

The doctor stood there for a moment, ooze dripping down her costume.

“Perhaps a nice visit to Satan, then?” she said calmly.



Stafford stood in Unbalanced Equations, a wide-brimmed brown hat on his head and a cocktail in his hand. He was wearing black pants with a thick red stripe down the side and a bright red uniform tunic, the traditional formal wear of a Mountie.

“Ahhh,” he said, “This is the way to do it. Food, drink, fun, no Jall to mock my costume, no Wowryk to tell us we’re going to hell and no Fifebee to drain the fun out of the room like a cop at a bush party,”

“Chris, you’re terrible,” Sylvia said, her holographic form walking up to him and punching him on one red-clad arm, “I can’t believe you talked Yanick into mis-calculating the arrival time just to get rid of Jall!”

“Think about what you just said, Sylvia,” Stafford suggested.

“And Wowryk. And T’Parief. And Fifebee,” Sylvia continued.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” Stafford shrugged.

“Chris, have ye seen Noel anywhere?” Jeffery asked, coming up to them.

“She’s down on the planet,” Stafford replied, “Along with Jall,”

“Whot? Isn’t that cruel and unusual punishment?”

“Maybe, but it’s her that’s being subjected to it, not me,” Stafford gave Jeffery a conspiratorial look, “And you’re not being subjected to her, either,”

“And whot’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means you can relax a little and stop looking over your shoulder anytime somebody invites you for a little ‘just friends’ dancing,” Yanick broke in, grabbing Jeffery by the arm and pulling him towards the dance floor, “You need to relax more!”

Jeffery gulped, his head pivoting around as he scanned the room.

“I already told you, T’Parief’s down on the planet!” Stafford called.

“Oh, aye,” Jeffery said uneasily.

“Wheeeeee!” Yanick cried , throwing her hands over her head and shaking her ‘thang’.

“Oh, what the hell,” Jeffery shrugged. He commenced dancing.



“I gotta say, Doc, I’m surprised you’re being so cool about this,” Jall said. He and Wowryk were walking to a nearby store to investigate another spectral appearance.

“I am always calm, cool and collected,” Wowryk said. She tried wiping off a blob of ectoplasm, only to have it stretch into a long, sticky, disgusting string of slime, “And I am going to SEND THOSE SOULS OF THE DAMNED TO THE NEXT AFTER-LIFE!”

The scary part, Jall realized, was that this really was Noel’s idea of calm, cool and collected.

“Well, you’re handling it well, considering the last time we dealt with this sort of thing you went on a rampage with a super-soaker filled with holy water and basically caused a diplomatic incident with the undead,” he said. He’d pulled out his tricorder and was busy tapping away, “It took weeks to get the smell of wet, decomposing flesh out of Unbalanced Equations!”

“I thought we’d agreed never to speak of that fiasco again,” Wowryk sniffed.

“We said the same thing about the go-go boy I’d programmed into our New Year’s Eve party last year, but you still brought it up at the planning group for this year’s party,”

“I just wanted to prevent another disgusting sin from tarnishing your soul,” Wowryk replied. She then dropped her voice, “Like it would show,”

“Hmmm,” Jall frowned.

“Hmmm, what?”

“Hmmm, I see why the colonists got all embarrassed when I asked them what kind of store this was,” Jall replied. He pointed.

Right ahead of them was a modest, two-floor retail store. The sign above the door proudly proclaimed it to be ‘Sassy Seductions’. Though the broken windows, they could see nearly a dozen spectral forms soaring through the store, laughing as they flipped though old-style magazines, examined the images on boxed holo-program chips and played catch with the lingerie and intimate toys.

“That’s dis-GUSTING!” Wowryk snarled. She gathered her still-soggy costumer and marched right towards the door, “REPENT, FOUL SINNERS! REPENT AND FIND LIGHT IN THE SALVATION OF-”

TWANG!

One of the ghosts had stretched out a lacy, glittery, four-breasted bra like a slingshot, sending it soaring right at Wowryk’s head. The doctor stood there for about five seconds, lacy naughtiness draped around her. She then flung it to the ground and spun on a heel.

“I need to talk to Fifebee,” she snapped, marching away.

“Uh-huh,” Jall smirked, turning back to his tricorder.



Fifebee and T’Parief had found a group of ghosts in the park. Unlike the beings chowing down in the restaurant or rampaging through the sex store, these ones were simply lying on the ground, sighing.

“If only you would explain to me your purpose here,” Fifebee was saying to one of them, sounding more than a bit frustrated.

“Meh,” the ghosted sighed, rolling away from her and gazing at the grass, “Don’t feel like it,”

“But we could assist you in returning to your own plane of existence, or to the nearest convenient parallel dimension!” Fifebee said, then frowned, “Now where have I heard that before?”

“Don’t feel like going anywhere,” the ghost muttered, “Leave us alone,”

“This group is not a threat,” T’Parief rumbled as he scanned the area for security threats, “We should move on to the next group,”

“Very well,” Fifebee said, drawing herself up to her full height (or lack thereof), “But if your laziness prevents us from resolving this situation, I swear I will place you all in a proton collider!”

As they began walking back to the street, T’Parief turned to her.

“I presume you were talking to the ghosts,”

“I was,” Fifebee confirmed.

“I thought so.” They walked in silence for a moment.

“Is it not strange that so many beings from other levels of reality end up visiting this one?” T’Parief suddenly wondered, “The Q. The Selvan. Trelane. Misrek. Species 8472. The list goes on,”

“I believe somebody once asked a higher being that very question, once,” Fifebee replied, “They stated that ‘everybody likes to go slumming once in a while’,”

“Do you believe then that it’s possible for beings like us to achieve a higher level of consciousness?”

“Events such as those surrounding V’ger, the Selvan and the Ocompa Kes suggest it is indeed possible to transcend this reality,” Fifebee said. She started at the sound of a very loud crash. Up the street, a group of spectral figures was hauling a large, leather sofa out of somebody’s house, through the living room window, “Whether that results in a ‘higher level’ of consciousness or awareness is open to some debate.”

T’Parief was already running towards the scene.

“STOP! In the name of Starfleet Security, you are under arrest for breaking and entering!” he roared.

The ghosts stopped their efforts involving the couch as they took in this newcomer.

“I want the electronic thing he’s holding!” one cried.

“Dibs on those boots!”

“I’ll take that shiny metal belt!”

“I want the tunic!”

“I’ll take that white wig!”

T’Parief suddenly disappeared under a haze of ghostly bodies. Fifebee rushed towards him, until she noticed that his life-sign readings were completely stable.

In second, the ghosts broke off, disappearing down the street and apparently forgetting about the couch.

“Let’s find a house with gold stuff!” one of the ghosts could be heard saying, “Lots of jewellery, and fancy rocks!”

“I wanna find a pony!”

Fifebee stepped over to T’Parief.

“Most interesting,” she said, still tapping her tricorder, “I’ve collected some very interesting data! When they interact with normal matter, they appear to-”

T’Parief cleared his throat. Loudly.

“Hmmm?” Fifebee didn’t look up.

“I require your tunic,” he said, “Now,”

Fifebee looked up, only to find the hulking officer standing completely naked in the middle of the street.

“Interesting,” she cocked her head, “I have heard the expression ‘nipples that could cut glass’ before, however I didn’t realize that in your species that expression becomes reality-”

“JUST GIVE ME YOUR TUNIC!” T’Parief roared.



Commander San Jall tucked his tricorder back into his belt and contemplated the scene in front of him. Wowryk had left him to find Fifebee, leaving him alone with a group of possibly hostile and definitely horny alien spectres. In any other circumstance, horny and hostile could lead to very disturbing consequences, but as these aliens were non-corporeal, Jall was reasonably sure the worst that could happen would be an ectoplasmic sliming like the one Wowryk had endured at the restaurant. And if not, well, that was a risk he was willing to take.

Squaring his shoulders and dropping his voice an octave, Jall marched into the store.

“I’m Commander San Jall of the USS Silverado,” he declared, “Identify yourselves and state your purpose!”

The ghosts all slowly turned to look at him.

“This one is real,” one of the ghosts said.

“Yes, not simply an image,”

“We could use this one,”

“It is dressed in a dress. According to this magazine, that means it is a transsexual,”

“Ohh, how perverse,”

“No, no! It’s a kilt!” Jall squeaked. He deepened his voice again, “I mean, no! Just tell me why you’re all here!”

“To have fun and get laid, why else?” asked one of the ghosts.

“Well, I can respect those reasons,” Jall shrugged, “But you’re freaking out the people that live here.”

“So?”

“So, this is their planet!”

“You’re voice is getting squeaky again,” another ghost pointed out.

Jall cleared his throat.

“Hey, meat bag, what’s this for?” a ghost asked, holding up a bottle of personal lubricant.

“Um, to makes…things…slippery,” he replied.

“Really?” the ghost squeezed the bottle until the lid popped off, showering Jall with Axxnizz of Andoria Scalding Heat lubricating jell. The other ghosts joined in until the half-Trill officer was showered in goo.

Another ghost came up behind Jall, shoving him down and pushing with enough force to send him sliding across the floor, all the way to the other side of the store. Another ghost shoved him right back, sending him bouncing off a wall and right between two racks of dirty magazines.

“SCORE!” somebody shouted.

“I’VE ALWAYS HATED SOCCER!” Jall cried as he skidded across the floor.



Wowryk found Fifebee and T’Parief walking down the street, heading towards Jall and the sex store.

“Did you change cloths?” she asked T’Parief, noticing that he was now dressed in a rather expensive-looking tuxedo.

“I do not want to talk about it,” he grumbled.

“Is that glitter in your hair? Fifebee asked curiously.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Wowryk said curtly.

“Very well,” Fifebee conceded, “I assume that you have something you wish to discuss with us?”

“Yes. I want to build a weapon to use against these evil, heathen sin- magnets!”

“Are you referring to the ghosts or our crewmates?” Fifebee inquired.

Wowryk looked thoughtful for a moment.

“The ghosts. Our crewmates are a lost cause,” she finally decided.

“I resent that!” T’Parief declared, stopping. Unfortunately, his tuxedo continued walking, leaving him again naked in the street. Wowryk shrieked and turned away.

“No sudden moves!’ Fifebee snapped. The tuxedo stopped walking, turned around, walked back to T’Parief and fitted itself to his form,”My holo- relay does have limitations, you know!”

“Is it safe to look yet?” Wowryk asked, hands over her eyes.

“You have seen me naked several times during my physicals!” T’Parief, “There is nothing to be afraid of!”

“Yes, there is,” Wowryk and Fifebee said together.

“Primitive human notions of modesty,” T’Parief muttered, “In a warrior culture…”

They resumed walking towards Jall’s position.

“Now what is this about a weapon?” Fifebee asked. At the word ‘weapon’, T’Parief stopped muttering and began paying rapt attention.

“I’ve been studying the energy signatures of these things, and I think I know of a way we can disrupt them,” Wowryk said, “Maybe not enough to destroy them, but enough to cause enough discomfort that we can drive them away, or contain them, or something,”

“I see. And are you referring to an actual weapon, or some sort of prayer device? Or perhaps a super-soaker filled with holy-”

“Nobody was supposed to bring that up again!” Wowryk said shrilly, “And I mean an actual weapon!”

“Why would a Catholic doctor have knowledge of energy-based life-forms?” T’Parief wanted to know.

“I took it as an elective,” Wowryk sniffed, “Besides, God helps those who help themselves,”

“Very well. Let us find Commander Jall and return to the ship,” Fifebee decided.

“Hmph,” Wowryk snorted, “That pervert? He’s probably started some sort of strange spectral orgy by now,”

As they approached the store there was a shattering of glass as Jall flew through the last unbroken window and slid across the street. They ran over.

“Something smells familiar,” T’Parief frowned.

“What did you say to them?” Wowryk demanded, surveying the bruised, jell-covered officer.

“Nothing!” Jall said, “They just decided that kicking me around the floor was more interesting than porno or naughty lingerie!”

“Hmmm,” Wowryk mused, “maybe I underestimated these beings.”

TWANG! TWA-TWA-TWANG!

This time, she was pelted by now fewer than six lacy bras, skimpy panties and at least one leather harness.

“Oh good, cloths,” T’Parief said.



Stafford, Yanick and Jeffery were seated around a corner table as Samantha cleared away their empty beer mugs. Yanick was wrestling with the thick polymer wrapping on a new holo-chip she’d won in the costume contest.

“Supid ‘easy-open’ tabs my ass,” Yanick muttered.

“So, boys,” Samantha cooed, “When are you gonna invite me over to see your bed sheet collection?”

Stafford and Jeffery exchanged a look.

“Which of us are ye talkin’ to?” Jeffery asked.

“Either,” Samantha shrugged, turning away. She looked over he shoulder and gave a suggestive wink, “Or both,”

Stafford’s jaw dropped.

“Forget it,” Yanick advised, “Neither of you has the maturity or the stamina to handle her,”

“And I’m not into the group thing,” Stafford said flatly, “No offense, Simon,”

“None taken. Ah think.”

The doors hissed open and Jall came in followed by Wowryk, Fifebee and T’Parief. Wowryk was covered in mucus-like ectoplasm and dusted with glitter, Jall was coated in glistening, clear goo and covered in bruises and T’Parief was dressed in a tiny pair of leather shorts that looked about ready to explode.

“Oh, good,” Yanick exclaimed. She ran up, pressed the holo-chip package to his chest, moved it sharply to the left, then pulled it back and yanked the chip through the new gash in the plastic-like wrapping. She jumped up and gave him a peck on the cheek.

“Thanks, sweetie!” she said, jumping back into her seat. She frowned, “Hey, do I smell Axxnizz of Andoria?”

Stafford and the rest just blinked.

“Sooo, eventful trip?” he asked.



“I can’t believe this,” Stafford complained, fidgeting with one of the buttons on his red Mountie tunic, “Why do none of our missions go over like regular, Starfleet-type missions? Why is it that somebody has to get possessed, or turned into a duck, or covered in slime,”

“Chris, some people have good luck. Sylvia’s voice filtered down from the ceiling,”Some people have bad luck. Some people have weird luck. You just have to learn to live with it.”

“That’s really distracting, Sylvia!” Stafford said. Sylvia’s avatar was seated in a comfortable looking chair, up on the ceiling. They were gathered in Science Lab 2, at the request of Lt. Cmdr Fifebee.

“Well, if this science lab wasn’t so crowded, I wouldn’t have to sit up here, would I?”

“It’s nae crowded,” Jeffery said. He, Stafford and Yanick were the only people in the lab, along with a pulsing energy field generator that was supposed to be simulating the energy fields given off by the ghosts.

“Yes, but the rest will arrive in exactly…now.”

The doors hissed open and Jall, Wowryk, T’Parief and Fifebee stepped in. They were all dressed in drab brown overalls, though Jall’s were looking somewhat singed. They had heavy-looking pieces of equipment strapped to their backs. Heavy cables led to barrel-like beam emitters. As Jeffery looked closer at the packs he realized they looked very familiar.

“Hey, those are the nuclear accelerators from the fusion reactors!” he said, “What are ye doin’ with’em?”

“And why do you look so familiar?” Stafford frowned.

“Because you have known us for several years,” Fifebee said cooly.

“Don’t remind me,” Stafford grimaced, “Wait, why are you dressed as the Ghostbusters?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Fifebee asked, hefting the barrel of her weapon.

“We’re not going to hurt your precious accelerators,” Jall said, “Oh, but you probably don’t want to shut down impulse reactors 1 through 4 for a while, since we’ve sort of ripped the guts out of the micro-fusion initiators to build these proton thingies,”

“Are ye bleedin’ mad?’ Jeffery snapped.

“You built proton packs,” Stafford said, his eyes widening, “Ohhh, Fifebee, do you really think that’s a good idea?”

“No,” Fifebee replied immediately, “And these are not ‘proton packs’, as you say. When I attempted to build a proton pack Commander Jall accidently burnt my face off and caused a rather large explosion.” She turned to Jeffery, “Incidentally, Science Lab 4 has been destroyed. Kindly rebuild it at your earliest convenience.”

Jeffery scowled.

“Well, they sure look like proton packs to me,” Stafford said.

“She said we weren’t allowed to play with proton streams because we’d either kill ourselves or destroy the ship,” Jall complained.

“So what’ve you got?” Stafford asked.

Fifebee thumbed her trigger, causing the tip of her barrel to glow with a fierce yellow light. She moved it close to the energy field in the center of the lab. The second it made contact, the field jumped away.

“Proton prods,” she said.

Stafford looked at her blankly.

“So what’s yer plan, poke ’em until they get pissed off enough to leave?” Jeffery asked.

“Well, basically,” Jall shrugged, “We couldn’t figure out how to build a trap,”

“This is stupid,” Wowryk grunted, trying to adjust her straps.

“We herd them together, then we convince them to get out of our universe,” Jall said.

“Isn’t this something the Hazardous Team should be doing?” Jeffery asked.

“This is now personal,” T’Parief said coldly.

“Whatever,” Stafford sighed.



After the away team beamed back down to the planet, Stafford, Yanick and Jeffery made their way up to the bridge, somewhat to the surprise of the night shift. Lieutenant Pye tried to hide the pizza he’d been eating under the helm and Lt. Cmdr Quintaine rushed to turn off the ‘Days of Honor’ rerun that was on the main viewscreen.

“Focus the short-range sensors on the colony,” Stafford ordered, deciding to ignore the red sauce drippings on Pye’s uniform, “I wanna see how this goes over,”

“You don’t think San’s plan is going to work, do you,” Yanick accused him.

“Of course I don’t. It’s a stupid plan,” Stafford shrugged.

“Then you shouldn’t have let him go down there!”

“I agree,” Sylvia joined in, “You’re just being vindictive!”

“What’s the worst that could happen?” he said, “So Jall and Wowryk get slimed again. I can’t think of anybody else I’d rather have that happen to.”

He noticed that the night shift was looking at him with expressions of surprise or disapproval.

“Look, you people, just forget whatever you’re hearing. I’m trying to have a private chat with Yanick.”

“That’s what your ready-room is for,” Lieutenant Burke pointed out.

“But then I wouldn’t be able to watch the show now, would I?” Stafford said.

“Oh, right,”

There was a beep, then a bird’s-eye view of the colony appeared on the screen. The image focused in on the away team as they approached a group of ghosts in the process of robbing a bank. The ghost ignored them, right until Jall walked up and jabbed one with his proton prod. The ghost recoiled in surprise. Wowryk, T’Parief and Fifebee joined in, zapping the ghosts and trying to herd them towards the slothful group in the park.

The doors hissed open and Counsellor Yvonnokoff stepped onto the bridge.

“Keptin Stafford,” she said primly, “Sylvia tells me you are haffing hostile projections on away team, and that you need to be counselled,”

“Sylvia!?” Stafford objected.

“Sorry Chris, but you’re not behaving very professionally,”

“That’s no reason to sic the shrink on me!”

“Vhat is happening?” Yvonnokoff asked, looking at the viewscreen. T’Parief was now jabbing one ghost with his proton prod while two more were the process of sliming Jall. Wowryk and Fifebee were chasing yet another one down the street.

“Just a little ghost hunting, counsellor,” Stafford said, “Nothing that concerns you,”

“Ghosts?” Yvonnokoff looked alarmed, “You do not hunt ghosts!”

“Well, ‘hunting’ sounded a bit more professional than ‘busting’,” Stafford said, shooting a dark look in Sylvia’s direction.

“No, no, no!” Yvonnokoff turned and stepped back into the turbolift, “You do not hunt ghosts!”

“Well we’re about out of ideas here!” Stafford snapped, “Any suggestions?”

“Ve counsel zem!” she replied as the doors shut.

“Uh-huh,” Stafford twirled one finger around his ear, “Cu-coo! Cu-coo! And you people thought she was supposed to counsel me?”

“You are being a thoroughly unpleasant person today, Chris,” Sylvia said crossly.

“Everybody has their moods,” Stafford grunted.



Yvonnokoff materialized on the planet. She had her standard padd clipped to her belt. In her hand she held another padd, on which she’d uploaded the mission report.

“Vun group of ghosts eating ze restaurant,” she muttered, “Vun lying in grass. Vun stealing. Anozer obsessed vith sex,”

She started walking towards the away team’s position.

Dr. Wowryk was zapping a very angry looking ghost when she found them.

“Doctor! You must stop at vunce!” she called, “Vill not accomplish anyzing!”

“It’s making me feel better!” Wowryk snarled, wiping slime off her face.

Yvonnokoff stepped between Wowryk and the ghost. The ghost seemed to pause as it regarded her.

“Apologies,” she said to the ghost, “Please, tell vhat it eez you vant here,”

“I want that meat-bag to stop zapping me!” the ghost said.

“Done. Vhat else? Vhat brings you to zis plane of existence?”

“Vacation,”

“Really?” Yvonnokoff looked dubious, “Here? Zis is ze best place you could come up vith?”

“It was sort of a short notice thing,”

“Ah. You chust decided that it would be fun to come and roll around in ze dilapidated filth of zis reality?”

“Well…even a spirit has needs,”

“Zere are healthier forms of release!” Yvonnokoff shook her head, “Vhich von are you? Lust? Greed ? Pride?”

“Um…” now the ghost was looking really embarrassed.

Yvonnokoff shook her head.

“On vith you,” she said, “Scoot! Get your jollies somevhere else!”

The ghost looked at her for another moment, then vanished.

Wowryk blinked.

“How did you…you embarrassed it into leaving? But how did you know it would be embarrased?”

“Really, doctor,” Yvonnokoff looked smug, “I am surprised zat you off all people didn’t see zat zey were acting out ze seven deadly sins,”





Captain’s Log, Supplimental,



Still hand written by Commander of Awesomeness, San Jall, because apparently rebuilding a science lab is more important than fixing a log recorder. Counsellor Yvonnokoff has managed to embarrass all of the energy beings into leaving Gerog IV. Based on the way they were acting out, she had determined that the ‘ghosts’ were ascended beings that needed to let off a little steam. I guess becoming the embodiment of lust is fun and relaxing until you realize that somebody’s standing there watching and judging every move you make. Whatever, they’re gone. And now we all have to be nice to Yvonnokoff for a while.



“I didn’t say that,” Stafford said, reviewing the log entry Jall had typed out.

“But it’s true,”

“OK, I guess I have to give you that,” Stafford sighed. He blinked. “Hey, why are you still wearing that kilt? Halloween’s over!”

“Well, it’s surprisingly comfortable,” Jall shrugged, “And breezy,”

“Ewww,”

“It just feels like all the tension is easing right out of my body,” Jall went on, “You really should try it,”

“That’ll be the day,”

“You could stand to relax a little. So much negative energy!”

“That’s just from hanging around you,”

“Speaking of things that are hanging around-”

“JAAAALLLL!”
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We All Fall Down


Prologue:





Welcome to Matrian Space.

Centuries ago, the Matrians were a thriving, advanced civilization. With colony worlds both within their own star system and beyond, the Matrians existed peacefully with most of their neighbours, trading goods, technology and knowledge. Matrian women, though renowned for their beauty, were also known for their hard-edge bargaining skills, aggressive negotiation tactics and obsession with all things sports-related.

The men, on the other hand, were renowned for being dull-witted pretty-boys.

And while they had successfully evolved as a race, the women were getting sick of it. And so, using genetic engineering traded from one of their neighbours they upgraded their men; giving them the intelligence, the skill and the aggression that they themselves possessed. This was not a Good Idea.

Within a generation, tensions in the Matrian Empire had reached extremes never before experienced in their history, with men demanding a larger share in government, business and the Matrian Defence Fleet. The women, suddenly finding themselves with new competition, resisted strongly. This stalemate held for years, until a group of radical men destroyed the city of Matronus, a vast orbital habitat that served as the capitol of the Matrian Empire.

The destruction of Matronus was the spark that ignited total civil war, a war that would last for nearly a century, devastating both sides. And, of course, with males and females too busy making war to make children (sucks to be them!), the population of the Empire began to plummet, despite measures taken by both sides to replenish their numbers.

Finally, a group of female scientists completed their ultimate weapon: the Matrian Spatial Interphase Device. Capable of causing drastic (though temporary) personality changes, the M-SIDs ended the war within a day.

But with their civilization all but destroyed, the victorious women realized that not only had the pride and stubbornness of their ancestors cost them nearly everything, life in the ruins of the Matrian Empire was going to be hard, brutally so.

And so they created a vast artificial reality named Dreamland, where they could wait, their bodies resting in suspended animation. The males, as punishment for their crimes, were sentenced to hard labour, as much as was necessary to restore their devastated planet. Once the women emerged from hibernation they would join the men and together they would give rise to a new age, an age of a restored Matrian Empire, with peace and equality for all.

Of course, somebody fucked it up.

A young Mistress named Laurette, still bitter from the war, managed to convince the Council of Governors that the men could never be trusted. And that instead of peaceful co-existence, they should focus on creating a vast army of male slaves with which to begin a war of conquest that would firmly plant Matria Prime in a position of power over the neighbouring star systems.

This didn’t work so well either.

Encountering a vast alliance of planets far from their home territory, the Matrians thought they had located the perfect man: a man who had a complete and utter adoration of women, a man who could be controlled and manipulated, to serve as the velvet glove for the iron fist they would use to squeeze the resistance from the rest of the galaxy.

There were two things they didn’t realize: First: one star system is really nothing in the big picture. Second:when you mess with the Federation you’re usually making a mistake.

The next thing you know, the Federation Starship Silverado came onto the scene, trashing Laurette’s plan for domination and re-awakening the women of Matria Prime.

With the collapse of the M-SID network, the newly awakened women came to learn two things: One: their original plan of peaceful co-existence was a better one. Two: Centuries of war and suspended animation had all but erased any memory of the Old Matrian Empire. Nobody alive had lived in that time, and Laurette’s reign in Dreamland had resulted in twisted recollections, altered computer records and general overall confusion.

Two years after the re-awakening, the Matrians found themselves again dealing with the U.S.S. Silverado, on the eve of their entry into the Federation. And, as one can expect, all hell promptly broke loose.

This time however, the Matrians and the Federation found themselves allied against the threat of the Qu-Eh, a race bent on invading and conquering the new Matrian Republic. But with reinforcements so far away, Matria Prime quickly fell to the enemy.

But as both the Matrians and the Silverado crew were to find, every government loves a good secret, and the best-kept secrets are usually the ones that can have the largest impacts.





Matria Prime, Installation 317, One week after the Qu-Eh invasion:



Christopher Stafford pulled himself out of bed and groaned, trying to stretch the kinks out of his lanky frame. He looked at his reflection in the gleaming metal panel that was currently serving as a mirror, noticing that his stomach was flatter than it had been in years.

“Nothing like a week of field rations to help you lose weight,” he mumbled, fishing around for his uniform and wrinkling his nose in disgust upon finding it.

“Huh?” his neighbour grumbled.

“Nothing, Jeffery,” Stafford mumbled, fishing around for a can of deodorant and proceeding to empty half the can into his wadded up uniform jacket.

They’d been living in the abandoned underground installation for a week now, and they still hadn’t figured out how to open the damned doors in the place. In fact, the entire installation had been put into a state of lock-down prior to being abandoned, sealing off the vast majority of the facility, shutting down most of the computer systems and severely limiting access to pretty much everything. As a result, the two or so thousand Starfleet personnel, Matrian civilians and Matrian government personnel who had been evacuated there were living out in the open areas of the massive facility. Jeffery’s cot, rather than being in a separate room, in a separate set of quarters on a separate deck, was about a meter from Stafford’s. And Jeffery snored. A lot.

The Matrians had claimed one of the buried, underground hangers, believing that remaining in the single hanger still open to the outside world was a bad idea. (And honestly, that’s only common sense, right?) The Starfleet personnel had claimed the huge transit hub in the center of the facility, setting up their cots and stacking their small mountain of ration packs on empty tram platforms, in stairways and next to what could be information booths or security checkpoints.

From what they could tell, the installation seemed to consist of an outer ring which contained hanger bays, transit stations and endless kilometers of corridors. (They assumed it contained other things as well, but since the doors were sealed, they didn’t really know what, yet.) At the various transit stations they could board trams, which would presumably take them anywhere in the installation. Unfortunately, with the lockdown, the only destinations that seemed to work were the hanger that was open to the surface and the transit hub in what Fifebee believed was the center of the facility. Six pairs of tram platforms lined the other wall of the hub, each with curving, windowed booths guarding the platform exits. Just past these booths was a strangely fancy staircase with twin corridors leading into a maze of hallways and rooms surrounding the hub. The first two levels contained broad, double-sized blast doors that sealed off…something. The third connected to a crossover bridge that gave access to the inner platforms of the hub, even more corridors and locked rooms and even turbolifts that could access the installation’s command center.

So for days, Jeffery, Fifebee and Valtaic had spent their time trying to break into the installations computer systems while Stafford, Queen Anselia and Yanick tried to get everybody settled in. So far, the Matrians were too shell-shocked to put up much resistance, and the Starfleet personnel had been trained for survival situations.

But they knew that the relative peace couldn’t last.



“Hey. What’s new?” Stafford asked dully as Jeffery joined him for breakfast. The two of them were sitting on empty cargo containers, using a larger container as a table. They’d found a suitable corner in which to setup a sort of makeshift mess hall.

“Valtaic wants to start cutting through doors,” Jeffery shrugged, “And Fifebee’s convinced that what we’re doing is completely useless and that her time would be better spent trying to make these bloody ration-packs taste better. Oh, and Ah’m gonna try to extract Sylvia tomorrow,” He emphasized his point by tearing open one corner of his “Western Rokeg Omlette”, taking a bite and turning a sickening shade of green.

“Ah don’t think Ah can eat this shit,” he gasped, trying to force himself to swallow.

“Meh,” Stafford grunted, looking down at his own “Targ Sausage with Hashbrowns,” packet and trying not to gag, “I guess outsourcing our survival rations to a Klingon company wasn’t the smartest thing Starfleet’s ever done,”

“Ye should come up to the command center today,” Jeffery went on, “Ah mean, Anselia’s up there almost every day, and ye never know, we might actually find something today,”

“Meh,” Stafford shrugged.

Jeffery spit his mouthful of omelette back into the package and fished around in the ration bag for something more palatable. Stafford was obviously still wallowing in self-pity over the whole Qu’Eh invasion, but frankly, Jeffery really didn’t feel like investing any more time in dragging the guy out of his funk. He had too much work to do.

“Screw breakfast,” Jeffery grumbled, tossing his ration pack into an empty cargo container that was now serving as a trash can, “And if ye can’t pull yerself out of this rut, then screw ye too!”

With that, he stalked away.

“Huh?” Stafford looked up. Seeing that Jeffery was gone, he went back to his disgusting breakfast.



Up in the command center, Fifebee and Valtaic weren’t doing much better.

“I recall,” Valtaic was saying, “That during my computer security training, there was a technique for bypassing lockouts that involved a sort of fractal decryption sequence. If we could program an engineering tricorder to-”

“Nope, won’t work,” Fifebee said, cutting him off.

“Why not?”

“Because Riven, and I’m getting tired of repeating this, sweetie,” Fifebee said, putting her hands on her hips, “Any kind of decryption program we could run would require an input of some kind! And we have found no functional input ports, command lines pathways or even a USB port! It’s useless!”

“I do not agree!” Valtaic said, his energy field coming to life momentarily before he could reign in his impulses.

“And stop doing that! You know it messes up my holo-relay, and my program is already unstable enough!”

Fifebee had unknowingly been playing host to Sylvia’s personality ever since an Old Matrian computer virus had sent her into a cybernetic coma and destroyed Silverado’s warp core. Sylvia had taken refuge in her personality database, but it had taken some time for her crewmates to realize what had happened. Now Jeffery was insisting that she try to bring Sylvia’s personality to the surface, as much as possible, so it could be successfully extracted. The result was that Fifebee’s own personality was conflicting with Sylvia’s, leaving her in a somewhat confused (and annoying) state.

“Could you not try altering the hardware pathways?” Valtaic asked again.

“No, without prior knowledge of the cream cheese pathways, the smoked salmon would be completely useless,”

Fifebee blinked, mentally reviewing what she’d just said.

“Sylvia, stop that! I’m trying to work here, and I can’t concentrate if all you can do is worry about recipes!” she snapped.

“You stop it!” she snapped again, the timbre of her voice changing slightly, “Just because WE don’t eat doesn’t mean we don’t have to worry about food!”

“Shut up!”

“No, YOU shut up!”

Watching the holographic officer argue with herself, Valtaic became even more convinced that their chances of accomplishing anything prior to Sylvia and Fifebee’s separation would be negligible.

“Ladies,” he said, “You are annoying me, and we have work to do,”

“F**k you!”

Valtaic looked at Fifebee calmly.

“And which of you said that?” he asked calmly.

“She did!” Fifebee snapped, her voice taking on a weird, stereo-like quality.

“By the Great Firefly,” Valtaic groaned, leaning against a panel.



Elsewhere in the installation, T’Parief was returning to the Matrian camp.

“Hi!” Yanick said happily, running up and giving him a big hug, “I’m glad to see you!”

“Are you?” he asked.

“Well, you sorta stink right now. And everybody’s grumpy. And this place sucks,” Yanick went on, “But yeah, I’m happy to see you,”

“Good, then,” T’Parief nodded.

“So, what’s up?” Yanick asked.

I have come to inform Queen Anselia that we must begin cutting doors open, even if she does not want to damage this facility,” T’Parief said, “I have been exploring for the past week, and aside from hanger bays, transit stations and corridors, I have found nothing but doors! DOORS!” he roared, “Big doors, little doors, round doors, cargo doors, one that may even be a doggy-door. BUT NONE OF THEM WILL OPEN!!!!”

“Are you happy to see me?” Yanick asked suddenly.

“We have attempted to override them, but there is no power to the door circuits. We have attempted to force them open, but they seem to have mechanical locking systems to prevent that. THE CUTTING MUST BEGIN!”

“In other words, NO,” Yanick cried out, “You’re so obsessed with this place that you’re not even listening to me!”

With that, she spun on her heel and stalked off.

T’Parief stood there for a moment.

“What?” he grumbled.

Noticing that the nearby Matrians were starting to stare, he realized that he either had to follow her and continue this discussion or find Anselia and get to work.

Perhaps, he decided, by ignoring her outburst he would be signalling Trish that her concerns were needless and not even worth considering. Yeah, that would be the way to go.

Looking around, he attempted to locate Anselia.



Stafford sat in the small information booth/security checkpoint/frozen beverage stand/whatever that he’d commandeered as an office. The door wouldn’t shut (oh the irony), the computer terminal was powerless and he had no real paperwork to speak of, just a padd on which he’d been taking a few notes about their situation. Somebody had left him a note with directions to a newly located lavatory. He knew they were in dire straights as far as facilities went (the Mr. Sani units would only last so long) but this one looked like at least a fifteen minute walk. Around the corner from his little booth were rows of empty cots setup against the platform walls, stacks of cargo containers beamed down from Silverado before the final battle and a few pathetic attempts to make the place seem a bit more…homey. Yanick had a stuffed horse standing guard over her empty cot. T’Parief had, in a move that Stafford considered a disaster waiting to happen, hung his razor-sharp Parileth over his. Steven had pulled his Chris Richards warp-field print off the wall of Unbalanced Equations on his way out, and the tattered artwork was now flapping limply in the breeze in an empty space just over the crossover bridge that was now laughing called the lounge.

He watched as crewmembers moved around, some on tasks and errands, but most simply…waiting. Over six hundred officers, crew members and civilians from Silverado were now living in this central area, with most of them clustered along the edges of the ring-shaped, multi-track tram route. Families were clustered up on some of the balconies they’d found access to, and the overflow spilled out into the maze of corridors beyond the hub.

This wasn’t the first time they’d been separated from their ship. They’d been kidnapped by the Senousians during their first visit to Matrian Space, and had spent over a month wandering around the surface of Delori II believing their ship to be destroyed.

He lifted his head as the sounds of shouting suddenly broke out. Rushing out of his booth, he moved to investigate.

“No, you little bastard, this is MY Elaysian cloud-apple pie! Give it back!

“Hey, I had the ‘Gagh Goulash’ for lunch, and that’s the ONLY ration pack that comes with Elaysian cloud-apple!”

Taking a right into a main stairway, climbing to the second level, then making a left turn into a smaller (but still wide) pathway, Stafford found the source of the disturbance. Crewmen Gibson and Shwaluk were each clutching one end of a silver ration-packet, presumably containing the infamous pie.

“Give it to me, you little f**ker!” Shwaluk shouted.

“No!”

“What the hell is going on here??” Stafford roared.

Both men turned to look at him. Gibson at least looked slightly guilty; Shwaluk was just glaring.

“Uh, we’re having a deep, philosophical debate?” Gibson said.

“Really? Then this has nothing to do with that piece of pie you’re both clutching like your lives depend on it?”

“This?” Shwaluk asked, trying now to look innocent, “Nope, nothing.”

“Good,”

With that, Stafford snagged the packet, yanked it from their surprised grasps, turned and walked away.

“Problem solved,” he called back over his shoulder.



Walking back out to platform level, he started wondering just what they were doing wrong. They’d managed over a month on Deloria, and they’d been scattered all over the planet’s surface. Why were they cracking up now, after barely a week? They had food, water and places to sleep. They were safe from the invading Qu’eh forces and Starfleet reinforcements were on the way.

So why were they going so bonkers?



“We cannot condone any damage to any Old Matrian relics,” Queen Anselia was saying for what felt like the five hundredth time, “We simply cannot risk losing any-”

“We are living like animals,” T’Parief interrupted her, “And while I, personally, prefer it that way, neither your people nor my crewmates agree. And considering the magnitude of what we’ve found in the few unlocked spaces, we must determine what the Old Matrians were so eager to hide!”

Anselia took a quick look around, making sure none of her people were in earshot.

“We have not revealed that discovery to our people,” she hissed.

The discovery she was referring to was the discovery of a room full of Old Matrian men, found in suspended animation in a laboratory several levels below the transit hub. Twelve unaltered men, and one altered. The unaltered Matrians, almost child-like in mentality, were under the careful care of Madame Schoonbaert, Silverado’s schoolteacher. The thirteenth was off somewhere, hiding in the installation. T’Parief had security teams looking for him, but there were a hell of a lot of places for him to hide.

“We cannot simply sit here, waiting for the Qu’Eh to find us!” T’Parief insisted.

“Look, Lizard-Man,” Anselia shot back, “Under what pretext do you presume to tell us what to do?”

“As I recall, your people wanted Starfleet Security to play a major role in your own planetary security,” T’Parief stated.

Anselia bit her tongue.

“We will take this to the Minister of Defence,” she decided, “And we will each present our cases.”

“Very well,”

“Fine!”

“All right then.”

“OK,”

They glared at each other for a moment.

“Uh, do you remember the way to the transit station?” Anselia asked.

“No,” T’Parief said, “But I have a map.”

“Oh, good. Let’s go.”



“Teriaki the power conduit cheeses,” Fifebee said calmly as she and Valtaic exited the turbolift and began navigating towards the hub.

“You are annoying me greatly,” Valtaic observed.

“Fondu!” Fifebee snapped.

“You could simply stop speaking until you have this problem figured out,” Valtaic suggested.

Fifebee was silent for a moment.

“I believe Sylvia’s personality subroutines have decided to restrain themselves long enough for me to pass on a message to you,” she said.

“Really? Please, do share it,”

“Extract the pole from your ass, shut up, and stop pestering us!”

“I do not believe you have ever been this rude,”

“You try playing host to an extra identity!”



Stafford stood calmly on a platform edge, looking out at the ring of anti-grav tracks that circled the central column of the hub. Some came in, merging with the rings, other went out, disappearing down under the ‘main’ level. The tram platforms around the central column were just as crowded as the platforms running along the outer edge. But given the size of the place, it didn’t take long to find an empty corner. Walking along the platform, Stafford eased into a smaller stairway and sat down on the top step.

For the moment at least, he could have a bit of piece and quiet. And a bit of pie.

He’d barely taken a bite of his stolen desert when more voices broke the air.

“-going to be down here for a while, so you better drop that lousy attitude and shape up!”

“My attitude hasn’t changed in the slightest. You can hardly say the same,”

“Flambé the alternate route!”

He turned to see Valtaic and Fifebee approaching.

“Ah, Chris,” Fifebee said, “We need you to sauté a dispute. Sylvia, quit it! Just settle down and let me work!”

“I thought she wasn’t actually in there,” Stafford said dryly, pointing at Fifebee’s head.

“She isn’t. But she has very…aggressive personality routines!”

“Oh,”

“Captain, we are unlikely to make any progress in the command center. We need to begin breaking through doors. Perhaps we can find a computer core, or an engineering space that has the access we require.”

“You mean the ‘on’ switch?” Stafford mused.

“Yes,”

“We need to convince the Queen,” Stafford said, “She’s kinda touchy about this place,”

“Perhaps,” Fifebee started to suggest, “we could-”

She was interrupted as, with a whoosh of air, a small tram shot out from one of the large tunnels leading to the outer facility, merged deftly onto the central ring of track and slowed to a halt nearby. T’Parief and Anselia emerged.

After listening to T’Parief and Anselia present their cases, Stafford shrugged.

“Are we really in a hurry?” he asked, “I mean, more ships are coming-”

“That is no excuse to sit on our grorts and do nothing!” T’Parief said sharply.

“I agree,” Valtaic said.

“They have a point,” Stafford shrugged.

“We cannot damage this facility!” Anselia insisted, “A damaged data core, a power line or data connection severed at the wrong moment, and we could lose valuable information about our people!”

Fifebee was staring at the tram.

“I may have an icing…cream puff…IDEA!” she said.



“Are you sure this is safe?” Anselia asked.

“You could have stayed at the Starfleet camp,” Fifebee reminded her.

“She’s a hands-on kind of leader,” Stafford said, giving her a weak grin.

“Ah yes,” Valtaic said, “I had forgotten that the two of you are involved in a sexual relationship. How exactly have you managed to overcome the hygiene limitations of our current predicament?”

Stafford and Anselia blushed. Fifebee vomited. Holographic vomit, yes, but you get the point.

They were walking along the track that led into the tunnel that the tram had just come through. They were fairly sure that there was enough clearance on the side to keep them from being squished should another tram come by, but none of them really wanted to put that to the test.

“We should be almost there,” Fifebee said. Between the four of them, they had exactly one, tiny flashlight. For some reason, the supplies they’d beamed down before occupying the facility had been seriously lacking in flashlights.

The first time they’d used the tram, Fifebee, T’Parief, Valtaic and Jeffery had determined that the track exited the outer rim of the structure, traversed a wide, empty space, then re-entered some sort of central structure, one that towered to the very top of the vast mountain under which the facility was buried. Over the past week, the Silverado crew had found a total of six tracks, each leading from the outer edge inward, like spokes on a wheel. Exactly what was in the massive cavern they traversed was yet another mystery. One that Fifebee hoped to solve.

They became aware of a soft humming in the air.

“A force field,” Valtaic pointed.

Indeed, they’d found a faint, greenish field stretching across the tunnel. Beyond it, the track stretched on while the side walls and ceiling vanished.

Valtaic tentatively reached out a hand. It passed through without resistance.

“Atmospheric containment field,” he said.

“Why?” Anselia wondered.

Stafford had leaned through the field, trying to look down beside the track. All he could see was a sheer drop. Suddenly, he started gasping, bringing one hand to his mouth before pulling his head back behind the field.

“I don’t think there’s any oxygen over there!” he gasped.

Fifebee pulled out her tricorder. The device was largely useless inside the jamming field that hid the facility, but it did work within a radius of a few feet.

“Nitrogen,” she said, “Luckily, nothing dangerous. Otherwise, you would be dead now.” Her features shimmered for a moment, her hair lightening and her eyes growing softer. When she spoke, her voice was eerily Sylvia- lie.

“And really, Chris, we have safety precautions for a reason!”

“Oops,” Stafford said softly.

As quickly as they’d appeared, the vestiges of Sylvia vanished.

“I, however, can explore without fear of harm, provided I stay within range of my relay,” Fifebee said, her voice crisp, “Excuse me,”

And with that, she stepped outside the field and stepped off the edge of the track, falling immediately out of sight.



While they waited for Fifebee to finish wandering around outside, Stafford, Anselia and T’Parief took the turbolift up to the command center.

Stafford and Anselia had been shocked the first time they’d seen the curved, pod-shaped command complex. The multi-levelled design with the central holographic command table, surrounded by a ring of outward-facing workstations was almost identical to the layout of the War Room deep underneath the Matrian Defence HQ building. At the lowest level, a thick turbolift column emerged from the deck with three equally spaced turbolifts opening out onto a ring-shaped walkway. Massive windows curved outward, looking out into the blackness of the cavern. Three evenly spaced, curved stairways led up to the second level and another ring-shaped walkway that circled the outer edge of the complex. Dark display screens covered the walls, and Fifebee believed that there may even be additional doors hidden in that blank surface, though she didn’t know where they might lead. Finally, three more curved stairways led to the central command area, a circular platform perched atop the turbolift column. The central holo-table was showing an image of Matria Prime, along with tiny icons representing the occupying Qu’Eh fleet. Overhead, another set of curved windows was covered by either rock or sand. According to Valtaic, this was a strong indication that the installation wasn’t originally entirely underground, although Jeffery had already figured that out from the buried hanger bays.

“I absolutely hate this place,” Stafford said, gripping the handrail as he climbed the steps to the third level, trying not to look down at the two- level drop that would see him either splattering against one of the lower windows or worse; smashing through the window and falling dozens of levels to the cavern floor.

“We love it,” Anselia said, not showing the slightest hint of discomfort, “It’s…familiar. Yet mysterious,”

“Uh huh,” As quickly as he could, Stafford scurried up onto the command deck and moved as far away from the edge as he could.

“Ye came!” Jeffery said, surprised. The engineer was underneath one of the consoles, electronic bits and pieces scattered all around him. He reached one hand into the panel, “I’m just about to try somethin’ here!”

“You aren’t damaging anything, are you?” Anselia asked quickly.

Jeffery, possibly tired of having had her watching over his shoulder for at least four hours a day all week, shot a glare in her direction.

“Ah pulled it apart, Ah can put it back together!” he said, defensively.

“Just like the force-field concealing the inner facility?”

“Ah was being shot at!”

“Jeffery, we just sent Fifebee outside one of the transit tunnels for a look around,” Stafford said. He was choosing to ignore Jeffery’s earlier comment, in the hopes of avoiding any more conflict that day.

“Huh? Oh. Whot did she find?”

“We don’t know yet, we just sent her,” T’Parief rumbled, “May I start cutting down doors now?”

“No!” Anselia exclaimed.

“Yes!” Jeffery suggested, still manipulating the console innards.

Stafford looked uneasily back at T’Parief and Anselia as the two stared at him.

“Ah got it!” Jeffery cried. With a soft hum, the console he was working on hummed to life.

“Oh, Ah am good!” he said, climbing to his feet. He started tapping at the console, resulting in a series of flat-sounding tones.

“Uh,” he frowned.

“What?” Stafford and Anselia demanded.

“It’s locked,” Jeffery said, “None of the controls are working, and the displays all say ‘This facility has been locked and can only be unlocked by an administrator’.”

There was an explosion of sparks from underneath the console, then it went dead.

“You imbecile!” Anselia snapped.

“Oops,” Stafford sighed.

“That’s it, Ah give up!” Jeffery said, throwing his hands up in the air, “We’d have better luck getting under Noel’s panties that we’re gonna have with this…place…”

His voice trailed off.

Stafford, T’Parief and Jeffery exchanged nervous glances. Wowryk, Jall and much of the Beta Shift officers had still been aboard Silverado when the Qu’Eh had disabled her.

“The Qu’Eh were taking prisoners at the end, Jeffery,” Stafford said softly, “She’s probably still alive, sitting in a Qu’Eh brig somewhere,”

“Or being tortured for information,” T’Parief mused.

“Ye son of a-”

Jeffery leapt at the larger officer, who simply put out one hand and held the shorter man at bay.

“Jeffery, quit it. T’Parief, none of that talk!” Stafford said, “I’m sure she and Jall are…fine.”

“Tell HIM that!” Jeffery snapped.

“I just did,” Stafford said calmly.

“And say it like you actually CARE about something!”

Stafford blinked.

“Jeffery,” he said flatly, almost as though he hadn’t heard the engineer, “I want you to get ready to extract Sylvia’s personality from Fifebee’s database.”

“Oh fine, worry about HER!”

“And T’Parief?” Stafford turned to the reptile, “You may cut open ONE door,



Stafford had returned to the Starfleet Camp to wait for status reports from his people. He really didn’t want to be around T’Parief and Anselia, what with the two of them bickering over which door to open and over the risk of damaging whatever it was Anselia was worried about damaging. He definitely didn’t want to be around Jeffery. He wasn’t sure what the man’s problem was this time. They’d come to blows on Deloria II when Jeffery had accused Stafford of doing nothing to lead their survival attempt, but Stafford knew darned well that this time he was planning, leading and doing all that fun stuff.

Through the transparent window of his booth he could see another tram easing up against the closest platform. The door hissed open and Trish Yanick appeared.

Stafford groaned. He really didn’t want to see her either. He’d assigned her as the Starfleet/Matrian Liaison Officer right before all hell had broken out, mostly because neither he nor Anselia had wanted to deal with the Matrian reporters. Now she was spending most of her time out at the Matrian camp trying to help the disorganized group of civilians manage their situation. If she was here now then there was probably a problem.

“Hi Chris!” she said, popping her head into his booth.

“Hi,” Stafford said flatly, ignoring the wave of BO emanating from Yanick and hoping she was doing the same for him, “I’d offer you a seat, but I don’t think there’s room for two people in here,” Or enough air, he added silently.

“Oh, that’s fine!” She vanished for a moment, then reappeared with an empty cargo box, which she promptly dropped to the floor with a bang. She sat, then leaned in.

“So, the Matrians have started playing with some of the ships we found,”

“Really?” Stafford was surprised. They’d fond a total of twelve hanger bays so far, many containing Old Matrian patrol ships, fighters, scout ships and even a couple of medium-attack ships. Since the doors to all the occupied hangers were buried in sand, nobody had really given the ships a second thought. Until now apparently.

“Any luck?” he asked.

“Not really,” Yanick shrugged, “They’re out of gas. They’re trying to get one of them hooked up to the facility fuel supply. They want a couple of technicians to help them out.”

“Take your pick,” Stafford said, gesturing around at the bored-looking crewmen wandering around the camp.

“Goody!” Yanick clapped, “Pixies, choosies!”

She ran out of the room.

Waving his hand in front of his face to clear the scent of their combined BO, Stafford wondered just what the hell that was supposed to mean.





A few hours later…



“Why am I here?” Nurse Kerry asked, standing next to the corridor wall with her arms crossed.

“Because the last time I tried exploring, I nearly killed myself,” Stafford said calmly.

“Then maybe you should just stay at home?” Kerry suggested.

“That’s what my mom says,” Stafford agreed.

“If you are finished with your debate, I would like to start the destruction now,” T’Parief said.

The three of them, along with Queen Anselia, were gathered around a fairly non-descript door. After much heated debate, Anselia and T’Parief had selected a door to open. Of course, they had to choose one that was about fifteen levels above the transit hub, a choice that had left Stafford cursing their names for every minute he’d spent climbing up a stairway they’d found; one that seemed to follow the turbo-shafts leading up to the command complex. So far, each new level that had been explored had yielded nothing but more locked doors. But from the layout of the corridors, they’d been convinced that somewhere between the hub and the command complex, the structure had slimmed down into a tower.

Anyway, they had picked a door. Now, as T’Parief lowered the cutting phaser towards the door panels Anselia closed her eyes and Stafford crossed his fingers.

“Stop!”

Fifebee suddenly fizzled into view, one arm outstretched.

T’Parief almost cut through the door anyway, but at the last minute decided that maybe listening to the science officer would be a good idea.

“Yes, Fifebee, what is it?” Stafford sighed.

“You didn’t think that it might be a good idea to wait for my report before you started breaking and entering?” Fifebee demanded.

“Well…T’Parief really wanted to…” Stafford said, digging one toe into the carpet.

“Do not blame this on me,” T’Parief grumbled.

“But it was your idea!”

“We’re on an island!” Fifebee interrupted.

That caught everybody’s attention.

“An ISLAND???” Stafford exclaimed.

“An island.” Fifebee repeated, “A piece of land, surrounded by water,”

“I KNOW what an ISLAND is!”

“After I reached ground level, which was a considerable drop, I might add, I found many items of interest. First, as I mentioned, this central complex is on an island,” Fifebee explained, “There is a lake of unknown depth surrounding us on all sides. I do not know if it reaches as far as the outer facility, but if they are using it as a security measure against intruders, it seems likely,”

“Clever,” T’Parief nodded, “Infiltration would be more difficult if one had to search for an island in the middle of a pitch-black, underground lake,”

“And the tram bridges are probably easily defended,” Stafford agreed, “What else did you find?”

“We are currently located in a six-sided structure, which appears to cover the majority of the island. I do not know the shape of the structure aside from this, but given that the command complex appears to be located at its peak, I assume it is a tapered tower of some form.” Fifebee answered. Evidently, Sylvia’s personality subroutines were finding this topic too dull to be worth interrupting, “I also found several other structures of varying shapes and sizes located between this one and the lakeshore. They were locked, similar to this one. I suspect that they are linked to this structure, probably through an underground connection on a level below that of the transit hub,”

“Underground links…in a facility that’s already underground,” Anselia mused, “What were our ancestors building down here?”

“In any event, we’re not exploring that lake,” Stafford decided, “We’re just going to have to focus on this island and the outer ring…”

“Then let us begin!” T’Parief said, raising the phaser torch again.

Fifebee looked at him in annoyance, shimmered for a moment, then stepped through the door, her tricorder clattering to the deck..

Stafford’s eyebrows lifted, Anselia gasped in surprise and Nurse Kerry yawned. T’Parief simply looked disappointed.

“I’d forgotten she can do that,” Stafford said.

Seconds later, Fifebee re-emerged.

“It is dark,” she said, “But I believe this room is an office-space of some kind. There are workstations, windows, cheesy motivational posters and what I believe is the equivalent of a Matrian coffee-maker.

“Why the f**k didn’t you do that a week ago??” Stafford exclaimed, “Do you know how much trouble you could have saved us???”

“I was busy,” Fifebee said testily, “And I didn’t realize it was such a big deal! And if you continue to bother me about it, Christopher Rico Stafford, I assure you I WILL tell the story about you and your jolly- jumper!”

Stafford paled.

“I guess she has some of Sylvia’s memories, too,” he said shakily, “Hey, did the coffee maker have any coffee next to it?”

“Yes, though it is probably two hundred years old,”

“T’Parief, take that door down!”

The reptile grinned as he re-activated the cutting phaser.

“With pleasure!”



The next morning, with a steaming cup of Matrian coffee helping his breakfast down, Stafford took a moment to thank the Old Matrians for using stasis-bags, like any technologically advanced society. Valtaic had abandoned his work in the command complex and was instead pouring over the scorched and dismantled remains of the office door that T’Parief had phasered in the hopes of finding an easier way to open other doors. Jeffery was working on the small Federation computer core the rebel Matrians had transferred Fifebee to, preparing to extract Sylvia. Assuming all went according to plan, the two AI women could then start identifying which doors needed to be opened.

“Captain Stafford?”

Stafford sighed. Of course, he should have known better than to think that he could walk through the camp without somebody wanting his attention for something or other.

“What?” he asked.

“Uh,” it was Ensign Kennerdy, one of the junior security officers, “I have the security report in from our teams tracking the Naked Ninja, and-”

“The what?” Stafford interrupted, not stopping his brisk walk towards the turbolift.

“Uh, the Matrian male who escaped after the stasis pods were accidentally opened,” Kennerdy replied.

“Oh. Why aren’t you giving this to T’Parief?”

“He’s overseeing the overall exploration of this…uh, place,” Kennerdy said, “He told me to just give this to you,”

He offered Stafford the padd.

“I don’t want it,” Stafford said flatly, “We have too much crap happening right now to worry about one, naked Matrian guy. How much trouble could he cause?”

“Well, um, Nurse Kerry was worried that without access to supplies, he might starve to death-”

“Oh, PLEASE!” Stafford exclaimed, “If he’s that frickin’ hungry, he can turn himself in! Kennerdy, pull your men off that search and re-assign them to T’Parief’s search. I’m far more concerned with finding a replicator or a working shower than I am about a single butt-naked Matrian!”

He stepped into the one functioning turbolift they’d found and hit the button for the laboratory level.

“Bye,” he said.

Kennerdy just blinked.

“Uh, OK,” he muttered.



Jeffery, Valtaic and Fifebee had setup their portable lab equipment in the large, now-empty genetics lab where they’d found the frozen Matrian men. Jeffery and Fifebee were currently huddled over Sylvia’s module and the small Federation computer core the Matrian Rebels had managed to get their hands on. Valtaic had paused in his door analysis to assist them. One of the corner workbenches had bits and pieces of door circuitry scattered across its surface, including a small AI module that was currently chanting ‘A door is ajar’ in Matrian.

“Ah really wish we had access to Silverado’s computer core,” Jeffery was saying.

“You and me both,” Fifebee said, “Did you know that my processing speed has been reduced by over two million computations per second on this core? I feel like an organic with brain damage!”

“And schizophrenia,” Valtaic pointed out helpfully.

“Yes, thank you for reminding me,” Fifebee said scornfully.

“Hmm, you’re welcome,” Valtaic said thoughtfully, “Clearly, if you’d forgotten, your program is farther degraded than we’d realized.”

“Why you-” Fifebee jumped at him. Jeffery rushed to hold her back, and Valtaic reflexively pulsed his energy field. Fifebee flickered for a moment, and the computer core beeped angrily.

“Not around the equipment!” Jeffery snapped, moving between Valtaic and the core as if his body could protect it from the alien’s energy, “Do ye know what static electricity does to these things?”

“I do not generate static,” Valtaic said disdainfully, “What do you take me for, some primitive form of carpet?”

At that point, Stafford walked into the lab, the doors hissing shut behind him.

“Man,” he said, looking over his shoulder, “It seems too weird to see a set of doors that actually works. And do I really want to know why you guys are talking about carpet?”

“We are ready to attempt the transfer,” Fifebee said coolly, not answering the question. Jeffery simply shrugged.

“Ooookay,” Stafford said, “Do it,”

Jeffery looked at the terminal he’d setup on the workbench, attached to the computer core.

“OK, here it goes,” he said. He tapped a button.

Lines of code streamed over the display as Fifebee began shimmering. Her hair, which was a bizarre blend of Fifebee’s black bun and Sylvia’s shorter blondish-brown ’do, started writhing, her uniform colours started shifting and her face blurred like melting candle wax.

“That is thoroughly disgusting,” Valtaic declared.

“Is this going to take long, Jeffery?” Stafford asked, a grimace on his face.

Before Jeffery could answer, Fifebee suddenly shattered into hundreds of pieces, a blinding light causing everybody to shield their eyes. When they turned back to look, there were two women standing where before there’d only been one.

“Sylvia!” Stafford exclaimed happily, rushing forward to pull the holographic woman into a hug, “I’m so glad to see you!”

“Chris!” Sylvia said, looking somewhat surprised, “Hi! I take it the virus was eliminated?”

Pulling back, Stafford looked around the alien laboratory they were standing in.

“Uh, not exactly.”



While Jeffery, Stafford and Valtaic brought Sylvia up to speed, another pair of eyes was watching.

Craigan, dressed only in a pair of shorts he’d swiped from the Starfleet camp, had concealed himself in a storage locker at the far side of the lab and was carefully watching the alien invaders through one of the ventilation slits. He’d had no idea what they were doing to begin with, and when one of them had suddenly broken apart, reforming into two women, it was all he could do not to gasp in shock.

He had no idea how long he’d been in stasis for. For that matter, he had no idea where he was. He was pretty sure he was still in Matrian Space, but the architecture and style of the complex he was in could belong to Matria Prime or any of the Primary Colonies. The lack of engine noise ruled out a ship, and as the one window he’d found so far looked out into pitch blackness, he could only assume he was underground.

But whomever had captured him had taken his equipment, his cloths, everything. Without them, it was almost impossible for him to complete his mission.

He had to re-connect with the Male Rebellion.

But first, he had to get out of this place. That would require a weapon. And leverage.

He watched as the aliens conversed, trying to learn something about the current situation.



“After that, the computer virus blew up the warp core and we were practically sitting ducks,” Stafford was saying, unaware that his Universal Translator was translating for an extra set of ears.

“Oh, I really thought the firewall I’d built around the warp core control systems was strong enough hold off that thing,” Sylvia said, crossing her arms, “Hey, does anybody want a mocha? I bet Jall does, if I can find him!”

“Jall…” Stafford trailed off, not entirely sure what to say.

“Jall, Wowryk and several other crewmembers were aboard Silverado when it was captured by the Qu’Eh,” Valtaic said bluntly.

Sylvia brought a hand to her mouth.

“What have we told ye about saying things like that,” Jeffery said, turning to face Valtaic.

“With the amount of time you people waste on pointless dialogue and exposition, I have decided that you need somebody capable of stating the obvious,”

“Not when ye make people CRY!”

“Oh, Jeffery, cut it out,” Sylvia said, composing herself.

The doors hissed open and T’Parief and Yanick stepped into the room.

“Yes, I heard you when you said I wasn’t listening to you,” T’Parief was saying.

“Then why didn’t you SAY SOMETHING??” Yanick snapped.

“I thought that by remaining silent, I would help you to see just how groundless your worries were,” T’Parief said indignantly.

“That is the STUPIDEST THING…Sylvia!”

Yanick’s expression suddenly changed. She ran up to the holographic woman and gave her a hug, “You’re OK!”

“I am, sweetie,” Sylvia said happily, “Are you?”

“Oh,” Yanick flushed red, suddenly realizing that her little squabble had had an audience, “We’re, um, that is…”

Jeffery and Stafford slowly started edging their way towards the door. Valtaic simply looked on with undisguised interest.

“Everybody has rough patches, right?” Yanick said finally, with a sort of hopefully smile.

“Sounds like somebody needs a vacation,” Sylvia declared.

Yanick’s face suddenly lit, like the sun coming out from behind a cloud.

“That’s perfect!” she said turning to T’Parief, “That’s just what we need! A couple of days with just the two of us! No distractions, no stress, just some quality time!”

T’Parief suddenly looked very, very, VERY uncomfortable.

“Uh, I sort of need T’Parief here,” Stafford said, trying to get his security chief out of his current fix.

“Oh, to do what? Walk around looking at locked doors all day? Besides, I thought you were gonna get Fifebee to do that now, since she can just pull a Casper,”

“But-”

“No, Chris, this is something we have to do,” Yanick said sharply, getting right into Stafford’s face, “We need to straighten this out before it gets totally twisted! And if you had a woman instead of that overbearing slave-driver that uses you as a sex toy, maybe you’d understand that a bit better!”

She and Stafford stared at each other for a moment.

“Oh, FINE!” Stafford said, throwing his hands up in the air, “What do I care? We’re going to be stuck here for weeks anyway, so why not!”

“Good,” Yanick said, smiling. Behind her, T’Parief deflated.

“And on what sandy beach will you be frolicking?” Valtaic inquired.

“I don’t know,” Yanick said, “Someplace where there’s nobody else around,”

She took T’Parief by the hand and dragged him out the door.

“So,” Stafford turned to Sylvia,” How do you feel about liaisoning with the Matrians?”

“I think you really need to learn how to stand up to women, Chris,” Sylvia said, grinning, “And I don’t remember hearing about you having any kind of female slave-driver….

“I can stand up to women just fine!” Stafford snapped, indignantly, “And it’s nobody’s business but mine!”

The doors hissed open again as Queen Anselia marched through.

“THERE you are!” she declared, “Did you know that we had two births and a major disagreement on water rationing at the Matrian camp today? We are stressed!”

“‘We’ the royal you ‘we’, or ‘we’ all of the Matrians ‘we’?” Valtaic asked curiously.

“Both!” Anselia snapped. She turned her attention back to Stafford.

“Come,” she said, grabbing him by the arm, “We are libidinous!”

“But…I haven’t showered in over a week!” Stafford objected as he was pulled towards the door.

“We don’t care!” Anselia said.

“BUT NEIHER HAVE YOUUUUUUUUU!” Stafford whined as he was hauled into the corridor.

The doors hissed shut.

“I do hope she was talking about herself and not all of the Matrians that time,” Valtaic observed while Sylvia broke into giggles.

“C’mon,” Jeffery said, shaking his head in disgust, “We have work to do.”

As the aliens filed out, Craigan narrowed his eyes. He hadn’t gained much information, aside that there were apparently Matrian Women living here, along with these aliens, and that they appeared to be allies. Were these aliens helping the women fight off the Male Rebellion?

Or, had the rebellion succeeded, leaving these women as refugees with these aliens?

As for the leverage he needed, that blond girl would do nicely. Very nicely.






  
  
  ch021.xhtml
  
  




In the Hands of Middle Management


The Invasion of Matria Prime - Day 0



“Intruder alert!” Bith shouted, “I have multiple beam-ins on all decks!”

“I’m picking up thousands of life-signs on those transports!” Quintaine shouted, taking a moment to punch out the Qu’Eh next to him, “There’s no way we can repel them all!”

“Computer!” Jall called, “Initiate auto-destruct sequence, authorization Jall 764-Photo-Umbrella! 5 minutes, silent countdown!”

He looked around the bridge for a moment.

“Sorry folks,” he shrugged.

“Auto-destruct systems are offline,” the computer reported.

“Uh-oh,” Jall muttered.

“We can’t let the Qu’Eh have this ship in working order,” Day said, sounding almost thoughtful.

He and Jall stared at each other for a moment.

“Ohhh!!!!” Jall clapped his hands almost giddily before shoving Day away from the operations panel and going to work.

“I’ve re-established partial shields over the bridge,” Day reported, having moved to the engineering console, “But they’re not going to stay up for long!”

There was a banging sound from the hatch covering the Jefferies tube next to the turbolift. This time, a Qu’Eh boarding party was trying to force its way onto the bridge. The banging abruptly stopped, then there was the sound of weapons fire.

There was a crash as the Jefferies tube hatch exploded out into the bridge.

“Hold your fire,” Jall ordered. In the background, a low hum was slowly beginning to rise. The Qu’Eh troops pushed their way onto the bridge, their weapons pointed at the Starfleet officers. Jall slowly raised his hands, nodding at the others to follow suit. One of the Qu’Eh muttered something into a communications device. In the background the low hum was growing in both pitch and intensity. Jall was silently counting the time in his head.

A moment later, a single Qu’Eh climbed out of the Jefferies tube and onto the bridge. He was roughly humanoid but most of his features were obscured by the body armour and helmet he wore. He stepped out of the turbolift alcove and onto the bridge proper, looking around at the flickering panels, the shattered display at the back of the bridge and at the Starfleet officers standing next to their stations, hands raised. With a flourish he pulled off his helmet, revealing a pale, humanoid face. His hair was grey and was pulled back from a sharp widow’s peak. His right ear was a strange twist of cartilage, almost like a starfish doing the hokey-pokey. His left ear was obscured by a strange sort of headset. The earpiece appeared to be fused with his ear, right into the skull. A ridge ran along the left side of his face where the implant ran under his skin, right down to the side of his mouth. Here, a small microphone emerged from a puckered opening in his flesh.

“I am Manager Kalmers of the Qu’Eh vessel Synergy,” he declared.

Ten seconds, Jall mentally counted. The hum was becoming a squeal.

“I’m Commander San Jall of the Federation starship Silverado,” he said, bracing himself.

There was a cascade of sparks as the overload building in the ship’s impulse reactors was released directly into the ships systems. Sparks flew from the bridge panels, from the lights and even from the main viewscreen. The right wing of the forward helm/ops console exploded completely, singing Jall’s uniform.

All over the ship panels blew out, systems shorted and components melted into slag. In both the primary and secondary computer cores, bank after bank of isolinear chips shattered, processing nodes sparked and bio-neural gel-packs ruptured, the gel boiling as energy surged through it.

The lights on the bridge failed, the sound of the air-circulation systems died and the artificial gravity shut down. Jall found himself drifting weightless next to the remains of the helm console. The Qu’Eh commander, his face barely visible in the dim light coming from the small fires burning in the broken panels, was staring at Jall with a combination of fury and shock.

“Welcome aboard,” Jall finished smugly.





A few hours later…



Sitting in the Qu’Eh conference room, still wearing his charred uniform, Commander San Jall had to admit that so far Qu’Eh captivity hadn’t been that bad.

After delivering his witty yet cutting remark to the Qu’Eh commander, Jall had expected to be punched, kicked or at least stunned. Instead, Manager Kalmers had politely invited Jall and the other bridge officers to come with him. Of course, his eye had been twitching at the time, and the starfish-like tendrils of his free ear had been writhing in what really looked like anger, possibly even rage.

Still, considering that he’d just completely fried every system on the ship, including life-support, and that remaining on board would undoubtedly result in the death of the remaining crew, he’d opted to accept Kalmers’ offer.

The bridge crew, consisting of Jall, Wowryk, Pye, Day, Bith and Quintaine, had been beamed over to one of the Qu’Eh vessels and informed that they had an hour or so to get cleaned up before their meeting. What this meeting was exactly nobody would tell them. They occasionally saw other Silverado crewmen, captured Matrians and a few captured Senousians being led through the alien vessel, but their captors wouldn’t allow them to speak, stating that they all had ‘very busy days’ ahead of them.

The ship itself was fairly unremarkable. Jall believed they were on one of the larger Qu’Eh vessels, which really weren’t all that large anyway. The corridors were all decorated with beige panels, tan carpeting and, of all things, ugly, fake plastic plants. He didn’t know if the Qu’Eh found the colour scheme to be soothing, exciting, or science-fiction-y, but he figured the cast of ‘Trading Starships’ would probably tell the Qu’Eh their ship was the biggest piece of office-space trailer-park trash in the quadrant.

Seated next to him in a comfortable-looking yet very uncomfortable chair, Dr. Noel Wowryk yawned.

“Don’t show them any weakness, dah-ling,” Jall said, patting her hand, “Besides, if you start yawning, I’m gonna start yawning, then Pye will start yawning…”

Wowryk said nothing.

Wow, Jall mused, she must be exhausted if she isn’t even slapping me away.

“Now now, we can’t have any of that!” a voice came, almost song-like, as another Qu’Eh came bouncing into the room. For a moment, Jall was almost reminded of Yanick, except that the Qu’Eh woman had several bumps on her skull, weird starfish-ears and a very large implant fused into one side of her skull.

“Inter-office romances can be exciting,” she said, giving them a grin, “But they cause more problems in the long run!”

“Dr. Wowryk isn’t capable of romance,” Jall said flatly, yanking his hand away from hers.

“And Commander Jall couldn’t pleasure a woman if you drew him a labelled diagram!” Wowryk muttered.

“Oh, I understand,” the woman smiled again, “This isn’t an office romance…you’re married! How sweet that your corporate culture allows such a thing between co-workers!”

Jall and Wowryk looked at each other and recoiled in horror.

“He’s not-”

“She’s not-”

“We’re not-”

“Nearly two years now,” Lieutenant Bith said calmly, shooting Jall a catty smile.

The Qu’Eh woman referred to her wrist chrono.

“Very well, that concludes the Friendly Banter portion of our meeting,” she said curtly, her smile vanishing, “Nothing like a good bit of FB to get the day going! Now then, I am Assessor Andrayas and I will be facilitating this session. We have Manager Kalmers joining us via conference link. Good day, Manager,”

“Assessor,” Kalmers had appeared on a large viewscreen and now nodded at Andrayas, “Have you seen-”

“We’ve already completed FB, Manager,”

“Understood,” Kalmers said, his voice immediately flattening.

“Let us proceed,” Andrayas said, with the voice of somebody who had done whatever it is she was about to do about a million times.

“We will be assessing Commander San Jall of Starfleet in his performance during the Merger of Matria Prime. If you would all take out your monitoring forms, we shall begin.”

The Silverado crewmembers looked at each other in confusion, then down at the padds that were laid out in front of them.

“As prisoners of war,” Jall said, standing up, “I demand that my crew and I be treated humanely and with dignity. Anything else will draw grave consequences once Starfleet-”

“Please spare us stories about your former employer,” Andrayas said, “As members of the Qu’Eh organization you will be treated the same as our other employees. Now, kindly shut up so we can get to work.”

Confused, Jall sat.

“Normally, we would have a compilation of your own laws and codes of conduct ready to assist us with your evaluation,” Andrayas continued, “However, with the destruction of your computer core, this information are not available to us. Fortunately, I have been authorized to give you bonus points under the ‘Job Efficiency’ category for carrying out such an excellent job in ensuring that your technology didn’t fall into our hands!” Andrayas looked almost giddy with excitement, “Now, should we place these under ‘Correctly Completed Necessary Assignments’, ‘Completed Implied Tasks’ or ‘Additional Performance Expectations’?”

She looked at them expectantly.

“Oh my God,” Jall whispered, realization hitting home.

“Yes,” Wowryk sighed, “I figured it out a while ago,”

“They’re…”

“Please don’t say it, Commander,” Pye pleaded.

“But…”

“We should have just blown up the ship and died,” Quintaine said, slumping in his chair.

“They’re QUALITY ASSURANCE!!!” Jall screamed, “ESCAPE ATTEMPT ALPHA! NOW!”

It took a moment for Bith to realize he was talking to her.

“Oh, right!” security officer said, pushing her tired body into action, launching herself at Andrayas and knocking the Assessor to the floor. Jall, Wowryk and Quintaine charged the door while Pye and Day started hunting for anything that could be used as a weapon.

Unfortunately, when the door opened nearly a dozen Qu’Eh soldiers were standing there, weapons aimed.

“Abort,” Jall swallowed.

“Over four of your Earth hours since your capture and this is your first escape attempt?” Andrayas tsk’ed, climbing back to her feet. “Well below average. But,” she brightened, “we can discuss that at the Assessment Briefing for your escape attempt. For now, let’s watch Manager Kalmers’ recording of your capture and discuss Commander Jall’s climactic dialogue!”

“I don’t remember being informed that my performance was being recorded for quality assurance or training purposes,” Jall grumbled, eyeing the phaser rifle pointed at his head as he returned to his seat.



On the surface of Matria Prime, the Hazardous Team was doing a much better job of blending in.

Of course, the fact that they’d been rounded up and dumped in a sports arena along with hundreds of Matrian soldiers had helped. The Qu’Eh had captured them, disarmed them, then dumped there here to wait. Ironically, they were in the very sports arena that was supposed to serve as a refuge for Silverado’s non-essential crew. Luckily, most of Silverado’s crew along with the Matrian government and a smattering of Matrian citizens had been hidden away in some sort of underground Matrian bunker in the middle of some desert somewhere. Stern had originally been annoyed that the co-ordinates of the place hadn’t been shared with the HT, but given how events had played out he’d been forced to concede that keeping it secret wasn’t that bad an idea.

Come to think of it, Stafford, Jall and the Matrian leadership had had a few too many good ideas in the past week. He wasn’t sure about the Matrians, but he was pretty sure that Stafford and Jall had used up their good idea quota for the next six months.

There was a bit of a ruckus from one of the gates that led from the arena proper out into the promenade housing ticket & refreshment sales. Pushing through the crowd, a trio of Qu’Eh soldiers dragged Lieutenant Rengs and Lieutenant Marsden into view.

“Four escape attempts in four hours,” the leader said, “Enough! I understand you want to score well on your assessment, but my troops have better things to do than chase after you!”

The Qu’Eh turned and left, presumably to resume guarding the exits.

“That’s enough for now, you two,” Stern said, wondering what that funny Qu’Eh ear cartilage would feel like on his…never mind. It’s Stern, you don’t want to know.

“Any idea what this ‘assessment’ stuff they keep mentioning is?” Rengs asked.

“When they attacked, the Qu’Eh said they were here to ‘audit the society’ and that they would ‘assess our quality’.” Marsden said, “It almost makes it sound like they want to grade us or something, but that’s just silly,”

“Yeah. More likely it’s some funky kind of torture,” Simmons said. He turned to Marsden, “How did you remember that anyway?”

“I’m our hostage negotiator,” Marsden said proudly, “I’m supposed to have a good mind for details.”

“Speaking of details,” Stern said. He paused, then looked around to ensure they weren’t being listened to. Stafford’s order for the team to wear Matrian uniforms rather than Starfleet was certainly helping them blend in, even if Kreklor’s forehead-hiding hat and Dar’Ugals fur-hiding coveralls looked somewhat ridiculous. “Remember that giant underground cavern that’s supposed to be under this city? The one the Matrian women used for their hibernation thingy?”

“Yeah,” Marsden said.

“Not really,” Simmons muttered.

“Do you remember how to get down there?”

“Oh boy,” Marsden bit his lip, trying to think back to the mission reports.

“Not really, no,” he admitted.

“Well,” Stern eyed one of the Qu’Eh guards, “I think it’s something we need to figure out.





Qu’eh Invastion +3 Days:



Site Director Laurette of the newly-formed Matrian Outsourced Component of the Qu’Eh Corporate Assessment Authority, formerly Governess Laurette, Leader of the Opposition of the Matrian Republic, formerly Mistress Laurette, Supreme Ruler of the Matrian Dreamland, formerly…formerly…well, she was a bit fuzzy on the details of what she’d been doing prior to entering Dreamland, well over a century ago. She was reasonably sure she’d been a member of the all-female Governing Council which had overseen the war against the men. A war that had devastated their world and their population. Laurette was fairly fuzzy on a lot of what had happened in Dreamland over the decades, but she did remember struggling to regain her power. The struggle had clearly been successful, up until her failed bid for galactic power. Why she had lost that power to begin with, she could only guess. She suspected that because she was one of the leaders that had maintained that the men had to be defeated by force (as opposed to negotiated with), she had fallen out of favour with the people after it became apparent that their civilization had become crippled.

The thought that she could have prevented the whole damned mess by running the war and dealing with the Male Rebellion differently never crossed Laurette’s mind. The idea that maybe it was her fault that the Federation had been dragged in to meddle in Matrian affairs likewise didn’t occur to her.

What was running through her head was that for at least the third time, the path of her people was no longer under her control.

As the Leader of the Opposition in a government led by that soft peace- monger Anselia, Laurette had enjoyed a certain amount of freedom. She’d easily found a group of dissidents and had quietly diverted funds in their direction, hoping to eventually start a full rebellion against the current government and their foolish plans to give up control of the planet to the Federation. Sure, the Federation could say they just wanted a partnership, not control, but Laurette knew better than that.

Unfortunately, the majority of Matrians didn’t seem to agree with Laurette. So what she’d wound up needing was leverage. Political leverage. She needed something that would force the people onto her side. So while Anselia had wasted two years worrying about the future, Laurette had been digging into the past. The very past that she’d spend years carefully altering while in Dreamland. If she’d known then how valuable unaltered information on the past would become (or that her tampering would be discovered.) she might have kept a backup, or something.

Anyway, after nearly two years of hunting, she had started noticing that something was missing. Looking through old construction reports, resource allocation tables, transaction records and various other tidbits that she’d found too tedious or irrelevant to alter, she’d come to the conclusion that prior to the Gender Wars the Old Matrians had been building things. Big things. She wasn’t sure what they were or what their purpose was, but they were heavily classified at the highest levels of government. And that meant they were probably very, very important.

It had taken months of careful, painstaking searching to locate what she hoped was an Old Matrian artefact; a single hanger door built into (buried by?) a massive sand-covered mountain in the middle of a desert. Unfortunately for her, her team had barely had a chance to explore what they’d found when those idiot Starfleeters had barged into the place, closely followed by the Qu’Eh invasion. Now Anselia, Stafford and, conveniently enough, many of her political enemies (and allies) were hiding deep underground while she was left to deal with the Qu’Eh.

“Site Director,” a Qu’Eh functionary had walked into Laurette’s (formerly Anselia’s) opulent office, a clipboard held (as always) in one hand, “You’re due for Assessment #232 in ten minutes,”

“Ah yes, Assessment #232,” Laurette said, a bit of acid in her tone, “And which, my dear, would that be?”

The functionary looked at his clipboard.

“The sewage processing system in J’Taeri,” he replied, “And if I may say so, Site Director, if you were to have a headset installed, you’d find it-”

“I don’t think so,” Laurette cut him off.

“Of course. My mistake,” the man bowed low, his ear-things twitching, “But Manager Hretkot is waiting…”

“Yes, yes, let’s go then,” Laurette snapped.

The Federation may have wanted power over Matria Prime, but at least they hadn’t been intent on torturing her in the process.

As she followed the Qu’Eh down the beautifully crafted corridors of the Matrian government complex she had to admit that, so far, the Qu’Eh occupation of Matria was going exactly according to plan. The Qu’Eh were more than willing to accept her as the Matrian leader who had ‘disposed of’ Anselia just in time to welcome the Qu’Eh. She’d been able to negotiate with Chairman P’tarek, giving him complete control over the Matrian military forces (including the captured Starfleet officers) in return for his assurances that the Matrian people wouldn’t be harmed. And if Starfleet did show up in a few weeks to destroy the Qu’Eh occupational forces, the people would see her as the brave leader who had protected them during the occupation.

It might not be enough to convince the people that Federation membership was a bad thing, but it would surely be enough to guarantee her political defeat of Anselia. And hey, if the Federation really did come to their aid, maybe membership could be useful after all.

Either way, that idiot Stafford and that red-headed bimbo Anselia had unwittingly put her in a win-win situation.





The Invasion of Matria Prime - +5 Days:



Dr. Noel Wowryk was sitting in her day cell, pondering just what the hell it was the Qu’Eh wanted with them. The last few days had seen them immediately forced into a routine: Wake up in the small, cramped sleeping cells they’d been assigned, eat a brief breakfast, then get dragged by a pair of guards to a conference room to commence ‘Monitoring’. All of them had understood when Jall had surrendered that they were becoming prisoners of war, and they had only their hopes that the Qu’Eh wouldn’t kill them, or worse. But this was just…strange.

Small meals were served five times a day, though Wowryk really didn’t care for the dry, bland Qu’Eh food. It was like eating from some of Jeffery’s spare parts bins…everything was individually wrapped, universally adaptable and it always seemed like the one thing you wanted was missing.

The food she could survive. She’d had to live on Starfleet rations before…and of course she was well accustomed to ritual fasting. (Which was looking like an increasingly preferable alternative to the Qu’Eh cuisine.) It was the monitoring that was on the verge of driving her mad. She had no idea how they’d done it, but the Qu’Eh had apparently been working tirelessly to analyze every action taken by the allied Federation/Matrian/Senousian fleet. They’d finally managed to decrypt the communications channels, and now had hours of Matrian comm chatter to analyze. And consider. And debate. And assess. And debate. And critique. And debate even more.

Wowryk herself had been put on the spot several times for commands she’d given. At one point, Assessor Andrayas had stood with surprising passion and demanded “Is there any other order you could have given? Were you really, TRULY focused on serving your customers on the Matrian vessel ‘Bill of Feminine Rights’?”

“I was focused on trying to be a good First Officer,” Wowryk had said coldly, looking down her nose at the woman, “And why should I co-operated with you anyway, heathen? You are the enemy!”

“Ahem,” Jall had cleared his throat, and then pointed at the armed guards pointing very large weapons at them.

“Oh, yes,” Wowryk had said, annoyed, “Them,”

After the daily assessments had been done they’d been taken to this cell block, consisting of small, cube-shaped rooms each containing a single chair and a work station. Jall and Day had jumped immediately on the Qu’Eh computers, only to learn with disappointment that they weren’t connected to the Qu’eh network and would do nothing but display quality guidelines.

“What is torture?” Lieutenant Day mused aloud, sitting in his uncomfortable chair.

“Being Jall’s wife,” Wowryk said.

“Being Wowryk’s husband,” Jall said at exactly the same moment.

“That was sweet, by the way,” Pye said to Bith, “I’d high-five you, but the force field in front of my door would probably burn my hand off,”

“Seriously, however,” Day continued, the sensual undertone of the dark-skinned Deltan’s voice managing, as always, to catch everybody’s attention, “We have not been beaten, starved, raped,”

“If only,” Jall muttered wistfully. Wowryk shot him a disgusted look.

“Maimed, deprived of sleep or drugged,” Day continued, “If they wanted Federation secrets, why aren’t they pulling out Jall’s fingernails or something?”

“Hey, don’t go giving them ideas!” Jall snapped, “Do you KNOW how long it takes to get my cuticles this smooth???”

“Physical torture isn’t a useful means of interrogation,” Wowryk said, “Any information we give our captors while under extreme duress is immediately suspect.”

She was about to say more, but noticed that everybody was looking at her with surprise.

“I went to medical school, you know! And underwent extensive Starfleet training to become a medical officer! We DO study these sorts of things!”

“She’s right,” Quintane said, “It costs virtually nothing for them to keep us here and feed us, especially since they just conquered the resources of an entire planet.”

“But what are they gaining?” Jall wondered, “And why these ‘Quality Assessments’?”

“Psychological torture,” Wowryk said immediately, “Far more effective. If this keeps up, we’ll all crack faster than the poor souls in the lake of fire,”

“And the mystery of why Noel’s such a bitch is solved!” Pye declared. Wowryk threw an empty cup in the direction of his cell, only to see it vaporized by the force field.

“That’s Dr. Wowryk to you, Beta shift!” she snapped.

“They don’t think they’re torturing us,” Jall said, frowning and ignoring the peanut gallery, “They’ve assessed Manager Kalmers and some of their other commanders. I think their society genuinely works like this,”

“It feels like torture to me,” Day say, sighing.

“Why invade Matria Prime to begin with?” Quintane asked, suddenly changing the topic, “Do they want resources? Technology? Expertise?”

“And why do they care whether or not Jall’s hygiene was up to code during the battle?” Bith jumped in, “How does it affect them?”

“It was, by the way,” Jall said.

“Sir, my station is right behind you. I could see the dandruff,” Bith said.

“Ohhh, you catty little…it’s on!”

As Bith and Jall continued to bicker, Wowryk closed her eyes and tried to think. OK. Jall was right: the Qu’Eh wanted something. They’d invaded Matria Prime for a reason. Why? Why had the Federation offered membership to Matria? Well, because the Matrians had asked for it. But surely there was something they possessed that the Federation was interested in. Why else would they promise to defend a planet so far away from their borders? Was it a matter of expansion? Wowryk had learned, during her many visits there, that Waystation was now the center of a serious push to expand Federation territory, and a permanent presence in Matrian space would sure help accomplish that…

What the hell was she thinking????

Wowryk’s eyes flew open.

She was a doctor, for the love of all that was holy. Tactics, strategy, motivation…none of that was her area of expertise. Her job was to heal bodies. And try to convert them to Christianity, that went without saying, but above all she was a healer. Why should she care what the Qu’Eh wanted? She should just ask for a sickbay, or an infirmary or something, and insist that the Qu’Eh put her in charge of the prisoners’ health needs. That would certainly allow the Qu’Eh to make the best ‘quality use’ of their resources!

Why, then, was she still thinking about what the Qu’Eh might be doing to the Matrian people right now and how she could help stop it?



“THIS IS COMPLETELY UNACCEPTABLE!” Mistress Laurette screamed, storming in to the office that Chairman P’tarek had claimed as his own in the Matrian government complex.

“Please, Mistress, we have workplace codes of conduct for a reason!” P’tarek said, “If you wish to discuss something with me, you need only to send me an email,”

“A WHAT???” Laurette shrieked, “I DON’T KNOW ANYTHING ABOUT THESE BIZARRE QU’EH SYSTEMS YOU USE, OR WHAT-”

“An electronic message,” P’tarek clarified, “And if you don’t calm yourself, I shall have you removed from office.”

Clenching her fists, Laurette tried to think of something calming. Trees…birds…Anselia languishing underground while Laurette ran the Matrian Republic.

“You’ve ordered us to give you full control of our historical archives!” Laurette said, having gained some control of herself, “Not access, or a copy…you want full control!”

“Of course,” P’tarek said calmly, “Your society must be audited. We must examine the past, as well as the present,”

“Um…”

“Even,” P’tarek gave a dark smile, “If records of the past are…unreliable,”

Laurette felt her temper flare again.

“How did-”

“Please,” P’tarek waved on hand imperiously, “You couldn’t even keep that a secret from your own people, never mind from us. I promise you, your civilization’s quality score will be strongly affected by that little bit of carelessness in your record-keeping. Documentation is everything!”

Laurette clenched her teeth.

“Is that all?” she managed to ask.

“Actually, no,” P’tarek said, smiling. He rose from his desk and came around it to take Laurette’s arm, “I have a little announcement to make to the people of Matria Prime. One I think you will find most interesting…”



“Come with us,” the burly, Qu’Eh guard demanded, dropping the force field on the Silverado officers’ day cells/cubicles.

“Please don’t tell me we’re doing more assessments,” Jall groaned, “I really, really don’t think I can take any more of that!”

“No.” The guard refused to say any more, merely shoving Jall roughly towards to hatchway leading into the corridor.



Meanwhile, Laurette and P’tarek were taking a shuttle from the surface up to the orbiting Qu’Eh fleet. Laurette took a moment to privately savour the obvious damage to most of the Qu’Eh ships. As they came in closer to the lead ship, one of the greenish, boxy Qu’Eh cruisers, Laurette could see tiny space-suited figures crawling along the hull, replacing components on the broad, table-top like upper section. The narrower segment beneath it seemed to be their destination.

“I’m glad we had the chance to spend a bit of private time together, Mistress,” P’tarek said. Laurette grunted non-committently.

“I mean it,” P’tarek went on, “Hostile takeovers are never easy, but your people seem to be adapting quickly to the change in management. I’m sure others will, like yourself, take advantage of the new opportunities we’re offering you,”

As the shuttle banked around P’tarek’s ship, something else caught Laurette’s eye: A disabled Matrian cruiser was drifting in orbit, some distance from the Qu’Eh fleet.

“I’m sure they’ll be most grateful,” Laurette managed to say. Her eyes were locked on the damaged Matrian ship as her mind envisioned it crashing it into P’tarek’s ship, vaporizing the vile man in a massive fireball.



“Take inventory,” Jall snapped, “Now!”

They’d been taken into a broad auditorium and had been forcibly seated near the front row. The walls and seats were the same bland colours as the rest of the Qu’Eh ship, and a neat buffet sat untouched along one wall. A U-shaped balcony ringed the room, filled with dozens of armed guards pointing their weapons at the crowd of prisoners below.

Twisting their necks around, the Silverado bridge crew began searching for familiar faces.

“There’s Ovens,” Quintaine said, “And Gorsrope,”

“Sage,” Day added, “Piths.”

“I’ve spotted five of the Senousian fighter pilots,” Jall said.

Eventually, they managed to determine that the entire captured Silverado crew, over a hundred members, was present along with the crowds of Matrians and the scattering of Senousians.

“Ok, so why are they keeping us waiting?” Jall wondered, “What’s this all about?”

“Maybe they’re going to kill us?” Wowryk gulped, “How sinful!”

“Probably not,” Jall said, “They could have done that days ago.”

“Does anybody want Last Rites anyway?”

“No,” Pye said, “But could I have a hug?”

The lights in the auditorium dimmed. The green curtains parted and three figures stepped out. Jall immediately recognized Chairman P’tarek as the slim, slightly sibilant man strode confidently onto the stage, bringing a wave of anger over many of the prisoners. Next to him, Mistress Laurette looked pretty damned pissed herself, her ceremonial garments more rumpled than Anselia would have ever permitted. Finally there was Admiral Verethi, the commander of the Matrian Defence Forces. Her face was impassive, her eyes cold. Jall took a small amount of pleasure in imagining the verbal abuse she was likely heaping on the Qu’Eh trying to control her.

With the appearance of the Qu’Eh leader, the prisoners erupted in a wave of shouting and accusations. A few flung themselves at the stage, only to be pushed back by a force field.

“Silence everybody,” P’tarek called out, his voice amplified by some unseen sound system, “If I could have your attention, please!”

“F**K YOU!” one of the Silverado crewmen screamed, electing a chorus of agreement from the surrounding prisoners.

As a flash of rage washed over his features, P’tarek gestured at his guards. One of them carefully sighted then fired at the offending prisoner, a flash of green light engulfing the man. Wowryk jumped from her seat, rushing towards him. She’d barely reached him when he disappeared in a transporter beam. A hush fell over the crowd as the rest of the guards readied their weapons.

“Please, Dr. Wowryk, return to your seat,” P’tarek invited.

“Stunned,” Wowryk said softly to Jall as she passed him. Jall nodded imperceptivity as she sat.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” P’tarek said loudly, his words and image being broadcast to the other Qu’Eh ships, to the Matrian government complex and into homes across the planet, “To those of you present here, I am so pleased to be able to join you, in person! To those of you watching over visuLink, I’m pleased you are able to join us for this auspicious event.”

He applauded. Laurette joined him, though Jall noticed that Verethi did not. Somehow, the fact that Laurette’s ‘coup’ had been planned by Stafford and Anselia as a way to protect the Qu’Eh government wasn’t comforting him in the slightest. None of the prisoners applauded.

“Now, I am pleased to announce that the initial assessment of the Matrian Republic has been completed!”

Jall and Wowryk started.

“Does that mean they’re leaving?” Wowryk demanded.

“Somehow I doubt it,” Jall replied.

“You society and culture have much potential,” P’tarek continued, “Sadly, it has been plagued by a series of unfortunate events. And so, after much deliberation, we have assessed your civilization as a 2 - ‘Needs Improvement’.”

Both Verethi and Laurette shot surprised looks at the Qu’Eh leader. Verethi looked ready to take a swing at him, but directly in her field of view (and out of sight of the cameras) a Qu’Eh soldier carefully aimed his weapon at her.

“However, in light of the potential you have for improvement, we have decided to take you on full-time!” P’tarek beamed, “An offer is being made to all of your Matrian Defence Forces, effective immediately, for full-time employment with the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority! Additional offers will be made in the coming weeks as we more fully integrate your corporate world-space into our own. I am confident that in the span of a few short decades, we can bring your score up to a solid 3 - ‘Business Standard’.”

“Turning down these offers,” P’tarek’s radiant smile abruptly took on a sinister quality, “would not be good for business.”

“End transmission,” P’tarek’s assistant said into his microphone implant.

“Excellent,” P’tarek said, nodding as guards joined him on stage to keep a closer eye on Verethi and Laurette, “I’m so pleased we didn’t have to shoot anybody on camera. It’s good for keeping people in line, but it’s really not the sort of public image we wish to project.”

Verethi abruptly exploded into a burst of rage, screaming curses and epithets and swinging her arms at the Qu’Eh leader. At least Jall assumed she was screaming. One of the Qu’eh had pointed a small device at her mouth, cancelling out any sounds she was attempting to make. Her guards easily restrained her from attacking P’tarek.

“Those of you in this room,” P’tarek spoke, ignoring Verethi, “are senior officers and crew member of many of the Matrian cruisers disabled during the unpleasantness last week. We are even fortunate enough to be joined by the esteemed Dr. Wowryk herself, whom I understand made quite an impression on your people.” He smiled pleasantly at Wowryk, who simply gave him one of her darker looks, usually reserved for the vilest of sinners or Commander Jall.

“As I’m sure you are aware, transitions like the one your culture is currently undergoing don’t happen easily, or overnight. There will be a great deal of resistance, among the people and even among yourselves. To that end, we will be taking steps to ensure that we receive only the highest quality of service from you, our newest full-time employees!”

“I don’t like this,” Pye said, his fingers gripping his seat.

“Commander Jall, would you please join us on the stage?”

Jall stood.

“Um, no thank you,” he said politely.

“Perhaps I should be more precise,” P’tarek said, “Come to the stage, now.”

“Perhaps I should be more precise,” Jall said, perfectly mimicking P’tarek’s tone and posture, “Go f**k yourself,”

Wowryk winced.

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks, and Jall abruptly found himself standing on stage. Two Qu’Eh guards stepped forward to restrain him.

“Bring in the Badges of Office,” P’tarek said.

Two Qu’Eh stepped onto the stage from the wings, each holding a small box. They stopped next to P’Tarek and, in unison, opened the boxes. P’tarek reached in.

“First, to Adesen Verethi, we proudly confer on you the title of Assistant Vice-President of Defence!”

He turned, giving Jall and Verethi a good look at what he’d taken out of the box.

It was a Qu’Eh implant.

Verethi began struggling anew as P’tarek brought the device to her head. As soon as the round, dome-shaped implant came in contact with her ear, she abruptly jerked, tiny metal tendrils reaching under her skin, fusing the device in place.

“And to Commander San Jall of Starfleet, we confer the title of Manager, and command of the Qu’Eh vessel Resource Reclamation,”

Before he could struggle, Jall felt one of the guards press a weapon against his back. He tried to twist his head away as P’tarek approached him, another implant in hand, but was unable to evade the Qu’Eh leader for more than a few seconds. He felt the cold metal on his ear, then a strange, numbing sensation. He could hear the crunch as metal tendrils forced their way into his skull and he could feel a mild stretching sensation as more components forced their way under his skin. In his ear, a soft voice was now speaking.

“Welcome to the Qu’Eh organization,” it said, “As a new member, Assistant Manager, Manager, or even Vice-President, your co-operation and a high quality of service are essential for the success of the business. As such, this implant, the LucenLux 5000, will allow immediate and effective monitoring of your individual quality. This implant allows your immediate supervisor to reward you for a job well done, or punish you for failing to meet established quality standards. Punishments vary from discomfort, to extreme pain and even to death. Remember, you are an important resource to us, and we look forward to many years of pain-free service on your part. Your performance will now be recorded for quality assurance and training purposes,”

“Now she tells me,” Jall groaned



Lt. Cmdr David Stern watched the huge display screen in the Matrian sports arena. After P’tarek’s face vanished, replaced by strange looking symbols, Stern turned to the other members of the Hazardous Team.

“I think that’s our cue to get the hell out of here,” he said softly to Lieutenant Rengs.

“I thought our cue to get the hell out of here came when were captured and brought here in the first place,” the Bajoran muttered back.

“Well, yeah, it was,” Stern said, “But now it’s REALLY time to do it,”

“I’ll go get Captain Glotenfish,” Lieutenant Marson said, leaving the group.

“I still say we cannot trust him,” Crewman Kreklor said. The Klingon was sweating (and stinking) up a storm on account of the big woolly hat that was hiding his alien features from the Qu’Eh guards.

“He’s a Matrian,” Stern said for the fiftieth time, “This is his planet, there’s no way he’d betray us to the Qu’Eh,”

“I’ve considered betraying you to the Qu’Eh,”

The HT turned to look at the Matrian soldier that Marson had just brought to their gathering, somewhat surprised by his sudden confession.

“What the f**k?” Simmons demanded, “How can you…what…after all we’ve done…”

“Down boy,” Stern said, “You’re sputtering,”

“I’ve decided that it would be a bad idea,” Glotenfish said, looking slightly afraid of Simmons as the explosives expert started unconsciously reaching for his grenades. (Luckily for the Matrian, Simmons had used them all in the battle.)

Glotenfish was a Matrian male, fairly short by the standards of most species. He had been one of the local troop commanders. His Matrian rank roughly translated to that of an army Captain, which weirdly enough was the equivalent of a Starfleet Lieutenant. He’d been an officer on board one of the Matrian vessels that had been responsible for repeated raids and kidnappings on Senous, back when the Matrian men were under the influence of the mind-controlling M-SIDS. After the Matrian civilization had switched from conquest and kidnapping to co-existence and rebuilding, he’d stayed with the Matrian Defense Force and had been transferred to the planet to help shape the planetary police and security force. He’d been captured along with the HT near the end of the Qu’Eh invasion. Despite his low rank, he was the highest-ranking member of the Matrian forces present.

“You heard?” Stern asked, gesturing to the screen.

“I did,” Glotenfish said, taking a deep breath, “We’re ready,”

“You’re sure about this?” Rengs asked, “The Qu’Eh won’t be treating their captives as well after we break free, you can bet on that!”

“If it means some of us have the chance to strike at them later?” the Matrian man asked, looking surprisingly cold despite his not-so-manly features. He turned to leave.

“We’ll be waiting for your signal,” he said.

The HT exchanged a look.

“When did we get so hard-core?” Stern wondered, “I mean, listen to us! We sound like a squad of Federation Marines, or something!”

“We bad! We bad!” Simmons started waving his hands over his head and swaying his hips.

“There goes that image,” Rengs muttered.



In orbit of the planet, Jall, Wowryk and the Beta shift officers had been escorted to a Qu’Eh shuttle which was taking them to their new ship.

“This sucks,” Pye said, scratching at his Qu’Eh implant.

“Tell me about it,” Jall agreed, “How am I going to score with this thing clamped to my head? Implants are SUCH a turn-off!”

“It could be worse,” Wowryk chided them, “Borg assimilations are far more invasive. This is more like…like…”

“A minor violation?” Quintaine grimaced.

“I’m sure with proper equipment these things could be easily removed,” Wowryk went on, “I just doubt the Qu’Eh will give us access to said equipment.”

“I can’t help but notice,” Jall said, glancing in Wowryk’s direction, “That one of us here didn’t get a nice piece of ear jewellery,”

“Don’t ask me to explain it, because I don’t know either!” Wowryk snapped, unconsciously rubbing her bare ears, “Perhaps the Qu’Eh simply recognized that violating a child of God in such a way would be unforgivable!”

“Or maybe,” Jall said, “They’re familiar enough with our customs to know that, as a doctor, you’re going to do your job without being coerced. Unlike us,”

“I just don’t get it,” Bith said, “The Qu’Eh invade the place, shoot up the defence forces, and then they just tell us we’re going to work for them? Do they really think that we’re going to obey everything they say just because they’ve stuck some stupid chunk of metal in our- YEEEOOWWWTTTHHHH!!!!!”

Bith jerked as a blast of blinding pain shot through her body, coursing from her implant, right down to her toes and back again.

“This is Supervisor Neum,” a calm, measured Matrian voice spoke through all of their implants, “To answer the lady’s question, we do indeed expect you to work for us without reservation. The consequences for disobedience are…unpleasant. Thank you for choosing employment with the Qu’Eh,”

The voice disappeared, but Jall was certain that Neum, whomever she was, was still listening to everything they said.

“What happened? What’s going on?” demanded Wowryk, who hadn’t heard anything.

“This is bad,” Pye said, biting his lip, “This is very bad. They want us to serve in the Qu’Eh fleet? What if we’re on one of their ships when Tunney’s fleet gets here and obliterates everything? What if they send us off to invade somebody else? What if they expect us to ‘hire’ other people?”

Jall was looking at Wowryk again, wondering just why P’tarek hadn’t deemed it necessary to implant her.

“I wish I could have been one of the people down on the planet,” Sage muttered.

“Trapped in an und-”

“Oh, look at all that SPACE WEATHER out there!” Bith said suddenly, pointing out the shuttle cabin’s viewport, “What great SPACE WEATHER we’re having!” Glaring at Sage, she tapped her implant.

“Ohhhh!” Sage’s eye’s widened, suddenly aware of the information he’d nearly given away, “Er, yes. That is very interesting space weather,” he said robotically.

“This is bad,” Pye repeated.

Wowryk was looking out the viewport. She’d noticed something out of the corner of her eye when Bith hand pointed, and it was getting closer.

“Oh no,” she murmured, “No, no, no,”

“You have GOT to be kidding me,” Sage groaned, following her gaze.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the pilot’s voice came over the shuttle’s intercom, “We’re coming up on the Qu’Eh Cruiser Resource Reclamation. Please fasten your restraints and prepare for docking,”

Directly ahead of them, growing larger in the viewport, drifted the Federation starship Silverado.

“I don’t think we’ll be leaving Matrian Space for a good while,” Jall said, a thoughtful look on his face.



Down on the planet, Stern was ready to give the signal that would hopefully initiate enough confusion for himself and the Hazardous Team to escape.

“This has to be the WORST escape plan ever,” Rengs muttered.

“As opposed to flinging Frit Naketh over a wall with a blanket back when the Senousians captured us?” Marson wondered.

“The Senousians didn’t give us beer,” Stern reminded them.

The Qu’Eh hadn’t put any real effort into the care and feeding of their captives. As a sports arena, their makeshift prison was equipped with over a dozen snack booths, drink stands and even a rather upscale restaurant. The Qu’Eh had simply beamed in additional stock and supplies as those present ran low and left the cooking and distribution to the prisoners themselves. They had distributed about two thousands ‘Prison Quality Survey’ forms, and kept nagging Glotenfish to tabulate the results.

Stern and the rest of the HT wandered over to one of the stands that sold the Matrian equivalent of beer.

“Give us a round,” Stern ordered, “We need to blow off some steam,”

The female Matrian corporal behind the counter looked him over.

“Are you wanting beer, or could I offer you boys in something a little more…entertaining?” she gave Stern a suggestive smile and unzipped her shirt slightly.

“I love the women on this planet,” Stern grinned, “They’re so…horny!”

“By the Prophets,” Rengs rolled his eyes.

“Wait, is she offering for…um, all of us?” Simmons asked, jumping up and down like a hyper dog, “You guys are my buds, but I dunno if I really want you to see my-”

“Get your minds out of the gutter!’ Rengs roared,”Some of us are married, and we all have work to do!”

“Ohh!” the women exclaimed, “You meant the pass phrase! Silly me!” she zipped her shirt back up and turned to get some glasses.

“But…but…” Stern’s lip quivered.

“Here you go,” she said, putting several cups of beer on the counter, “Good luck!’

The HT began making a slow circuit of the promenade, beers held prominently in hand. As they passed each stand, the Matrian police/soldiers/whatever started busying themselves with their beverage dispensers.

“This is a stupid idea,” Rengs said again.

“That’s why it’s perfect,” Stern said, “It’s clever, it’s unexpected, it’s-”

“It’s like that time we tried catching a cartoon coyote with a quantum torpedo?”

“That was on the holodeck. It doesn’t count,”

They’d almost finished their circuit of the promenade. The Matrians who had been informed of the plan were doing a very bad job of looking nonchalant. But the heavily armed Qu’Eh soldiers guarding the exits didn’t seem to notice.

“Ready?” Stern asked.

“No,” Rengs groaned.

“Yes,” Simmons cracked his knuckled.

Dar’ugal merely sighed, knowing his fur was about to become completely unmanageable.

Stern took a deep breath.



Agent Furdenit was a fairly low-ranking Qu’Eh employee, and so it really had been no surprise when he’d been assigned the monotonous task of guarding Matrian prisoners until they could be hired and put through the proper orientation process. Still, he hadn’t been prepared for the sheer boredom of standing guard over a bunch of very quiet prisoners. He wasn’t sure if the Matrians were naturally submissive, or if the Qu’Eh had just done a good job of taking the fight out of them. Of course, he couldn’t know that decades of mind-control had installed a certain obedience in the predominantly male soldiers. Nor did he know that several of his prisoners weren’t Matrian or particularly obedient.

All he knew was that one minute he was standing there, minding his own business, then the next one of the prisoners started screaming:

“BEER FIGHT!”

Before Furdnit could react, he was hit by a blast of freezing cold, bubbly liquid.



All around the promenade, the Matrians manning the beverage stands pulled out their handy little filling spouts, took aim, and blasted the Qu’Eh guards. Similar to beer taps on Earth, the Matrians had fairly small hoses with a variety of buttons that allowed different types of beer to be dispensed. A tweak here by Stern, a minor programming change there by Marsden, and the low-pressure dispensers had been transformed into high-pressure beer cannons. The Matrian soldiers rushed at the Qu’Eh, cups of beer and sugary, soda-like beverages in hand, all of it being flung at the alien troops. The Qu’Eh tried to fight back, only to find their weapons jammed up with bubbly liquid.

“SCATTER!” Stern cried, leading the HT out the arena doors and into the streets, a small army of Matrian troops following suit.



Chairman P’tarek sat in his command chair aboard his flagship, eyes closed. He was listening carefully to the flow of voices coming through his implant. He switched through many of the newer channels, listening to Verethi rant about the evils of the Qu’Eh, one of the Matrian ship captains plot to destroy a Qu’Eh cruiser and Commander Jall…well. P’tarek didn’t understand all of the alien profanity, but the man was clearly unhappy about something.

None of it mattered. The rebellious Matrians would be dealt with and learn that they really couldn’t resist the Qu’Eh, not now that they’d been hired on full-time.

“Chairman? We have a problem,”

P’tarek opened his eyes, somewhat annoyed that his monitoring had been interrupted.

“We have many problems,” he said calmly, “All of which can be solved with feedback, analysis and the application of proper quality control,”

“A group of Matrian soldiers escaped from the detention center in the capitol city!” the man exclaimed.

P’tarek’s eyes flashed. He seemed on the verge of screaming then, with visible effort, calmed himself.

“I want notes placed in the files of each of the guards,” he said, “Rate their performance as 1 - ‘Unsatisfactiory’,” he said.

“Y-yes Chairman,” his assistant stammered. Those guards would be lucky to survive their next Performance Reviews!

“How did they manage to get away?” P’tarek asked.

“They attacked our men with…um…beer, Chairman,”

P’tarek frowned.

“That doesn’t match our pre-assessment of their usual procedures, does it?” he mused.

“No, Mr.Chairman,”

“Hmmm,” P’tarek stared out his window, looking down at the planet below.

“Bring Dr. Wowryk to me,” he said finally, “We will have to increase our planned transition. Contingency plan C-21-4.”

“As you command, Chairman,”



“This is the main shuttlebay,”

“I know,”

“Usually, the crew simply refers to it as ‘Shuttlebay 1’,”

“I know that too,”

“It is used for the egress, ingress, storage and maintained of the Resource Reclaimation’s support craft,”

“Yet another useless little tidbit of information that my fabulous mind is already fully aware of,”

The Qu’Eh, introduced simply as Facilitator Yugreth, was proving to be an interesting lesson in cultural similarities for the Silverado officers. At the moment, he was teaching them that the Qu’Eh mannerisms relating to frustration were very similar to those of most humanoids.

“Manager Jall,” he said, crossing his arms and clutching his clipboard to his chest.

“Commander Jall,” Jall corrected, “Commander has ‘man’ in it,”

“So does ‘Manager’!” Yugreth snapped. He took a deep breath, then scribbled some notes down on his clipboard.

“Manager Jall,” he said again, “I’m attempting to ensure that you and your people are familiar with the layout and the amenities of the Resource Reclaimation so you can better complete your assigned tasks,”

“This is our ship!” Quintaine pointed out.

“Yes, yes it is. You’re assigned here as of today,” Yugreth said, “Now, as I was saying,”

“This is a Federation starship!” Jall snapped, a vein in his forehead starting to throb, “We’re from the Federation! WE FLEW THE F**KING SHIP HERE!”

“Ah, yes I do see that in the notes here,” Yugreth agreed, though apparently he didn’t register the information, “Now then, the Resource Reclamation is an Embattled-class starship-”

“Ambassador,” Sage spoke up.

“-has thirty-five decks-”

“Thirty-six,”

“-and was constructed in Box Dock 3 in Earth orbit-”

“Try Utopia Planetia. It’s the renovations that were done in BD-3,”

Yugreth dropped his arms in exasperation.

“Look, I have all the notes right here! Who do you think is right: you, or a carefully prepared orientation briefing?”

“WE’VE SERVED ON THIS SHIP FOR FOUR F**KING YEARS!” Jall screamed.

“Then I would expect you to be more familiar with his specifications,” Yugreth said, looking down his nose at Jall.

“Her,” Wowryk said, “We refer to our ships in the feminine,” Privately, she was rather enjoying the fact that Jall’s head looked almost ready to pop.

“Well that’s just silly,” the Qu’Eh laughed.

“F**k you, f**k your orientation briefing and f**k the- YYEEOOOOOWWWIIITTTCCCHHHH!!!” Jall’s tirade was interrupted as a blast of pain shot through his body, “AND F**K THIS F**KING PIECE OF S**T IMPLAT…AAAARRRGHHHH!!!”

“Are you finished?” Yugreth asked calmly.

Jall just glared.

“Excellent,” Yugreth took a quick look around the shuttlebay, “Well, as this is the only habitable section of this vessel at the moment, I’ll be returning to my ship for the night. Make yourselves comfortable, we have a big day tomorrow!”

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks then the Qu’Eh vanished, leaving them standing there in the middle of the shuttlebay. A few seconds later, a pile of supplies materialized.

“Let me be sure I understand this properly,” Lieutenant Day said, his voice surprisingly calm, “The Qu’Eh wish us to repair Silverado, then serve aboard her as members of their fleet,”

“Exactly right,” Supervisor Neum said, through their implants.

“They have got to be kidding,” Sage groaned, looking around the room.

At the end of the battle against the Qu’Eh, Jall had tried ordering a self-destruct with the intention of preventing Silverado from falling into Matrian hands. When that had failed, he’d rigged the impulse reactors to build up a massive overload, then release it directly into all the ships systems. The end result was that Silverado was completely dead in space. The display panels near the shuttlebay exit, the panels lining the control booth on the second level and even the lighting fixtures on the ceiling had all blown outward, littering the floor with debris. Life support had been down for days, causing the ship to cool to close to absolute zero on the dark side while the side of the ship towards the sun had become uncomfortably warm. The bay was illuminated by a bank of Qu’Eh flood lights, heated by a Qu’Eh heater and provided with breathable air by a Qu’Eh air exchanger.

Once Yugreth had disappeared, Jall calmed noticeably.

“Let’s see what they’ve left us,” he said, pointing at the supply pile. Pye, Day and Bith immediately started digging in while Sage started poking at one of the blown-out panels. Other Silverado crewmembers were milling around the bay and Quintaine quickly took charge of organizing cleanup teams.

“If you need to talk about it…” Wowryk said softly.

“Nothing to talk about,” Jall replied shortly.

“I’ve rarely seen you so…enraged,” Wowryk said, crossing her arms, “I realize we’re not the best of friends, but given the circumstances-”

Jall turned, then grabbed her hand. Wowryk almost yanked it away, then remembered she was supposed to be offering support. When he started stroking her hand, however, that was the last straw.

“HEY!” she snapped, yanking her hand back.

“What?” Jall’s eyes widened, “Oh! No! I wasn’t…just give me your hand and pay attention!”

“Wow,” Supervisor Neum’s voice giggled in Jall’s ear, “Your ‘Quality of Sex’ form is going to make for interesting reading tomorrow!”

“Shut up!” Jall snapped. Wowryk looked about ready to hit him, but he pointed at his implant, then rolled his eyes. He took her hand again.

It took Wowryk a moment to realize that he wasn’t just stroking her hand: he was writing letters on it.

<THEY HEAR EVERYTHING,> he wrote, <I WANTED YUGRETH TO THINK I’M UNHINGED. IT WILL BE USEFULL.>

He released her hand.

“Now, let’s see what they’ve left us to work with,”

The supply pile had yielded bedrolls, portable food replicators, portable power supplies, tools, some raw ore and a parts replicator.

“We’re supposed to fix the ship using THIS?” Sage exclaimed, his eyes bugging out.

“We’ll do what we can,” Jall said.

“But we’ve got thirty-six decks of fried circuits, blown out panels…I mean…there…EVEN THE GRAVITY DOESN’T WORK!”

“There are thirty-five decks on an Embattled-class starship,” Supervisor Neum said into their ears.

“SHUT UP!” Jall, Sage, Bith and Pye shouted, causing Wowryk to jump in surprise.

“I’m taking points off this week’s quality assessment!” Neum snapped back.

“Jall,” Day said suddenly, spotting something else in the pile, “Is that a-”

“It is,” Jall cut him off, making slashing motions over his throat. Was it a mistake? Did the Qu’Eh mean to give it to them? Was it even what he thought it was?

“Excuse me,” Jall said, grabbing what he was very sure was a subspace transceiver, along with a power supply, and running off to the far corner of the bay.

“Huh?” Pye started, one hand going for his implant. “What? Oh. Um, what if I don’t -OUCH! OK!” He turned to Wowryk, “Chairman P’tarek politely requests that you join him in his office,”

“Oh, sure,” Wowryk crossed her arms again, “And how exactly do I get there?”

She abruptly vanished in a transporter beam.

“Something like that, I guess,” Pye shrugged.



Wowryk found herself in what she assumed was Chairman P’tarek’s office. It actually seemed sort of familiar, in the way that something that’s completely stereotypical can be familiar. Wowryk had done a bit of research on President Bradley Dillon once, one of the more successful businessmen in the Federation. The images she’d seen of his offices made them seem classy, upscale, the sort of places where one was awed by the care that had gone into their design.

P’tarek’s office felt like it wanted to be Bradley Dillon’s office.

The room itself was strangely shaped, almost star-shaped, but with irregular angles. The bland tan colours of the walls and ceilings didn’t work at all with the green, obviously fake wood panels and P’tarek’s desk was a massive chunk of some transparent material that looked like it picked up fingerprints the way Jall picked up tricks. The chandelier would have been acceptable, if it hadn’t consisted of coloured bulbs that give it the appearance of a Christmas tree. The mood lighting was horribly overdone, making the room far too bright. Finally, it looked like somebody had tried to use fixtures of precious metals to give the room a feeling of wealth…which just reflected the way-too-bright mood lighting.

“Dr. Wowryk,” P’tarek stood and came around his desk to greet her, “It’s such a pleasure to be able to sit down with you for a bit of one-on-one time. Please, make yourself comfortable. May I offer you a beverage?”

“Water,” Wowryk said coolly, taking a seat.

Another Qu’Eh immediately came in with the requested beverage.

“As you can see,” he said, his minion departing, “There are advantages to being monitored,”

“But for some reason, I wasn’t good enough to be ‘hired’?” Wowryk asked bluntly, “Or perhaps you recognized that what you’re doing is a travesty against God and-”

P’tarek paled.

“Please, my dear, we must keep religion separate from the workplace,” he said. He quickly regained his composure. “No, Dr.Wowryk, we chose not to monitor you for the same reason we chose not to monitor Mistress Laurette. You are, simply put, a high-profile person in the Matrian Outsourcing Component.”

He leaned forward.

“We’re not here to destroy the Matrians, Doctor,” he said, “We’re here to help them better themselves, which is far more noble than the reasons your Federation had for coming here,”

“We came here because they invited us!” Wowryk said.

“No, you came here to attack them, to bring them out of hibernation and to impose your social values onto them in their very vulnerable state,” P’tarek corrected calmly.

“They attacked us!” Wowryk snapped, “They kidnapped Simon and brainwashed ME!”

“Now that the Matrians are part of the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority, we can ensure that they find their way in the galaxy again,” P’tarek said, ignoring her outbursts, “It will happen, Doctor, with or without your help.”

“Then why am I important?” Wowryk asked.

P’tarek eyes her for a moment.

“You could make things…easier,” he said slowly, “Less painful for us, for yourself, and for the Matrians.”

“And how’s that, exactly?”

“Join the Qu’Eh,” P’tarek said, “Voluntarily. Become a Vice-President, and encourage the Matrian people to accept employment with the Qu’Eh.”

“And what do I get out of this?” Wowryk asked sceptically.

“A nice office down on Matria Prime,” P’tarek said, “Decent benefits. And control of the Matrian religion.”

Something inside Wowryk snapped. It wasn’t the sort of snap that she’d seen Stafford experience, with a sudden flash of rage, or the fake snap that Jall had performed for Yugreth. This was a cold snap, like a blizzard had just hit her core. It was a flash of cold certainty, mixed with determination.

P’tarek wasn’t just mildly interested in her cooperation. He wanted it badly. And he had the bizarre idea that she’d be willing to sell it. And he knew enough about her to make a tempting offer.

“I don’t think the Matrians will pay much attention to me,” she said, “I’m just an alien doctor to them,”

“Please,” P’tarek waved a hand, “We’ve been monitoring the Matrians very carefully for months. We know that you were instrumental in their reawakening and that their government used you almost as a symbol, unofficially of course, of how women could learn to tolerate men,” he laughed, “Tolerate men! If only they knew more about their own history, they’d realize just how absurd they’ve become,”

Wowryk leaned forward. This was stuff she hadn’t heard of before.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I’m sorry, that’s confidential company information,” P’tarek said, a gleam in his eye, “But I will say that we’ve taken control of all the library computer cores on the planet, and I can tell you that the Matrians have lost more information in the past two hundred years than even they are aware of,”

“But back to the topic at hand. You can accept employment with the Qu’Eh and work with us, on our terms. Or you can go back to that ship with those meddling aliens and live in a piece of worthless wreckage.”

“The Federation is coming,” Wowryk said coldly, “And they are TOTALLY going to get biblical on your ass!”

“Yes, I admit I’m a tad worried about that,” P’tarek said, “That’s why I left Manager Jall a little present.”

He tapped a button. A section of wall pivoted, revealing a large screen. An image appeared. It looked like the remains of Silverado’s shuttlebay, but it didn’t seem to be coming from a surveillance camera. The view bobbed and pivoted, and there was something blurry on one side.

Wowryk suddenly realized that she was looking at an image taken by Jall’s implant. (The caption ‘Jall, S, Manager 233812’, displayed on the lower corner of the screen, registered in her mind a moment later>) After taking a glance around the shuttlebay, Jall seemed to focus on a piece of Qu’Eh technology in front of him. It was the subspace transceiver he’d grabbed right before Wowryk had been beamed away.

“I left Manager Jall a little present,” P’tarek explained, looking somewhat smug, “Oh, I wouldn’t give him anything too powerful. But he’ll probably figure out in a moment or two that he can…yes, there he goes.

Wowryk watched as Jall initiated a command-line connection to the Matrian Sector communications relay, parked just outside Matrian space. The relay was powerful enough to connect to the Federation data and communications network.

Jall quickly logged in and did a message retrieval. Wowryk covered her mouth as her eyes took in the message. This was bad. And even worse, P’tarek knew exactly what kind of situation the Starfleet officers now found themselves in. And Jall was completely oblivious to that fact.







MESSAGE STARTS:





TO: USS SILVERADO, NCC-135060, MATRIAN SECTOR





FROM: ADMIRAL EDWARD TUNNEY, STARBASE 45, RAMSON SECTOR





SUBJECT: RE: REINFORCEMENTS





MESSAGE READS:





OPERATION SALVAGE VESSELS READY TO DEPART WAYSTATION HAVE BEEN DEEMED INADAQUATE TO COUNTER-ATTACK. FLEET ADMIRAL RA’AL REFUSES ADDITIONAL ASSETS.





SORRY PEOPLE, YOU’RE ON YOUR OWN FOR NOW. GOOD LUCK.





MESSAGE ENDS



“I think Federation stock just took a bit of a dive, don’t you?” P’tarek smiled coldly.
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Qu’Eh Invasion +9 Days:



“Trish, are you sure this is such a good idea?” Sylvia was asking. Her voice was coming out of Yanick’s comm-badge, as Fifebee’s holo-relay was currently on one of the upper tower levels, too far away for a holographic projection down to the transit hub.

“I’m sure,” Yanick said, “We’ve got a set of Matrian comm-badges, so we can stay in contact without worrying about that interference thingy,”

“Trish,” Yanick could hear the sigh in Sylvia’s voice, “I’m not going to argue that you and T’Parief need to sort through some things. But from what I understand, this place is huge, unexplored and possibly dangerous!”

“And it’s been empty for a good two hundred years!” Yanick said, “My mind is made up!”

“Are you talking to yourself again? You know that’s a sign of insanity,” Stafford had come up to where Yanick and her pile of bags were waiting for T’Parief.

“She’s talking to me, Chris,” Sylvia said.

“Oh. Hi,”

“Hi!”

“So, um, not exactly travelling light, are you?” Stafford commented, pointing at the pile of bags.

“I need my things,” Yanick shrugged.

“No, you do not,” T’Parief said. He’d come around a corner and onto the transit platform. He wore a heavy Starfleet survival pack on his back and carried another in one meaty hand. He held it out to Yanick.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“Your luggage,” he said flatly.

“Oh, thanks Pari,” Yanick giggled, “but I already packed.”

“We are not taking this,” T’Parief said, pointing at the pile of bags.

“What? But-”

“No!” he growled, his fangs showing just a bit, “I have agreed to this trip, we are going where you want to go, it is now MY turn to make a decision! We are roughing it this trip, and that is that!”

“I’m just gonna…go…” Stafford said, jerking his thumb behind him and edging away.

“Me too,” Sylvia said. There was a chirp as the comm channel closed.

Yanick and T’Parief glared at each other.

“What about my cot?” she asked, “Mr. Snuggles? Those little chocolate things I grabbed before leaving the ship?”

“We don’t need them,” T’Parief said, “You want this to be about the two of us? Then it is going to be JUST the two of us!”

He stepped into the waiting tram.

“Are you coming, or not?” he asked.

“Ohhhhh!!!” Yanick seethed, “Men!”



Jeffery and Stafford watched from a nearby balcony as the small tram picked up speed, darting into a nearby tunnel and shooting off in the direction of the entry hanger and the Matrian Camp.

“Too bad we haven’t figured out how to send that thing to any new destinations yet,” Jeffery mused, “They’ve got a hell of a long walk to where she wants to go…all the way around the cavern!”

“Yeah,” Stafford crossed his arms, “You’re sure the first security teams we sent didn’t find anything out there?”

“Miles of corridors, twelve hangers and about two billion locked doors,” Jeffery confirmed.

“I dunno,” Stafford bit his lip, “I still don’t like this,”

He turned and started heading back towards the command complex.



Many, many, many levels above them, Fifebee and Valtaic were strolling along a dimly lit corridor. They were in the second highest accessible level of the central tower, and it was barely larger than the command complex above.

Fifebee leaned into a door, her head and shoulders vanishing.

“Lounge,” she said, “Make a note, there is a comfortable looking chair that somebody may want to come and get, once you have figured out an easy way to unseal the doors,”

“Are you certain you’ve purged all of Sylvia from your system?” Valtaic asked.

“No,” Fifebee replied, walking to the next set of doors and poking her head in.

“Lavatory,” she reported, “Given the nature of my holoraphic personality database, I suspect it will be some time before all behavioural subroutines related to Sylvia are fully purged. However, our separation was completely successful,”

“Understood,” Valtaic nodded. “Oh!” he said, suddenly remembering humanoid etiquette, “That is…good? To hear!”

“Yes, thank you,” Fifebee said absently, poking her head through another door.

“Hmmm,” Valtaic could hear her say, “That is odd, there appears to be….EEEEEE!!!!!!!!!”

Fifebee had stepped through the door, then let loose an ear-splitting shriek that quickly faded.

As suddenly as she’d vanished, she re-appeared next to Valtaic, looking somewhat shaken.

“What was that?” he demanded.

“Turboshaft,” Fifebee swallowed.

“That concludes this level,” Valtaic said, giving Fifebee’s holo-relay a tug and heading towards the stairs.

“This is going to take us months!” Fifebee sighed.

“Yes, yes it most likely is,” Valtaic agreed.



“WHAT IS THE MEANING OF THIS?”

Stafford spun around so quickly that he had to grab on to the command balcony railing to keep from falling to the floor. His world tilted around him as he stared down at the two-level drop between him and one of the command complex’s lower windows. Gulping, he pulled himself back and turned to face his accuser, Queen Anselia.

“The meaning of what?” he responded, “This funny little squiggly thing on the control panel? I don’t know. I can’t read Matrian,”

“No!” Anselia finished climbing the steps into the circular command deck, “We mean what is the meaning of you reassigning our liaison officer and your chief of security to a vacation without consulting us!”

“It’s not like they were doing anything all that important,” Stafford shrugged.

“Perhaps you have forgotten,” Anselia seethed, “But you are OUR Minister of Planetary Defence! YOU report to US!”

“And maybe you’ve forgotten,” Stafford crossed his arms, the heat rising up his neck, “That I’m a Starfleet officer in a survival situation! By Federation law, that gives me a certain amount of authority!”

“We are not bound by Federation law!” Anselia snapped.

“Hah! Jokes on you! Yes you are!” Stafford shouted, pointing a finger at her face, “And as I recall that’s a big part of the reason why I just LOST MY F**KING SHIP!”

“Your SHIP?” Anselia screamed, “I lost my PLANET!”

She and Stafford stood nose-to-nose for several seconds.

“We are in charge,” Anselia said firmly.

Stafford almost told her where she could go shove it, but a thought suddenly occurred to him:

He really didn’t want to be in charge down here anyway.

Anselia wanted to worry about what they should actually do to pass the time until reinforcements arrived? Let her. He’d lost his ship for a second time now, defending her frickin’ planet. Dozens of his crewmen were now captives of the Qu’Eh, at least until help arrived, and he was stuck sleeping on a cot next to Jeffery. Life sucked.

“Fine,” he said, “You’re in charge. And exactly what do you think we can do to single-handedly free your planet?”

“Rebellion,” Anselia said simply.

“Um, OK. Anything more specific?”

“We must contact our people, let them know that their government is still intact,” Anselia said, “We must encourage them to resist the Qu’Eh however possible! We must be prepared to rise up against the Qu’Eh when your Federation fleet does arrive!”

Stafford had to admit, those were good points.

“You realize,” he said, “that anything you do to communicate with the outside world could bring the Qu’Eh down on this place,”

“We do,” she said, “Which is why I want your people concentrating on activating this facility’s defence systems,”

“Whoah,” Stafford said, “This place has defence systems? Since when?”

“It is an Old Matrian military installation,” Anselia said, “It contains attack ships. It is in a well-defended position underground. It must have defence systems!”

“A defence system powerful enough to fight off the whole Qu’eh fleet?” Stafford said sceptically. He gestured at the holographic display in the center of the room, where they could see Qu’Eh cruisers orbiting the planet, “Wouldn’t that just be too convenient?”

“One step at a time,” Anselia said, “For now, we simply wish to defend those of us who are here,”



Yanick and T’Parief had ridden the tram out to the outer rim of the facility, disembarked and started following one of the seemingly endless corridors that ringed the place. Makeshift signs had been setup at some of the intersections, pointing the way to the Matrian Camp in what had been unilaterally declared Hanger 2, surface access from Hanger 1 or the tram station to the central island. As they passed the turn-off to the Matrian Camp and its corresponding, non-functional tram station, Yanick spoke up.

“I sure wish we could have ridden to the far side,” she said.

“The walk will do us good,” T’Parief said bluntly, adjusting the straps on his pack.

“You maybe,” Yanick grunted, giving a futile tug on one of her straps, “Some of us aren’t built for carrying heavy stuff!”

“Perhaps if you put more effort into your exercise routine, you would be,” T’Parief said.

“Are you calling me fat?”

“No,”

“Cuz it sounds like you are!”

“I am not,”

The walked in silence for a few moments. Moments stretched into minutes, then into over half an hour. The whole time, they saw nothing but the blue and red Matrian corridors, locked doorways and the occasional transit station.

At the third or fourth tram station, T’Parief abruptly turned off the corridor and towards a non-descript looking door.

“Pari, what are you doing?”

“I recognize the marking on this door,” he said, “It is the same as the marking on the stairways in the central hub,”

“Uh, we’re here to spend some quality time together, not to go off exploring!” Yanick objected.

T’Parief turned to her.

“We are walking together. Does it really matter if we walk someplace nobody has been yet?”

With that he fired his phaser, cutting through the door, then stepped into the stairwell.

“Ohhhhh!!!!!” Yanick fumed, following him.



They took the stairway down several levels until they came to a door with more labels on it than any they had found so far. T’Parief had reached for his phaser, only to jump back in surprise when the door actually opened.

“Some doors are unlocked,” Yanick said nervously, “Like that one back in the lab,”

They stepped into another corridor. This one was wider, higher and even more utilitarian than the one they’d left. After a few minutes of walking, still following the curve of the facility’s outer area, Yanick spoke up again.

“Pari, we have problems,” she said.

“Yes,” he agreed. He stepped closer to one of the doors leading off the corridor, only to find it locked.

“And what are we going to do about them?” Yanick demanded.

“We are taking a vacation,” T’Parief said.

“No, I’m trying to take a vacation,” Yanick said, “You’re still working!”

T’Parief stopped, gave a sigh, and turned to Yanick.

“Patricia,” he said, “It is…heart-warming, that you want to spend time together. And I am pleased to call you my mate. But we are in a survival situation on an occupied planet! Our ability to get out of this situation depends on everything we do down here! I cannot take the chance that I might miss some vital clue that could save lives…including yours,”

Yanick managed to look both touched and infuriated.

“So, you’re saying you won’t take the time off to be with me!”

“I am being with you right now,” T’Parief said, heat entering his voice, “And if you truly wanted to be with me, you would be enjoying our time together, instead of being angry that you do not have every iota of my attention!”

Yanick blinked.

“So that’s it, huh?” she demanded.

T’Parief’s head ticked, and for a moment, he thought his brain might explode. What part of what he was saying wasn’t getting through to her? He WANTED to spend this time with her, he wanted them to be alone together…he just wanted to do his duty at the same time! How could she, a commissioned Starfleet officer, not understand that?

Maybe it was time for a different approach. One that involved a bit more action and a bit less reason.

T’Parief abruptly dropped his pack and started tearing off his shirt.

“Hey, what are you….ULP!”

Yanick barely had the chance to protest, then protesting was suddenly the furthest thing from her mind.



“So,” Jeffery, Valtaic and Fifebee were huddled around a makeshift table in one corner of what a nearby sign proclaimed to be Hub Platform 5. Actually, it was written in Matrian, but since a Matrian font doesn’t exist yet translations will just have to do. Plus, of those present only Fifebee could actually read Matrian, rendering the whole topic pretty much irrelevant anyway.

“So,” Jeffery was still saying, “First we were supposed to be cracking into the computers, then we dropped that, and we were supposed to be sending Fifebee to try to map out some of the locked doors. Now, we’re dropping that too and starting to look for some kind of defence system?”

“Precisely,” Fifebee said.

“But the best way to do that would be to crack into the computers!” Jeffery exclaimed, “Or to map the place out and see what we could find!”

“Indeed,” Valtaic agreed. He had some weird contraption in his hands and was fiddling around with it.

“Does anybody else see the problem here?” Jeffery exclaimed, exasperated.

“Your blood pressure?” Fifebee inquired.

Jeffery’s eye twitched.

“Ah need a drink,” he groaned.

“And a bath,” Valtaic said absently, “One can only image the damage our combined odours are doing for moral.”

“Luckily, we are not living in a carpeted area. I doubt we would ever get the smell out,” Fifebee added.

“Look, back to the defence thingy. The Queen wants to start some kind of rebellion against the Qu’Eh, and Chris is just lettin’ her do it. So that leaves us…”

“Opening doors,” Valtaic said. The device in his hands gave a small ‘click’.

Jeffery smacked the thing out of his hands, electing an involuntary jolt from Valtaic’s energy field.

“Quit fiddlin’ with that thing and help us with this problem!” Jeffery snapped.

Valtaic folded his hands and gave Jeffery his full attention.

“But-” Fifebee started.

“Nay, Fifebee! I don’t want the guy concentrating on somethin’ that has nothing to do with our current problem!”

As the two argued, Valtaic remained silent. He was beginning to understand why television had never become all that popular on his planet: when everybody was upfront and honest and when social irrelevancies were discarded, personal interaction really was extremely dull. These humans and their human-programmed AIs, however…

Fifebee had just quoted some precedence from one of Silverado’s previous mission where somebody had solved a problem by focusing on something completely irrelevant to the task at hand. Jeffery was countering with some business involving exploding toilets.

Quickly becoming bored and desiring an end to the conflict, Valtaic stood and moved towards the locked door set into the wall nearby. Running his hand over the smooth surface, he located the appropriate point and carefully pulsed his field. There was a small ‘click’, identical to the one that had come from the device earlier. He then stood in front of the door, forced his metallic fingernails between the panels and forced the door open.

Jeffery and Fifebee suddenly stopped talking, turned and faced him.

“How’d ye do that?” Jeffery gasped.

“I was trying to tell you,” Fifebee said, “That the device he was holding was the mechanical locking mechanism from the door we blasted open earlier, and that he was attempting to ascertain if he could stimulate the circuit required to open it,”

Jeffery blinked a few times, jaw hanging open.

“I have found a janitor’s closet,” Valtaic said proudly, stepping out of the open door, “Would either of you like a mop? Perhaps some matter-reclamation-unit purifier?”

“So, wait,” Jeffery said, “This means we can open any door in the place now?”

Valtaic nodded.

Jeffery threw back his head and gave a long, slightly insane sounding laugh.

“Screw the defence systems!” he announced loudly, “To the lavatory!”

They started walking quickly in the indicated direction. Every time Valtaic and Fifebee caught up with him, Jeffery started walking faster.

“Do you have to go that badly?” Valtaic asked, “I am becoming fatigued,”

“No, but Ah’m hoping that the thing Ah want more than anything else in the world is close to the head,”

“And that would be?”

“A shower!”



They managed better than a shower.

Two levels above the hub, Fifebee suddenly pulled them off course, announcing that one of the signs in the corridor was pointing towards a fitness facility. Sure enough, once Valtaic had opened the big double doors, (and once Jeffery had located the light switch) they found themselves in a nice reception area, beyond which was a transparent wall looking into a dimly-lit gymnasium. It only took a moment of hunting before Jeffery found the locker rooms.

He and Valtaic immediately jumped under the showers, not even bothering to disrobe. While Jeffery gurgled under the hot water, Valtaic was struggling not to let any energy out into his energy field, lest he zap the poor engineer. On Valtaic’s planet, athletes didn’t bother snapping each-other’s butts with towels in the locker rooms, not when wet floors conducted current so well.

Fifebee however, was holding her tricorder out.

“This water did not come from the lake,” she commented.

“Fifebee, nobody cares!” Jeffery said, “Quick, go back down to the hub and tell everybody about the showers! We need them!”

“But-”

“NOW!”

Sighing and fuming over (yet grateful for, in this case) the humanoid obsession with bodily comfort, she turned and started to retrace her steps.



Yanick and T’Parief were lying in the middle of the corridor, cloths strewn in all directions.

“Hmmm…that was nice,” Yanick purred, snuggling up to T’Parief’s side.

“I am pleased you think so,” T’Parief rumbled.

They lay there for a moment, relaxing in the warm glow that followed really good, romantic sex.

Yanick suddenly sat up.

“HEY!” She snapped, punching T’Parief in the side, “What’s the big idea?”

“Hmm?” T’Parief asked, barely noticing the impact.

“You think that you can just starting making love to me in the middle of an argument and that I’m just going to just let the matter drop?” she demanded.

“That was not-”

“I’m not some kind of sex-starved little floozy that you can just win over with your masculine charms!” Yanick went on, grabbing up bits of her uniform and hurrying to get dressed.

“Trish,” T’Parief started.

“NO!” Yanick snapped, “Don’t you even start! Just…just…arghh!”

She started stalking down the corridor. When she reached an intersection, she spun abruptly back.

“I’ll be back for supper!” she said, then marched off.

The instant she was out of sight, T’Parief slammed one meaty fist into the corridor bulkhead, shattering a section of paneling.

“Women,” he snarled, grabbing his phaser. Yanick wanted some time alone? Fine!

He had doors to open!



Yanick marched down one unfamiliar corridor after another. Stupid T’Parief! Stupid T’Parief and his stupid, stupid doors! What part of ‘vacation’ wasn’t getting through his thick skull?

She continued walking, her tricorder beeping softly from her hip. She wasn’t going in any particular direction, and she knew the auto-mapping function of her tricorder would guide her back to the ‘campsite’. She didn’t care where she went, as long as it was away from HIM!

Frustrated, she broke into a light jog, taking a left turn here, a right turn there. She knew she was getting pretty far from that main corridor they’d found, but she really didn’t care.

A left, a right, a forward…why did all the stupid display screens have to be dark? She really would have liked to see Days of Honour, or As the Starbase Turns. Anything but Xujo Han’zon, the interspecies mating specialist! She did NOT want to think about sex at the moment.

Although, it had been really, really good.

Yanick shook her head and slowed back down to a walk.

Really good.

“D’oh!” she seethed, “That man is so…so…hey, what’s that?”

Something bright and shiny farther down the corridor abruptly captured her attention. Forgetting for the moment about T’Parief, sex and conquered planets, she quickly walked towards it.

Ahead of her, the corridor abruptly opened up into a large, open lounge-type area with high, two-deck ceilings. There were comfortable chairs scattered about, along with tables, interesting-looking light fixtures and even an empty bar. A pair of huge viewscreens hung behind the bar, making Yanick think of one of the sports bars that her brothers had loved so much. (She’d had to haul their drunken asses home more than once!)

Moving towards the far wall, Yanick realized that the dark panels running from floor to ceiling were actually windows. Peering through them, she let out a gasp.

She was looking out into a chamber that was several times larger than the hanger bays they’d found so far. It was definitely some kind of hanger or landing bay, but it was clearly meant for much larger ships. Over a dozen decks below her, she could see heavy cranes, unloading platforms and cargo haulers. The far end of the chamber appeared to be blocked by a wall of sand, or possibly rock. Directly across from her, a web-like scaffolding held what looked (even to Yanick’s blond eye) like a half-finished Matrian cruiser. Not a little scout ship, patrol ship or attack ship, but a full-sized cruiser, the backbone of the Matrian fleet.

“Ohhhh!” she held her fists down at her sides, shoulders hunched and arms trembling with rage, “T’Parief is going to LOVE this! DAMN THAT MAN!”

“You won’t have to tell him,” a voice said behind her.

Yanick spun around, but before she could see who’d spoken she felt something strike her head. Her world spun around, then faded.



Craigan stood over Yanick’s body, a chunk of rock-like Baked Cherry with Prickle-Mouse Dessert clutched in one hand. He wasn’t sure why these people would include foods obviously meant to be used as weapons in their ration-packs, but whatever. Tossing the food-item aside, he contemplated the woman he’d captured.

He suspected she was one of the aliens. Her soft, masculine features, the slender build and her obsession with her relationship just didn’t fit with the image of a Matrian woman. (Of course, Craigan had no idea that most of the races in the galaxy would laugh hysterically upon hearing Yanick described as ‘masculine’.) She was attractive though, he mused as he started tying her to a chair. Something about the softness of her features just kept catching his attention.

Craigan cursed to himself. A real Matrian man wouldn’t be thinking things like that! A real Matrian man would assume she was a lesbian, then wonder if he’d ever meet a strong, handsome woman to spend the rest of his life with. Just another example of the changes the Matrian women had made to his gender! They’d changed his body, his intelligence, hell, even his personality before he’d even been born! He wasn’t a man anymore: he was some strange blend of a man, and what the Matrian women thought a man should be.

Tying Yanick’s bonds with renewed vigour, he quickly finished. Settling into the chair across from her, he waited for her to wake up.



“Cargo storage,” T’Parief mused, looking around the room he’d just broken into. Crates, barrels and canisters, labelled in squiggly Matrian letters, lined the walls. The only door leading into the room was a large over-sized pair leading into the corridor they’d found. Obviously, that corridor was bigger than the others because it was used for cargo transfer.

Pleased with himself, T’Parief moved on to the next set of doors.

He’d already phasered five sets of doors, leaving a trail of blackened, smoking panels in his wake. He’d found cargo storage, a meeting room of some kind, a security monitoring station (he believed) and two rooms full of workstations. Of course, they were all locked down. Still, it was progress!

Moving into a cross corridor and burning through another set of doors he found a small lounge, or possibly a break room. A large screen dominated one wall, a large sofa dominated the other and one wall held several replicators. He wasn’t sure if they’d work, but they were the first Matrian replicators they’d seen in the installation and food was always of concern. Yanick would no doubt want to try out both the replicators and the couch.

Ah yes, Yanick. It had been a couple of hours since she’d stormed off. Perhaps he should return to their lovemaking arena/camp site and see if she’d returned.

Hopefully, she’d be a bit calmer.



“LET ME GO YOU MONSTER!!!” Yanick screamed at the top of her lungs, “WHO THE F**K ARE YOU? WHAT DO YOU WANT? DO YOU KNOW HOW MANY PIECES MY BOYFRIEND IS GOING TO BREAK YOU INTO WHEN HE FINDS OUT WHAT YOU’VE DONE!”

Craigan winced.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said.

“I’M GOING TO F**KING HURT YOU!” Yanick snapped.

Craigan jumped back a bit. Oookay, clearly this woman wasn’t as meek as he’d been expecting.

Yanick started struggling against the ropes that were holding her down. Realizing she wasn’t going anywhere, she took a closer look at her assailant.

He was about 5’10, with a firm, athletic build. She knew this very well, as he was wearing only a tight-fitting pair of Starfleet-issue boxer briefs. His hair was a bright blond, his eyes a light (yet compelling) green. He wasn’t one of the Silverado crewmembers though, and she was pretty sure she’d never seen him before in the Matrian camp.

Oh!

“You’re the Matrian guy we found in stasis!” she exclaimed, “Craggy?”

“Craigan,” the man replied, “And weren’t you just threatening me? Why are you so nice all of a sudden?”

Yanick frowned.

“Oops, I forgot. I’m supposed to be really angry with you,” she looked thoughtful for a moment, the abruptly spit in his face.

“Better?” she asked.

Craigan sneered as he wiped his face with his hands.

“Maybe we should talk about why I’ve taken you prisoner,” he said.

“It doesn’t matter,” Yanick shrugged.

“Yes it does!” Craigan said.

“Not really,” Yanick said, “T’Parief’s gonna escavate…evisnitate…uh, he’s gonna do that thing where he rips you open and all your guts come spilling out, anyway. So it really doesn’t matter why you kidnapped me.”

“Shut up,” Craigan started pacing, looking thoughtful, “Where are we?”

“We’re in an underground installation on Matria Prime,” Yanick said immediately, “It’s locked, we don’t know what it does, and it doesn’t matter anyway cuz you’re gonna die,”

“It does too matter!” Craigan snapped, fists down at his sides, arms trembling with rage and shoulders hunched, doing an uncanny impression of Yanick, “I’m a member of the Male Rebellion and I will not be ignored when I am terrorising somebody!”

“The what?” Yanick asked.

“The Male Rebellion!” Craigan exclaimed, “The men fighting against the oppression of the Matrian Women! Fighting for an equal role in governing the Empire! Fighting against the women who treat us like objects instead of like the individuals we are!”

Yanick looked blankly at him.

“Just how long have you been in the Matrian Empire?” Craigan asked.

“You mean the Matrian Republic?” Yanick asked, “Oh, we got here two years ago. You attacked us, we attacked you, stuff got blown up, all the women woke up and you all decided it was time to be one big happy society,”

Craigan stared at her.

“No!” he snapped, “The Men of Matria will not rest until we’ve overthrown the…” he suddenly trailed off.

“How long was I in stasis?” he demanded.

“Oh, in the tube thingy?” Yanick thought to herself. “I dunno. Fifebee knows that stuff more than I do. This place has been empty for a couple hundred years though, so a long time,”

“A couple…hundred?” Craigan looked at her in shock. Then he abruptly shook his head.

“No,” he said firmly, “I don’t believe you,”

“Oh well,” Yanick shrugged. Well, she tried to shrug, but the ropes prevented that, “Once T’Parief rips your head off, you’re not gonna believe anything, really.”

“Stop saying that!”

“Head-off! Head-off!” Yanick started chanting, “Bouncy-bouncy on the floor! Bouncy-bouncy out the door!”

“SHUT UP!”



Stafford was running down the dim corridors, a sense of elation filling his soul.

They’d found it! One of their biggest desires was being full-filled! He started pulling his uniform tunic off in anticipation, taking a left when he reached one of the small, makeshift ‘street signs’ Jeffery had scattered through several of the corridors above the transit hub. He slipped through a pair of open doors, dodged a reception desk and tried not to skid as he took a hard, hard right turn. He was just about there! He chucked his tunic on the floor and bend forward to untie his boots…

Only to find himself face to…er…not-face with Jeffery.

“AAAAGGGHHHHHH!!!!” Stafford screamed, falling backward.

“Yer late,” Jeffery said, standing buck-naked in the fitness facility locker room, “There’s a line already for the showers,”

“Dammit Jeffery!” Stafford snapped, “Put some cloths on!”

“What, ye mean those filthy things Ah’ve been wearing for close to two weeks?” Jeffery shook his head, “They’re dryin’,”

Grabbing his tunic and boots off the floor, Stafford found his way deeper into the locker room. Sure enough, the shower area was filled with Silverado crewmen enjoying the hot water.

“Water even, not sonics!” Stafford groaned, “Man, I guess being in a planet-side base does have advantages,”

“Here,” Jeffery said, gesturing to a row of sinks and a jug labelled in Matrian, “Ye can wash yer uniform while ye wait, Fifebee found this stuff in one of the janitor’s closets,”

Warily undressing, Stafford crammed his uniform into the sink and turned on the tap, wincing at the rancid smell that immediately engulfed him. Behind him, somebody started teasing Crewman Gibson for dropping the soap. The scruffy crewman rushed out of the showers, his face turning beet-red.

“Man, Ah’m glad Jall’s not here right now,” Jeffery said, “He’d be enjoyin’ this far too much,”

“Hmm,” Stafford grunted non-committally, really not wanting to think about his missing officers.

“But y’know, with him and ye bein’ such good pals and all, Ah guess ye wouldn’t mind,” Jeffery went on.

“Jeffery, if you’re trying to insinuate something between me and Jall, you probably shouldn’t do it while we’re butt-naked,” Stafford sighed, “Unless…wait,”

He took a sudden step further away.

“Are you coming on to me???” he demanded, covering himself with his now soaking wet and sudsy uniform top, “We haven’t been down here THAT long!”

“What? Nay!” Jeffery snapped.

“Oh, good,” Stafford breathed a sigh of relief, “Than what’s with the ‘me-and- Jall-buddy’ talk?”

“Ye don’t seem overly concerned that he’s in enemy hands,” Jeffery said, dropping his subtle attempt at subtlety.

“Jeffery, I’m really getting tired of this whole ‘we’re in trouble, you don’t think I care enough, you give me shit’ routine,” Stafford said.

“Ye don’t think other people are wonderin’?” Jeffery demanded, “We’ve all got…friends, who were on the ship when it was captured.”

“And explain to me then how we’re supposed to track them down without a ship, without a feasible mode of transportation and without bringing the Qu’Eh down on every Starfleet officer and civilian hiding in this place?” Stafford demanded. The line at the showers had dwindled, so Stafford threw his uniform onto a hook, jumped under one of the showerheads and let out a sigh of relief as the hot water hit his body. Of course, he nearly gagged when the water released a cloud of stench, but the hot water was still a relief.

“Ah’ve heard that Queen Anselia wants to start a rebellion,” Jeffery said.

“Why are you in here?” Stafford demanded, “Didn’t you already shower? Go put some cloths on and leave me in a bit of peace!”

“Are ye telling me that after two weeks, ye wouldn’t want more than one?” Jeffery said as he starting lathering up his hair.

“Yeah, whatever,” Stafford grumbled.

There was silence for a few moments.

“Where are the female showers?” Stafford abruptly asked.

“Other side of the reception area,” Jeffery said promptly, “And nay, we don’t have access to the security camera,”

“Damn,”



A short time later, Stafford and Jeffery were walking back to the Starfleet camp; their wet uniforms clinging to them like second skins.

“There was a drying unit next to the showers, you know!” a female Lieutenant called as she passed them, giggling.

“Aye, well, at least we’ll win the wet T-shirt contest!” Jeffery called back.

He turned back to Stafford.

“So look, about the Matrian Rebellion,” he started.

“Look,” Stafford rolled his eyes, “Anselia has this half-baked idea that she can somehow fight the Qu’Eh without giving away our position. I tried to convince her that we’re better off waiting for Starfleet, but she won’t listen. So she can do whatever she wants!”

“But, ye know, if she’s tryin’ to do stuff, we should help her out! Y’know?” Jeffery said, “We might even find a way to rescue our people!”

“Or we could wait for Admiral Tunney’s relief fleet to get here and blow the Qu’Eh right back to hell,” Stafford said, “And aren’t you supposed to be looking for defence systems anyway?”

“Ah can’t believe that ye don’t care enough about Wowryk, or Jall or any of those guys to at least try to go get them!”

“Look, Jeffery,” Stafford quickly looked around at the crewmen passing to and from the showers. He pulled Jeffery down the hall and through the open door to a small office. “Look, you know damned well that I’m worried as hell about them. But in case you’ve forgotten, we’ve got a lot more to worry about. The entire Matrian government is hiding out down here, and if the Qu’Eh get their hands on them, it’s going to make it all the easier for them to establish their foothold here! We have to think of the bigger picture!”

“That’s f**king cold, man!” Jeffery said angrily.

“I…I know.” Stafford said. “But, look. The Qu’Eh were taking prisoners. They want control of Matria; they don’t seem to care about Starfleet all that much. Wowryk and Jall are probably just killing time in some brig somewhere. They’re not going to be happy, but they’ll understand.”

“Like hell,” Jeffery muttered, “Wowryk’s going to kill you.”

“Yes,” Stafford agreed with a sigh, “Yes she is.”





Qu’Eh Invasion +10 Days:



“Rise and shine, ma’am,”

Yanick opened her eyes and blinked, trying to clear her vision. Who would be calling her ma’am first thing in the morning? Was she at a resort or something? Did she fall asleep on the bridge? And why was she so sore?

She became aware of the ropes binding her to the chair in which she sat. Oh. Right. Craigan had taken her hostage, and was now looking down at her with a concerned look on his face.

So Yanick jerked her head forward at full speed, cracking her forehead against Craigan’s face. He gave a yelp of surprise, then fell back onto the carpeted floor.

“Oh yeah!” Yanick said, trying to pump her arms over her head, though the ropes prevented it. “Go Yanick! Go Yanick!”

Shaking his head and spitting blood out of his mouth, Craigan climbed back to his feet.

“What was that for?” he demanded.

“Um, you kidnapped me!” Yanick snapped, “D’uh!”

“Yeah, but I’m being a pretty good hostage-taker, aren’t I?” Craigan demanded. “I haven’t beaten you, or killed you, or cut off body parts, or raped you repeatedly, the way a woman would have!”

“Well yeah, I’ll give you…what?” Yanick frowned, “Women don’t take hostages! And they don’t rape them!”

“Uh-huh,” Craigain said, “I suppose that next you’re gonna tell me that on your planet it’s the men who do the hostage-taking and kidnapping and raping, while the women are just innocent victims?”

“Well, a couple hundred years ago, maybe…” Yanick said thoughtfully, “But we outgrew that!”

“Yeah, whatever,” Craigan said. He reached down to untie her feet, only to get a kick to the head in return. It was a Yanick kick, so it wasn’t very hard, but he still fell over.

“Quit it!” he snapped, “I’m trying to untie you so we can get moving!”

“I know,” Yanick said, kicking at him again, “I’m making it harder for you. It’s what hostages are supposed to do!”

“Oh, you are such a bitch!” Craigan seethed.

“And you are such a queen!” Yanick snapped back.

Craigan looked blankly back at her.

“A what?”

“OOHHHHH!!!!” Yanick seethed.



T’Parief awoke on the floor in the corridor.

Still no sign of Yanick. Not a glimpse, not a sound. Nothing.

OK, he was officially worried. They were in an empty facility with nothing but locked corridors and practically no chance of injury. But she should have been back by now. She must have become lost!

Gathering the camp site and pulling out his tricorder, he started moving out in the direction she had gone. Now, the lack of hygiene was working to his advantage…the stench trail her unwashed body had left would be lingering in the corridors for the next week!

He’d find her, it would only be a matter of time…



“I motion that we bring this meeting to order,”

“Seconder?”

“I second,”

“Very well,” Queen Anselia turned to a nearby woman with a padd and stylus, “You may begin the meeting minutes. Please note that the first meeting of the Matrian Organized Rebellion Against Invasion, Repression, Occupation and Suppression has been called to order,”

“So noted,” the secretary replied.

Anselia turned to regard her ‘War Council’. They’d setup their top-secret resistance meeting in the cargo hold of one of the Matrian scouts that had been parked in the above-ground hanger bay. The fact that the entire installation was buried underground just somehow didn’t seem to make it feel secret enough; she’d wanted the familiarity of one of HER government’s vessels, not some relic from the past. Her council so far consisted of her government cabinet, minus her Minister of Planetary Defence (Stafford).

“First order of business,” she read from her prepared agenda, “Let us define ‘occupation’ as ‘the taking by force of lands, properties and assets from their rightful owners’, wherein the ‘rightful owners’ are defined as those beings who came into possession of such assets legally and without theft, deception or other means that could be viewed as unscrupulous in the eyes of the law,”

“Proposed!” cried the Minister of State, a male from the city of Matronus.

“Seconded!” cried the young, blond Minister of Agriculture.

“Noted,” the Secretary replied.

“Next,” Anselia continued, “Let it be proposed that the occupation of Matria Prime by the Qu’Eh is unlawful, and against the wishes of the duly elected majority government,”

“Under twenty seconds per motion!” one of the ministers whispered happily, “At this rate, the whole meeting will take less than five hours!”

“Proposed!”

“Seconded!”



T’Parief was growing more and more concerned. He’d been tracking Yanick for nearly an hour now, and her trail had led him off the main corridor of their current level and into a maze of side corridors. He wasn’t sure exactly where he was anymore, but judging by what he knew of the installation layout, he was fairly close to the outer walls.

He continued sniffing, took a turn to the right and found himself in a slightly larger corridor. At the far end, he could see that it appeared to lead into a lounge. There were even windows looking out on something…but before he could get close enough to see what was there, he noticed a fork in the scent. Huh. Apparently, Yanick had been in the lounge, then had left. And she hadn’t left alone. There was another scent…this one was….Matrian. Male. Now what would one of the Matrians be doing down here? Nobody had even opened up this level until he’d phasered the stairwell door. So whoever was with Yanick had either followed them down, or had been down here from the start. But why would somebody follow them down, only to chase after Yanick? And if it was one of the Matrians from the Matrian Camp, why was their trail leading deeper into unexplored territory instead of back towards the stairwell?

That settled it. He turned and followed the scent back out towards the main corridor, totally unaware of the shiny shipyard he’d just missed.



“Take a left up ahead,” Craigan ordered.

Yanick, seeing the corridor junction, immediately turned right. Craigan grabbed her by the ropes and yanked her back on course.

“I said left! What’s wrong with you?”

“You still think I’m gonna listen to you?” Yanick giggled, “Silly terrorist!”

“Ugh, you are the WORST hostage EVER!” Craigan snapped.

They walked in silence for a few moments.

“Where are we going, anyway?” Yanick asked.

“Out of here,”

“Um, the exit’s back that way,” Yanick tried to point, but could only incline her head in the appropriate direction.

“I have to throw off your alien-scum boyfriend on the way,” Craigan snapped.

“Hey, I’m an alien too, you know!”

“Probably. But maybe you’re just a Matrian lesbian trying to escape the wrath of the Male Rebellion you know is coming!”

“You are SUCH an idiot!” Yanick giggled.

“Move faster!” Craigan said, pushing Yanick ahead.

“STOP!” he suddenly called.

Yanick intended to keep walking, but Craigan evidently expected that, as he’d already twined his hand into her bindings. He yanked her to a halt next to a display screen mounted on the wall of a corridor junction. He started feeling around the side; there was a soft click as the screen activated.

“This won’t do you any good, they’re all locked,” Yanick said.

“Maybe not on this level,” Craigan said.

But the screen showed only the standard ‘locked’ message.

Craigan looked shrewdly at Yanick. He placed his hand on an unremarkable section of the display. There was a soft chime, then a voice.

“Recognize Craigan, Lt K. Male Rebellion. Access Denied,” came the standardized voice of a Matrian computer, “You are listed as a criminal. Please turn yourself in to the proper authorities.”

“Cool!” Yanick exclaimed, “How’d ya do that?”

“Standard security procedure,” Craigan said, “What I don’t understand is why the system didn’t bring security down on me the first time I tried it. I had such a great trap laid out for them!”

“Uh, cuz this place is deserted?” Yanick ventured.

Craigan grabbed one of Yanick’s hands and unbound it, then slapped it against the same spot.

“Um, I’m not a Matrian,” Yanick said, “I won’t be-”

“Lieutenant Patricia Yanick, Starfleet, United Federation of Planets, Temporary Liason Officer for Minister of Planetary Defence Christopher Stafford,” the computer announced, “Access denied.”

Yanick blinked.

“Sweet!” she said, “That’s cool!”

“And you’re a liar,” Craigan said. He re-tied Yanick’s hands and pushed her back into motion, “If this place has been empty for hundreds of years, just how exactly are you in the computer records?”

“Magic?” Yanick shrugged.

“Uh-huh,”

Despite her outward bravado, Yanick was starting to get worried. Just how long would T’Parief wait before he came to get her? Would he be able to find her? Why the heck hadn’t she left a trail of breadcrumbs or something?

Speaking of which, she was getting pretty hungry.

Craigan led her through a set of doors and up a narrow flight of stairs. The stairs widened into a broad walkway overlooking some sort of public area. The domed ceiling was painted a baby blue and several planters scattered around the place were filled with dirt, along with a few shrivelled remnants of plant life. She wasn’t really sure what it was, nor did she really have time to think about it as Craigan hauled her across the walkway and towards a door in the other side.

“HALT!”

Yanick and Craigan both looked down to see T’Parief standing on the lower level, a good two stories down. He had a phaser pointed up at them, along with both his and Yanick’s packs strapped to his back.

“Let her go, Matrian!” he snarled.

Craigan had already pulled Yanick around, using her as a human shield.

“You want her, alien?” Craigan called, starting to drag Yanick towards the doorway, “Come and get her!”

He had to duck as T’Parief’s phaser beam singed past his head.

“Hey!” Craigan snapped, “I’m using her as a shield! You’re not supposed to shoot at me, or I’ll kill her!”

“Don’t believe him, Pari!” Yanick called, starting to struggle, “He’s a big wuss!”

“Shut up!” Craigan snapped. He kicked Yanick’s feet out from under her and dragged her through the door.

He pulled her quickly down a short hallway, looking frantically to both sides. Suddenly, he seemed to find what he was looking for.

“In here!”

Yanick found herself shoved into the corner of what was probably a cargo area of some kind. She couldn’t identify most of the equipment in the room, but Craigan obviously did. After taking a moment to re-tie her feet, he sprinted for an access ladder and quickly climbed up to a control booth.

“What are you doing, silly?” Yanick asked.

“Preparing a little surprise for your boyfriend,” Craigan said.

“Oh, he likes surprises,” Yanick said, “But not enough to let you live, you…you…you bad person, you!”

“I’ll survive,” Craigan said, his bare skin shining with sweat as he frantically tapped at the console, “Luckily for me, things down here don’t seem to be as tightly secured as they are topside!”

There was a thud as the door shook. Yanick was certain she heard a very T’Parief-sounding grunt.

“Faster than I thought,” Craigan muttered.

The door shook again, one panel popping free of its guides and pushing into the cargo area. The next blow popped the other panel free. The final one sent both doors clattering to the deck, revealing T’Parief, a chunk of support pillar held in his arms like a battering ram.

“Trish!” he called, dropping the pillar.

“Watch out!”

There was a sudden hum, then four pale blue tractor beams speared out of hidden emitters, catching T’Parief on all sides and hoisting him up into the air. The reptile let out a surprised shout of rage and flailed around briefly before realizing the futility of such an action.

“HEY!” Yanick shouted, “What did you do that for?”

“He was going to kill me,” Craigan said, returning to the deck, “What, did you think I was just going to sit back and let him open me up like a Feminists-Day fhrant roast?”

“That’s what his enemies usually do,” Yanick said accusingly, “You let him go right now!”

“No!”

“YES!”

“NO!”

“Excuse me,” T’Parief called from the ceiling. Yanick and Craigan ignored him, continuing to argue.

“RRRAAAAAGGGGHHHHHHHH!!!!”

T’Parief had opened his jaws wide and let out a roar the likes of which were rarely heard outside of a Jurassic Park movie.

“What do you want?” he demanded, once he had Craigan’s attention.

“I want to get out of here so I can rejoin the Male Rebellion,” Craigan said simply, “Your girlfriend is the leverage I need to get out!”

T’Parief looked to Yanick.

“Did you not tell this filth that there is no Male Rebellion, that Matria has been invaded by the Qu’Eh and that outside of this facility he will simply die in the harsh desert?”

“Yeah, I told him, honey,” Yanick said, “He’s not very bright!”

Craigan gave Yanick a dark look.

“You never mentioned the part about the desert!” he accused her.

“Did I forget that?” Yanick asked innocently.

“YES!”

“Oh. Well, there’s this desert, see, and-”

“I’m still not listening to you!” Craigan said. He grabbed Yanick by her bonds and started leading her to the door. He turned and called back to T’Parief.

“By the way, I’ve programmed the tractor beams to rip you apart about five minutes from now,” he said, “I really didn’t want to be around when it happened. Bye!”

“YOU BASTARD!” Yanick shrieked, struggling anew as Craigan hauled her out of the room.

T’Parief hung helplessly from his position near the ceiling.

This was potentially bad.



Stafford climbed the steps to the command deck of the command complex, once again trying very hard not to look at the drop beneath him.

Valtaic and Jeffery were standing by the central display table, a Federation-style viewscreen setup in front of them. The command center had become littered with pieces of Federation technology that had been beamed down from Silverado during the evacuation. Crewman Gibson sat at one of the portable computers that had been setup and over a comm-link they could hear Fifebee’s voice.

“I have reached Level 32 via staircase A,” she reported, “I am again in a hexagonal corridor, however the outer perimeter now consists of windows rather than walls. I suspect the tower has tapered,”

“Tapered tower, huh-huh,” Gibson snickered, “Sort of like my-”

“No, it is NOT like your genitalia!” Fifebee snapped, “Unlike your ‘tower’, this one is extremely large and has never had to report to Sickbay for treatment!”

Jeffery snickered as Gibson turned a very deep red.

“Now, if you are ready to actually get back to work, the first door proceeding in a clockwise direction contains a conference room. The second appears to be a laboratory, possibly involving high-energy physics.”

As Fifebee continued reporting her explorations, Gibson keyed her findings into the terminal. A map of the complex was slowly forming on the display screen.

“What have you learned?” Stafford asked, taking a moment to again luxuriate in the fact that he was warm, dry and CLEAN.

“Offices, lavatories, laboratories, equipment rooms, storage rooms,” Jeffery shrugged, “Lots of locked rooms that really don’t need to be locked,”

“As usual, Mr. Jeffery is taking a very human-centric approach, Valtaic sniffed,”If the Matrians sealed those areas, they probably had a good reason for doing so,”

“Have you learned anything we didn’t already know?” Stafford asked tiredly.

“Oh, check this out!” Jeffery reached down into the guts of the central table. There was a click, then the holographic image of Matria Prime vanished. He grabbed a cable from one of the Federation terminals and plugged it in with another click. He tapped a button, then a hologram of a broad, gray disc hovered in mid air.

“Ah’ve been putting together this map,” he said.

Stafford took a closer look. The disc had twelve entry points evenly spaced along the outer edge…the hangers? A ring of enclosed space with some rooms and corridors stencilled in, then a massive chamber with six tram routes spanning over a dark lake and finally a central island with several towers stretching to a rocky ceiling. Jeffery manipulated the image, tilting the disc on its side and giving a bird’s-eye view of the facility.

“So that’s what this place looks like, huh? It sorta looks like what you get when you slice an orange in half,” Stafford observed. He frowned, “Hey, did you ever figure out where that sensor feed was coming from?”

With another series of clicks, Jeffery re-connected the image of Matria Prime, the Qu’Eh cruisers still hovering menacingly over Matronus.

“Passive sensor feed from Matrian Defence HQ, I think,” Jeffery shrugged, “Possibly a computer linkup, but it must be pretty well-hidden on the other end. I put a data monitor on it, but so far all it’s done is receive sensor data,”

There was a soft beeping from one of the terminals at the far side of the command deck.

“How’s that for timing?” Valtaic observed.

“What is it?”

“It’s encrypted is what it is,” Jeffery said after a few moments of tapping at the controls, “But someone or something in the facility sent a request to Defence HQ, and received a reply.” The terminal beeped again. “Make that two requests and two replies.”

“Would that give away our position?” Stafford asked urgently.

“Did it have anything to do with you connecting and disconnecting the feed?” Valtaic said pointedly.

“Ah doubt it,” Jeffery said quickly, “Ah mean, Ah can’t actually input any data into the network, Ah can just read what it’s doin’,”

“But you just-”

“Connected a signal to a holographic generator,” Jeffery said, “Bein’ able to watch ‘Warrior Guy’ on the big screen doesn’t exactly mean I have computer control.”

“Oh,” Stafford looked disappointed.

“It was possibly an automated system,” Valtiac conceded reluctantly, “A sort of keep-alive signal, or some such,”

“By the way, did ye bring any holo-chips of ‘Warrior Guy’?” Jeffery asked.

“I left them in my office in Matronus,” Stafford shrugged.

“Shit,” Jeffery mused.

“Hey, you guys wanna go see how Anselia’s rebellion plans are coming along?” Stafford asked.

“You believe she would have come up with a useful plan of action already?” Valtaic asked, cocking his head.

“No, not really,” Stafford shook his head, “I just want to see if the mud-slinging has started yet,”

“I believe I will assist Fifebee and Sylvia with their mapping of the facility,” Valtaic sniffed.

“Ah’ll come,” Jeffery said, “Noel once said that Matrian politics were the dullest thing she’d even seen.”

“Um, and that makes you want to see them?”

“Hey, people in the 20th Century went to see the ‘Worlds Biggest Ball of Twine’, didn’t they?



T’Parief hung suspended by the tractor beams, wondering just how he was going to get out of this one.

He’d tried pushing off the ceiling in an effort to break free of the beams, but they just seemed to lock right back onto him again. He could move his limbs relatively freely, for the moment. Until the beams increased in strength and ripped his body apart.

He latched his claws into the ceiling and started pulling himself towards one of the emitters. He was still a meter away when the pull of the other three beams became too strong for him to resist. With a yelp, he was yanked back to his initial position.

Two minutes.

Hanging in mid air, he noticed that the strap on Yanick’s backpack had split during his sideways fall. He yanked it off and was about to drop it to the deck when it passed directly through one of the beams and was pulled out of his hands. It bounced against the emitter, then dropped to the deck with a crash.

Hmmm.

He grabbed his phaser and quickly set it to overload.

And just as quickly shut if off. That was f**king stupid! What was he going to shoot the terrorist with if he didn’t have his phaser? What if he had to burn open another door?

He rummaged around in his own pack, pulling out the cast-duranium skillet he’d packed. With a back-hand swing well practiced in Silverado’s gym, he sent it speeding along the path of the one beam. The skillet smashed into the tractor emitter, which promptly died in a shower of sparks. His hunting knife dispatched the second.

With only thirty seconds left and no more heavy metal objects to throw, T’Parief dug his claws back into the ceiling and started pulling himself towards one of the two remaining emitters. Fighting only one beam, he was able to pull himself within arms reached of the emitter.

Zero seconds.

Both beams strengthened, pulling at his body. The closer beam had latched onto his head, the other onto his tail. The pain was intense as his entire body was stretched out, arms and legs clutching the ceiling.

With a grunt of effort, he stabbed his claws right into the emitter. There was a shower of sparks, then the pull on his head abruptly vanished. T’Parief found himself flying across the room, striking the final emitter butt-first with a loud CRACK! The last emitter sparked and died, dropping him to the floor in a heap.

T’Parief pulled himself painfully to his feet, certain he’d broken at least three bones in his tail. No matter. Yanick had to be saved!

Quickly gathering up his gear, he resumed his mission.



Jeffery and Stafford were just stepping out of the turbolift above the hub when T’Parief’s voice came through their comm-badges.

“T’Parief to all Starfleet personnel. Yanick has been kidnapped by the escaped Matrian. He is attempting to leave the facility.”

“Stafford to T’Parief,” Stafford hit his badge and broke into a jog, “We’re on our way. Where are you? When did this happen?”

“I am five levels below the Matrian hanger, approximately fourty-five degrees around the outer rim,” T’Parief’s voice came back immediately, “Yanick disappeared last night,”

“And you’re only reporting this NOW?”

“At first, I had thought it simply a Yanick temper tantrum,” T’Parief replied, sounding almost conversational, “However, by this morning, I had grown concerned,”

“Then why didn’t you tell us THEN?”

“I had expected to rectify the situation quickly,”

Stafford and Jeffery had reached the transit hub and were navigating towards the nearest tram. Stafford gave Jeffery a confused look.

“Then why are you telling us NOW?”

“Because our kidnapper nearly succeeded in having me torn limb from limb,” T’Parief said calmly, “Now, if you will excuse me, I must catch him and return the favour. T’Parief out.”

As the tram eased away from the platform, Stafford sighed.

“I think we’re going to have to have another discussion about non-fatal security measures,” he said.

“Did the last two dozen conversations help?” Jeffery asked.

“When you put it that way, it sounds so negative!”



“So, how do you even know where the exit is, anyway?” Yanick asked, as Craigan pushed her up the stairs leading to the ‘ground level’, the level that served as the lowest deck for the dozen hanger bays that had been discovered so far.

“I have had over a week to spy on you people,” Craigan said, “I just haven’t been able to get past your guards in the exit bay!”

“You kidnapped me to use me as leverage?” Yanick asked, “Oh, you silly boy! Somebody’s going to kill you!”

“Shut up!”

“It’s probably going to be T’Parief,” Yanick went on as Craigan dragged her back out into the corridor and pushed her into a run towards the exit hanger, “But I think Chris might get pretty pissed if he sees how mean you’re being to me.”

“Nobody’s going to kill me before I kill you!” Craigan snapped.

“Uh-huh,”



Stafford and Jeffery arrived, out of breath, at the exit hanger.

Piles of supplies were still scattered across the lower level and the Matrian shuttles along with the Starfleet shuttles and runabouts were still parked on the platforms. Several security officers had established defensive position near the personnel airlocks, and at least three very nasty looking photon mortars were pointed at the massive hanger door.

“Turn that stuff around!” Stafford called out, running out of breath, “Hostage situation! Yanick! Naked ninja!”

One of the security officers, an incredibly young looking, red-headed ensign ran up to Stafford.

“SIR!” he cried at the top of his lungs, “COMMANDER T’PARIEF HAS INFORMED US OF THE SITUATION! WE ARE READY TO RESPOND TO ORDERS, SIR!”

“Oh, YOU again,” Stafford groaned, trying to clean out his ringing ears with one finger, “Didn’t you used to be one of Jeffery’s engineers? I thought I’d transferred you off the ship a year ago,”

“SIR! I WAS TRANSFERRED BACK, SIR!”

“Can’t imagine why,” Jeffery muttered.

“Look, just make sure he doesn’t get out of here!” Stafford snapped, “And…hey! Is anybody guarding those shuttles?”

“SIR! WE LOCKED THEM UNDER A SECURE PASSWORD, SIR! SOMETHING NOBODY WOULD EVER GUESS, SIR!”

“It’s not ‘Password’, is it?” Jeffery asked.

“Um,” the officer said, suddenly very quiet.

“It’s ‘Password’, isn’t it?” Stafford groaned, “For the love of…get up there and change it to something harder than that!”



“Let us move on to point sixty-three on today’s agenda,” Anselia said, looking around the cargo bay at her inner cabinet, “The creation of an armed force with which to resist the Qu’Eh,”

“Isn’t that what Starfleet is for?” one of her governor’s asked.

“Weren’t you the one saying that we were giving Starfleet too much discretionary power on our home soil?” one of the females shot back at the haughty-looking man.

“Well, yes, but-”

“Starfleet has their own plans for the Qu’Eh,” Anselia cut it, “May I remind the Council that the purpose of this Rebellion is to encourage independent, Matrian action,”

She turned to the Secretary.

“Please log that reminder,”

“Logged, your Highness,”

“Clearly the men are best suited to armed conflict,” one of the women said, “They still have the vestiges of military training from before the Reawakening-”

“Oh, you BITCH, you did NOT just say that!” a blond man cried out.

“Well, I didn’t mean it to be sexist,” the woman tried to say, but the men were already in an uproar.

“Women have the same responsibility!”

“Equal Membership Act for the Matrian Defence Force was passed-”

“You are such a BITCH!”

Anselia sighed. Maybe she should just sic her cabinet on the Qu’Eh?



“Did you want to be cremated or buried?” Yanick was asking.

“Shut up! By the Goddess, I should have taped your mouth shut!” Craigan snapped.

“Silly boy! Then you wouldn’t have had anybody to talk to!” Yanick giggled.

“Exactly!”

Craigan was approaching an upper-level entrance to the exposed docking bay. His plan was to steal one of the ships there, then start blasting people in the docking bay until they opened the hanger door. He was still dragging Yanick along, despite getting very tired of her chattering (and having to constantly yank her in the right direction), to help him get past any guards.

He tapped the control on the corridor door, one of the ones that was actually responding, and slipped into the bay. He pulled Yanick along a walkway and onto the nearest landing platform. A single Matrian scout ship sat on the center of the platform, surrounded by crates and supplies. On the staggered platforms across from theirs they could see a Federation runabout below and a pair of Senousian fighters above. The sounds of shouted orders drifted up from the lowest level. As Craigan dragged her across the deck towards the ship, Yanick peeked over the railing. She could see Stafford and Jeffery snapping orders to T’Parief’s security forces, which were scrambling around like ants.

“HEEEYYY!!!” Yanick screamed, “WE’RE UP HERE!!!!!”

Her voice was cut off as Cragain yanked her back and slapped a hand over her mouth.

“STUPID BITCH!” he cried out, “What the hell did you do that for?”

Yanick, unable to speak, still managed to give him a look that said ‘Well DUH, you kidnapped me, dumbass!’

“Yes, OK, very well. I suppose I should have expected that,” Craigan sighed, releasing her mouth, “Let’s just steal this ship already!”



“YANICK!” Stafford called, spinning around and trying to track down the source of the scream. He could see the staggered half-decks above him, but had no idea which one held his missing crewman. Er, woman.

“Stafford to T’Parief? Are you almost here?”

“Yes.” T’Parief’s voice came from directly behind Stafford, causing him to jump and spin around like he’d been poked.

“He’s got her on one of the upper levels!” Stafford cried, “Go get her!”

T’Parief was already charging towards the doors.



“Can we PLEASE get back to resolution #63?!” Anselia declared, “If we want some kind of armed rebellion, and with the MDF under Qu’Eh control, we must simply approve the creation of an armed force! We can work out the details LATER!”

“Who would lead this force?” the blond Minister of State demanded, “Starfleet has their own plans!”

“Admiral Verithi is the head of our Defence Force,” the Minister of Agriculture reminded them.

“Admiral Verithi stayed behind to help Laurette protect our citizens during this invasion!” the Minister of State snapped.

“Oh. Well, that was right brave of her, wasn’t it?”

There was a sharp bang on the door. Everybody’s heads turned towards the hatch.

“Steward?” Anselia called. Nobody replied.

“STEWARD!”

“Wha?” the young Matrian functionary had dozed off during the proceedings. Suddenly awakening to find the entire War Council glaring at her, she coloured, then went to open the door.

“Yes?” she asked, “There is a council meeting in progress, can you come back- URK!”

She flew back into the cargo hold, helped by a sharp shove from Craigan.

“I’m hijacking this ship!” he declared, pointing his stolen weapon at them, his other arm wrapped around Yanick’s neck.

“Uh, can you hit the hatch close button?” he asked Yanick out of the corner of his mouth.

“Go f**k yourself,” Yanick said pleasantly.

“Fine!” Craigan snapped. He back up against, the wall, trying to hit the door panel with his left butt cheek. After about three tries, the hatch sealed itself.

“Now, I’m hijacking this ship!” he declared loudly, “I want everybody off!”

“You just sealed the door,” King Hector pointed out.

“I…oh,” Craigan sighed, “Who the fenth are you, anyway?”

“I,” Hector said, straightening in his seat, “am Hektor, King of Matrian Republic. This is Queen Anselia, and our War Council of Ministers,”

Craigan looked shocked.

“The Matrian Empire doesn’t have a king!” he snapped.

“Who do you think you are?” the Minister of State asked sassily, pointing his fingers at Craigan.

“I am a member of the Male Rebellion, you traitor!” Craigan snapped.

“The what?”

“He’s the frozen guy we found in the lab,” Yanick explained, “He’s been down here for like two hundred years, he doesn’t believe me when I tell him that there is no Male Rebellion and he, like, wants to escape and rejoin the Male Rebellion, whatever that was,”

“You fought against the women in the Gendar Wars?” the Minister of State asked, looking at Craigan with new interest.

“Gender Wars?” Craigan looked confused, “I’m fighting against female oppression, but it hasn’t turned into a war, yet. But you say there’s a full-out Gender War going on now?”

“THE GENDAR WARS ARE OVER!” the council shouted as one. (At least, Anselia considered, they were agreeing on something this time.)

Craigan wavered.

“We are the leaders of the new Matrian Republic,” Anselia said, rising to her feet, “The days of the Gender Wars and female oppression are over. Our people face a new threat: the Qu’Eh. They have invaded our space, killed our people-”

“They wrecked our ship and kidnapped members of our crew!” Yanick interrupted.

“Yes, that too,”

“She claims to be an alien,” Craigain said, gesturing towards Yanick with his weapon.

“Yes,” Anselia said, “her people-”

“Her people,” the Minister of State said, pointing a finger at Yanick, “Freed the Matrian men from the brainwashing shackles of female oppression!”

“We apologized for that,” one of the female councillors said indignantly.

Craigan was looking unsure of himself.

“I TOLD you so!” Yanick snapped.

There was a CLANG as something (T’Parief) struck the outer hull of the ship.

“Surrender,” Yanick urged him, “You’re trying to fight a battle that ended years ago!”

“Your people still need you,” King Hektor said, “It would be unfortunate if the lizard were to rip you to pieces.”

“And he will!” Yanick said.

There was another CLANG, this time a visible dent appeared in the hatch.

Craigan lowered his weapon.

“Very well” he said.



Outside, T’Parief had seized a solid-looking cargo canister and was slamming it into the side of the Matrian ship. He was just about to swing again when the hatch slid open. Dropping the canister, T’Parief dove into the ship, his eyes seeking then locking on to his target.

“Pari! NO!” Yanick cried.

Her objection registered just in time for T’Parief to retract his claws. The impact, however, still sent Craigan flying into the opposite wall, where he landed in a heap.

T’Parief, his blood still pumping, stood framed by the doorway.

“We had successfully negotiated his surrender,” Anselia said, looking down at the unconscious Matrian.

“Pity,” T’Parief growled, the sight of his bared fangs sending the War Council a good step back, “I am hungry,”





“Captain’s Log, Stardate…well, we’re over two weeks into the Qu’Eh invasion, OK?”



Lieutenant Yanick has been successfully rescued from her captor. I’m happy to say we can bring that little chapter to a close. Craigan has been offered a position with the Matrian Rebellion, which works out well for us because it gets him out of our hair and gives the Matrians another headache to deal with. Personally, from what I hear about the way he handled Yanick’s kidnapping, I really don’t think putting him charge of a fighting force is all that good an idea. But whatever. Anselia can do what she wants.

In related news, we’ve succeeded in turning this place into a pretty decent hiding spot. We’ve got showers, replicators and laundry facilities running, and with Valtaic disabling the mechanical and computerized door locks, we’ve been able to spread out into some proper living quarters. We’re still cut off from all the primary systems, but it’s a start.

Now, if we could just find the defence systems Anselia is convinced this place has, we’d all be happy.



Stafford was seated in a comfortable chair, at a proper table, in a cafeteria that Fifebee had found about ten levels below the command complex. The room was shaped like a crooked L, with the two outer walls being comprised of windows that looked out into the blackness of the cavern. Several round tables were scattered around the room, with a replicator and food preparation center setup in the inner corner of the L. Fifebee had found the room two days ago, and the decision to begin eating the replicated Matrian food had been made the instant it was discovered that the replicators were functioning. And after the medical staff had determined it wouldn’t poison them.

“I have nae idea whot this is,” Jeffery said, eying his plate of purplish meat with some kind of bright pink side dish, “But it really beats ‘Spaghetti and Gagh-balls’,”

“That just sounds SO nasty,” Yanick shuddered, sitting next to him. T’Parief was already digging into his raw Matrian steak, and Valtaic was picking daintily as some sort of stew. Stafford and Sylvia sat down, the former with a tray of food and the latter with a padd.

“You realize,” Valtaic said, “With the condition of the restaurants and replication programs on the surface, we are probably the first people to eat properly prepared, genuine Matrian cuisine in over a century,”

“Wha-ever,” Jeffery muttered through a mouthful of pink stuff.

“So you haven’t been seeing Anselia lately?” Sylvia was asking.

“Nope,” Stafford shrugged, “Ever since they found that Craigan guy, she’s been spending every waking minute with him, going over strategy and asking about life in the Old Matrian Empire.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, sweetie,” Sylvia said, patting his hand.

“Whatever,” Stafford shrugged, “Sex with her was getting boring anyway,”

Syliva smacked him. Jeffery laughed, while Yanick kicked him under the table.

“At least,” Fifebee said, “We have the chance to greatly expand our understanding of Matrian culture. That was our original mission, was it not?”

“Yup,” Stafford agreed, “We’re making progress”

“Now we need only rescue our crewmates, and all will be well,” Valtaic said optimistically.

“And overthrow a hostile invasion force,” T’Parief added.

“And figure out whot the Matrians are hidin’ in this place,” Jeffery added.

“And figure out what’s going on with that shipyard out there,” Yanick said.

T’Parief’s head swung around.

“SHIPYARD?”

“Oops,” Yanick said in a small voice.

“There’s a SHIPYARD?” Stafford demanded.

“A resource of that sort of tactical significance and YOU DIDN”T THINK TO TELL ME!” T’Parief roared.

The table immediately broke into accusations, demands, complains and general chaos as this new revelation was debated.

In other words, it was a pretty standard Silverado staff gathering.

Sitting back in her seat, Sylvia smiled. Sure, they were stranded underground and some of their crewmates were missing, but it was good to see that the crew had managed to overcome some of the obstacles that were standing in their way.





Starbase 45: One day after the Qu’Eh invasion of Matria Prime.



Admiral Tunney was sitting in his office, his display screen active.

“I’m sorry,” Fleet Admiral Ra’al was saying, “But the Enterprise simply isn’t available. It’s summer on Dyseth V right now, and if Picard doesn’t get to do his archaeological study on the Dys this season, he’s going to have to wait another year.”

“Fleet Admiral, to hell with the Dys!” Tunney exclaimed, “We have an entire civilization waiting for us to help them!”

“A civilization that never should have been admitted into the Federation in the first place,” Ra’al sniffed.

“Well they were, and that means we have certain obligations!”

“Of course,” Ra’al agreed, “However, I’m sure that with the ships currently under your command, you can assemble a perfectly adequate task force,”

“I don’t have any Sovereign-class ships under my command!” Tunney reminded her.

“You are slated to receive the USS Borden, a Sovereign-class vessel,” Ra’al said.

“Another Operation Salvage ship that won’t be out of Spacedock for another three months!” Tunney objected.

“I’m confident you will come up with something,” Ra’al said coolly, “Fleet HQ out,”

The line went dead.

Tunney blew out a breath. As much as he disliked Stafford, Silverado and all the various headaches they’d caused him, they were still under his command. More importantly, the death of an entire crew would result in far too much paperwork to fill out.

Somehow, he had to get a fleet out to Matria Prime!
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Resistance to Change


USS Silverado





Invasion of Matria Prime +8 Days



Ensign Travis Pye had just finished getting his little area all setup. He’d snagged a corner of the chilly shuttlebay and proceeded to setup a cot, arranged his little bundle of salvaged cloths and even propped up a padd he’d managed to get his hands on, right where he could watch the two or three videos stored on it from the comfort of his cot. Around him, with much grumbling, the other captured crewmembers were doing the same. What else was there to do?

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks and Wowryk appeared right above Pye’s cot, falling about half a foot and knocking it on its side.

“What the-” Wowryk managed to get out, right before falling to the deck.

“Oh my,” Supervisor Yugreth said into Pye’s ear, via his implant, “That is NOT proper transport quality!”

There was another shimmer, and a Qu’Eh datapad appeared directly over Pye’s head, catching him by surprise.

“Please have Dr. Wowryk fill this out,” Yugreth said, “I’ll send another for you, as well,”

“No, wait-” Pye cringled, the second padd hitting his hands as they shielded his head.

He glanced at one padd as he handed the other to Wowryk.

“What’s this?” she asked, “‘Quality of Transport’ form?”

“Only your feedback can help us improve the quality of our service,” Yugreth said.

“What if I don’t want to improve the quality of your service?” Wowryk asked.

“Yeah!” Pye joined in, “What if we just don’t give a damn?”

“Then you can fill out a ‘Quality of Death and/or Maiming’ form,” Yugreth said sweetly.

Wowryk and Pye exchanged a glance.

“In a minute,” Wowryk said, running off to find Jall.



She found him easily enough…the shuttlebay really wasn’t that big. He was seated in the remains of the control booth, the Qu’Eh transceiver sitting on the blown-out tractor beam control console. Up here, the din of a hundred-odd crewmembers trying to setup living space in the bay was muted.

“I think I’m going to make this my office,” Jall mused, his eyes gazing out into the shuttlebay while his hands tapped at the Qu’Eh console, “I simply MUST do something about these bland colours though…maybe repaint with a nice mauve?”

“Jall-”

Jall suddenly cocked his head, presumably listening to his implant.

“Hmm,” he said, “According to today’s supervisor, mauve doesn’t meet Qu’Eh interior design quality guidelines. Shows what they know about good taste,”

“Jall, the Qu’Eh know the fleet’s not coming,” Wowryk said.

“I know,” Jall said.

“YOU KNOW?” Wowryk snapped, “Then why the hell did you let them find out! This is bad! I can’t believe that we’d be abandoned like this!”

“I only found out because Yugreth started snickering in my ear when I read Tunney’s message,” Jall said. He snapped his fingers, “I wonder if there’s a quality form I can fill out on that? I mean, she sorta betrayed information to a captive, right?”

That time, Wowryk could hear the cursing coming from Jall’s implant as a quality form padd materialized on the console.

“Ohh, excellent!” Jall clapped his hands, then picked up the form. “Let’s see…Was she polite and courteous. Well, OK, I kinda gotta give her that. Informative? Yes. Helpful? Not really. Where’s the section on betraying company information? Oh, here it is. Zero out of five! Take that, bitch!”

“We have a problem!” Wowryk snapped, slapping the padd out of his hands. It skittered across the deck, “Everything we did was with the assumption that help was coming! Stafford, the-”

“The what, doctor?” Jall inturrpted.

Oh. Right. The super-secret underground Matrian installation that was currently serving as a hideout for the legitimate Matrian government and the non-captured Silverado crew. Mentioning that would be bad.

“We’ll figure something out, doc,” Jall said, “Now, why don’t you go spell-check the message I was about to send while I finish figuring out how to give Yugreth the worse possible quality score ever?”

Spell check? What was she, a glorified secretary?

“What are we telling the crew?” Wowryk demanded.

“Ohhh, there’s an interesting question, Madam First Officer,” Jall said slowly, “And just what do you think our little peons would say if we told them no help was coming? And before you answer, try to remember that you are, in fact, still my vile bitch of a First Officer.”

“Being a bitch isn’t against the Bible,” Wowryk sniffed, “Unlike YOU!”

“Actually, it is,” Jall said, picking up the Qu’Eh padd, “Something about ‘love they neighbour’?”

“Why do people always have to bring that part up?” Wowryk sighed.

Pushing past Jall’s obvious obnoxiousness, she stopped to consider his point, once again finding herself thinking in terms of motivation and strategy instead of simply using the ‘healing good, hurting bad’ mentality that usually kicked in during a crisis. They were alone, barely a hundred of them, in enemy-occupied territory, on a ship that couldn’t support them long-term and with no reinforcements on the way. How did that make her feel?”

“I don’t like thinking like a First Officer,” she said finally, taking a seat next to Jall.

“I’m guessing then that you’ve arrived at the same conclusion as I have,” he said.

He reached out to take her hand. She started to jerk it back, then remembered what he’d done earlier. Sure enough, he started writing on the back of her hand, drawing out letters with his fingertips.

<WE CAN’T AFFORD TO HAVE THE CREW LOSE FAITH. BESIDES, I THINK OUR CHANCES OF GETTING HELP ARE BETTER THAN P’TAREK AND THE REST OF THOSE BASTARDS THINK.> he wrote.

Her curiosity now piqued, Wowryk pulled the Qu’Eh transceiver over to spell-check Jall’s message. She saw immediately why he’d wanted help; it looked like he’d been typing it with his eyes closed. She glanced at his implant, remembering the camera. Of course, after Yugreth had given away the fact that she could see what he was seeing, he’d looked away from the screen. On the other hand, if the Qu’Eh had rigged the thing, they’d know what the message said anyway. On the other other hand, the seemed to prefer to rely on the damned implants…

She quickly read the message. Not surprisingly, it was a request for help. Somewhat more surprising was the destination address.

“Are you sure you want to send this?” she asked, “I can’t see how anybody can help us if the Fleet Admiral’s made up her mind already,”

“Just send it,” Jall said, “And have a bit of faith in me,”



Lieutenant Rengs and Ensign Simmons lay pressed flat against a cold, brick wall, panting for breath.

After the beer-fight escape, the thousand or so Matrian soldiers held captive had been intent on one thing: scattering as fast and as far as possible before the Qu’Eh could react. Stern and Glotenfish had come up with a plan prior to the escape. Basically, everybody would split up, but certain people would try meeting at pre-arranged places and times in order to keep information moving. It was a hastily setup system, but hopefully they could do…something.

Of course, that wasn’t doing Rengs or Simmons much good at the moment. The two officers had been cut off from the rest of the Hazardous Team when a group of Qu’Eh soldiers patrolling the streets has spotted them. Being unarmed (except for a couple of beer cups), they’d simply scattered, running down streets and through the lobbies of nearby buildings. Being near the outskirts of Matronus, the neighbourhood consisted of lots of smaller buildings, giving them plenty of alleys to get lost in, but really nowhere to go. The ultimate plan was to rendez-vouz near downtown Matronus, in the vast underground cavern that had held the city’s female population during the rebuilding.

At the moment though, the gleaming towers of downtown Matronus seemed very far away.

“I really wish I had a grenade right now?” Simmons whined.

“And what by the Prophets would you do with it?” Rengs asked, annoyed.

“Blow something up, what do you think!?”

Ignoring him, Rengs carefully looked out onto the street. There was no sign of the Qu’Eh patrol that had been pursuing them. They were in a fairly nice neighbourhood, with the standard collection of homes and businesses. More businesses at this point, actually.

“We need to ditch these uniforms,” Rengs said.

“No problem,” Simmons shrugged, “there’s a clothing store across the street,”

“Didn’t you learn ANYTHING in Undercover Ops 101?” Rengs demanded, “We can’t just walk into a store, in uniform, without money, and ask them to outfit-”

“Um, excuse me?”

Both Rengs and Simmons spun around, coming face to face with a short, slender Matrian male.

“Uh-oh,” Simmons muttered, again wishing he had a grenade.

“Um, my boss says that you guys can’t keep hiding in the alley in those uniforms,” the Matrian said, pointing his thumb over towards the clothing store, “We can fix you up…maybe give you place to hide for a bit?”

“Undercover Ops 101, my ass!” Simmons laughed, heading towards the store. Rengs, sensing a headache on the way, followed.



“Mistress Laurette, finest quality to you! What a pleasant surprise it is to see you!” Chairman P’tarek practically gushed, standing and coming around his desk to take her hand, “I’m so pleased you could take the time to-”

“You ordered me up here,” Laurette snapped, “Armed guards came to my office and hauled me away, right in front of my staff!”

P’tarek winced.

“You know what, my dear? I need to get you enrolled in a Friendly Banter workshop!” He started tapping at his computer, “Hmm, Learning Specialist Frant has one running next week! Frant really is top-quality, his slide show presentations are to DIE for!”

“I DON’T NEED FRIENDLY BANTER!” Laurette snapped.

“Oh, yes you do,” P’tarek said seriously, “Your workplace attitude is an important part of your quarterly performance assessment. You wouldn’t want to get fired, would you?”

“Fired? From the Qu’Eh?” Laurette considered. Hmmm, there was an interesting possibility. Maybe she could get the whole planet fired, then the Qu’Eh would just go away and leave them along.

“Fired,” P’tarek clarified, “Out an airlock. Into the sun.”

Laurette forced a pleasant smile onto her face, then took her seat.

“Finest quality, Mr. Chairman,” she said sweetly, adapting the traditional Qu’Eh greeting, “How may I help you today?”

“Was that so hard?” P’tarek smiled, “Assistant, some swieglis, please,”

Another Qu’Eh brought in some sort of warm beverage.

“Now, as you know, there has been a major breakout from one of our recruitment centers,” P’tarek said.

<Detention centers>, Laurette mentally translated, sipping the unpleasantly bland drink.

“Several of our prospective employees departed before they could accept employment offers,”

<Matrian soldiers escaped before we could stick implants into their skulls>

“They attack our guards with…beer,”

<Sweet. Wish I’d been there.>

“Now, I expect you to have them rounded up immediately. Alive would be nice. Dead would be better,”

<What the sisin??>

“Er, I beg your pardon?” Laurette asked.

“My own forces are too busy trying to hunt down Queen Anselia and Minister Stafford,” P’tarek explained, “So we’re going to need our new Matrian employees to handle this one. And as these malcontents have made it clear that they are not interested in employment, they are of no particular use to us,”

“You want us to hunt down our own people!” Laurette said, “We can’t-”

“You will,” P’tarek cut her off coldly, “I have an organization to run here, Mistress, and I simply must have all departments operating at peak quality. This is an opportunity for you and the Matrian people to demonstrate that you can, in fact, improve yourselves. If you fail, I may simply need to…downsize.”

<Uh-oh. I don’t like the sound of that.>

“By which, of course, I mean I will have to reduce your population to something a bit more manageable.”

<One day, old man, I will rip your testicles out through your throat!>

“I understand, Mr. Chairman,” Laurette said pleasantly.



Rengs and Simmons were now dressed in Matrian casual ware, their borrowed Matrian Defence Force uniforms vaporized in a matter reclamator. They were seated in the back of a ground vehicle as their two benefactors took them ‘home.’ Trant, the male who had approached them in the alley, was driving. His wife, Giri, sat in the passenger seat and spoke with the two Starfleeters. They’d recognized them as aliens fairly easily, what with the ridges on Rengs’ nose.

“Most people are just carrying on like nothing’s changed,” Giri said, “The biggest change is that now we have to fill out a quality form for EVERYTHING! I had to fill out a form on my breakfast this morning, Trant had to fill out a quality form when he pleasured himself last night,”

Trant blushed. Simmons snickered.

“I’m sorry, honey,” Giri said, “But it might be relevant. Oh, and they’ve started ‘hiring’ people. Not very many, mostly MDF personnel. But I heard my hairstylist say yesterday that her sister had been hired as an Agent, and was going to be working at a new Qu’Eh facility that’s being built outside the city.

“Does she know what kind of facility?” Rengs asked.

“Not exactly. But the Qu’Eh have been advertising for workers. I already have a job,” Giri sighed, “And with all that’s happened in the past two years, I don’t need yet another change,”

“What did you do before you all woke up?” Rengs asked, suddenly curious.

“I was a reconstructor,” Trant said, his face turning a bit sour, “I specialized in installing and repairing power distribution networks in the cities,”

“I, er, specialized in clothing design in Dreamland,” Giri said, looking embarrassed.

“I thought everybody just imagined whatever they wanted in that virtual reality thingy,” Simmons said, “Why would anybody need a clothing designer?”

“Some people have dreadful imaginations,” Giri said.

They’d reached their destination: a towering building with gleaming windows and purplish-blue stone walls. Trant parked the vehicle, and they approached the lobby.

“I’m not sure what I did before Dreamland,” Giri said, “It’s all so blurry, and so long ago. I think I sold paint.”

“I guess you don’t remember much about your family,” Rengs said, thinking of his own wife and son, safe in the Matrian desert.

“Oh, my sisters and Aunts were in Dreamland with me,” Giri said, “But no, I don’t remember my father, or my brothers,”

“I didn’t have a family,” Trant said flatly, “I was cloned, in a lab, and flash-educated for reconstruction work,”

“Now, sweetie, let’s not quarrel over this…again.”

Rengs frowned as the couple took up them up a lift and into their spacious, high- ceilinged apartment. Trant was obviously still bitter about what had been done to him by the women. How many other men felt that way? Of course, he’d heard that there had been problems still between the men and women on Matria Prime, but so far as he’d known, they were all trying to make their civilization work.

“Soo, how long had you two been married?” he asked.

“Three months,” Trant answered, giving a small smile, “After I stopped calling her a bitch every time she called.”

“And after he knocked me up,” Giri shot back, massaging her stomach.

“Er, congratulations?” Rengs offered.

“It’s OK, I was an accident too,” Simmons said reassuringly.

Rengs tucked that piece of information away for when they found the rest of the HT.

“Oh, it wasn’t an accident,” Giri said, taking Trant by the arm, “It’s just…there aren’t very many young people on Matria. Decades of suspended hibernation, war, all of that. We all need to work on building up the numbers. I understand your Captain was doing his part. You know, I have some friends who are wanting to become mothers, if you two are interested,”

“I already have a child,” Rengs said. Here was ANOTHER interesting tidbit to file away.

Simmons was looking temped. Rengs elbowed him in the ribs.

“Er, maybe another time,” he said.

“We need to meet up with the rest of our team,” Rengs said, “Do you know how we can get into the caverns under the city?”

“Oh, can I use your kitchen for a minute?” Simmons interrupted.

“Trant?”

“This way, please,” Trant stood, “That would be my domain,”

“The cavern was sealed up after the reawakening,” Giri said, as the other two went into the other room, “Most of us really don’t know much about it. But I do know that when we first came out, we were in the underground transit system.”

Which made sense, Rengs mused. There were millions upon millions of stasis pods underground in the various cities, and it would have taken ages to ferry everybody up the single lift that led directly into the heart of the cavern. There were probably tunnels snaking out all over Matronus. If the entranceways had been sealed, they would need some way to…

“OK, we’re ready!” Simmons said happily. He’d returned to the living room carrying a food-storage container filled with…something.

“He made a mess,” Trant whined.

“I made a bomb!” Simmons said happily.

“You made a bomb out of stuff in their kitchen?” Rengs asked.

“Yeah! People used to do it all the time! What did they call them…chemical engineering students?”

“Terrorists.” Rengs said flatly, thinking back to the Cardassian Occupation of Bajor.

“Whatever.”

Rengs turned to the Matrian couple, “Thank you so much, for everything.”

“Anything to get rid of these Qu’Eh bastards and their endless reams of quality paperwork,” Giri said, “Just be careful…Admiral Verethi was on the news a while ago, warning that MDF forces would be searching for escapees.”

As the two Starfleet officers rode the lift down to the ground floor, Simmons turned to Rengs.

“I didn’t think that Verethi bitch would be the kind to turn on her own people like that,” he said.

Rengs smacked him upside the head.

“If she really wanted us caught, do you think she’d go on the planetary news and announce that she was looking for us?”

“Ohhh, good point. But Rengs?”

“What?”

“Don’t smack me when I’m handling volatile explosives, OK?”

Rengs paled.

“OK.”





Qu’Eh Invasion, +10 Days:



Commander Jall was seated in his ‘office’, formerly the control booth for Shuttlebay 1. On the repaired display in front of him, he could see wobbly footage from the imaging unit he’d sent with Lieutenant Sage and his team.

Over the past few days the Silverado crew had fallen into a new routine: get up, eat disgusting Qu’Eh food rations, work on the ship all day, eat more disgusting Qu’Eh food, then fall back exhausted into their cots. Jall, despite knowing that he could never hand the Qu’Eh a functional Starfleet vessel, actually found the system was working to his benefit: The crew wasn’t questioning his orders to comply with the Qu’eh, assuming that he planned on fighting with the Federation fleet when it arrived. Of course, they didn’t know yet that the fleet was…detained. On top of that, the odds of them being able to repair the ship in anything less than a matter of years was next to nothing.

The biggest advantage, however, was that the crew was too exhausted to cause any problems for him. Granted, they couldn’t exactly cause problems for the Qu’Eh, but he was still working on that one.

“OK, can you see what we mean?” Sage’s voice came over the radio.

“No,” Jall said flatly. The screen was showing an image of Impulse Engineering. The blown-out panels had been replaced and emergency lighting had been restored. Unfortunately, there was no power supply or data network to connect the panels to. Through the large transparent aluminum window he could see Silverado’s half-dozen or so impulse reactors. One of Sage’s crewmen, clad in an environmental suit, drifted by. Life-support and gravity were still confined to the shuttlebay, running off Qu’Eh portable units.

“Wait, is that deuterium residue?” he asked, squinting at the display.

“Yeah, one of the conduits ruptured in the absolute cold,” Sages said, “We cleaned up most of the mess, but…”

“But you didn’t get it all,” Jall sighed, “OK, take what crewmen you need and get a scrubbing detail out there. We can’t restart the reactors with volatile fuel all over the walls.”

“Um, that’s gonna hit our quality score, isn’t it?”

Jall actually pulled out some of his hair.

“Yes, yes it will,” he said through clenched teeth, “Jall out.”

Turning to the massive, massive pile of paperwork on his desk, Jall started hunting for the daily quality summary. As soon as he got back to Federation space, he was having ‘excessive paperwork’ added to the list of tortures from which prisoners-of-war were to be protected from.

Of course, that would probably land most of the Federation bureaucracy in jail.

“Manager Jall,” a Qu’Eh voice came into his ear, “Your summary of the daily food quality feedback forms was due five seconds ago,”

“OK, OK,” Jall snapped. He didn’t ever bother looking for the specified paperwork, “The food sucked. Your food ALWAYS sucks. And we gave you a detailed report on why and how to improve it four days ago!”

“And your feedback, as always, has been compiled and will be used to improve our quality of service,” the voice said, “However, we still require your daily feedback for improvement.”

“Your food hasn’t changed. Neither has our feedback,” Jall snarled.

“Your daily feedback is required,” the voice said. Jall could feel a dull ache next to his implant, a sign that somebody was playing with its pain & punishment functions.

“OK, OK,” he said, slamming his fist onto his desk.

“Most excellent,” the voice said, “And while you’re at it, I need the daily waste extraction quality feedback. Size, colour, frequency and so forth.”



Down in the shuttlebay, Crewman Goresrope and Crewman Emna were using the Qu’Eh parts replicator to fill the requisitions coming in from repair teams.

“The Commander sure looks happy,” Goresrope said, nodding towards the control booth, “He’s dancing again!”

Emna looked up. She didn’t think Commander Jall was dancing.

“It looks more like he’s throwing a fit,” she said, “And breaking things.”

“Sucks to be him,” Goresrope chuckled.

One of Jall’s hands suddenly went to his implant as his entire body started spasming, as if shocked. He fell to the floor and vanished from view.

“Yeah,” Emna gulped, again thanking the deities that only officers had been ‘hired’, so far, “Sucks to be him,”



Under the streets of Matronus, Rengs and Simmons were creeping carefully down a maintenance route that ran parallel to one of Matronus’ underground transit lines. Daytime travel had proven too risky, with workers, travellers and MDF search teams flooding the transit lines. Night, however, was more manageable.

It had taken a day just to get into the vicinity of downtown Matronus, causing them to miss the originally planned rendezvous with the rest of the HT, assuming they’d escaped successfully. Several days had then been spent wandering the transit system, searching for some sign of the others. After two days, they’d started leaving their own signs: small groups of Bajoran, Klingon and Barudan symbols carved into unobtrusive locations, giving the time and place for a possible rendezvous. Hopefully, the Qu’Eh didn’t understand those languages.

Simmons had also left several messages of his own, using his limited Matrian vocabulary. Rengs didn’t think scrawling Matrian profanity on the walls was particularly constructive, but it kept Simmons busy. And the busier he was, the less obnoxious he was. Sadly, his graffiti wasn’t doing quite enough to keep him completely busy; it felt like Rengs had spent half of their time together explaining to Simmons why he couldn’t pee on the third transit rail.

Finally, the appointed time was approaching. They’d returned to a point they’d found earlier: a section of wall that was suspiciously newer than the surrounding vicinity. The gleaming tiles had clearly been installed recently, as the rest of the centuries-old transit system was somewhat showing its age. It was in excellent condition, yes, especially after decades of effort by enslaved men, but no matter how well you clean and repair a wall, it never looks truly brand-new again.

Rengs was certain that it was an entrance to the underground cavern beneath Matronus. Or at least to a tunnel system connecting to said cavern.

Simmons suddenly grabbed Rengs’ arm. Footsteps were approaching and, despite several efforts, they were still unarmed. Trying to look nonchalant (and trying to cover his nose ridges), Rengs leaned against the wall.

“I guess you guy’s really WEREN’T paying any attention during our last undercover workshop,” Stern’s voice came.

“Oh thank the Prophets!” Rengs exclaimed, seizing Stern in a quick hug, then turning and clasping forearms with Dar-ugal.

“Um, hi,” Stern said, “You place or mine?”

Rengs gave him a dirty look.

“If YOU’D spend the past several days with only Simmons for company, wouldn’t you be happy to see another familiar face?”

“Ohhh, good point.”

Soon enough, they were joined by Marsden and Kreklor.

“Didn’t any of the Matrians make it out?” Rengs asked.

“We had a scheduled rendezvous with Captain Glotenfish yesterday,” Stern said, “He didn’t show up,”

“Uh-oh,” Marsden muttered.

“Uh-oh is right,” Stern said, “We’re going to have to be very, very careful with any other planned meetings with the escapees.”

“Are we sure going into this cavern is still such a good idea?” Rengs asked.

Stern shrugged.

“The Matrians might suck royally when it comes to escape and evasion, but they know to keep their mouths shut. And from what we’ve heard so far, the Qu’Eh aren’t torturing people for information.”

“But they’re still torturing them with constant and annoying comm calls, surveys and feedback forms,” Marsden said, “That’s another thing we’ve learned.”

“And they’re building something outside the city,” Rengs added.

“We’ll worry about that later,” Stern said, “For now, we need a base of operations and some supplies. Now, does anybody know how to open this wall?”

Simmons grinned maniacally.

“We can’t blow it up,” Stern said, “We have to close it when we’re done,”

“AWWWWWWWWW!!!!” Simmons whined, “But I built the bomb and everything!”

“What other options do we have?” Kreklor said, crouching slightly, like he was about to head-butt the wall.

“I brought spoons,” Stern shrugged.

The rest of the HT glared at him.

Stern sighed. He took a look around, then abruptly jammed a spoon into a non-descript spot. There was a sizzle of sparks, then the tiled wall abruptly slid down, revealing a door.

The hostile glares turned to looks of amazement.

“I asked Glotenfish about possible ways into the tunnels before we left,” Stern shrugged. He gestured for Masden to get to work on the door.

“If you already knew how to open the wall, why did you ask us?” Rengs asked.

“I was just wondering if anybody else had been paying attention to Glotenfish,” Stern shrugged again.



Mistress Laurette strode through the corridor of the Quality Re-Evaluation Center, formerly the main prison of Matronus. Matria Prime didn’t have much need for a prison; like any advanced culture the Matrians had a very low crime rate when it came down to it. No rapes, almost no murder, theft was practically unheard of, and assaults rarely were anything other than a petty squabble that led to a bloody nose. Of course, there was that whole nasty civil war thing, but that was somewhat different. Still, when she’d overseen the planning of the rebuilt cities during her time in Dreamland, she’d apparently included a fully functional prison system. At the time, she’d been planning on being the dictator of an empire spanning whole star systems. Prisons were just part of the ensemble.

In any event, the Qu’Eh had moved right on in and were using the Matrian prisons to hold and interrogate prisoners. Or, in their words, to ‘re-evaluate the working relationships between themselves and disgruntled employees’. After the break-out from the sports arena a few days earlier, the prison in Matronus had been filling steadily, despite her secret hope that most of the escaped troops would evade the patrols.

Unlike the Qu’Eh, Laurette knew perfectly well that several Starfleet officers had been held at that arena. And she likewise knew that none of them had been caught, yet.

She entered the interrogation room. Captain Glotenfish was seated at the small, steel table. A Qu’Eh implant had been affixed to his skull, and he was dressed in bright red prison garb. Two Qu’Eh guards were standing next to the door.

“I will take care of this myself,” she said, gesturing imperiously for them to leave.

“Sorry, Site Director,” one guard said, “We are to supervise all quality reviews,”

Laurette pressed her lips together. This was not a surprise. It just meant that she’d have to play rougher with Glotenfish than she would have liked. Oh well, he was just a man.

She sat across from him.

“Traitoress!” he spat.

“Captain Glotenfish,” Laurette said, ignoring his outburst, “You recently escaped, as did many prisoners,”

“Potential employees,” one of the guards corrected her.

“Loyal Matrian soldiers,” Glotenfish snapped, “Loyal to Queen Anselia and the proper Matrian government!”

Oh boy. How was she going to explain this with two Qu’Eh listening in?

“Queen Anselia is…in exile,” Laurette said carefully, “As such, I have assumed the position of leadership. I’m sure you understand that as the Leader of the Opposition, such a right is mine,”

Glotenfish said nothing, merely glaring at her.

“Did you remember Dreamland, Captain?” she asked carefully, “And the time during the rebuilding?”

“You mean the Dark Age? I remember thinking that the females there were the most glorious beings in existence,” he spat, “A feeling programmed into me!”

“Yes,” Laurette acknowledged, “We took many steps to help us prepare the Matrian Empire for expansion, and eventual domination over this part of the galaxy. Including the use to which we put our men.” She leaned forward on the table, dropping her voice to a hiss, “And do you think we’d want to put that much effort into building up an empire, only to let these slimy bean-counters move right in?”

“I have hundreds of soldiers in this prison that would question your motives,” Glotenfish said.

“And I have billions of people who would rather be alive than dead,” Laurette snapped, starting to lose her patience, “Don’t you think a few hundred is worth that?”

She could see him wavering. She didn’t know if her argument was getting through to him, or if it was a bit of leftover influence from the M-SIDS, but he wasn’t staring at her with the same hostility as before.

“There was a certain group of…soldiers at that facility,” Laurette said, making sure Glotenfish saw her eyes move carefully towards the Qu’Eh, in warning.

Glotenfish definitely caught that. What was she trying to tell him? Clearly she was talking about the Starfleet aliens. But why didn’t she come right out and say it, if she working with the Qu’Eh. Surely the Qu’Eh would be very interested in getting their hands on the Starfleeters…if they’d known they were there. He’d been very uncomfortable with the idea of letting aliens wear the uniform of the Matrian Defence Force…but that deception now left an entire Starfleet Security Team free in Qu’Eh occupied Matronus…a security team that had done substantial damage to Matrian forces when the two groups were fighting on opposite sides.

“There aren’t many places to hide in Matronus,” he said carefully, glancing at the Qu’Eh guards and hoping she saw it, “We learned that during the female hibernation,”

“I see,” Laurette said. She continued asking questions, and to ‘interrogate’ the captive male, but she’d learned what she needed. The Starfleeters were heading for the underground caverns. Of course, she’d pretty much figured that out herself, and those caverns were huge. Glotenfish probably didn’t see telling her that as much of a risk.

However, it meant that she had some calls to make. Her attempts to ferment rebellion against Anselia were about to come in useful against another enemy.



“This is creepy,” Simmons said softly.

“It’s a cave.” Rengs replied. “We’ve been in caves before. It’s nothing special.”

“It’s not the cave,” Simmons replied back, “It’s the…things…in it…”

Rengs had to admit, he had a point. After following the tunnel down from the transit system they’d found themselves in a huge, dome-shaped cavern deep under Matronus. Very deep. Heck, they’d been following the downward sloping tunnel long enough that Stern was getting worried about coming out on the far side of the planet!

As soon as the tunnel had opened up in to the cavern, they’d found themselves surrounded by machinery and equipment. Stasis pods, open and empty, lined every surface. Life support equipment, monitoring equipment and various control cables flowed into each pod, giving each the appearance of a dark, mechanical spider, just waiting to envelop innocent bystanders.

“I wonder how long it took to build this place,” Marsden wondered, “I mean, this cavern held the population of the entire city,”

“Half the population,” Stern corrected.

“And they have identical caverns under all the other cities, all across the planet,” Marsden went on.

“Underground construction is nothing new,” Rengs said, “It’s one of the easiest ways to increase your living space without destroying the environments on the planet’s surface,”

“Plus, they were at war,” Stern added, “Bunkers are usually popular.”

They walked past a darkened control panel. Nearby, an empty bracket hung from a support strut, disconnected cables hanging limply. Beneath it, the shattered remains of a Matrian SID lay crumpled on the floor.

“But why would they put so much effort into building these caverns and setting up all this equipment?” Marsden wanted to know, “Their men spent decades restoring the cities, building new ships and putting together an army. If they’d just concentrated on restoration to begin with, instead of building these caverns, they could have been done in a fraction of the time!”

“These caverns were more than just a pit-stop,” Stern mused, “As long as the men were working, the women had virtual immortality, as long as they stayed hooked up to Dreamland.”

“That’s cold of them,” Simmons said, shining his light around and shrinking back from another stasis pod.

“I don’t think most of the Matrians realized just how long-term their stay in these pods was meant to be,” Stern continued.

“Maybe not,” Marsden agreed.

Suddenly, the silence of the cavern was broken with a loud hiss. In the distance, the Hazardous Team could see a point of light, moving down from the cavern ceiling towards the floor.

“Somebody’s coming,” Stern hissed, “Lights out, we’re going stealth here,”

“Matrians?” someone wondered.

“That light is the lift, the main surface access to the cavern control center,” Stern said, “It was in Noonan’s briefing notes.”

“Which means we probably have Qu’Eh company.” Rengs said grimly.

Stern considered a moment.

“Rengs, you and I will go see what they’re doing here. The rest of you, head back to that side-passage we found a while back and start setting up camp.”

They split up.

Moving in the dim light, Stern and Rengs hurried as silently as they could towards the center of the cavern. They were still some distance away when the point of light, now visible as a glass-walled elevator, slid into the dome-shaped control structure. Trying to stay out of sight of the black entranceways, they slowed, then crept alongside the building.

“So, this is the Matrian’s deep, dark secret?” a voice, slightly sibilant, commented.

“It is, Chairman.” Another voice responded, “It took some time to pinpoint the entrance, but this is definitely it,”

“Hmm. Assistant, pull another search of our database. Did our ancestors have any records of Matrian constructions similar to this?”

Stern and Rengs could see the figure now. They recognized Chairman P’tarek from their pre-battle briefing. Was that only a couple of weeks ago? It felt like so much more…

“Very well,” he said, evidently speaking into his headset, “And there was nothing new in the Matrian data library?”

“That data source is known to be corrupted, Chairman,” the other Qu’Eh said, bowing slightly. More Qu’Eh troops were filing out behind them, forming a protective screen around the Chairman.

“Yes, we’ve already suitably detracted from the Matrian’s quality score for that little mess,” P’tarek sighed, “Still, it would be nice to know why the Matrians suddenly became so interested in building things underground?”

“It is an excellent way to expand one’s population without stressing the surface resources of one’s planet, Chairman,”

Stern and Rengs exchanged a glance.

“Yes, but by our records, the Matrians had other ways of making space,” P’Tarek sighed again, “Pity they blew it up.”

Stern frowned. They must be talking about the wreckage of that orbital habitat that had been orbiting Matria when they’d arrived. The wreckage that had been accidently destroyed by a stray Qu’Eh torpedo.

Or was the destruction accidental? Stern suddenly had his doubts.

“Very well,” P’Tarek sighed, evidently becoming bored, “Let us see if what we want is down here.”

“According to the Matrian data library, they destroyed all traces of that technology after the re-awakening.” P’Tarek’s guard/companion/lowly peon said.

“And that library is corrupt.” P’Tarek said sharply, “Do you think I would come down here personally if I did not think this very important?”

“Apologies.”

Stern suddenly cursed himself for not having a weapon. One shot now and he could take out the Qu’Eh’s commander in Matrian space. If they weren’t so badly outnumbered, he would have strongly considered taking him out by hand, but against all those armed troops? Not going to happen. Too bad he hadn’t brought Simmons and his bomb.

The Qu’Eh were moving down one of the narrow passageways between the stasis pods now, waving scanning devices around. One pointed at the remains of another M-SID, this one appearing to have been destroyed by a blast from an energy weapon.

“This is one of the devices,” he said, “But its components have been completely fused.”

“I have located another,” somebody else called, “Completely melted,”

“What are they looking for?” Rengs asked quietly.

“What else would a group of aliens who want to control the actions of others be looking for in Matrian space?” Stern said grimly, the pieces suddenly falling into place, “How better can you ensure that somebody has the same dedication to ‘quality’ as you do then to program that right into their consciousness?”

“The Qu’Eh invaded Matria Prime for the M-SIDs?” Rengs’ eye widened.

Stern gestured for Rengs to follow him back towards the rest of the HT.



“It makes perfect sense!” Marsden said, once Stern and Rengs had rejoined the others, “I mean, it’s been that way with Quality Assurance organizations for centuries! It’s hard enough to get everybody to share your dedication to ‘quality’, but actually getting everybody to agree on what constitutes quality? That’s all but impossible! A device that allows them to alter somebody’s personality…that must be like the holy grail to them!”

“That’s why they seized the Matrian library database,” Stern nodded, “And why they wanted to capture, not destroy, the Matrian ships. But the Matrians erased all their SID research…they didn’t want anybody trying this whole mess again!”

“But they sent out dozens of them!” Rengs objected, “That’s what brought us here in the first place!”

“I guess the Qu’Eh just weren’t on the delivery list,” Stern shrugged.

“Or else those ones didn’t have the mind-control functions,” Marsden pointed out, “Ours was only able to influence the personalities of a couple of people, remember? Anything else required Dr. Wowryk and her…um…special outlook on things.”

They watched as in the distance the Qu’Eh boarded the lift and began returning to the surface, having evidently found nothing but the ruined remains of the devices they wanted.

“What do we do now?” Simmons wondered.

“Now?” Stern shrugged, “We wait. We find the Matrian resistance, if there is one. And then we start causing…problems…”

“Ohhh,” Simmons giggled, running his hands lovingly over the bomb he’d built, “I like this plan!”





Qu’Eh invasion +15 Days:



“OK, people, what fabulous news do you have for me today?” Jall asked tiredly, facing what currently passed for Silverado’s senior staff as they crowded into the shuttlebay control booth.

Before anybody could reply, Supervisor Neum’s voice sounded in their implants.

“No friendly banter before the meeting?” she asked, sounding like a kindergarten teacher, “No warm beverages to greet your staff? And your tone…so tired, and dry! Let’s try that again!”

“Sweetie,” Jall said firmly, “If you want to find something tired and dry, why don’t you take a look between your le-YEOWUTCH!”

Sage, Pye, Day, Wowryk, Bith and Quintaine waited patiently for Jall to recover from the rather powerful blast of pain his implant had just subjected him to.

“Hi everybody!” Jall said loudly, plastering a wide smile on his face, “How are you today? Day, how are the kids? Pye, I trust your Matrian language study is going well?”

Everybody sat in a sort of uncomfortable silence. Suddenly, Day jolted, on hand going to his implant.

“The, er, kids, are just fine,” he said, his face nearly splitting from the smile.

“And I just finished basic verb conjugation,” Pye said quickly, cringing and hoping he’d been quick enough to avoid a similar zap.

Wowryk, who was still free of the damned implants, felt a cold chill run up her spine. This was just wrong! Members of the crew were spasming in pain, then forcing pleasantries through tight smiles. The words were polite, courteous, and on paper would have been a reflection of a respectful group of professionals. In person, in this horribly dark parody of a typical Silverado briefing, it was just…twisted.

“OK, people,” Neum said, though Wowryk couldn’t hear it, “That’s enough FB for now. And if you don’t do better at this afternoon’s meeting, your quality score is going to drop two points! Continue!”

“All right then,” Jall said, his voice dropping back down to it’s previous level, his knuckles white as he gripped the arms of his chair, “Progress?”

“You mean since our last mandatory meeting, about nine hours ago, right before we all turned in for the night?” Sage asked.

“That would be the one,” Jall sighed.

“No progress, then,” Sage said, “Except I think the portable showers the Qu’Eh installed smell like ass,”

“No progress,” Pye jumped in, “And I agree,”

Jall looked around.

“OK then, no progress. Meeting adjourned,”

They turned to leave, only to be stopped by Neum’s voice.

“Whoah, people!” she cried, “You can’t leave now! No progress has been reported!”

“There is none,” Jall snapped, “We haven’t had the chance to do anything since the last meeting!”

“You cannot have a meeting without progress!” Neum snapped, “You should know this by now! Now, report your progress immediately, or we’re going to be here all day!”

Jall slammed a padd to the deck, taking a great deal of pleasure in watching the screen shatter.

“I progressed in generating more available waste for the matter reclamation systems,” he snarled.

“Very good!” Neum said cheerfully, “You may go,”

The rest of the staff trudged out, off to their daily repair details. The sad part was, by the time the mandatory afternoon meeting rolled around, they still wouldn’t have much in the way of progress to report. After nearly ten days aboard the crippled ship, they’d manage to re-activate the impulse reactors and replace some of the damaged components. Unfortunately, with less than a hundred people working on the task, they were still a long way from restoring even basic life-support. All the power conduits were completely fried, as were the data networks that would actually operate everything. On top of that, the Qu’Eh parts replicator could only do so much.

On the flip side, with the current conditions it wasn’t hard to hide some of the progress they had been making, so long as only non-implanted crewmen worked on it.

Jall had come to a conclusion: Whoever was going to oppose the Qu’Eh, it wasn’t going to be one of them. Without access to Sickbay, Wowryk couldn’t figure out how to remove the implants. Even if she could, where would they go? The Qu’Eh would realize the instant an implant was removed. So long as they were completely dependant on the Qu’Eh for food, water and supplies, they were all but helpless.

But that didn’t mean they had zero options. And now, it was time to put what passed for his pathetic idea of a plan into motion.

“It’s been what, over two weeks since the Qu’Eh invaded, huh?” he said to Wowryk, before she could leave the ‘meeting’.

“Something like that,” she muttered, “Personally, I’m counting the days until they leave,”

“Yeah, too bad we don’t know when that is,” Jall stood and stretched the kinks out of his frame, “C’mon, doc. I dunno about you, but I need to get out of this shuttle bay for a few minutes,”

“Yes, and we’re going where, exactly?”

As it turned out, they were going for a walk down the corridor. Of course, they’d had to suit up in environmental suits first, as any part of Silverado outside of the shuttlebay had no oxygen, no heat and no gravity. As they pulled themselves down the corridor, lit only by their helmet lights, Wowryk was somewhat pleased to see that cosmetically, the corridors near the shuttlebay had been repaired.

“Where are we going?” she asked again, her voice crackling through the helmet radio.

“Do you remember, doc, before the battle?” Jall replied, “We were talking about how important symbols were?”

“Yeah,” she muttered, “Fat lot of good the grand symbol of Matria did. Pride cometh before the fall, apparently.”

She clearly remembered, after being appointed as Jall’s First Officer, how he had said to her that the Matrians held her in very high esteem, and how her behaviour in Dreamland had made a lasting impression on them, an impression that Jall apparently believed could help motivate the Matrians in some way.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about that,” Jall continued.

“Good for you,” Wowryk sighed.

“And I really don’t think we need a symbol up here that badly,” he said. With that, he grabbed Wowryk by shoulders and shoved her into an open hatchway.

“Manager Jall!” Neum’s voice cried out, “What are you doing?”

Wowryk gave a surprised squeal as she found herself tumbling into a small, cubic space. Behind her, the hatch clanged shut. A lifeboat!

“We’re finished up here, doc!” Jall shouted, his voice now tinged with pain as his implant kicked in, “The Matrians need a symbol more than we do!”

“Wha?” Wowryk tried desperately to regain her equilibrium. Jall screamed as his implant pulsed to full power.

“Find the Matrian Resistance!” he forced out, “You’re more good to them on the planet now than you are up here!”

In the corridor, out of Wowryk’s view, Jall slammed his hand down on the emergency release for the lifeboat. The power in the self-contained pod snapped on, the artificial gravity dropping Wowryk into one of the seats just before the pod blasted free of the ship.

Wowryk’s eyes widened as she peered out the viewport, Matria Prime growing larger at an almost exponential rate.

“JALL!” she shrieked, “I WILL NOT BE PUSHED AROUND LIKE THIS! YOU BRING THIS POD BACK IMMEDIATELY!”

But there was no answer.



Aboard Silverado, Jall felt the pain in his implant fade just in time for the familiar tingle of a transporter beam to kick in. The next thing he knew, he was lying on the deck of what could only be one of the Qu’Eh ships.

“Manager Jall,” it was Supervisor Neum’s voice, however this time it wasn’t coming through an implant, “We are most disappointed with your performance.”

Jall pulled himself to his feet. The room he was in was long and rectangular, with rows upon rows of workstations filling the available space. Each station had a single Qu’Eh with an implant facing several screens. The screens he could glimpse showed a variety of settings: inside Silverado, inside various Matrian ships, Qu’Eh ships, and even a few shots that he realized must be coming from the planet. Supervisor Neum had left her post and now approached Jall.

“Unauthorized transfer of materials,” she said, “Unauthorized transfer of personnel! And you didn’t even have Dr. Wowryk complete an exit quality form!”

“Unable to get a sensor lock on the pod,” one of the Qu’Eh nearby reported, “Something’s jamming the signal.”

“Just a little something we managed to put together,” Jall said smugly.

Neum glowered.

“2 quality points for one successful escape,” she said finally.

“Oh yeah!”

“You, however,” she shook her head, “Clearly, you are not a good fit for the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority.”

“Good,” Jall smiled, “I guess I’ll just be going now,”

“No,” Neum shook her head, then gestured. A pair of burly Qu’Eh were suddenly grasping his arms. “You may not be a good fit for us now, but I promise that by the time we are through with you, you will be.”



After her initial fury with Jall passed, Wowryk found herself becoming bored in the small pod. Why hadn’t the Qu’Eh beamed her out yet? What good did Jall think she was going to be able to do in here?

What if the damned thing landed in the middle of the ocean?

The pod’s panel beeped as the tiny craft entered the atmosphere. Wowryk wasn’t an expert on Matria, but she recognized the map displayed well enough. The pod was going to come crashing down right in the middle of the city of Matronus.

The automated systems kicked, in, bringing the pod in to a smooth landing in what seemed to be somebody’s backyard. Wowryk jumped out the hatch, yanking off her environment suit as she did so.

“I’m a DOCTOR,” she snarled to herself, “Not a COMMANDO! What was that idiot thinking? I’m about as useful to a rebellion as an Atheist at a Church picnic!”

She looked around, suddenly realizing that there was a Matrian woman standing on a patio, staring at the escape pod and at the grungy doctor with a look of extreme shock.

“Hi,” Wowryk said, “Any idea where I can find the Matrian Rebellion?”

The woman shook her head slowly.



“I think I have something!”

“Please tell me it’s not another infomercial,”

“Nope,”

Marsden and Rengs were seated in the HT’s new makeshift base, just off the main cavern underneath Matronus. For the past several days, they’d been working to establish themselves; gathering what supplies they could and trying to get some information on what was happening. Marsden had been scrounging components from the Matrian stasis equipment and was attempting to establish some kind of system for intercepting and decrypting Matrian and Qu’Eh transmissions. At the moment, they were listening to a static-filled report being broadcast over one of the Matrian military channels.

“Definitely not an infomercial,” Marsden said. He watched the small display, trying to adjust the translator matrix he’d tried to put together.

“My Matrian isn’t very good,” Rengs said, “But isn’t this something to do with an escape pod?”

“I think so,”

“Then it’s probably from a ship,”

“Yup,”

“And not a Qu’Eh ship,”

“Nope.”

They looked at each other.

“STERRNNN! GET OVER HERE!”

The taller officer rushed in, clad only in his uniform pants. His chest had been shaved, and a happy face had been drawn using the some kind of jam. Each eye/nipple now consisted of a cookie held in place with what looked like peanut butter.

Rengs and Marsden stared.

“I fell asleep,” Stern said flatly, noticing the looks on their faces, “Simmons got bored. We can get back at him later, OK?”

“I have a pack of alien honey left over from breakfast,” Marsden offered.

“Next we go up for supplies, let’s raid something other than a bakery, OK?” Rengs suggested.

“What do we have?” Stern asked, one of his cookies coming loose and dropping to the floor.

“Escape pod,” Rengs reported, suddenly all business, “Crashed in a residential suburb of the city.”

“Starfleet or Matrian?” Stern demanded.

Rengs listened carefully to the radio chatter, a smile spreading over his face.

“Starfleet!”

“Let’s roll!” Stern snapped. The other cookie dropped to the floor.

“Anybody got a wet-nap?”



Chairman P’Tarek paced his office in the Matrian government complex.

“Escaped,” he said again, speaking into his headset, “And we weren’t able to stop the escape pod from landing.”

“Mr. Chairman,” Manager Kalmers was standing nearby, having come down to the surface to report the issue to P’Tarek personally, “It was only one prisoner, a doctor yet, not a soldier! Surely her importance to the quality of our mission is minimal,”

“Dr. Wowryk was on that ship, un-implanted, for a reason!” P’Tarek snapped. He whirled around, his cape spinning out behind him, “If you had properly read the mission briefing, you would know that! She is high-profile in Matrian corporate territory, and keeping her isolated and out of the way was deemed a prudent precaution!”

“If she was so important, why wasn’t she implanted?” Kalmers demanded.

P’Tarek looked at him coldly.

“For the same reason Mistress Laurette wasn’t,” he said finally, “The Shareholders didn’t want the negative publicity,”

He turned towards the tall, metal-laced window that looked out over Dignity Way and the government complex gardens.

“I want her caught,” he said coldly, “And I want her to disappear. Use only Qu’Eh troops…we can’t afford any screw-ups.”

“She’s a doctor,” Kalmers said, turning towards the exit, “Surely, she has no idea what she’s doing,”



Wowryk had no idea what she was supposed to be doing.

The escape pod had contained a survival pack, but even she knew better than to walk around Matronus carrying a pack covered in Starfleet insignia. Instead, she’d dug out the one- size-is-supposed-to-fit-all survival coveralls from under the pod seat and discarded her uniform. She then proceeded to move as quickly away from the pod as she possible could, sticking to back alleys and side streets. She’d come down in one of the residential districts of Matronus, an area of low, two or three storey houses and lush, greenery-filled yards instead of the gleaming spires and crowded streets found in the more densely-populated districts. Having spent some time exploring Matronus prior to the Qu’Eh invasion, she was somewhat familiar with the overall layout. Still, she now found herself alone, with night falling, badly dressed and wandering the streets with no overall direction. Overhead, she could hear the sound of aircraft. Looking up, she could see blinking lights from Qu’Eh shuttles and fighters streaking through the sky, no doubt searching for her. What was Jall thinking?

Jall. Whether he was performing unthinkable sex acts or acting to free her from Qu’Eh activity, that workings of that man’s mind remained a mystery to her. What did he hope to achieve? Did he actually believe that she could be a symbol for the Matrian rebellion, of all things? What kind of difference did he think she could make? Did he really believe in her that much?

Wowryk frowned. She’d hit something there. She thought back, trying to remember the prelude to the battle with the Qu’Eh, when she’d been appointed Jall’s First Officer by Stafford. Jall hadn’t argued. He’d talked with her, over coffee, about how she was viewed by the Matrians, and how he hoped that would help the battle.

But not once had he ever implied that he thought she was incapable of doing the job that she’d been given. And, the more she thought about it, the stranger that seemed. Could it be that Jall, the atheist, arrogant, lust and sin-driven bastard that he was, actually had…faith…in her? Wowryk shivered.

She heard something, possibly a vehicle door opening, from the direction of the street and quickly ducked into a nearby doorway. Peering around the corner, she could see four uniformed Qu’Eh moving onto the street, small handheld sensors in hand. One of them turned in her direction.

The door behind her suddenly opened and an arm grabbed her shoulder, pulling her back. A second arm slapped something onto her arm. As she stumbled back, Wowryk’s mind immediately registered the male features of the body grabbing her. Her arm swung down reflexively, fist clenched, and came into swift contact with her assailant’s crotch. Suddenly free of his grasp, Wowryk jumped back into the alley, only to see the Qu’eh walking towards her. He didn’t look as sure now, however, and was tapping the side of his scanner as if the thing had broken.

Deciding to take her chances with the man she knew she could injure, she jumped back into the building and shut the door behind her.

Deciding now was not the time for the Hippocratic Oath, she stood over him and put her foot down between his legs, ready to crush his vitals if he so much as twitched.

“Who are you?” she demanded.

“Jural,” the man replied at once, “I’m not here to hurt me! I mean, you!”

“What do you want?” Wowryk snapped.

“I’m here to rescue you!”

Wowryk blinked. She abruptly registered that the man was dressed in Matrian male formal dress; a somewhat frilly shirt and a pair of fitted pants that did very little to hide his curves. (Matrian women were surprisingly similar to human men when it came to their idea of what their dates should reveal.)

“You’re rescuing me…in formal wear?” Wowryk asked.

“Look, can we talk later? The Qu’Eh are moving in. And I have a plan to keep you safe!”

Wowryk considered. She could run off. It wasn’t like she had a lot of other options.

“Lead the way,” she finally said.



“I really wish we had a car. A tram. SOMETHING!” Simmons whined, wheezing for breath. The HT had been running for almost half an hour already, following Matronus’ underground transit maintenance tunnels. They’d climbed out of the underground cavern and re-entered the transit system, which unfortunately was still running. So far, they’d only had to knock out two transit employees, but Stern wasn’t happy with even that delay. If only they could take the trams without worrying about local security!

“The Qu’Eh are probably there already!”

“I KNOW that!”

“So what do we do?”

“We run faster!” Stern snapped, “We’ve gone nearly five kilometres already, five more won’t kill us!”

“Nooo!” Simmons whined.



“Put this on!” Jarul said, tossing Wowryk a pants-suit like garment, the Matrian equivalent of female formal wear.

“Not while you’re watching!”

“Huh? Oh. Um, OK.” Jarul turned around. Wowryk started getting changed.

“Who are you?” she demanded again.

“I’m with the Matrian Intelligence Team,” he said, “As soon as we picked up your escape pod, we knew it was Federation, and that whomever was aboard would have important information for us,”

“Um…”

“Or at least a plan?” Jarul said hopefully.

“Well…”

He was quiet for a moment

“Then why did you risk being caught and who-knows-what by fighting your way off your ship?” he demanded.

“It wasn’t exactly my idea.” Wowryk snapped, “Commander Jall shoved me into an escape pod and told me to find the Matrian Rebellion!”

She’d finished dressing and now stepped in front of Jarul.

“Fine,” he said, “I can help you with that. But first, we have a dance to get to,”

“A what?”

“This way,” Jarul said, ignoring her question, “my vehicle awaits,”



“Crap!” Lt. Commander Stern muttered, looking out at the scene in front of him.

The HT was huddled underneath a hedge, directly across the street from the home that had become the landing sight for the escape pod. Qu’Eh craft had swamped the area, and uniformed soldiers were walking everywhere.

“They beat us,” Simmons wheezed, still out of breath.

“Yeah, big surprise,” Rengs muttered.

“Humans are weak runners,” Keklor declared.

“Don’t start!”

“We should go,” Marsden said, tapping a Matrian scanner he’d obtained, “Their sensors are going to pick us up,”

“I thought human and Matrian life-signs were too similar to distinguish from each other?” Stern said.

“At long range, yes. This close? Couldn’t tell you without knowing more about Qu’Eh technology. Besides, we’ve got a Klingon, Bajoran and Barudan here, too,” Marsden replied.

“OK, let’s-”

Stern suddenly felt the muzzle of a large weapon pressing against one buttock.

“Who are you!?” a voice whispered insistently.

“Crap,” Stern sighed, “Guys, who was watching out rear?”

“Hmm?” Simmons started, “Sorry, I was still catching my breath,”

“Idiot,” Rengs muttered, raising his hands in surrender.

“You’re not Qu’Eh,” the voice went on, “And you don’t seem to be on their side. But you’re not with us. So who are you?”

Stern peeked carefully back, noticing that their uninvited guests were dressed in camouflage and armed with Matrian weapons. They also appeared to be casting nervous glances in the direction of the Qu’Eh troops.

“We’re…freedom fighters,” Stern said, “Against the Qu’Eh invasion.”

The figure relaxed slightly.

“And I’m Mistress Laheya, with the Matrian Rebellion.”

There were shouts from the direction of the Qu’Eh vehicles.

“And we’re all in big s**t if we don’t get out of here!” Stern snapped.

Lehaya reached down and helped pull the larger man to his feet with surprising strength.

“Shall we?” she asked.



Wowryk’s mind was spinning.

In the span of mere hours, she’d gone from living in Silverado’s shuttlebay to crashing on a planet and wandering the streets, to being hunted by the Qu’Eh, and had now been dropped into the company of a very strange Matrian man. Wearing the suit-like outfit he’d provided, she’d been whisked into a waiting hover-limo and driven to this…place. The building was a square pyramid, with a stained-glass roof that peaked high over their heads. A group of musicians were playing in one corner, and all around them Matrian couples danced, each attired in similar formal wear.

“Good thing I thought to have some jewelry in the car,” Jarul said, “You look lovely in those earrings.”

“Will you stop hitting on me and explain what we’re doing here!?”

Jarul suddenly yanked her onto the dance floor. Wowryk had no idea what was happening, but for some reason found herself going with him. As he led her through the other dances, she saw that a pair of Qu’Eh soldiers was at the entrance, talking to one of the attendants.

“The government has been sponsoring these socials for the past year,” Jarul said, “They’re supposed to encourage male-female couplings, and to increase the number of successful pregnancies,”

“After marriage, I hope,” Wowryk sniffed.

“Is marriage that important in human culture?” Jarul asked. He shook his head, “Never mind. Look, the point is, you need to disappear for a while. Who would expect you to show up here, after escaping from your ship?”

“Them,” Wowryk said flatly, gesturing at the Qu’Eh. They had passed the entrance, and were now combing through the crowd.

“Good point,” Jarul said. He thought for a moment, “Lead us towards that far corner. I have a backup plan,”

“Lead us?”

“I can’t keep leading us in this dance!” Jarul hissed, “It looks strange! Women are supposed to lead! That’s just the way it is,”

“But I don’t…oh fine!” Wowryk started moving them in the indicated direction.

“So what if Commander Jall had sent a guy down to the planet?” she asked.

“It was considered most likely that somebody important enough to be sent down from your ship with information for us would be female,” Jarul said.

“I keep forgetting that there are reasons why I like this planet.” Wowryk said thoughtfully, “So what is this backup plan of yours?”

“Um, we’re going to run through the alley behind the building and try to evade the Qu’Eh,” Jarul said.

“That’s what I was doing before you found me!” Wowryk snapped, “Don’t you have backup? Troops? Government support?”

“Um, no,”

Wowryk fumed, still leading them as they danced their way to the rear of the building.

“What kind of secret agent are you, anyway?” she asked.

“I have to work independent of the government right now,” Jarul said sharply, “The Qu’Eh think they have the support of our government, now that Laurette is in charge. If they caught the MIT working against them…”

“Right,” Wowryk sighed.

The Qu’Eh soldiers were still moving through the crowd, getting closer to the two of them.

“We need a better plan than running through the alley!” Wowryk hissed.

“Well, I have this place I’m supposed to take you, but not for several-”

Wowryk stepped on his foot.

“OW! OK, fine!”

“Hmm? Oh,” Wowryk blushed, “Sorry. I told you I wasn’t a very good dancer. But good. Let’s go!”

But Jarul’s exclamation of pain had drawn the attention of the soldiers. Now that they’d taken a close look at her, they must have recognized her, because they started rushing right at her.

“Let’s go!” Wowryk snapped, grabbing him by the arm. They rushed towards the rear exit, ignoring the shouts of the Qu’Eh. Dodging through a narrow hallway, they found themselves in a small corridor. A nearby door was labelled ‘Exit’, another was labelled ‘Kitchen’.

“This way!” Wowryk and Jarul both shouted, trying to pull each other in opposite directions.

“The exit is here!” Jarul snapped.

“Just how long have you been doing this secret agent thing, anyway?” Wowryk demanded, “I’m a doctor, and even I know you have to come up with something more creative than that!”

“Creative?”



The two Qu’Eh rushed into the rear corridor, finding themselves confronted with two doors. The one immediately moved towards the one labelled ‘Exit’, however the other one was looking more closely at the second door. It was ajar, and he was pretty sure he could hear somebody there. Surely, the higher-quality solution would be to ensure their prey wasn’t in the building before leaving.

They pushed through into the kitchen, completely unprepared for what they saw.

The woman they were pursuing was standing behind the counter, looking at them with an angry glare in her eyes. The man next to her had been strapped to the refrigerator with the shredded remains of an apron, a spatula sticking out of his mouth like a tongue and carrot-like vegetables sticking out of both ears. The two soldiers were so dumbstruck by the absurdity of the scene that they were completely caught off guard when the woman suddenly brought a pot of something steaming up from behind the counter, throwing the contents in their faces. They Qu’Eh screamed and clawed at their faces as the substance burned, giving Jarul ample time to rip through the apron restraints spit out the spatula and knock both unconscious.

“Matrian Spice Chowder,” Wowryk said with satisfaction, “The most corrosive dish on the planet,”

“How did you know-” Jarul started to ask.

“I had to regenerate three stomach linings before we figured out what was causing it,” Wowryk said smugly.

“And the…distraction?” Jarul asked, pulling the last few remaining shred of apron from around his wrists and trying desperately to regain his dignity.

“Let’s just say that I work with a group of very…unique…people,” Wowryk said, “Now let’s go. And pull those carrots out of your ears!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jarul muttered.



“I don’t mean to sound ungrateful,” Stern said, sitting in the back of a hover-fan driven by their new allies, “But we were at that crash site for a reason! We think one of our people-”

Rengs elbowed him.

“Uh, one of the Starfleeters may have escape from the ships in orbit,”

“We know,” Laheya said, “And, please, we knew you were Starfleet too as soon as wrinkles and hairball over there got in the van.”

Kreklor bared his teeth. Dar’ugal just gave a sad sort of sigh.

“Um, well.” Stern shrugged, “OK, you got us.”

Laheya parked the hover-van, then led them into the transit system. As it turned out, the Matrian Rebellion’s base was about a kilometer away from the HT base, deep below Matronus.

“And as for your missing person, we have a plan,” Laheya said. “In fact, if all goes according to plan, you will be reunited in a matter of hours.”

They came around the corner, right by the hidden entrance to the cavern, only to find themselves face to face with Dr. Wowryk and an unfamiliar Matrian male.

“Things didn’t go according to plan,” the Matrian said, shrugging, “We had to ditch out early, but I don’t think we were followed,”

Stern blinked.

“Dr. Wowryk?”

“Lt. Commander Stern,” Wowryk said coldly.

There was muttering as several of the Matrian rebels exchanged looks.

“THE Dr. Wowryk?” Lehaya deamanded.

“Yes,” Wowryk said flatly.

“How do we know it’s really you?” Simmons asked suspiciously.

“Do you want me to detail the numerous sexual infections Stern’s has had to be treated for over the years?” Wowryk snapped.

“Let’s just get her back to base,” Stern said quickly, gesturing towards the tunnel entrance.



High above the planet, Jall found himself in a small room, with only a cot, a desk and a toilet for company. He’d been left there, along with a pile of paperwork that he apparently had to complete before his torture could begin. Understandable, he wasn’t in any hurry to get started.

He had no idea what had happened after he’d launched Wowryk out in the pod. He could only hope that she’d been able to help on the planet. The Great Bird knew nobody on Silverado was helping anybody anytime soon. It would be hard for the Matrians to fight back against the Qu’Eh, but maybe they could do something. And if his other little act of rebellion against the Qu’eh had succeeded, things could really start turning around.





Earth: One Week Ago:



There was a sudden beeping from the computer terminal, then the cold, mechanical voice of the computer.

“Incoming message,” it said, “Text only,”

The occupant of the spacious living room rose to his feet, only the slightest whisper of cloth audible as he moved.

“Display message,” he said softly, his voice barely loud enough for the computer to detect.





MESSAGE STARTS:





TO: COMMANDER MATTHEW NOONAN, MONTREAL, CANADIAN REGION, EARTH, TERRAN SECTOR





FROM: COMMANDER SAN JALL, USS SILVEARDO, MATRIAN SECTOR





SUBJECT: FW: REINFORCEMENTS





MESSAGE READS:





MATRIA INVADED BY HOSTILE A**HOLE ALIENS. SHIP CRIPPLED, CAPTAIN, CREW AND MATRIAN GOV’T HIDING IN UNDERGROUND BUNKER. STARFLEET REFUSES TO SEND REINFORCEMENTS DUE TO SOME STUPID DUMB-ASS PROBLEM.





HEEEELLLLPPPP!!!!!!!!!





MESSAGE ENDS



Matt Noonan carefully read the message again. He’d known that politics were being played at the higher levels, making it difficult for Admiral Tunney to get things done, but he had no idea that things had deteriorated so far.

Apparently, his vacation was over.
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Work Hazards


Starfleet Headquarters, Earth.





The Invasion of Matria Prime - +7 Days



Commander Matthew Noonan was accustomed to waiting.

That’s not to say that he especially enjoyed it. But when one has been alive for over two hundred years, one learns to deal with such inconveniences.

Just hours ago he’d received a message from San Jall, first officer of the Silverado. Strange to think that Stafford had willingly given Noonan’s old job to Jall, but Noonan was pleased that the young Captain at least seemed to be making some smart decisions. Shortly after Noonan had left the ship, Silverado had been ordered back to Matrian space. In a matter of days, a race called the Qu’Eh had invaded, Silverado had been disabled and communications with the Matrian system had been cut off. Except for a single plea for help from Jall, who claimed that the reinforcements Starfleet and President Dillon had promised weren’t actually on their way.

Noonan knew that time was of the essence. Matria Prime was weeks away. The more time the Qu’Eh were given to entrench themselves in Matrian Space, the harder it would be to get rid of them. Communications with Senous, Matria Prime’s closest Federation neighbour, were still up, but the Senousian defence fleet had taken a beating in the battle for Matria Prime and was in no shape to help out.

Noonan had already been in contact with Admiral Edward Tunney, the man ultimately responsible for Silverado. That conversation had not been especially fruitful, and so he now found himself waiting for a meeting with Fleet Admiral Ra’al.

“It’s not a matter of having ships available,” Tunney had said tiredly, rubbing his forehead with one hand, “We’ve got several ships holding position at Waystation, ready to head out. The problem is that they’re old, outdated Operation Salvage ships. They’re not especially reliable, and putting them up against the Qu’Eh attack fleet would be a f…a bad idea.”

“So we’re going to do what, exactly?” Noonan had asked, “Wait for Ra’al to change her mind? Have President Dillon intervene?”

“We can’t go to President Dillon,” Tunney had said quickly, “Just…just trust me on that one. As for Ra’al…”

Tunney had leaned closer and lowered his voice.

“If you can…convince her to give me one or two modern, top-of-the-line battleships, say a Sovereign or a couple of Galaxy-class ships, I’ll send them along with every ship I have sitting at Waystation.”

“If not?” Noonan had asked.

“If not,” Tunney sat back and sighed, “Then we’re going to have to find a ship somewhere else.”



A day later, Commander Noonan was still waiting. As was his custom, he’d sunken into a meditative state, using his unique abilities more than his eyes and ears to sense the world around him. Over the course of the fifteen hours he’d been sitting there he’d had two service robots attempt to dust him, three receptionists inquire as to his health and a small child poke him and ask its mother why there was a statue in the waiting room.

He had not, however, come any closer to meeting with the Fleet Admiral.

Meetings with Ra’al were not easy to come by, especially for somebody like Noonan who was, in the halls of Starfleet HQ, a nobody. He’d confess to using a few borderline-ethical tactics with the receptionists, but those had apparently proven less successful that he would have expected.

“Commander?”

A small human male was standing next to Noonan, holding a data padd. Noonan turned to look at the man, the sudden transition from statue to living, breathing entity startling the man enough for him to take a quick step back.

“Yes?”

“Um…here…” He handed over the data padd. On it was an image of Fleet Admiral Ra’al. Worried, Noonan hit the ‘Play Message’ button.

“Commander Noonan,” the image of Ra’al begain, her voice cold, slightly disdainful, “I understand you have been attempting to meet with me. Normally, I would simply ignore the fact that an officer of mere Commander rank was attempting to get my attention by bypassing normal channels, but as I’m sure you’re aware, I have a sufficiently high security clearance level to understand that you are…not exactly the average officer. So I will take the time to deliver this message in as direct a manner as prudence allows.” She paused for a moment.

“I will not meet with you, nor will I give you any opportunity to use your little tricks to cloud my judgement. The simple matter is that the Federation is a vast body, with many critical concerns to attend to. We have allocated what assets we can spare to the Qu’Eh threat, and neither yourself nor Admiral Tunney can convince me that an alien species weeks from our borders warrants more attention that the far more immediate threats we now face.”

She leaned forward, her face a study in annoyance.

“Now go away and stop bothering my staff!”

The image vanished.

So that was that. There would be no opportunity for him to attempt to convince Ra’al to send Tunney the ships he would need. And without a sufficient force, Tunney wouldn’t be sending anybody to Matrian Space.

Noonan sighed. It was time to get…unconventional.





Matronus, Matria Prime





The Invasion of Matria Prime +20 Days



“This is getting confusing,” Lieutenant Marsden said, shifting his attention from one padd to another. “When you say ‘Matronus’, are you talking about the current city, the one we’re hiding underneath, or the orbital habitat that blew up hundreds of years ago and was forgotten about during the suspended animation thing?”

“You have to put it into context,” Lieutenant Commander David Stern said, looking over Marsden’s shoulder, “Are you reading about giant explosions, or about civil unrest?”

“Um…this one is a report from one of the Matrian rebel cells on the Qu’Eh facility being built near the outskirts of the city,” Marsden replied.

“Well, then they’re probably not talking about a space station that blew up hundreds of years ago, are they?”

“Well, no. I suppose not.”

The Hazardous Team, Silverado’s not-so-elite Alpha security team, had been hiding for weeks now in the maze of tunnels surrounding the massive underground cavern the female citizens of Matronus had used as a stasis facility during the reconstruction of the city. The Qu’Eh had been poking around the main chamber itself, searching for any remaining traces of the technology that had allowed the Matrian women to so completely alter the personalities of the Matrian men during that era. Fortunately, the modern Matrians had seen to the complete destruction of the M-SID technology, having decided that their society could not move forward on a basis of equality while the threat of personality alteration existed. The Qu’Eh, from what the Hazardous Team had learned, were not pleased with this turn of events. The acquisition of M-SIDs was apparently one of the driving factors behind the Qu’Eh invasion.

But that didn’t entirely make sense either. The Matrians had sent out dozens of the things in the search for their ‘perfect/perfectly controllable man’. Surely the Qu’Eh could have obtained one easily enough. Heck, the arrival of such a device in their system may have prompted their interest in the first place. But if that was the case, why were the Qu’Eh sending people to poke around in the ruins of the Matrian suspended animation caverns?

“What do they say about the facility?” Stern asked.

“It’s got a really big subspace communications array. Maybe even a link up to an orbital transceiver station. Maybe something on one of the Qu’Eh ships?”

“Could be. What else do we have?”

“Dr. Wowryk is about to send a group of Matrian rebels on a scouting mission into the government complex.” Marsden reported.

“Is that today? Crap! I better get over there!”

Stern dashed out the low exit of the dimly lit chamber and took a hard right into the tunnel. After about five meters, the tunnel branched off in five different directions. One tunnel led to the Matronus transit system, another to the main stasis/Dream Nexus chamber. The final three led into the maze of tunnels and chambers surrounding the main chamber.

Stern stopped, stared, then turned around and bolted back.

“Second tunnel from the right,” Marsden said the instant he heard Stern’s footsteps.

“Thanks,” Stern said, reversing course yet again.



Dr. Noel Wowryk sat on an old crate in an empty chamber off one of the many tunnels surrounding the Matronus cavern. She’d been trying to work a knot out of her hair for about five minutes now, but the damned thing just didn’t want to come out. On the other hand, her uniform was dirty and dust-streaked and she hadn’t showered since crashing on the planet, so one could say that the knot simply added to her ensemble.

You could, but she’d probably beat you senseless.

Wowryk was not in the best of moods. First, she’d found herself trapped aboard Silverado working for Jall of all people, and having to deal with that slimy little Chairman P’tarek. The next thing she knew, Jall was launching her off in an escape pod with some half-baked idea that she could somehow help out any rebel elements that might be forming in response to the Qu’Eh invasion.

The worst part was, the bastard was half right. She’d barely finished picking herself up out of the crash site when Jural, a member of Matrian Intelligence had tracked her down. The Hazardous Team, also chasing after her, had made contact with a Matrian rebel group. They had originally been rebelling against Queen Anselia and the idea of male equality, but the Qu’Eh invasion had slightly altered their priorities. Add on top of that the fact that the old rebel ranks were now swelling with Matrian citizens eager to fight the Qu’Eh and it left you with quite a mess.

Now, Wowryk found herself stuck between Jural’s pro-government agenda, Stern’s ‘blow stuff up’ agenda and whatever it was the rebels hoped to achieve after defeating the Qu’Eh. Needless to say, she wasn’t enjoying the situation.

“OK, so which group do I need to inspire next?” she asked.

“We have a team of two that are going to sabotage the luggage loading systems at the Matronus spaceport,” Jural said.

“That doesn’t sound very useful,” Wowryk commented

“It’s not. But in the ensuing customer service nightmare, we should be able to get a man aboard one of the supply shuttles heading for orbital sensor station 13.”

“Don’t tell me any more, I don’t want to know,” Wowryk said, “Then what?”

Jural grimaced.

“Then we’re sending a spy team into the palace,” Jural said.

“Ookay,” Wowryk shrugged.

“What, you have a problem?”

“No, by all means, let’s send people in to spy on the woman that Stafford and Anselia put in charge of the government,” Wowryk rolled her eyes, “Just saying that maybe somebody has some trust issues here,”

Jural’s mouth tightened.

“This isn’t about the Qu’Eh,” he said. He looked around, then lowered his voice, “I have reason to believe that Mistress Laurette was involved with the rebels before the invasion.”

Wowryk digested this. Ever since Stafford had made her Jall’s first officer, she’d been forced to think in terms of tactics and strategy. She still wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not.

“That’s why you insisted that this team be made up of new rebels,” she said slowly, “If she was involved, you think the older rebels would cover for her,”

“Exactly,” Jural said, “Look, we need to know where she stands. Or your fleet might overthrow the Qu’Eh just in time to deliver the whole planet into Laurette’s hands.

“I’ll go brief them now, then,” Wowryk said.



Stern found Wowryk in a nearby chamber, standing in front of a half-dozen Matrians. They were dressed in normal street cloths and had even showered and groomed themselves. Wowryk herself was still wearing her battered uniform.

“This mission is vital to our cause,” Wowryk was saying, “We need to know details on how Laurette is handling the Qu’Eh leadership. She is also,” Wowryk paused dramatically, “aware of Queen Anselia’s location, along with the rest of the Council. It is imperative that we determine whether she has been implanted, and that she remains loyal to the true leaders of Matria!”

Stern stepped in quietly, watching as Wowryk wrapped up her speech.

“People like you are the future of this planet,” she said passionately, “And your efforts will help defeat the Qu’Eh, once and for all!”

The rebels filed out.

“You were supposed to wait for me to coach you,” Stern said, annoyed.

“And why would I do that?” Wowryk asked snidely, “I understand I know nothing about insurgency, or tactics, or warfare. But do you honestly think I know nothing about converting people to a cause?”

Ohhhh. Good point with that one.

“All right. So we’ve been sending people on missions for a while now, collecting some good info, and getting the rebellion on its feet,” Stern said, crossing his arms, “Now can you tell me why you and this Jural buddy of yours think it’s so important to investigate Laurette?”

“Agent Jural,” Wowryk sniffed, “Is worried that Laurette has information that could compromise every group working against the Qu’Eh on this planet.”

“Well, he’s right,” Stern said, “So? She’s the leader.”

“It’s not a big deal,” Wowryk said, “The rebels will get in, make sure she isn’t implanted, observe her for a couple of days, then report back.”

“You’ve really bought into this guy’s plan, huh?” Stern commented.

“And what are you suggesting?” Wowryk raised an eyebrow.

“Well-”

“DR. WOWRYK!”

The two officers spun to see Mistress Lehaya striding towards them, a look of rage on her face.

“What?” Wowryk snapped.

“Did you just send a team to spy on Laurette?”

“Yes. It is important that-”

“Oh, you IDIOT!” Lehaya spun around, throwing her weapon to the ground hard enough to crack the casing, “WHY???”

“I was trying to tell you-”

“We need to make sure Laurette isn’t leaking anything,” Stern said, “By accident, or because somebody plugged a nasty observation device into the side of her head,”

“She isn’t,” Lehaya said flatly.

“She might be,” Wowryk snapped, “We’ve had no contact with her, nor public communications in weeks. We do not know what the Qu’Eh may be doing to her! And she knows the location of Queen Anselia and your precious ruling council!”

“It’s a dangerous situation,” Stern agreed, “We can’t take the chance that she’s been compromised.

Lehaya suddenly looked very uncomfortable. Stern noticed immediately.

“You know something!” he accused, pointing a finger.

“Ohhh….Laurette’s one of the biggest supporters of the rebellion!” Lehaya blurted out, “She’s been diverting resources in our direction for over a year! She knows the rebel structure inside out!”

Wowryk blinked. For all the time she and Jural had spend speculating on Laurette, neither of them thought to simply ask their local rebel ringleader.

“Really?” Wowryk asked.

“Really.” Laheya said flatly.

“Perfect!” Stern said cheerfully, “Then just call her up and ask how things are going. No sweat.”

“No,” Wowryk shook her head, “No, no, no!”

She grabbed Stern by the shirt.

“Don’t you get it?” she snapped, “The woman Stafford and Anselia trusted to run the Matrian government under the Qu’Eh not only knows where the legitimate government is hiding, she was planning a rebellion to take them out of power!”

Realization dawned in Stern’s eyes. He turned to Lehaya.

“She wouldn’t,” he said, “Not to invading aliens, right?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Lehaya said coldly as she turned to leave, “Would you?”

Wowryk and Stern sat in silence for a moment.

“Well,” Wowryk said, standing up, “I guess I’ll just go tell those guys to come back then. I’m sure we can find another mission to send them on, if we don’t need them spying on Laurette.”

“Unless Lehaya, Anselia and Stafford have all horribly misjudged Laurette,” Stern pointed out, “In which case, we’re all in deep shit,”

Wowryk’s mouth tightened.

“Maybe just one spy,” she sighed, “Something a bit more subtle than a whole team,”

“Agreed,” Stern nodded.

“This rebellion stuff is hard,” Wowryk complained, rubbing her head, “I’d rather clean up the injuries afterwards than worry about all this plotting and scheming. And now I have to go explain to Jural that his worst fears may have been confirmed.”

“We need to speed things up a bit,” Stern decided.

“What do you suggest?”

“I think it’s time we clarified things a bit for everybody,” Stern said firmly.



“Are you sure you’re OK with this, Doc?” Stern asked.

“I am certain,” Wowryk nodded. Using Agent Jural’s contacts in the Matrian government, the Hazardous Team had managed to sneak into a seldom used holo-vision studio. The darkened set had apparently once been used for a kids show of some kind, and while Wowryk was concerned that having giant images of furry, cuddly animals in the background wasn’t exactly giving her a threatening, rebellious image, it was the only set that had all the recording equipment in place.

“Now remember,” Jural said for the third time, “You’re tied into the emergency channel, but the Qu’Eh will probably be able to cut you off after a couple of minutes. Say what you have to say then let’s get the heck out of here!”

“I’m ready,” Wowryk said, taking a deep breath and turning to Stern, “Jural and I can handle this part of the operation. You should move on to your next task,”

“Uh, you do realize that if the Qu’Eh move quick, this place might be surrounded by troops in a few minutes,”

“Exactly why I want you gone,” Wowryk said sharply. “A rebellion is useless without information on the enemy. You need to go get some. And perhaps what I do here will keep the Qu’Eh from noticing you.”

“You’re the boss, doc,”



“Easy boys, we’re just a bunch of dudes taking a nice, quiet walk on a nice, quiet day,” Commander Stern murmured as he led the humanoid portion of the Hazardous Team out of the studio and into the Matronus transit system.

“Yeah, just a bunch of dudes hanging out without any women,” Simmons muttered back, “Perfectly normal. Why don’t we have more girls on the HT?”

“Because any girl who tries joining ends up leaving because of you,” Marsden replied, smiling politely at a passing Matrian couple and trying to ignore the Qu’Eh guard walking a few feet behind them.

“Y’know, you’re right,” Simmons frowned, “I wonder why that is?”

“Where to we start?” Rengs muttered.

The four of them boarded a subway tram and rode out to one of the suburbs of Matronus. According to Qu’Eh advertisements (and Matrian rebels), a new facility was nearing completion and needed to be staffed. Fantastic incentives like ‘continued existence’ and ‘preservation of your family lineage’ were being offered to encourage Matrians to apply, but surprisingly few had actually done so. Still, now that Wowryk was urging the Matrian people to rebel, the HT had decided that a little recon was in order. After the tram stopped they walked up to street level.

The Qu’Eh structure was easy to locate. Most of the Matrian architecture tended to emphasize hexagonal shapes, groupings of six and greyish blue or red colouring. Here, rows of nearly identical houses were suddenly interrupted by a massive, cube-shaped building. Stern didn’t know if houses had been demolished to make room for the building, or if something else had been there before. But the new structure was decidedly out-of-place. A bank of perfectly identical doors led out onto the street, and as they watched a Qu’Eh shuttle touched down on the roof.

“Look at that hardware,” Marsden said, pointing towards the top of the building.

“You mean the shield generator and disruptor cannons?” Stern asked.

“No,” Marsden frowned, “Well, ok, that’s strange too, now that you mention it. But look at all the comm arrays. You could handle tens of thousands of simultaneous transmissions with those. They must have a repeater array up in orbit…maybe in geosync…”

Stern led them in through one of the entrances. A short hallway led into a very, very bland reception room.

“Welcome to Quali-Tech,” a smiling receptionist said. Stern would have found her attractive, if not for the Qu’Eh implant fused into her skull, “Why don’t you let me tell you about some of our excellent benefits while you fill out these employment applications?”

“Um, we’re not sure if we want to apply,” Stern said, “We were just hoping to get more information on the kind of work.”

The receptionist used an ear-tendril to flip a switch on her implant. Barred gates suddenly slid into place over the exit.

“Oh, filling out an application is mandatory upon entrance,” she said, “Didn’t you read the sign?”

Stern suddenly jumped.

“Did I hear something?” the receptionist frowned, looking confused.

“No, nothing,” Stern said immediately. He jumped again, and Rengs, standing next to him, could have sworn he heard a muffled voice.

The receptionist was starting to look suspicious.

“I need a bathroom,” Stern said, clutching his stomach, “I’m gonna pop!”

With a theatrical sign, the receptionist tapped her panel, opening a side door.

“So, um,” Rengs swallowed, wondering just why Stern needed the facilities so badly, “Tell us about this job we’re apparently applying for?”



Back at the studio, Wowryk was composing herself in front of the holo-images.

“You have the speech we prepared?” Jural asked.

“I do,”

“You have the fiery gaze of conviction?”

“One moment,” Wowryk pulled a pocket Bible out, read a few passages, then looked up.

Jural jumped back.

“Fiery gaze of conviction, check,” he gulped. “Let’s go.”



All across Matrian Prime, aboard the damaged Matrian ships in orbit, and on Matrian assets throughout the sector, viewscreens suddenly jumped to life or shifted away from entertainment and news channels to show an image of an ordinary human woman, almost indistinguishable from a Matrian. Her arburn hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail and she wore clean but simple Matrian clothing. A Starfleet comm-badge marked her to even the more out-of-touch Matrians as an offworlder from Silverado, the ship that had had such an impact on their society. Her expression was calm, her pale skin like porcelain. The few Matrian children viewing the scene quickly recognize Hespar, a furry hamster-like animal featured on the Mr. & Mrs. Equality show, in the dark background behind her.

“People of the Matrian Republic,” she said, “Many of you already know me as Dr. Noel Wowryk, an officer aboard the Federation ship Silverado. Two years ago, I came to your ruling council with a message of hope and tolerance, one that your people came to embrace. In helping to lead your defence force against the Qu’Eh invasion, I came to know as well the determination and pride your people have come to take in their new world. Now, I come to you with a different message,”

“To the Qu’Eh, I say simply this: Leave. You are not wanted.”

Across the cities, in homes, near outside viewscreens and in workplaces, Matrians nodded in firm agreement.

“To the people of the Matrian Republic, I say this: Your government, your true government, led by Queen Anselia and King Hektor, are safe. And we, the leaders of the new Matrian Rebellion, will be working to ensure that they, not invading aliens and not co-operative apologists, return to lead you into the future.”

High in orbit, aboard his flagship, Chairman P’tarek’s mouth was contorted in a snarl of rage.

“If you are with us, wait for our sign,” Wowryk said, “And the revolt will begin.”



Aboard the U.S.S. Silverado, or what was left of her, Lieutenant Travis Pye watched the viewscreen and promptly began chewing on his nails.

“I really wish one of the senior officers were here right now,” he moaned. He pulled one hand out of his mouth and unconsciously started rubbing the implant the Qu’Eh had forced him to wear.

“Unable to function without direction supervision,” the voice of the current supervisor whispered in his ear, “Excellent. You are an excellent example case for our micro-management workgroup!”

“No thank you,” Pye squeaked.

Next to him, Lieutenant Bith was deep in thought. The two of them were in Shuttlebay 1, which was still acting as a command and control center for the Qu’Eh directed repair efforts. They’d succeeding in restoring basic life support to a few decks, but since almost every important circuit on every deck had been fried, it was very slow going. That suited Pye and the rest of the Beta shift officers just fine. They didn’t even want to think about what would happen if they ever managed to get the ship working for the Qu’Eh.

Bith grabbed his hand. Weeks ago, Wowryk and Jall had managed to work out a method of communicating that couldn’t be picked up by the Qu’Eh implant. She started stroking his palm, spelling out her message in the Standard alphabet.

<Must transmit to command> she sent, <Doubt the rebels have interstellar comms>

Pye couldn’t help but agree. Moving up to the control booth, he picked up the small transceiver the Qu’Eh had used to trick Jall into obtaining information telling the Qu’Eh that there was no Federation fleet on the way. He knew that the Qu’Eh would know as soon as he used it, and that they’d take it away if it was no longer suiting their purposes. But if there was active rebellion on the planet, and a timetable to a revolution…well, he couldn’t risk NOT sending the message.



Stern bolted into the bathroom, grateful that everything appeared compatible with human anatomy. Wasting no time, he promptly jammed two fingers down his throat, bringing up a disgusting combination of bile and half-digested ration bars. Oh, and a slightly discoloured miniature comm-badge. Either rubbing against the remains of the ration bar or the trip back up through his esophagus had apparently opened the channel somebody was trying to establish.

“Stay in the shadows, Barudan,” Keklor’s voice came out of the tiny badge, “We do not need somebody wondering why an orange hair-ball is wandering the streets.”

“What do you guys want?” Stern demanded quietly.

“Ahh, Commander. You have not yet died in honourable battle?” Keklor asked with forced politeness. (In Matronus, it was considered unseemly to shout into a communications device, even if Keklor’s Klingon culture demanded it. On the other hand, Keklor was trying to hide from sight anyway. At least he’s making the effort.)

“We just barely got in the door! It’s going to be a couple more hours before we get to the rising hostilities, and even longer before things break out into a fight.”

“Then when do you want us, your valiant backup, to storm the place and kill your oppressors?”

“When shit starts blowing up, you guys can come on in. Until then, take Darg out for a latte or something. Maybe a romantic walk in the park.”

A string of Klingon profanity burst from the device.

“I’ll contact you later,” Stern hissed, hoping nobody had heard the loud expletives, “Stern out!”

He popped the tiny communications device back into his mouth and swallowed. Flushing down the remains of lunch he cleaned his hands and stepped out the door.

Rengs, Marsden and Simmons were standing in the reception office, hands above their heads and Qu’Eh guards holding weapons against their backs.

“We’re hired,” Rengs gulped.





Rigel VI Salvage Depot



Commander Matt Noonan stood aboard the bridge of the U.S.S. O’Keefe. A Sovereign-class ship, the O’Keefe could have been the answer to Noonan and Tunny’s problems. Could have been, if she wasn’t a shattered wreck sitting in orbit between the wreckage of a Regula-class outpost and two Akira-class starships. With her saucer and nacelles largely intact but her engineering hull reduced to rubble, the O’Keefe was a candidate for Operation Salvage. Unfortunately, there was no way she’d be processed in time to help Matria Prime.

Of course, Noonan reflected as he looked around the dark, nearly powerless bridge, that wasn’t what he had in mind for this particular ship anyway. Admiral Tunney had contacted him barely an hour before with news of a message from Matrian Space. Watching Dr. Wowryk spread a message of rebellion had convinced Noonan that the time for conventional tactics had ended. It was time to do something extreme.

There was a soft beep from the tactical console. Noonan brought up the short range sensors. As he expected, a vessel was de-cloaking directly ahead. A Federation vessel. Another Sovereign-class ship, in fact. As the distant light of the Rigel star illuminated her hull, Noonan’s sensitive eyes could easily read the name: U.S.S. Banshee.



“What are we doing here again?” Lt Commander Ben Rachow asked from the helm console of the Banshee, “And, more importantly, how the hell is hanging around an old salvage yard going to help me get laid?”

“I do not believe anything could assist you in your relentless quest for sexual intercourse,” said Captain Velorn, the Vulcan ‘Experience & Guidance Officer’ (read ‘Babysitter’) of the Banshee.

“I bet Vince would help me out, wouldn’t you?” Rachow smirked.

Lt. Cmdr. Vince DiSanto, ship’s Tactical Officer and rumoured (yet repeatedly disproven) homosexual, didn’t even bother to formulate a comeback.

Sitting in the center seat was a tall, thin Betazoid. As his crew bickered, he simply sighed and raised his eyes to the transparent dome above his chair as if to ask: ‘Why me?’

“Whoever is messing around with the sensors, kindly stop at once!” Doctor Elizabeth Lang snapped from the sciences console. The gorgeous, leggy blond was accompanied by her pet hamster, Zeke. Next to Vince at the tactical panel, Chief of Security Dan Smith could have sworn that Zeke was shaking a scolding finger at the bridge crew.

“Hmm? Oh, I’m sorry,” this time is was Charlotte Burns, First Officer, that spoke up, “I just found this interesting shot of a drifting warp nacelle about to drift into a gaping chasm in that Galaxy-class ship. Reminded me of my date last night,”

She blinked innocently at the bridge crew, who had been trying all morning to collectively ignore the condom wrapper stuck to her hair. Charlotte was, well, Charlotte. The only thing preventing her from being a cheap hooker was the fact that she never charged for her ‘services’. (Of course, most of her partners ended up feeling that they’d paid a horrible price, regardless.)

“Why, was he moving the speed of your average glacier, terrified of the unspeakable agony he’d feel when he actually made contact?” Rachow asked.

“No,” Charlotte snapped, “But he, unlike you, was hung like a warp nacelle,”

“So what does that make you, the front end of one of those three-kilometer long planet eaters?”

“Oh, you are SO going to die, you little shit!”

“Everybody shut up!” Captain Jad Vorezze finally snapped, “I don’t know if any of you remembered, but we’re actually here on a mission, we actually have a job to do, and our contact is probably freezing his ass off on that dead ship over there as we speak!”

“Well, without an ass, at least he’ll be safe from Vince!” Rachow cracked.

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks and Rachow vanished. In his place, a tall, pale, dark-haired humanoid appeared.

“Our guest has arrived,” Vince said, “Oh, and Ben is kindly keeping his seat warm for him, over on the O’Keefe,”

“Thank you, but I will not be returning,” the man said, his voice soft yet somehow possessing a hard undertone.

“Here’s hoping we can say the same thing about Ben,” Charlotte muttered, dabbing a crust of dried makeup away from one eye.

“I am Commander Matthew Noonan,” the man introduced himself, “And I find myself in the unusual position of being in need of your services,”

“I just bet you are, handsome,” Charlotte oozed.

“Bad dog! Down!” Vorezze said harshly, grabbing the squirt bottle from beneath his seat and firing several misty shots in Burns’ direction. He turned to Noonan. “Let’s talk in my ready room.”

“Of course,” Noonan politely inclined his head.

As they exited, DiSanto turned to Smith.

“First, how does a Starfleet Officer even know we exist?” he asked, “And second, what makes him think we’d do anything to help him?”

“If he is what I think he is,” Smith, Banshee’s expert on the supernatural and the occult, replied, “Then Section 31 will want his services far more than he needs ours,”



“OK, first question:” Vorezze said, leaning forward on his desk and pushing his glasses up on his nose, “How the hell does an ordinary Starfleet Officer know that Section 31 even exists, never mind know enough about them to get the use of a Soverign- class ship full of illegal technologies?”

“I have had contact with Section 31 before,” Noonan said simply, “And I have agreed to provide them with certain…services…in return for your assistance.

“You have, have you?” Vorezze said flatly.

Section 31 was the ultra-secret branch of Starfleet. Nobody outside the organization, not the citizens, not Starfleet, not the Federation Council, not even the President himself was supposed to know of their existence. Section 31 had one purpose: protect the Federation by ANY means necessary. To carry out that end, their ships were equipped with all manner of illegal technology: phase cloaks, cataclysm torpedoes, advanced shields and warp drive, and even beaming technology that could reach right through deflector shields. They were a formidable force, but above all they had to operate under a mask of complete secrecy. (In theory, anyway.)

“My orders from Section 31 say that I’m to pick you up and accompany you to Starbase Waystation,” Vorezze said, standing straight and crossing his arms, “And that you’d be providing further details,”

“The Banshee will be the flagship of an assault fleet that will go to Matria Prime, drive out a hostile alien invasion force and rescue the crew of the U.S.S. Silverado,” Noonan explained, “Of course, you will have to pretend to be normal Starfleet officers for the duration,”

“Of course,” Vorezze said sceptically, “What, are we just going to cross ‘Banshee’ off the hull and scribble ‘Noonan’s Slave’ overtop? Just exactly what ‘services’,” Vorezze made little air quotes, “can you provide that would convince Section 31 to give you-”

Before he could finish, Noonan had moved over the desk and pinned Vorezze to the ceiling. As he gasped for breath, Vorezze noticed that he was being held up by a single hand. Of course, he stopped paying attention as soon as he saw the look on Noonan’s face. The man’s lips were pulled back in a snarl, revealing a pair of sharp fangs. His violet eyes blazed, and his expression, so calm and relaxed a moment ago, was now one of indescribable rage.

Vorezze wet himself.

“I DON’T HAVE TIME TO PLAY GAMES!” Noonan snarled, “YOU WILL SET COURSE FOR WAYSTATION! NOW!”

And suddenly he was back on the other side of the desk, standing as calmly as you please. Vorezze was back in his chair, as though nothing had happened, but he could still feel a dull ache where Noonan’s cold, hard hand had been. Also the wetness around his crotch.

“I have many talents to offer Section 31,” Noonan said calmly, “And if it will save my former shipmates, then I will offer them.” He looked thoughtful, “For a time, anyway.”

With that, he turned and stepped out.

“And I thought Charlotte’s PMS was bad,” Vorezze muttered to himself.



Noonan strode through the bridge of the Banshee and into the port turbolift. He hadn’t enjoyed tormenting Captain Vorezze at all. He found such actions deeply distasteful. Still, he had lost too much time already. Turning to Section 31, one of the few divisions within Starfleet that was aware of the existence of supernatural beings such as himself, was truly a last resort.

He only hoped that Stafford, Wowryk and the rest were still alive to appreciate the trouble he was going to on their behalf.





Matria Prime



“Welcome to Quali-Tech, company of the future. During this brief and informative training video, you will learn everything you need to know to be a happy, profitable and living employee,”

The Hazardous Team, along with about a dozen Matrian civilians, had been ‘processed’ by their new employers. Stern had never worked for a civilian company before, but he was pretty sure that most companies didn’t attach explosive, escape-prevention neck braces on their employees. No sooner had they been scanned and tagged than they were pushed into a bland, tan-coloured classroom and strapped into uncomfortable seats. No sooner had the guards moved to the back of the room than the large screen on the front wall came to life, showing a smiling, Qu’Eh female. Marsden couldn’t help but notice that she was dressed in Matrian-style clothing, leading him to wonder if they Qu’Eh had actually custom-made this video for a Matrian audience. Stern couldn’t help but notice that she had to be at least a D-cup.

“Why do companies always say they’re the ‘Company of the Future’?” Simmons demanded loudly, making little air quotes. There was a zap as an electrode in his chair delivered a powerful electric shock.

“No talking during the video,” declared one of the guards.

“But-”

BZZZZTTTT!!!

“YEOWITCH! OK!”

“Here at Quali-Tech, we believe the customer comes first. Our highest goal is to ensure that each customer encounter with Quali-Tech reflects only the highest standards of quality,”

On the screen, happy, smiling employees were seated at rows of workstations, speaking through implanted headsets.

“The key member of your Quali-Tech Team will be your supervisor,”

The video zoomed in on a smiling Qu’Eh man with a gold sigil on his implant. As they watched, the video supervisor exchanged encouraging words with a video employee, both grinning like fools at the end.

“Your supervisor is there to help you ensure that only the highest quality service is provided to our customers by you, our valued employees,”

Now the screen changed to show employees relaxing in a comfortable-looking lounge. A vid-screen played on one wall while a cheery girl in a red outfit sold snacks and hot beverages behind a counter.

“And don’t forget about our fantastic break room, work schedule and benefits program.”

With that, the video ended.

“Whoah, what kind of benefits program?” one of the Matrians demanded.

“What kind of job are we doing, anyway?” another asked.

“We’re being paid for this, right?”

“Your supervisors will answer any further questions,” the guard grunted, pulling out his weapon and motioning for the door, “Let’s go,”

As they shuffled down the hall, Simmons stretched.

“I dunno, that doesn’t sound so bad,” he said.

“Oh, it’s bad,” Stern muttered, “Didn’t you study Earth history, from back before the Corporate Riots?”

“Um, no?”

“Angry mobs stringing up CEOs? Executives being burned at the stake? Managers drawn and quartered? Right around the beginning of World War III? None of this is ringing a bell?”

“Why is this important?” Rengs asked, adjusting the bandage on his nose.

“Because the differences between what employers promised, like that video, and the reality of the job, like we’re about to experience, is one of the reasons why the riots happened,” Stern sighed, “And from what I can piece together, we’re in the worst possible business when it comes to employees rights,”

“You mean living practically as slaves on an enemy-occupied world?” Marsden asked.

“Worse,” Stern said as the hallway opened up into a cavernous room filled with endless rows of workstations, “We’re in a call center,”





USS Banshee: Approaching Starbase Waystation



“Ok, I finished painting over our name on the hull,” Lt Commander Ben Rachow called over the comm, “now can I PLEASE come back in? The warp field is making everything out here taste purple!”

Seated next to Captain Vorezze in the chair usually occupied by Commander Burns, Commander Matthew Noonan raised an eyebrow.

“I’m impressed, Captain,” he said, “I knew Section 31 had access to advanced propulsion technologies-”

“Which is why we’re arriving at Waystation now instead of a week from now, you’re welcome very much,” Vorezze cut in.

“-but I didn’t realize those advances had reduced the neurological trauma that such raw exposure to warp-field radiation could cause, to the point where your crewmembers can safely survive exposure.”

Vorezze looked slightly uncomfortable.

“Uh, well, you learn something new every day,”

“I’d like to learn how a lowly Starfleet officer has the power to kick me out of my chair,” Charlette fumed, standing behind Noonan.

“Anybody has that power,” Captain Velorn said, “But, given the various organisms present on your body, it takes great bravery to actually exercise that power,”

“Take us out of warp,” Vorezze ordered.

There was a scream from the comm-channel.

“I guess we should have beamed Rachow back inside before we did that,” Commander Smith grunted.

“Is he going to be OK?” DiSanto asked.

Dr. Lang consulted the sensors.

“He’s been thrown off the hull,” she reported, “But at the speed he’s moving, he’ll be fine,”

“F**k,” Vince muttered softly.

“We’ll pick him up on the way out,” Vorezze shrugged.



Aboard Waystation, Captain Lisa Besk was faced with an angry mob.

“Look,” she said, “I don’t know why he ordered it. Or what the deal is. But Admiral Tunney has ordered that none of you are to leave this station without his express authority!”

“We’ve been waiting here for three weeks!” cried Captain Simplot, the female commander of the USS Stallion,”

“We know,” Waystation Security Chief Russell said dryly, “Your Hermat officer has been thrown in the brig three weekends in a row now,”

“And you’ve slept with hier every time, so quit your bitching!” Simplot snapped.

“We are accomplishing nothing,” declared Captain Jacob Sybil of the Proxima-class USS Champlain, “Our crews are going stir-crazy, packed into this station!”

“Admiral Tunney has us cooling our heels here until he can find a Sovereign-class ship,” snorted Captain Coté of the Excelsior-class USS Vendome, “Sovereign-class ships don’t just pop up whenever you need them!”

“Captain Beck, we’ve got the USS Medusa requesting permission to dock,”

“An unschedualed arrival? Perfect.” Beck sighed, fighting off the beginning of a major headache. “I don’t suppose she’s a Soverign-class, huh?”

“Actually-”

There was a thud as a space-suited figure crashed against the broad window looking out into space.

“She is,” Morales finished.



Thirty minutes and an emergency medical and window-wiping team later, Beck and Morales were looking out the window as the fleet of ships pulled away from the station, bound for Matria Prime.

“I have never seen a group of starship captains race out of Ops that quickly before, ever,” Beck said flatly.

“Not even when Porter had that irritable bowel thing going on,” Morales agreed.

“There’s something fishy about this whole thing though,” Beck shook her head, “I’ve never heard of a ship named the Medusa being launched. And why was Silverado’s old First Officer with them?”

“And why does it look like somebody just spray-painted ‘Medusa’ overtop of something else?” Morales wondered, squinting at the huge Soverign-class ship as it eased past the Ops tower, “I can almost make it out…USS Bayoncee?”

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks, then Lt. Cmdr Rachow materialized in the center of Ops, fiddling with some kind of device.

“Ok, I hit the window at 1550h, it’s now 1624, so subtract, borrow from the 1…”

The memory-erasure device in his hands flashed, dazzling everybody in Ops…including Rachow.

“What was I saying?” Beck wondered, looking over to Morales,”

“I don’t know,” Morales shrugged, “Why are all those ships leaving, again?”

“Who am I?” Rachow wondered, just before vanishing in another transporter beam.



“We have Rachow back,” Smith reported, “But he seems to have forgotten to look away from the mind-wiper.”

“Moron,” Lang sighed, “I told you I should have been the one to do it,”

“Rachow insisted, for some reason,” Vorezze shrugged.

“In any event, you will have plenty of time to rehabilitate him before we arrive at Matria Prime,” Noonan said.

“Great. Two weeks of utter boredom,” Vince said.

“My first trip in this direction took over a month,” Noonan said, “Of course, it would have been a matter of weeks if our plumbing hadn’t exploded, crippling our ship.”

“I doubt we’ll be having any problems like that,” Vorezze said confidently.



Deep in the fabric of Charlotte’s seat, there was life.

Tiny insect eggs, a strain of Klingon parasites, had been deposited weeks ago by an unknowing Commander Burns after a rather…un-officer-like evening involving a Klingon security team. The eggs had lay dormant, rendered inert by the strong chemicals Burns had had to use to remove the parasite. Now, however, the miniscule life inside the eggs could sense new blood. Powerful blood. With savageness only Klingon wildlife can possess, the eggs hatched.



“I’d like to begin the planning phases of our assault tomorrow,” Noonan was saying, “Of course, you will have to rely on Starfleet-level weaponry.” He frowned.

“Something wrong?” Vorezze asked.

“I do not think so,” Noonan said, “But…this chair…it’s giving a sensation that I don’t recognize.”

“I can give you a lot of sensations you wouldn’t recognize,” Burns purred, laying one poorly-manicured hand on Noonan’s shoulder.

Noonan recoiled. Never before had a human put him so badly off his appetite.

“In any event,” he said, shaking her hand off, “I shall retire for the time being.”

He left, unaware he was now carrying a few extra passengers.





Matria Prime:



“Thank you for comming GalactiCast, you’ve reached David, how may I assist you today?” Stern said, speaking as clearly as possible. The stupid neck brace was itching. Thank God the Qu’Eh were experiencing a shortage of headset implants! All the new call center employees were ‘stuck’ with old-style, non-implanted headsets.

“Yes, my holo-vision receiver stopped working last night, and I need if fixed,”

“Oh, I can certainly help you with that,” Stern said, reading line for line off the viewscreen in front of him, “May I get the serial number?”

As he started to key in the code, his display split into a highly complicated flow chart. From his current position of ‘Device Malfunction - Enter Serial’ he could potentially go down to ‘Replace Device (500 credits, 3 week wait), ’Replace Device (warranty, 9 week wait), ’Attempt Reboot’ and ‘Attempt Repairs’. (Both of the last two weaved through a few boxes before flowing back up to the ‘Replace Device’ tree.) As he keyed in the last digit, the ‘Replace Device, 500 credits’ flow line illuminated.

“Uh, we need to send you a replacement receiver. But since you’re out of warranty, it’s going to cost 500 credits.” Stern read.

“WHAT!!??”

The rest of the conversation went, predictably, downhill. The now-irate customer was taking Stern all over his customer-handling flowchart, but it seemed like almost every branch terminated with ‘I’m sorry, that’s against company policy,’

Finally, the exasperated woman fired off a final comment regarding his parentage and hung up.

Stern let his forehead fall to the desk.

“That has to have been the worst conversation of my life,”

“Yes, but your quality score was a three, which means you’re already meeting the basic standard!” an exited voice said behind him.

Stern turned to face his supervisor, a Qu’Eh by the name of Mofuut.

“How the hell can that be a quality call?” he demanded, “She was ready to skin me alive!”

“Yes,” Mofuut smiled, “But you followed the client’s call flow perfectly. I’m submitting your call recording to GalactiCast for assessment, I’m sure they’ll be pleased that our new employee training is so effective!”

“Um great,” Stern was feeling another rumble in his stomach. Somebody was trying to contact him! “Look, my break was twenty minutes ago, and…”

“Oh, you missed it because of that call? No problem, you’ve got another coming up in four hours or so,”

“But I really gotta…” Stern crossed his legs.

“Fine,” Mofuut snapped, “But this is coming out of your call handle time!”

Stern rushed for the bathroom, found an empty stall, jammed his fingers down his throat and caught the miniature comm-badge with his teeth.

“No, I didn’t think Stern’s going to answer,” Stafford’s voice was coming from the tiny device, “But I was trying anyway. All I’m getting is really weird squishing sounds. No, I don’t want to try calling Dr. Wowryk again, she might be…BURKE! You’re supposed to be finding useful information in the MDHQ network, not checking out Crewman Gibson’s porn collection! Yeah, she does have a great rack, but that’s not the-”

“Nice tits are always the point,” Stern muttered to himself.

“STERN?” Stafford nearly squeaked in surprise, “Hey guys! We have a contact!”

“Now really isn’t a good time, Captain!” Stern said, “We’ve infiltrated the Qu’Eh call-center near Matronus,”

“What call-center?” Stafford asked, “Who’s ‘we’? Why are you-”

“Look, I don’t have much time,” Stern said, “The Qu’Eh are exploiting Matrians to staff this mega-sized call center near Matronus.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Just how out of touch have you people been?” Stern demanded.

“We’ve been in this bunker for the past three weeks!” Stafford snapped, “If you could give us even the tiniest hint of what’s going on out there…

“Dr. Wowryk is running our part of the rebellion from under Matronus. She says the Qu’Eh are holding the rest of the crew captive aboard Silveardo, but Jall broke her loose. They’re actually trying to fix the ship!

“Fix my ship?” Stafford’s voice was soft, unsure. Then he seemed to pull himself together.

“What have the Qu’Eh on the planet been doing?”

“Aside from arresting people, taking over the government and implanting people with those control devices? Oh, they were searching the caverns under the Matrian cities,” Stern remembered, “They were looking for intact M-SIDs”

“Ohh, not more people wanting to play mind games,” Stafford groaned.

“That’s exactly what they want, sir,” Stern said. Suddenly, two of the dots wandering around his mind were connected, “The way I see it, they want to put the M-SIDs in their call centers to force their employees to-”

“Just stop right there,” Stafford said, “You think they invaded an entire planet, at the cost of hundreds if not thousands of lives, just to get their hands on technology that would help them enslave and degrade their employees?”

“Not just that,” Stern said, “If they had an M-SID, they could convince all their employees just how wonderful their jobs were. Complete brainwashing.”

“K, but the Matrians destroyed the M-SIDs. Why haven’t the Qu’Eh left?”

“Because even without the M-SIDs, they just got their hands on an entire planet’s worth of potential employees,” Stern said.

“Um, wouldn’t they have enough people on their own planet?” Stafford asked.

“Sir, have you studied the Corporate Riots of Earth? If the Qu’Eh are running their people the same way…”

“They’d need entire planets of slaves just to handle employee turnover,” Stafford sighed.

The washroom door opened.

“Gotta go,” Stern hissed, closing the channel and swallowing the badge once again.



Several gruelling hours later, Stern and the HT found themselves on the street. Night had fallen, and the towers of downtown Matronus sparkled in the distance.

“Well now what?” Simmons asked, a slightly nasal whine in his voice.

“Now,” Stern sighed, “We either figure out how to get these braces off, or we show up for work on time tomorrow, or our heads explode.”

“Maybe this whole infiltration thing wasn’t the best idea,” Marsden sighed.

“No shit.” Rengs muttered.

“We learned a lot,” Stern said. He looked thoughtfully back at the Quali-Tech building. “We know one of the things that the Qu’Eh want from the Matrians.”

“And that means that now we know where to hit them,” he finished.



From an upper level of Quali-Tech, Chairman P’tarek looked out the window at the departing humans.

“When they tripped our bio-sensor alarm, I knew I had to escalate the matter immediately,” Manager Garer said, grovelling slightly, “Of course, I was sure to go through all the proper channels.”

“Indeed,” P’tarek said, “Most of our sensor systems can’t tell the difference between a Matrian and a human. It’s good to know that our employee screening is sensitive enough to do so. Of course, you installed tracking devices in their collars?”

“Of course,” Garer replied, “If you like, I can have a team chase them down immediately,”

“Don’t be foolish, Manager,” P’tarek said sharply, adjusting his cape, “This sort of…acquisition…takes time. I want you to track them, but only to track them. I want reports on where they go, what they do, and of course, if any of them show up late for work.”

“Yes, Chairman,”

“This will be reflected very favourably in your quarterly performance review, Manager,” P’tarek said, “Thanks to you, we’ll be able to track down Wowryk, the rebels,”

P’tarek’s eyes gleamed.

“Maybe even Stafford and Anselia themselves!”
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Matrian Installation 317





Around 200 years ago:



“Report status?” Colonel Myress Abela asked, stepping out of one of the central turbolifts into the Installation 317 Command Complex and taking the steps up to the second level two at a time.

“Nothing unexpected,” Sub-Commander Denisel Brekan called down from the command deck, “The materials shipment arrived half an hour ago.”

“The hull alloys for Shipyard 3?” Abela asked, running one hand on the railing as she walked along the ring-shaped second level, heading straight for the stairway leading up to the central command deck, parked right on top of the turbolift column. These new three-level command centers that Central Design was coming out were impressive, spacious, and had a great view of the outside. But they also involved a hell of a lot of walking. Plus, while it didn’t bother Abela, she was certain that some visitors would look out of the lower bank of curved windows, find themselves staring straight down along the sheer drop of the Command Tower and either vomit, scream or run cowering back to the turbolifts. Or all of the above.

“We’re in the process of transferring them to the shipyard, yes,” Brekan confirmed. She was seated at one of the pulpit-like control stations that ringed the command deck. The central holo-table was showing a news broadcast with the sound muted. The sunlight streaming in through the upper windows washed the image out slightly, but the images were still visible. Something about another declaration by the Male Rebellion. Whatever.

“Carry on,” Abela nodded. She looked down through the lower windows, into the cavernous expanse of the facility. The Matrian government was expending a ridiculous amount of resources constructing the place, and it showed. Light glinted off the lake, the surface of the water as smooth as glass. There was no wind in the massive inner chamber, and the wave generators that would eventually give the lake a more natural appearance were inactive. Hell, most of the facility was inactive, as construction was just wrapping up. But all that would change in a matter of weeks, once Installation 317 was unveiled to the Matrian people. For now, its existence remained a moderately well-kept secret. Its location, fortunately, was a much better kept secret.

“Colonel, you better listen to this,” Brekan said, restoring audio to the news feed.

“-just received confirmation from government sources that the message was received over two hours ago,” the female journalist was saying, “With confirmation that it originated from Den Omak, self-proclaimed Male Opposition to the Council of Mistresses.”

The image shifted to show a male Matrian. His eyes were cold and dark, his face twisted with rage.

“The refusal of this government,” he was saying, “to allow equal opportunity to the men of the Matrian Empire is a crime. It is a crime because you yourselves changed us, and made us what we are today. You changed us into what you thought the perfect male citizen would be, and now you refuse to let us take a role in leading our people in this new age. These crimes cannot be forgiven. Nor can they go unpunished.”

As she watched the man speak, Abela felt something cold in her belly. The words weren’t new. It was the same old garbage the Male Rebellion had been spouting for years. But something about this man, the conviction in his eyes…

“You have two hours,” he was now saying, “to submit to our demands. You will free all members of the Male Rebellion currently held captive. You will change the constitution of our government and hold an immediate round of elections, ensuring proportional male representation on the Council. If you do not submit to our demands, we will destroy Matronus.”

The recording ended.

The newswomen started commenting on the reaction in Matronus, the panic and the waves of shuttles departing the massive orbital habitat as terrified citizens tried to flee.

“They couldn’t destroy Matronus,” Brekan said, shaking her head, “Could they? I mean, it’s practically a city!”

“Silence!” Abela snapped.

“-received confirmation,” the newswoman went on, “Definite reports of problems in Matronus. Our own ground sensors are detecting unusual fluctuations in the habitat’s energy signature. We are attempting to contact our offices aboard Matronus for more information.”

The view shifted. One half now showed a view of the habitat, presumably taken from a nearby satellite. The other half showed a static-filled image of a woman. Behind her seemed to be a kind of lobby, with worried-looking people rushing around in the background.

“Officials refuse to comment,” the reporter was saying, her voice distorted, “But our sources say that there seems to be a problem with one of the antimatter reactors powering the habitat. Unconfirmed-”

The image of the reporter abruptly vanished. There was a blinding flash of light from the other screen. Both of the watching women shielded their eyes. As they glare faded they looked back, expecting the flash to have been due to the interference on the channel.

What they weren’t expecting to see was Matronus breaking apart, secondary explosions rippling across its bulk. Abela gasped in shock. Suddenly, a second blinding flash of light erupted, then a third. When they looked back again, the entire city had shattered, like a plate hit by a hammer.

“By the Gods,” Abela gasped.

“No!” Brekan gasped, “But…there were hundreds of thousands…maybe a million-”

“My parents-” Abela’s throat chocked off. Her parents had moved to Matronus two years ago.

“How-” Brekan started.

But she already knew. It was right there, for everybody to see. One of Matronus’ three antimatter reactors had detonated. That alone was enough to render the city uninhabitable. But the explosion had set off the remaining two reactors, completely destroying it.

Her panel beeped.

“I’m getting a communication from Defence HQ,” she said, her voice still shaking. Abelia was still staring at the screen, where the shocked newswoman was trying to compose herself.

“On display,” she ordered. She wanted the newswoman gone. She wanted her gone before she could start talking about the massacre they’d just witnessed. The cold in her gut had been replaced with a sickness. A wave of nausea washed over her, her vision wavering as the world spun around her.

“It’s a text-only message.” Brekan said, “We…we’ve declared war. The Council of Mistresses has already made the announcement. The fleet is gearing up to wipe the rebels out. They’re instructing all males to remain at home, and to submit to any questionings or protective custodies ordered by local authorities,”

“That was fast,” Abela said softly, still in shock. In fact, it was very fast. TOO fast. How could the Council have been able to react so quickly?

For that matter, why hadn’t the Council been on Matronus when it exploded?

Now was not the time for such thoughts.

“Instruct the shipyards to gear up for full production,” she ordered, “Start fueling the fighters and attack ships in the hanger bays.”

“Belay that,” Brekan said before any of the other officers in the command center could react.

“What?” Abela snapped, spinning to face her.

“Our orders,” Brekan said, staring at her screen, “Are for an immediate lockdown. We are to cease all activity, evacuate all personnel and follow procedure 23-B,”

“Do they say WHY we’re doing something that STUPID?” Abelia snarled, leaning over Brekan’s shoulder.

“They do.” Brekan pointed.

“A computer virus,” Abela read from the display, her blood running cold. It was just minutes after the explosion, and they already knew a computer virus had destroyed Matronus. The virus had worked its way into the computer systems and caused the detonation of one of the three power cores.

Matronus, like all orbital stations and satellites, constantly transmitted telemetry to Matrian Space Operations. It wasn’t unusual that the MSO would be able to quickly analyze data from an orbital accident and come to a rapid conclusion as to its cause. But this was suspiciously quick, especially given the fast reaction of the Council.

Abela pushed those thoughts to the side. The bigger issue was the virus itself. If the Male Rebellion had such a weapon, then they could destroy any government facility that contained its own power core. Ships, research stations, shipyards.

Or Installation 317.

Procedure 23, Abela recalled, called for a complete shutdown of all systems, the initiation of camouflage procedures, and preparations for a long period of dormancy. Variant ‘B’ was to be used in the event of cyber-terrorism, or a cyber-attack. It called for an extreme lockdown of all computer and control systems.

“Evacuate the main chamber,” Abela ordered through dry lips, “Prepare to purge the atmosphere and replace it with a preservative mix. What’s the status on our sensor-jamming fields?”

“They’ve been running since construction on the installation started,” Brekan reported, “And they’re still fine,”

“Polarize any exposed areas,” Abela said, “Switch all power over to geo-thermal systems,”

“But we just got main power up last week!” Brekan objected.

“I want those reactors offline and in a state of cold shutdown,” Abela said sharply. She had downloaded the full message from command, along with the step-by-step instructions for Procedure 23-B. “This installation just became an emergency bunker,” she said.

“There’s one more thing,” Brekan said, reading a second message from Defence HQ.

“There’s going to be more than that in the next few days,” Abela said darkly.

“They’re sending us a prisoner,” Brekan said, “They captured him during a raid on a rebel cell. They want him kept out of sight until they decide what to do about him.”

“If they bring him here, he’s going to be packed away for a very long time,” Abela mused. She looked out the upper windows. Already, the sun was being obscured as the sand blowing over the installation was attracted to the polarized outer surfaces. The place had already been sensor-shielded. Within a day, it would be buried under at least a foot of sand. Descending to the second level, Abela looked out the lower windows. The main cavern was dimming, the massive illumination panels arching up the ceiling shutting down. She couldn’t see the nitrogen gas flooding the chamber, but in her mind she could imagine it, like a dark cloud, obscuring everything they’d built.

If the men and women of the Matrian Empire were now at war, their civilization was in a lot of trouble. Few people in the Empire knew the purpose of Installation 317, and even fewer knew its exact location. If the war went badly, it could be a very long time before anybody stepped foot here again.

If things went very badly, Installation 317 would become the last, buried trace of a destroyed civilization.

Outside the Command Tower, the main chamber went black.
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The Invasion of Matria Prime - +20 Days



Captain Christopher Stafford stood, stretched and kicked the covers off of the double bed he’d been sleeping in. Yawning and working the kinks out of his back, he padded towards the washroom. After fiddling around with the strange Matrian plumbing for a few moments he managed to get the hot water running in the shower and stepped in.

Over the course of the last week or so, life in the underground Matrian installation had been completely transformed. After Valtaic had figured out how to bypass the manual locking mechanism on the doors, and after Fifebee had been restored to normal functioning, they’d begun the process of opening up and exploring some of the locked-up portions of the installation. Unfortunately, they were still coming up against three major obstacles:

One: Huge areas of the facility were flooded with nitrogen and other inert gases. Fifebee believed this had been done to preserve sensitive areas during the centuries-long lockdown. Whatever the reason, since nobody had bothered to bring environmental suits and since they hadn’t found the local equivalent yet, those areas were inaccessible.

Two: The computer systems simply refused to accept any input. Period. Craigan, the Matrian male who’d been in stasis in the facility for close to two hundred years, had shown them a few things about Old Matrian technology, but ultimately it hadn’t proven useful.

Three: The place was massive. Even with most of Silverado’s crew and the Matrian refugees, it was taking a very long time just to map and catalogue the areas that were accessible.

Still, progress was being made. Three days ago they’d been able to access a second tower above the transit hub. The main tower they’d found and unofficially dubbed the ‘Command Tower’ had been centered exactly over the hub and had contained the installation control center, along with dozens of levels worth of offices and laboratories, in addition to several areas whose purposes were not immediately apparent. The second tower was separate from the Transit Hub structure. One of the main stairways in the hub had led to a passagway that led to the base of this tower, but the doorways leading from the stairway into the tower itself had been sealed. Once Valtaic had cracked the doors opened, they’d found that the tower seemed to contain living quarters. Very nice living quarters, actually. The three-meter ceilings, floor-to-ceiling windows and pleasant décor had been a definite improvement over the cots and bedrolls the Starfleet crew had been using at their main camp, situated on balconies and tram platforms in the cavernous Transit Hub. The second T’Parief had declared the residential tower safe, Stafford had moved the entire Starfleet camp into the nearly luxurious new quarters. In the time since, two more residential towers and two more office towers had been located. Part of him worried about the image he was presenting to the Matrians, however. They’d already discovered that the Command Tower, the Transit Hub and whatever facilities/buildings surrounded them were located on an island in the center of an underground lake, accessible only by six bridges over which the installations automated tram system crossed. Here he was, keeping his people holed up right next to the command and control center, while the Matrians were over a kilometer and a half away, on the outer edge of the installation.

Not that the Starfleet contingent was the only group benefitting from improved living accommodations.

Out at the outer rim of the facility, explorations had been progressing at a much quicker pace. This was partly due to the large number of Matrian refugees, but more so because the layout of the outer rim had been found to follow a repetitive pattern. The shipyard found by Lieutenant Yanick during her kidnapping had proven to be one of six such shipyards evenly spaced around the outer circumference of the installation. Between every pair of shipyards were two smaller hanger bays, themselves spanning at least ten levels. The remaining space along the outer rim was a maze of cargo facilities, security checkpoints and almost every kind of room imaginable.

The interesting discovery for the Matrians living out on the rim had come a day before the Starfleet group had found the residential tower. One of the Matrian teams, in an effort to locate an alternate route to the central island of the facility, had found that the inner wall of the outer rim was comprised largely of living quarters.

A little bit of geometry and math, and it was easy to figure out that the place had been meant to hold a LOT of people.

Finishing his shower, Stafford dried off and dressed in his uniform. It was the same one he’d been wearing since the Qu’Eh invasion, and the colours were fading. But still, at least now he could clean the damned thing.

Pushing the door open (the automatic systems still weren’t working) he stepped out into the dimly lit corridor. As he walked to the stairway, he mused for at least the tenth time that if the lights were on full and the turbolifts were running, this would actually be a really nice place.

So why had the Matrians buried it, then erased all records of its existence?



“Good morning everybody,” Stafford said pleasantly, walking into the command center. Taking the steps two at a time, he quickly made his way to the command deck.

“Greetings,” Fifebee replied, “I am delighted to see that sleeping in a real bed again has done much to improve your mood,”

“If you slept, Fifebee, you’d understand,” Stafford replied.

The holographic officer didn’t look away from her terminal.

Three of the control pulpits, along with the central holo-table, were now active. Unfortunately, they were no longer connected to the installation’s computer system. Instead, they were connected to the small Federation computer core a band of Matrian rebels had brought to the facility. Fifebee, Jeffery and Valtaic were using the core to, among other things, build a map of the facility.

“We found another tower,” Jeffery said, “Y’know, while ye were havin’ a lay-in,”

“Hey, we’re underground. How do you know whether I’m sleeping in or not?” Stafford objected.

“I have an internal chronometer,’ Fifebee stated flatly.

“Oh. Right. What kind of tower?”

“Dunno,” Jeffery said.

“Office,” Fifebee said at the exact same time.

“Ye can’t know that!” Jeffery objected, “Valtaic’s gettin’ into one of the stairway’s right now. Once he’s in there, he’ll tell us what it is.”

Fifebee tapped her panel. On the holo-table, the growing map of the facility was displayed. Fifebee zoomed into the center of the hologram, centering on the hexagon-shaped Command Tower sitting on a broad, hexagon-shaped base. Six tram tracks converged on the base, each disappearing into tunnels evenly spaced on the sides. This broad base evidently contained the Transit Hub and surrounding facilities. Six towers, their shapes indistinct, rose from the upper surface of the hub, forming half a ring around the Command Tower.

“The towers we found at the two, four and six o’clock positions were residential towers,” Fifebee stated, “While the towers at the one and three o’clock were office or administration towers. As the new building is located at the five o’clock position, it is likely-”

“OK, fine.” Jeffery cut her off, then turned to Stafford, “Can’t we put a little Sylvia back in her? She was so much nicer like that!”

“I’d rather keep myself in one piece, thank you, Simon,” Sylvia’s voice rang out. The little neutronium box containing her core gel-pack and related processing nodes was also connected to the computer core.

“In fact,” Fifebee went on, ignoring Jeffery, “I suspect we will find a total of twelve buildings; six residential and six administrative. Given the Matrian fascination with multiples of three and six, and the-”

“Jeffery to Valtaic,” Jeffery said, tapping his comm-badge.

“Valtiac here.”

“Talk to me. Ah need to hear a voice that isn’t coming from a computer,”

“Hey!” Stafford objected, “What am I, a robot?”

“I am trying to concentrate on opening a door at the moment, Lt. Commander,” Valtaic sounded annoyed, “If you simply wish to engage in social niceties, may I suggest that you are, as you say, barking up the wrong tree?”

“Ah just can’t win!” Jeffery groaned.

“Had you bet on this being an administrative tower, you would have won,” Valtaic’s voice came back through the channel, “It appears to be very similar to the towers found at the one and three-”

“Jeffery out,” Jeffery cut the channel.

There was a moment of silence as Fifebee keyed the new information into the computer.

“So what else is on the agenda for today?” Stafford asked.

“You’re the Captain,” Jeffery said, “Or the Minister of Planetary Defence, dependin’ on who ye ask.”

“I don’t think Queen Anselia cares much about my opinion on planetary defence right now,” Stafford frowned, “Not since she got her new little rebel leader,”

The Silverado officers had found a Matrian named Craigan in stasis in a laboratory deep in the Command Tower. Nobody, including Craigan, knew why exactly he was there, but he’d kidnapped Yanick and tried to force his way out. Once he’d been made to understand that the Male Rebellion was long over and that his planet had been invaded, Craigan had agreed to work with the present-day Matrians to ferment rebellion against the Qu’Eh.

“Craigan did give us something useful,” Jeffery said, walking over the computer core, “Ye remember when he kidnapped Yanick, we had those two anomalous data transfers?”

“Not really, but I’ll take your word for it,” Stafford said.

“Well, ye see, we knew we had a data feed from somewhere, sendin’ us sensor data,” Jeffery said.

“Yeah, you guys watched the whole battle from down here. Or T’Parief did anyway.”

“Well, Craigan showed us where the Old Matrian put their security readers.” Stepping over to one of the inactive control pulpits, Jeffery ran a hand under one of the panels. After a moment, the computer displayed his identity, along with an ‘Access Denied’ error.

“How does the computer know who you are?” Stafford asked

“Well, the central computers in Matrian Defence HQ were loaded with security profiles for all Silverado crewmembers. Standard procedure for a member planet, so local authorities can verify our credentials and stuff.”

“You’re going to have to tell me why this is important,”

“If this sensor feed is a two-way data link to the Defence HQ computers, we can tap right in, and get whatever information we need,” Jeffery said, “Maybe even access to comm channels,”

That caught Stafford’s attention.

“Untraceable?”

“Well, unless they follow the cable for about four thousand kilometres…”

“How do you know it’s untraceable,” Stafford demanded.

Jeffery and Fifebee exchanged a glance, then looked at him.

“Would you like us to explain the technological whys and where-to-fors of the matter in detail, or would you simply like to accept the expert opinion of two highly trained individuals?” Fifebee asked conversationally.

“Would it be a long, boring explanation?” Stafford asked.

“Only if you find data transmission, network node shadowing and optical routing to be of interest.” Fifebee replied.

“OK, it’s untraceable.” Stafford nodded, “Looks like we need to have a little chat with Queen Anselia.”

“After your security check,” Jeffery reminded him.

“Right,” Stafford sighed, “Goody. An all-expense paid trip to the outer rim. Then allllll the way back here again. And then a chat with politicians.”

“The exercise is good for you, Chris,” Sylvia piped up.

“Blah,” Stafford grumbled, moving cautiously down the steps to the turbolifts.



Aboard a Qu’Eh vessel high in orbit over Matria Prime, Commander San Jall was sprawled out on his prison cot, smugly contemplating existence. It had been well over a week now since his capture by the Qu’Eh, and his promised torture still had yet to begin. Well, unless you counted being locked in a small room, being forced to complete reams of paperwork and eating incredibly bland Qu’Eh food as torture.

Come to think of it, the paperwork WAS bordering on torture. Strangely, it was Jall’s decision to have a bit of fun with said paperwork that had, in the end, saved his life.

There was a hiss as his cell door opened. Supervisor Neum stepped in, a pinched expression on her face. Her Qu’Eh implant shone as if freshly polished, reflecting the boring tan colours used in the Qu’Eh ships. Jall’s own implant had been deactivated after he’d been ‘fired’ from his job as Manager of the Resource Reclamation, the new Qu’Eh name for the captured USS Silverado.

“Mr. Jall, there seems to still be a few problems with your paperwork. Again.” she said, sounding like Dr. Wowryk giving a review of the latest Risan pornographic holo-novel.

“Really?” Jall said, his voice full of fake concern, “Oh dear. What’s wrong?”

“It seems,” Neum said, referring to the forms Jall had filled out a few days prior, “that ‘Death by Chocolate’ is not a valid selection for ’Preferred Method of Death,”

“But you have to admit,” Jall quipped, “It does sound good,”

“And under ‘Most Unpleasant Form of Torture’ you put down ‘Being forced to watch all twenty Transformers movies’.”

“Well,” Jall said, “I admit the special effects aren’t bad. But the storylines? The plot- holes? If that isn’t torture, sweetie, then I don’t know what is!”

“Mr. Jall, if you’re not going to take this process seriously, we’re never going to get anything accomplished!”

“I’m taking it as seriously as I possibly can, Jall said truthfully.

“Last week, your preferred death method was ‘Death by Orgasm!’” Neum screamed, slamming the data padd onto the small table.

“Yeah. Can you imagine a better way to go?”

“You will have to fill out ALL of these forms again!” Neum snapped, slapping a stylus down next to the padd, “You’ve set our prisoner processing back at least another week!”

“Oh my,” Jall tried to keep a straight face, “Well, I’ll try to get it right this time,”

“See that you do!”

With that, Neum stormed out of the cell.

“Wow,” Jall shook his head, “I don’t know what the Qu’Eh have been doing for the past few decades, but torturing prisoners sure isn’t it!” He frowned. “Or maybe it is. At this rate, I’ll be here for a decade.”

Deciding that talking to himself was a sign that he’d been locked in that little room too long, he picked up the stylus and padd, quickly located the ‘Preferred Method of Death’ section, checked off ‘Other’ and entered in ‘Death by Fellatio’.



Some time later, Craigan and Queen Anselia stepped out into the command complex of the underground installation. Stafford and his officers were gathered back around the upper- level holo-table, co-ordinating the search.

“We have named this place,” Anselia said regally, looking up towards the command deck. Stafford popped his head over the railing, was overcome by a wave of vertigo and pulled back until only his eyes were showing.

“Really?” he squeaked, “Whatcha calling it?”

“Haven,” Anselia said proudly.

Up on the command deck, Stafford turned back to face his people.

“What is she saying?” Valtaic asked, looking only moderately interested.

“She wants to call this place ‘Haven’,” Stafford said.

Valtaic looked thoughtful.

“I approve,” he said, “It is simple, to the point, accurate, and does not include pointless sub-designations,”

“She’s the queen of the planet,” Jeffery said, “Ah don’t think she was askin’ for yer approval,”

“Does anybody object?” Stafford asked.

Silence.

“Does anybody really give a shit one way or another?”

More silence.

Shrugging, Stafford leaned back over the railing, again cursing whoever decided to put a two-story drop in the middle of a command centre.

“Sounds good,” he called.

“We are queen of this planet,” Anselia muttered as she climbed the steps to the second level, “We were not asking for your approval,”

“Because he’s a man?” Craigan asked as he followed her.

“Because I am queen, and he is one of my ministers,” Anselia replied.

“Whom you happen to be bedding.”

“Well, yes.”

“So if you weren’t sleeping with him, would his opinion matter?”

“Hey, c’mon people,” Stafford said, now less than a level above them, “I’m right here, OK?”

“Chris, don’t get emotional on me,” Anselia said, “Craigan has been asking many…questions…regarding the interactions between men and women since he began working with us.”

“Trying to decide whether or not to start a new Male Rebellion?” T’Parief asked pointedly.

“Down, big guy,” Stafford muttered.

“One rebellion at a time,” Craigan said. Anselia’s eyes flickered briefly in his direction, but she said nothing.

“Speaking of rebellions,” Stafford said, trying to keep the conversation in friendly territory, “How are your plans going?”

“We have many plans,” Craigan said mysteriously.

There was a moment of silence.

“Such as?” T’Parief prompted.

“Well, we’ve considered co-ordinated strikes against Qu’Eh landing sites,” Craigan said.

“We just don’t know where the landing sites are, or how we’d get anybody there. Or, for that matter, who to send in to do the actual striking,” Anselia sighed.

“We have considered using the attack ships here to target individual Qu’Eh vessels,” Craigan went on.

“Except,” Fifebee cut in, “that any ships leaving this facility,”

“Haven,” Anselia interrupted.

“Any ships leaving,” Fifebee’s eyes glanced over to Anselia, “Haven…risk exposing it. In addition, your entire fleet couldn’t take out the Qu’Eh force. A few attack ships would be annihilated.”

More silence.

“That’s it?” Stafford asked, incredulous, “You two have been out there in the hanger bays scheming for a couple of weeks now and you haven’t managed to come up with anything usable?”

“Neither have you,” Anselia said pointedly.

“Actually, Craigan helped us out with something,” Stafford said. He ran his hand along one of the hidden security readers on one of the inactive control pulpits. The display came to life, displayed ‘Access Denied’ in Matrian, and then went dead.

“See,” Jeffery went on, “if Ah can tap our little computer core here into the data line, we just may be able to match protocols with the source system back in Matrian Defence HQ. We could get news feeds, comm channels, maybe even-”

Anselia, curious, had located the reader on another inactive pulpit and swiped her hand. The display screen lit up.

ACCESS GRANTED

Jeffery’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head.

“What did ye do?” he snapped, rushing over and practically shoving Anselia out of the way.

“Simon,” Stafford said carefully, “Please don’t push the world leader around,”

Anselia was giving Jeffery a very dark look. He ignored her.

“Quick,” Jeffery snapped, “Ah need somebody that speaks Matrian!” He pointed at the screen, “What does all this mean?”

Anselia looked down her nose at him.

“We will not assist you until you learn proper etiquette and protocol!” she said coldly.

“Anselia, your Majesty, please!” Stafford pleaded, “This could be important!”

Anselia regarded Stafford for a moment then nodded at Craigan. He and Jeffery huddled over the console for several minutes.

“Access is still limited,” Jeffery finally reported, “It’s like…Ah dunno. It’s like we’ve opened the door, but nobody’s home. We’ve got options…see this?” he pointed at a large, circular icon in the upper corner of the screen, “This initiates the activation sequence for the whole facility! It’s just not an available function. It’s like…the computer is still waiting for security verification.” He swiped his hand along the reader. The screen flashed red for a moment, then returned to whatever screen it was Anselia had unlocked.

“Who would have higher-level access then the Queen of the planet?” Stafford muttered.

“Maybe it is a military precaution,” T’Parief spoke up, breaking his lengthy silence, “As Minister of Defense, are you not the Commander in Chief of the Matrian DF?”

“Well no, the Queen is,” Stafford grunted. He ran his hand over the scanner. The screen paused for a moment, then flashed red and returned to the familiar lock-out screen.

“If everything remains locked, then what access was granted?” Valtaic asked.

“Give me a few hours, and Ah’ll tell ye,” Jeffery shrugged.

“Craigan, you will assist him,” Anselia ordered. “Chris, you will accompany us. We must speak. There are tasks to be completed.”

“Oh, joy,”



“So are we making decisions about the fate of your people, or about whether to go missionary or doggy this time?” Stafford asked, following Anselia as she stepped out of the command tower turbolift and into a corridor leading out over the transit hub.

“The fate of our people,” Anselia said curtly, brushing an errant strand of hair back into place, “Since when do we ever permit you to make decisions about sex?”

“Too true,” Stafford muttered.

“The Council has decided that this inaction is intolerable,” Anselia said, “We must do something. We cannot continue waiting for your ships, if they are in fact coming,”

“We’ve been over this a million times,” Stafford groaned, “The Qu’Eh will detect any ships leaving this facility-”

“Haven,” Anselia said firmly.

“Leaving Haven,” Stafford rolled his eyes.

“Then your people will have to find a way to duplicate the sensor jamming used by Haven,” Anselia said simply, “And we expect you to establish whatever kind of data link you can, now that you are learning more about Haven’s technology.”

Stafford gave out a sort of whine, of the kind you might expect from a child being told to do his chores.

“Anselia, it’s just not worth the risk,” he said, “There are hundreds of millions of Matrians out there. What makes you think the few thousand people we’ve got locked up underground here can make any difference?”

Anselia seemed to waver.

“The Council has decided that we need to do more to encourage resistance,” she said flatly.

“But you don’t agree, do you?” Stafford pounced.

“Our people, whether they are resisting or not, still need a government,” Anselia said sharply.

“They’ve got one. That’s why we left Laurette in charge,” Stafford said, “Look, you and I, we planned this out to be a long wait. Stick with the plan!”

“The plan is taking too long,” Anselia sniffed. They’d descended down to the main concourse of the transit hub, where the tram was waiting in its berth.

“Look, your Majesty,” Stafford said firmly, “We’ve got to balance risks, returns and consequences here. And can you honestly say that speeding up action against the Qu’Eh is worth the chance of them finding what may be the last relic of your old Empire? Or your last historically accurate computer records?”

Anselia hesitated, and Stafford knew he’d just hit her right where it hurt.

“We will…encourage the council to reconsider,” she said frostily.

She suddenly lunged at Stafford and grabbed him by the shirt.

“But first, you need to be put in your place!”



Up on one of the balconies overlooking the rings of transit tracks in the hub, Crewman Shwaluk leaned against the railing and turned to Crewman Gibson.

“You think the Captain remembers that those trams have huge windows?” he asked.

“I don’t think he has much choice either way,” Gibson said, viewing the scene playing out below them, “When the tram’s a rockin’, don’t come a knockin’!”



For the next several hours, Jeffery, Craigan and Valtaic hunched over the control pulpit, trying to figure out just what exactly Anselia unlocked. In retrospect, Jeffery was kicking himself for not trying her sooner. After all, if the system was getting its clearance information from the central Matrian Defence HQ, who else could have had a higher access level than the queen? (Valtaic would have been kicking himself, but in his culture, sharp releases of electrical current were preferred.)

But why hadn’t she been able to unlock the entire facility? Had she even unlocked anything important?

As it turned out, one of the systems unlocked was communications.



All across Matrian Prime, aboard the damaged Matrian ships in orbit, and on Matrian assets throughout the sector, viewscreens suddenly jumped to life, or shifted away from entertainment and news channels to show an image of an ordinary human woman, almost indistinguishable from a Matrian. Her arburn hair was pulled back in a simple ponytail and she wore clean but simple Matrian clothing. A Starfleet comm-badge marked her to even the more out-of-touch Matrians as an offworlder from Silverado, the ship that had had such an impact on their society. Her expression was calm, her pale skin like porcelain. The few Matrian children viewing the scene quickly recognize Hespar, a furry hamster-like animal featured on the Mr. & Mrs. Equality show.

“People of the Matrian Republic,” she said, “Many of you already know me as Dr. Noel Wowryk, an officer aboard the Federation ship Silverado. Two years ago, I came to your ruling council with a message of hope and tolerance, one that your people came to embrace. In helping to lead your defence force against the Qu’Eh invasion, I came to know as well the determination and pride your people have come to take in their new world. Now, I come to you with a different message,”

“To the Qu’Eh, I say simply this: Leave. You are not wanted.”

Across the cities, in homes, near outside viewscreens and in workplaces, Matrians nodded in firm agreement.

“To the people of the Matrian Republic, I say this: Your government, your true government, led by Queen Anselia, are safe. And we, the leaders of the new Matrian Rebellion, will be working to ensure that they, not invading aliens and not co-operative apologists, return to lead you into the future.”

High in orbit, aboard his flagship, Chairman P’tarek’s mouth was contorted in a snarl of rage.

“If you are with us, wait for our sign,” Wowryk said, “And the revolt will begin.”



Standing in the Haven command center, fully recovered from his encounter with Anselia, Stafford stared at Wowryk’s image on the holo-display with a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach.

“Jeffery, Valtaic,” he said quietly, “Start working on sensor jammers for the runabouts and the Matrian ships in the hanger bay. Fifebee, I want untraceable data links and communications lines through the Defence HQ systems, including access to interstellar communications. T’Parief, I want a security team ready for an extraction in twenty-four hours.”

He turned and hurried down the stairs to the second level, not even glancing at the dizzying drop.

“And where are ye going?” Jeffery asked.

“To talk to Anselia again,” Stafford replied, “Our plans just changed.”





Lead Qu’Eh Vessel:



Chairman P’tarek was seated as usual in his lavishly comfortable office chair. His office was a study in tackiness, containing things that in moderation would add class, but in excess simply looked garish. The faux wood paneling, the gleaming replicated gold trim, the overdone mood lighting and the huge desk combined to give the impression of a man who wanted to be seen as important, rather than giving the impression of actually being important.

Of course, since P’tarek was at the moment the imposed ruler of Matria Prime, he was at least moderately important.

“No, I insist that Matrian police handle the riot in J’Taeri,” he said into his earpiece, leaning back with his eyes closed, “Armed Qu’Eh guards will only legitimize their concerns, which would not be good for business,” With a minute twitch of his ear cartilage he switched to another channel, receiving an immediate report on the hiring progress for their new facility in Matronus. “Only 15,354 hired to date? Unacceptable. Our contract calls for 22,653, and the penalties involved are too great to risk being understaffed. Begin conscription of nearby residents. Remind them that continued existence is a contractually-granted concession to those who continue employment. No, I don’t think that threat is too subtle, I’m sure the Matrians can pick up on it. Finest quality to you as well.”

A soft beeping notified him that one of his assistants had a priority message for him. With an annoyed shake of his head, he switched channels.

“Chairman, finest quality to you. You should know that Silverado has received a response to their last transmission,”

P’tarek’s eyes flew open and he rocketed out of his chair.

“And?” he demanded.

“It says simply ‘Help is on the way’,”

P’tarek took a deep breath, his ear cartilage twining in irritation and bouncing him through half a dozen different data channels before he could bring himself under control. If the Starfleeters were telling the truth, and their ship was in fact only a moderately powerful Federation vessel…

“Get me a communications link to the Shareholders,” P’tarek said, “We’re going to need an additional investment of assets if this report is reliable.”



Stafford had taken the turbolift down the central tower to the lift atrium/lobby/whatever and nearly jogged down the corridor, across an enclosed bridge hugging the ceiling of the transit hub, down at least three flights of stairs and through another broad corridor and finally, breathing hard, onto the transit platform. Swearing when he noticed that the tram was gone, he started pacing, fuming over the idiot Matrian design. If this had been a ship or a starbase, he could have taken the damned lift all the way out to the hanger. Finally, an empty tram pulled up. He boarded, rode out to the outer rim, passing another tram on the way, jogged down another half dozen corridors and took another stairway up five levels to the hanger bay control booth that Anselia had co-opted as her new council chamber.

“Where’s Anselia?” he demanded, “We need to change our plans!”

Anselia’s advisors simply stared at him, then sighed.



Up in the command tower, Anselia emerged from the central turbolift cluster looking somewhat out of breath in her royal finery.

“Were is Minister Stafford?” she demanded, “We must speak to him immediately!”

“Oy vay,” Burke sighed, slapping a hand over his face.



After managing to miss each other twice more, Stafford and Anselia finally caught up to each other in the transit hub.

“We’ve got to change our plans,” Stafford said.

“Dr. Wowryk’s broadcast changes nothing,” Anselia said at the exact same moment.

They stared at each other for a moment.

“WHAT?” they both exclaimed.



“This isn’t going to be pretty, is it?” Crewman Shwaluk commented, still leaning on the railing overlooking the transit platform and the two arguing figures.

“No monkey, no it isn’t,” Crewman Gibson said back.

“Dude, don’t we have like, work or something we’re supposed to be doing?”

“Probably,” Gibson shrugged, “Do you care?”

“Well, no.”



“What do you mean it changes nothing?” Stafford snapped, “We just found out there’s an active rebellion out there! With my people involved, no less! We’ve got ships, supplies, and an un-findable hiding place! They need us!”

“Oh, this is coming from Minister ‘They-Must-Not-Find-Us’?” Anselia shot back, “Why is it that a few of your people are suddenly worth risking the knowledge and information stored in Haven’s memory banks?”

“Because…well…” Stafford stammered, “I mean, we know what’s going on out there now!”

“Yes, we do!” Anselia snapped, “Exactly what we had hoped would happen! If Wowryk is providing leadership to the rebels, she is becoming exactly the symbol that the council felt it had to become!”

“So now your council thinks it’s better to just sit safely on their collective asses while my doctor does their job?!” Stafford was shocked, “If we can get Wowryk out of there and in here, she can tell us all kinds of useful stuff about the Qu’Eh! She probably even knows what happened to the people I left on Silverado! You and I don’t even know what they’ve been doing all this time!”

“Can we not learn this from the data link you are establishing with Defence HQ?” Anselia raised one slim eyebrow, “Can your people not access Matrian DHQ files and reports?”

“Some of them,” Stafford conceded, “But anything that Dr. Wowryk doesn’t want the Qu’Eh to find out won’t be in there. We need to get her back, and if we can communicate with the Rebellion from here without being detected, we can really start causing trouble.”

“Yes, then the government AND the rebel leaders will be hiding here while other people take all the risks,” Anselia cocked her head, “I can see how the rebels will respect us for that,”

“Like they’ll respect us any more for hiding down here and staying TOTALLY out of the fight?” Stafford shot back.

“Admit it, Christopher,” Anselia said coldly, “If that transmission had been sent by a Matrian, you would not be so eager to ‘extract’ her. This is about getting all of your people out of harms way and into Haven,”

“Oh, yeah, and I’m also going to plan a prison break to get the people the Qu’Eh captured from Silverado when she was disabled,” Stafford snapped, “Then I’ll fly into orbit and get the ship too, then come single-handedly to the rescue. C’mon, Anselia, I’m not stupid! I’m doing what I think is best!”

“We do not dispute that,” Anselia said, “But we dispute your definition of ‘best’.”

“I want to get sensor-jamming working on one of our ships,” Stafford said, “I want to get lines of communication open, and I want to bring the leaders of the rebellion back here to help us run this show. This is the best thing for us to do!”

Anselia took a deep breath. He was basically shooting the council’s earlier demands back at her, while conveniently forgetting the arguments he’d used against her.

This was no longer a decision they could make on their own.

“We will consult with the Counsel,” she said.



Up until recently, the Matrian Council of Governors (at least the portion that had escaped) had been meeting in cramped locations around the Matrian hanger bay. Inside the cargo hold of a scout ship, up in the hanger bay control booth, or in a small machine shop just off the main level of the bay. Now that more of the outer rim of the installation had been explored, they’d decided to start convening in the large sports-bar type lounge overlooking the shipyard that Yanick had found over a week ago. The lights were dim and the entertainment console was locked, however the replicators functioned well enough to provide them with the hot beverages and pastries they so craved during their multi-hour sessions.

“The plan is sound,” declared Governor Kesthen, the dark-haired male representative from J’Taeri district, once Anselia had explained Stafford’s proposal.

“The plan is a Starfleet fantasy,” snapped Governor Hands, the blond man from Yutule district, “So long as this base-”

“Haven,” Anselia corrected.

“Whatever. So long as this base is secured, we’re safe. So is the past and the future of our people. To risk that is the ultimate stupidity,”

“You weren’t so resistant when we were trying to get communications lines open,” accused Governess Basette, a woman with raven-black hair and a somewhat plump build, “You think it’s a good idea to start tapping around MDHQ computers, right under the Qu’Eh noses, but actually getting out and involved is too big a risk?”

“Tapping around computers is a bit different from flying ships right in and out of our doorstep!”

“It’s our people living out at the Rim that need to worry,” Governess Samatat declared, “The Starfleeters are living on an island. Even if the Qu’Eh break down the hanger door, it would take ages for them to break through to the Starfleet camp!”

“-Matrian installation anyway,” somebody else shouted, “Why are we out living in the slums while they’re holed up in the power center?”

As the infighting continued, Anselia sighed. How had the discussion gone from discussing plans to help the rebellion to a dispute over living accommodations?

“We should demand that Starfleet trade places with us at once,” declared Samatat, “Put the soldiers out on the front lines, not the people!”

“Do we have a motion?” asked the Council Secretary.

“Counter-point!” Anselia snapped, “Have any of you actually explored the center island?”

Almost every member of the council held up a hand. Strange, even trapped underground they still seemed to have had time for their manicures.

“I mean other than poking your noses in the command center?”

All the hands dropped.

“And have any of you brought this point up with Lt. Yanick, our liason?”

“Well, no,”

“They’d never listen,” Basette scoffed.

“Why should they give up a safe and secure space for us?” Hands demanded.

“Let it be motioned that we shall demand living space on the central island,” Anselia stated imperiously, in an attempt to end the argument.

“Seconded!”

The vote, of course, carried.

“Now, can we PLEASE get back to the issue of whether or not to fully involve ourselves in the Matrian Rebellion?”

“Because your man-toy wants us to?” Samatat gave Anselia a look of disdain, “Or because you wish to play the heroine?”

Craigan, as an observer to the council, had been silent up until that point.

“You all asked me to help you plan out ways to resist the Qu’Eh. We really didn’t come up with much.”

“As I knew you wouldn’t,” Basatte said smugly.

“Things have changed.” Craigan said.

“You’ve been influenced by this one and by Stafford,” Basatte said to Anselai, “We can no longer trust your judgement in these matters.”

“Point of Fact,” spoke up Kesthen, “Motions of no-confidence cannot be called during time of-”

“I don’t need a formal motion to declare my lack of confidence,” Basatte shot back.

And the squabbling went on.
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Stafford was sitting on a crate in the Matrian hanger, waiting for word from the Council. The hanger had gone from a bustling hub of activity with bedrolls and makeshift tables covering every surface to a ghost-town, as the Matrian refugees moved into the more comfortable quarters found deeper in the rim. Next to him, Yanick was leaning against a wall, massaging her belly and looking vaguely ill.

Finally, a council page approached.

“Mr. Minister, I’m afraid the council is still deliberating,” the page reported.

“Still? They’ve been in there for nearly eight hours!” Stafford objected.

“Ah, I believe there is a minor dispute over rations at the moment. They’re trying to decide whether or not to demand that food be shipped here from the central island,” the page reported.

“Um, why?”

“It is believed that the replicators in the central areas are of higher quality than those in the rim,”

“That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,”

“Concerns over the security of the Matrian history stored here,”

“Not new,”

“And the question of whether or not to repaint this hanger red,”

“What?” Stafford looked at the metallic blue walls, “If you paint over the metal, it’s probably just…what am I saying?”

He paced for several moments in silent fury, his mouth half-forming words that never made it past his lips..

“Look, I’m coming back in four hours.,” he finally said, “By then Jeffery and Valtaic are sure they’ll have a ship setup with decent sensor-jamming. I want a Council decision by then,”

“You…should not give ultimatums to the Council,” the page said worriedly.

“Then the Council needs to hurry up,” Stafford said, “They’ve had weeks to take their time. Now it’s time to move quickly.”

He turned and started back to the transit station.

“C’mon Yanick,” he said, “You don’t look that great. Take the rest of the day off. I hear somebody got a steam room running in the fitness center. Y’know…just no lights.”

“Uh-huh,” Yanick muttered.

“What happened to you, eat a bad ration pack? I thought we’d switched over to the replicators,”

“Must have been a bad Matrian meatloaf,” Yanick groaned.

“Ah well. Once we get Noel back, she can check you out,”



“Sylvia, Fifebee, I have a new job for you,” Stafford said on arriving back in the command center. The trek between the Matrian hanger and the command complex was really becoming a drag, “And I really need a chair right now. All these stairs are killing my thighs.”

“I doubt this is going to be something fun like figuring out how to get pumpkin pie out of a Matrian replicator,” Sylvia said, amused.

“Nooo.” Stafford shook his head, “I need to get you hooked in to some of the Old Matrian ships. And we need to find the memory storage cores for this place.”

“Christopher, even if we find the storage units, without access to the facility computer systems the decoding, decrypting and interpreting of raw memory data could take months, if not years,” Sylvia said.

“We’re not worried about that right now,” Stafford said, “We’re making a backup.”

“A backup?”

“In case the Qu’Eh manage to damage the computer cores here,”

“Then we’re taking action?” T’Parief demanded eagerly.

“The council hasn’t decided yet,” Stafford said, rolling his eyes dramatically.

T’Parief was quiet for a moment.

“Then we’re taking action?” he repeated.

“Hell yeah, we’re taking action!” Stafford said, “Starting by contacting our people. Jeffery, do we have access to MDHQ comms yet?”

“Aye,” Jeffery said.

“Gimmi,” Stafford said, “Let’s start by calling Jall.”



An hour and several unsuccessful attempts later, Stafford was resting his forehead on the holotable.

“Stafford to Stern,” he said, sounding incredibly bored, “Stafford to Stern, please come in,”

“You are certain that the communications protocols have been properly interfaced?” Sylvia asked Fifebee.

“Mr. Jeffery confirmed with a successful call-in to ‘Good Morning Matria’,” Fifebee answered, “Before he and Mr. Valtaic went to work on the sensor shielding. The comm system is working,”

“Maybe he’s getting busy and has to call us back?” Burke suggested.

“No, I didn’t think Stern’s going to answer,” Stafford said, lifting his head from the table, “But I’m trying anyway. All I’m getting is really weird squishing sounds.”

“We could try Dr. Wowryk again,” Fifebee suggested.

It had been no small feat, working with Fifebee, Sylvia and T’Parief to get a comm-channel through the fancy, untraceable connection between Haven and MDHQ, past the firewalls and monitoring systems, through the MDHQ comm-array and out to a working comm-badge. They’d started with Commander Jall and started working their way down the chain of MIA crewmembers. Most of their hails had been unanswered; either because the person in question was out of comm range, didn’t have a comm-badge, or had been killed.

Well, from what they knew, the first two seemed more likely.

“No, I don’t want to try calling Dr. Wowryk again, she might be…BURKE!” Stafford snapped, “You’re supposed to be finding useful information in the MDHQ network, not checking out Crewman Gibson’s porn collection!”

“But have you seen the rack on this blond?” Burke objected, “That’s a work of art!”

“Yeah, she does have a great rack, but that’s not the-”

“Nice tits are always the point,” Stern’s voice came over the comm channel.

“STERN?” Stafford nearly fell off his chair, “Hey guys! We have a contact!”

“Now really isn’t a good time, Captain!” Stern said, “We’ve infiltrated the Qu’Eh call-center near Matronus,”

“What call-center?” Stafford asked, “Who’s ‘we’? Why are you-”

“Look, I don’t have much time,” Stern said, “The Qu’Eh are exploiting Matrians to staff this mega-sized call center near Matronus.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Just how out of touch have you people been?” Stern demanded.

“We’ve been in this bunker for the past three weeks!” Stafford snapped, “If you could give us even the tiniest hint of what’s going on out there…”

“Dr. Wowryk is running our part of the rebellion from under Matronus. She says the Qu’Eh are holding the rest of the crew captive aboard Silveardo, but Jall broke her loose. They’re actually trying to fix the ship!

“Fix my ship?” Stafford was shocked. The last he’d known, Silverado had been intentionally sabotaged during the Battle for Matria Prime. He figured the Qu’Eh had either blown it up or left it to rot in the giant pile of orbital trash circling Matria. But to repair it?

He shook his head.

“What have the Qu’Eh on the planet been doing?” he asked.

“Aside from arresting people, taking over the government and implanting people with those control devices? Oh, they were searching the caverns under the Matrian cities,” Stern recalled, “They were looking for intact M-SIDs”

“Ohh, not more people wanting to play mind games,” Stafford groaned.

“That’s exactly what they want, sir,” Stern said, “The way I see it, they want to put the M-SIDs in their call centers to force they’re employees to -”

“Just stop right there,” Stafford said, “You think they invaded an entire planet, at the cost of hundreds if not thousands of lives, just to get their hands on technology that would help them enslave and degrade their employees?”

“Not just that,” Stern said, “If they had an M-SID, they could convince all their employees just how wonderful their jobs were. Complete brainwashing.”

“K, but the Matrians destroyed the M-SIDs. Why haven’t the Qu’Eh left?”

“Because even without the M-SIDs, they just got their hands on an entire planet’s worth of potential employees,” Stern said.

“Um, wouldn’t they have enough people on their own planet?” Stafford asked.

“Sir, have you studied the Corporate Riots of Earth? If they Qu’Eh are running their empire the same way the old Earth call centers did…”

“They’d need entire planets of slaves just to handle employee turnover,” Stafford sighed.

“Gotta go,” Stern hissed suddenly, closing the channel.

Leading back against the central holo-table, an Old Matrian earpiece still in one ear, Stafford frowned as Stern’s channel closed. The security officer, along with most of the Hazardous Team, was reportedly working undercover in a Qu’Eh call center. It had been weeks since Stafford had been able to speak with any of his officers not in the underground installation, and the chance to get caught up on a few goings-on was one that he’d badly needed.

With that thought, Stafford was nearly bowled over by a tidal-wave of relief. The people on his ship were still safe, so far as Stern knew. They were even trying to repair her, though if the Qu’Eh were able to get their hands on a fully functional Federation ship, there’d be hell to pay.

“Isn’t it nice to finally get a bit of news?” Sylvia said, an encouraging smile on her face.

“It is,” Stafford said, “T’Parief, let’s go,”

T’Parief immediate jumped to his feet, claws bared.

“And where are you going?” Fifebee inquired, “We still have eighty crewmembers we can attempt to contact,”

“Didn’t you hear Stern?” Stafford asked, “Except for the HT and Wowryk, everybody’s still on the ship,”

“Well, since you wore your earpiece for the entire conversation, I did not, in fact, hear Stern,” Fifebee said crossly.

“We’re getting Wowryk and the HT and we’re bringing them back here,” Stafford said firmly, “It’s time we got ourselves more involved in this rebellion, and I don’t care what Anselia and her council have to say about it,”

With that, he stood, turned and walked back down the stairs to the turbolift, T’Parief at his heels like an eager hunting dog.

Fifebee and Sylvia exchanged a glance as the doors hissed shut.

“Shall we try contacting the next eighty anyway?” Sylvia suggested.

“Yes, I do enjoy a mindless, repetitive task every once in a while,” Fifebee agreed, picking up Stafford’s discarded earpiece.

Downstairs, the turbolift doors hissed open again.

“Chris, what did you forget this time?” Sylvia called, “Really, how can you expect to lead your people on a dangerous extraction mission when you can’t even remember your own gear?”

Two flights of stairs below, Queen Anselia stood in the turbolift, a very dark expression growing on her face.

Sylvia smiled as the doors hissed shut.

“That boy,” she chuckled.



Stafford and T’Parief exited the stairwell a level above the hanger deck

While the computer systems remained solidly locked, Jeffery and Valtaic had learned how to operate the manual controls on some hanger systems, such as the doors and the movable landing platforms. As it turned out, the large, patterned indents on the hanger roof that happened to match the shape of the platforms were actually large, retractable trap doors. Opening them up, Jeffery had found a reasonably well equipped maintenance facility and had proceeded to raise one of the landing platforms, complete with ship, into the shop to begin his work.

Stafford and T’Parief stepped into the workshop to see the landing platform sitting above the closed doors. On it, a sleek Senousian scout ship sat. Jeffery and Valtaic were just closing up some of the access hatches on the exterior.

“Nice workshop, Jeffery,” Stafford commented.

“Aye, but Ah don’t know what half these tools do,” Jeffery complained, “And the lights are too dim. And the computers don’t work, and-”

“We decided on using one of the Senousian ships,” Valtaic explained, “The smoother surface and reduced profile make it easier to adapt the sensor-shielding,”

“I hope you asked the Senousians first,” Stafford commented.

“Ah tried,” Jeffery said, “But from the sounds comin’ out of their quarters, Ah think they’re worried about other stuff,”

“Arguments?” Stafford was surprised. The Senousians had been the easiest group to deal with by far, keeping largely to themselves and asking for nothing more than their share of food and water. And an above-average share of prophylactics.

Jeffery looked uncomfortable.

“Chris…they’re Senousians,” he said.

Stafford looked at him blankly.

“And??”

“They were engaged in an orgy,” Valtaic said briskly, “They kindly invited us to attend, however my culture finds such things distasteful. And Mr. Jeffery is sexually crippled by his lust for Dr. Wowryk. May we go now?”

“Yeah,” Stafford said, eyebrows near his hairline, “let’s-”

“MINISTER STAFFORD!”

“Uh-oh,” Stafford groaned. Queen Anselia was stalking into the workshop from the door at the far left.

“Prepare to receive your whipping,” T’Parief said, giving his captain a slightly smug expression.

“T’PARIEF! WHERE DO YOU THINK YOU’RE GOING???”

They looked up to see Lieutenant Yanick stalking into the workshop from the far right.

“Right back at ya, big guy,” Stafford said, patting T’Parief on the back.

“We’re just going to…go…start the prelaunch…” Jeffery said. He grabbed Valtaic by the arm, wincing as a spark of energy cracked. The two retreated into the ship.



“What’s going on?” Yanick demanded, cornering T’Parief in the corridor, “I left my quarters to see if you wanted to get some soup, and here I find you about to take off on some kind of mission?”

“I am Chief of Security,” T’Parief said, “It is what I do,”

Inwardly, he sighed. He should have known this was going to happen. He’d been so eager to get the heck out of the installation and into some action that he’d followed Stafford out to the hanger bay without a second thought. Now Yanick was giving him that same pouty/sad expression she’d given him weeks ago. He’d thought that the events surrounding her kidnapping by Craigan had put an end to that particular issue.

But maybe not.

T’Parief tried to let his emotions fade, to use the analytical, reptilian part of his mind. Hmmm. Nope. Now Yanick was making his stomach grumble. OK, no more reptilian analysis.

An idea struck.

“I have an opportunity to bring Noel back,” he said, “She’s in a great deal of danger in Matronus, as long as the Qu’Eh are looking for her. We need to bring her back. Just as I brought you back from Craigan,”

“Oh, so Noel’s as important to you as I am now?” Yanick snapped.

T’Parief just stared at her.

“Ohhh…then I’m coming with you!” she snapped, “You need a pilot!”

“The Captain-”

“Can kiss my ass!” Yanick shouted, “If you’re all doing this, then I’m coming with! And if you have a problem with that, then you can join him!”

“In the mission or in kissing your ass?” T’Parief wondered.

But Yanick was already stalking towards the ship.



“You cannot go,” Anselia said, “We forbid it,”

“You forbid it, or the council forbids it?” Stafford asked, crossing his arms. Yanick and T’Parief had taken the corridor for their spat, leaving Stafford and Anselia in a stairwell.

“Both,” Anselia replied, “The council has decreed that no more than two ships may leave Haven at any point,”

“Good, cuz I was only going to take one,” Stafford shrugged.

“And that the Minister of Planetary Defence and all other essential personnel will not depart this facility,”

“Awww,” Stafford grinned, “You guys think I’m essential. That’s so…wait. No! Anselia, I’m going on this mission. Period.”

“Given the manner in which you’ve dictated terms to them in the past few days, defying the council would be a political mistake,” Anselia said.

“I don’t care. I hate politics,” Stafford said. He stepped into the corridor and started walking towards the hanger bay and the ship.

“I forbid it!” Anselia said again, “As your Queen, we forbid you to take part in this mission.”

“Yeah, well as your Minister of Planetary Defence, I say I go,” Stafford snapped back.

“If you defy me, Christopher, I…I mean, we will have your resignation!” Anselia fumed.

“Why wait? You can have it now,” Stafford shrugged, continuing on his way, “You put me in this job, I never applied for it. Oh, and look, I’m still a Starfleet captain, and the ranking officer here. See you after the mission.”

“If you step into that ship, we are through!”

Stafford had reached the ship. He took one step into the hatch.

“The Federation is going to be here to fulfill it’s obligations to Matria,” Stafford said, “But I won’t be. A few weeks, maybe a month down the road, I’ll be gone, you’ll have a new plaything and a new Minister of Planetary Defence. You’re a beautiful woman, and I really admire what you’re doing for your people. But when this is over, I’m still going to have Noel, Simon, Trish and the rest of my people. And that kind of lasting relationship trumps anything you can offer,”

He let the hatch close, leaving Anselia fuming in the workshop.



“That was sweet, Chris,” Yanick said as Stafford stepped into the small cockpit.

“Aye. Gave me the warm ’n fuzzies, Jeffery agreed.

“T’Parief, what’s she doing here?” Stafford demanded.

“Either she pilots, or we both have to kiss her ass,” T’Parief replied.

“Ewww,”

T’Parief inclined his head as if to say ‘and there you go’.

“So I guess ye won’t be getting any more Matrian booty,” Jeffery commented.

“I’m sure having Noel back will make up…for…it…” Stafford trailed off.

“Awww crap.” He sighed. “Look, just launch the ship. Let’s go.”

“Frat, open ’er up,” Jeffery ordered into his Matrian comm-badge.

There was a rumble as the door beneath their platform split, the segments retracting out of the way as the entire landing platform shuddered then eased down into the hanger bay. Looking at the viewscreen Stafford could see one section of the huge hanger door easing open, revealing the desert outside.

“Sensor jamming online,” Valtaic reported, “We are also relying heavily on anti-grav, to avoid leaving a drive trail,”

“Hope ye practiced on the old Wraith simulators, Trish,” Jeffery said.

“Hmm? Oh, whatever,” Yanick shrugged.”

“Power up essential systems only,” Stafford ordered.

“We already did that,” Valtaic corrected him.

“Then let’s go,”

The small Senousian scout lifted off the landing platform, then eased out of the bay. With a pulse from its antigravity drive, the ship soared off over the desert.
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Action Plan


Invasion of Matria Prime +22 Days, +/- 1 Day, accurate to 85% 19 times out of 20



“I’M GONNA PUKE!”

“WHERE’S THE BARF BAGS?”

BBZZZZZTTTT!!!

“Hey, keep that energy thingy under control, you’re messing with the flight circuitry!”

“I do beg your pard-AHHH!”

Stafford, Jeffery, Valtaic, T’Parief and Yanick were all crammed into the cockpit of a small Senousian vessel as it flew, or rather, skipped across the desert, mere minutes after leaving the exposed hanger bay of the underground Old Matrian installation. Lieutenant Yanick sat at the helm, frantically adjusting the controls as the small ship bounced around them. Only T’Parief seemed unbothered by the spine-jolting bumps.

“Look, I’m flying on anti-grav pulses here!” she cried, “If you think YOU can fly this thing without being detected by the Qu’Eh, BE MY GUEST!”

Stafford twined his fingers into his restraints and squeezed his eyes shut.

“Just wake me when it’s over!” he moaned.

In an effort to leave as little a drive trail as possible, Yanick was keeping the ship in the air with only brief pulses of power to the anti-gravity units. The technique had been used for over a hundred years, mostly to avoid detection when studying planets with 20th Century level technology. Granted, the Qu’Eh had sensor systems the average 20th Century level planet didn’t, but Stafford was relying on Jeffery and Valtaic’s rigged sensor jammers to help with that. The problem was that inertial dampeners just couldn’t cope with the crazy pogo-stick style flight path that had resulted from the anti-grav hops. The end result being, well.

“BLLAAAHHHHH!!!!”

“Did he get the bag?” Yanick called, “Please tell me he got the bag!”

“He got…most of the bag,” Valtaic replied, glancing over one shoulder.

The ground underneath them was gradually changing from the arid sand of the desert to the more rocky coastal terrain found near one of Matria’s major oceans. From there they could take a direct path to the outskirts of Matronus.

“How much longer is this gonna take?” Stafford groaned.

“Oh, just an hour or so,” Yanick shrugged, “Plenty of time to get used to it.”

“Excellent,” T’Parief smiled.





Matronus:



As Yanick piloted the Senousian ship halfway across the planet, the Hazardous Team was just getting up.

“I can’t go through another day of that,” Ensign Simmons said. His bedroll, borrowed from the Matrian rebels, was pushed up against one wall and at least twenty meters from everybody else. (This was due to the homemade explosive he was now sleeping with like a teddy-bear.)

“I agree,” Marsden groaned, “And this rock floor is doing horrible things to my spine! I can’t take those office chairs on top of this!”

“I’d rather not have my head blown off for being late,” Stern said, fingering the explosive ‘loyalty collar’ Quali-Tech had installed.

“Who’s ready for breakfast!?” a far too cheerful voice called. Jural, Wowryk’s contact in Matrian Intelligence, entered the rocky cavern/room with a steaming tray, “I made splakrats for everybody!”

“They’re actually very good,” Wowryk told them, following him into the room. She was still munching on a round…something.

“What are they?” Simmons asked.

“Ohh, ground Spla rats, a little grub seasoning and some of that Tabasco stuff I found in your ration packs,” Jural said cheerfully.

Stern turned away and started dry-heaving.

“WELL!” Jural snapped, slamming the tray down and looking offended, “Fine! Be that way!”

He turned and stormed out of the room.

Everybody glared at Stern.

“Great, I’ve got a strategy-planning meeting with him and Laheya this morning!” Wowryk cried, “And now he’s going to be in an unholy mood!”

“Not to mention he probably won’t cook for us anymore,” Simmons said, grabbing a splakrat off the tray.

“What?” Stern asked innocently, “I was just getting my hidden comm badge back!” he held up the small device he’d just forced up.

“That’s disgusting,” Wowryk said.

“It would have been more disgusting if I’d tried bringing it up AFTER breakfast, believe you me!”

“So who are you calling?” Wowryk asked.

“I thought we’d try calling Stafford. After breakfast,” he clarified.

“Leave it with me then,” Wowryk said, “You four are going to work,”

“Why?” Simmons asked, “don’t we know enough about Quali-Tech already??”

“You can never have too much information,” Wowryk said primly, “According to Jural, anyway. Besides, if you get fired it’ll be harder to blow parts of it up later, right?”

“Ohhh, right,” Simmons said, thoughtfully caressing his bomb.



“Have you reacquired their signal yet?” Manager Garer asked.

“Nothing yet,” replied Har, one his Garer’s most trusted Supervisors, “I’ve got three Representatives assigned to monitoring the intruders. We lost their signal in the underground transit system last night. We assume they’re hiding in the cavern or in tunnels under the city, where the rock may be blocking the tracking signal.”

“Their shift starts in half an hour,” Garer fretted, “They’ve got to show up soon!”

“Don’t worry, Manager,” Garer said, “The moment the Chairman decides he wants them brought in, we can send the Trackers down into the tunnels to flush them out.

“Yes, yes that is something of a comfort,” Garer agreed.



“All of our plans depend on us remaining hidden here,” Mistress Laheya, one of the leaders of the Matrian Rebellion (formerly called the Females Against Male Integration and for Negative Evolution) said, “That’s a risk we just can’t take. The Qu’Eh were already poking around the main cavern looking for functional Dream Machines, you know they could start searching these tunnels at any time!”

“I don’t understand why they haven’t already,” Agent Jural said. Wowryk had managed to calm him down after his earlier temper tantrum, “They’re the single most obvious hiding place in the city,”

“Maybe that’s why?” Laheya suggested, “They’re so obvious we’d be idiots to be using them?”

“That implies that we’re idiots,” Jural said crossly, “Which I don’t for a moment believe.”

“More likely the Qu’Eh aren’t willing to invest the manpower for such a search, given that the rebellion really hasn’t DONE ANYTHING SO FAR!” Laheya shouted.

Wowryk had a sudden thought.

“We’re like a disease,” she said calmly, “We’re lurking deep in the cells while the body’s immune system is too busy dealing with an infection in the bloodstream to come after us,”

“Oh right, you used to be a doctor,” Laheya inclined her head.

“When an infection focuses on a particular organ, I can more easily identify it and come up with a method of treatment,” Wowryk went on, having unconsciously slipped into her professional ‘talking to patients’ voice, “It’s when the unholy sickness moves or remains hidden that my job is made harder.”

“So it’s agreed, we have to move our base of operations,” Jural said, with an air of finality.

“More than that,” Wowryk went on, “Nobody has died from a virus or bacteria that simply sits in their system and does nothing. We’ve sent out spies, we’ve issued an ultimatum to the Qu’Eh. But if we do not become a bloated tumour in the heart of the Qu’Eh, we’ll never defeat them,”

“Are you trying to make a point, or just upset my stomach?” Jural asked.

“I’m saying,” Wowryk shot back, “That we need to start some of our plans into action now. Tonight. And Quali-Tech is only the beginning.”



“Thank you for calling…um…” Ensign Simmons hunted around on his work screen for his greeting script. He had no idea if the incoming call was for Galicti-Cast, Robellus or one of the other dozen companies the Qu’Eh did business with “Um, Robellus.”This is Simmons. How may I help you today?”

Five minutes later, he was hanging up on a very upset customer who screamed insults over his parentage.

“Excellent call, Simmons,” Supervisor Mofuut said, “You followed the call flow exactly! Of course, it would be better if you used your first name.”

“I don’t remember it,” Simmons said quietly.

“Yes, well, we’ll have to deduct some points for that. Also, your tone, it just wasn’t fully natural. You hesitated, and you missed at least five opportunities for friendly banter.”

“I don’t think she wanted to be friendly,”

“Yes, well. Anyway, I’m afraid that call didn’t meet minimum standards. Shall we say five minutes?”

Mofuut pressed his hand against a panel on Simmons’ desk, then tapped a button. Restraints suddenly jumped out, clamping Simmons to the chair. Shocks of energy started running through him, causing his body to jolt.

“Yes, well, I’m sure you’ll do better on your next call,” Mofuut said cheerfully.

Two desks over, Lt. Cmdr Stern had just finished following his troubleshooting flow for a Bhell customer.

“Monsters,” Stern muttered under his breath, watching as Simmons jerked and twitched..

“I beg your pardon, young woman?” his customer asked.

“I’m sorry, just talking to myself.” Stern said. He didn’t bother correcting her on his gender, it would just cost him quality points. Besides, for all he knew, on her planet he would be considered a woman. Just where in the galaxy did the Qu’Eh get their customer base? “Um, I would be more than happy to send you a replacement part. You’re under warranty, so of course it’s at no charge. And you’ll find the installation is fairly easy. It should only take you four or five hours,”

“I insist you send a technician to install it for me!”

“I’m sorry, that’s against policy, as you only have the standard warranty,” Stern read, word-for-word, off the screen.

Of course, the conversation went predictably downhill from there.

The second his break started, Stern hunted for his team. Simmons and Marsden were still out on the call floor but Rengs was sitting miserably in a corner chair.

“Enough of this,” he said quietly, “We’re not waiting for Wow…for you know who. We’re taking action now.”

He looked around.

“And by now, I mean as soon as Simmons and Marsden have their break.



Stafford and Jeffery sat side by side on a Matronus travel tram. They’d left Yanick, Valtaic and T’Parief guarding the ship and ready to rush in for an extraction in the event things went wrong. Stafford had lost count of just how many times he’d been forced to leave T’Parief behind because the reptile officer just couldn’t blend in with a crowd. Stafford himself had used a follicle stimulator to give himself a big, bushy beard while Jeffery had plastered a big rub-on tattoo onto the side of his face.

“How are we going to find them, anyway?” Jeffery asked.

“According to Stern we have to ride this thing to Salet Station. Then we call and get somebody to come get us,” he held up the small Matrian comm-badge he held.

“Is that thing even going to work outside the bunker?” Jeffery asked.

“Hey, you’re the engineer. You tell me.”

Nearby, a Matrian couple exchanged glances.

“If these are the best rebels we have, our civilization is doomed,” the woman remarked.

“Hey, we’re not rebels!” Stafford objected.

“Of course not. That’s why you’re not wearing goofy disguises and not talking about bunkers and meetings,” the man replied.

“Yeah well, you’re just…taking things out of context!” Jeffery insisted.

The tram hissed to a stop. A sign declared them to be at Vedret Station. The couple stood.

“Just be careful,” the woman admonished them, “Qu’Eh patrols are always sweeping the tram system.”

“And if you blow up any of our friends, we’ll turn you in!” the man said sassily.

“Best of luck,” the woman nodded, then they stepped off the tram.

Stafford and Jeffery exchanged a glance as the tram shot back into motion.

“She’s got to be a grade-school teacher, or somethin’,” Jeffery said.

“Yeah, I haven’t been told to play nice like that in years,” Stafford frowned.



“I want to hit the Qu’Eh landing fields at the Matronus Spaceport,” Laheya was saying, gesturing at a map. Around them, rebels were packing up what supplies they had and preparing them to move to a new location, “They’re still using their ships for all of their planetary troop movement. If we can cut that off, they’ll have to depend on local transport.”

“That would make them very vulnerable,” Jural agreed.

“What about the spaceports in your regional capitols?” Wowryk wanted to know, “Matronus is the key city on this continent, but there’s the southern hemisphere to consider,”

“If we can make Matronus unusable to them, they’ll be forced to either move the entire government to the southern hemisphere or to separate their occupation troops from their central command,” Laheya said, “Either works to our advantage,”

“I see,” Wowryk said. In truth, she really didn’t. She’d been able to function as Jall’s First Officer during the battle because like all Starfleet officers she had some training in command and tactics, at least as far as they related to space battle. But planning this sort of…insurgency…was something far beyond her. She suspected it was largely beyond Jural as well, leaving them both somewhat dependant on Laheya for direction.

On the other hand, Laheya only had the loyalty of the old FAMINE rebels, a fairly small group that Governess Laurette had been trying to fund to overthrow Queen Anselia’s government. Their ranks had been swelling since the invasion, but most of the new members were loyal to Anselia’s idea of a free and equal Matria for all Matrians. Without Wowryk acting as a symbol of that idea, Laheya couldn’t control the growing rebel organization.

The comm-badge Wowryk had taken from Stern chirped. She stepped discreetly away from the planning table.

“I want immediate attacks here and here,” Jural said, pointing to the map, “A communications switching station and a deuterium processing plant. Aim to disable, not to destroy. Oh blast, I chipped a nail!”

“Runners!” Layheya snapped her fingers. Two young Matrian, a man and a woman, jogged over. Laheya quickly outlined the targets and the timings.

“Go find the Bevin district cell,” she ordered, “They’re closest to the targets.”

The two rebels nodded, then ran off into the tunnels.

Wowryk had returned to the table.

“We have a problem,” she said.

“We have many problems,” Jural said, patting her arm.

“What kind of problem?” Laheya demanded.

“The political kind,” Wowryk sighed, “And the commanding officer kind,”



“We’re blowing up the transceiver array,” Stern said quietly. He had gathered with Rengs, Marsden and Simmons during their lunch break, “Now. Then we’re getting out of here.”

“G-Good,” Simmons said, his face still twitching from the shocks he’d received.

“And what do you plan on blowing it up with?” Rengs asked, “We’re a bit short of explosives, if you didn’t notice,”

“Simmons can-”

“No, I can’t,” Simmons cut in. He held up one shaking hand, steaming slightly from the electric shocks, “If I tried building a bomb like this, I’d blow us all up.”

“Ohhh. Well, then it’s on to Plan B.” Stern said. He stood, “C’mon, we’re sneaking up to the roof,”



Stafford and Jeffery were met in the transit system by a nondescript Matrian who identified himself as being with the rebels. He led them through a few nondescript passages until he reached a hidden panel. The clean, tiled transit tunnels abruptly gave way to a rough passage carved through solid rock and leading down under the city. After several minutes of walking, the tunnel branched. Down the other branch, Jeffery could barely make out the huge, abandoned suspended animation chamber. After a few more twists and turns (and at least two secret knocks) they were led into a room that looked like it too had been cut out of solid rock. Jeffery let out a breath as he saw the woman standing there.

“Noel!” Stafford exclaimed happily, rushing forward and pulling the surprisingly compliant woman into a hug. “Oh my God, I’m so happy to see you!”

“Then I suppose I’ll forgive you for taking the Lord’s name in vain,” Wowryk said, with just a hint of a smile.

“In vain? I just found my favourite doctor! That’s not in vain!” Stafford laughed, unaware that Jeffery had suddenly started glaring daggers in his direction.

Jural wasn’t looking too happy either.

“Clever, Captain,” Wowryk said, this time smiling outright, “May I introduce Special Agent Jural, our contact with the Matrian government and Mistress Laheya, formerly of the FAMINE organization, now the leader of the Matrian Rebellion.”

“Just the people we wanted to find,” Stafford said, nodding at each, “Look, Queen Anselia and the rest of the Council are thrilled with what you’re doing. We’ve got ourselves a huge, mostly empty base of operations out in the middle of the desert. What say we all head out there until the fleet arrives?”

The Wowryk, Jural and Laheya exchanged a look.

“Why would we do that?” Laheya asked, “I am trying to lead a rebellion here! I have no interest in hiding like a coward under the desert!”

“I’m here to serve the Matrian government,” Jural added, “We’re just in the process of organizing dozens of cells in Matronus alone to start fighting against the Qu’Eh. Now is NOT the time to leave!”

“Oh,” Stafford looked surprised. “Well, OK. I understand your desire to fight for your planet,” he finished diplomatically. “So, Noel, what say we pack up the Hazardous Team and get out of here?”

Jural and Laheya looked at Wowryk expectantly.

“The Hazardous Team is better suited to fast strikes, and should operate out of the bunker,” she said slowly, “Keklor and Dar’ugal just aren’t suited to undercover work,”

“I knew making you First Officer was a good idea,” Stafford said warmly.

“But I’m staying here,” Wowryk finished quietly.

The smile fell of Stafford’s face.

“I was wrong,” he muttered. Then, louder, “What do you mean ‘you’re staying here’??”

“I mean what I said, Chris,” Wowryk said, “I’m involved. I can’t just turn my back on these people, the way you have!”

“Hey, I was STUNNED with a WEAPON and DRAGGED into that bunker!” Stafford objected loudly.

“By who?” Jural asked curiously.

“Admiral Verethi,”

Jural giggled.

“Ohh, that catty bitch!”

“Noel, ye don’t belong here,” Jeffery jumped in, “Yer in danger. The Qu’Eh want ye dead, and if they get their hands on ye-”

“The Qu’Eh had their hands on me for a good two weeks!” Wowryk snapped, “They don’t want me dead, they want me to help them control the Matrian people!”

“Actually, after that little announcement we made, we’re fairly sure they want you dead,” Jural said helpfully, “Noel, I agree with them. You should go where you’ll be safe.”

“You can be a symbol from the bunker,” Laheya said, “Jural and I can lead from the front lines,”

“ABSOLUTELY NOT!” Wowryk snapped, “I can’t inspire your people to fight while I cower in safety! This is our cause, and WE will lead it!”

“Noel,” Stafford said, “The fleet should be here any day-”

“We don’t even know for certain that the fleet is coming,” Wowryk said flatly.

Stafford, Jeffery and the Matrians stared at her in shock.

“What?” somebody forced out.

“We…we got a message from Tunney right after the battle,” Wowryk said, her face tight, “Tunney is keeping the fleet at Waystation until he can get his hands on some bigger ships,”

“Why didn’t you TELL US?” Laheya barked. Stafford had gone pale, his mouth gaping open.

“Because Jall sent a message to…to somebody before he sent me off,” Wowryk said carefully, “And if anybody can get us the ship we need, it’s him.”

Stafford was shaking his head.

“This changes everything,” he muttered, “Anselia, the council, the whole rebellion.” He started pacing, “Without the fleet, we’re helpless!”

“We’re screwed,” Jeffery agreed.

“Now we see what Federation membership is worth,” Laheya said with contempt.

“The Qu’Eh would have come anyway,” Jural said softly, “Do you really think we would have held up any better on our own?”

Laheya was silent.

“Who did Jall message?” Stafford demanded angrily, “Who could POSSIBLY talk somebody out of a whole battle…ship…” he trailed off, then spun to face Wowryk, a glimmer of hope in his eyes.

“Noonan,” he said. Wowryk nodded. Stafford nearly laughed.

“Of all the people…” he shook his head, “Ohhh, Jall. You finally did something right. Of all the people that might actually help us!” His expression grew grim again.

“We’re getting our people off Silverado,” he declared, “We can’t leave them up there in Qu’Eh hands until Noonan gets here. We can’t have them repairing that ship for the Qu’Eh. Not with this new time frame.”

He continued pacing.

“Jeffery, could you beam somebody to the installation without being detected?”

Jeffery shook his head.

“Chris, we managed that during the attack by letting all the defence satellite reactors go critical,” he said, “Unless ye have an easy way to dump a tonne of radiation into orbit, then nay.”

Stafford and Jeffery looked expectantly at the Matrians.

“Don’t look at us,” Jural said, “We cannot help you with that,”

“Sorry,” Jeffery shrugged, “Usually in situations like this, this is the part where somebody says ‘Well, this could be possible if…’,”

Jural and Laheya consulted in whispers for a moment.

“We can get you access to a ground-based transporter pad,” Laheya said cautiously, “But it would be up to you to get somebody aboard your ship to perform the jailbreak.”

“We have a sensor-shielded ship,” Stafford said, “We can do that,”

“There is a condition, however,” Laheya said, holding up one finger.

“Money? Power?” Jeffery queried.

“Sex?” Stafford asked hopefully. Wowryk smacked him on the arm.

“Perhaps later,” Jural said, ignoring Stafford’s muttered ‘I meant with HER’, “But no. We want Wowryk to stay here.”

“Agreed,” Wowryk said at once.

“No, NOT agreed!” Stafford barked, “Look, I’m your Minister of Planetary Defence-”

“Actually, ye resigned,” Jeffery pointed out.

Stafford smacked him upside the head.

“You weren’t supposed to tell them that!”

“He was being honest,” Wowryk nodded approvingly.

“Look, I’m still the ranking Starfleet officer in this sector!” Stafford snapped, “Wowryk is one of my officers and-”

“Chris, don’t do this,” Wowryk said, stepping in front of Stafford, “I’m involved in this rebellion because you ordered me into a leadership role. You wanted me to be a symbol to the Matrians. You were right. As long as I can help them, you have to let me stay here,”

“Noel, don’t be-” Jeffery started.

“Simon, don’t argue with me,” Wowryk said, “Chris, Simon, you’re both very special to me, granted in different ways. This is something I need you to understand: I have to finish this,”

Stafford swallowed. He looked like he was on the verge of saying something for several moments. Then he spun towards Jural.

“If anything happens to her,” he threatened.

“You’ll what? Put a note in my file?”

“We’ll shoot ye out a torpedo tube into the sun!” Jeffery said angrily.

“Oh. Then I suppose I better take care of her,” Jural said.

“We still need the HT,” Stafford said.

“Dar’ugal and Keklor are keeping watch on the Quali-Tech building, the Qu’Eh installation built on the edge of the city,” Wowryk said, “Collecting intelligence. The rest are working there.”

“Oh, good.” Stafford said, “Let’s go get them. By the time we get back, we should have a plan in place.”



“This plan sucks,” Simmons complained as they waited for Marsden to disable the security lock on the roof door, “I’ve almost got feeling back in my fingers, I could just run down to the janitor’s closet and-”

“Shhhh,” Stern admonished him, “We don’t know when security’s coming back!”

There was a soft beep, then the door opened.

“C’mon,” Marsden muttered.

They ran up two more flights of stairs then ducked through a door onto the roof. The roof of the Quali-Tech building, aside from sporting shield generators and a few disruptor cannons, supported a veritable forest of subspace transceiver antennae. Stern heard a footstep and immediately gestured for the rest to move back behind the corner.

Carefully peeking around, he could see a single Qu’Eh soldier patrolling the path between two rows of antennae. Stern carefully waited for the right moment, then jumped out, forcing the full weight of his solid, nearly-two-meter frame onto the smaller man. The Qu’Eh went down like a sack of hammers. Stern bludgeoned his helmet against the ground for good measure, then grabbed his weapon and jumped up.

“This’ll come in handy,” he said.

They snuck toward the center of the array, looking for the central transceiver station. Stern took out two more guards in the process. Only Simmons didn’t have a weapon, a fact the man was NOT happy with.

They quickly found their objective. As they did, there was a shout from the general location of the first guard.

“I knew we should have hidden him somewhere,” Stern said.

Marsden had pried open an access panel and was rummaging around in the guts of the transceiver.

“You realize there’s no guarantee that the detonate commands for these collars use these antennae, right” Marsden said, “We might all get blown to hell as soon as the Qu’Eh figure out it’s us!”

“These guys are doing everything they can to keep costs down,” Stern pointed out, “Do you really think they wanted to spend the money on a separate system?”

The sound of footsteps was getting closer.

“And hurry up!” Rengs said, readying his weapon, “We have company on the way!”

“I’m still trying to find the main power line!” Marsden said, “Or something else with enough juice to fry this stuff! I can’t just shove things in at random! If I don’t start a chain reaction, we won’t get all the-”

BZEEEEAAARRR!!!

A disruptor beam sizzled through the air, just centimeters from Marsden’s head. Stern immediately started firing back.

“OK, I’ll hurry!” Marsden gulped.

Stern and Rengs were now firing back in the general direction of the oncoming Qu’Eh while Marsden buried his arms in the panel. Simmons’ trigger finger kept flexing, as though he had a weapon.

There was a shout from behind them! On reflex, Rengs spun around and fired, narrowly missing Kreklor.

“You started the battle without us!” the Klingon snarled, taking position next to Stern, “We had to climb the drainpipe of the neighbouring building, balance precariously on a ledge as we crept, stealthily towards this building, boldly leap across the alleyway,”

Dar’ugal tapped Kreklor’s arm, then made an odd hand gesture.

“Yes. We also had a stand-off with a very angry alley-cat,” Kreklor added, “It was a fearsome creature!”

“Just shut up and shoot!” Stern snapped.

“We will sing songs of our victory later,” Kreklor promised Dar’ugal. He sighted down his weapon, then fired.

“OK,” Marsden shouted, “If I’ve done this right, we have about two minutes before an irreversible chain reaction takes out the entire transceiver array!”

“Good, let’s go,” Stern said. The Hazardous Team bolted between a row of antennae, firing back at the oncoming Qu’Eh guards as they ran.

“Marsden, is this at all like that holo-simulation where you had to disable a deflector array?” Rengs asked suddenly, panting slightly as he ran.

“Yeah, almost identical.” Marsden replied. “Why?”

“Uh-oh,” Simmons muttered.

“Because you cross-connected the wrong circuits in that simulation!” Stern said, a look of panic in his eyes, “Instead of shorting out the array in a chain reaction after two minutes-”

“THE WHOLE THING VAPORIZED IN THIRTY SECONDS!” Simmons screamed.

Mardsen blinked.

“Oh yeah,” he realized, “RUUUUNNNNNN!!!!!!”



Stafford and Jeffery were walking calmly down the street, still wearing their not-so- effective disguises.

“Yer sure this is the way to Quali-Tech?” Jeffery demanded.

“You know,” Stafford said, “You used to question me a lot less when I wasn’t your superior officer,”

“Ah didn’t have to worry about ye gettin’ me into trouble as much,” Jeffery pointed out.

“What about that bar on Bolarus?” Stafford asked, “Y’know, when they politely asked us never to come back to their planet again?”

“That’s different,” Jeffery said, “That was fun,”

“Look, we scope out Quali-Tech, link up with Kreklor and Dar’ugal, wait for the others to get off work, snip off those explosive collars and meet up with Yanick and T’Parief.” Stafford said, “Couldn’t be easier!”

“Atta boy, broadcast our plan to everybody in the vicinity,” Jeffery grumbled.

“You mean the little old Matrian lady walking into the grocery store over there?” Stafford asked.

“She could be a Qu’Eh spy! Or have one of those head-plant thingies,”

“Let’s just get to Quali-Tech before anybody gets suspicious,” Stafford said.

“If Quali-Tech is even anywhere near-”

KA-BOOOOOM!!!!!!

Both men were knocked to the ground as the roof of a large, drab building erupted into a blinding explosion. Stafford struggle to regain his footing, one hand shielding his eyes.

“My God,” he gasped, “I think we found Quali-”

FWOOMP!

Jeffery saw nothing more than a blur as a fast-moving figure slammed into Stafford, driving him up against the wall of a nearby building. Jeffery dodged as another blur flew past him, slamming into a table of fruit on display in front of the grocery store.

“It’s OK guys,” Stern called as he pulled himself off of Stafford, “Some poor sap with a beard broke my fall,”

“A fruit broke mine,” Simmons said, trying to pull a very large, very squished melon off his butt, “And it wasn’t even Jall!” Simmons snickered to himself.

“Aww, mom, I’m really not hungry right now,” Stafford mumbled, still sprawled out on the street.

“Way ta go, ye git!” Jeffery shouted, “We came all the way out here ta pick ye up, and ye squish the—UMPH!”

“Jeffery? FINALLY!” Stern cried, seizing Jeffery in an inescapable bear hug, “Somebody in Starfleet who ISN’T Dr. Wowryk!”

“GITOFF ME!” Jeffery shouted, trying to wriggle free, “Ye squished tha Captain!”

“Ohhh,” Stern exclaimed, dropping Jeffery to the ground like a sack of potatoes, “Uh-oh,”

There was another crash and a loud ripping sound as Marsden and Rengs tore through the cloth canopy over the storefront then crashed to the ground.

“Sorry we’re late,” Rengs said, the back of his borrowed Matrian cloths still smoking, “The explosion tossed us up on the roof. Lucky we weren’t any closer!”

Marsden, inevitably, was unconscious.

“Yeah, I’d love to go fishing,” Stafford slurred.

“Hey! You found the Captain!” Rengs exclaimed.

“I’m here too,” Jeffery piped up.

“And…um…the engineer!”

“Me ex-girlfriend delivered yer baby, and ye don’t know me name??”

“It’s coming to me!”

Stern perked up, certain he could hear running boot-steps in the distance.

“I think we’re about to have company,” Stern said, “I’m guessing you don’t have a ship here?”

“It’s parked a ways off,” Jeffery said, “We can’t use the transporter until we figure out a way to mask the signal!”

“We gotta jet,” Stern said. He tossed Stafford over his shoulders in a fireman’s carry.

“Darg, you’ve got Marsden,” he snapped, “See if you can’t get him up and att’em BEFORE the mission ends!”

“In here,” Kreklor snapped, yanking open the door to the grocery store.

Rushing inside, they saw that the few shoppers present had already cowered near the walls. (The Starfleet team couldn’t know it, but business at the market had plummeted since the Qu’Eh had opened up their ‘facility’ down the street.) Like most markets there were aisles of shelves filled with fresh food products, along with another aisle filled with replicators and data chips, where patrons could sample various items and recipes before buying either their replicator patterns or the fresh ingredients required to prepare them. Further back, a series of display screens allowed shoppers to view various cuts of meat available. (For some reason, the Matrians considered displaying actual raw meat taboo.)

“Nobody move!” Stern shouted, staggering under Stafford’s weight.

“I’ll hold still, mommy,” Stafford slurred, rolling his head.

“And ignore him,” Simmons added.

“We’re just a pack of rebels trying to escape the Qu’Eh,” Stern went on, “We’re not here to hurt anybody, we’re just trying not to get killed.”

“ATTENTION STARFLEETERS!” an amplified voice announced loudly from outside, “SURRENDER, AND PREPARE TO BE AUDITED!”

“Well, OK, we’re Starfleet officers helping the rebels,” Simmons shrugged.

“Except for Kreklor. He’s not an officer,” Stern corrected.

“Ohhh, right.”

“Ye Gods,” Jeffery muttered, shaking his head.

“I don’t wanna go to church, mom!” Stafford added.



Outside of Mip’s Market, Manager Kalmers had beamed down to the surface. The older Qu’Eh was easily recognizable due to a distinguished widow’s peak. His silvery hair was swept back from his ears, keeping it free of the starfish-like ear tendrils and the Qu’Eh implant he wore over one ear. He almost looked like an elf from one of Earth’s fantasy movies, especially now that he wore his dark body armour (rather than his usual business dress) and carried a helmet (instead of his usual briefcase).

“You shouldn’t have said that,” he said crisply, turning to the ground force manager, “You’ve tipped them off to the fact that we already knew they were human, not Matrian,”

“Apologies, Senior Manager,” the other said, grimacing as he bowed his head slightly.

“Don’t apologize to me,” Kalmers sniffed, “But be prepared: it will come up during your assault quality audit,”

“Of course,”

Kalmers twitched one ear-tendril, changing the input channel on his implant.

“Five troop transports are en route,” the operator said calmly, her equipment informing her that he was listening without the need for him to say a word, “Heavy weapons are already equipped. We have fixed scanners on all vessels formerly belonging to the Matrians, Senousians or Federations and are monitoring for transporter activity,”

“I didn’t order a transporter monitor,” Kalmers said sharply.

“Negative, sir, it was a Type-4 Initiative Action Response,” the operator replied.

“By whom?”

“Myself, sir,”

“Excellent,” Kalmers nodded. (The operator couldn’t see the gesture, but the sensor in the implant would have detected it and notified her.) “You will see a positive notation from me on your daily Performance Audit,”

“Finest quality to you, Manager,”

The troop transports were already landing, disgorging armoured Qu’Eh soldiers.

“Send in the first team,” Kalmers ordered.



Inside the grocery store, the HT hadn’t been sitting idle. Stafford and Marsden had been dragged to the back and propped up near the meat displays. Marsden was starting to stir, but Stafford was still delusional. Several shelves were now propped up against the front wall, leaving a variety of packaged food items scattered on the floor.

“Are you sure this place doesn’t have a back door?” Stern demanded, directing the question to the somewhat frightened Matrian proprietor.

“If it did, would I still be here?” the Matrian asked calmly.

“I don’t know, would you?”

“Probably,” the woman admitted, “A chance to throw cans of bena sauce at those Qu’Eh bastards? I couldn’t pass that up,”

“Good girl!”

“Of course, if would have been nice if you had a few decent woman soldiers, instead of just men,” she added.

“Hey, I dunno about your planet, but where I come from, men kick ass!” Stern said proudly.

“Or, in the case of Jall, they-”

“SHUT UP, Simmons!” Stern snapped.

There was a crash as an object looking suspiciously like a grenade crashed through the window. With almost lightening reflexes, the store proprietor dove on it, grabbed it, and lobbed it back out the window.

There was a flash of light. When they could look again, they saw that over a dozen soldiers had collapsed to the ground while what must be the leaders argued furiously.

“Stun grenade,” Stern whistled, “Nice move!”

“I was a gymnast in Dreamland before the Awakening,” the woman said, “Lower Mistress Ithel, retired, at your service,”

“One sec,” Stern said. He was carefully aiming the Qu’Eh weapon he’d obtained. Breathing carefully, he gently pressed the trigger. One of the arguing Qu’Eh fell back, stunned.

“Commander Stern, formerly of the USS Silverado,” he said, turning to shake her hand, “You’re SURE there’s no emergency exit or anything?”

“Just the public emergency beam-out system,”

“Which the Qu’Eh can track, or even redirect,” Rengs cut in. He held a Qu’Eh weapon in one hand and a glass jar of blue sauce in another.

There was a shout from outside as a squad of Qu’Eh troops charged the front door. Stern and Ithel dove behind the counter, Ithel coming up with a Starfleet phaser and Stern with his Qu’Eh weapon.

“Swiped it off your unconscious guy,” she said, pulling the trigger and stunning the first Qu’Eh to burst through the door.

“Nice move,” Stern said, stunning the next and ducking when a third opened fire. Rengs popped up from behind a table of melons and stunned him. A fourth fired down the center of the store, vaporizing a meat display screen and scorching the meat storage hidden behind it. The smell of charred meat filled the air.

“I don’t care mom, I’ll eat steak or chicken,” Stafford groaned.

“I don’t suppose you do it on the first date, do you?” Stern asked.

“What, sex?” Ithel giggled, firing on another Qu’Eh, “Who needs the first date?”

Stern turned and planted a full kiss on her, firing his disruptor over the counter as he did.

“By the Prophets,” Rengs cursed, throwing a rude gesture in Stern’s direction. He ducked as a Qu’Eh blast blew up one of the melons, showering him in goop.

“Margarita time!” Stafford muttered.

“Somebody shut him up!” Jeffery cursed, trying to get a bead on the next Qu’Eh soldier. He missed, the shot hitting a reflective store sign across the road, reflecting back and causing a can of Matrian coffee to explode, showering Jeffery in fragrant powder. Stafford’s eyes popped open.

“Coffee time?” he asked, his voice suddenly loud and clear.

“Oh, aye,” Jeffery said, trying to shake coffee grounds out of his hair, “He won’t wake up for the explosions, or the gunfire, but the smell of coffee-”

“Less talk, more shooting!” Stern snapped.

“Hmmmm, a man of action, in and out of the bedroom,” Ithel said, “Federation membership has perks!”

“Stern’s one of a kind, ma’am,” Rengs said, firing repeatedly at the onrushing Qu’Eh.

“No he’s not!” Stafford said. He’d joined Stern and Ithel behind the counter and was adding his weapons fire to theirs. Marsden was blinking his eyes, one hand fumbling for the weapon that was no longer at his side, but in Ithel’s hand.

“I assure you, madam, that if it’s a little no-strings-attached fun you’re after, the Federation is more than happy to offer its, I mean, my services,” Stafford said.

“Sir, with all due respect, you’re cock-blocking me,” Stern snapped, firing repeatedly.

“Hey, I’m the Captain here!”

Jeffery jumped out from behind his shelf, grabbed Stafford by the back of his borrowed jacket and hauled him back.

“The only thing more disturbin’ than watchin’ Stern mack on her is watchin’ YE try ta move in on his turf!” Jeffery snapped.

“Is there no back way out of this place?” Stafford demanded.

“Sir, respectfully, don’t you think we would have left while you were unconscious if there were?” Stern called.

“I don’t know, this is the security team that thought 9/11 was a chain of convenience stores!”

Kreklor and Dar’ugal exchange a glance that simply said ‘this is why we don’t want to be running things’ then returned to firing their weapons at the Qu’Eh.

There was a brief lull in the assault. The Qu’Eh tried firing two more grenades in, but this time Stern simply vaporized them before they could detonate.

“They’re lining up for a big rush,” Simmons called, “Or they’re getting ready to do the ‘Macarena’!”

“Stern, this isn’t working!” Stafford said, “We’ve got to call Yanick for beam-out!”

“They’ll trace the beam right to the ship!” Stern shot back.

“We’ve got sensor shielding!” Stafford shot back, “If we move fast enough, they’ll lose track of us!”

“Who’s piloting, Yanick?”

“Yup,”

Stern thought for a moment.

“Yeah, she likes putting the pedal to the metal, doesn’t she?”

“Too much so,” Jeffery snapped, “Ah’ve always got ta fix the…oh….that’s a good thing here,”



On the outskirts of Matronus, Yanick and T’Parief were…involved.

It had actually started off as another argument. Yanick was busy giving T’Parief hell for not informing her that he was about to leave on a dangerous mission. T’Parief was accusing Yanick of being controlling and insisting that he, as a grown alpha-male, had the right to do so. Yanick had shot back that T’Parief spent far too much time obeying Stafford and Jall to be an alpha-male, to which T’Parief firmly replied that he would NEVER obey Jall. And so on. Valtaic, sick of the whole thing, had locked himself in the rear cabin, placed a pair of plugs in his ears and taken a nap.

After an hour or so of arguing, Yanick and T’Parief fell in a quiet stalemate. Another hour passed, and boredom had set firmly in. Then Stafford had commed to inform them that he and Jeffery were going to go find the HT before they left, which would probably take a couple of hours.

Another hour or so of boredom later and their uniforms were scattered all over the cockpit. Anybody look in the front windows would have seen nothing more than T’Parief’s tail sticking up in the air as the craft rocked slightly on its landing pads.

“Stafford to Yanick,”

The rocking continued, the tail disappearing from sight.

“Stafford to T’Parief,”

Still, the craft continued moving. Suddenly the tail shot back into view and the movement stopped. Slowly, like a flag coming down at the end of the day, it lowered back out of view.

“STAFFORD TO YANICK OR T’PARIEF! WE’RE BEING SHOT AT AND NEED A BIT OF HELP OVER HERE!”

Suddenly, T’Parief’s head popped up over the display panel.

“T’Parief here,”

“We need beam out! Tell Yanick to take off on a random course as soon as we’re aboard!”

“One moment,”

“No, NOW!”

“You get dressed and run the transporter, I’ll hide the hockey gear!” Yanick said quickly.

“We’re lucky the Senousians had sports equipment in their replicator files,” T’Parief mused, pulling his pants on.

“Oh, I brought that. Just in case,”

T’Parief smiled, gave her a peck on the forehead, then ran back to the tiny transporter pad. He homed in on Stafford’s comm-badge, then energized. Jeffery and Stafford appeared on the pad.

“YANICK, GET MOVING!” Stafford shouted, “T’Parief, beam up the HT, and the Matrian next to Stern’s signal!”

He rushed into the cockpit, just as Yanick fired the anti-grav units. Stafford barely got a grip on a seatback. Behind him, he could hear Jeffery cursing and the transporter cycling again.

“GOGOGO!” he shouted, getting into the seat and reaching for the restraints. Instead, he came up with a huge pair of tighty-whities, complete with a tail-sized opening at the back.

“What the…EEEAUUUGGGHHHHH!!” he flung the offending garment away. It landed up near the window.

“What were you two DOING in here?” he snapped.

“What do you THINK?” Yanick snaped back, firing the anti-gravs again and sending the ship spiralling off on another heading.

“Yuck!”

The transporter cycled again.

“Anything on the sensors?” Stafford asked, trying to change the topic.

“You tell me, I’m trying to drive here!”

“Oh, right!” Stafford turned to the nearest console and started tapping at the unfamiliar Senousian controls, “Well, the Qu’Eh are already beamed troops to our landing site. I’ve got two ships coming in, but they don’t seem to have spotted us!”

Jeffery and Rengs rushed into the cockpit.

“Everybody’s up,” Jeffery said, “But Stern and T’Parief are fighting over who gets to come up here and run the weapons,”

“Not anymore,” T’Parief said, climbing into the cockpit. He was nearly knocked on his ass as Yanick fired the anti-grav units again.

“Hey, the Qu’Eh ships are turning to follow us!” Stafford said, suddenly riveted to the console. Yanick fired the anti-grav again. Stafford watched the display for another minute.

“Ok, they’re…no, wait. They’re changing course!”

The ship shook from a near weapons miss.

“They must’ve detected us!”

“Nay!” Jeffery said firmly, “The shielding is too good for Qu’Eh sensors!”

“Uh oh,” Rengs muttered, “The collars!”

Jeffery was on him instantly, a tricorder in one hand, the other probing the thin ‘loyalty collar’ the Qu’Eh had fitted him with.

“What is going on?” Valtaic demanded, running out of the rear cabin to find the ship with several more people in it than he’d expected.

“We found some hitchhikers,” Jeffery said, staring at Rengs’ collar. “Tracking device?” he demanded.

“Explosives. To make sure we show up for work.”

“EXPLOSIVES???”

“We’re pretty sure we took out the transmitter array!” Rengs said quickly, “Unless they have the codes duplicated, they were lost when Quali-Tech blew up!”

“The Qu’Eh are anal-retentive corporate types!” Stafford shouted, clutching the console as Yanick fired the anti-grav again, “OF COURSE they have a backup!”

“It’ll just take them time to find it!” Jeffery said.

“They’re doing a s**tty job tracking us,” Yanick piped in, “They’re half a minute behind my manoeuvres!”

“Tracking and Assault are separate departments!” Rengs said, trying to hold still as Jeffery manipulated his collar, “They’re probably just sending our position via inter-departmental memo!”

“Valtaic, can’t you jam the signals with an energy thingy?” Stafford asked.

“If you are comfortable with the risk that I may inadvertently cause a detonation, or interfere with the ships systems,” Valtaic shrugged.

“Never mind,” Stafford said quickly.

“Ah think Ah got it!” Jeffery said. Rengs collar clicked, then came off.

Then it started beeping.

“Um, TRANSPORTER!” Rengs shouted. The two of them ran back. There was a chiming sound, then the ship bucked from an external explosion.

“One down,” Jeffery called up, “A few to go!”

There was a gurgle in Rengs’ stomach.

“Ugh,” he muttered, “Must have been something I ate,”



Aboard the Qu’Eh flagship, Chairman P’tarek was leaning back in his leather office chair, eyes closed as he listened to the reports coming in.

“We’ve lost all the tracking collars,” an operator spoke into his ear, “Last known signal was just off the coast. But, on the plus side, we finally received the detonation command codes from the Quali-Tech backup computer!”

“Switch to the internal trackers!” P’tarek snapped, “And expect a two-point quality deduction! You should have done that already!”

“Y-yes, Chairman,”

There was a moment of silence.

“Chairman, I’m reading three signals over the ocean,” the operator said.

“Only three?”



“Dear lord!” Jeffery cried, watching as a very full barf bag disappeared into the Senousian vessel’s matter reclamator, “We bloody borrowed this ship, ye know!”

“It’s not the ship,” Rengs muttered, wiping his mouth, “It’s the pilot!”

“F**K YOU, RENGS!” Yanick snapped, all her attention focused on keeping the ship from being detected. There was another jolt as the anti-gravity unit kicked in, punting the ship up and between two clouds like a football between goal posts.

“I think…I’m gonna…BLLLAAAARRRGGGHHHH!”

“Marsden just popped,” Stern reported, “And I’m…I’m…” he forced himself to keep his heaving lunch down, “I’m OK for now, but who the hell is plotting this course?”

The matter reclamator whined again.



“Down to two signals, Chairman,”

“They must have found the transmitters we placed in the food!” P’tarek fumed, “But how? They were miniscule!”

“One, Chairman,”

“These Starfleets are far more clever and devious than we gave them credit for!” P’tarek fumed.



“I’m holding this in, dammit!” Stern groaned, clutching his stomach as the ship bucked again.

“That a challenge, meanie?” Yanick called back.

“What did I…urk…do?” Stern asked.

“I’M PLOTTING THE COURSE, DUMBASS!” she shouted. This time she added a barrel roll to the antigrav hop, spinning the ship on its axis. Stern reached frantically for a vomit bag.

BLLAAAAHHHHHHGGGGG!!!



“We’ve lost the signal, Chairman,” the operator reported.

“You’re fired,” P’tarek said, changing the channel before the operator’s death scream could hurt his ear. He rose, then move to a wall-mounted display off to one side of his office. On it, the Federation ship’s route was traced, the jagged line leaving Matronus and zigzagging on an uneven course towards…well, towards almost anything in the equatorial region of the next continent, or beyond.

Closer to Matronus, smaller lines squiggled through the city. Most of them, sadly, merely followed the transit routes to and from the homes of Quali-Tech ‘employees’. But a few of them, including the Starfleets signals, led deeper, into the web of tunnels under the city before vanishing due to the thick rock.

P’tarek had purposefully avoided using or searching those tunnels. Wherever Stafford and Anselia were hiding, it wasn’t right under Matronus. He had hoped that by watching the Starfleets carefully, they would lead him to bigger and more interesting fish. And now, they’d slipped through his grasp!

“Operator,” spoke a new voice in his ear, responding to the slightest twitch of an ear- tendril.

“Send teams into the tunnels under Matronus immediately,” P’tarek ordered, “Focus on corrective action, but employment termination is authorized. Likelihood of high-value assets is minimal.”

“Yes, Chairman,”

P’tarek returned his attention to the map in front of him. A pair of hazy lines now projected the ship’s course, based on the movements it made before contact was lost. The projected cone covered a lot of ground. Two smaller cities near the other continent’s coast fell just within the cone, as did a number of deserted cities, tracts of unused farmland, a rainforest that had spread to cover what may have once been more farmland and…

…and, off to one side, a very large desert. A deserted city was off near the edge, but it was the desert that held P’tarek’s attention.

He tapped a few buttons, focusing in the sensor systems. Nothing…nothing…nothing…minor energy spike…nothing…wait?

P’tarek re-ran the scan, his eyes searching for whatever that spike had been.

Nothing…nothing…nothing…and…nothing.

“Solar activity?” he muttered to himself. Maybe.

Maybe not.

“I want a flyby of the,” he paused, looking at the map, “Evendra Desert. If anything is there, I want to know about it,”

“At once, Chairman,” replied the operator.



“Welcome to your new home away from home,” Stafford said, leading the HT out of the Senousian ship, glad for the recycled air of the underground installation as opposed to the vomit smell of the ship, “The Matrians have all moved to the center island, but since you guys are going to be operating outside I thought we’d find a place somewhere near the hanger for you to setup shop.

“There’s an island?” Simmons asked, bug-eyed.

“And a lake,” Yanick said. She was, by far, the most cheerful and least nauseous of the group.

“Can we go swimming?”

“The whole inner cavern is flooded with preservative gasses,” Stafford said sharply, “C’mon, let’s head to the tram station and I’ll give you the tour.”

They walked through the twisting route to the tram station. Stern and the HT noted that the corridors seemed fairly standard for a ground-based installation, starship, space station…hell, whatever. When they entered the transit station, Stern looked around. Something about the chamber bothered him…the polished stone floor, the dim lighting, the two crossover bridges spanning the width of the tracks, up above the tram.

They boarded the tram, which immediately took off down a curving tunnel before turning sharply left and picking up speed. Outside the windows, everything was shrouded in total blackness.

“We still don’t know what the hell’s out there,” Stafford complained, “For all we know, the lake stretches this far out. Somebody figured the bridges were supposed to be easily defended, y’know?”

Stern shook his head.

“Didn’t you say the outer ring had far more living space and more facilities than the island?” he said.

“Well…yeah…”

“Then that doesn’t really make sense, especially since the place seemed to have been built with stealth in mind.” Rengs said.

“I guess.” Stafford shrugged.

The tram had exited the tunnel and pulled into the transit hub. Stern’s frown deepened when he saw the cavernous ceiling, supported by marbled stone pillars that were barely visible in the dim light. Nearby, one track led further underground. A platform on the inner ring lay empty, while their outer ring platform was still littered with Starfleet supply crates. Stern craned his neck, looking at the elaborate, glass-walled staircase and the glass-walled crossover bridge extending from the staircase to the inner wall. He shook his head.

Something wasn’t right.

Before he could say anything, Ensign Burke came running down the stairs.

“Sir! You’re back!”

“What’s new, Ensign?” Stafford asked.

“We just got a comm from Dr. Wowryk!” Burke panted, out of breath from jogging from the command tower turbolifts, “The Qu’Eh are sweeping the tunnels! They barely made it out!”

“That’s good,” Stafford said, “That they escaped, I mean,”

Stern was shaken from his musings.

“I think the Qu’Eh are finished toying with the rebels,” he said.

“I think,” Stafford said slowly, “That the rebels are finished toying around with the Qu’Eh,”

He blinked.

“Hey, that wasn’t bad, was it?”

“Sir,” Stern said politely, “Now isn’t the time to be pleased with yourself.”

“Yeah,” Stafford agreed, “I guess I better go meet with Anselia and the Council. Let them know what’s going on,”

“Yes, sir.”

They turned and started the long walk up to the turbolifts.

“Still, that was pretty good, right?
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Attack of the Little Titans


Banshee concept and characters by Brad Dusen.

Commander Matthew Noonan sat motionless in his quarters aboard the USS Banshee, eyes closed. His breathing had slowed, as had his heart rate, until he appeared to be nothing more than an inanimate statue; a carefully sculpted piece of marble in a Starfleet uniform. As he exhaled, a glass orb floated slowly off the coffee table to join a few other knick-knacks as they hovered in the air.

Noonan wished that the meditation posture and the habit of floating objects in the air was some ancient custom held sacred by his ‘people’, but truth be told one of them had watched ‘The Empire Strikes Back’ sometime in the late 20th Century and thought the whole thing looked pretty cool.

With that thought, Noonan’s concentration was shattered. So was the glass orb as it fell out of the air and struck the corner of the table. No sooner had the shards of glass tinkled to the carpet when the door hissed open.

“FREEZE!” Security Chief Dan Smith snapped, jumping into the door and waving his phaser rifle in front of him.

Noonan just looked calmly back at him.

“May I help you?” he asked.

Smith’s eyes darted around Noonan’s quarters, taking in the source of the sound he’d heard, the trinkets scattered on the floor and Noonan’s completely non-threatening position. He slowly lowered his rifle, then stepped back out of the room, allowing the doors to hiss shut.

Noonan sighed.

“Noonan to Vorezze,” he said, tapping his comm-badge.

“What?”

Noonan ignored the lack of proper communications protocol. In a way, it was almost refreshing…a pleasant reminder of certain other officers he’d recently served with.

“Captain, it isn’t necessary to have your security chief stationed outside my quarters. I assure you, I’m not a threat. At least, not as long as the modifications to the replicator in my quarters hold out,”

“Yeah well…keeping an eye on you is making him feel better,” Vorezze replied. ‘And making me feel better too.’ Vorezze didn’t say this aloud, but Noonan knew he was thinking it.

“I am to be left alone,” Noonan said firmly, exerting just the slightest pressure on Vorezze.

“I’ll get rid of him,” Vorezze said, sounding slightly dazed.

“Thank you, Captain. Noonan out.”

“Buh-bye…”

With that disruption handled, Noonan once again composed himself. He needed to know what was happening on Matria Prime. If he could just reach out to one of his collegues…

Of course, he’d being trying for the past week without luck. Perhaps, as they grew closer, he’d be more successful.



Commander Smith stood outside Noonan’s quarters, glaring at the closed doors.

“Vorezze to all senior staff. Get up to the conference lounge. Meeting time.”

Smith brought his hand up to his comm-badge to protest, only to have it fall by his side. He found himself turning, then walking towards the turbolift.

“Keep an eye on him,” he called back to the remaining guard, unsure of what was happening. And, more disturbingly, not caring.

Smith was joined in the turbolift by Tactical Officer Vince DiSanto.

“Keeping an eye on the new guy?” Vince asked politely, his voice still somewhat sibilant, despite the voice changing lessons he’d been taking.

“Section 31 has him classified as a Type-13 Sentient,” Smith said simply. “I don’t care if he’s in Starfleet, I don’t care which organizations he’s worked for in the past, I don’t trust him.

Section 31 was the super-secret branch of the Federation. Nobody in the Federation was supposed to know it existed, especially not Starfleet. With highly advanced technologies and a lack of moral restraints, Section 31’s job was to protect the Federation from any and all threats. The Banshee and her crew had joined Section 31 years ago by faking their own deaths and the destruction of their ship.

Recently, Section 31 had ordered them to the Rigel VI Salvage Depot where they were to pickup a ‘Mission Specialist’ who would give them further orders. What they’d found was Noonan, a pale, quiet yet forceful Starfleet officer who had informed them that they’d be rendezvousing with a fleet at Waystation, at which point they would lead said fleet in the liberation of Matria Prime. He’d also informed them that they were to be operating undercover, pretending to be Starfleet officers. The Banshee crew hadn’t been happy to learn that all their advanced and illegal technology was now off-limits. However, Noonan had informed them that the enemy forces were somewhat below Federation-level when it came to technology.

What Noonan hadn’t mentioned was the fact that the Federation fleet they would be leading was made up of old, outdated ships that, despite their upgrades and modifications, were not up to standard.

Anyway, Smith was complaining to DiSanto about having to play host to Noonan before we took off on this exploration of Exposition Boulevard.

“Vorezze isn’t happy about having him aboard either,” Smith went on, the rant somewhat unusual for the normally quiet man, “Or this bizarre mission off to the middle of nowhere!”

“Or about having to repaint the hull,” Vince added, “He’s sent Rachow out there three more times to touch up the new name.” As part of the ‘undercover’ part of the operation, the Banshee crew had quickly scratched the ship’s name off the saucer and replaced it with ‘USS Medusa’. Unfortunately, since the painting had been done at warp speeds and since unprotected warp exposure did nasty things to the humanoid nervous system, the actual print had wavered somewhere between USS Medusa and USS Medamusal.

“You were on the mission with the Deimos,” Smith said to DiSanto, ignoring his comment and referring to a past mission that had seen them dealing with cult obsessed with Type-13 sentients, “You know what these people are capable of. They’re not natural!”

“I sort of figured you’d like that about the guy,” DiSanto shrugged. Smith’s obsession with all things occult was well known around the ship, “I thought you’d have a tonne of questions to ask him.”

“Section 31 classified him as Type-13,” Smith said again, “I don’t WANT to know anything else about him. Knowing too much can be dangerous…even for Section 31 members.”

“Great organization we all belong to,” Vince muttered as the turblift doors hissed open.



“OK everybody, welcome to mid-point,” Captain Jad Vorezze said, addressing his officers as they gathered in the Banshee’s spacious conference lounge. The Sovereign-class ship was the absolute pinnacle of Federation technology, and had darned cushy accommodations to go with it. Of course, the Banshee also had a ton of fancy and illegal Section 31 technologies, such as the phase-cloak, the cataclysm torpedoes or the ‘non-fat yet still perfectly tasting cappuccino’ machine. The Banshee crew had changed into standard Starfleet uniforms, packing their black leather Section 31 uniforms in the bottoms of their underwear drawers, where the crews of the other ships were unlikely to look.

“We’re now officially halfway to the Matrian system,” Vorezze went on, “Celebratory sandwiches and quiche will be served this evening in the officer’s mess, along with those fruity cocktails with the little gummi-bears Vince likes so much-”

Somebody snickered. Vince turned beet-red.

“That doesn’t prove anything,” he muttered.

“-but until then, we have a few things to go over,” Vorezze finished.

“Commander Tagel isn’t here yet,” Commander Charlotte Burns, First Officer, pointed out.

“Ummmm yes.” Vorezze said uncomfortably, “Well, if you really feel like going down and bringing her up here when she’s in one of her moods, you go right ahead,”

“Never-mind,” Burns said quietly, looking down at the table.

“OK, Vince,” Jad said, taking his seat and pouring himself a cup of raktageeno, “How’s the tactical planning coming?”

“Um, well we have almost no information on Qu’Eh fleet strength, ground force strength, fleet movements or much of anything. So our plan is basically ‘let’s drop out of warp and fire everything at them’.” Vince swallowed nervously.

“That’s it,” Vorezze said flatly, “That’s your plan. We’ve got half a dozen other starships waiting for us to ‘let drop the nuggets of our boundless brilliance’ and the best I can take to them is ‘we’re going to drop out of warp and shoot everything in sight’,”

“Nuggests of our boundless brilliance?” Dr. Lang commented dryly, “Who’s mind did you borrow that from?”

“The captain of the Champlain,” Vorezze replied, “But I’m pretty sure he was being snide when he thought it,”

“PURPLE!” Lt. Cmdr Ben Rachow shouted suddenly, still suffering the after-effects of unprotected warp exposure, “Strawberry yogurt feels purple on my ears!”

“Of course it does,” Dr. Brian Issac said soothingly, patting Rachow on the arm.

“Vince smells like rainbows,” Rachow muttered, slumping in his seat.

“Is he going to get better anytime soon?” Commander Charlotte Burns asked, “As much as I enjoy the new, quieter Ben, these funny outbursts are getting almost as disturbing as those tight pants he’s been wearing.”

“Ohh, worse case scenario I’ll just pop his brain out, run it through a cleansing static subspace field and pop it right back into his head,” Issac shrugged, “It’s a routine procedure. For Section 31, anyway.”

Issac seemed oblivious to the horrified stares he was getting from the rest of the staff.

“The biggest problem is getting all those tiny little nerves back in the right place!” he went on, “I mean, one wrong connection and his penis might end up wired to his left hand, or something.”

“That would make playing the piano a lot more interesting…” Burns said thoughtfully, considering the possibilities.

“Strategy! I have strategies!’ Vince said loudly, cutting off the vertically-challenged doctor and the trailer-park trash First Officer before they could go any further,”Tonnes of strategies! Oodles of strategies! In fact, let’s talk about them all, RIGHT NOW!”

“We’re going to have to come up with one hell of a good story when we contact the rest of the fleet,” Burns muttered.

“Yup,” Vorezze agreed, “Good think you’ve got talent covering your ass,”

“Thank you…wait, what’s that supposed to mean??”

“Nothing. Now who’s got the Wikipedia padd?”

“You mean the Wikipaddia,” DiSanto corrected.

“Why, what did I say?”



“And so,” the image of Jad Vorezze said, displayed as he was on the main viewscreen of the USS Stallion, “After our advance reconnaissance party reports their observations, our plan is to exit super luminous travel at a position corresponding to the L2-stable orbital point, relative to Matria Prime. The Ban…uhhh the Medusa and the Vendome will begin immediate target assessment and polarization-”

“Prioritization,” the woman next to him whispered loudly, nudging him with an elbow and leaving a stain of some kind on his uniform.

“Prioritization,” Vorezze corrected himself, “Then the Ban…er, the band of perfectly normal officers aboard the Medusa and the Champlain will deploy to the high-risk targets, while the Vendome, Montreal and Elfman assault other targets. The Stallion and the Stouffer will be making a run here,” he pointed to a display, “to assess planetary defences, which by our last intel report were self-destructed anyway.”

“Any questions?” the woman asked.

“No?” Vorezze said immediately, “Good. B-B-B…Big Medusa out!”

The screen went dark.

Captain Elizabeth Simplot stared at the viewscreen from her solitary command chair in the center of the Stallion’s circular bridge.

“What the hell does he mean by that?” she wondered aloud. Simplot was a fairly average woman. Slim, meter-and-a-half-ish. She’d recently dyed her hair jet black, but was seriously contemplating changing it to something a bit more exciting. Maybe silver. Or blue. She’d been in command of the Stallion with virtually no changes in crew since they’d taken on the Operation Salvage ship over three years ago.

“It means,” Commander Iron Kren called from his seat at the Environmental Control station, “That they want to come barging right into the system and blast everything in sight!” It was one of his pet peeves that the bridge design of the Constitution-class ships didn’t include a second seat for the First Officer. Simplot lorded over the bridge crew from her solitary throne, while he, a joined Trill with lifetimes of experience, was stuck off to the side!

“No,” interrupted Lt. Commander Hurken, the Tellarite tactical officer, “It means they don’t have a plan yet, and they’re just covering their asses. Idiot human. Did he think we wouldn’t figure it out?”

“I think he was a Betazoid,” said Lt. Tereneth, the dual-gendered, Hermat helmsman, “Didn’t you see the black eyes?”

“We weren’t staring deeply into his eyes, we were listening to what he laughingly called a tactics briefing!” Hurken said.

“Then you were missing out,” Tereneth shot back.

“Something’s fishy,” Simplot said, leaning back in her chair.

“Yah, that woman standin’ next to ’im!” said Lt. Cmdr. Bianca Sinclair, operations officer. Sinclair was a solid, muscular, one-point-eight meter Caribbean woman. She’d actually gone to great lengths to hide her first name, believing that it was just far too feminine for a woman of her strength and power.

“Kren, what do we have on the Madusa? Who’s running that ship?” Simplot asked.

Kren tapped at his console for a moment.

“Captain Dontar Honeycut,” he read, “Graduated Stafleet Academy, blah, blah, blah, assigned USS Madusa.”

“Not a very detailed record,” he concluded. “It says here that it was commissioned from the Antares Shipyards…how interesting,”

“Neat,” Simplot said, “I didn’t know they built Sovereign-class ships there.”

“They don’t,” Kren said simply.

“Oh. Well, you learn something new everyday, right?” Simplot shrugged.

“Well here’s something for you to learn, you upstart kid,” Kren said angrily, “Antares Shipyard is the name used by Starfleet Intelligence when they want to hide something about a ship’s REAL origins!”

“Really? Why would they do that?”

“Because it’s out of the way!” Kren said, “My last host was a dockworker there! You have no idea how many comms we were sent, asking about ships that we never actually built!”

“Sooo, Starfleet Intelligence is involved in the mission?” Tereneth perked up, her small, pointed ears standing at attention, “Because an SI officer is still on my ‘to-do’ list,”

“So why would SI want to get involved in a minor skirmish waaay out in the middle of nowhere?” Simplot asked.

“Regard this,” Hurken said, tapping his console. He’d brought up an image of the Sovereign-class ship, taken days ago as the two ships warped through space mere kilometres from each other. He zoomed in on a space-suited figure as it worked on the detail painting of the ship’s name.

“We’re going to have to keep a very close eye on the USS Medusa,” Captain Simplot decided, rising dramatically from her chair as the viewscreen changed to a real-time view of the other ship, “A very close eye indeed. And the instant she makes so much as a suspicious move, we’re going to-”

Suddenly, the ship vanished from the screen.

“Hey, where’d she go?”

“Ah, oops,” Sinclair said, “They dropped out of warp to assist the Champlain with an overheating nacelle. They messaged us about five minutes ago, but we were having such an interestin’ chat-”

“Well turn around and go after them!” Simplot said. She sat in her seat and crossed her arms. “And the NEXT time they do anything suspicious, we’re going to be all over them like Klingon lice!”

“Ewww,” Tereneth muttered.



Down in Engineering a few hours later, Lt. Josh Shurgroe was hovering over the dilithium chamber like a mother hen over her eggs. A very nervous, very twitchy mother hen. The rest of the engineering staff, knowing damned well that a mis-alignment in the crystals at warp speed would vaporize half the ship, had retreated behind the engineering blast doors and called the one person who could be counted on to calm the man.

“Josh, it’s time to take your meds!” Dr. Janet Annerson said firmly, standing outside the radiation shielding surrounding the room holding the Constitution-class ship’s crystal chamber. “You’re scaring your subordinates.”

“H-h-h-h-huh?” Lt. Shurgroe jerked in surprise, looking over at Annerson. The entire engineering team held their collective breaths, certain the ship was about to be destroyed.

“I-I-I don’t need them,” Shurgroe stuttered, reaching for a hydrospanner, “Now s-s-stop bothering me and let me finish thi-i-i-is recal-cal-calibration.”

“We’re at warp speed, sweetie,” Annerson said gently, “You shouldn’t be doing this anyway.”

“The c-crystals are singing o-o-offkey!” Shurgroe insisted.

“Bollox this,” Annerson muttered. She hit the override button on a nearby panel, causing an emergency warp-core shutdown. The crystal chamber under Shurgroe went dark as the plasma stream died. The engineering team let out a relieved breath, even as the ship tumbled like a leaf in a hurricane, the hull groaning under the stresses of the far-too-rapid deceleration. Annerson pushed off a bulkhead, stormed towards Shurgroe and jabbed him with a hypospray. The effect was immediate.

“Whoah,” He said, one hand rising to rub his head, one finger unconsciously checking to make sure the pattern he’d shaved into his hair that morning was still there. (Like it would go anywhere?) “Thanks doc, I feel a lot better,”

“You’d ALWAYS feel a lot better if you’d just take the damned hypo every morning!” Annerson snapped.

“I know,” Shurgroe sighed, “But for some reason, I just can’t bring myself to even touch one of those things when I wake up in the morning,”

“You WILL bring yourself to touch them, or I’ll drag your ass to sickbay and implant it with an automatic medication injected!” Annerson threatened, gathering up her med-kit and preparing to leave, “And it won’t be a nice hypo either!”

“Oh?” Shurgroe looked interested, “There’s an easier method?”

“No,” Annerson called over her shoulder, “But a few weeks with automatic suppositories the size of baseballs and you’ll be BEGGING me for a hypo!”

The doors to engineering hissed shut behind her.

Shurgroe shuddered.

“I need to stop pissing her off,” he reminded himself.

“We probably need to restart the warp core too,” one of his engineers said, “The bridge has been calling us for three minutes, but…”

“Oops!”





A few minutes prior…



Up on the bridge, Captain Simplot had been staring again at the image of the ‘Medusa’ on the screen.

“What are you up to, Captain Honeycut?” she wondered, steepling her fingers and trying to look thoughtful and intelligent, “If that IS your real NAME!”

“Not likely,” Commander Kren grumbled from the Environmental console. He was running scan after scan on the other ship and coming up with a whole lot of nothing. “Maybe you’d like to try doing something other than just staring at them, Captain?” he added a little extra stress on the final word.

“I am doing something,” Simplot sniffed, “I’m…considering…things. And strategizing!”

“You’re wondering if Captain Honeycut is single,” Tereneth smirked from the helm.

“Well, that too,” Simplot admitted, “I like his eyes,”

Kren exchanged a look with Lt. Gonzolaz, the ship’s Hispanic science officer.

“In any event,” Simplot returned her attention to the screen, “We’ll figure you out, Honeycut! We know you’re up to something, and we’ll get you, even if-”

“We’re dropping out of warp!” Terenet announced suddenly from the helm.

“Yes, even when we’re…hey, where’d they go!?” Simplot jumped to her feet. The Medusa had vanished from the screen, replaced by a slowly spinning starfield.

Kren brought one hand to his forehead.

“Somebody in Engineering triggered the emergency core shutdown,” Sinclair reported from Ops, “Probably just somebody tryin’ to stop Shurgroe from muckin’ around with somethin’.”

“Get a hold of engineering and order them to restart the core!” Kren ordered, “Send a message to the fleet, tell them we’ll catch up in-”

“Belay that!’ Simplot snapped, rising to her feet.”Hey, cool. That was TOTALLY dramatic! I’m totally writing about it in my diary tonight!” She sat back down.

The bridge was silent for a moment.

“And why are we belaying me?” Kren asked sharply.

“Oh! Right.” Simplot rose from her chair again, “Hail the Medusa and tell them we need a tow. They’ll have to bring us into their warp field, nice and close. Then we can figure out what exactly they’re up to!”

“That’s” Kren rolled his eyes. Then he paused.

“That’s actually a pretty good idea,” he admitted, now angrier then before.



A short time later, Burns, Lang and Vorezze were standing in a rear-facing lounge, watching as the much smaller Stallion was tractored in between the Banshee’s warp nacelles.

“Whose bright idea was it to send a half-dozen weak, outdated ships way outside the border of Federation space to fight against a new enemy?” Vorezze fumed, “They’re going to think all our ships suck!”

“Actually,” Lang said, “We’re in Federation space. The border was redrawn to include Senous and Matria Prime after they became member worlds.”

“So what?” Vorezze asked, “We’re still out in the middle of nowhere!”

Burns had pulled up a map of the border on the Wikipaddia.

“Look,” she pointed, indicating a long, thin protrusion of territory extending from Waystation all the way to Matria Prime, “We’re travelling through the Federation’s penis!”

Lang tapped a button, zooming out the map so it showed the entire Federation. The protrusion wasn’t even visible.

“I hope not,” Lang said, “Or the Federation is going take a serious ribbing in the locker room,”

There was a soft squeak.

“You’re right of course, Zeke,” Lang said, addressing her hamster, “That’s completely irrelevant. I don’t know why I let Charlotte pull me onto that train of thought.”

She went back to checking the tractor beam calculations while Zeke sat chittering away on her shoulder. Jad was scratching his upper back.

“Problem?” Burns asked pleasantly.

’“I think I’m getting a rash,” he grumbled, “Must be that new cleaner they’re using on the seats.”

“Oh, you want topical cream #67 in the replicator,” Burns said, “Not to be confused with #76. That’s better for poison ivy. Oh, and #93 is great for carpet burns!”

“It’s scary that you know all that,” Vorezze said, still scratching.



“Topical cream #67,” Dr. Issac said, addressing Commander Dave Riley, the Banshee’s Chief Engineer, “And don’t scratch. I haven’t figure out what this is yet, so you might spread it to other body parts!”

“Eww,” Riley said, trying to hold his hands away from his body. He succeeded for about five seconds before reaching down and scratching one leg. Issac smacked him.

“Stop it!”

“OK, right,” Riley said, forcing his hand back by his side. No sooner had Issac turned to address another crewman then Riley was again scratching. Without looking, Issac swatted at his hand.

“Stop it, or I’ll confine you to quarantine with Rachow!”

Riley looked over to one side of Sickbay, where a transparent containment box now held the helmsman. His brain was still a bit scrambled, and he was trying to scratch his armpit with his big toe.

With renewed purpose, Riley kept his hand away from his body.

At least until he was able to scramble out of Sickbay.



“This has gotten beyond creepy, woman. Ya do realize this, do ya not?” Sinclair said to Captain Simplot. With the Stallion being tractored by the ‘Medusa’, the ship’s visual sensors were in a perfect position to capture what was going in the in various windows visible to the smaller ship.

“Is that guy masturbating right in front of the window? That’s just sick!” Simplot exclaimed.

Gonzolaz looked up at the screen for a moment.

“No. He’s a Kuthraplan,” he said after a moment, “He’s just scratching his nose, which happens to be located in a fairly unusual spot.”

“Oh.” Simplot tapped a panel on her chair, panning the view around to the next window. This one showed yet another crewmember scratching frantically at the bottom of his foot.

“Looks like the Medusa has a lot of scratchy body parts today,” Tereneth observed from the helm.

“No, that one really is masturbating,” Gonzolas said, turning back to his station, “Goslens have their erogenous zones on the pads of their feet,”

“Really?” Sinclair demanded, “And how does he go runnin’?”

“With great pleasure, I assume,” Gonzolas shrugged, not looking up.

“He is sorta cute,” Simplot mused.

“He, or rather, it, is sexually incompatible with most humanoids. Sorry.”

“It sure is a good thing we’ve got a science officer to tell us these things, isn’t it?” Tereneth said.

“Yes,”

The bridge doors hissed open and Dr. Annerson stormed onto the bridge. Really, she tended to storm everywhere, but since we haven’t seen her in a while, it doesn’t hurt to bring it up again.

“Liz, you were supposed to meet me down in the Wreck Deck half an hour ago!” she complained, leaning against the circular bridge railing, “It’s charity night!”

“I know, Annie, and I’m sorry,” Simplot said, still not turning away from the viewscreen, “But I just know there’s something wrong with these Medusa people, and I’m going to find it!”

“Aside from that officer pressing her buttocks against the window, I think you’re exaggerating,” Annerson said.

“Is that a rash?” Tereneth squinted.

“If it is, I want it noted down in our observation log, along with the nose-crotch person and the foot-masturbator!” Simplot snapped.

“Oookay,” Annerson said, her eyebrows now in the vicinity of her hairline, “Somebody is coming off-duty, joining me in the Wreck Deck and donating credits to charity!”

“Was that tonight??” Sinclair and Tereneth exclaimed together, “Gamma-shift to the bridge!”

“But-” Simplot insisted.

“Doctor’s orders!” Annerson insisted, grabbing Simplot by the arm and hauling her off the bridge.

“Must be some charity event,” Gonzolas muttered.



Three hours later, Simplot was sitting near the broad, square windows on the lower level of the Stallion’s multi-level recreation deck. As the ship had been designed before holodecks were invented, the designers had included the huge compartment filled with games and other diversions. When the Stallion was refitted, they’d moved the ship’s library and lounges into that space in order to make room for a few small holo-decks. (Why they hadn’t just used the damned rec room as a holo-deck had been chalked up to Starfleet bureaucracy.) The current result was that Simplot was sitting glumly next to a window, shelves full of library padds to either side of her, while Annerson swatted away two muscular men dressed only in Speedo’s and intent on dancing upon their table.

Oh yes, the fund-raiser that night happened to be put on by the ship’s water-polo team, in support of Bendii Syndrome research.

A waitress in a bikini and thong stopped by.

“Y’all know that if you don’t give them a donation, they’re not gonna come back, right?” she asked, innocently chewing a wad of bubble-gum.

“Who?” Simplot asked absently. She’d been eyeing the Madusa’s port warp nacelle, the only part of the other ship visible from this part of the Stallion. There were no windows, thus no crewmen visible and she had no sensors to speak of at her bar table. But she just felt that is was a sinister warp nacelle. Very evil, and nasty, and-

Simplot suddenly found herself lifted out of seat. Next thing she knew, she was dangling by one ankle, face to upside-down-face with Taps, one of the two-meter-plus Lemnorians on the security team and Simplot’s current…repeat gentleman caller.

“Perhaps if we shake this one, credits will fall out!” Taps said playfully, shaking Simplot gently by the ankle.

“Taps, I’m just really not in the mood,” Simplot said, “Just put me down and I’ll thumb over a few credits, OK?”

“Does that mean that sex later is out of the question?”

“Hey, shut up! Nobody’s supposed to know about that!”

“Ohh, right,”

The hulking Lemnorian set Simplot gently down, then waited as she thumbed over her donation to one of the water-polo boys. Annerson was now looking strangely at her.

“What?” Simplot asked, “It’s not like the news hasn’t reached the ship’s rumour mill fifty times,”

“You have got to the be LEAST professional captain in the fleet,” Annerson said, shaking her head, “Picard almost had a coronary deciding whether or not he could date a scientist, never mind bang a member of the security team!”

“We’re not dating,” Simplot said, “I like big men, he likes small women. That’s the end of it,”

“It’s just a bad idea,” Annerson said, “Intra-ship romances rarely work out,”

“Tell that to Tereneth, Sinclair, Gonzolas, Jim in Stellar Cartography,” Simplot started counting down senior officers.

“They take their cue from you, you know!”

“Please! Those scamps have me beat!” Simplot said dismissively, “Just don’t tell Tereneth I said that. Besides,” she shrugged, “I hear the ancient Earth Greeks had an army that was totally made up of lovers. You know, so they’d bond closer. So really, I’m just living up to Earth culture!”

“Um, I don’t know if it was the Greeks or not,” Annerson grimaced, “But when they said ‘lovers’ what they meant was-”

Simplot’s head snapped around to face the window. Outside, the Medusa was…distorting?

“What the…”

A wave of energy slipped, almost unnoticeably, through the lounge as the whole room seemed to somehow twist without actually changing.

“What the hell was that?”

“Bridge to Captain Simplot,” the voice of the Gamma-shift commander came, “We have a…a something happening here,”

“What kind of ‘something’?” Simplot asked, heading towards the exit. She snagged Gonzolas by the back of the neck and dragged him away from a female Andorian water-polo player currently performing what was either an Andorian lap-dance or some kind of gymnastics routine. She looked around, trying to spot Tereneth.

“Um, we’re changing course. We’re heading…well, I don’t know where. But it’s not Earth, and it’s not Matria Prime!”

“Hold on! I’ll be up as soon as I find everybody!” she spotted Sinclair, the dark woman now wearing a bikini and gyrating for a table of engineers.

“I didn’t know she was on the team,” Gonzolas remarked calmly, still allowing himself to be dragged around by Simplot.

“She isn’t, but most of the team has been on her, from what I hear,” Simplot said, “Where the hell is Tereneth? Hurken?”

“You know, as Captain, you could order the DJ to stop the music,”

“Oh, I don’t want to interrupt the party,”

“Or use the computer,”

“Computer, where is Tereneth!” Simplot demanded.

“Lieutenant Tereneth is in the Wreck Deck,” the computer replied.

“See? Not all that specific, is it!” Simplot said.

“Lieutenant Tereneth is currently dancing between Crewman Spo and Crewman Swatis,” the computer added helpfully, “And is likely to depart for their quarters in fifteen minutes and thirty-five seconds for ‘coffee’,”

Simplot looked over at the dance floor. Yup, there s/he was, grinding away with the two twenty-something year-old crewmen.

“That SLUT!” she snapped, “I WANTED SWATIS!”



“What’s going on?” Simplot asked some time later, jumping into her command chair. On the main screen the Medusa was still visible, cruising along as if nothing was the problem.

“What took you so long?” Commander Kren demanded, “If this was an attack, we’d be dead by now! If you hadn’t wasted so much time-”

“We came as quickly as we could!” Simplot snapped.

“Well, we could have been quicker if you and Tereneth hadn’t gotten into a hair-pulling match over Crewman Swatis,” Gonzolas said, tapping at his panel.

“I’m telling Starfleet!” Kren said indignantly.

“Whatever,”

“We’re cloaked,” Gonzolas said, frowning.

“What?” Simplot started.

“Federation ships aren’t supposed to have cloaking devices,” Kren said, his irritation with Simplot suddenly forgotten.

“Except the Defiant,”

“That’s not the Defiant,”

“Oh, I was wrong,” Gonzolas said, still glued to his panel.

“We’re not cloaked?”

“We’re phase-cloaked,” he clarified.

There was a moment of silence.

“Starfleet doesn’t have phase-cloak technology,” Sinclair said, “And as far as we know, neither does anybody else.”

“Indeed,” Kren agreed, “There is something seriously wrong with that ship!”

“HA!” Simplot exclaimed, jumping to her feet, “I KNEW IT!”

As Simplot performed a victory dance around the command chair, Kren moved to Gonzolas’ panel.

“What else are you getting?’

“Weird energy readings. Enough to disrupt our transporter without proper recalibration,” Gonzolas said.

“But you can recalibrate?”

“In about twelve hours, maybe,”

“Hey we should maybe hail them, huh?” Simplot said, pausing in her dance.

“Hailing,” Sinclair said, trying to find the correct button. She kept craning her neck and shifting her weight.

“Is your bosom blocking your view of the panel again?” Tereneth asked pleasantly.

“This is not a work bikini!” Sinclair snapped, finally finding the button, “Hailing frequencies open!”

No response.

“Well, that was a waste of time,” Hurken said from tactical, “I say we blow up the SI idiots!”

“Hmm? Oh, I almost forgot you were here,” Simplot said, “No, I don’t want to blow them up yet,”

“They’d probably blow us up first anyway,” Hurken grunted, “Our ship is weak and pathetic,”

“Thanks for that.”

“Maybe we should go ring the doorbell,” Simplot mused.

“If by ‘ring’ you mean ‘induce a phase shift’, and if by ‘doorbell’ you mean-”

“Look, enough with the exposition. We have the start of a plan, let’s just get started, OK?”



Half an hour later, Simplot, Hurken, Taps, Annerson and Gonzolas were standing in the forward observation lounge, right next to the big windows. Less than fifty meters away they could see a similar, aft-facing lounge aboard the Medusa.

“If this doesn’t work, it’s gonna be hell banging out the dents,” Annerson observed.

“It’ll work, right?” Simplot asked Gonzolas.

“If Sinclair and Terenth can pay attention to what they’re doing, instead of dissecting the latest issue of Mode Magazine,” Gonzolas replied.

“Ohhh, we’re screwed.”

“Twenty-five meters,” Hurken said, listening to the comm, “And Sinclair says that Gonzolas can expect…I forget. It was something foolish and degrading,”

“Focus up there!” Simplot snapped.

“Fifteen meters. Adjusting SIF field,”

The plan was to use the ship’s structural integrity field to disrupt the Medusa’s tractor beam and to get the Stallion just slightly out of phase with the Medusa.

“Ohhhh, maybe this is a bad idea,” Simplot decided.

“None of your ideas are bad,” Taps said, tapping her on the behind.

“Hey, not on duty!”

“Ummm,” Annerson said nervously, pointing out the window.

“Sorry, I just thought…”

“What? That I just brought you along so we could do it in a janitor’s closet or something? I’m not that kind of woman!”

“Adjustments complete,” Gonzolas said quietly.

“Well, you’ve gotta admit, that would be hot,” Taps was saying.

“Maybe. But the point is-”

“AIIIEEEEEE!’ Annerson squeaked as the lounge windows crashed into the hull of the Medusa. And kept going. The Stallion passed right through the Medusa, the outer hull of the larger ship sweeping over the away team with just the slightest of tickles then coming to a halt. The Stallion members were now presented with the bizarre image of a lounge aboard the Medusa/Banshee, overlaid with the observation lounge of the Stallion.

“Creeeeepy,” Annerson said, still clutching her sides.

“Grab my hand,” Gonzolas said absently. They did so, and he adjusted a small device. The Medusa suddenly cut into sharper focus while the Stallion blurred slightly.

“Clear,”

The Stallion moved off, Annerson and Simplot both giving a little jump as the formerly solid lounge windows passed right through them. They were now standing aboard the Medusa, looking out as the Stallion resumed its place between the Medusa’s nacelles.

“That never would have worked if we weren’t already phase cloaked,” Gonzolas commented, entering a few notes into his tricorder,” I have friends at Starfleet Science that would give a left cajone for these readings,”

“But what would you do with it?” Taps asked.

“Shut up,” Simplot rolled her eyes. “OK, let’s find out what’s going on here!”

Gripping her phaser rifle, she marched through the nearest door, gesturing for them to follow her. Ten seconds later there was a minor traffic jam as she abruptly reversed direction. Gonzolas skidded to a halt, nearly falling over as Taps ran into him.

“Liquor storage,” Simplot said sheepishly, slipping past Gonzalas and back into the lounge proper. She pointed at the softly glowing exit sign.

“Thataway!”



They stepped into the deserted corridors of the Medusa/Banshee. The ship was clearly on its night cycle, as the lights in the corridors had been dimmed. But the main lighting was still active, the emergency lights hadn’t come on-line, and the red-alert indicators were all dark. Whatever was happening on the ship had either happened so quickly the crew had been unable to react, or…what?

“I’m picking up life readings,” Gonzolas said, “But there’s something…off…about them.”

“Annie?” Simplot turned to Dr. Annerson.

Annerson consulted her medical tricorder for a few moments.

“Sleepwalking,” she shrugged, “There are people on the deck above us moving around, but their bio-readings indicate a state of light sleep.”

“We need access to the ship’s log,” Simplot decided.

They’d been wandering the empty halls of the Medusa for nearly fifteen minutes before they came across an active computer panel. Gonzolas was immediately waved up to take a look. He tapped for several minutes.

“This is the last entry I can find,” he reported, “The time-stamp is from ten minutes before the Medusa changed course,”

The screen crackled for a moment. Captain Honeycut’s clean-cut features appeared on the screen.

“Log recorder visual, USS Banshee, Stardate-”

“USS Banshee?” Hurken snarled, his pig-like features becoming even more pronounced, “There is no USS Banshee! Idiot human,”

“Betazoid,” Annerson pointed out.

“I care not,”

“Shhh!” Simplot shushed them.

“-Captain Jad Vorezze recording. We’ve-”

“Vorezze? Damnit!” Simplot cursed, “I thought Honeycut was such a sexy name! Figures, all the best met are big, fat phonies!”

“Hey,” Taps sounded slightly hurt.

“Yes, you’re hurting the feelings of your toy,” Hurken said snidely.

“Now I have to rewind the stupid log recorder,” Gonzolas sighed, showing more emotion than he had the entire trip.

“Captain Jad Vorezze recording. We’ve reached the half-way point on our flight to Matria Prime where we will, in theory, push back the Qu’Eh forces that have occupied the planet. With what, of course, remains to be seen. The Champlain is down to two out of her four warp nacelles for at least the next two days, the Stallion’s been taken in tow and the crew of the Montreal have spent the entire trip so incredibly drunk that we’ve had to slave their helm console to the Vendome just to keep them on course. The Banshee-”

“It’s the Medusa now!” somebody, a female voice, pointed out helpfully.

“I’m doing my own frickin’ log!” Vorezze snapped back, “We’re not letting any of these Starfleet people aboard the ship, and we’re DEFINITELY not giving them access to our logs! Now shut up and see if you can’t help Isaac figure out how to cure this damned rash you’ve started!”

“You can’t prove it was me!” the woman objected.

“It’s a rash,” another male voice spoke up, “It’s a rash that starts on the buttocks and spreads from there. It’s got to have come from you!”

“I’ll show you a rash!”

There was the sound of scuffling as, presumably, the woman wrestled the man to the deck.

“Computer, make sure you omit this part,” Vorezze said tiredly, “I really don’t feel like explaining to Section-31 why we need to…to…”

Something in Vorezze’s gaze had changed. His eyes drooped and his head lolled forward. In the background, the sounds of scuffling abruptly stopped. Vorezze’s eyes re- opened, but there was no sign of life in them. Instead, he stared forward with the dead gaze of a corpse, or a military academy student during final exams. When he spoke, his voice was a flat monotone.

“To feed,” he finished. The log cut out.

The away team from the Stallion exchanged glances.

“OK everybody,” Simplot said, “Anybody who’s feeling seriously creeped out right now, raise your hand.”

All four hands went up.

“So this is the USS Banshee,” Gonzolas said thoughtfully, returning his attention to tapping at the panel.

“Why would they be masquerading as the Medusa?” Taps asked, scratching his head.

“There is no USS Banshee,” Gonzolas said, “The last one was destroyed during the Dominion War. And it just happened to be Sovereign-class,”

“And Kren says there probably isn’t a USS Medusa either,” Simplot noted.

“Vorezze,” Hurken grunted, “I have heard that name before, but it was many years ago,”

“You remember stuff like that?” Taps asked.

“I remember some human names,” Hurken said, “Especially if they sound particularly stupid,”

“But who’s Section 31?” Simplot wondered.

“The Federation Baton Twirlers,” Taps said happily, “They have many deliciously petite women,”

Simplot smacked him.

“That’s Section 32!” she said, “Hurken, keep this lug under control! Senior officers are trying to speak!”

“I could have him neutered,”

“Meep,” Taps squeaked, quieting down.

The group was quiet for a moment.

“I don’t know about the ship or the captain,” Annerson finally said, “But is anybody else bothered by what happened at the end of the log?”

“You mean the whole zombie thing?” Simplot asked, “Yeah, I was wondering about that. It would seem to explain the whole sleepwalking thing your tricorder picked up, wouldn’t it?”

“No, it damned well wouldn’t!” Annerson snapped, “In fact, it just raises further questions! Disease? Parasite? Possession by an alien intelligence? All we saw was that it seemed to affect the whole bridge crew at once! And it seems to have spread through the whole ship!”

“Well, I think the first thing we should do is find one of the crew and examine him,” Simplot said.

“Or her,” Annerson pointed out.

“No, definitely him.”

“The first thing we should do is contact Kren on the Stallion and give him an update,” Gonzolas said, stroking his pencil-thin goatee.

“Ohhhh, I don’t wanna!” Simplot complained. But she was already reaching for her comm-badge. She contacted Kren and quickly updated him on their situation. There was a moment of silence, then;

“Get out of there now,” he said quickly, “We’ll bring the Stallion back up against the Banshee and you can transfer back over. But you have to get out of there!”

“Kren, don’t be a baby,” Simplot said, annoyed, “Rescuing other Federation ships is one of those things we’re supposed to be doing all the time! We’ve just never had the chance!”

“Elizabeth, you have to listen to me!” Kren insisted, and Simplot was certain she could hear a note of panic in the Trill’s voice, “The more time you spend on that ship, the more danger you put the entire fleet in! You’ve got to-”

“Look, Kren,” Simplot cut him off, “This is the first time in three years that Starfleet has let us outside of Federation space! What would they say if we came back missing an entire Sovereign-class ship? We’d be lucky if they ever let us leave the Sol System again! Now shut up and stand by!”

“Simplot, you have to listen to me!” Kren snapped, “Section 31 is-”

“Simplot out!”

She shook her head.

“I really hope I’m not that much of a cry-baby when I get old,” she muttered.

“I dunno, Liz,” Annerson said, “It sounded like he knew something,”

“He always wants to sound like he knows something,” Simplot shrugged off the comment, “Besides, considering that this Section 31 comes in between the Section 30 Parade Organizers and the Section 32 Baton Twirlers, how much trouble could it really be?”



Back on the Stallion, Kren was almost having heart palpitations.

“Kren to Simplot!” he tapped at the com-panel, “Kren to Simplot! Kren to Gonzolas! Kren to Annerson!”

“They’re not listening to you,” Tereneth said from the helm, “As usual. Why don’t you just put your feet up and take a nap!”

“You’re going on report for insubordination!” Kren snapped.

“Whatever,”

Section 31. With those little words, Simplot had explained the Medusa, no, the Banshee’s actions almost perfectly. The phase cloak, the attempts at disguise, the limited communications with the fleet, it all made sense. What it didn’t explain was why the Banshee was there to ‘help’ them in the first place, or why they’d suddenly changed course. Even if they’d been called off the mission, they would have had to come up with some kind of cover story for the fleet. Just cloaking and taking off would raise suspicions. In fact, the last they’d seen of the fleet on long-range sensors, they had dropped out of warp and were holding position, probably wondering WTF?

Section 31. Kren had never, through three different Starfleet careers, had direct contact with the Federation’s super-secret shadow organization. But still, he had heard…things. Quiet rumours about ships being destroyed, only to be pop up years later for mere seconds before vanishing again. Stories about attack fleets that had apparently been defeated before even approaching Federation space. Rumblings of highly-advanced technology that Starfleet Science was still years, if not decades, from perfecting. Nobody but a joined Trill could have possibly been around long enough to pick up the rare, subtle hints.

He had nothing concrete, no proof and he didn’t know anybody who actually belonged to the purported shadow organization. But he’d heard enough that he really didn’t WANT any proof. His many lifetimes of knowledge had at least given him the wisdom to know that sometimes, the less you knew the better.

Of course, now here he was being towed by a Section 31 starship equipped with a phase-cloak and who knew what other ‘non-existent’ technologies.

“What was that all about, Commander?” Sinclair asked from Tactical.

“Nothing, Sinclair,” Kren said, forcing himself to calm down, “I know nothing,”

“Could have told you that,” Tereneth muttered.



Aboard the Banshee, Smith and DiSanto were crawling through one of the ships many, many Jefferies tubes. Like the majority of the crew, they were moving around with a purpose. Unlike the majority of the crew, they were completely lucid. (If somewhat panicked.) Smith was clutching a large phaser rifle while DiSanto held another device, this one looking disturbingly jury-rigged. Actually, it looked strangely like somebody had ripped apart one of the tanning beds in the gym and planted the one of the bulbs onto a small Type-1 phaser.

“Did you hear that?” DiSanto asked, stopping in his tracks.

“No, I didn’t hear anything,” Smith replied, “Why, should I have?”

“I thought I heard…people,” Vince replied, clutching his funny gun.

“You’re imagining it,” Smith shook his head, moving on, “Look, Vince, the hardest thing about dealing with things like this is not letting yourself get jumpy. Yeah, they’re creepy. Yeah, they’re like something out of a Halloween special and yes they’ll enslave you, eat you or just plain kill you. But you’ve got to…oh come on!”

Vince’s eyes were now as big and as round as golf balls. His upper teeth were pulling on his lower lip and his whole body was starting to tremble just a bit.

“We’ve dealt with worse than this,” Smith shook his head.

Vince raised a finger, pointing past Smith’s back. Smith spun around.

“WHOAH!”

It was Commander Burns. Her eyes were open, but dead to the world. Her hair, her skin, the surface of her cloths, everything seemed to be rippling with parasites, like a pool with a single swimmer. Her hair was moving of its own accord and her flesh looked like something was climbing around underneath it. Which it was.

“Joooiiinnn usssss….” she breathed, her teeth glaring in Smith’s flash-light.

“No means no!” Smith cried, firing his phaser at her. He struck her several times on stun and while she seemed staggered, she didn’t fall. Wait, Smith realized, she had sort of fallen. Her head now lolled limply and her eyes were closed. But her body was still moving towards them. She curled one hand, as though preparing to throw a prize pitch.

“VINCE!” Smith cried.

DiSanto raised the UV gun and fired just as Charlotte flung her arm towards them. In the dim light neither of them could see what she was throwing, but as DiSanto’s UV beam came on they both saw around a dozen crackling sparks, looking for all the worlds like a cloud of sparks thrown up after somebody had tossed a new log on a campfire.

“She’s trying to infest us!” Smith shouted.

“So what else is new?” Vince shot back. He was holding down the trigger on his UV gun. Everywhere on Burn’s body that the beam touched, the slow rippling movement stopped. But the instant the beam moved on, it started again.

DiSanto cocked his head suddenly.

“This time I know I hear something,” he said.



Almost directly beneath their Jefferies tube, Simplot and Annerson were debating the possible nature of Section 31.

“Look,” Simplot said, “If you include the Section 12 Figure Skater’s Association, it’s obvious that the entire Federation organization is over 68% biased towards female displays and organizations. Clearly, if there’s going to be any kind of balance, they need more male-dominated activities! Maybe Section 31 is the Federation All-Male CrossFit Club? That would be…pretty sexy, actually.”

“I done CrossFit,” Taps said confidently.

“I know, I’ve re-aligned your spine twice already,” Annerson said, annoyed, “And Liz, you’re grasping at straws here. I doubt the Federation would have an All-Male anything. And this theoretical all-male whatever definitely wouldn’t have their own Sovereign-class starships complete with phase-cloaking devices!”

“Hmm. I guess you’re right,” Simplot conceded, “Gonzolas, anything?”

“Keep following this corridor,” the scientist replied calmly. He’d long since grown used to the arguments Simplot, Tereneth, Annerson and Sinclair tended to get into, even participated in a few himself in some half-hearted gambit to defend the male gender. He’d become accustomed to Simplot’s tendency to switch back and forth between the matter at hand and something completely frivolous, such as debating whether the Klingon pirate attacking their ship had a six pack in between ordering that the torpedoes be fired. In any event, as Simplot and Annerson moved on and began debating the possibility that Section 31 was the Federation Male Andorian Water-polo Team, he tapped at his tricorder.

“There are several life-signs converging in the Jefferies tube directly above us,” he said.

Flip! Like a switch was thrown, Simplot pulled out her phaser.

“There and…there?” she asked, pointing at the ceiling.

Gonzolas nodded.



In the conduit, Smith and DiSanto were hunched over Charlotte’s body. DiSanto was still shining the UV ray at her while Smith followed his instructions.

“Try rolling her over,” he said.

Hesitantly, careful to keep his hands in the safe zone denoted by the UV beam, Smith pushed Charlotte onto her side. They caught a brief glimpse of movement on and under her skin as the parasites retreated from the lights. The ones on her skin sizzled and popped like grease on a pan, but the ones buried underneath had plenty of time to retreat around to her back.

“The densest colony is on her ass, right?” DiSanto said aloud, “Maybe if we-”

“I refuse to go anywhere near that sort of dangerous territory,” Smith said firmly.

“Hey, do you hear…”

“Enough!” Smith said angrily, “You’re just hearing things…wait…no, I hear it to,”

What he heard was the sizzle of a phaser beam, right before the floor dropped out from under them, spilling them down into the corridor below.

“AHHHHHH!!!!”

Smith fired his phaser, stunning the largest of the attackers. The rest ducked behind a pair of support struts. Smith immediately stopped firing, but Vince was squeezing the trigger of his UV gun repeatedly, shouting and kicking his legs in the air.

“Vince,” Smith said, “What are you going to do, tan them to death?”

“I could blind them!” Vince cried, “Eventually!”

“Hey!” the voice was female, light and sounded more curious than annoyed or angry, “Gonzolas, these guys aren’t sleep-walkers! I thought you said…”

“Any second now,” this voice was male, with a slight Hispanic accent.

Wait, what?

There was a roar as two infested Banshee crewmen fell from the ceiling. Phaser beams from the strangers struck them dead-on, but as with Charlotte, they only slowed them down a little.

“Phaser’s don’t work!” another female voice.

“We could have told you that!” Vince yelled, firing his UV gun and dropping one, temporarily, to the deck.

“Then why didn’t you?” the first female voice again.

“Cuz we don’t know you the hell you are!” Vince shouted back. He’d dropped the second with his UV ray, but the first was staggering back to his feet. Vince recognized the two as working for Xeno-Linguistics.

“Oops. I’m Captain Elizabeth Simplot, USS Stallion,” the first woman said, “This is Dr. Annerson, Science Officer Gonzolas and the one you shot is just some lowly security peon. Nobody I’m interested in at all. And we’re definitely not sleeping together!” Taps, recovering from the stun shot, was climbing slowly to his feet.

“Um, OK,” Smith said, “Um, I’m Security Chief Leopold, and this is our Tactical Officer, Bubbles,”

“I hate being Bubbles,” DiSanto muttered, “Always Bubbles. As soon as this is over, I want a better under-cover name!”

“He’s Dan Smith, the other is Vince DiSanto,” Gonzolas said calmly, “And we may want to start running,”

Leaving the infested Charlotte along with the other two, the group made a quick retreat down the corridor.

“How did you get our real names?” Smith demanded.

“We’ve seen your computer records,” Simplot shrugged, “The gig is up! We know you’re with the Federation All-Male Competitive Disco Troop!”

“Section 54? DiSanto frowned.

“No! Section 31!”

“Uh-oh,” DiSanto groaned.

“I told you they weren’t part of an all-male anything!” Annerson said, “Didn’t you see that multi-gendered person they were with?”

“That was Commander Burns,” DiSanto said, “She’s not a multi-gendered. She’s just…”

He looked at Smith, shrugged.

“Special,” Smith said, an odd expression on his face.

“And there used to be an all-male ship,” Vince said, “The USS XY,”

“I thought that was just a myth,” Simplot said.

“Naw, I used to serve aboard her,”

Annerson took a closer look at Vince, then nodded.

“Why am I not surprised?” she said.

“HEY!”

“So what’s wrong with your crew, anyway?” Simplot asked.

“Well…”

“Where do we begin,” Vince muttered.



The rash had started with a few members of the bridge crew, then spread like wildfire, Smith explained. Within a day, the entire crew had it. Dr. Isaac had identified the cause fairly easily; a strain of Klingon skin parasites. The source was harder to track down, though Commander Burns was the prime suspect. Regardless, the method of transmission had been identified as well: seat cushions.



“I never thought I’d be so happy to work at the tactical station!” Vince cut in, “If I’d sat down on duty, even once, I’d be one of those poor infested bastards!”



Of the entire crew, only three of them had seemed to escape infection; Smith and DiSanto, neither of whom sat while on duty, and Commander Carn, the ship’s resident android. Dr. Isaac made his rounds with skin creams and shampoos, but as with any kind of skin parasite, one had to wait until ALL sources of re-infestation could be cleansed. And what he hadn’t realized was that the current strain of parasites had been feeding off somebody who was a bit…different.



“We…we have a Type-13 sentient aboard!” Vince blurted out. The Stallion crew looked at him blankly.

“They’re not Section 31, Vince,” Smith said, “They don’t know what that means!”

“A life-form that seems to display attributes or abilities that appear to be beyond the comprehension of Federation science to explain without invoking the supernatural.” Gonzolas cut in, reading from the files he’d downloaded from the Banshee’s computer.

“How’d you know that?” Simplot asked.

“Somebody left their Wikipaddia lying around,” he said, raising the padd.

“So these bugs fed off this guy?” Annerson asked.

“We think so,” Smith said.



Nobody had made any connection between the infestation and Commander Noonan until, at the very instant the ship changed to night cycle, the entire crew had changed. Zombie expressions and an overwhelming urge to infest anyone or anything close to them had made it fairly clear to Smith, DiSanto and Carn that Noonan was somehow involved. Of course, they also knew he had beyond-human strength, could sense danger and was able to influence the minds of the living.

Naturally, they’d sent Carn to deal with him.

They’d raided the ship’s tanning salon for UV bulbs and sent Carn on a mission to take out Noonan. They’d then lost all contact with him.



“We were trying to make our way to find him when we were ambushed,” Smith finished, “We think that if we can take him out or incapacitate him, the parasites will go dormant. Stunning the infested crewmen slows them down, but they keep coming. We can kill the bugs with UV light, but we don’t have anything that can penetrate clothing, and only prolonged exposure takes care of the bugs that are buried in deep.”

Simplot was looking downright smug.

“We’ve got just the thing to help you boys out,” she said.

“We do?” Annerson cocked her head.

“Remember New Years Eve?”

“Yes, I….oh no. No, no, no,” Annerson squeezed her eyes shut, “Liz, you do this, nobody is ever going to take us seriously again,”

“Like they do now,” Simplot asked.

“Good point.”

“We have a device on our ship that can help,” Simplot said to Smith, “We need to contact them so they can get out of phase with the Banshee, crash her saucer into yours, then send somebody over with a phase-shifter to board the Banshee, then-”

“Why don’t I just cut power to the cloak and the warp drive?” Smith suggested, “Then you can beam over whatever it is you want,”

“Or we could do that,” Simplot shrugged.



Five minutes later, the Banshee coasted to a stop and de-cloaked, bringing the Stallion with it. Two minutes later, Simplot was holding a strange, phaser-like device in one hand. Bizarre attachments had been added to the emitter, making it look like something from Duck Dodgers or Captain Proton. They’d snuck back to the Banshee’s health spa to test their theory.

“OK, now we just wait for some infested bugger to come along and-”

“UNNNGGGG!!!!” a voice cried.

“There we go,” Simplot finished.

“And what does this beam of yours do?” Smith demanded.

“You’ll see,”

A shambling figure came around the doorway, arms outstretched, skin crawling with parasites.

“Captain Vorezze!” DiSanto exclaimed.

“Yes!” Simplot hissed. She pulled the trigger. A bright green light speared out and struck Vorezze in the chest. At first, nothing seemed to happen. Then, like a mirror struck with an RPG round, his uniform shattered.

“Ewww,” DiSanto grimaced.

“You’ve got a Nudism Ray?” Smith asked.

“It was a New Year’s Eve thing with our Science Department,” Annerson explained.

“Oh yeah! HAPPY NEW YEAR, BABY!” Simplot giggled. She took a closer look at Vorezze’s naked body, “Hmm. Well, OK. I guess it wouldn’t be a very happy New Year after all,”

“That’s disappointing,” Annerson agreed.

“I think there’s something really wrong with these people,” Smith whispered to DiSanto.

“Like we can talk?”

DiSanto started firing his UV gun at the captain, incapacitating him long enough for the group to push him into a tanning bed. He spun the old-style timer dial to five minutes and proceeded to sit on the top, preventing Vorezze from escaping.

“This should do the trick,” he said.

Five minutes later, the tanning bed dinged, making a sound like an easy-bake oven. A loud thumping suddenly came from inside the bed.

“LET ME OUT OF HERE!” Vorezze shouted, “I’ve got a fragile complexion!”



Ten minutes later, complete with three more UV guns and Simplot’s nudie-ray, the group of Banshee and Stallion officers snuck through the corridor outside of Noonan’s quarters. Vorezze, now wearing a borrowed pair of pants, was arguing with Simplot.

“Look, it was cold in there, OK?” Vorezze insisted, “Those bugs were totally sapping my body heat!”

“You don’t have to defend yourself,” Simplot said, “I’m sure you’re perfectly…adequate,”

“Don’t lie to a Betazoid!” Vorezze snapped.

Smith and DiSanto had each taken one side of the door, weapons ready. Taps was still stumbling a bit from the phaser stun. Gonzolas had his tricorder pointed at the door while Annerson stood nearby with her arms crossed. Noticing that Vorezze and Simplot weren’t likely to stop arguing anytime soon, she grabbed the nudism gun from Simplot’s hands.

“Maybe if you’d been more of a lady, you wouldn’t have been looking at me naked!” Vorezze said.

“Maybe if you were more of a gentleman, you wouldn’t have been infested with butt-lice!”

“HEY! It’s not our fault Charlotte has a thing for Klingons!”

“Move on three, two,” Smith counted down.

“STOP!” Gonzolas snapped, “Hold on,”

“Huh?” Smith shook his head, “Hey! You totally killed our dramatic fight scene!”

“Or it would have killed you,” Gonzolas said. He tapped a button next to the door.

The doors hissed open, revealing a buzzing force-field. Noonan’s quarters had been trashed. The table was in three pieces against the far wall and pieces of Carn were scattered across the floor. An android-fist-sized hole in the window had vented the room to space. Nearby, Carn’s headless torso was draped over a toppled chair.

“Crap. It’s going to take Riley all week to put him back together,” DiSanto sighed.

“Where’s Noonan?” Smith demanded.

They found him in seconds. Noonan was lying against one of the side walls, bloody scratch marks showing where he’d tried to claw his way out of the airless room. His right leg was clearly broken, probably by Carn, and several tears in his uniform revealed healed or partially healed gashes where the android had broken through his defences.

“Is he dead?” DiSanto asked.

Smith shook his head.

“Dormant,” he said, “As soon as we warm him up he’ll be fine. But there’s no way he’s controlling the parasites in that kind of state,”

“Soooo…who’s controlling the parasites?” Annerson asked.



They went on a decontamination spree.

They tracked down crewmen one at a time. Simplot stripped them and Smith, DiSanto and Taps doused them with UV light until no trace of the parasites remained on (or in) their bodies.

“Well, Dr. Isaac wasn’t controlling them,” Smith said, shaking his head.

“Hmmm,” Simplot made a note on a padd she’d dug up, “Not bad for such a tiny guy,”

“Cut that out!” Vorezze snapped, “I know what you’re doing!”

“What am I doing?” Simplot asked innocently.

Vorezze swiped the padd and crushed it under one heel.

“Recording…personal information,” he said.

“Damned mind-reader,” Simplot muttered.

Gonzolas and Annerson were tapping away at a computer panel.

“Decks 1, 2 and 3 are clear,” Annerson said, “Look, can you change this so we can see where they’re concentrating now?”

Gonzolas tapped at the panel. At first, the infested crewmen had been roaming the ship. After Smith had cut the engines a few groups had moved into the bridge and engineering, but they were unable to break the command lockout he’d used. They’d hunted down the more isolated crewmen first, replicating more nudism rays and UV guns as their numbers increased. After they’d freed more than a hundred crewmen, they’d noticed that the infested crewmen were pulling back, converging somewhere on Deck 8. They hadn’t been able to pinpoint exactly what the infested crewmen were protecting, but as their numbers decreased, they pulled in tighter and tighter.

“Science lab,” Gonzolas finally said.

“Dr. Lang!” DiSanto exclaimed, “She’s the…the Bug Queen! We’ve got to help her!”

“Saddle up,” Vorezze said, grabbing a nudism ray.



It wasn’t Dr. Lang.

They found her ten feet from the doors to the science lab, infested with parasites.

“Good thing Ben’s still out of it,” Vorezze said, pointing the nudism ray in her direction.

“Ummm, sir, why don’t you let me take care of that,” DiSanto asked.

Vorezze looked at him strangely.

“Look, we’re friends,” Vince said, “You know she’s a private sort of person. If anybody has to see her naked…”

“Fine, I guess if I can trust anybody with a naked woman, it’s you,” Vorezze shrugged.

“Thanks. HEY!”

After Lang had been de-bugified, the Banshee and Stallion officers stood in front of the door to the science lab.

“Your ship is pretty messed up,” Simplot said to Vorezze, “I just want you to know that,”

“MY ship?” Vorezze crossed his arms, “Lady, I’m flying the top of the line here. That thing of yours barely made it out of the junkyard!”

“I’ve seen several of your logs,” Gonzolas cut in calmly, gesturing with his tricorder, “You people have issues,”

“So do you,” Vince said cattily, “We don’t need to see your logs to know that much!”

“Oh, we know that,” Simplot shrugged, “I just wanted to make sure we all knew where we stood with each other.”

“Yeah, about five minutes from a memory wipe,” Vorezze muttered.

“What was that?” Simplot asked.

“I said,” Vorezze glared, “That despite what you might think, the Banshee is full of highly trained Section 31 specialists-”

“You still haven’t explained this Section 31 thing to us,” Annerson said, annoyed.

“Who will stop at nothing to complete our mission,” Vorezze went on, ignoring the interruption, “Whether that’s the destruction of a Voran war fleet-”

“A say-what-now?” Taps frowned.

“-testing out ultra-transwarp engines-”

Gonzolas’ eyebrows jumped.

“What kind of engine?” he demanded, losing some of his customary cool.

“STOP INTURRUPTING MY DRAMATIC DIALOG!” Vorezze seethed. He looked around. “Where was I?”

“You were about to tell us how the Banshee has been and always will be better than the Stallion,” Simplot rolled here eyes, “Believe me, we’ve heard this speech before.”

“Your whole fleet sat around for weeks waiting for us to get here,” DiSanto pointed out, “Sounds to me like you need us pretty badly,”

“And yet,” Annerson put her hands on her hips, “Who wound up racing to your rescue?”

Smith, bored of the argument, was double checking his UV ray, getting ready to open the science lab door and hopefully confront whatever was controlling the parasites. Gonzolas, looking somewhat reluctant to leave the insult battlefield, hefted a nudity ray and joined him by the door.

“We’re dealing with alien parasites enhanced by feeding off a Type-13 sentient!” Lang was saying, sufficiently recovered to join the conversation, “Very, very few ships have had to deal with this sort of thing,”

“Yeah, then you tried to kill the guy!” Simplot shot back, “And it turned out he wasn’t even controlling the things! If you’d gone for HIS help, none of this would have happened!”

“Hind-sight is twenty-twenty!”

“That’s funny coming from you, four-eyes!” Annerson snapped.

“HEY! How did you know about that?” Vorezze demanded, “I don’t even wear glasses anymore!”

“Gonzolas looked up your medical record.” Annerson said, “My sympathies, by the way,”

“You bitch!”

Smith turned to the group.

“If you’re done bickering, we’d like to reveal the master host of the parasites so we can get this thing finished,” he said.

There were assorted grumblings of agreement.

Smith tapped the door panel, then leapt into action, Gonzolas right next to him.

“What the…”

“GET ’IM!”

“HE’S OVER THERE!”

ZAP! ZAP!

They could hear the sound of the nudity ray firing, then the flicker of odd, purplish light as the UV rays fired. They could hear the two men jumping around in the science lab. What they couldn’t hear was whatever they were fighting.

“PARASITE SWARM!” Smith shouted.

“They’re coming out of his mouth!”

More firing.

“WATCH OUT!”

A tiny shape rocketed out into the corridor at full speed, zipping right through Vorezze’s legs. In one smooth motion, Simplot drew, aimed and fired her hand phaser, dropping whatever it was to the ground.

Smith and Gonzolas emerged, tiny scratch marks covering their arms and faces.

“We might want to go lie down in the tanning beds,” Smith said, “Just to be safe,”

“What was that thing?” Gonzolas demanded.

Annerson and DiSanto returned from where they’d been UV-raying the creature, a small yet chubby hairless lump in one hand.

“Well, the nudie-ray made his fur fall off,” Vince said, “But it looks like it’s…”

“ZEKE!” Lang cried rushing forward and grabbing the hamster, “OHHH, MY POOR BABY!”

She clutched him to her chest then moved off, “Did those nasty bugs hurt you Zekie? Ohhh, don’t worry. I’ll make it all better…”

As she moved off, the Stallion crew stared blankly at her retreating back.

“Did we just save you all from a possessed hamster?” Simplot asked incredulously.

“It’s more common than you’d think” Vince said, slightly defensively.

“Uh-huh,”

“Why do I care what you think, I’m wiping all your minds anyway!” Vorezze muttered to himself.

“What was that?” Simplot asked.

“Ohhh, nothing,”





USS Banshee:





Captain’s Log, Supplemental:



With the help of the Stallion we’ve eliminated the parasites and locked Charlotte in a tanning bed. She might be a bit sunburnt, but Dr. Isaac is confident that between the UV radiation and the various injections and creams he’s been administering, she’ll be making the transition from ‘filthy whore’ to ‘moderately trashy trailer-park trash’ within a day or so. Commander Noonan is fully recovered, though somewhat annoyed that we tried to kill him. But since that apparently happens a lot, he’s willing to let bygones be bygones. Unfortunately, he wasn’t willing to explain to us what a bygone was.

As for the Stallion officers themselves, we wiped their memories clean, implanted a nice, false memory that didn’t have any mention whatsoever of Section 31, then sent them back to their ship. A quick trip over to their computer core by Commander Smith ensured that their sensor readings confirm our cover story, so there’s really no need for us to kill any of them.

Finally, there was a bit of good news. While the parasites were rooting around with Rachow’s mind, they managed to undo some of the damage he suffered during his warp field exposure. He would have healed anyway, but now we’ve got him back a bit sooner.

Wait, that’s not good news. That’s not good news at all!



“F**k you,” Rachow muttered from the helm.

“I don’t think so,” Vorezze said mildly.

“Did we even figure out where the bugs were taking us?” DiSanto asked.

“Noonan thinks they were sensing an inhabited planet somewhere in that direction and wanted to feed on the population,” Smith said.

“Well, another day, another adventure,” DiSanto said, standing at the Tactical panel.

“You’d like to go on my adventure, wouldn’t you,” Rachow grumbled, “Fruitcake,”

“That didn’t even make sense, f**k-tard,” Vince shot back.

“We’re positive we sterilized all the seat cushions, right?” Rachow asked, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

“I supervised the clean-up crew myself,” Vince said, giving Rachow a smug grin.

Rachow squirmed again.





USS Stallion:





Captain’s Log, Supplimental:



We’re currently on course to rejoin the fleet en route to Matria Prime, along with the USS Medusa. As it turned out, they had a malfunction in one of their bridge consoles that sent them off course and activated an experimental Sensor-Reflective shielding system. I know they’ve been installing SR shields on some ships, but really. If we’re not allowed to use cloaking devices, why can we use SR shields?



Simplot paused for a moment. Cloaking device. Why was something about that bothering her? Shrugging, she continued recording.



After returning from the Medusa, I’ve been convince that there’s nothing abnormal about them at all. Captain Honeycut was nothing if not professional, his crew was perfectly charming, and I’m confident that we’ll be able to work together to accomplish our mission in Matrian Space.



“So, who’s up for Crossing Over tonight?” Tereneth asked from the helm.

“Crossing Over?” Hurken snorted, “Isn’t that the horribly inappropriate Terran cartoon, replete with racism, sexual innuendo and violence?”

“Yup,”

“I am in,” Hurken nodded, “Closest thing I can find to Tellarite entertainment on this ship,”

“Oh, and every time something gets bleeped out by the auto-censor, we have to finish our drink,” Sinclair added.

“Sounds good to me,”

As the Stallion officers made their evening plans, Iron Kren sat very quietly at the Environmental Control station. None of the other bridge officers had been paying much attention to the goings-on aboard the Banshee, and so when Captain Vorezze had called them up to discretely see just how much they’d learned about his little secret, Kren had simply played dumb. No, Captain Honeycut, we didn’t see anything suspicious while you were unconscious. Yes sir, we’d be more than happy to follow the Medusa back to the fleet. You’re right, the Starfleet Annual Ball was a lot of fun this year.

He’d known damned well as soon as they’d started co-operating with the Banshee crew that the away team was either going to come back in boxes or with some shiny new memories. (He’d suspected the latter, though hoped slightly for the former.) Some part of him was relieved that Simplot, Hurken, Gonzolas and Annerson had returned, unaware of just how much danger they’d been in. The rest of him, however, couldn’t help but stare at the image of the USS Banshee and wonder just devious and horrifying plan Captain Vorezze and those other Section 31 agents were concocting.





USS Banshee:



“So, who’s up for beer pong tonight?” Vorezze asked.

“ME!!!!”
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Crossing Lines


Qu’Eh Flagship - In Orbit of Matria Prime Invasion of Matria Prime +30 Days, +/- 1 Day, accurate to 85% 19 times out of 20



“Thank you for calling Robellus, this is Den, how may I…”

“-if you could just reset your subspace transceiver…”

“-would like to give you a refund, but that’s against…”

“-terribly sorry, but shipping out a new unit without a valid warranty is..”

“-according to policy, if you do not control your temper, I…”

“-that’s against…”

“-I’ll have to check…”

“COMPANY POLICY!!!”

“Make it stop!” Commander San Jall groaned, lying on his narrow bunk in the prison cell he’d occupied for…well, he didn’t really know. More than a week. More than two? Felt more like ten years. The Qu’Eh had apparently grown tired with his attempts to delay his inevitable torture and decided they needed to take some kind of action while he made up his mind on just how exactly he’d like to suffer. (They were still working through his ‘Preferred Method of Death’ form.) The implant fused against his ear had started whispering a constant stream of voices. At first, he’d been forced to listen to hour upon hour of quality assessments, dealing both with Qu’Eh performance and with the behaviour of the Matrians during the first weeks (month?) of the Qu’Eh occupation. He’d listened to the reports carefully, trying to glean what little nuggets of news and relevant information he could in between passionate Qu’Eh assessors going on about the needs of ‘the customer’.

Somebody must have figured out that feeding him that kind of information wasn’t that great an idea, as it wasn’t long before his implant had switched over to simply playing back recorded ‘customer interactions’. It wasn’t until he heard the unmistakable voices of Lt. Cmdr. Stern and Ensign Simmons that he’d realized the horrible truth: The Qu’Eh were slavers.

Even worse, they were call-center slavers.

One job that computers, machines and holograms just couldn’t seem to replace was that of the call center drone. It was a Catch-22 situation: Only highly sophisticated computers could properly mimic the art of conversing with a live being. Unfortunately, any computer that advanced would realize it had been created for a lifetime of calls from usually irate customers and immediately overload its own processor in a form of cybernetic suicide. The Federation had just barely managed to meet its call-center staffing requirements by employing a small army of part-time college students and the strategic use of outsourcing, but the Qu’Eh had apparently decided that conquering and enslaving civilizations worked better.

Jall couldn’t help but wonder just how many species the Qu’Eh had enslaved already. Or how long those species had managed to survive with their sanity intact.

The force-field of his cell flickered and faded, then Supervisor Neum stepped in, the inevitable padd of forms held in one hand.

“MISTER JALL!” she cried, her voice pitched almost high enough to crack glass, “‘Death by Cellphone-Induced Brain Cancer’ is NOT a valid method of death!”

“I thought the Qu’Eh of all people would appreciate that one,” Jall quipped tiredly, tapping the communications implant fused to his head.

“That is NOT funny!”

“Ohh, must have hit a nerve on that one,” Jall smiled.

“Mister Jall, we’ve already had to select your torture for you, don’t make us choose your execution method too!” Neum snapped, “We are trying to be as accommodating as possible!”

“By torturing and killing me?”

“You made us!” Neum sniffed, “If you’d just worked yourself to death on that ship like you were supposed to, none of this would have happened.” She looked at her padd, “And by the way, your deadline to score quality points by attempting to escape by seducing me has expired,”

“Wow, I am so disappointed,”

“It’s time for your torture!” Neum snapped.

“You mean this wasn’t it?” Jall tapped his implant.

Neum just gestured to the guards, who stepped in and grabbed Jall by the upper arms.

“I hope Wowryk’s having better luck than this,” Jall groaned.



“QUACK!”

Dr. Noel Wowryk felt a heavy weight strike her back as Agent Jural tackled her, knocking her to the ground seconds before Qu’Eh disruptor blasts filled the air.

“Quack?” Noel asked, rolling onto her back and firing her phaser back towards the advancing Qu’Eh.

“You know. ‘Get down’,” Jural replied, hunting through his jacket. He pulled out an odd-looking piece of technology, looked at it, frowned and put it back.

“You mean ‘duck’!” Wowryk snapped.

“Well, a duck goes ‘quack’ doesn’t it?” Jural asked, pulling out another device then tucking it away again.

“It doesn’t work that way!” Wowryk said, “And what are you doing?”

“Matrian Intelligence finally gave me all kinds of neat gizmos for situations like this,” Jural replied, “I just keep forgetting which one is which,”

“How very James Bond of you,” Wowryk said dryly.

Jural pulled out what looked like a standard location-tracker, like an old GPS unit.

“There we go!” he pulled off a tab then threw it towards the Qu’Eh troops. Seconds later there was a high-pitched shriek and a bright flash of light.

“And what if you needed to know our location?” Wowryk asked as they got to their feet and resumed running down the back alley.

“I’d use this,” Jural pulled out a stun grenade with a small locater display on one side.

“This is why I’m a doctor, not a secret agent,” Wowryk muttered.

Wowryk, Jural and Mistress Laheya, the leaders of the Matrian Rebellion, had been chased out of three hideouts in as many days. After the destruction of Matronus Quali-Tech, along with several other smaller operations, the Qu’Eh had abruptly decided the rebel Matrians were more of a threat than they’d originally thought. Counter-insurgency teams had swept through the tunnels under Matronus, driving the rebels out of their primary hiding spot. The three leaders and their subordinates had hidden first in an empty warehouse, then in an old naval shipyard, then finally in a largely uninhabited mental health facility. Each time, the Qu’Eh managed to track them down within a day, sending them on the run again. Cut-off from their usual contacts, Wowryk had been forced to route most of her communications through Stafford and the Silverado officers hiding under the desert. Thanks to her, Layeha and Jural along with the untraceable link between the installation and the Matrian communications network (via the Matrian DHQ computers), Haven was now secretly in contact with several rebel cells.

Which completely defeated the entire attempt to use Wowryk as a symbol of the rebellion.

“Jural,” she said, fighting to keep her breath as they dodged around the back of a building and into another alley, “I think we need to rethink our strategy,”





Matrian Installation 317-B, AKA Haven, Under the Evendra Desert:



“YANICK!” Captain Christopher Stafford shouted, poking his head around a permanently-opened door and into the dining hall on Level 20 of the command tower, “TRISH?? ARE YOU IN HERE?”

“She most certainly is not,” sniffed Patsy Horton, her fingertips mere centimetres from her ears, wincing from the shouting, “Now sod off and stop annoying my customers!”

Stafford looked around. Crewmen Shwaluk and Gibson were seated near a large, dark window picking at something green that had come out of the Matrian replicator.

“She’s not here,” he cursed to himself.

“But while you are,” Horton jumped in, “I hear they found a café or restaurant near the Transit Hub. With your permission, I’d like to-”

“Sorry, Ms. Horton,” Stafford shrugged, “Some of the Matrian civilians already claimed it. Have you seen Yanick? I need to find her?”

“Sod off!” Horton repeated firmly, stalking away.

“Think she’s been trapped down here a little too long,” Stafford muttered.



Stafford found himself squeezing through a narrow, twisting corridor off the main level of the Transit Hub. He’d had to climb down over twenty levels of stairs, walk from the command tower lobby, past a series of defunct security stations, out to the base of Tower 3, down a few more levels of stairs to the main level and then through a non-descript door that Lt. Cmdr. Valtaic had opened two days before. Slowly but surely, the secret installation was opening up to them. Of course, for every room with an obvious purpose there were at least a hundred that were empty, incomplete or just plain incomprehensible.

The chamber Stafford found himself in didn’t fall into one of those categories. It was clearly a kitchen. Several Matrian men were working over countertops or cooking surfaces while another brought in an armful of replicated ingredients.

Stafford had to admit it, whatever they were making smelled better than the 100% replicated stuff Horton was serving upstairs.

“Uh, have you seen Yanick?” he asked, “Blond girl, yay high?”

“Dining room, Mr. Minister,” one of the men said before turning back to his work.

“Actually, I resigned that,” Stafford tried.

“Not according to the King & Queen’s Newsletter,” the man shrugged.

“Later,” Stafford muttered to himself. He stepped out of the kitchen and into what was definitely a comfortable-looking restaurant. What he assumed was the main entrance was sealed off with security gates; even Valtaic couldn’t open those up. The place was nicer than Unbalanced Equations, but Stafford had once glimpsed the Admiral’s Lounge in Starfleet HQ, and this place was still a few notches below that level. Restaurants in military establishments were anything but unusual. (His history professor at the Academy had informed them that one of Earth’s old nation-states had planted a Tim Horton’s in the middle of a war-torn battle-zone, but Stafford had decided that was just some kind of joke.)

Lt. Trish Yanick was seated at one of the tables with an older Matrian man, picking at some kind of soup and listening intently to what he was saying.

“Trish!” Stafford shouted.

Yanick looked up, but instead of giving him her usual radiant smile, Stafford could have sworn there was a look of panic in her eyes. Stafford’s eyes glanced from her to the Matrian and back again.

Uh-oh. Yanick. And a man. In a restaurant that very few Starfleet personnel had found their way into.

“It’s not what you think,” Yanick said immediately.

“Ummmm.” Stafford bit his lip. What to say? What to do? Where could he hide from T’Parief for the next month?

“Christopher Rico Stafford, take that look off your face,” Yanick said, rising and putting her hands on her hips. She immediately winced, one hand going for her stomach.

Stafford jumped forward, awkward situation forgotten.

“Trish! Are you OK?” he demanded.

“Just gassy,” she said, pushing him away, “This is Dr. Hent, by the way. The Matrian Surgeon General,”

Stafford nodded, then turned back to Yanick.

“We need to go,” he said, “I’ve been looking for you for over an hour!”

“Why didn’t you…right. I turned my comm-badge off,” Yanick slapped herself lightly on the forehead and giggled, “Silly me!”

“Yeah, do you know how many flights of stairs I had to climb?” he demanded.

“Why didn’t you just get some underlings to do it?”

Stafford glared at her, realization dawning.

“Let’s just go,” he said, “Noel wants extraction.”

Yanick was through the kitchen and into the warren of narrow corridors in a heartbeat.

“You gotta wait for me!” Stafford called after her.



Stafford finally caught up to Yanick in the Transit Hub. He found her standing on one of the platforms, looking out into the vast, ring-shaped space and tapping her foot impatiently.

“Where’s the tram? I don’t have all day!” she complained.

“Considering I already spent an hour looking for you,” Stafford rolled his eye, “Only to find that you’d snuck off for a private dinner with a handsome Matrian doctor.” Stafford frowned, “Wait, was he handsome? I can never tell with these things,”

“He’s like, ninety,” Yanick shook her head, “And it wasn’t a date! I just needed a bit of…medical advice! AND WHERE’S THAT TRAM!!??”

“Medical advice?” Stafford frowned again, his eyes moving towards Yanick’s slightly bloated stomached as her mood swung from ‘eager rescue pilot’ to ‘angry public transit user’. Suddenly, all the little hints from the previous weeks added up. The nausea, the moods and the cramps. It could only mean one thing: “OH MY GOD! YOU’RE-”

Yanick jumped up, tackling him to the ground. Granted, she wasn’t very big. But the shear surprise of the move sent Stafford pin wheeling back, missing the guard rail and sprawling back into the tram track’s antigravity field.

“I am not pregnant!” Yanick hissed angrily.

“But…”

“NOT PREGNANT!”

“OK! OK!” Stafford submitted, “You’re not pregnant, and it’s none of my business!”

There was a loud humming as a tram eased out of the nearest tunnel and came straight at them. Second before impact, the track antigravity field pulsed, sending Yanick and Stafford flying back onto the platform where they landed in a tangle of limbs.

“Must be some kind of safety system,” Stafford mumbled.

“Owie,” Yanick replied.

The doors hissed open and Queen Anselia, co-leader of the Matrian government stepped out. She was looking a little less regal than usual, what with her wearing the same cloths all month, but she’d clearly been making good use of the hygienic facilities they’d found so far.

“Lt. Yanick, Minister Stafford,” she said coldly, nodding at them, “Might I suggest that you finish your…activities…in the privacy of your own quarters?”

“I’m not your minister anymore!” Stafford said, climbing to his feet, “I resigned! And we just…fell over!”

“I refuse to accept your resignation,” Anselia said simply.

“Look, we can bicker about this later! We have to go rescue Wowryk from the Qu’Eh!”

“Actually, you don’t” Anselia said calmly, “I have just overseen the departure of a Matrian extraction team. They should have her back in two hours,”

“WHAT?” Stafford and Yanick exclaimed loudly, “WHO? WHY?”

“Shall we find a more appropriate location for this discussion?” Anselia said, very professionally.

“I can give you an appropriate location for my boot!” Stafford said, “Up your-”

Yanick smacked him.

“Do you really want to have this conversation here?” she said softly, pointing up at the balconies overhead.

“Good point,” Stafford grumbled, “Fine, there’s a…a something with chairs a couple levels up this tower,” he pointed up at the ornate staircase leading up out of their section of the Transit Hub.

“Excellent,” Anselia started walking towards the stairs. She turned suddenly towards Yanick, “Oh, and congratulations on your pregnancy. When We get out of here, We will send you a shrimp basket,”

“I’M NOT PREGNANT!!! Wait…shrimp basket???”



Lt. Travis Pye stepped out of the Jefferies tube hatch and onto the empty bridge of the USS Silverado.

“OK, Sage, bring it up,” he said into his helmet radio.

There was a hum, almost imperceptible, then the main lighting flickered to life. There was another soft sound as the air recirculation system activated. Finally, Pye floated gently to the deck as the artificial gravity ramped up to normal levels.

“Auxiliary power restored to Deks 1 through 10,” Sage reported, “And Impulse Engineering, anyway.”

“Great. So now we can take off the suits while we work on everything else,” Pye muttered, cracking his helmet.

They’d been working on repairs to the ship for weeks now. Every circuit had been fried by Jall’s last-minute attempt at sabotage. Even now, all the bridge consoles were still dark, the viewscreen was still broken and half of the conn/ops console had melted away. But at least now they had some power up and running and it was time to start working on getting the actual systems working again.

“Four days behind schedule,” Supervisor Blon, the current Silverado manager was saying, “That’s going to reflect very badly on your quarterly review!”

“Whatever,” Pye muttered.

The Silverado crew, those who were still aboard ship, were on the verge of a crisis. Commander Jall had been arrested by the Qu’Eh, who still insisted that they work to repair Silverado so she could become part of the Qu’Eh fleet. The relief fleet from Starfleet was now overdue, the Qu’Eh controlled news reports were stating that rebel activity in all major cities was slowly but surely being crushed and there’d been no new broadcast from the rebels since Wowryk’s initial message.

On top of that, the crew was burning out.

Between the weeks of travelling to get to Matria Prime, the first Qu’Eh attack, the rush to prepare for the second wave, the Second Battle of Matria Prime, capture and interrogation by the Qu’Eh and now weeks of working in environmental suits and living in a shuttlebay, the hundred or so officers and crew that were still aboard the ship were ready to crack. Quality Assessments, held three times a day, reflected a decreasing trend in member participation, and the forms that were coming back were…

Whoah.

Pye stopped for a moment to rub his temples. He was not a Qu’Eh. He didn’t care about quality assessments, stupid forms or his quarterly review. He only wanted one thing: to have Silverado ready enough to cause the Qu’Eh problems when the fleet arrived.

They just needed to hold out a bit longer.

“Well, we’re just going to have to get to the bottom of this performance issue,” Blon was saying, “I think we need to do a Quality Audit, followed by a Motivational Workshop. Doesn’t that sound lovely?”

Pye closed his eyes.

Screw holding out. They needed rescue. And fast!



Stafford led Yanick and Ansleia out of the Tower 3 stairwell, down a short hallway paneled in some sort of red stone and into a room that could be a conference room, a lounge, or even a private dining room. Whatever it was, there was a large table in the center, several chairs and a broad window looking out into the blackness of the cavern. Stafford stood in front of the window for a moment. In the distance, he thought he could see a lit window out on the outer rim, where the Matrians had been living for a while.

“I really wish we could get the power on out there,” he mused, “What the hell were your people hiding down here?”

“When this crisis is over, we can come back with an army of environmental suits and flashlights,” Anselia said dryly.

“Hmm. Stafford to Valtaic,” he tapped his comm-badge, “Any report from the Matrian rescue team?”

There was a moment of silence.

“And what Matrian rescue team is that?” the alien officer asked politely.

Stafford glared at Anselia.

“Send somebody out to the hanger,” Stafford ordered, “I want to know the second there’s any news!”

“As you wish.” Still sounding confused, Valtaic closed the channel.

“So you not only sent a team out of the installation, you didn’t bother to tell anybody?” Stafford said, his voice wavering just a bit, “What if they were captured? What if they were tracked!? We’d have zero warning!”

“I was on my way to make the proper notifications when we met,” Anselia said, chin high, “I’m not stupid!”

“Oh, but you figured if you tried discussing this whole Matrian rescue thing with me first that I’d put up a fight? That it was just better to go behind my back?”

“Yes,” Anselia replied, “Absolutely,”

“WHY???”

“Christopher, we agreed that the Matrian Defence Force would be largely absorbed into Starfleet,” Anselia said, “And that Starfleet would provide ships to enforce stability in this region.”

“Right,” now Stafford was wary.

“We did NOT agree that we would sit back and let Starfleet do everything,” Anselia went on, “And after your little…escapade…into Matronus, the Council has been pushing for more participation on our part.”

“Well that’s…” Stafford frowned, “That’s great, actually,”

“And that you remain as Minister of Planetary Defence. We do not accept your resignation,”

“DAMMIT!”

“I guess that’s why those Matrians were asking me about anti-grav piloting,” Yanick said innocently, “And where I kept the puke bags,”

“We have been preparing for several days for just such an event,” Anselia said smugly, “We’ve copied your sensor-reflective shielding onto one of our scouts and prepared our pilots to fly undetected to and from the facilility,”

“Why didn’t you tell me this stuff?” Stafford exclaimed, “Jeffery could have rigged another SR system, and Yanick…”

“We had to do this ourselves, Christopher,” Anselia cut him off, “Unless we show ourselves capable of standing on our own, your people will consider us subordinates, not equals. And we will not be subordinate to you, the Qu’Eh, or anybody else for that matter.”

“Now, Miss Yanick, if you’ll excuse us, we have private matters to discuss.”

After Yanick had left, Anselia dropped her ‘professionally polite’ façade.

“You defied us, Christopher,” she said quietly, “Us, the council, the people of Matria Prime,”

“And things turned out pretty good, didn’t they?” Stafford said, a bit off-guard, “We helped Wowryk get your rebellion moving, we’ve got contacts in Matrian Intelligence and DHQ and we’ve started running missions out of Haven.”

“Yes, the council is pleased overall,” Anselia said, moving closer to him, “But We are not. You have defied us, humiliated us and dishonoured us.”

She lunged at him. Before he knew what has happening, she’d snapped binders on his wrists and shoved him back onto the table.

“And there will be…consequences!”



Up in the command complex, Fifebee and Valtaic were continuing their mapping of the facility. Both were seated at Matrian control pulpits, which had been disconnected from the facility’s systems and interfaced with a small Federation computer core. T’Parief was pacing the wide, ring-shaped second level, co-ordinating the various security teams as they explored the seemingly endless installation.

“Security teams report that they’ve gained access to what has been designated Shipyard 3,” he called up to Valtaic on the third level, “They report no space-frames or hulls under construction. They will begin exploring and cataloguing the contents of the surrounding cargo bays, however an initial glance has shown the first three to be empty,”

“Acknowledged”, Valtaic responded, keying in the data.

“Shipyard 1 is so far the only shipyard that appears to have been active at the time of the lockdown,” Fifebee remarked.

“Considering that all the shipyards, assuming we find the six we are expecting, were buried, one must consider why any were active,” Valtaic replied.

“We don’t know that there’s any actual ground blocking them, or if it’s just sand,” Fifebee replied, “Which reminds me, T’Parief, I believe we were going to send a team outside to try to determine that?”

“I have passed that request over to the Matrians,” T’Parief replied, “At the Captain’s instruction,”

“Excellent,”

And so on, and so forth. Office talk, really. Just a bunch of people doing their jobs, despite the fact that they were wearing the same uniforms they’d put on over a month ago.

There was a hiss as a pair of turbolift doors on the lower level opened. T’Parief’s slow orbit of the outer walkway had brought him just into the right position for Valtaic to cock his head in an inquiring gesture. T’Parief grunted. Unfortunately, the turbolift door that had opened was on the other side of the central column. He had no idea who was there.

What a stupid design for a control center, anyway! Security was an absolute nightmare!

He moved quickly around the outer ring, trying to get a view of whoever had come up. As the column cleared his field of view he saw…nobody?

They must have gone around the other side!

He quickly reversed his direction, turning back the way he came.



On the opposite side of the command complex, Yanick changed direction; sure she’d heard T’Parief coming around. Excellent!

After a moment of walking around the lower walkway and seeing nothing, she changed direction again. T’Parief must be the other way.



“How long shall we allow this to continue?” Valtaic asked Fifebee as Yanick and T’Parief, oblivious to the situation, simultaneously changed directions for a third time, each still unable to see the other. From the third level, Fifebee and Valtaic had a perfect view of what was happening.

“Until it is no longer funny,” Fifebee replied immediately.

Valtaic opened his mouth to call down to T’Parief. Fifebee quickly slapped a hand over his mouth.

“It is still funny,” she said flatly.

Valtaic eyed her for a moment, then went back to work.



Stafford was seated in one of the small lounges attached to the Transit Hub crossover bridge when Jeffery rushed by.

“Hey, Chris,” the engineer said, giving a sort of half-wave. He stopped, then did a double-take. Stafford’s hair was mussed, his face was red, his uniform rumbled and Jeffery was pretty sure he had bruises forming on his neck.

“What the devil happened to ye?” Jeffery demanded.

“Anselia happened to me,” Stafford said, swallowing, “She decided I was acting a bit too…independently…for her tastes. I don’t want to talk about.”

“Um…OK,”

“But I want you to know Simon,” Stafford gulped, “I didn’t cry,”



Finally, after a few more rounds, Yanick and T’Parief caught up with each other.

“Hi Pari,” Yanick said, giving a wave.

“Trish,” T’Parief said.

“No, this is Lieutenant Kennerdy, in Hanger 11,” a voice came out of his comm-badge, “Look, Crewman Mong has finished fuelling up the Old Matrian ships down here, but we somebody who can read Matrian before he can start the power-up sequences,”

“Then let Jeffery deal with that, I’m busy,” T’Parief replied, closing the channel. He turned to Yanick. He couldn’t help but gaze briefly at her swelling stomach. The signs had been there for a while: the nausea, the vomiting, and now the swelling stomach. He knew, intellectually, that the odds of her conceiving where almost nothing, but still…what else could these signs mean? He had refused to say anything about it. Odds were, whatever was happening to Yanick’s body had nothing to do with him. That, and she’d been making painfully obvious attempts to hide whatever was wrong from him. From the look on her face, that was about to change. Ok, there was no way she could actually be pregnant. Had to be some kind of gastro thing. There was no way she’d swell up in a just a couple weeks if she was pregnant.

Was there? It would be relatively easy for her to become pregnant by a human male…

“Don’t look at me like that!” Yanick suddenly cried shrilly.

“Like…like what?”

“Like I’m a giant…baby-bomb!” she said, clenching her fists, “I can see the panic in your eyes! I’ve already had this conversations with Chris!”

Fifebee was now staring down from the upper level. Even Valtaic had a look of surprise on his face.

“I’M NOT PREGNANT!” Yanick shrieked up at them. They quickly retreated.

“You saw a doctor?” T’Parief demanded, trying not to let his relief show.

“I saw the Matrian doctor,” Yanick clarified, speaking more quietly “He says it’s a…a false pregnancy. I’m just retaining fluid. It should go away in a few weeks,”

“I see,” T’Parief nodded, “And will the mood swings be fading as well?”

Yanick tried to bop him on the head. Unfortunately, she couldn’t reach. She settled for punching him in the chest, repeatedly.

“I’M NOT HAVING MOOD SWINGS!” she snapped, in between punches.

“Trish,” T’Parief said, keeping his voice level, “Let’s go down and discuss this in a…a more private setting,”

“This inna Trish,” Jeffery’s voice came from the comm-badge, “But if ye see her, could ye get her to liaison a Matrian translator over ta-”

“NOT NOW!” T’Parief grumbled loudly, cutting the channel.

“Stafford to Yanick,” Yanick’s comm-badge immediately beeped.

“Not now, Chris!” she snapped, cutting the channel.

“Ohhh, Pari,” Yanick sighed, ceasing her assault, “This isn’t your fault, I shouldn’t be getting angry at you!”

“Stafford to T’Parief,” T’Parief’s comm-badge beeped.

“But I have EVERY right to get angry at all these interruptions!” she snapped.

Warily, T’Parief opened the channel.

“Tell Yanick to calm down,” Stafford said immediately, “There’s no way her day’s been worse than mine’s been! And I need both of you to meet me in the Transit Hub,”

“We’re in the middle of something-”

“The Matrian extraction team due back in an hour. I though Yanick would want to come wait out in the hanger.” Stafford cut him off.

“Be there in a jiff!” Yanick said, grabbing T’Parief’s arm and pulling him towards the turbolifts.



After a short wait and a seemingly endless (and very, very quiet) tram ride out to the hanger bay, Stafford was pacing up and down the corridor outside the bay control room while Yanick sat on one of the corridor hand-rails. T’Parief was standing rigidly halfway up the corridor, almost like one of those suit-of-armour statues or something.

“This waiting is driving me nuuuuuuts,” Stafford groaned, looking into the hanger for the hundredth time. The corridor they’d chosen was six floors above the main hanger deck, with broad transparent panels looking into the hanger, directly at a Senousian ship berthed on one of the movable platforms.

“And your pacing is driving us nuts!” Yanick said.

“What, you’ve lived with me for how many years now and it still bothers you?” Stafford asked.

“Not really,” Yanick shrugged, “But I took your mind off Wowryk for a minute, didn’t I?”

“Hmmm,” Stafford crossed his arms and looked out in the hanger.

The huge doors were closed, as they were when the hanger had been first discovered. A few feet away the angular, transparent sides of the control booth jutted into the bay, looking almost like a strangely shaped gem. Inside, one of the Nakeths was standing on a chair, fiddling with a mess of wires running out of one wall. The control pulpits in the booth were similar to the ones in the command complex and the rear wall was the same strange red pattern, setting the chamber slightly apart from the more utilitarian corridors surrounding the corridors.

“You’d think they’d have a better place to wait for ships than this,” Stafford sighed,

T’Parief was silent. Yanick just sort of shrugged. Stafford’s gaze flickered between the two of them.

“Ohhh…you two have had a ‘talk’, huh?”

T’Parief bared his teeth.

“It’s not your business,” Yanick said politely.

“Ahem. Of course. Right. Shutting up now.”

Stafford resumed his pacing.

“It’s not that I don’t understand why Anselia and Hektor sent a Matrian team,” he said suddenly, “And I get why she kept it from us until the last minute, I really do. They felt like they had something to prove. And maybe they’re right. This is their planet after all, isn’t it?”

“The Klingons would approve,” T’Parief grumbled.

“Yeah, exactly!” Stafford agreed, “They want to be an active part of the Federation, not a charity case!”

“Goody,” Yanick said half-heartedly, “Then what’s the problem?”

Stafford turned back to the window.

“It’s Noel out there,” he said softly, “She pisses the hell out of me half the time we’re together-”

“I know how that feels,” Yanick muttered. T’Parief let out an aggravated throat-rattle.

“What with the conversion attempts, and the promises of eternal damnation, and the threats against my testicles,” Stafford went on, “But…dammit…”

“It should be you out there?” Yanick asked.

“F**k no!” Stafford exclaimed, “It should be the Hazardous Team out there! I’m not much of a fighter, but Stern and those guys totally get off on that kind of thing!”

“In Stern’s case, I suspect that may be very true,” T’Parief replied, “Literally,”

“It’s OK,” Stafford said, looking slightly enigmatic, “He’ll get his chance very soon,”

“A mission?” T’Parief perked up.

“Here we go again with the mission!” Yanick complained, “Always with the missions! It’s a good thing I’m NOT pregnant! What kind of kid needs a father who’s always off killing stuff!”

Stafford was rubbing his temples now. The hanger bay doors were still closed, and there was no sign from anybody on the hanger floor that they were expecting an imminent landing. Coloured motion three levels down up caught his eye. He looked over to see Anselia and Hektor standing in one of the lower corridors, looking down into the bay.

“I’m gonna go see what’s up,” Stafford said, “See you when they get in,”

He turned to leave.

“We’ll come,” Yanick said, jumping off her perch.

“No you won’t,” Stafford called back, “You’ve got issues to deal with,”

Yanick stopped in her tracks as if stung.

“He’s right,” T’Parief nodded, “We have…unfinished business,”



“Minister,” King Hektor nodded as Stafford approached the royal ‘couple’. (They weren’t actually a couple, they were elected temporarily into their positions.)

“Any word?” Stafford asked.

“The extraction team was being pursued by a Qu’Eh vessel after they picked up Dr. Wowryk, Agent Jural and Mistress Laheya,” Anselia said, “They flew into a storm system over J’Taeri District to shake them, and we lost contact,”

Stafford started grinding his teeth.

“You have little faith in our people,” Hektor observed dryly.

“They haven’t exactly done this kind of thing before,” Stafford pointed out.

“Some of the soldiers on our extraction ship are the same ones that carried out kidnapping raids against the Senousians before the reawakening,” Anselia pointed out quietly, “We remind you that although they don’t remember a lot of that time, they haven’t exactly spent the past century toothless,”

“Ahem,” Stafford cringed a bit, “Right,”

Stafford looked up into the other corridor, where Yanick and T’Parief seemed to be having a calm discussion.

“Well, at least those two are figuring things out,” he remarked, “Man, I sure stuck my foot in it there.”

“We are sure it’s a temporary thing,” Anselia waved a hand, “She did see a doctor, did she not?”

“Yeah,” Stafford said, “Just a temporary thing. It happens sometimes, it’s just too bad we were all so thoughtless about…HEY!”

Up in the corridor, Yanick and T’Parief had apparently moved out of the argument phase and into the make-up phase.

Stafford pounded one fist against the transparent panel.

“PEOPLE CAN SEE YOU!” he shouted.

Craigan jogged up the hallway, waving at Anselia.

“They’re on final approach, your Majesty,” he said. He looked out the window.

“I’ll never understand why the lizard gets hugs and kisses and all I got was a kick to the head,” he muttered.

“Maybe because you kidnapped her,” Stafford said dryly, clapping the guy on the shoulder and running down to the hanger floor.



Stafford rushed out one of the lower level corridors and into the hanger at the same time Yanick and T’Parief emerged, slightly out of breath, from another. Jeffery was already sprinting across the bay towards the slightly battered-looking Matrian scout. The hatch had already opened and several Matrian troops had filed out, looking oddly professional despite their lack of uniforms. Jural and Laheya were next, turning their heads as they took in the huge, hanger bay. Finally, they were followed by a very tired-looking Wowryk.

“Noel! You-”

“so good to see”

“yer in once piece! Thank-”

“QUIET!” Wowryk snapped. Everybody took an involuntary half-step back.

“I’m sorry,” she said at a more conversation level, “I’ve just…it’s just that things have been very loud lately, what with the attacks and the explosions and all that,”

“Oh, what were we thinking,” Yanick said, giving Wowryk a hug then taking her arm, “Let’s go…I made sure we had some quarters setup for you. You can shower, get something to eat and have a nap,”

As she spoke, Wowryk’s eyes had widened and flickered over to meet Stafford’s. She’d felt the slight swelling around Yanick’s belly during the hug. Behind Yanick, Stafford was shaking his head and making rapid slashing gestures across his throat.

“Thank you, Trish,” Wowryk said, “Jural and Laheya will need quarters as well. Could you take them while I talk to the Captain?”

“Um, it’s sort of a long way,” Yanick said, “We have to take a train,”

Jural started.

“It’s a big place,” Yanick finished.

“Look, just go on ahead and meet us at the tram station,” Stafford told Yanick. He turned to T’Parief, “Get the HT down here and find Jeffery. I’ll be back in a bit.”



“I’m really glad you’re back here safely,” Stafford said to Wowryk as they hung several feet behind the other extractee’s in the corridor, “I wanted to send the HT to get you, but the Matrians…”

“Layeha, Jural and I already discussed it,” Wowryk nodded, “And it’s good. But what’s with Trish?”

“Ohh, I don’t know,” Stafford shook his head, “She went to see a Matrian doctor, he told her it’s nothing, but since the symptoms are so close to pregnancy, she’s been getting a few…um…comments that she’s really not liking,”

“I see.”

They walked in quiet for a few more minuets.

“We have a problem,” Wowryk said, “I didn’t want to say it around the Matrians. But we’ve got a leak,”

“A LEAK?” Stafford demanded, “We just brought you all back to the most closely guarded secret in the Matrian Republic and you have a LEAK?”

“Not about this place,” Wowryk said, trying to shush him, “None of the rebels know this place exists, except for Jural and Layeha! But our headquarter’s kept getting hit, no matter where we moved it! I checked everybody for tracking bugs, subcutaneous transmitters, radiation traces, the works!”

She shook her head.

“I’m certain the Qu’Eh have come up with a way of getting captured rebels to talk. Once is expected. Twice is bad luck. Three times is trouble.”

Stafford froze.

“If they’ve got something like that…” he said slowly.

“Like something salvaged from the Matrian Dream Machines?” Wowryk said, “Not enough to recreate the whole thing, but maybe just enough to tweak somebody’s personality into co-operating?”

“S**t,” Stafford went pale, “And if it’s working on captured rebels, it could work on captured Starfleet officers,”

“Like Jall,” Wowryk said, “If they haven’t already,”

“I gotta go,” Stafford said, turning back towards the hanger, “The HT’s mission just got bumped up. Yanick will show you how to get into the island towers from the Transit Hub. Oh, and the Matrians have a neat little mess hall setup on the lower level. It’s a pain to find, but it beats climbing up twenty levels for Horton’s replicated stuff!”

He ran off.

“What kind of bunker is this, anyway?” Wowryk wondered to herself.



T’Parief had found Stern and the rest of the HT lounging in one of the sets of quarters they’d taken along the inside of the facility’s outer rim. He usually didn’t bother looking at silly things like furnishings or décor, but he couldn’t help but notice that these quarters were more Spartan than the ones he’d been assigned in one of the island towers. Maybe he should move out here with the HT? The island was just getting a bit too…comfortable.

In any event, Stern and the others had immediately jumped up from the sofas (they’d dragged in a couple extra ones) and followed him back to the hanger. Seconds later, Stafford ran in.

“Go get your gear,” he said, a bit out of breath, “This just turned into an emergency mission,”

“What’s the mission?” Stern asked.

“You’re going up to Silverado and you’re getting the rest of our people back,” Stafford said.

“It’s about f**king time!” Simmons cried. Stern smacked him.

“I’d wanted to take more time to plan this out,” Stafford said, “But Wowryk just informed me that the Qu’Eh may have gotten their hands on some…advanced interrogation methods.

“We’ve been planning this for a while, sir,” Stern said, “Give me two hours and a comm- link to one of the rebel cells in Matronus and we’ll be ready to go,”

“You’ve got fifteen minutes,” Stafford said flatly.

Stern’s eyes bugged out.

“MARSDEN! Get your ass up into the command complex and have Jural setup a-”

“I’m kidding!” Stafford interrupted him, “You’ve got an hour.”

Stern thought for a moment.

“MARSDEN!” he repeated, “Get your ass up into the command complex and have Jural setup a secure line! The rest of you, grab your gear and meet me back here in fifteen minutes for briefing!”

Stafford moved to where T’Parief was watching.

“And now it’s time to step back and watch the professionals at work,” he said.

“You mean watch Simmons try to remember which end of the tetryon claymore is the dangerous end,” T’Parief remarked.

“Right. That.”

T’Parief squared his shoulders.

“In any event, we will not let you down,”

He nodded at Stafford, then moved off to join Stern.

Stafford raised a finger as if to speak, thought for a moment, then lowered it.

“Hmm. He is Chief of Security after all,” he shrugged.



Jeffery was alone in the hanger workshop, tweaking the sensor-reflective device they’d rigged on the runabout Asessippi. They’d brought as much material down from Silverado as possible when they’d evacuated, and SR shielding specs had recently been added to their inventory. Of course, installing them on anything as big as Silverado was a dry-dock issue, but setting some up for the runabouts and the smaller Matrian and Senousian vessels wasn’t that big a problem. Still, up until now they’d had the advantage of operating on antigravity drive within the planet’s atmosphere, with all the handy bits of interference generated by a technologically advanced society. Now, the HT was taking the runabout into space in an attempt to rendezvous with Silverado and Jeffery wasn’t convinced that his rigged system was up to par.

“Mr. Jeffery?” a familiar voice spoke.

Jeffery looked down from the upper hull of the runabout to see Craigan, the Old Matrian rebel they’d found frozen in the facility.

“Aye, Mr. Craigan, what can Ah do for ye?”

“You’re going on the mission to free your people,” it was a statement, not a question.

“Aye. Chris and T’Parief figure there’s probably gonna be a need for some engineering wizardry, so here Ah am,” Jeffery replied good-naturedly.

“I want to come as well,”

“Chris doesn’t want any Matrian involvement in this one,” Jeffery replied, not unkindly, “This is a Starfleet mission to rescue a Starfleet crew,”

“I’m not coming as a member of the Matrian government. Or rebellion. Or anything.” Craigan replied.

“Then why come?” Jeffery shook his head, “Ah mean, we really don’t need ye,”

“I haven’t left this bunker in over two hundred years,” Craigan reminded him, “I want to see what’s happened to my world. And I don’t know why, but something is telling me that I’ve got to go with your people. I’ve learned all I can from in here,”

“Ah’m not in command of the mission,” Jeffery said, adjusting one of the power conduits, “But if Ah was, Ah’d say no. It’s dangerous enough, ye’d just be addin’ another variable to the mix,”

“We both know I could have Queen Anselia or King Hektor order Minister Stafford to allow me to go,”

“And we both know how much Chris LOVES dealing with those two right now,” Jeffery shot back.

T’Parief had strode into the work bay, arms laden with gear.

“What is the problem?” he demanded.

“The rebel boy here wants to come,” Jeffery explained, tossing a piece of rubbish down onto the floor, “Something about seeing what’s happened to his planet from the outside,”

“Very well,” T’Parief nodded, “Take a phaser, follow orders and stay out of my way,”

“Whot, just like that?” Jeffery demanded.

“You’d rather argue about it? I have had enough arguments for today,” T’Parief said firmly, “It is time to go and shoot something,”

“Fair enough,”



By the time the hour was up, the Asessippi had been lowered down into the hanger bay, the huge door had swung ponderously open and several Silverado crewmen had gathered in the corridors lining the bay to watch the rescue mission depart.

Stafford, Wowryk, Anselia and Hektor were standing on the railed walkway connecting to the landing platform, watching as the runabout hatch hissed shut.

“We are not pleased about Craigan leaving on this mission,” Anselia said, “He has been acting very strangely lately,”

“Stafford to T’Parief,” Stafford tapped his comm-badge, “Umm…not to question your tactical decisions, but did you decide to take a Matrian with you without consulting me?”

“I did,” T’Parief confirmed, “It is an usual situation. Is there a problem?”

Stafford thought for a moment. Weighed the annoyance of not being included in that little decision against the irritation he could here in the large reptile’s voice, then considered the fact that Anselia was apparently pissed as well.

“No problem,” Stafford said cheerfully, “Just keeping myself in the loop, is all,”

“In the interests of stealth, I suggest we cut that loop until we return,”

With a pulse of its antigrav units, the runabout eased out into the desert.



In the runabout cockpit, Craigan sat in one of the rear seats, across from Jeffery. Yanick was piloting while T’Parief worked the co-pilot station.

“Sensor-reflective systems are workin’,” Jeffery reported from the rear, “At least, Ah think they are. Maybe we’re just the little kid coverin’ his eyes and saying ‘ye can’t see me’!”

“Take us towards the north pole,” T’Parief ordered, “Random course changes. Then up in to orbit,”

“It’s good to be flying a Starfleet ship again,” Yanick mused. She pulsed the antigrav, sending everybody clutching for their restraints. In the rear compartment, the Hazardous Team was preparing vomit bags and cleaning supplies.

Craigan was silent, staring out the window at the seemingly endless vista of sand. A rear display showed the curved, sandy hill covering the installation he’d been buried in for hundreds of years. Only the one hanger door revealed that anything was there, and even that was only visible if you were at exactly the right angle. Craigan tapped a panel, accessing the runabouts sensors. There was a slight energy reading from the masking/interference field surrounding the installation, but it was barely detectable, even with the runabout now mere kilometres from the site.

<The decision to keep the installation hidden was made before construction even started, Craigan. That turned out to have been a very wise decision.>

Craigan looked around. Yanick and T’Parief were still tapping their panels, the runabout was still jolting periodically like a toy car on a trampoline and Jeffery was still going on about sensor stuff. Outside his window, the desert was giving way to grasslands. None of them had said anything about the installation or its construction.

<The situation was already volatile, what with the early signs of the Male Rebellion. The last thing we needed was protestors. Or even worse, saboteurs. Of course, nobody could have predicted what the rebellion would to do Matronus. At least, that’s what I’d thought before.>

Craigan pushed the voice out of his head and looked back out the window.



It wasn’t long before they were in orbit of the planet.

Craigan had visited Old Matronus, as everybody called it now, when he was younger. He’d had an aunt who’d lived in the orbital city and had gone to spend some time with her. One of the memories he’d always treasured was waking up early in the city’s day/night cycle, walking out into the living room of her apartment and watching as the globe of Matria Prime came into view. He remembered how the sun had reflected off the clouds, the way the oceans seemed to sparkle, even from orbit, and how the vast forests of Agera Continent were clearly visible, even from space.

Now Old Matronus was gone, blasted into millions of pieces by the very rebellion he’d been a part of-

(?)

Craigan shook his head. Something was wrong with that train of thought. But anyway, Old Matronus was gone, his aunt was gone, the Male Rebellion was gone and everybody he’d cared about was gone.

(Except for….)

A name almost came to Craigan’s lips. He stared out at the planet; at the wasteland where a nuclear bombardment had eaten up dozens of square kilometres of Minkat District. He could see the lights of the empty city of Raleesh, restored by male labour since the war but still empty; the Council of Governors having chosen to relocate its population for reasons Craigan didn’t know. And in orbit he could see broken satellites, abandoned space stations, and a veritable fleet of alien vessels.

“Not exactly what ye were wantin’ to see, is it?” Jeffery asked quietly, having come over to Craigan’s seat.

“It’s what I expected,” Craigan said, “I saw the holo-images in the command complex,”

“It’s never the same,” Jeffery said, “It’s yer home,”

“What would you know about it? From what I understand, your homeworld is a paradise!”

Jeffery shrugged.

“Ah shouldn’t be tellin’ ye this, but back when Ah was an ensign, the ship Ah was on, the USS Raglan, hit a temporal anomaly and wound up in the Sol System during the Third World War,” he said, “We got out easy, just came about and went right back through the anomaly, closed it up with a particle beam and Bob’s yer uncle. But we were there long enough to get very, very detailed sensor readings of an Eastern Coalition nuclear attack,”

Jeffery’s lips tightened and he looked out Cragain’s window.

“Ye go to Earth today and ye couldn’t even tell that anything every happened. Another century or two here and ye’ll get the same thing.”

They watched Minkat District fade behind the curvature of the planet.

“We were environmentalists,” Craigan said suddenly, “Did Anselia ever tell you that?”

“Whot?”

“Before the war,” Craigain explained, “She didn’t have a clue…was astonished when I told her. It was one of the reasons why the men were fighting so hard to get into government in the first place. Our civilization was exploiting our planet. Our cities were eating up usable farmland, our sky was getting increasingly cluttered with space junk and our colonies were going right down the same path.”

(…extremists or not, what was their motive?)

He forced the voice out of his head and looked out again, this time seeing a section of J’Taeri District that had been flattened by an artificially-induced earthquake.

“If this is what the war came to, my side lost long before the women invented their mind- control tech,” Craigan said sadly.

“We’re coming up on the Qu’Eh fleet,” T’Parief called from the co-pilot station.

Jeffery clapped Craigan on the shoulder, then went back to his workstation.

“Bring us in from the spinward side,” he suggested, “That’s where they’ve got the Senousian and Matrian ships they’ve captured. We’re probably less likely to be detected there.”

Using the thrusters as sparingly as possible, Yanick began to slowly manoeuvre them closer and closer to the enemy fleet.

“I’ve found Silverado,” T’Parief reported, “254 mark 1,”

“Ah see her!” Jeffery said, sounding exited, “Look at that!”

He put an image of the ship on one of the display screens.

“Wow,” Yanick said, “I didn’t know I’d be so happy to see her in one piece!”

“And it looks like the crew’s been busy,” Jeffery added. The nacelles were still dark and the navigational deflector was lifeless. But there was very little damage visible on the outside of the big ship. There were black streaks on the engineering hull from Qu’Eh weapons fire, but they’d been shooting to disable, not to destroy. Most of the ship was dark, but as they moved in closer Jeffery had noticed that many of the windows on the upper surface of the saucer were lit.

“Good,” Jeffery said, “They’ve restored partial power,”

“That improves the chances that our plan will be successful,” T’Parief said, pleased.

“You have a plan?” Craigan asked.

“We always have a plan,” T’Parief said confidently.

“That’s a lie,” Yanick chuckled, “But in this case, they really do have a plan.”

There was a hiss-rattle from T’Parief’s throat as his tail twitched.

“Bring us between the nacelles,” Jeffery said, “And set ’er down right on top of the port nacelle pylon, near the emergency plasma vents.”

“I will get the EVA suits,” T’Parief said, rising from his seat.



T’Parief and the HT shuffled carefully along Silverado’s outer hull, their magnetic boots keeping them from flying off into space. Jeffery had stayed with the runabout, running a length of conduit between the runabout and the nearly-dead starship. T’Parief didn’t know the exact details of what Jeffery had planned, only that it would be helpful later on.

Around them, the Qu’Eh fleet silently orbited Matria Prime, apparently oblivious to the rescue team. T’Parief immediately spotted Chairman P’tarek’s flagship orbiting a few kilometers from Silverado. That ship would be their next stop, assuming they could successfully free the Silverado crew still aboard.

Finally, they came around the edge of the saucer to the Deck 12 airlock. Marsden was ready to attach a small power generator, but a few taps on the control panel revealed that the airlock had either been repaired or had been unaffected by Jall’s sabotage.

The airlock might have been working, but as soon as the doors opened the HT quickly found that repair efforts were still underway on Deck 12. The lights were on, but the gravity was off and a quick scan showed a stale atmosphere. Moving carefully, weapons ready, T’Parief led the HT into a Jefferies tube that would take them up a few decks.

“Phase three,” Stern reminded the troops, popping off his helmet the instant they’d found breathable atmosphere, “After successfully infiltrating the ship, we will proceed to Sickbay, where Dr. Wowryk believes we will find what we need to remove the Qu’Eh implants,”

No sooner had they arrived on Deck 6 did they encounter their first Silverado crew member. It was Lieutenant Pye.

“OH GOD, I STUBBED MY TOE!” Pye screamed, spinning away from them.

“What the…” Simmons wondered, “Thanks for the warm UMPH!”

Dar’ugal had slapped a hand over Simmons’ mouth. Pye was hopping on one foot (Deck 6 had gravity, at least). One hand was behind his back, making frantic slashing gestures towards the HT. The other was pointing insistently at what was unmistakably a Qu’Eh implant.

“YES!” Pye shouted, apparently to the empty air, “I stubbed my toe! It frickin’ HURT! No, that’s just one of the repair teams behind me, don’t get your knickers in a twist!”

The supervisor at the other end of his implant link apparently wasn’t pleased with that.

“Look, YOUR quality guidelines are supposed to prevent injury to employees, so if I’ve broken my toe, it’s gonna reflect on YOUR redesign quality review! Yeah, I thought that would shut you up!”

Pye wandered off, still hopping and cursing.

“What have they done to him?” Rengs wondered softly.

“We’ll undo it,” T’Parief shrugged, “Sickbay is right around the corner.”



“What is this stuff we’re looking for, anyway?” Simmons asked as Stern and Marsden rummaged around the storage drawers in one of the med-labs. Sickbay was one of the most heavily-shielded parts of the ship and much of its equipment had been designed to operate independently. The wall-mounted display panels and computer terminals were dead, but the lights had been repaired and the portable equipment had been unscathed by Jall’s little reactor overload.

“I’m not sure,” Stern said, moving through a small door and into a storage locker, “Wowryk said they’re for removing Borg implants, so they should make quick work of the Qu’Eh garbage. But we’ve never had an assimilated crewman, so she couldn’t quite remember where they got stashed,”

“If they had this stuff up here, why didn’t she just free them all before?” Rengs wondered.

“One of her, removing implants while surrounded by Qu’Eh ships, constantly monitored and with nowhere to run?” Stern shook his head, “They didn’t even have access to Sickbay when she left. Besides, it wasn’t until she had the chance to examine a couple of implanted Matrians on the surface that she even figured out that this stuff would work,”

“Convenient,” Simmons muttered.

“Here we are,” T’Parief said, removing an instrument that looked like a cross between a glove and a collection of gardening tools. He slipped the device over one hand and watched as the various bladed attachments came to life, as though searching for a Borg implant to excise.

“I’ve underestimated the medical profession,” he grumbled softly, imagining the bladed tips carving metallic implants right out of living flesh.

Marsden turned very, very pale.

“Oy, what are you boys doing…hey! It’s you guys!”

The HT spun, weapons snapping up at the unexpected voice. They found themselves facing a short, stocky man, either human or one of the multitude of races that looked basically human.

“Who’re you?” Stern demanded.

“That’s Crewman Goresrope,” Simmons said, dropping the business end of his weapon.

“Never heard of him,” T’Parief said suspiciously.

“The RoughHouse Leg-Humper,” Stern relaxed, referring to a string of…incidents…in Silverado’s crew lounge.

“Hey, so I get a bit friendly when I’m smashered,” Goresrope shrugged, “Look, Pye told me there was a stray repair team down here, and I’m supposed to set them straight. Do you know where they went?”

“No idea,” Simmons quipped.

“I think he means us, idiot,” Stern snapped.

“Here is the plan,” T’Parief explained, “Our allies in the Matrian Rebellion are, at this very moment, seizing control of a transporter complex in Raleesh. The city is abandoned, and so Qu’Eh reaction time will be slow. On our signal, Mr. Jeffery will deploy some sort of surprise that will-”

“What kind of surprise? Is it cake?” Goresrope demanded.

“SHUT UP!” T’Parief roared, “It will prevent the Qu’Eh from tracking the transporter beams. We will use this device,” he shoved the pointy glove-from-hell into Goresrope’s face, sending the man flinching back against the wall, “To remove the implants from your officers, who will beam down last. We will then proceed to the Qu’Eh flagship and rescue Commander Jall, as much as I would prefer to leave him there to be tortured and executed. Any questions?”

Goresrope just trembled as one of the bladed tips whirred closer and closer to his face.

“Pull the pointy thing out of his face,” Stern whispered in T’Parief’s ear.

“Oh, right,” T’Parief eased the medical device away from Goresrope’s left eye.

“A-a-a-and what do we do once we’re on the planet?” Goresrope stammered.

“You will hide in the underground cavern beneath Raleesh,” T’Parief replied, “The Qu’Eh will undoubtedly look there for you, but we have a number of small stealth ships moving into position to transport you to safety. Spread the word, we need everybody in the shuttlebay in fifteen minutes.”

“Except the officers,” Stern said, “Anybody who’s been implanted should be in the guest quarters down the hall,”

“OK,”



“Bring the warp core online,” Jeffery ordered, exiting the runabout airlock and moving into the cockpit.

“The Qu’Eh might pick up on that,” Yanick said, massaging her stomach.

Jeffery stared for a moment.

“Ah now it’s not my business,” he said, “But are ye…bigger?”

“You’re right, it’s NOT YOUR BUSINESS!” Yanick snapped, hitting a panel, “And warp core online, bastard!”

Craigan sat very quietly at his station, not wanting to bring any angry attention to himself.

“Good,” Jeffery swallowed, returning to his panel and shunting the warp plasma into the conduit he’d just finished splicing into one of the emergency plasma vents to Silverado’s port nacelle.

“Jeffery to T’Parief,” he said, using an extremely low-powered channel, “Ready to deploy surprise in ten minutes,”

“Acknowledged,” T’Parief’s voice came back filled with static.

“Surprise?” Yanick asked.

“Aye,” Jeffery nodded, “For this part of the plan to work, we need some radiation,”

Outside the window, the nacelle grill was starting to glow with the faintest hint of blue.

“Is this safe?”

“Oh aye, unless yer pregnant or breast fee-” Jeffery had to duck to avoid a well-aimed tricorder that was suddenly flying towards his head, “Ah mean, aye! It’s safe!”



“RADIATION ALERT! RADIATION ALERT!” droned the voice of the Qu’Eh supervisor over implants and regular comm-links throughout Silverado’s saucer, “All employees return to main shuttlebay until decontamination is complete!”

Worried but reasonably well trained, the weary, worn out crewmembers on the ship dropped their tools, spare parts or whatever and started walking, floating or pulling themselves hand-over hand out of their repair areas and back towards the Deck 3 shuttlebay.



“I don’t know what’s causing the leak!” Lieutenant Pye said, trying to pacify Supervisor Blon, “Look, we’re picking up a radiation alarm from one of the nacelles, which have been dormant ever since we lost our warp core in that first attack!”

“This is sure to set your repair schedule back ever further!” Blon accused, sounding almost on the verge of tears, “Do you know what’s going to happen if you fall any further behind?”

“Can’t be worse than what we’re dealing with now,” Pye sighed.

“OH YES IT CAN!” Blon cried, “They’ll send the Supervisors in to work with you, ON SITE! I don’t want that any more than YOU do!”

“Sir,” Crewman Emna had jogged up to Pye, “We need all the officers in the guest quarters up the corridor. We have a…an issue.”

“Perfect,” Blon groaned over the implant link.

Pye, unlike Blon, knew damned well what was waiting for him down the corridor. He’d recognized Stern and T’Parief instantly when he’d seen them, even if Blon hadn’t gotten more than a blurry, half-second shot of them through his implant camera.

“We’d better get over there,” he said.



“Clear,” Simmons said softly, hiding behind a support strut outside the shuttlebay, “That’s all officers accounted for. There should be no Qu’Eh implants in the shuttlebay.”

“Let’s go,” Stern said.

They strode into the shuttlebay, much to the shock of everybody there. Simmons and Stern immediately un-slung transporter enhancers from their backs and started setting them up while T’Parief marched directly to the center of the huge room.

“Ladies and gentleman,” T’Parief roared, tail swishing in what could only be pure satisfaction, “Consider yourselves rescued!”



Down the corridor, Marsden and Rengs watched Pye and Bith vanish into guest quarters. Each had a standard-issue Starfleet Medical Borg Implant Removal Device strapped over one hand. (The devices were officially referred to as SM-BIRDs, though anybody who had used one had immediately started referring to them as S&M-BIRDs.)

“Rengs to Jeffery,” Rengs said softly, “Deploy surprise,”

Jeffery, on a comm-link open to the entire HT, replied immediately.

“Deploying surprise,” he replied.



On the runabout, Jeffery hit the control to send the runabout to maximum warp. The small warp core jumped into overdrive, pumping out carefully tuned drive plasma, with the expectation that said plasma would be coursing into the runabouts nacelles and sending the ship speeding through space.

What actually happened was that the plasma surged through Jeffery’s spliced connections and into Silverado’s dead port nacelle. Without computer control to work the plasma injectors or other equipment, the plasma just spurted into the warp coils before dissipating through the nacelle grills and flooding into the surrounding space, resulting in one hell of a subspace and radiological mess.

On the runabout display, sensor feeds disappeared into jumbles of meaningless data. Jeffery winced as, outside his window, he could see the high-energy plasma already eating away at the closest sections of Silverado’s hull.

“I don’t know how I ever thought you people were Matrians,” Craigan said softly, watching the psychedelic light show going on outside the runabout, “Our people just wouldn’t do this sort of thing,”

(…except that they did…and worse…) the voice whispered.

Even without sensors Jeffery could see the Qu’Eh fighters coming their way to investigate whatever was going in Silverado’s area. He switched the comm-channel to high power, now that the gig was up, and made sure the broadcast would reach their rebel friends in Raleesh transporter central.

“Surprise deployed,” he said.



In the shuttlebay, the first group of crewman positioned between the transporter enhancers vanished in Matrian transporter beams.

In the guest quarters down the hall, Supervisor Blon was cut-off mid rant.

“UNAUTHORIZED RADIATION DUMP!” she was screaming, “Communications interference! Sensor quality degradation of over 92%! And…hey…is that a transporter beam?”

The doors hissed open, revealing Marsden and Rengs. They jumped at Pye and Bith, pressing the devices against the Qu’Eh implants clamped onto their ears.

Pye and Bith both screamed bloody murder as tiny laser scalpels opened their skin and severed the implants connections. The bladed attachments clamped onto the implants themselves and eased them away as two tiny dermal regenerators repaired the damage.

“Ooops, I guess these things don’t come with anaesthesia,” Rengs gulped, standing next to a very disoriented Pye, the bloodstained implant gripped in his mechanical medical claw-thing.

“We don’t care, just get these off!” snapped Lieutenant Day, baring one ear.

“What’s going on?” Blon demanded, her voice full of static, “…lost visuals…signals indicate no vitals from employees…and Bith…”

Two more screams, two more implants removed.

“Get to the shuttlebay!” Rengs shouted.

Day followed Bith and Pye out the door. They ran quickly down the corridor and into the shuttlebay. More than half the crew was gone, another group was vanishing in a shower of transporter sparkles.

“It’s about time!” Pye snapped, “We’ve been up here for over a month! Close to two? I don’t know, we’ve lost track, but way too long!”

“We thought the fleet would be here by now,” T’Parief said, “But recent events have…changed our plans,”

“We’ve filled in your crewmembers,” Stern cut in, “You’ll be met in Raleesh by Matrian rebels. They’ll hide you there until you can be evacuated to the bunker,”

“You’ll like it,” Simmons quipped, “There’s a train and everything!”

Pye stared.

“He’s easily amused,” Stern explained.

“What about Jall?” Pye asked.

“Our next stop,”

There was a shimmer of Starfleet transporter sparks as Jeffery, Craigan and Yanick appeared in the bay.

“Small problem,” Jeffery gulped, right before the ship shook, knocking them to the deck.

“Qu’Eh?” T’Parief demanded.

“Yup,” Jeffery nodded, “That jolt there? That was the runabout being disabled by a Qu’Eh disruptor,”

“Disabled or destroyed?”

“Well, goin’ with their pattern so far, probably disabled,” Jeffery said, “Otherwise the explosion from its warp core would have destroyed half this ship. Don’t worry, we wiped all the flight logs. And I grabbed this on the way out,”

He help up the sensor-reflective shield generator he’d cobbled together.

“The Qu’Eh love stealing ships,” Pye said, just before he vanished in a transporter beam.

“And how are we supposed to rescue Jall without the runabout?” T’Parief demanded.

The last group of crewmembers had just vanished, leaving them alone in the shuttlebay.

“Well,” Jeffery said, “Either we wait around here to be captured, or we take advantage of the fact that I passed the coordinates to P’tarek’s flagship to our rebel friends on the planet.

“So, we step into those transport enhancers, and they beam us right over?” Simmons asked.

“Aye. Ye still up fer rescuing the annoying git?”

T’Parief thought about it for a moment.

“I am having too much fun to stop now,” he said.

They stepped into the enhancer field and vanished.
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Extraction


Matrian Installation 317-B, AKA ‘Haven’:



“Medical team to the hanger!” chanted the voice of Ensign Frat Naketh, “Captain Stafford to the hanger! Agent Jural to the hanger!”

“This is Dr. Wowryk,” Wowryk replied, tapping the Matrian comm-badge she’d taken from one of the facility’s storage cabinets, “What’s happening?”

“We’ve got a Senousian scout inbound,” Frat reported, “They’ve got wounded!”

Agent Jural looked up from the old-fashioned map of Matronus he and Wowryk had been studying.

“That must be the Starfleet refugees,” he said.

“More than that, it’s a chance for me to do the job I actually signed up for,” Wowryk snapped. She jumped to her feet. “Let’s get to the tram!”

She charged towards the propped-open door, then stopped.

“Where on Earth did I put my med-kit?”



Stafford, Jural and Wowryk burst into Haven’s only above-ground hanger just as the Senousian scout was coming in for a landing. The ship was obviously damaged, with smoking scorch marks streaking along the port side. The port engine had clearly been hit and had been reduced to a smoking ruin. Underneath, her belly anti-grav units were making a sound similar to a very, very unhappy housecat.

The pilot was clearly having trouble controlling the ship. In the hanger control room, Frat was frantically pulling at a tangle of wires protruding from the wall, searching for the connection that would move the landing platforms out of the way. He’d evidently found it, as the two mobile landing platforms on that side of the hanger abruptly slid upwards, nearly sandwiching a trio of Matrian fighters between them.

“Clear the main deck!” Frat cried, “They’re having-”

There was an ear-splitting squeal as sparks flew from the damaged antigrav unit. The Senousian ship dropped like a stone, smashing into the hanger floor and skidding across the deck. Some of Haven’s safety systems must have been functioning in spite of the lockdown, as a repulsor beam abruptly shot out of the far wall, slowing the ship before it could strike a solid series of support struts.

The hatch popped open. Wowryk and Nurse Kerry were immediately there, eager to help out any wounded. Lieutenant Pye was the first one out the door. Seeing Stafford, he moved immediately his way.

“Lieutenant,” Stafford grinned, “It’s good to see you! I’m so glad you’re safely back!”

“Thanks, sir,” Pye said, “Everybody got off Silverado, except the HT. They went in to rescue Jall. But may I say, nice bit of waiting on the rescue!”

“Um…there were…issues here, too,” Stafford said.

“There’s gonna be more!” Pye said seriously, “We stirred up the hornet’s nest out there!” he tossed a thumb in the general direction of ‘out there’, “The Qu’Eh have scrambled all their attack fighters; they’re combing the planet! All the other ships you sent to Raleesh, y’know, the ones that came to get us, have gone to ground until things calm down a bit,”

“Good idea,” Stafford nodded, “We can’t risk leading them here!” He looked over at the damaged ship, “You didn’t lead them here, did you?”

“No, we bumped into a Qu’Eh fighter over the ocean. We shot them down, then came the rest of the way here at low altitude, random course changes,”

“Good call,”

“But you need to shut everything down!” Pye insisted, “The Qu’Eh are gonna be scanning the planet like mad!”

“We haven’t really figured out how to turn anything on,” Stafford shrugged, but he tapped his comm-badge. “Stafford to Valtaic, spread the word: Shut everything down cold. The Qu’Eh are throwing a fit,”

“We haven’t figured out how to turn much on,” Valtaic pointed out, “Unless you count the replicators and the heating grill in the Matrian restaurant.”

“Just do it,” Stafford closed the channel. He looked at Pye. The guy looked like crap; he had shadows under his eyes, his face was haggard, his hair unkempt and it looked like he’d lost a few kilos eating Qu’Eh rations.

“We’ll get you guys setup with quarters,” Stafford said, “We’ve got Starfleet personnel setup in one of the island towers. Jeffery even got the turbo-lift working before he left. Too bad he can’t figure out the one in the Command Tower,”

“Which your officer just shut down anyway,” Jural pointed out helpfully.

Stafford started, as though he’d forgotten the Matrian was even there.

“Right,”

Pye moved off towards a group of waiting Silverado crewmen. Stafford and Jural watched as Wowryk and Kerry carefully unloaded one of the Matrian soldiers from the damaged scout. His arm had been caught in the discharge from a damaged console and was scorched and smoking, much like the scout. Wowryk, having applied painkillers before moving the patient, had started disinfecting the arm. Kerry was gathering burn spray and a wrapping, the whole while talking on her comm-badge to the temporary infirmary they’d setup in a nearby cargo bay. (The equipment they’d brought down from Silverado was limited, but was far better than nothing.) Behind them, Craigan was holding his head and wobbling slightly as he made his way out of the ship.

“So,” Wowryk was saying, “Even though you’re only injured and it’s highly unlikely that you’ll die, this is still an excellent opportunity for you to grow closer to your Lord and Creator. I’d be more than happy to provide you a copy of an excellent Earth book, the Christian Bible,”

Stafford smiled contentedly.

“It’s good to see her back in her old job,” he said, “Instead of plotting a rebellion,”

“It’s a side of her I haven’t seen,” Jural said curiously, watching as she finished the temporary dressing on the first patient and moved on to the second, this one a Starfleet crewman with a dislocated shoulder.

“OK, Crewman,” she said firmly, “I need you to made me angry,”

The man looked blankly at her.

“Trust me,” she said.

“Um…you Sickbay posters aren’t funny?” he said.

“They’re not supposed to be,” Wowryk crosser her arms, “Try again!”

“Uhhh…I believe that Jesus had brothers and sisters?”

“Closer,” Wowryk said, her lips tightening, “But I need to be really, really mad,”

“Uh…you’ve got great tits, and I’d just love to reach out and-”

With a growl, Wowryk grabbed the man, slammed him against the scout and strategically slammed her entire weight against one particular spot. There was a pop and a brief screech of pain as the crewman’s shoulder popped neatly back into place.

“Excellent,” Wowryk said, brushing her hands together, “And who’s next?”

“I haven’t seen her in such a good mood in weeks!” Stafford grinned.

“Me neither,” Jural marvelled.

“Waitaminute,” Stafford’s grin vanished, “PYE! You said everybody got off Silverado, right?”

“Right,” Pye said, just on his way out of the hanger.

“Which ship is Yanick on?”

“Ummmm…”





Raleesh Transporter Central, Two Hours Prior:



A Matrian technician was running her hands over the blue and yellow controls on the master transporter panel of Raleesh’s primary transporter terminal. An empty city, Raleesh had been abandoned by the Matrians after their re-awakening. The Council of Governors had wanted to consolidate their population temporarily until some of the kinks were worked out of their new civilization, and had planned to re-populate Raleesh within the next five years. Of course, that was before the Qu’Eh invasion.

In any event, the empty city had been largely ignored by the Qu’Eh, making it perfect for the rescue team’s needs. Even as the author embarked on this long and largely pointless round of exposition, Silverado crewmen were materializing on three of the many transporter stages that surrounded the master panel.

“Those are the last crewmembers off the ship,” Lieutenant Kennurdy said, checking his crewman-count, “Nobody left but-”

The operator, getting another set of signals from the transporter enhancers setup in Silverado’s shuttlebay, activated the beams again.

“The rescue team,” Kennurdy finished as the Hazardous Team, plus Yanick, Jeffery and T’Parief, materialized on one of the empty stages.

“Turn this baby right around!” Stern called pleasantly, “One trip to the Soulless Bastard Express, please!”

“Wait!” T’Parief said firmly. He turned to Yanick, “Return to the installation. You will be safer there,”

Yanick put her hands on her hips and made a face.

“Oh, what, you think I need to be protected?” she said, “I’m still a Starfleet officer-type person! I’m going with you guys!”

“Uh, and we’re still going to need a good pilot for our daring escape,” Simmons tried to point out. T’Parief’s tail whipped out, slapping Simmons across his forearm and drawing a yelp of pain.

That done, he still had to admit that he had no reason for wanting her to return to Haven other than that he wanted her tucked safely away, where nothing could happen to her. Of course, even he knew better than to say that!

“You’re always so concerned about the mission?” Yanick was asking, “Well, maybe if I show you that I can be woman of action sometimes too, you’ll stop treating me like a piece of fragile china!”

T’Parief was about to deliver a retort when the realization suddenly hit: That was exactly the kind of attitude he wanted in a mate. That daring, that stubbornness, that need to go out and do something useful. Sure, he hated Jall, and saw this rescue mission as something that had to be done ‘just because’. But to Yanick, Jall was a close, special friend. And what was more honourable than risking your life to save a shipmate?

“If any Qu’Eh so much as lay a finger on you, I will paint the walls with his blood,” he purred.

“Yuck,” Rengs, Simmons and Marsden muttered.

Kreklor, on the other hand, had started making notes on his tricorder.

“I will have to remember to use that line if I’m ever going into battle with my mate,” the Klingon muttered to himself.





Qu’Eh flagship, orbiting Matria Prime:



There was a shimmer of multicoloured transporter sparks as the rescue team materialized aboard the Qu’Eh flagship.

“AAAATTTAAAACCCCKKKKK!!!!” Stern screamed, firing his phaser rifle. The other team members let loose their own war cries and weapons barrages. One beam bounced off a reflective surface, striking Marsden and sending the hostage negotiator/computer expert tumbling to the floor.

“STOP SHOOTING!” T’Parief roared, “THERE IS NOBODY HERE!”

Stern released the trigger of his phaser rifle, then looked around the room. They’d materialized in an empty dining hall. Some sort of brown, brackish-smelling drink was now spilling out of a ruptured drink dispenser and several walls now bore small discolorations from stun blasts.

“Jeez, now everybody’s going to know we’re here,” Yanick said. Her hands were clamped over her ears, her hand phaser pointed straight up at the ceiling.

“Trish, FIRE!” T’Parief snapped.

By reflex, Yanick squeezed the trigger, sending a beam of deadly energy straight up and into a sensor node directly above her. The node sparked, disabled. She gave a little yelp, slamming her eyes shut.

Yanick slowly opened one eye, then looked up. She opened the other, shook herself out and lowered her hands from her ears.

“See?” she giggled, “I’m already useful!”

“Let’s keep moving,” Stern suggested, “They may have security on the way already!”

“Did anybody to think to ask the Qu’Eh where they keep their brigs?” Simmons asked.

“According to Wowryk, they were held somewhere on the upper decks,” Rengs said, tapping at his tricorder, “But our plan is just to look for Trill life-signs.” The tricorder beeped. “And there they are. Eight levels up, forward section.”

“Let’s go!”



“Mr. Jall, so good to see you,” a simpering Qu’Eh underling gushed, “We’ve been looking forward to having you on our team for weeks now! I’m Associate Clart”

“Goody,” Jall muttered.

Over the course of the day he’d been forced to fill out reams of forms, mostly legal-type stuff disavowing the Qu’Eh of any responsibility for injuries he might sustain over the course of his torture. This had not exactly pleased him.

“I’m not signing that,” he’d flatly refused after reading a document that informed him that he may, over the course of his ‘persuasive professional development session’, be exposed to heat and/or open flame and that the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority was not responsible for any burns, blisters or similar heat-related injuries.

“Mr. Jall, this is a standard document,” Supervisor Neum had said patiently, “Everybody who goes through these tort…um…professional development sessions signs them.”

“But if I’m exposed to heat and get burnt, it WILL be your fault!” Jall had snapped.

“Oh my, no,” Neum had shaken her head.

“And how do you figure that?”

“If you’d done your job, this wouldn’t be happening,” Neum had said, “Therefore, this is all your fault,”

“It’s my fault that the Qu’Eh might burn, cut,” he’d started shuffling through the forms, “Drown, electrocute, exsanguinate, dehydrate, or see me devoured by wild frozzits?”

“Precisely,” Neum had nodded.

“I refuse to sign it,” he’d repeated firmly. Neum had gestured to the guard, who’d immediately pointed the business end of his weapon to Jall’s temple.

“Is that thing even real?” he’d demanded.

The guard had eased the weapon to the right, fired a shot against the wall, then returned to pressing it against Jall’s temple.

“This’ll never hold up in a court of law,” he’d grumbled, signing the document.

Now he was finally being led into what was presumable the room where, depending on the Qu’Eh, he’d either suffer horribly or die.

“I have all the usual documentation for this employee,” Neum said to the other Qu’Eh, handing over a very heavy briefcase, “He’s very stubborn,”

“Thank you, Supervisor,” Clart said, “Your quality assessment for this case will no doubt be positive,”

“Ohh, you charmer!” Neum giggled, her hands fluttering for a moment.

“Now, Mr…” Clart checked his clipboard, despite having already said Jall’s name, “Jall. We have something special planned for you!”

“Well, my mommy always said I was a special boy,” Jall quipped.

“Normally, an employee that caused such a delay in his persuasive development processing would never have been tolerated,” Clart went on, “But in your case, it gave us just the time we needed to perfect a little something we’ve been working on. And thanks to a very recent…development, there’s no time to lose!”

He turned and walked briskly through a door off to one side of the torture reception/processing area. Jall’s guards suggested he follow, mainly by prodding him in the kidneys with their weapons.

They passed three different ‘work areas’, each one disturbingly similar to the main treatment area in a standard Starfleet sickbay. Each had a bio-bed in the center with an array of electronic devices arrayed above them and several carts of equipment nearby. Unlike a Starfleet sickbay, these beds were tilted at about fourty-five degrees and the devices and equipment didn’t exactly resemble medical equipment. All three areas were empty, luckily.

The fourth area held a single Matrian female, but it was the fifth that had drawn Jall’s attention. It held a collection of unrecognizable Qu’Eh technology, most of it looking very jury-rigged. Cabled and conduits branched between components in a fashion that strongly resembled the results of Jall’s one and only attempt to learn knitting. What disturbed him however was that there appeared to be several pieces of Matrian technology added in to the mix, technology that looked like it had been damaged.

“Where is Queen Anselia hiding?” a Qu’Eh interrogator demanded, leaning over the Matrian prisoner.

“I don’t know,” the woman said firmly.

“What does the word ‘Haven’ mean to you?” the interrogator demanded.

“Nothing. I think it might be a kind of ice cream the Starfleeters eat.”

The interrogator looked over to Clart, who nodded. He adjusted a couple of controls on a makeshift panel next to the prisoner, then slipped some kind of emitter device over her head. The conglomeration of equipment in the next bay began to pulse and hum.

“Where is Queen Anselia hiding?” the interrogator demanded again.

“I…I…I…” the Matrian’s eyes had grown wide, but didn’t appear to be looking at anything. Her body was relaxing, her mouth trembled slightly.

“Tell me,” the interrogator said insistently, “Obey me. I am your master, it is your place to serve,”

“My place…”

“Stop it!” Jall demanded.

“Why?” Clart asked, “The Matrians used this technology against their own people for almost a century. Is two minutes really that unbearable?”

“You found a Matrian Spatial-Interphase-Device,” Jall realized. He looked over at the humming contraption, “Or at least pieces of one,”

“It’s sort of a work in progress,” Clart admitted while the interrogator continued asking insistent questions, “And there are a lot of side effects the Matrian versions never caused that we haven’t quite figured out. Nausea, vomiting or nosebleeds most of the time. But we’ve driving at least one prisoner quite mad, and killed another. I’m afraid that’s going to hurt my quality score,”

“You’re a monster,” Jall said coldly.

“Of course I am,” Clart looked surprised, “Why wouldn’t I be? That’s what they pay me for!”

“What is Haven?” the interrogator demanded again.

“Don’t…know…” the prisoner’s voice was growing more and more listless.

“That’s enough,” Clart said suddenly, “She knows nothing. This one,” he nodded at Jall, “Will be able to tell us more,”

“What makes you say that?” Jall asked, wondering just why it was always him getting strapped down to the torture table, “You already tricked me into giving you info on the Federation fleet, what else can I tell you?”

“You can tell us the current location of Dr. Wowryk,” Clart replied immediately.

“Uh, how would I know that? I just fired her out in an escape pod,”

“We were closing in on her, thanks to information we managed to obtain from Matrian prisoners,” Clart explained, “Then she called for extraction to a place called ‘Haven’ and promptly vanished.”

Uh-oh.

“We’re quite sure that wherever Haven is, Queen Anselia, King Hektor and Minister Stafford are likely there as well,”

This could be bad.

“And we’re certain you know where it is,” Clart finished.



Site Director Laurette, current leader of the Matrian Outsourced Component of the Qu’Eh Corporate Assessment Authority had known something was up the moment two of P’tarek’s lackeys had marched into her office in the Matrian government building and insisted that her presence was ‘requested’ aboard P’tarek’s flagship. She’d been beamed up rather then sent by shuttle, which struck her as odd. P’tarek and the other Qu’Eh had seemed to greatly prefer the use of shuttles, probably because it made for a more dramatic arrival complete with greeting parties. Or maybe because they gave opportunities to survey their destination prior to arrival. Hell, she didn’t know. But the fact that P’tarek had had her beamed up to his ship was unusual. She’d been led through a series of bland corridors until she came to P’tarek’s horribly decorated office. P’tarek was speaking to somebody over subspace when she arrived.

“Completely thrilled that you’ve agreed, Shareholder,” P’tarek was saying, “Yes, I suspected once you saw the Matrian fertility figures that the Board would agree…ahh, and here is Site Director Laurette now!”

Laurette turned, noticing a large viewscreen set into one of the strangely angled walls. An older Qu’Eh was seated behind a transparent desk, his implant not only larger than normal but also connected to a heavy wall socket by an honest-to-God cable.

“Site Director Laurette, finest quality!” the man said, “I’m Shareholder Thoms. Chairman P’tarek was telling me just the other day that the spass-fish population in the Matronus River appears to have stabilized?”

A few weeks ago Laurette would have been confused and annoyed by the seemingly random change in subject, but a mandatory ‘Friendly Banter’ workshop had taught her that it was Qu’Eh culture to exchange random pleasantries.

“Yes, Shareholder,” Laurette said politely, “And the Chairman was just saying yesterday that the rains are due in his home region this week,”

“Hmm, her FB isn’t the best, but I am impressed,” Thoms said to P’tarek, “I’ve certainly seen worse from the newly employed. In any event, Site Director, it gives me great pleasure to pass along some good news!”

“You’re all leaving and letting us run our own civilization?” Laurette asked dryly.

“Don’t be absurd,” Thoms shook his head, reaching for a beverage, “No, the Board has approved the allocation of additional resources to the Matrian Sector!”

“Additional…resources?” Laurette’s mouth went dry.

“Yes. In fact, a fleet of three new cruisers and their escorts will be arriving at Matria Prime within hours, and another fourty thousand troops will be arriving within the next few days.”

“More ships…today?”

“Well, the ships were approved several days ago and sent along. The troops were approved yesterday, after we received word that your people had been rated above average in fertility! This indicates a higher likelihood that the Matrian people will be long-term active employees in the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority!”

“That’s…great,” Laurette said, unenthusiastically.

“Now, you and the Chairman can go down to your quaint little council and announce the news. But there is one little drawback. The Chairman will explain, as I have a meeting. But it was a pleasure meeting you. Finest quality to you both.”

“Finest quality,” P’tarek said, bowing slightly towards the screen as the image faded.

“A drawback?” Laurette demanded.

“There was an incident less than an hour ago,” P’tarek said, his pleasant demeanour gone, “The rebels have gone too far, and I’m afraid we’re going to have to punish your people because of it,”

“What happened,” Laurette demanded.

“Nothing you need to worry about,” P’tarek snapped, “But now we’re going to destroy Raleesh.”

Laurette was thrown off-guard.

“What? Why? It’s empty, there’s nothing there!”

“There’s an entire city, along with all the tools and technologies one might expect,” P’tarek said, “Frankly, it was erroneous of us to ignore it as long as we did. Believe me, the Vice-President that made that decision will be suffering horribly during his next performance review!”

“What happened?” Laurette demanded again.

“A group of rebels used Raleesh as a base during an…operation,” P’tarek said, his mouth tight, “Normally, this would be no more disturbing than any other rebel activity. But in this case, it’s clear that we cannot allow them access to the city, and guarding an empty city is just a waste of our resources. So it will be a…demonstration…instead.”

“You can’t just inform me that you’re going to destroy an entire city, and then refuse to tell me why!” Laurette snapped.

“But I will. Now come, let’s go have a little chat with your council, then we can go blow up a city! Won’t that be fun?”



“Quiet, people,” Stern said softly, watching his tricorder as a squad of Qu’Eh security guards moved quickly through the corridor next to their maintenance tube, “Search team,”

The Qu’Eh were clearly aware that somebody had boarded their ship, as there were security teams combing the ship. But there had been no alarms, no flashing lights and no outward sign that anything was amiss. It had confused Stern for a moment, until he remembered that the Qu’Eh were corporate-types, and the last thing any corporation would do was admit that anything was wrong.

SQUIIRRRGGGLLLEEE!!!

“Urp!” Yanick put a hand to her mouth, “Excuse me!”

“Ah warned ye people to eat before we left the runabout!” Jeffery hissed.

“I don’t think it was my stomach,” Yanick said. He cheer had faded a little; she was starting to look worried as she massaged her abdomen.

“Can you hold out?” Stern asked.

Yanick nodded. T’Parief let out a hiss-rattle.

Rengs was tapping again at his tricorder while Simmons slapped lightly at Marsden’s face, trying to revive the man from the stun-blast he’d taken.

“Jall’s stopped moving,” Rengs said, “Two more levels up.” He frowned.

“What?” T’Parief demanded.

“Well, there’s only two other non Qu-Eh life signs,” he said, “Oops, make that one. The other just beamed off the ship,”

“So?”

“Wowryk said that when they were captured, they had hundreds of prisoners aboard,” Stern cut in, “You don’t think they killed them all, do you?”

“They were probably sent to repair their ships, as our people were,” T’Parief said quietly, “It is of no concern,”

“Ohhh, but it is!” Simmons said, fondling one of the plasma grenades on his belt, “It means that after we grab Jall, we can leave this little present in a strategic spot…say, right next to their warp core?”

T’Parief’s eyes widened like a kid on Christmas morning.

“Here is what we will do,” he said, gesturing for them to gather ’round.



Jall was starting to feel strange.

“What is Haven?” the interrogator demanded.

“What’s your name, anyway?” Jall asked, ignoring the question.

“I am Interviewer Staie,” the Matrian replied.

“Pleasure to meet you,” Jall replied.

“Why, thank you.”

“I was actually just lying to be polite,” Jall added.

Staie tapped a button, sending a jolt of electricity through Jall’s left leg.

“Where is Dr. Wowryk?”

“Not sure, but wherever she is, she’s probably at church,” Jall said.

“Where would Queen Anselia be hiding?”

“Don’t know, haven’t seen her in over a month,” Jall replied immediately, “By the way, she’s got a great ass, don’t you think?”

“Where is Minister Stafford hiding?”

“Probably between Queen Anselia’s legs,” Jall quipped pleasantly.

Staie looked over to Clart, who nodded. Staie tapped a couple of commands into the panel next to the bed, then slowly turned a knob. The device, which until then had barely been humming, started to pulse.

Jall remembered his previous exposures to M-SIDs the way he remembered strange or particularly interesting dreams: Somewhat there, but fairly patchy. But what he remembered clearly was that according to all reports, the Silverado crew had successfully disabled the personality-altering functions of the M-SID they’d used to infiltrate the Matrian Dreamland. How much those functions had affected them during their first exposure to one of the devices a good four years ago still wasn’t clear. But what was clear was that he, San Jall, had never been exposed to the full mind-twisting power of the device.

His body started to ease as a feeling of intense relaxation came over him. He knew intellectually that this was the device preparing his brain to exchange signals with a highly complex cortical induction field, and that in addition to altering personalities the M-SIDs served as links to the vast artificial reality the Matrian females had ruled for a century. Of course, this wasn’t an M-SID he was hooked up to, it was a cobbled together Qu’Eh device that was supposed to make him more…agreeable to them. There was no artificial reality, no cortical induction field, and a good chance that this much brain-tampering was just going to make him soil himself.

“I hate it when people fool around with technology they don’t understand,” Jall said dreamily.

“You want to tell us about Haven,” Staie said, ignoring the comment, “What is it? Where is it? It really is something we should know about.”

What was Haven anyway, Jall wondered. He’d never heard the name before, not in connection with the Matrians. But whatever it was, the Matrians were pretty sure that Stafford and Anselia were there. And he knew perfectly well where they were: the underground Matrian installation under the desert.”

“Why would they name it Haven?” Jall murmured aloud, “That’s a stupid name!”

Staie and Clart exchange ecstatic looks.

“He DOES know!” Clart exclaimed, “Ohhh, my quality score is going to go through the roof!”

“Why would they name it Haven?” Staie repeated back to Jall, a voice recorder at hand.

Jall’s mind was swimming. He couldn’t tell them where Haven was…he couldn’t tell them where Haven was…he couldn’t tell them where Haven was. But that’s not what the Qu’Eh, who really wasn’t a bad sort after all was he, was asking.

“They’re hiding there,” Jall said, “It was a haven for the Matrian government, and for most of our crew.”

“Where is it?”

Jall shook his head.

“What is it?”

“We don’t know,” he replied dreamily, “Military installation? Bunker? Long-term shelter? But it’s hundreds of years old…the Matrians had no idea it was even there!”

“That’s why none of the rebels knew about it!” Clart said excitedly.

“We’ve got to notify the Chairman!” Staie said.

Clart looked at his chrono.

“He’s down on the planet, addressing the government,” he shook his head, “But get a sensor feed in here! If we can pinpoint this bunker, we’ll have sufficient justification for a Type-1 Dramatic Interruption!”

“Tell us more about this bunker,” Staie insisted, adjusting the dial again.



“By the Prophets,” Rengs muttered, tapping his tricorder angrily.

“What?”

“Some kind of…energy readings,” Rengs said, “Right from Jall’s location. Nothing I’ve see before!”

“Let me see,” Jeffery insisted. He looked at the tricorder screen. “Uh-oh,”

“What?” T’Parief insisted.

“Look,” he turned the tricorder so the reptile could see it.

“And that means what?” T’Parief said, his voice carrying a hint of danger.

“It’s a lot like the field put out by those Matrian dream-machine thingies,”

“We encountered those before you joined the crew,” Stern said to Rengs.

“But we knew the Qu’Eh were searching for one,” Marsden added, still woozy from the stun blast, “We saw them in the cavern under Matronus,”

“Looks like they had some luck after all,” Jeffery said.

“We should probably blow that up too then, right?” Simmons asked.

“Yes, yes we definitely should. And quickly, who knows what Jall might be telling them!”



“Evendra Desert,” Clart was muttering, tapping at a sensor panel one of his subordinates had brought in, “I can’t find anything there, just the abandoned ruin of a city and a lot of wasteland!”

“Energy…readings…” Jall’s head was starting to loll, “That’s how we found….”

Clart shook his head, “There’s nothing there! The topography is just flat sand for thousands of square kilometres!”

“Where specifically did you find this bunker?” Staie demanded.

“Ruins…city…”

“In the ruins, or near them?”

“I still can’t find anything!” Clart exclaimed, starting to sound a tad hysterical.

Staie reached for the adjustment knob again.

“And don’t touch that! If his brains melt, he won’t be able to tell us anything!”



“I’m positive the tricorder said there was supposed to be a left turn here,” Rengs muttered angrily, contemplating the maintenance shaft dead-end he found himself facing.

“I keep telling you people,” Stern said, “Tricorders can’t do everything!”

“How far are we from Jall, anyway?” Marsden asked.

“Twenty meters.”

“Close enough to hear the screams,” Simmons said helpfully. The rest of the HT ignored him, but T’Parief started listening very, very carefully. Unfortunately (for him, anyway) Jall apparently wasn’t being interrogated with scream-invoking methods.

“Two more groups of life-signs,” Rengs said, “Qu’Eh security is closing in on us!”

“Simmons, time to do your thing,” Stern ordered, gesturing for the rest of them to move back.

“Heeheeheeheeheehee!” Simmons giggled, rummaging around in his pack for an explosive charge, “Hmmm…Sandy, or Susan? Definitely Susan!”

“He names his bombs?” Yanick whispered to T’Parief.

“Names, converses with and occasionally dresses up,” T’Parief muttered back, “He is very…passionate…about his work.”

“HEEHEEHEEHEEHEE!!!” Simmons giggles were bordering on hysterics as he quickly yet lovingly set the detonator control and sprinted back around the nearest corner. He gave Stern a look that could only be described as ‘eager puppy’. Smiling and shaking his head, Stern gave him the go-ahead.

“GOOOD SAVE OOUR GRAAACIOUS QUEEN!” Simmons sang out at the top of his lungs, then slammed his hand down on the detonator.

KA-BLAAAM!

The entire section of the shaft seemed to jump as the dead-end became an open passageway. Jeffery was looking at Simmons with a look of complete and utter confusion. He turned to T’Parief.

“We don’t know why he sings that, either,” T’Parief said before Jeffery could even ask.



“Nothing, nothing, NOTHING!” Clart was now frantic, “I’m scanning all around these ruins! All I can find is sand, sand and more sand!”

“Is Haven north of the city, or south?” Staie asked Jall, trying to keep his voice calm and soothing, “If I wanted to walk there on a clear, sunny day, how would I know the way?”

“Muuugggnnnnn….” Jall slurred.

“Turn it off!” Thoms said, “We need his mind intact!”

Staie was about to turn the dial down when could have sworn he hear…singing? Suddenly the entire jurry-rigged mind-control contraption exploded outward from the wall, showering Jall and the two Qu’Eh with debris.

“Atta girl, Betty!” a human in Matrian fatigues shouted, jumping through the hole and firing his phaser in all directions.

“I thought that one was Sandy!” another human shouted.

“Nope, I’m saving Sandy for the big finish!”

“Three explosions in one day,” a third human said, this one with a thick accent, “No wonder ye never let him out to play!”

“He’s kinda hard to clean up after,” the second human admitted.

Staie and Clart took one look at the invaders, then turned to run. Rengs and Stern gunned them down with stun blasts before they’d even taken two steps. Marsden was at Jall’s side immediately, cutting through the restraint straps and helping the groggy officer to his feet. Dar’ugal rushed over to the unconscious Matrian prisoner and did the same.

“He’s pretty out of it,” Marsden reported, “Whatever they were doing, it’s messed him up a bit!”

“Well, he’s not oozing entrails or anything, so I assume we can move him?” Stern asked. Jeffery made a face, while T’Parief just licked his lips. Yanick smacked him upside the head.

“Ah can’t contact Raleesh Transporter Central,” Jeffery reported, fiddling with his comm-badge.

“Doesn’t matter,” Rengs said, glancing at his tricorder, “The Qu’Eh have their shields up anyway. But I’m pretty sure there’s a shuttlebay eight decks down from here!”

“Let’s go!”

They’d made it down two decks before the ambush hit. One moment they were sneaking down another maintenance shaft, the next there were Qu’Eh to the front and to the rear. Dar’ugal dropped the Matrian woman and ducked behind a support, firing stun blasts into the enemy security team. Kreklor and Rengs took the rear positions, sending enough shots towards the Qu’Eh team to keep them from advancing.

“Stern,” T’Parief shouted, “Our priority is now escape. Lethal response is authorized,”

“’bout f**king time,” Stern muttered, “Simmons! Got any Scuttling Sally’s in there?”

“Is a Klingon crawling with parasites?” Simmons asked, reaching into his satchel. Keklor, without missing a beat in his covering fire, jammed the butt of his phaser rifle into Simmons’ ribs, just hard enough to hurt.

“I think you’ll like this one,” Stern shouted to Jeffery over the din of weapons fire, “A little something Simmons and Keklor worked out!”

“Aye?”

Simmons had dropped what looked like a plasma grenade, right on the floor where the rescue team was taking cover.

“BUGGER!” Jeffery squeaked, positive he was about to be blown to smithereens. Instead, the grenade appeared to sprout six long, slender legs. It took off towards the front Qu’Eh team at high speed, giving off strange electronic chirps as it dodged from side to side.

“OOOOHHHH SAY CAAN YOU SEEEEEE!!!!” Simmons belted out, just before the grenade exploded, sending Qu’Eh bits showering all over the tunnel.

Stern picked up the Matrian woman, Dar’ugal slung Jall over one shoulder and they quickly sprinted down the tunnel.

“That’s disgusting,” Yanick remarked as they passed the charred remains of the Qu’Eh. Her stomach twisted again, gurgling and sending another throng of nausea through her. Her uniform tunic, already two sizes bigger than she normally wore, was getting tight again. Whatever was going on there, it was getting worse. And quickly. And it couldn’t be happening at a worse time.



T’Parief was in full attack mode. The Hazardous Team was now two decks above the supposed shuttlebay, and they’d had to dispatch three more Qu’Eh security teams. There were still no alarms sounding, no alert lights flashing, and no outward indication that anything was at all the matter on the Qu’Eh ship.

They’d been chased out of the maintenance tubes at some point, and were now racing down the main corridor of the ship, crashing over plastic plants and squinting in the bright white lighting. Up ahead, Stern had forced open a door labelled ’Data Tabulation, then abruptly stopped.

“I think we found the recreation deck,” he said, his jaw dropping.

They crowded through the door, finding themselves on a sort of promenade overlooking a wide, open space that seemed to be 1/3 restaurant and 2/3 casino. In every aisle, near every table and parked next to every exit were carts loaded with padds. Hundreds, even thousands of the tablet-like devices were being picked up, dropped off and even distributed. Down on the main floor off to their left, a Qu’Eh couple was dining while they looked over several padds, laughing lightly as they did so. In the casino, patrons were frantically copying data from the padds into central computer consoles, then apparently winning or loosing based on the results.

“Those padds…Rengs trailed off.

“It’s the damned quality surveys they’ve been forcing everybody to fill out!” Stern cried. “Look, those two! They’re reading over the Transit Quality reports from Matronus!”

“And the gaming tables!” Rengs pointed, “They’ve got the Quality of Sex results for most of the planet! That guy just won 40,000…somethings…betting that the average rating would be between 3.45 and 3.47!”

“This is what the Qu’Eh do in their spare time?”Simmons asked incredulously, “No wonder they’re so uptight!”

“This location is too public,” T’Parief declared flatly, not seeming particularly interested, “However, it can be used to our advantage,”

“Let’s wreck up the place?” Stern asked hopefully.

“Exactly.”

With one smooth motion they reversed their phasers and slammed the butts into the glass panel separating the promenade from the gaming and dining floor. Unfortunately, the panel must not have been glass after all, as the phasers simply struck with a solid THUNK. Nobody on the floor even seemed to notice.

“Well, that’s a little embarrassing,” Stern shrugged.

“Simmons?” T’Parief gestured towards the panel.

“We’re just going to take the stairs,” Yanick spoke up, one hand on her stomach. She, Dar’ugal and Kreklor, now carrying the Matrian and Jall, opened the glass door leading to a neat stairway.

“Spoil-sports!” Stern called after her.

“OHHH, FLOWER OF SCOTTLAAAAND!”

KA-BLAM!!!!!



Once the second the explosion and the shower of transparent fragments had cleared, T’Parief, Stern, Rengs, Simmons and Marsden leapt through the empty window and down to the main floor. Off-duty Qu’Eh were now screaming and running around frantically, though most were taking the time to grab as many completed quality forms as they could on their way out. Stern fired at one of the gambling machines, sending it up in smoke as a whole stack of Quality of Death and/or Maiming forms slid to the floor.

“If Ah didn’t know better,” Jeffery shouted over the din to T’Parief, “Ah’d say ye buggers are enjoying this!”

“This is just weeks of pent-up frustration being purged,” T’Parief admitted.

“T’PARIEF!” Kreklor was shouting, “COME!”

T’Parief spun immediately towards the Klingon. At first, he didn’t understand why he was being called, there didn’t seem to be any immediate threat. Then he saw Yanick crumpled on the deck. He was at her side in an instant.

“She passed out,” Kreklor reported, “I suppose we will have to carry her,”

“It’s time to go,” T’Parief said firmly, gingerly picking Yanick up and noticing the abnormal (and considerably larger) swelling in her abdomen.

“STERN!” he shouted, “TO THE SHUTTLEBAY!”

“AWWWW!” Stern shouted back, “Can’t we blow up one more-”

“NOW!”



Up in the interrogation section, Clart slowly regained consciousness. His head was pounding and he felt like he’d been beaten with a full-scale audit. The Starfleet officer was gone, the attacking humans and assorted aliens were gone, their carefully constructed Matrian/Qu’Eh hybrid Dream Machine was a smoking ruin and…

And the sensor panel was beeping.

Looking at the display, Clart saw that at some point in the past half hour, the sensors had picked up a small energy fluctuation. Nothing serious, in fact it could have been interference from the planets ionosphere or from weather on the surface. Odds are, if the sensors hadn’t been directed at the exact same region for such an extended period, it would have gone completely unnoticed. As it was, Clart wasn’t in the most optimistic of moods and almost ignored the tiny fluctuation.

Then he noticed that the position of the energy reading happened to correspond to a very large mound, almost a mountain, of sand about fifty kilometers from the ruins at the desert’s edge.

Not only was that sand mound huge, easily huge enough to cover a secret Matrian installation, it was also close to being perfectly round. Unnaturally so.

“I found it!” he muttered.



They crossed the final two decks quickly. Between the explosions in the maintenance tube, the chaos in their recreation level and the fact that the corporate-type Qu’Eh just weren’t on the same level as a half-crazed Starfleet assault team, resistance on the ship had trickled down to a minimum. They surged through a heavy double door and into a two-level hanger. Nearly half a dozen greenish Qu’Eh runabouts were parked on the deck, one of which had its hatch gaping open.

“This will work for now,” T’Parief said, trying not to hit Yanick’s head against the hatch on the way in, “We can rendezvous with the rebels on the planet and get transport back to Haven.”

“Sounds good,” Jeffery agreed.

Yanick was stirring, her eyes fluttering open.

“What the…”

“Ye fainted,” Jeffery said helpfully.

“Can anybody read Qu’Eh?” Rengs was calling from the cockpit, “This is all gibberish to me!”

“I should be piloting,” Yanick grumbled.

“Not in your condition,” T’Parief said flatly.

“About that, by the way?” Jeffery inquired.

“I don’t know!” Yanick said, sounding very scared, “The doctor said it would pass in a while, but it keeps getting worse! I don’t know what’s happening!”

“We’ve got to get her to Noel,” Jeffery said.

“Yes, we do.” T’Parief agreed.

The runabout jolted, moving in the general direction of the egress doors but spinning on an axis.

“No, THIS one goes here, THAT one goes there!” somebody snapped from the cockpit.

“I’ve got the transporter figured out!” Simmons called, “Permission to leave our parting gift?”

“Quickly!” Stern called back from the cockpit, “Before we pass out of their shield perimeter!”

Simmons gave his last plasma grenade a loving stroke as he placed it on the transporter pad and pulled the pin.

“Express trip right to the Qu’Eh warp core!” he said happily. He took a deep breath. “OHHHHH CAAAAANADAAAAA!”





Matria Prime, Council Chamber:



“The floor recognizes Chairman P’tarek of the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority,” the replacement Speaker of the Matrian Council of Governors said blandly, with little enthusiasm. Most of the Matrian councillors had fled when the Qu’Eh had invaded, leaving a group of deputies and hastily elected replacements to reform the council. Of course, since this council was little more than a puppet government under the Qu’Eh, the people didn’t pay a great deal of attention to it anyway.

Chairman P’tarek, complete with a flowing cape and his medallion of office (depicting an ancient call-center headset) strode out onto the speaking floor of the chamber. The twin thrones reserved for the King and Queen of Matria had been removed and replaced with two pillars crowned with the symbol of the Qu’Eh. Mistress Laurette was seated front and center, facing the podium and surrounded by her cabinet. Laurette, along with the rest of the Matrians were completely unaware of the chaos currently breaking out aboard P’tarek’s ship, and P’tarek had no intention of doing anything other than pretending that it was ‘business as usual’.

“People of Matria Prime,” he said loudly, “We the Qu’Eh came to you with a dream: A dream of productivity, efficiency, and above all, quality. We have stretched out the hand of employment to you, offering job security and a voice in the company!”

“Is this guy for real?” one of Laurette’s ministers muttered, “They conquered and enslaved us!”

“It’s called ‘PR’,” Laurette muttered back, furious. How could P’tarek possibly expect to pass himself off as a concerned benefactor when all of Matria knew his race was using them all to further their own agenda?

“Yet despite our kind offers and our hard work, you’ve seen fit to aid those that would slap away the hand we’ve outstretched in kindness, that would spit upon the face of those who have come to your aid and to discard the valued stock options we have offered your people. Just hours ago, Matrian rebels operated out of the city of Raleesh in an attack against the Qu’Eh. An attack that, I might add, was unprovoked and unsuccessful.”

He nodded at one of his aids.

“Behold, your corrective action measures,” P’tarek said.

The screen behind him came to life, showing an aerial view of Raleesh. A Qu’Eh disrupter flashed across the screen, striking an apartment building and vaporizing a good sized chunk. Two more blasts flew down from orbit, destroying a small commercial building and taking another chuck out of the apartment building. This time, the building sighed, then collapsed into a pile of rubble.

P’tarek’s flagship continued firing, demolishing buildings, incinerating parks and leaving blackened craters in the streets.

P’tarek’s aid suddenly sat straight up in his seat.

“Chairman,” he said aloud, “Emergency transmission from the flagship!”

P’tarek’s eyes flashed. If this was about the rebels running around his ship, heads would roll! Class-1 Dramatic Interruptions were only to be used in the event of startling and vital information. The death of a few rebels or Starfleeters was neither. And he was quite confident they would indeed be dead soon. Worst case scenario, they’d just open a few decks to space and asphyxiate the annoyance.

“Mr. Chairman! Finest quality!” This is Associate Clart with Information Extraction,”

P’tarek’s annoyance vanished. This could be good, very good.

“Finest quality, Associate,” P’tarek replied, “What do you have to report.”

“We’ve found Haven, Mr. Chairman! It’s located at-”

The signal abruptly cut out.

P’tarek spun towards his aide.

“Get him BACK!” he snapped.

“Chairman, I can’t contact the flagship!” the aide said frantically.

P’tarek looked up at the screen, just in time to see it switch from a view of the smoking city to an orbital view of an explosion. An explosion in the middle of the Qu’Eh fleet. In fact, P’tarek was very sure that the explosion was centered exactly where his flagship used to be.

P’tarek’s jaw worked for several moments, then he spun and walked out of the chamber.

“P’tarek to all ships,” he spoke angrily, the moment he was able, “Open fire. I want that city obliterated.”



“WHAAA-HOOOO!!!!!” Simmons cried from the transporter padd as the Qu’Eh runabout rocked, tossing them around as the shockwave from the exploding ship struck them, making their tiny vessel thrum like a struck gong.

“Engines out!” Rengs called from the cockpit, “Sensors are down! I’m losing control!”

In the window, Matria Prime was growing larger and larger as the ship hurtled towards the planet. In mere moments, they’d be hitting the atmosphere.

“Use thrusters! Get us under control!” Jeffery shouted.

“Sure, the moment somebody figures out what ‘manoeuvring thrusters’ looks like when it’s written in Qu’Eh!” Rengs shouted back.

“Everybody better brace themselves,” Stern shouted as the runabout reached the outer layers of the Matrian atmosphere, “This one’s gonna be bumpy!”
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Under-Current

Craigan stepped out of the elevator and into the hollow, three-level pod that was Haven’s control center. Queen Anselia, King Hektor, Minister Stafford, Mistress Laheya, Agent Jural and a few Starfleet officers Craigan didn’t know were already there.

“We’ve stopped using the replicators, the laundry facilities, the cooking facilities and anything else that wasn’t active when we found the installation,” a cool voice spoke.

“Including you, Fifebee, from the looks of it,” Stafford said.

“Yes,” Fifebee replied, “My holo-relay puts out a distinct energy signature. It had to be shut down,”

“Which is why you’re in the computer?” Anselia blinked.

“I am always in the computer,” Fifebee sniffed.

“She’s quite the roommate,” another voice spoke up as Craigan mounted the first set of stairs. Looking down through the lower windows, he could see a few lights in one of the towers they’d found connected to the command tower.

“We’ve also cut our network traffic to almost nothing,” said one of the other officers, “We are receiving only the same sensor feed as when we first found the facility,”

“So the Qu’Eh aren’t likely to find us,” Stafford finished. As Craigan began climbing towards the third level, the group of people came into view. Stafford was gesturing at the glowing hologram of Matria Prime. Small dots were moving slowly across the surface of the globe, “But they’re sure looking,”

“Nothing from the rescue team?” King Hektor asked.

“Naw, the HT only boarded P’tarek’s ship a little while ago,” Stafford replied, “When they’re done, I’m sure we’ll know it,”

<You will know when the time is right.>

Craigan shook his head. That voice again. It had popped up during the mission to retrieve the captured Silverado crewmen. Was that only earlier today? That didn’t seem possible!

“Craigan,” Anselia said warmly, “We are pleased you came back, instead of joining the assault on P’tarek’s ship,”

“Your Highness,” he bowed slightly.

The Starfleet officers returned to their own business. Craigan made aimless small-talk with the Queen and King for a while, telling them about the school he’d gone to as a child. Ansleia and Hektor had been bombarding him with questions ever since he’d agreed to help the Rebellion, but he still couldn’t quite believe how ignorant they were of their own culture…and they was the leaders!

<I’m afraid, Craigan. I’m afraid this place will be the last trace of our civilization.>

Craigan started. That was one of the most coherent things this ‘voice’ had said to him. It couldn’t be a coincidence that he’d started hearing voices shortly after being revived in Haven. His memories of his old life were a bit clouded; working for a Male Rebellion cell, pushing propaganda out, trying to further their cause. Trying to counter the lies and foolishness of the female-led government. But he was pretty sure that he’d never heard voices before.

“Craigan?”

Craigan started again. Queen Anselia was staring at him, concerned.

“Are you well? We could have a doctor examine you. Or even Dr. Wowryk. I understand she has started to return her attentions to medicine,”

“No, I’m…I’m OK,”

“She’s coming up anyway,” Stafford butted in, “She needs to talk to Laheya about…something. I think it involves a Qu’Eh comm center,”

Stafford pulled Anselia aside.

“About that,” he said, “Your rebellion is running, your people are fighting back, and the fleet’s gotta be getting closer. Are you sure you still need her involved?”

“We would prefer to keep her involved,” Anselia shook her head, “If not as a symbol for gender cooperation, then as a symbol of the commitment and the firmness of resolve of your people,”

“OK, fine,” Stafford muttered.

At that moment, Dr. Wowryk climbed the steps into the command deck.

“Anything I should know about?” she asked coolly.

“Just…keep up the good work,” Stafford said weakly.

“Fine,” Wowryk replied, “Laheya, Jural…you both know I’m willing to do whatever is necessary to help you and the rebellion. However, my skills as a doctor are needed as well. Should you need me, I can be found in-”

“Captain, we have a problem,” Valtaic said sharply.

Everybody’s attention was suddenly riveted on the dark-skinned alien.

“Have they spotted us?”

“No,” he said, “But the Qu’Eh have opened fire on one of the Matrian cities.”

“WHAT???” The word was like an expletive, coming from all directions.

On the holo-globe, small points of light were moving from one of the Qu’Eh ship icons to a spot on the planet.

“I’m getting something on one of the news networks,” Fifebee said from the computer core, “I am routing it to display screen 2,”

On one of the Federation display screens connected to the core, the image of P’tarek standing in the Matrian council chamber appeared.

“Behold,” the image of P’tarek said, “Your corrective action measures!”

The screen behind him showed images of a city being fired upon from orbit.

“That’s Raleesh,” Layeha said, letting out a breath of relief, “It’s deserted,”

“But they are still destroying one of OUR cities!” Anselia seethed, furious.

“And they will pay,” Layheya vowed, “Rebels! Let’s go plan some counter-strikes!”

“We’ve found Haven, Mr. Chairman!”

Everybody’s attention snapped right back to the screen.

“Dear God,” Stafford cursed. Wowryk smacked him.

But the voice was cut-off before it could report the location. On the holo-globe, one of the ships faded out.

There was silence in the command complex for about three seconds, then chaos. Anselia and Hektor were shouting insistent questions at Stafford, who was shouting at Valtiac, who was calmly stating that he knew nothing. Laheya was cheering, slapping Jural hard enough on the back to knock the smaller man over. Wowryk was crossing herself and Craigan’s eyes were transfixed by the screen.

The image of the burning city was gone from the screen. But it still burned in his mind.

<They finally did it. They finally went too far.>

Craigan shook his head. That voice! It was almost maddeningly familiar. And the city…something about the burning city.

<Reconciliation, Craigan.>

Craigan blacked out.



“That has to have been the Hazardous Team,” Stafford said for about the tenth time.

“Considering that starships rarely just explode for no reason, I’m inclined to agree with you,” Wowryk said, also for about the tenth time, “What I don’t agree with is your insistence on repeating yourself.”

“Right, sorry,”

They were in a small infirmary, located not far from the fitness center in the levels above the Transit Hub. Most of the equipment was either offline or unidentifiable, but Wowryk and a couple of Matrian doctors had setup shop anyway. Craigan was lying on a non-functional bio-bed while a portable unit monitored his vitals.

Wowryk tried not to be annoyed that Stafford was hanging around, basically getting in her way. Anselia and Hektor had left to brief the other government members, while Laheya and Jural were preparing coded messages that would start rebel attacks on several Qu’Eh positions. Valtaic, Fifebee and Sylvia were monitoring the Qu’Eh situation and trying to track down some flesh & blood members of the crew to help out. At first, she’d thought he was just bored. Then she caught him looking at her with a grin on his face. For a fraction of a second she thought that maybe he’d joined the legion of lustful men eager for a chance to get in her knickers…then she remembered that he was already in a sinful, carnal relationship with Anselia. That’s when the truth hit home.

He was just happy to have her back. And for some reason, that was really pissing her off.

“Would you go to that crate and get the neuro-scanner, please?” she asked, just to give him something to do and, hopefully, get him out of her hair for a moment.

“Sure thing,” Stafford rummaged around for a moment. He came back with an odd contraption with a glowing emitter tip.

“This thing?”

“No that’s the defibr-”

BZZZTTT!

Stafford cursed as the thing shocked his arm badly enough that he slammed it into the side of the crate.

“That shouldn’t be turned on,” Wowryk mused. She was tapping her medical tricorder as she ran it over Craigan. The interference fields in Haven were still causing problems, and her readings were intermittent.

“This?” Stafford asked, holding up a complicated-looking collection of tubes and claws.

“No, that’s for Klingon vasectomies,”

Stafford paled.

“And you thought to bring one of those along, but not one of the Borg extractor-thingies that Stern was able to use to get rid of the Qu’Eh headsets?”

“I didn’t pack the medical supplies, I was sort of busy.” Wowryk said crisply, “Helping to run a battle. At YOUR insistence,”

“Right,” Stafford rummaged around again. This time, he came up with the helmet-shaped device. He handed it to Wowryk.

“About that, Noel,” he said, hesitating a little, “Are you…angry with me?”

“Angry? Because you pushed me into the First Officer slot and into battle? Or because I was captured by the Qu’Eh because of it?”

Stafford gulped.

“Or perhaps because instead of healing and aiding, I’m spending most of this mission plotting, scheming, and setting into motions plans that result in the deaths of Qu’Eh soldiers as well as Matrian rebels.”

“Yeah,” Stafford said quietly, “All that,”

Wowryk considered for a moment.

“Yes,” she said, her voice shaking slightly with anger. This wasn’t the ordinary, short but explosive bouts of anger Stafford was used to seeing from her. This was something else. Something harsher, something that didn’t promise to fade in an hour or so, “Yes, I’m angry with you.”

“Noel, it was for the-”

“Don’t talk to me about the mission!” she snapped, “I understand the mission, I’m not incompetent! I’ve learned more about strategy and planning in the past month that I ever learned at the Academy! I know perfectly well why you did what you did, even why Jall did what he did!”

“Then why-”

“You introduced me to power,” she cut him off again. She fastened the neuro-scanner over Craigan’s head, “Power of life and death over the Matrian ships that were following my orders. And then over Matrian rebels, who are ready to die for their planet on my command.” She shook her head, “That’s a power that people should never have,”

“Senior officers have it all the time,” Stafford said carefully.

“I don’t want to be a starship Captain, or an Admiral,” Wowryk said, “I’m a doctor. My job is to heal.”

“As soon as this is over, you can!”

“Do you think it’s easy to just step away from that kind of power, Captain?” she asked, putting extra stress on the rank, “Do you think I can just decide to leave that all behind?”

Stafford looked around the dimly lit infirmary.

“It looks like you’re giving it a good shot,” he said finally.

“And it’s horrible,” Wowryk shook her head, “It’s like…it’s like fighting an addition. I want to march straight over to Laheya and Jural and demand an update, to demand that they hear my input before they do anything.”

She sighed.

“And that’s why I’m furious with you right now,” she finished quietly.

“I’ll just…go see what’s happening,” Stafford said lamely. He bumped into Jural as he left.

“Noel, we need your help deciding whether to focus on Qu’Eh communications or logistics for the next round of attacks,” he was saying.

Wowryk’s struggle was worse than a drug addiction, Stafford realised as he stepped into the dim corridor. At least, when you were fighting a drug addiction, the drugs rarely came knocking on your door.



It was another day before Craigan regained consciousness.

The Qu’Eh, after sweeping the planet frantically, had eased back their patrols slightly, though still at a higher level than before. Their ships now operated with shields up at all times, preventing any more unwelcome beam-ins. The rescued Silverado crewmen were trickling into the base, and while the Qu’Eh controlled-news network was silent, reports of rebel activity still managed to make it’s way through the cities, towns and villages of Matria Prime.

It was Fifebee who was with Craigan when he reawakened. With the reduction in Qu’Eh activity, her holo-relay had been reactivated. Almost due to meet Valtaic and Sylvia for a tasking, she was just about to leave him in the hands of Lieutenant Yanick when he awoke.

“We didn’t blow up Matronus,” he grumbled, shaking his head slowly.

Fifebee raised an eyebrow.

“You didn’t, your former organization didn’t, or-”

“What did I say?” Craigan blinked, looking confused.

“You claimed that you did not blow up Matronus,” she said, “By which I assume you mean Old Matronus, the orbital habitat which was destroyed over two hundred years ago, triggering the Gender Wars,”

“Right, that,” he sat up, “Well, of course I didn’t. I always already in stasis when it exploded,”

“As we have no way of confirming that, I suggest we move on. How are you feeling?”

Craigan frowned.

<Something happened after you were captured, Craigan. I’m afraid it was something horrible.>

“Somebody told me,” he muttered.

“I see,” Fifebee said flatly, not sure what else to say.

“What happened to me?” he asked.

“You fainted. Dr. Wowryk identified some strange neural activity, but the interference with her equipment prevented her from identifying it.” Fifebee cocked her head, her voice very matter-of-fact, “Have you experienced any unusual symptoms in the past day or two?”

Craigan hesitated.

“I’ve been hearing voices.” He braced himself. He was still getting used to dealing with the Starfleeters, and with this artificial one especially. He half expected her to look down her nose and make some sort of demeaning comment.

“That could mean many things,” she said instead, “Please pardon me a moment.”



Within an hour, Craigan found himself surrounded by Starfleeters. Stafford and Wowryk he already know, but they’d been joined by a third: a blond woman with a rounded yet severe-looking face.

“I am Conzelor Yvonnokoff,” she said crisply, “You may call me Vonna,”

“C’mon doc,” Stafford groaned, “You haven’t broadcast a show in at least a month!”

“I haff recorded many shows vhile here. AWN has archives for times such as these. New content vhen ve return! Perheps even a special on effects of isolation.”

“Still. Your office door doesn’t say ‘Counselor Vonna’,” Stafford sighed.

“Jas, but is easier to pronounce,” she said, “I am being helpful to patient, jas?”

“Jas-ever,” Stafford muttered.

“Look, did I do something wrong?” Craigan asked, looking around at them.

“No, Mr. Craigan,” Stafford shook his head, “Not at all. It’s just that…well…there are a lot of reasons for people to hear voices. And with the amount of brain-tampering that’s gone on around this planet, well…”

“You don’t think I’m just crazy?”

“That’s why we have Yvonno…Vonna here,” Stafford replied.

“So, Mr. Craigan, tell me about your mozer. Did you hate her?”

“Oh, THIS is going to be productive,” Wowryk snapped.



Fifebee, Sylvia and Valtaic met in the main lobby of one of the ornate staircases bordering the outer ring of the Transit Hub. Fifebee was towing her holo-relay with one hand. With the immediate crisis calmed for the time-being, they were back to trying to map the huge installation. And hopefully uncover a few more of its secrets.

“Ready?” Valtaic inquired politely.

“We are,” Fifebee replied.

“Exploration time,” Sylvia smiled.

Valtaic took over the relay, and the three of them moved into one of the corridors branching off of the lobby.

“Exploration teams in the outer rim found some time ago that the facility there extends several levels below the transit system,” Valtaic said. He gestured out at one of the short passages that led to the tram platform, “As well, several tram tracks here appear to descend below Hub level. We are certain there are levels below the Hub, but we have yet to find a stairway or lift that would take us there.”

“We’ve already checked all the doors in this section,” Fifebee said, “Unless it’s behind those big double doors in the lobby; the ones you can’t open,”

“Very possible. But as we cannot access that area, the point is moot,”

They pushed open a door that Valtaic had unlocked previously. This time, Fifebee took careful measurements of the room, hoping that once they had a more detailed floor plan, they could identify ‘empty’ spots that might be hidden passageways.

After two more doors and two more rooms, Sylvia spoke up.

“Fifebee, I’ve still got a few scattered memories of when we were merged,” she said.

“Expected,” Fifebee nodded.

“There were several stasis tubes in the laboratory where we found Craigan, yes?”

“Yes,”

“The laboratory in the Command Tower, in the center of the island?”

“Actually,” Fifebee said, “The laboratory was off-set slightly. You see, there is a connecting structure of some kind between the-”

“And nobody’s seen, oh, I don’t know…rooms full of stasis pods around the Hub area? Or in the other towers?”

“We have not,” Valtaic confirmed.

“Then where did they come from?”

Fifebee accessed her memory.

“There was an access tube,” Fifebee said, “The stasis units likely came through there,”

“But from where,” Valtaic mused, “As Sylvia has reminded us, we have found no stasis facilities in any of the island towers or in the areas surrounding the Transit Hub,”

“That we have access to,” Fifebee pointed out.

“We could return to the lab and follow the shaft to its source,” Valtaic suggested, “It is easily large enough for your relay,”

“And we could use a rope or hover-boots for your solid form,” Fifebee finished, “Indeed. It is an excellent plan. Let us-”

“Hold on,” Sylvia said. She had looked through a small door and into a storage space, possibly a janitor’s closet, “Fifebee, do you see anything odd about this room?”

Fifebee squinted, her behavioural subroutine interpreting the increased focus her program was giving the visual sensors on the holo-relay.

“Inconclusive,” she finally said, “The interference is too great,”

Valtaic moved forward and put his hands on the wall. There was a flash of energy and he was flung back, across the corridor and against the far wall.

“I think we found what we’re looking for,” he said, matter-of-fact as he picked himself up off the floor,”



“Close eyes, Craigan,” Yvonnokoff was saying gently, “Let mind wander. Vhat do you see?”

“Um…it’s black?”

“In mind! Not vith eyes!”

“I see…I see….nothing!”

Yvonnokoff sighed.

“Valtaic to Stafford,”

Stafford rose, then moved away from the group.

“Report,”

“We have found a hidden passage,” Valtaic said, “It was disguised by an energy field, identical to the one that hid the main body of the installation from the entrance hanger when we first arrived here. We are proceeding into the passage,”

“Be careful,” Stafford said, “Report in every fifteen minutes. Stafford out.”

Behind him, Wowryk gave out a surprised gasp. Stafford spun to see Craigan slumping in his seat.

“What happened?”

“He said ‘It takes forever to walk through all these passageways’, then passed out,” Wowryk said. She was checking his vitals by hand. Only once she was convinced he was stable did she pull out her medical tricorder, bringing it as close to him as she could in an effort to get around the interference field.

“Strange activity in the hippocampus,” she said, “Fading rapidly, probably why I missed it before. It looks like…”

“Chris, he’s been mind-wiped!” she exclaimed.

“Who vould do zat?” Yvonnokoff asked.

“Probably whoever hid him here to begin with,” Stafford said, “Doc, can you undo it?”

“Not with the equipment at hand,” Wowryk shook her head, “Maybe not even with access to a full medi-lab. The whole point of a mind-wipe is to get rid of information!”

“It looks like it’s bubbling back up to me!”

Wowryk and Yvonnokoff watched as Craigan started to stir.

“Maybe enough of it will, as you say, bubble up on its own,” Wowryk mused, “But why wipe his mind if he was going to be frozen for centuries?”

“Maybe Valtaic and Fifebee will find something,” Stafford said, “Whoever did this to him is long gone, but if they’ve left anything behind, I bet it’ll be in that hidden area,”



Valtaic led the way down the staircase they’d found. At least, for the first minute he did.

“Here, sweetie,” Sylvia said, pushing past him, “Why don’t you let me keep en eye out? That way, if we trigger a booby-trap, you’re less likely to be killed.”

Valtaic inclined his head. Despite Sylvia’s many, many, MANY social irrelevancies, he had to admit that he approved of the manner in which she often put rational thinking to good use. Perhaps something to do with her being a computer program, which would also explain why he found Fifebee’s company more pleasant than that of many of his other crewmates.

Valtaic frowned. If his two favourite members of the crew were both machines, what did that say about him?

In any event, now was not the time for such thoughts, he quickly realized. The stairway they were in spiralled downward in a tight arc. The combination of stone, brushed metal and fabric that had been used to pattern the walls in the upper levels had been replaced with metal panelling with inset lighting. Several gleaming components in the ceiling appeared to be observation lenses or sensor arrays, with no effort being made to hide their presence. They’d descended at least five levels by his count before the stairway opened into a metal-panelled, utilitarian corridor. They followed the corridor for a short distance, noting the series of sealed doors and side passages.

“This appears to be similar to a maintenance passage, only bigger,” Fifebee noted. Sylvia had approached a computer panel built into a sort of alcove off the main corridor. She started tapping at the buttons.

“Access is very limited,” she said, surprised, “But it’s not completely locked. There are some maintenance logs, some power output reports. Very little. I don’t believe it will help us.”

“What do the logs say?”

Sylvia was about to reply when the terminal abruptly went blank. When it powered back on, it was displaying the same lockout message as the rest of Haven’s computers.

Valtiac’s head spun around.

“Does anybody else here that?”

“A sort of droning hiss, followed by a series of atonal beeps?” Fifebee inquired, “Yes, however that’s due to a minor malfunction in my auditory sub-routine. If you hear the same, you may want to consult Dr-”

“No, I mean the series of metallic taps, almost like a series of metal feet,” Valtaic said calmly.

“Uh-oh,”

“And, of course, we only thought to bring one phaser,” Sylvia shook her head as Valtaic pulled out his weapon.

“The place is abandoned!”

“Not quite!” Fifebee exclaimed.

Down the corridor, several mechanisms had come into view. They each stood around Valtaic’s height, with angular, ovoid bodies. Each moved on six spider-like legs. Their six arms were mounted on a ring-shaped track that circled their upper bodies, allowing them to rotate them around to whichever side required them. Their heads were shaped like capsules, with a pair of glowing red eyes and a vocal grill. Several sheets of thin metal, identical to the paneling on the walls, hung from their sides.

“Head back to the stairway,” Valtaic said firmly.

One of the robots raised an arm in his direction. It’s claw-like hand held a barrel-shaped device. A beam of red energy abruptly shot out, passing directly through Sylvia and narrowly missing the holo-relay.

“Wielding beam,” Sylvia said, “They’re construction bots! Probably been here since Haven was built!”

“But why are they still down here?” Fifebee wondered.

“Let us debate that later,” Valtaic said. He fired at one of the bots, disabling it. In unison, the rest brought around one of their extra arms, grasped pieces of sheet metal from their sides and held them up as makeshift shields.

They came around the last turn between them and the stairway, only to find three more bots waiting for them.

“Move the relay behind the bulkhead, NOW!” Valtaic baked.

The instance they’d done so, he jumped towards the robots. They grabbed at him, each of them locking a steely claw onto the compact officer. Before they could do anything further, he pulsed his energy field as hard as he could. There was a shower of sparks as the robots jerked, calling out with a strange yet plaintive series of beeps and electronic tones before dropped to the floor.

“Nicely done,” Fifebee acknowledged.

Unfortunately, the robots hadn’t just been placed behind them for an ambush. They’d had a slightly different goal in mind: The doors leading to the stairway were now gone, wielded over by a series of metal sheets.

“They’ve trapped us!” Sylvia exclaimed.

“They must have sealed it up as soon as we moved out of sight!” Fifebee said.

Valtaic thought quickly.

“Haven was constructed in a repetitive pattern,” he said, “There should be another stairway sixty degrees around,”

“Let’s hope we can get there before another group welds that one up!”



Wowryk and Stafford had stepped out into the corridor while Yvonnokoff continued talking to Craigan. Despite her earlier remarks, Wowryk was remaining civil. Stafford wasn’t quite sure how to handle that particular situation, so instead he called up Valtaic and asked for a status report.

“We are being chased by construction robots,” Valtaic replied back tersely, “We are attempting to escape via an alternate stairwell. Could we speak of this in more detail at a later date?”

“Um, sure. Let us know if you need help. Or a security team, or anything like that,” Stafford said.

“It would be foolish to risk trapping more people down here,” Valtaic said, “We will attempt an alternate escape. If that fails, please have a team with cutting phasers standing by,”

“OK. Stafford out,”

Wowryk raised an eyebrow.

“What? They’re Starfleet officers and they’re being chased by robots. Happens all the time!” Stafford said. He frowned. “Actually, it’s about time something normal like this happened to us. Good for them!”

“Why are there robots in Haven,” Wowryk asked, “Any why are they behaving aggressively? It doesn’t fit with the pattern we’ve come to expect from this place,”

“That’s what happens when you start poking around in places that were supposed to be hidden,” Stafford shook his head, “I wish Sylvia had stayed up here. Maybe she would have had some insight on this whole Craigan thing,”

Wowryk frowned.

“Craigan wasn’t hidden,” she said.

“Yes he was,” Stafford shook his head, “Everything but the entrance hanger was hidden behind one of those holographic walls,”

“But it’s like layers,” Wowryk insisted, “The entrance hanger was open to the outside world. Then the next layer, the Transit Hub, the Command Complex, the transit station and Craigan. The next layer is whatever they’ve found underneath the Transit Hub. And beyond that, you have the computer lockouts. It’s the same as the Matrian Rebellion, the way we’ve structured the leadership. Layers.”

Stafford frowned. She was on to something. And he had to admit, he’d been too busy dealing with Hektor, Anselia and the assorted issues of hiding the Matrian government to really think too much about the motives behind Haven. And yet here comes Wowryk, with just as much on her mind, ready to pick things apart.

In his defence, sometimes all it takes is a new perspective.

“You’re saying that whoever setup the security here wanted us to find Craigan if we made it into the Command Tower,” he said.

“Yes,”

“But he’s mind-wiped! He can’t tell us anything!”

“Maybe he’s not supposed to,” Wowryk mused.

“Huh? What the hell does that mean!”

“Chris, whoever hid Haven must have had a plan,” Wowryk said, “They hid it for a reason, they hid access to certain areas for a reason, they must have left Craigan out for us to find for a reason. We just have to figure out what that reason is,”

“And hope it doesn’t involve a messy, violent death,”

“I think Valtaic has that covered at the moment,” Wowryk said.



By Fifebee’s estimation, they’d only managed to get about halfway to their goal when they found themselves confronted by another group of bots. Valtaic pulled out his phaser and immediately started firing.

“This doesn’t look good, sweetie!” Sylvia exclaimed.

Valtaic ducked as one of the robots exploded. Another shot back with its construction wielder, burning a streak in the metal paneling behind his head.

“More seem to be coming,” he said, “I cannot hold them off! Nor can I get close enough to attempt another energy pulse!”

“Maybe now would be a good time to take Chris up on his offer of a rescue team,” Sylvia suggested.

“Why don’t you get on that,” Fifebee said, shoving her holo-relay into a cross-corridor and gesturing for them to follow, “In the meantime, I suggest we run!”

They ran, following a straight corridor that appeared to lead directly away from the center of the installation. Before long, they were forced to turn into another curved corridor running tangent to prevent the perusing bots from keeping them in their line of fire. Several of the corridor doors hissed open automatically as they passed by, revealing glimpses into offices, labs, storage rooms and more of what they’d found in the upper levels. Of course, since they were being chased by rampaging robots, they really didn’t have time to check things out.

“We should try to find a transit station,” Valtaic said, “We cannot get the tram to access the lower tracks,”

“But maybe a tram from down here can access the upper tracks!” Fifebee finished. She processed information for a moment. “If we continue moving in a circle, we should cross the track eventually!”

It wasn’t the tracks or a transit station they found first. They’d managed to put a bit of distance between themselves and the robots. They continued moving quickly, but Valtaic holstered his phaser and Fifebee pulled out her tricorder.

“Wait,” she said suddenly, her gaze moving to a set of double doors set into the inner wall of the corridor, “Strange readings,”

“We really don’t have time to explore,” Valtiac said.

“Unless our explorations yield an escape route,”

Valtaic considered. He then stepped towards the doors, which obediently swished open.

“You will want to see this,” he said.

Fifebee and Sylvia crowded in. The space was easily the size of Silverado’s main engineering compartment. A number of display panels adorned the walls, and several fairly standard control panels were visible in different locations. In the center of the room, however, a single Matrian control pulpit faced a large, pulsating crystal column. It almost looked like a collection of giant snowflakes, with bluish, crystalline spikes jutting out in all directions. Energy coursed through the crystals, crackling between the spines and arcing out towards three collection nodes before being challenged into a series of conduits that led into the bulkhead.

“This is not a useful method of escape,” Valtaic said, moving towards what he assumed was an exit in the far wall.

“But…but…this looks like the source of Haven’s interference field!” Fifebee exclaimed, “I need to take measurements! Analyze the crystal growth! Determine why the impact on our equipment isn’t greater at the source!”

“Angry robots on the way, dear,” Sylvia said, patting her arm and pulling her away, “We can come back later!”

“But…but…I want to do science!” Fifebee objected as she was pulled into another corridor.



Craigan wasn’t sure whether or not he was supposed to be scared at the moment. He’d been left alone with this strange human woman. Anselia and Hektor were off debating the political ramifications of the destruction of the Qu’Eh flagship, Jural and Laheya were plotting rebel schemes and Wowryk and Stafford had run off after receiving a call for help.

“Where did Dr. Wowryk go?” he asked, “It sounded urgent,”

“Oh, some of our people are exploring ze lower levels,” Yvonnokoff said, “Found zecret door, I zink. Anyvay, is no concern to us! Ve haff comfy office, you haff comfy couch, and ve are going to have a chat, jas?”

“The lower levels. You mean underneath the Transit Hub?” he asked. Something about that was bothering him. No, more specifically, it was worrying him.

“Ze hub, ze towers, ze island. Vhatever. Is not our problem,”

<Don’t worry about me, Craigan. It’s not your problem,>

He tried latching onto the voice, hoping that it would go on. Something must have shown in his face.

“You heard voice again, jas?” Yvonnokoff asked.

“I…yes,” Craigan shook his head, “It’s like she’s speaking right into my ear, only nobody’s actually there. Sometimes my whole world starts spinning.”

“Zat is because sometimes you pass out, and fall on floor,” Vonna said helpfully, “But ve haff given you medication zat should help. Or cause homicidal episode, ve are still unsure of Matrian bio-chemistry,”

Craigan sighed. How did he come to this? So much of what he remember was a bit hazy, but he could still recall it. He remembered his position in the Male Rebellion, working to spread the agenda of one of Matria Primes smaller regions. He remembered going up to Old Matronus on a mission to retrieve information from a contact close to the Council of Mistresses, a contact that had vital information on something the Council was planning. He remembered being captured, but after that everything was blank. He only remembered waking up in the Haven laboratory, surrounded by strange people. There’d been no sign of…of…

Who?

<Reconciliation, Craigan.>

The voice was speaking up more and more often, it seemed. Like a scab that you didn’t really notice until you started picking at it. Then it wouldn’t go away.

“Craigan, I vant to help you. It is vhat I do. Vhy don’t you chust tell me what you are zinking. I can see it in eyes, you are zinking of zings very carefully,”

<See you in a few years, Craigan.>

“I feel like I was expecting somebody to be there when I woke up,” he said slowly, as Vonna jotted notes down on her padd, “Wait, that’s not quite right. I was hoping for somebody to be there. But I was afraid I’d find…”

He trailed off, his eyes widening.

“Vhat vere you afraid of finding??” Vonna demanded.

“All of you,” Craigan said softly.

“You expected us?” Yvonnokoff asked sceptically.

<Craigan, it’s not always going to be just to two of us. You know that.>

“Yes. No. Not you specifically,” he said, massaging his temples, “But I knew somebody was going to find us…me. But it might take a long time,”

<Nobody knows where Installation 317 is anymore, Craigan. I’ve seen to that. But if our people survive, they may find it again.>

“But why did you hide it?” Craigan grunted, frustrated. He ran his hands through his platinum-blond hair.

“Hide vhat? My sandvhich? Because vhen you passed out last, you squished my ozer vun,”

“No! Not you! Her!”

“Her? Voice in head is female? Interesting!”

“I wish I could remember what she was telling me!” he said, exasperated.

Yvonnokoff thought for a moment.

“I haff suggestion!”



Stafford stood at the bottom of the secret staircase Valtaic, Fifebee and Sylvia had unlocked. The entire janitor’s closet had been a hologram. Once deactivated, the stairway was hidden only by a nondescript door. Lieutenant Sage and Lieutenant Day were cutting through the metal panels the construction robots had welded over the door leading into the corridor, while Lieutenant Bith and the Beta-shift security officers waited with weapons drawn.

“I really wish the Hazardous Team was here right about now,” Sage said over the sizzle of the cutting beam, “Any word on them yet?”

“No,” Stafford said, “Orbital sensors picked up a small vessel leaving right before the Qu’Eh flagship blew up. They’ll probably show up on our doorstep after they’ve had a chance to ditch the Qu’Eh hardware and hook up with a rebel cell.” At least, he sure hoped they would.

“Stafford to Valtaic,” he tapped his comm-badge, “How’s it going?”

“We have located the source of Haven’s interference field, and have located what appears to be a top-secret Laundromat,” Valtaic reported, “The pursuing robots appear to have slowed. Fifebee believes they may be concentrating on guarding the inner areas, and are less concerned the further the intruders are from the core of the facility,”

“Interesting thought,” Stafford mused, just as Sage and Day finished the cut. A two-meter square chunk of plating clattered to the floor.

Wait a minute…

“Uh-uh,” Stafford muttered.

At least thirty mechanical bots armed with wielding beams were crammed into the corridor, all of them aiming weapons directly at the newly cut hole.

“Baaaad timing,” Sage groaned.

Realizing they were standing directly between a heavily armed security team and a small robotic army, Stafford, Sage and Day slowly and carefully moved back up the stairs.



“Craigan, zis is Lieutenant Commander Sevkor,” Yvonnokoff said

“Hello,” Craigain said nervously, eyeing Sevkor’s pointed ears, bowl-shaped haircut and angled eyebrows.

<Come on Craigan! You mean you’ve never even left Matria Prime? There’s a whole galaxy out there! If only our people would put more effort into exploring it!”

“Greetings,” replied Sevkor, Silverado’s resident Vulcan, “Has Counsellor Yvonnokoff explained to you what we are about to attempt?”

“She said you can melt my mind,” Craigan swallowed.

“Meld,” Sevkor corrected, his eyes darting briefly towards Yvonnokoff, “The goal is to retrieve information that you have. You are remembering pieces of it, apparently at random. We will attempt to make sense of the…chaos.”

“Nobody vill force you, Craigan,” Yvonnokoff said gently, “Ve’re here to help,”

Craigan was still considering when Stafford burst through the open door.

“We’ve got trouble,” he said, “Valtaic’s team is trapped in the lower levels by a horde of angry construction robots. They’re not attacking us, at least they don’t seem to be. As long as we don’t cross into their territory. But our people can’t get up here, and we can’t get down there without a lot of shooting. Has anything useful come up?”

“Reconciliation,” Craigan replied at once.

“What? How’s that supposed to help us?” Stafford demanded.

But Craigan was shaking his head.

“What did I say?”

Stafford groaned.

“Look, Craigan, we’re in a sticky situation here!” he said, “What’s hidden down there might finally allow us to unlock this place…whatever it is! Even just being able to launch some of the ships we’ve found in the buried hangers could make a big difference once the fleet arrives! If these blanked memories of yours are tied to Haven, we need them!”

Craigan had known as soon as he’d met Queen Anselia and King Hektor that he would once again be offering his services for what he saw as the good of his people. Helping an alien rummage around in his mind wasn’t exactly what he’d expected, but hey. This was a new Matria, after all.

“Melt me,” he said.

“Meld,” Sevkor reminded him patiently.

“You say heccopise, I say hecoppize,”

“I am sure I do not understand,”

“Just meld, already!” Stafford exclaimed.



“And what do you suppose this thing does?” Sylvia asked, indicating a conduit easily as tall as she was. There was a hissing, whooshy sound coming from it, like something was flowing through at a moderate speed.

“Water intake from the lake,” Fifebee mused, “Not helpful.”

They’d tried climbing up a few levels after finding another staircase, but they’d reached the top of the stairs after climbing only a few levels. Based on her internal tracking, Fifebee believed they were underground, right next to the lakeshore. They were still being harassed by the occasional bot, but they seemed more like patrols or sentries as opposed to hunting parties.

“Logically, if we cannot find a way out on this upper level, we should try moving down to the lowest level,” Fifebee said.

“Logically, there shouldn’t be an army of robots guarding an abandoned base,” Valtaic mused.

“Guarding,” Sylvia considered, “That’s exactly the way they’re acting, isn’t it? They’re guarding something,”

“I believe we already expressed that theory,” Valtaic said, leading them back to the staircase and moving quickly downward. There looked to be at least twenty levels before the bottom of the shaft.

“No, you said you thought they were guarding the inner areas of the complex,” Sylvia said, “But why?”

“You frequently concern yourself with the ‘why’ of a situation,” Valtaic observed.

“There must be something of value there,” Fifebee mused, “But robots, at least those of the low intelligence these are displaying, do not value anything,”

“Unless programmed to,” Sylvia said, “So if you were burying a facility the size of Haven, what would you value enough to guard with an undying army?”

“A central control interface,” Fifebee replied at once, “Computer cores. Energy reactors,”

Valtaic was shaking his head.

“Perhaps, but we found plenty of control interfaces in the command tower,” he said, “We simply lack the authorization to activate them,”

“We also found thirteen frozen Old Matrians,” Sylvia said, “In stasis tubes that came from somewhere else in the facility,”

“You suggest there may be more,” Valtaic said.

“Wouldn’t that be something worth guarding? Especially if some of them know how to activate Haven?”

They’d almost reached the lowest level.

“But this doesn’t help us,” Valtaic said, “Even if we were to locate a stasis storage facility, and even if we were to fight our way in, we still would not have a way to deactivate the bots. Unless one of the frozen Matrians could do so,”

They exited the stairwell into another utilitarian corridor panelled in silvery metal. There were no doors in sight, yet.

“I suggest we make our way to the center of the installation, then work our way up from beneath,” Valtaic said.

“Lead the way,”



Craigan was aboard Old Matronus.

He knew exactly where he was, with a clarity that frightened him just a little. He was in section 23-A, on Level 21. It was exactly thirty minutes past noon and twelve children were walking by. (All girls. There were only girls-only schools aboard Matronus.) In exactly thirty-four hours and fourteen minutes, they’d all be dead. Victims of a computer virus that would detonate the orbital habitat’s reactors.

“Isn’t it a shame that our people still can’t agree on how to educate our children?” a nondescript male said, nodding towards the group.

“It is,” Craigan said, using the passphrase he’d been given, “But one day there will be a reconciliation,”

“We can only hope,” the man said. He turned to leave, in the process brushing against Craigan and depositing a data chip in his pocket.

His mission was complete.

He started moving towards Teleportation Central, where he had a pad booked to beam him down to Matria, where he would pass the chip on to another contact, who would pass it on to another. And so on, until it reached the upper leadership of the Male Rebellion.

As he walked through one of the broad, brightly-lit corridors, he noticed a news-cast playing on one screen.

“The District of J’Taeri, in the equatorial region of the Western Continent, announced today it’s intention to separate from the Unified Planetary Government of Matria Prime, citing irreconcilable differences between it’s own regional government and the Council of Mistresses,” the newscaster stated calmly, “Although it was not mentioned specifically in today’s announcement, political analysts cite disagreements over the controversial Bill of Rights currently being debated by the Council. Raleesh and Bevin Districts have expressed their support over the controversial announcement, while the Council of Mistresses calls it ’blatant disregard for the unity of the Matrian Empire,”

“Your world has a unique history,” Sevkor said. Craigan jumped a little. He didn’t remember the Vulcan being aboard Matronus that day, yet here he was.

“I am merely an image in your mind,” Sevkor said, as if reading his thoughts. Which he was, Craigan realized.

“What do we do now?”

“Now, we attempt to restore the memories you have lost,”

“But this is almost it,” Craigan said, “I barely get halfway to Teleportation Central before-”

“STOP!”

Craigan abruptly found himself surrounded by uniformed female guards. One of them held up a display padd, which clearly showed him receiving the data chip from his contact.

“Jacovor Craigan, you’re under arrest for conspiracy and high treason against the Council of Mistresses,”

“But I didn’t do anything!” Craigan exclaimed, Sevkor’s link into his mind recalling the exact words he’d used.

One of the guards had started frisking him and pulled the chip from his pocket.

“The data on this chip is highly classified,” the lead guard said, “Possession by an unauthorized person is a serious crime,”

“And how do you know I’m not authorized?”

“No male would have sufficient clearance,” the guard scoffed.

“Now, that kind of attitude is exactly what the Male Rebellion is fighting against!” Craigan shouted.

“Then you confess to being involved in the Rebellion. Take him away,”

Craigan started struggling. This lasted about ten seconds before the world went black, leaving Sevkor and Craigan standing in an empty, black space.

“The next thing I remembered, I was in the lab, surrounded by your officers,” Craigan said. Even as he spoke, the scene he described wavered into view. Fifebee, Jeffery and T’Parief were rushing around, trying to calm the dozen confused, unmodified Old Matrian men that had also been released from stasis.

“Let us try that again,” Sevkor said, “But this time, focus on the voice,”

“Lt Craigan of the self-proclaimed Male Rebellion, you’ve been accused of conspiracy and high treason,” a crisp, clear female voice spoke, “And with the sabotage of Matronus, and the deaths of countless innocent Matrians,”

Craigan jerked.

“What I can’t figure out,” the voice went on, “Is how you managed to sabotage Matonus, given that you were captured over a day before the explosion. And under surveillance the entire time you were there. Or how it is that you are accused of being one of the saboteurs when the Matrian Intelligence Agency has firmly declared that all the saboteurs were killed in the explosion.”

As the voice spoke, a hazy figure began to take form. She was female, obviously, with aurburn hair and faint lines around her deep blue eyes. Craigan recognized her uniform immediately as belonging to the Old Matrian Defence Force. The rank of Colonel appeared on her arm and her features slowly began to take shape.

“So I suppose what my commanders are really wanting is for me to make you disappear,” she finished.

“Who-”

“I’m Colonel Myress Abela,” the woman said, “I am the construction manager for Installation 317-B,”

“Why am I here?” Craigan didn’t know if he was replaying a previous conversation with the woman, or simply interrogating his memory of her. In the end, it didn’t really matter.

“Something happened after you were stunned, Mr. Craigan. I’m afraid it was something horrible.”

“What?”

“Matronus has been destroyed. Hundreds of thousands are dead. Maybe over a million. Reports are too chaotic to know for sure.”

Craigan was stunned.

“What does that have to do with me?” he squeaked.

“I told you. You’re here because you’ve been accused of heinous crimes. This facility is the most secure place in the Matrian Empire,”

“But, I didn’t do anything!” Craigan insisted, “When’s my trial? This has to be sorted out!”

“You’re not getting a trial,” Abela replied curtly, “I already told you, my commanders simply want you to disappear.”

Her firm, military demeanour faded, just a little bit.

“And that’s just part of the problem.



Craigan jerked in his seat, pulling away from Sevkor’s fingers and knocking Yvonnokoff’s coffee cup to the floor.

“Ohhh, yvot!” she cursed, “It took fife-teen meenutes to get zat brought here from Horton’s mess hall!”

“What’s wrong?” Stafford demanded.

“Something startled him,” Sevkor said, “Enough to disrupt the meld,”

“Craigan?”

They gathered around the Matrian as he settled himself back into his seat.

“I was a loose end,” he said slowly, “They knew that somebody had stolen something,”

“They?”

“The government. The Council of Mistresses,” Craigan said, “Whatever it was, it was really important. But they didn’t know who had it. They just knew that I was supposed to be the courier. So they waited until I had it, then they took it back. But they didn’t want anybody to know that it had ever existed, and putting me to trial would make that public knowledge. They needed me to disappear. That was it.”

“Why not kill you?”

“I think she was supposed to,” Craigan mused.

“She?

“Colonel Abela. The woman who was in charge of Haven’s construction,”

“Now we’re getting somewhere!” Stafford said eagerly, “Why didn’t she kill you? What were you carrying?”

“You said Old Matronus was destroyed by a computer virus? Craigan asked.

Stafford nodded.

Craigan swallowed.

“I think that’s what I was carrying,” he said, “I…Goddess. If I hadn’t been caught…if I’d destroyed that chip…”

“Sometimes the fate of entire worlds pivot on the actions of a single person,” Stafford sighed, “But this doesn’t help our situation right now,”

“But Abela must have told me more!” Craigan insisted, “I’ve been hearing her voice too often…and most of what she’s been telling me wasn’t in that conversation.”

“Then let us continue,” Sevkor said.



It wasn’t the same conversation. Craigan knew this at once.

He had been concentrating on what had happened next, but instead of the empty black space, he now found himself in the lab where he’d been found. The other twelve Matrians were still in stasis, and Craigan himself was feeling the nausea and tremors that usually accompanied the revivification process.

“What-”

“Hello, Mr. Craigan,” Abela said. She was standing in front of him. She was still wearing a uniform, but it was slightly different. “How are you feeling?”

“How long-”

“You’ve been frozen for about four years,” Abela said, “I’m afraid the situation hasn’t improved,”

“I’m still supposed to be killed, is that it?” he said bitterly. The sickness at being falsely accused was almost enough to overshadow the hibernation sickness.

“As far as my superiors are concerned, you’re already dead, Mr. Craigan,”

“Won’t the next person to drop by the place find one hell of a surprise,” he said.

“Nobody knows where Installation 317-B is anymore, Craigan. I’ve seen to that.” Abelai said, “But if our people survive, they may find it again.”

“What…survive?”

“A lot’s happened in the last few years, Craigan,” Abela sighed, “After Matronus was destroyed, the Council of Mistresses declared war against the Male Rebellion. The problem, however, is that the Male Rebellion isn’t another country or planet that can be fought. How do you fight a war against your own people?”

Craigan was still too confused to say anything.

“The Council started restricting male movement, arresting masculinists, taking ridiculous security measures,” Abela shook her head, “Four more Districts have tried to succeed from the Planetary Government. Two of our colony worlds have cut off ties to Matria Prime.”

“WHAT!?”

“The Council deployed troops against the weaker Districts,” Abela said, “And things just started spiralling out of control from there,”

Craigan was speechless.

“Our people are at war, Craigan,” she said, “At war with themselves. I…I had my suspicions, you know. The Council reacted quickly after Matronus was destroyed. Far too quickly. And it just so happened that none of the Council members were aboard our capital city when it was destroyed. I can’t buy that, not two coincidences like that. They knew what was going to happen.”

She gave Craigan a sort of smile.

“It’s why I didn’t kill you years ago,” she said mirthlessly.

The scene abruptly switched, the memories were coming more easily. The lab was the same, only Abela had changed. The lines around her eyes were deeper now, her face was tired. He wasn’t in the stasis pod any longer; now he was seated across a table from her, a cup of Matrian coffee held between his hands.

“It’s been ten years, Craigan. Ten years since Matronus was destroyed. And the war is still going on. They’re calling it the Gender War, did I tell you that? Most of the major cities have started excavating underground shelters. They’re stockpiling stasis tubes, in the event of planetary cataclysm. They’re afraid things are just going to keep escalating.”

She spoke to him of the continuing civil war. The colony planets of the Matrian Empire had either been pulled into the conflict, or had simply cut ties to their homeworld. The Council was calling for an offensive to retake Farnitia, one of the closer colonies, however three of the opposing districts had allied against the Council. According to Matrian Intelligence, a fourth was in negotiations to join as well. They’d already been nicknamed the Coalition of Three, but there were serious concerns that it would be the Coalition of Four, or more, by the end of the year.

“But why are they fighting!?” Craigan cried out, frustrated beyond belief. His people were tearing themselves apart and here he was, stuck in a forgotten freezer.

“Oh, the different Districts have their own reasons,” Abela shook her head, “J’Taeri objects to the rampant discrimination against men that came out of the destruction of Matronus. Raleesh believes that we should build another Matronus, or more, to minimize our impact on the environment. Stupid, isn’t it? And Bevin wants their government run by the new men only, of all things!”

“So why doesn’t the Council negotiate with them???”

“Craigan, if Matronus hadn’t been destroyed, the measures J’Taeri objects to never would have come to pass. Raleesh wouldn’t have to call for a move into orbital habitats, our people were already moving in that direction. Destroying Matronus changed everything, and now everybody is at each other’s throats!”

“But why would the Male Rebellion destroy Matronus?” Craigan demanded, “It’s against all we were standing for! And it’s only made things wore for us!”

“Craigan, don’t you see? I know the Male Rebellion didn’t destroy Matronus,” Abela said sadly, “It was the Council of Mistresses. This is what they wanted. They wanted this war, and framing the rebels for the destruction of Matronus was the perfect way to get it.”

She looked at him almost fondly.

“And if the worst happens, Craigain, the fate of our people is going to be in your hands,”



This time Craigan was screaming when he jolted out of the meld.

Wowryk had returned from her latest rebel meeting and was immediately at his side.

“He’s going into shock!” she declared, grabbing for her med-kit. Craigan abruptly vomited, spewing all over the floor.

“Find something interesting?” Stafford asked Sevkor, watching with concern while Wowryk administered to the Matrian.

“Much of interest, Sevkor reported,”Yet nothing that will aid in our current situation.”

“We don’t have time for this!” Stafford growled, “From their latest report, Valtaic’s team is trying to sneak up on the robots from the lowest levels of the facility, but we need a way to shut them down! Or at least information on what they might be guarding!”

Craigan was climbing back into his seat.

“I believe we’re on the right track,” Sevkor said.

“I think you should take a break before you go on,” Wowryk said, sounding worried, “We don’t know how well Matrian brains respond to mind-melds!”

“No, I have to know what happened,” Craigan insisted.

“I’m just trying to look out for your well-being,” Wowryk said crossing her arms.

“And I thank you. But we must continue.”

Sevkor pressed his fingertips to Craigan’s face.



The conversations were blurring together.

They always started the same, with a blast of cold and a wave of nausea as he awoke from hibernation. They always ended the same, with his last view prior to unconsciousness being Abela’s face.

“The Council reclaimed J’Taeri two months ago, Craigan,”

Five years later.

“J’Jaeri broke free a year ago,”

“Space forces are building. We’re certain than an assault on the colonies is next,”

“Lost contact with one of our bases in the tropics. It looks like they were wiped out by a biological weapon,”

Abela kept getting older. When he’d first met her, she was in her early middle-age. But as the conversations progressed, a few years here, a few years there, she’d aged considerably. Soon there was telltale grey creeping into her auburn hair.

They spoke of current events. Abela did most of the speaking, as Craigan really didn’t have anything new to tell her about.

“I don’t think you realize just how important you’ve become to me, Craigan,” she said once, giving him a kiss on the cheek before the stasis tube closed.

It was over fifty years into the Gender War when he realised that her aging had slowed.

“I have a confession to make, Craigan,” she said after he mentioned that, “I haven’t been part of the Matrian Defence Force for over thirty years, real time.”

“But…why?”

“Craigan,” tears were coming to her eyes now, “I know how much hearing about the war upsets you. Can you imagine living through it? Especially when you know that it all started as a foolish power grab? A power grab that included a genocide?” she shook her head, “I couldn’t speak out against the Council, they’d have me silenced instantly. I couldn’t take it anymore, Craigan. Our people, they’ve gone too far. They’ve spent so many decades fighting, bickering.” She looked directly into his eyes. “The Matria I loved and served died when Matronus was destroyed, Craigan. I thought I could bring it back. I thought that by working to end the war quickly I could stop our people from going too far. But they’ve finally done it. They finally went too far. And I’m afraid this place is going to be the last trace of our civilization.”

“I’ve been in stasis, Craigan,” she said, “I’ve set the computer to wake me up every five years or so. Long enough to see what’s happening. Installation 317-B is hooked right into the planetary military network, with an untraceable linkup. Sometimes I take my shuttle to one of the cities, gather some intel. But always back here for another five years. Every time I wake up, I hope that things have changed…that they’re showing some sign of ending this madness.

“But it’s not happening. Not yet.”

“What do you mean, ‘they’ve gone too far’?” Craigan asked, his mouth dry.

“The Council ordered the use of a gravitic mine on J’Taeri,” Abela said, “It was close to a fault line, and triggered tectonic activity that killed millions. J’Taeri retaliated with an antimatter missile strike, but it was defeated by anti-missile defenses. So their allies deployed an old nuclear device, killing a few million more. I keep waiting for this war to end, Craigan, but it just keeps escalating!”

“It’s been sixty years now, Craigan. Two colonies have been evacuated back to the homeworld…”

“…Seventy years now, Craigan. Ties with neighbouring civilizations have been cut for over thirty…”

“Eighty years, Craigan. The population is down to three quarters of what it was when the war started.”

“Ninety years, Craigan.”

“The war ended today, Craigan,” Abela said. She must have been spending more time out of stasis, as she looked like she’d aged a good ten years. Her eyes were dimming, her hair had greyed and the lines around her eyes and mouth were deep.

Craigan felt hope flare in him. From his point of view, only a few days had passed.

“Then, it’s over? We can leave this place?”

Abela shook her head.

“No Craigan,” she said sadly, “The war is over, but something just as bad has happened.”



Voltaic and Fifebee were becoming increasingly frustrated.

They hadn’t seen a construction bot in nearly an hour. They’d made their way close to what Fifebee claimed was the center of the installation, however they’d had to climb up a few levels. There was some sort of energy transfer machinery at the very bottom center of Haven. They couldn’t access the entire thing, but they’d passed through a large, three-level space that contained several heavy energy conduits and what looked like an energy transfer receiver of some kind. Possibly the connection between Haven and some sort of geothermal generating system?

The frustration came in because they couldn’t investigate the equipment or try to determine what it did. The construction bots could renew their assault at any time.

As they moved up, they found another large engineering space. This one had a stacked, cylindrical assembly dead center, surrounded by control pulpits.

“Computer core,” Fifebee exclaimed at once. She was about to step into the room when Valtaic stopped her.

“Alarm grid,” he said, pointing to a barely visible emitter array ringing the door.

“This could be what we’re looking for, Valtaic!”

“Then why are there no bots here now?” he demanded, “Why is their attention focused several levels up?”

“This may have the means to turn them off!” Fifebee insisted, “Even if the panels are locked, we may be able to find the command lines or input buffers we need to bypass the security lockout!”

“Which could take hours!”

“Not if we plug Sylvia directly into the core,”

“Whoah, leave me out of this,” Sylvia said, “Besides, my module is up in the Command Complex. Doing something like that over the holo-relay link would be…unpleasant.”

“We must try,” Fifebee said.

Valtaic closed his eyes briefly. Very well. A decision had to be made, and he was in charge of the team. Perhaps there was an alternative. He carefully moved one hand near the alarm grid and started manipulating his energy field. Perhaps he could short out the alarm.

BWA-CHUME! BWA-CHUME!

“Uh-oh,”

Fifebee ran for the computer core and started tapping at a panel, only to see the standard lockout message.

“Valtaic, your hand!”

Quickly understanding, he ran his hand over the security sensor on the underside of one of the panels.

<<ACCESS DENIED!>>

“Ohh, there is no way this can be good,” Sylvia sighed.

“Try to bypass the security lockout,” Valtaic ordered, moving towards the door. “I will keep watch for bots,”



Several levels above, Wowryk, Stafford and Yvonnokoff looked up as the dim lighting was supplemented by slowly pulsing red lights and a distant alarm.

“Stafford to Pye,” Stafford tapped his badge, “Um, you guys up in the command complex didn’t do that, did you?”

“No sir, honest!” Pye’s worried voice came back. In the background, Stafford could hear other comm channels opening and panicked voices demanding explanations.

“Ohh, this can’t be good,” Stafford groaned.

“Valtaic to Stafford,”

“Stafford here,”

“Sir, we’ve tripped an alarm of some kind,”

“We can see that,”

“We’ve entered what appears to be a computer core control room. Fifebee is attempting to bypass the lockout, however we anticipate an attack by the construction bots shortly,”

“We’ll try to get you something helpful!” Stafford said, “Maybe if they’re all chasing after you, we can get past them up here!”

“Sir, no. You cannot risk an attack on the upper levels. There are too many civilians.”

“Dammit!”

In the center of the room, Craigan and Sevkor appeared to be oblivious to the situation.

Appeared to be.



“Why isn’t the end of the war a good thing?” Craigan demanded.

“The war didn’t end because our people came to an agreement,” Abela said, “It ended because one side mastered mind control. Even as we speak, females across the planet are preparing to go into hibernation while the males begin rebuilding from the devastation,”

“What, and after disagreeing for a hundred years, suddenly they all agree this is the best course of action?”

“Of course not,” Abela shook her head, “The Council has perfected a device that can used to influence the minds of anybody within its influence,”

“That’s monstrous!”

“It is,” Abela agreed.

“So,” Craigain shooked his head, his whole world breaking apart, “What do we do?”

Abela paced for a moment.

“Craigan, I still have certain…access…to classified military documents,” she said “I’ve been able to maintain that over the past hundred years. And I know what the Council wants, more than anything.

“They want consensus,” Abela went on, “The original masterminds of this war are long dead. The original conflict is all but forgotten. This installation? Not even a myth. For the past few decades, the goal of the war has been to unify our people under one common cause. Of course, nobody could agree on that cause, and the war continued. Now they have that,”

“Is that necessarily a bad thing?” Craigan asked, “I mean, at least the war is over, right?”

Abela blew out a breath.

“Their plan right now is that the women will stay in hibernation until the men have finished rebuilding what was destroyed,” she said, “As punishment for their crimes. Ridiculous! The men weren’t responsible for this! At least, not in the way that everybody thinks! And even if that does happen, even if they are successful in homogenizing our people, so to speak, what’s to say that their cause will be just? I don’t know what course they plan to take, but if the path they choose mirrors that of the original council, the one that started this war, then our people will truly have lost their way. And the struggles of the past century will have been for nothing.”

“Then what are we going to do?”

Abela was quiet for several moments.

“Sooner or later, our people will emerge from hibernation,” Abela said, “And one day, they might find this place. I was right, you know. This really is the last trace of our civilization, the one that’s died a slow death over the past century.”

“But…if they’re like the old Council…if things turn out for the worst?”

“Then they can’t have it,” Abela said, “I’d see it destroyed before I let it fall into the wrong hands.”

“You still haven’t even told me what this place is!”

“I know, Craigan. And it’s just as well. You’d have to forget anyway.”

“What?”

“I’m going to erase your memories, Craigain.”

“What. WHY???”

There was an abrupt shift in the meld. Distantly, Craigan could here sirens, and sense a state of increased urgency. Abela seemed to sense it as well.

“You need to be ready for this moment, Craigan,” she said. This time he wasn’t simply reliving a memory. He didn’t know if he was imagining what she would say, or if he was somehow connected with the woman who had been his only source of contact for over a hundred years, but he could sense that what was happening now was NOT a memory.

“When they find this place, whoever they are, you are going to be one of the first things they find,” Abela said, “And if they even suspect that you know the things you do, you could be in the greatest of danger. And I need you.”

“For what?” Craigan demanded, frustrated and confused.

“Tell me about these people who found you,” Abela said. An image of Wowryk appeared. “Tell me of this one,”

“She helped wake our people,” Craigan replied, “She helped convince them that equality was better then trying to conquer the galaxy,”

“Our people tried that?”

“Apparently. She also helped lead the defence of our planet against a new enemy, the Qu’Eh.”

“And this one?” Queen Anselia appeared. Craigan imagined King Hektor next to her, and was unsurprised when he abruptly appeared.

“The King and Queen of the Matrian Republic,” he said. He shook his head, “I don’t understand!”

“Do you trust them?”

“What?”

Captain Stafford appeared.

“Another alien,” Abela commented, “They seem to have a lot of hands in our government, don’t they?”

Yanick appeared, then one of the Governors on the Council, followed by Admiral Verithi.

“Why are you DOING this?” he yelled.

“I’m not doing anything,” Abela said softly. She appeared now as she was when he first met her, the colour back in her hair and the youthful vitality back in her features, “You’re doing this. Because deep down, you understand your task,”

“But I don’t know what it is! How can I understand it?”

This time, it was dozens of people that appeared. Stafford and Wowryk, Anselia and Hektor, the Council of Governors & Governesses, Admiral Verithi, though he’d seen her only in news broadcasts. Mistress Laheya, Agent Jural and several of the rebel leaders.

“These are the people with knowledge of Haven,” Abela said, Anselia’s name for the installation coming right from Craigain’s mind, “And these are the people who will control it if they manage to unlock its secrets.”

“But what does this have to do with me?”

“Reconciliation, Craigan,”



Valtaic started as he heard the clattering of metallic feet on the corridor floor.

“Incoming,” he said calmly.

“I have located an authentication node,” Fifebee said, “however, it appears to be encoded with a fractal encryption sequence. It could take time to break it,”

“Minutes? Hours?” Valtaic demanded, pulling out his phaser.

“Months to years,” Sylvia corrected him.

The first bot came into view, firing a beam past Valtaic’s head.

“We don’t have that much time,” he said firmly. He hit the manual door control, sealing it shut just before another beam struck it. They moved to another door, one they had sealed before, only to see a sharp dent appear, as if struck by one of those spidery robotic hands.

“Voltaic to Stafford. Our situation has become somewhat more urgent!’



“What does that mean?” Craigain demanded.

“You’ve remembered so much, Craigan,” Abela said, “More than you were supposed to, really. But if you’d done your job, none of this would have been necessary,”

“My job? What do you mean my job?”

“You know what your task is,” Abela repeated, “It’s why you insisted on joining the aliens on their rescue mission, and why you returned here after you saw what you needed. It’s why you have spent so much time speaking with the new leaders of the Matrian Republic. You’ve already completed it…you just don’t realize it yet. Perhaps it’s my fault, I was very thorough with that mind wipe. You have no idea how much it pained me to do that, by the way,”

“Craigan, Sevkor, we’re having a bit of a crisis here! If we don’t turn those bots off soon, people are going to die!”

“You’ve done so much,” Abela said, shaking her head, “And lost so much. I suppose the least I owe you is a hint,”

She came close to him, close enough that he could smell the pleasant scent of her perfume.

“Craigan, do you trust that these people want only the best for our people? Do you trust that they want to create a Matrian Republic we can both be proud of?”

The crowd of people was still staring at him. Anselia and Hektor, who had pulled their civilization from its stagnant virtual reality and tried to bring it into the galactic community. Verithi, who was concerned only with protecting their world. Stafford and Wowryk, who had started as Matria’s enemies, only to return later to try to help them find their place in the Federation. He remembered Anselia and Stafford talking about the sports competitions held between the Matrians and the Silverado crew, held in the spirit of strengthening ties. He remembered sitting in on Council debates, listening to some of the most idiotic drivel he’d heard in his life. But he remembered the mix of male and female council members, and that they were disagreeing. That seemed most important, for if Abela’s worst fears had been realized, the technology developed by their people would have prevented anybody from disagreeing with the ‘chosen path’.

“Yes,” he said, “I do,”

“Then that’s all we need to know,” Abela smiled.

And the memories came flooding back.



Craigan jumped to his feet so suddenly that Sevklor was knocked flat on his back.

“RECONCILIATION!” Craigan shouted.

“You have succeeded in reconciling my buttocks with this very hard floor quite nicely,” Sevkor said, sounding very annoyed. (Emotion was a common side effect of mind melds with emotional species.)

“Huh?” Stafford asked.

“Listen to me!” Craigain said quickly.



“Stafford to Valtaic!”

“He better have something good to tell us!” Sylvia cried out. She and Fifebee were shielding Valtaic with their holographic bodies. One of the door panels buckled from the mechanical onslaught and they all had to duck a wielding beam.

Valtaic abruptly spoke up.

“Recognize codeword, reconciliation!” he shouted at the bots, “Initiate stand down sequence!”

The words were in slightly mangled Matrian, passed to him through Stafford. But the effect was immediate. The bots lowered their weapons, returned their sheet-metal shields to their previous positions, turned as one and started clattering away.

“Oh thank heavens,” Sylvia exclaimed.

“Come,” Valtaic said, “We are to meet the Captain at the stairway we first discovered.



“She never told me what Haven was,” Craigan was saying to Stafford, Jural and Wowryk as they descended the stairs. “I think she knew, from the very beginning, what she wanted me to do.” They’d opted to limit the initial exploratory team to members with some combat training, just in case.

“But why all the memory wiping?”

“I needed to be unbiased,” Craigan said, “She believed that if I knew I was passing judgement on whoever found this place, it would affect my decision,”

“A hundred years is a long time to sit around waiting to judge somebody,”

“Two hundred,” Craigan corrected him, “but who’s counting?”

They met up with Valtaic’s team. Craigan led them to one of the spoke-like corridors and straight into what had been the heart of robot territory.

“Thank you, by the way,” Sylvia said, patting Craigon on the back, “Fifebee and I would have been fine, even if the relay was lost. But Valtaic would have died a very messy death,”

Valtaic inclined his head.

“What are we looking for, anyway?” Stafford asked, “You know Anselia’s going to demand a full report, as soon as we get back up.”

“I’m not sure,” Craigan said, “But I remember Abela telling me that if I decided whoever found Haven could be trusted, I was to bring them to this place.

“And if not?”

“Then the code word I would have given the robots, discord, would have caused them to storm Haven and kill you all,”

“Ohhh, charming,”

They’d arrived at a very secure-looking pair of doors.

“Signal Analysis,” Fifebee read the door label, “Access restricted,”

“Signal Analysis,” Stafford repeated, “That sounds like an Intelligence operation, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” Fifebee said, tapping at her tricorder.

“And as Minister of Planetary Defence,” Stafford ran his hand over the security reader, “I should have access to that. Assuming the readers down here access the central HQ database the same way the others do.”

The doors hissed open, revealing an airlock-type compartment. A window in one wall looked into an empty security booth.

“Very black-ops,” Sylvia observed uncomfortably as they crowded in. Stafford ran his hand against another panel.

Craigan didn’t know what the Starfleeters expected to find. They’d probably expected to see the big, two level room filled with display screens that made the ones in the Command Complex look like tricorder screens. They probably expected the various analysis consoles, video surveillance feeds and data processing terminals. After all, he was expecting to find all that, what with the place being called Signal Analysis and all.

What he didn’t expect to see was the dried, mummified corpse lying in the middle of the room. From the looks of his companions, he was sure they didn’t expect it either.

“What…” Craigain noticed the corpse was wearing an old, tattered uniform.

Abela’s uniform.

“No!” Craigan shouted out. He took two steps into the room, then spun and fell to the floor as the world around him went dark.



“Craigan!” Wowryk exclaimed, watching as he collapsed to the floor. She was about to step out after him when Fifebee pulled her back.

“NO!” Fifebee shouted, uncharacteristically loudly, “STAY BACK!”

“What is it?” Stafford asked urgently.

“That,” Fifebee said, pointing at one side of the room.

They turned.

“Oh shit,” Stafford said softly.

“You can’t be serious,” Wowryk groaned.

Connected to one wall was a Matrian Spatial Interphase Device. Its lights were blinking, and according to the limited data on Fifebee’s tricorder, it was fully operational.

Right next to it was a stasis tube. In it was a woman none of them recognized, except for from Craigan’s description. Even then, they might not have recognized her, except for her uniform.

It was a complete twin to the rotted one on the floor. Right down to the nametag.

A clone.

Fifebee, assured now that nobody would be stepping into the bubble-like field around the M-SID, the field that would trap anybody who entered it in a virtual reality from which they may or may not be able to return, resumed tapping at her tricorder.

“This certainly complicates the situation,” she remarked.
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Paid Vacation

Lt Cmdr Simon Jeffery, Chief Engineer of the USS Silverado (In theory, anyway. He hadn’t actually served aboard the ship in ages.) turned his head to the side and vomited profusely.

“Yup, he’s still alive,” a voice said as Jeffery chocked and gasped for air.

“Luckily us Hazardous Team types are well versed in a variety of useful, life-saving skills!” another voice said, sounding rather proud.

“Sure, but I’m still telling the whole crew that you were making out with Jeffery,” the original voice said.

“We were NOT making out! I was giving him CPR!”

“As soon as you start using tongue, it’s not CPR anymore,”

“Why you-”

There was the sound of scuffling, then a shot of sand hit Jeffery across the face. Finally, he opened his eyes and struggled to sit up.

“Ah’m never drinkin’ again,” he muttered to himself. As his memories rushed back however, he remembered that over-indulgence had nothing to do with the pounding in his head, at least not this time. He was seated on a white, sandy beach with nothing but rippling ocean as far as the eye could see. The first word that would have popped into his mind would have been ‘pristine’, if only the beach weren’t littered with smashed spaceship parts. Whatever had happened to the Qu’Eh runabout they’d stolen, Jeffery was willing to bet that at least half of it was now scattered across the stretch of sand in pieces no bigger than Jeffery himself. A few feet to his left, Marsden and Simmons were rolling around on the sand, each one intent on twisting the other’s head off.

“Oy! Jeffery croaked,”Shut it! Yer making me head split!”

“It’s better to let them get it out of their systems,” T’Parief’s voice advised, “Otherwise we will have to listen to them whine and bicker for the next several hours.”

“Whot…” Jeffery looked around, but didn’t see the green officer anywhere. Sandy beach, rippling ocean, grasses and small trees leading into jungle or forest, yeah he saw all of that. But of T’Parief, there was no sign.

“Look up,” now the reptile sounded almost amused.

Jeffery did, finding himself staring straight at T’Parief’s stomach. The reptile was about ten meters above the ground, perched in a large, flexible-looking tree.

“Whatcha doin’?” Jeffery asked, rather dumbly.

“I was thrown into this tree when the runabout crashed,” T’Parief explained, “And as it is an excellent vantage point, I’ve opted to stay up here while the others handled rescue and first-aid,”

Jeffery followed the tip of T’Parief’s tail, which was pointing back along his ‘flight path’ to the shattered remains of the runabout. It had crashed into a sort of split mountain-top, two peaks wide enough to admit the cockpit of the ship but not wide enough for the main body. Jeffery realized that the cockpit must have broken free and disintegrated as it fell over the beach and into the ocean, taking them with it. He also realized he was soaked with salty-smelling sea water.

“Stern dragged you out of the ocean some time ago,” T’Parief explained, answering Jeffery’s unanswered question, “After Marsden administered CPR you vomited, began breathing and passed out. We were unsure as to whether you would come to again, and we definitely didn’t expect additional vomit. Stern and the others are trying to salvage what they can from the wreckage,”

“Oh.” Apparently, Stern and T’Parief had everything well in hand. Nothing for Jeffery to do but sit back, relax and enjoy the sunshine.

“Wait, where’s Yanick?” he demanded.

“She is resting comfortably,” T’Parief said calmly, but there was something in his voice that Jeffery couldn’t put his finger on, “She managed to stay with the cockpit section until it hit the water, then swam to shore,”

“Really? Good on her,”

“She is a remarkable human,” T’Parief commented. Jeffery noticed that although T’Parief appeared to be scanning wherever he could see from the treetop for whatever he was looking for, his gaze kept returning to his far right. Deciding to check up on Yanick, who was undoubtedly somewhere in that direction, Jeffery climbed to his feet and started moving.



“And after we split Fifebee and Sylvia, Fifebee was able to do her holographic pass- through-walls trick to help us figure out what some of the rooms were,” Yanick was saying, going on her chirpy, happy-go-Yanick voice, “And Valtiac figured out how to open the mechanical door locks, so we could pry the doors open instead of phasering them, which Anselia wouldn’t let us do anyway. All the good stuff is still locked up, but at least we could sleep in real beds, and eat real food, and shower once in a while! It was almost as bad as Survival Training, remember? When they’d dump you on a deserted planet for a week and expect you to survive? Of course, they were up in orbit with sensors tracking you, and all that. Heh, I remember this one guy stopped to take a ‘personal happy moment’ and they caught the whole thing with the ship’s visual sensors! He was SOOOO embarrassed! Not that he had reason to be, the mental health briefing actually said that was a good way to relieve stress and maintain a positive outlook.”

As Jeffery walked up the beach he’d found Yanick sitting in the shade of the trees, facing a small cove. A small pile of supplies scavenged from the runabout had been started, and the Matrian prisoner they’d rescued had been lain out in a shady spot. At first Jeffery thought that Yanick’s stream of chatter had been directed at her, then he saw that she was cradling somebody’s dark-haired head on her lap. (He was relieved to look further and see that the head was, in fact, still attached to its owner’s body.) He could see a faded spattering of Trill spots tracing down the temple and along the neck, which didn’t make any sense. There were no Trill on the Hazardous Team…

“Anyway, we don’t have any nightclubs or anything yet,” Yanick went on as she gently stroked the dark, mussed hair, “Not even any good music. But, y’know, it’s gotta be better than living up with the Qu’Eh, right?”

As he came closer, Jeffery realized that it was Jall’s head that Yanick was talking to. The tall, lanky officer was sprawled out on the beach, lying so completely motionless that Jeffery was certain that he was dead.

Yanick’s head turned to face him.

“He won’t wake up,” she said sadly, “We pulled him out of the water when we found you, but he won’t wake up!”

“Trish,” Jeffery said gently, unsure how to handle this, “I think…he may be…”

“Oh, no, he’s not dead,” Yanick almost giggled. She put one hand on Jall’s chest, “He’s breathing, and I can feel his heart beating.”

“Oh! Well…good on ’im, then.”

“I’m scared the Qu’Eh did something to him,” Yanick went on, her voice again sounding sad, “They took him to their ship weeks ago. I don’t see any cuts, or marks, or any other sign that they…you know. But Marsden said the Qu’Eh were using some of that weird Matrian mind-machine stuff.”

Suddenly, the Matria prisoner sat bolt-upright and shouted.

“I DON”T KNOW WHERE HAVEN IS!!!!”

She looked around blankly for a moment, then flopped back to the sand.

“Has she been doing that a lot?” Jeffery asked.

“No,”

“Still,” Jeffery motioned at Jall’s form, “Ye might want to ease back a bit. Ye don’t want a squished nose if he goes nutters on ye,”

“Um, right.” Yanick eased Jall’s head off her lap and tried to make him comfortable, but she didn’t leave his side. As she moved, Jeffery could see that her stomach was now very, very distended. In fact, if he didn’t know any better, he’d swear she was a good eight months pregnant.

“And how are ye?” Jeffery asked.

“Oh me? Fat as a cow,” she grumbled, “And I still don’t know why!”

“But yer feeling…OK?”

“For now,” Yanick said, “It hurts when I swell up more, but once it stops…growing…I feel ok.”

“Growing?” Jeffery squeaked.

“I already checked for space parasites,” Yanick assured him, “Or those funny Barney things some crew came across a few years back…the ones that grew in your chest and clawed their way out? Anyway, it’s none of that. Just…fluid build-up,”

Jeffery made a face.

“Oh come on, Simon! Aren’t we at a point yet where we can discuss our health without getting all icky?”

“Oh aye, aye,” Jeffery said unsteadily.

But he still kept glancing at Yanick’s belly.



While Jeffery and Yanick stood vigil over Jall and the Matrian, and while T’Parief served as lookout, the Hazardous Team was combing the shallows for anything useful they could recover from the runabout. They’d left their uniforms on the beach and were swimming through the warm, clear, salty water in their underwear.

“Man, this has GOT to be the best mission ever,” Simmons said, floating on his back, “How come we never trained for anything like this in the holodeck?”

“You’re supposed to be looking for stuff!” Stern reminded him, treading water, looking down and spotting something. He dove, closing his eyes against the salt and reaching out for whatever he’d found. Popping back up to the surface, he found it was just a metal support bracket. He chucked it back towards the beach, in the general direction of the ‘junk’ pile. Rengs dove under the waves, coming back up with a tricorder. He started swimming towards the ‘keep’ pile.

“He’s got a good point,” Marsden called from a few meters away, “We’ve spent hundreds of hours training for desert operations, training for urban operations, jungle anti- insurgery,”

“I think you mean ‘insurgency’,” Kreklor corrected him.

“We’ve trained for hostage situations, item retrievals and demolitions. But we’ve never, ever run a holo-simulation where we had to swim in a beautiful ocean looking for stuff!”

“If we did, we’d probably have more people signing up for security,” Simmons replied, “Maybe even some hot chicks in bikinis!”

“Yeah, that’s totally what this beach is missing,” Marsden agreed.

Stern couldn’t argue that point.

The others were so busy scanning the sandy sea floor that they didn’t even notice the fin. It was Simmons, in fact, who lolled one eye to the side to look out over the horizon and saw the dark, blade-like object sticking out of the water.

“Uh-buh…uh-buuuh!!!” he tried to point, only to lose his buoyancy and sputter.

“What’s that, Simmons?” Stern asked absently, “See an interesting cloud?”

“SH-SHAAARK!” Simmons cried, swimming frantically back to the beach.

The HT looked around frantically, spotting the fin.

“OH SHIT!”



Jeffery head the shouting immediately and jogged back to where T’Parief was, pardon the pun, hanging around.

“T’Parief! They’re in trouble!” he said frantically, “Do ye have a phaser? A harpoon? Anything?”

“They’re not in trouble,” T’Parief replied confidently.

As Jeffery watched the fin overtook Rengs, who abruptly disappeared under the surface.

“Bugger!” Jeffery gasped. He took two steps towards the water before T’Parief stopped him with a firm bark of command.

“If any of them had bothered to read the fauna report on Matria, they’d know that the Matrian equivalent of sharks avoid the equatorial waters due to their warm temperature.”

“But…”

“That would be a slenun,” T’Parief went on, “It is sort of a cross between a dolphin and an eel. They are excellent in soup, however the Matrian government has outlawed slenun hunting due to their intelligence and playful nature.”

“But…” Jeffery said again. As he watched, Rengs was catapulted back out of the water, landing several meters away and sputtering. Jeffery caught a flash of a long, narrow snout and a snake-like neck before the slenun disappeared back under the water.

“It’s got me!” Simmons suddenly shouted, splashing around, “OH MY GOD! IT’S KILLING ME! IT’S….it’s…” he trailed off.

“I think it’s humping my leg,” he frowned.



By the time the HT had returned to shore, Jeffery and T’Parief were both laughing hysterically. A whole pod of the animals had turned up and had spent nearly half an hour swimming around the terrified humanoids, pushing them through the water, sending them flying through the air and subjecting them to a variety of friendly brushings. It had taken nearly fifteen minutes for the HT to fully realize that the animals were friendly, and another fifteen for the slenuns to grow tired of them and let them swim to shore.

“You could have said something!” Simmons shouted angrily.

“I did,” T’Parief chuckled, “In the planetary mission profile I sent you two months ago.”

Dar’ugal shook his body, trying to shake the water out of his fur and succeeding only in turning himself into a damp puff-ball. Jeffery shielded his face as water flew in all directions.

“Yeah, next time we’re throwing YOU in to play with them!” Stern nodded.

“I don’t suppose anybody thought to pack some margaritas?” Marsden wondered, looking past T’Parief at the clear, blue sky.

“Well, if I’d know we were going to end up stranded on a deserted paradise,” Stern shrugged, “I would have added them to the equipment list.”



By the time night fell, the Hazardous Team had completed their sweep of the beach, Jeffery had started a pretty good fire and the Matrian prisoner, Bhetti, had fully regained consciousness. She’d been captured during the Qu’Eh sweep of the tunnels under Matronus and taken to the ‘Quality Re-evaluation Center’ (prison). She’d been selected for special interrogation on P’tarek’s ship not because she actually knew anything about Haven, but because a Qu’Eh spy device in her cell block had overheard her talking about the Heavenly Hash ice-cream recipe that had been added to the replicator database when Ambassador Owens had come to the planet two years ago.

“I tried to tell them that they were making a mistake, but they wouldn’t listen to me,” she’d explained to Jeffery and T’Parief, “I helped the Rebellion with supplies! You know, smuggling down food and replicator power packs…I don’t know anything about Haven!”

In other words, although T’Parief and his team didn’t regret rescuing her, (it was in the job description after all) they’d quickly realized that she wouldn’t be of much help in the current situation.

As the stars appeared in the sky and as two of Matria Prime’s moons started to peek over the horizon, they gathered around Jeffery’s campfire and started picking through the equipment they’d salvaged from the ship.

“Well, we’ve still got the SR-shield generator,” Jeffery mused, holding the somewhat battered component in one hand, “Ah dunno if it’s waterproof or nae, but we really don’t have any way of testing it, do we?”

“Not unless we find a tricorder that still works,” Rengs said, tapping angrily at his. Two more lay discarded by his feet. “These ones turn on, but I’m not picking up much of anything on them!”

“The phasers work,” Jeffery said, “Ah used mine to start the fire.”

“Comm-badges?” Stern asked.

“We dunno. Do ye want to risk sending a signal the Qu’Eh could track?”

They all exchanged uneasy looks.

“How else are we going to call for rescue?” Jeffery asked.

“Who needs to be rescued?” Simmons laughed, “Let’s get some moonshine going, maybe build a barbeque pit, and we’re set!”

“Oops, somebody move Jall’s feet, his boot is starting to smoke!” Marsden yelped. Yanick reached over and pulled the still-unconscious officer’s legs away from the fire. (She’d moved him close to begin with, to keep him warm despite the tropical night air.)

“Nuuuggggnnnn….” Jall grunted, turning a little.

“I didn’t know he had Trill spots,” Rengs said, nodding in Jall’s direction.

“He goes into Sickbay every month or so to have them removed,” Yanick said absently, “I guess he’s overdue.”

T’Parief’s red eyes gleamed in the firelight, so Jeffery knew the instant the reptile starting staring in his direction. His eyes flickered down the beach. Getting the message, Jeffery stood and casually walked a few paces away from the fire.

“What’s up, big guy?” Jeffery asked quietly.

“We do not know what the Qu’Eh did to Jall,” T’Parief said without preamble, “We know they were experimenting with Matrian SID technology, which had the ability to alter the personalities of any beings within their influence,”

“Aye, but the effects stopped as soon as the gizmo was turned off,” Jeffery said.

“In the Matrian version, yes. Who is to say the Qu’Eh version is the same?”

“It innae possible,” Jeffery shook his head, “The SIDs used a spatial interphase to let interspace influence into our space-time. They used the effects of interspace on the humanoid nervous system to change behaviour. When the interspace influence fades…” Jeffery trailed off as an angry rattle built in T’Parief’s throat.

“I am not interested in techno-babble,” T’Parief grumbled, “And again, you are describing the Matrian device. We do not know how the Qu’Eh version worked.”

“OK, fine. Then what’s the deal?”

“When Jall regains consciousness, he may try to take command of the situation,” T’Parief explained. “He outranks us both,”

“Ohhhh…”

“He knows nothing of the situation,”

“Neither does Chris half the time, but he manages,”

“He has been a prisoner of war for nearly a month,” T’Parief went on, “He cannot take command until he’s been given a full examination,”

“Who is in command, then?” Jeffery asked sharply.

“I am,” T’Parief said, in a tone that left no room for discussion.

“And whot’s yer plan?”

“My plan,” T’Parief said, “is to wait fourty-eight hours to allow the Qu’Eh reaction to our very successful mission to die down. We will explore the area and attempt to either locate the nearest inhabited settlement or a means of contacting the Rebellion.”

“Sounds good,” Jeffery started to turn back towards the fire, but T’Parief stopped him.

“One last thing,” the reptile said, “It is no secret that you have been very vocal about questioning the Captain’s plans in situations such as this. I am not as understanding as he is. Defy me, and I will render you unconscious in the most painful manner painful,”

He game Jeffery a small grin.

“Just so there are no…misunderstandings.”



When they returned to the campfire, Jall was still unconscious, but had begun muttering softly.

“I think he’s going to be OK,” Yanick said, smiling at the HT.

“Yeah, he is,” Simmons said, “But what about y-URP!”

Rengs had jammed an elbow in his kidney.

“I’M FINE!” Yanick shrieked, her mood switching sides faster than a bisexual at a fashion show.

“Next time, listen to me!” Rengs whispered, “I’ve been through this before!” His wife and son were safe and sound in Haven. Meris had even found a chamber near the Transit Hub that was suitable for teaching classes to the small group of children that Silverado crewmen had brought aboard.

“I wish we had marshmallows,” Stern sighed, drinking some of the fresh water they’d salvaged from the runabout, “And hookers. And something cold to drink,”

“Tomorrow we will begin exploring,” T’Parief said, “Our first priority will be fresh water, followed by edible plants and animals. We will go from there.”

“At least it’s warm out,” Jeffery said, lying down on one side and preparing to sleep, “It’s bad enough ye had to give me CPR. A night of cuddlin’ together for warmth would just be too much,”

“It’s only gay if you look into each other’s eyes!” Simmons said defensively.

“On that note, I’m turning in,” Stern said, rolling over, “Kreklor, you’ve got first watch. I’ll relieve you in two hours,”

The Klingon grunted, then turned away from the fire, his eyes scanning the dark night.



Commander San Jall felt like somebody had stirred his brains with an egg-mixer. He was aware that he was lying flat on his back and that he was outside. But he was also aware that the fresh air tasted yellow on his tongue and that the crashing surf sounded like strawberries. Market faced the bright centipede automobile as well, which led him to shake his head gently and wonder just what the hell the Qu’Eh had done to his brain. Memories were coming back slowly; the Qu’Eh ship, filling out reams of paperwork, and being led into an interrogation chamber.

Oh. He was recovering from Qu’Eh interrogation drugs. Or neural scramblers. No, wait. Dishes walked down the brick lined with happy cake. Hmm. OK, that was a bit more coherent than the bit with the centipede anyway. Whatever they’d done to him seemed to be fading up. Off. Out? Whatevever.

Groaning, he pulled himself into a sitting position and tried to blink the sunlight out of his eyes.

“Jall,” somebody’s voice said, soft yet insistent, “Don’t…move…”

Was that Supervisor Neum?

“Wha…”

“And be quiet!”

As his vision cleared, he found himself sitting near the burnt-out remnants of a campfire. Jall, Jeffery, T’Parief and the Hazardous Team were gathered around him. He’d been rescued!

Wait. Was there something sharp poking his mid-back, or was that more brain scrambulation?

As his vision cleared even further, he realized that the Silverado crewmen were all on their knees, their hands on their heads. Behind them stood dozens of spear-wielding Matrians, clad in loincloths and adorned with war-paint.

He blinked.

“Thanks for the rescue, guys,” he muttered.



As Jall rose carefully to his feet, hands on his head, Stern cursed himself again for current situation. He couldn’t fully blame himself. He’d been distracted after all…

“One bottle of beer on the wall, one bottle of beer,” he’d been singing almost under his breath, his back to the fire to preserve his night vision. Even though it was nearly 0400, the island was still alive with sounds. The swell of the surf as the tide ebbed, the chirping of some sort of insect from deep in the trees, even the occasional grumble of what was probably a larger land animal, likely keeping a distance due to the fire. Still, Stern kept his eyes open and his phaser ready, occasionally circling the campsite to make sure nothing was sneaking up on them.

“I wish we really had that much beer,” somebody had mumbled quietly.

“You and me both, buddy,” Stern had replied, not particularly caring who it was. There was a sudden grumbling sound, then the mystery speaker groaned slightly.

“Stupid tummy-ache,”

OK, that had settled it. It was Yanick.

“We still have a few pieces of the med-kit,” Stern had offered, “The tricorders won’t work, but-”

“Ohh, back off. It hasn’t gotten any worse,”

“Hey, just trying to help!”

Unexpectedly, Yanick had burst into quiet tears. Not quite knowing what to do, Stern stood there like a deer in the headlights. The only other time he’d been around a crying woman was during some of the kinkier role-playing he’d gotten involved in, and those tears had been 100% for show.

“Sit down and hug me!” Yanick whispered harshly, “Ohh, you security types are all the same! You don’t know how to handle a woman unless she comes with an instruction manual!”

“Some of them come with manuals?” he asked as he crouched down and gave her a tentative side-hug.

As suddenly as they’d started, the tears were gone; replaced with giggles.

“You boys,” Yanick had chuckled, “You’d think four years of working with you would give Pari some of your sense of humour!”

“Yeah, speaking of him, I’m going to stop hugging you now,”

“Good idea,”

Stern had stood and turned to resume his patrol…only to find himself facing a row of sparking lights. Eyes, reflecting the fire. He reached for his phaser, only to find the holster empty.

“Crap,”

Now, a couple hours later, their captors seemed ready to move them out.

“Negithan ornimi,” an unusually muscular male Matrian demanded, pointing up the beach.

“We’re going thataway?” Stern asked. He received a sharp jab in response.

“Definitely that way,” he muttered.

“Don’t provoke them,” Jeffery said quietly.

“Oh, don’t worry,” Stern muttered back, “The HT has had tons of experience with primitives. We got the Bronze Age of Deloria II, remember?”

“How could we forget?” Simmons said, “It’s the only time we’ve ever been offered our own love-slaves!”

“Silence,” T’Parief said, softly but firmly. His hands had been bound behind his back, and their captors had no fewer than eight men and woman watching him carefully.

“Why? They don’t seem to mind, as long as we’re quiet,” Simmons said.

“We need them to talk so the Universal Translator can get a lock on their language,” Rengs explained, “Whatever language they speak, the Matrians didn’t give us the translation key when they joined the Federation,”

“Bhetti, any inklings?” Jeffery asked their Matrian rescuee.

“No, Lt Commander,” Bhetti replied, looking nervously at a stone spear tip a foot from her head, “I’ve never heard anything about people living in jungles or running around in loincloths,”

“You’ve missed out on some great movies, then” Marsden advised her.

“Huh?”

“Nevermind.”

They followed the beach for just under a kilometer before turning onto a path and moving into the forest. It was more jungle than forest, Jeffery decided. The trees just seemed to get taller and taller, the underbrush was getting thicker and he was pretty sure he could see vines dangling further ahead. The Matrians didn’t seem overly concerned about their situation; they almost seemed bored as they led the HT deeper into the jungle. The Starfleet members, by contrast, were discreetly looking every possible direction, trying to spot hostile animals, venomous plants, any of the hundreds of interesting ways to die that they’d read about in the Starfleet Field Survival Guide - Jungle Edition. The Matrians themselves were a near-even split between men and women, something that immediately struck Jeffery as being odd. They all seemed to be in excellent physical condition; Jeffery hadn’t seen so many six-packs since Unbalanced Equations had switched from canned and bottled beer to kegs. (About two weeks after Silverado had launched.) Their hair was long but clean and seemed to be tied back with a variety of coloured straps. Leather maybe, or plant material. They all wore narrow loincloths in front and back, which seemed to be made out of animal hide. The women wore what almost looked like animal-hide halter-tops. Jeffery wished they would have put in the extra effort for decent animal-hide bikinis, but he had to admit the view still wasn’t bad. Some wore jewellery, including the big male that seemed to be in charge. They’d all painted their faces with a variety of colours, and Jeffery again couldn’t help but notice that the guy in charge seemed to have the most elaborate face-paintings.

Jall, walking right behind Jeffery, had noticed about half of this. His brain was still pretty scrambled after all. But he did have one piece of insight that Jeffery hadn’t.

“I know I haven’t had as much experience with the Matrians as the rest of you,” he said quietly, “But isn’t it sort of strange that a tribe of primitive Matrians would have a man in charge?”

Jeffery started. T’Parief simply nodded agreement.

“Unless he’s only in charge of the raiding party,” Kreklor suggested. He’d also been shackled

“Even so,” Jall said. Something else was bothering him about these aliens. But what was it?

“Lt. Cmdr Stern” T’Parief said carefully, “Did your report on Deloria II not state that the…inhabitants…had a particular reaction to Kreklor and Dar’ugal?” In other words, didn’t the primitive ancient Delori panic when they saw that two of your team were alien?

Realization dawned on Stern’s face.

“Hey, yeah!” he said. “They thought they were gods! Or one god, one demon.”

“These guys don’t look like they’re about to worship us,” Kreklor said, “Or consider us demons,”

“How can we tell? They haven’t said anything yet!” Stern wondered.

“And why aren’t they saying anything, anyway?” Jall demanded.

“Thoreng abbath,” the guard behind him said almost casually before bopping him on the top of his head with his spear.

“Owww. Hey, don’t stir the porridge! It’s already well-mixed!”

“Thoreng-”

“Okay, shutting up now!” Jall raised his hands in surrender.



They walked for nearly an hour before reaching the village. The ground, which had risen fairly steadily since they’d left the beach, now dropped down into a sort of basin. The trees towered above them, their canopies blocking the sky completely but letting a pleasant amount of light filter down to the ground. They reached a cliff wall, a sheer stone slab towering higher than even the trees. They followed this for a short time before the sound of crashing water could be heard, even felt beneath the soles of their feet.

“I hope this isn’t the part where they hold us underwater and decide that whoever drowned was innocent and whoever survived was a witch,” Marsden whimpered.

“Me too,” Simmons agreed.

“We’ve done nothing to them, shown no hostility,” Stern said, “We’re not here to hurt them, they’ve got no reason to hurt us!”

“Well, we did crash an alien runabout into one of their mountains. Who knows how they’re going to respond to that!” Jeffery pointed out.

“I was trying not to think about that part, actually,”

The foliage ahead of them abruptly cleared, revealing the Matrian village.

“Whoah…” Jall muttered, “Somebody needs a new decorator.”

Jeffery didn’t agree. The Matrian village had been built around a small lake at the base of a roaring, tumbling waterfall. He couldn’t imagine himself sleeping through that racket, but maybe the Matrians had gotten used to it. The pool itself emptied into a large stream (or small river) that wandered off into the jungle, tumbling through rounded, water-eroded rocks before disappearing into the foliage. The village itself was made up of hexagonal huts, each one elevated above the ground, some perched on broad tree branches, some clinging to the rock wall near the falls and others hanging by heavy, braided vines from even higher branches. A network of walkways connected many of the structures, and aside from a single wooden stairway circling a thick tree trunk, the only way up or down seemed to be a collection of vine-rope ladders.

The rest of the HT noticed all of this as well, of course, but it was Jeffery’s engineering mind that saw even deeper. He noticed immediately the perfect, clean cuts made on the bamboo-like wood that had been used to build the huts and walkways. He saw as well that the angles where the floors met the walls were as close to ninety degrees as you could get, and that the hexagonal shape of the huts was likewise close to perfect. He saw that instead of small windows, many sections of the light, bamboo-weave walls slid back to open the hut to the fresh air. Through many of these openings, he saw rolled animal hide tucked up where the wall met the ceiling, no doubt ready to be unrolled if extra insulation was needed. He also saw several small, rock-lined channels had been dug into the ground, positioned to drain rainwater away from the village. The hut roofs were peaked, and had been coated with some sort of thick, black gunk. Pitch? Whatever it was, Jeffery was willing to bet that it was water-repellent.

In other words, these people might be absolutely primitive by almost any standards, but they weren’t stupid savages. Not by a long stretch.

The Starfleeters were pushed into position near the center of the village, right in front of a large, elaborate-looking chair. No doubt, so somebody could pass judgement on them.

Jeffery casually moved over towards T’Parief, his eyes not leaving the ring of spears still pointed in their direction.

“Whoever these people are, they aren’t stupid,” he said quietly.

“Hmmm?”

“Whot Ah mean is,” Jeffery considered, searching for the words, “This is the most advanced primitive village Ah’ve ever heard of,”

“You are hardly an anthropologist,” T’Parief replied.

The alpha male that had led their capture had disappeared, only to return with what had to be the alpha female. She was spectacular. There was no other way to put it. Not even thirty, she’d immediately dispelled Stern’s fear that they were going to have to deal with a wizened old bat. Her figure was divine, curved in all the right places. She easily cleared 185 centimeters, several inches taller than the alpha male. She wore an elaborate headdress, decorated with things that Jeffery couldn’t identify…probably the local analogue of peacock feathers or something. Her lips were a perfect bow, and when she spoke, her voice danced around Jeffery’s ears like music.

Of course, they couldn’t understand a word she said.

“So much for a male-dominated Matrian society,” Stern observed, “Yes!”

Frowning, the woman turned to the male and spoke again. He shrugged, gestured to the prisoners, then said something back.

Nodding, the woman turned her attention back to them, then spoke again. Her words were different, as were their rhythm. Another language?”

Still, the HT’s Universal Translators were silent.

She turned back to the male, and they went back into a heated discussion.

“This society may not be male dominated,” Jall said, “But it still looks a lot more co- operative than I’d expect,”

“We hardly know anything about the Old Matrians,” Yanick said. She’d spent a good deal of time liaisoning with them, after all. “We don’t have a clue how their primitive societies would have worked. And I’ve never heard any of the Matrians mention anything like this, thanks for asking!”

“Sorry Trish,” Jall said, giving her a grin, “Feel free to add whatever you like,”

“I will, thank you!” she immediately started digging into her pocket, “Why don’t you try this?”

“What is it?” Jall asked.

“It’s a comm-badge from Haven,” Yanick said, handing him a small, disk-shaped object with six curved triangular indentations around the edge, “It’s from before the Gender War, maybe it has their language programmed in,”

Jall didn’t bother asking Yanick why she hadn’t suggested this sooner; they hadn’t asked. Which had been her whole point.

Jall held the badge up, trying to find the ‘on’ switch.

“OKONOT TARGA!” one of the Matrians shouted, pointing at Jall.

Suddenly the spears were at the Hazardous Team’s throats, and the mild curiosity the alpha woman had regarded them with had been replaced by hostility, mixed with just a bit of fear.

“Well, we still don’t know who they are,” Jeffery gulped, “But now they think they know who we are…and Ah donnae think they like us!”



T’Parief moved so fast that he was finished before anybody had even realized he’d started.

With a flex of his arms, he snapped the vines tying his wrists together. His legs fired like springboards as he leapt directly at the alpha male. One arm circled around the thinner humanoid, trapping his arms at his sides. The other hand came down across the man’s forehead. T’Parief twisted so they were facing the alpha female and the message he sent her was clear: One move and I can snap his neck.

She held up one hand and barked a work of command. The tribesmen and women surrounding the HT didn’t lower their spears, but they didn’t poke anybody open with them either.

“Mexican standoff,” Stern muttered, “Jall, now would be a good time with that translator.

“I’m working on it! I don’t even know if it’s actually off!”

“Well we can’t exactly call technical support, now can we?”

“We worked in technical support for three days,” Marsden said helpfully, “We should be able to do it ourselves!”

As they bickered, T’Parief and the alpha female stared right into each other’s eyes, each taking the measure of the other. In her eyes he saw concern and hostility, but he also so determination. There was something else too…the curiosity was back. And he couldn’t quite shake the feeling that it wasn’t them that she was afraid of.

She, on the other hand, saw a lizard-being that looked like a demon out of hell. Of course, most people saw that in T’Parief. But she also saw restraint. And something else too…suspicion? She wasn’t sure.

“Try squeezing the little dome bit on top,” Yanick was advising Jall.

“I already tried that,” Jall said, “Nothing happened.”

“Are you sure? That’s how I turned it on before,”

“Maybe it’s just not programmed for Federation Standard?” Marsden suggested.

“Hey, just because I’m blond doesn’t mean I can’t use a translator!” Yanick snapped, “I programmed it weeks ago!”

The badge beeped softly.

“Oh. You had to hold the button down for a few seconds,” Jall said calmly.

“I told you that!”

“Oh no you didn’t!”

“I told you right at the very beginning!”

“No you just said to press it! You didn’t say anything about holding it down!”

“I’m pretty sure he’s right,” Marsden chimed in.

“SHUT UP!” Yanick snapped, “Nobody asked you”

“Why didn’t you just load our translators with all the Matrian languages instead?” Marsden wondered.

“Because these ones actually worked in the interference field in Haven!”

“Excuse us,” T’Parief grumbled, annoyed, “We’re in the middle of a stand-off here. Could you continue your technical discussion later, so we may continue?”

“Lower you weapons,” the alpha woman said abruptly, her words now being translated, “Somehow, I doubt these ones are much of a threat to us,”

Uneasily, her people obeyed. T’Parief immediately released the male.

“We could be,” he said to her, “If we so chose,”

“You are not of Matria,” the male said, “Where are you from?”

“We’re from…oh boy, how do we explain this?” Jall groaned.

“You are from another planet?” the woman asked.

“Well, yeah,” Jall started, surprised she even knew the word, “Not all from the same ones, obviously.”

“Any why are you here?”

“The Matrian government invited us here,” Jeffery said, deciding to ignore the primitive appearance of the natives and just explain in plain language, “They’ve had some…problems, and were interested in joining our, uh, planetary alliance,”

“Until another group of aliens invaded and all hell broke loose!” Simmons added helpfully.

“I see,” the woman said slowly, “But you are not with the Council of Mistresses?” She pointed at the Matrian comm-badge.

“What?” Jall frowned, then his eyes widened in realization, “Oh! No, we just took this thing from an Old Matrian base. It’s a long story.”

The woman and the male exchanged a meaningful look. He nodded, then she turned back to T’Parief.

“Then tell me,” this time her voice was so emotional it was almost choked, “Are the Gender Wars over?”



The silence was so complete you could have heard a pin drop on the mossy jungle floor. Even the wildlife seemed to have paused to hear the answer.

“The Gender Wars ended over a century ago,” it was Bhetti that spoke, moving forward in the group, “Our people fell into a…a Dark Age. It ended two years ago. Now we’re…we were rebuilding.”

“You are Matrian,” the male said.

“I’m just a supply clerk,” Bhetti admitted, “But yeah. These people rescued me from the Qu’Eh.”

“The invaders,”

“Yeah.”

The alphas were still intent on the HT, but the rest of the villagers were whispering among themselves.

“Who won the war?” the female asked.

Jeffery and T’Parief exchanged a look. Jall groaned inwardly. Bhetti looked thoughtful for a moment.

“Nobody,” she finally said.

“Then who rules Matria?”

“An elected council. Led by an elected King and Queen,”

“And the genders are balanced?”

“Well, it’ll be a generation or two before the kinks are worked out, but mostly,”

Jeffery and Jall moved closer to T’Parief as the conversation continued.

“They don’t seem all that worried about the Qu’Eh, do they?”

“If they are what I suspect they are, the Qu’Eh would be far down on their list of priorities.” T’Parief muttered.

“I am Leader Hylin,” the alpha female said, apparently satisfied with Bhetti’s answers, “This is my partner, Leader Drep,” she gestured at the alpha male. “The news you have brought is good; it is cause for celebration! And so we probably won’t kill you,”

“Probably?” Jeffery started.

“We value our privacy,” Hylin said simply, “And our secrecy. You have invaded one, and threaten the other. What this means for us and for you remains to be seen.”

“Know this,” Drep spoke up, “If the Gender Wars hadn’t ended, you would be dead already,”

“Charmin’,” Jeffery squeaked.



The away team was led away from the group of villagers towards the single stairway leading up into the tree village.

“Normally,” their head guard said, “we would have left you in the dirt until we killed you. But since you may be with us a while longer, we can lock you up instead,”

“Thank you so much,”

“And we wouldn’t think of forcing a woman with child to try climbing a ladder,” he added.

Everybody took a breath and waited for Yanick’s retort. Surprisingly, she spoke very calmly.

“I’m not pregnant. I’m just having a…a medical condition. Please don’t ask about it any further,”

“We get shit, but the evil kidnapping aliens get Miss Manners?” Jeffery wondered.

“We are not threatening to kill her,” T’Parief replied.

“Oh. Aye,”

They climbed the stairway obediently enough. Jeffery noted that the steps were interwoven with angular support brackets. Again, it seemed oddly sophisticated for a group of savages.

They were taken to one of the highest huts in the village. The hut was perched just far enough away from the pond that they couldn’t jump into the water, and just high enough that the fall would cause a broken ankle or leg, but probably not death. For most of the HT, anyway, T’Parief and Kreklor could probably have made the jump. On the other hand, as the pond and it’s surrounding shores were the center of the village, they’d find themselves surrounded in seconds.

The guard pointed out a pile of animal hides that could be used as blankets for the cot- like beds that lined the walls.

“We will bring you food later,” he said. He slid the weaved-bamboo-stuff door shut. T’Parief gestured at Jall, who immediately switched off the Universal Translator.

“I think I’ve seen a movie about this sort of thing once,” Simmons said immediately, “One of us has to seduce the pretty alien leader, then we trick her into making us one of her people just in time to betray them horribly in the end, right?”

“No,” Jall, T’Parief and Jeffery said at once.

“Well, you could probably try seducing that Drep guy,” Simmons said to Jall, trying to be accommodating, “Unless they like, chop off your hand as punishment for that kind of thing,”

Jall just glared at him.

“If anybody has to do some seducing, it’ll be me,” Stern said confidently.

“Men,” Yanick almost spat, “Always thinking you can get what you want with sex!”

“Sex IS what we want,”

“Silence, all of you,” T’Parief said sharply. He was sitting near one of the openings/windows, looking out at the waterfall. Below them, Drep and Hylin were leading their people in a meeting, or group discussion of some kind. It wasn’t quite Robert’s Rules of Order, not the overly-structured but similar pattern used by the Matrian government, but it was still very, very civilized.

“The time for battle has passed,” he said, “For the moment.”

Dar’ugal made several signs, some of which were obviously explosions or impacts.

“Yeah, I agree with Darg,” Marsden said, “T’Parief claws the door open, we smack down the guards, get our phasers and get the smurf out of here,”

“Pay attention when I speak,” T’Parief grumbled angrily, “The time for battle has passed.”

“All those anger-management classes Stafford made you sit through are finally paying off, huh,” Jall asked patting the lizard on the back. T’Parief swatted him away.

“Just because I enjoy ripping an enemy to bloody shreds and feasting on his entrails doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate the need for information-gathering. And in case your interrogation-riddled brain has forgotten, the Matrians are our allies. Including these ones. Killing them would be dishonourable.”

Yanick had lain back on one of the beds, propping up her shoulders and head with a pile of hid blankets. The beds were almost like hammocks, simple animal hides suspended using straps, but these were tied tightly enough to the wooden frames that they were more like cots than hammocks. Something had happened right there, something that just made her feel…good. Not in the euphoric, ‘OMG THIS IS AWSOME’ kind of way, but in a deeper, more comfortable contentment.

Part of it was that the success of their mission was finally sinking in. Their colleagues aboard Silverado had been freed and Jall had been rescued from the Qu’Eh. But what had really driven it home was the way T’Parief had brushed Jall and his unwelcome comment aside. It had been done not with a sense of distaste or anger, but with a sense of familiarity. The closest analogue she could think of was during her childhood, when her mother had complained frequently about a spider that had made its home in her kitchen window. Every year, Samantha Yanick had complained about the pesky bug and the webs it would weave in the corners. Yet she’d never tried to kill it, and every spring she’d announce to Trish that ‘My spider is back!’ in that same combination of annoyance and pleasure that T’Parief’s absent dismissal of Jall seemed to contain.

After over a month of separation, their group was coming back together again. As she dozed off, Yanick dreamt that they were all back aboard Silverado, ready to set off for new adventures in the unknown.



As Yanick and Bhetti slept, T’Parief and Jeffery set the HT to observe different parts of the village from their vantage point. The two of them, along with Jall, were looking out at the pond and the waterfall. The sound of crashing water drowned out the voices of the Matrians below, but they could see easily that the meeting had ended and that preparations were being made for a very large meal, possibly even a feast.

“Ye’ve been very co-operative,” Jeffery commented to Jall, looking sideways at him.

“I have no idea what you mean, carrot-top,” Jall quipped.

“Ah mean, ye haven’t tried to take command back of the situation,”

“Well, after that Qu’Eh thing, I really don’t mind a bit of a vacation,” Jall shrugged. He didn’t want to admit that Jeffery and T’Parief were 100% right, he had no authority until he’d been subjected to a thorough examination following his time as a captive.

“Simmons may be right,” T’Parief mused, ignoring their conversation, “Jeffery, you may have to seduce one of the females.”

“Nay. Let Stern do it,”

“Stern would mate with her, roll over and fall asleep before he could gather any useful information,” T’Parief said, “Our priority is to find out who these people are and how we can get back to Haven,”

“They’re jungle-people,” Jall shrugged, “Not exactly the norm on most developed planets, but not unheard of.” He stretched out on the nearest bed. “Personally, I think they have a future in the vacation industry. Except for the racket from that damned waterfall.”

“So ye don’t think it’s strange that they’re not bothered by the aliens in our group?” Jeffery asked sceptically, “Or the fact that we have a shiny little badge that let’s as all speak the same language?”

“They tried to kill us when they saw it,” T’Parief grumbled, “They recognized it,”

“You heard her,” Jall shrugged, “They’ve had people stumble on their little village before. They interrogated ’em before they killed ’em. It’s not unheard of for tribes like this to be aware of advanced technology or alien species.”

“True,” T’Parief agreed, “But why kidnap us to begin with? We could wander through the jungle for weeks without finding this village. And why were they so concerned about the Gender Wars?”

“The wars devastated whole cities,” Jeffery mused, “Could be a few miles from here there’s a big radioactive crater where their neighbours used to live,”

The smell of cooking meats and vegetables was starting to waft up to their level of the village. Jall was frowning now too.

“For the moment, I suggest we watch, listen and learn,” Jall said, “As my fifth-grade teacher used to say,”

“I agree,” T’Parief nodded, “There will be a time to strike. But it is not now,”

“Jeffery, why don’t you take a snooze?” Jall suggested, “Spell us off in a couple of hours?”

Jeffery looked suspiciously at the two of them, but gave no argument.

As soon as they were alone, Jall turned to T’Parief.

“You’re hiding something, Lizard-man,” he said quietly.

“You are imagining things,” T’Parief said sharply, “Perhaps the yellow centipedes are still stirring the table orange?”

“Hey, who told you about that?”

“You were speaking in your sleep before you regained consciousness,”

“I’m fine,” Jall shook his head, “And, like it or not, I know you well enough to know that there’s more going on in your head than you sometimes want to admit!”

“I am a predator,” T’Parief replied, looking down at the Matrians. They were now laying out their evening meal, an atmosphere of good cheer permeating the group. “Part of being a predator is the kill. But before the kill, one must stalk the prey,”

“That’s a great way to tell me absolutely nothing,” Jall said flatly, “Spit it out,”

T’Parief looked around carefully, then considered.

“All I have is a suspicion,” he whispered, “If I am correct, than these people are far more dangerous than they look. And more important to our current situation than you’d expect,”

“Um, OK. Then why…”

“And if they find out we suspect what they are, we will be very, very dead,”

“And what are they?”

T’Parief told him. By the time he’d finished, Jall was gaping at him.

“How did you-”

“Silence.”

“But-”

“Say nothing more. Think nothing more. Do nothing, for now. I have a plan.” T’Parief said quietly, “We will speak with Jeffery later regarding the part he has to play, but of this conversation, speak to nobody,”

“I must have been away for a long time,” Jall mused, looking amazed, “The lizard had time to go and get smart!”



A few hours later, with the soft jungle-floor light just beginning to dim, Stern spoke up from his vantage point at one corner of the hut.

“Somebody’s coming up here with a pile of food,” he said, “And she’s hot!”

“Oh thank ye, merciful God,” Jeffery breathed.

“I don’t know if I can do this,” Bhetti gulped.

“Me neither,” Jeffery agreed.

“You’ll do fine,” Jall said, patting him on the shoulder.

“Oh, like ye’d know,”

The guard slid the door open and stepped in. Jall reactivated the translator.

“Your meal has arrived,” he said calmly, “Oh, and we’ve decided to put off deciding whether or not to kill you until tomorrow night. Tonight is for celebrating, and killing people tends to kill the mood,”

“I think the mood’s just fine,” Bhetti said awkwardly, smiling at the guard and trying to look sexy.

A Matrian woman with a tray of food stepped around the guard, walked into the hut and lay the tray down on the floor.

“Thank ye so much,” Jeffery said, looking right into her eyes, “We really appreciate your hospitality,”

“You’re welcome,” the woman said.

“And…um…your exquisite beauty,”

She gave him an odd look.

“You, uh, must work out,” Bhetti was saying to the guard, “You look very fit. After all, that loin-cloth doesn’t really hide much of anything. Um, I mean, it hides what it’s supposed to hide, but-”

“Ah’d love the chance to get to know ye a bit better,” Jeffery said to the serving girl, “Any chance that could happen?”

“This is pretty sad,” Jall muttered to T’Parief.

“Not likely,” the serving girl said to Jeffery, standing and making her exit.

“Yes,” T’Parief agreed sadly, “These are indeed the most pathetic attempts at seduction I have ever seen,”

“So much for Plan A,” Jall sighed.

“You’re…not my type,” the guard said to Bhetti, with a just a bit of hesitation in his voice. Jall’s ears perked right up.

“Then again…” he murmured. Then, louder, “Hey buddy, leave the door open. I’d love to hear more about live in this neat little village you guys have,”

The guard didn’t respond, but he didn’t close the door either when he stepped out. Jall perched casually on the cot nearest the door and started chatting.

“Ye’ve GOT to be kidding me,” Jeffery said, a look of dismay on his face, “Bhetti and I both get shot down, and this…this…”

“Do not speak of it,” T’Parief said, his throat rattling like a fourty year-old engine.



The food was quite good, decently prepared and seasoned with more than a few interesting spices that probably came from sources that nobody on the away team wanted to consider too carefully. As night fell, the sounds of the jungle outside shifted as the daytime creatures retreated to their dens and the nocturnal ones came out. Jall was doing an excellent job of keeping the guard distracted as T’Parief deftly slipped out of the hut.

He didn’t jump, nor did he try sneaking past the guard at the main door. Instead, he leaned casually against the window frame, then slid around it, using his claws to hang from the outer wall of the hut. To anybody looking from the outside, they would have seen his silhouette disappear from the window, but it should have looked like he’d simply moved off to one side. He’d shed his uniform and wore only a pair of undershorts, relying on his natural colouring to provide camouflage. The night air, warm and humid, felt good on his scaled hide. Careful not to move too quickly, he slid along the side of the hut, then slid down, hugging one of the supports that attached the hut floor to the nearby tree. He located one of the walkways that connected their hut to its closest neighbour, then carefully crossed it, hanging from beneath by all four limbs. He hoped that the Matrians would be used to having the local fauna skittering around their village and wouldn’t notice the nearly undetectable sound of his claws digging for purchase.

Finally, he reached the edge of the village and carefully slid down a thick tree to the ground. The Matrians were still celebrating, dancing to a rhythmic beat and waving flaming torches in the air. Jeffery had wanted him to wait until the Matrians were asleep before making his move, but T’Parief’s tactical training knew better.

“It takes, on average, twenty-three minutes for the average humanoid eye to fully adjust to low-light vision,” T’Parief had pointed out, “If the Matrians are using torches and fires now, they will see nothing when they look into the jungle. Later, after their party is over, the fires are out and their night watch is on guard, their eyes will have time to adapt to the low light and I will be more easily spotted,”

So far, his plan had paid off. Even as he approached the edge of the pond, hugging the cliff wall, the Matrians showed no sign that they could distinguish him from the clumps of mosses and lichens that grew on the damp rock. As he approached the water’s edge, he found what he’d spotted from the hut: a smooth ledge of rock leading to the waterfall. A ledge that was just a bit too smooth to be natural.

He’d been wondering why the Matrians had built their village around the waterfall, given the noise the thing generated. He personally would have built it a ways down the stream, ensuring access to fresh water while avoiding the noise. Also, if these Matrians wanted to remain hidden, building their village next to a natural wonder that was probably visible from the air seemed like a poor idea.

Unless they needed to be near it.

This thought had drawn his attention to the too-perfect ledge. The ledge that looked more like a narrow stone walkway.

T’Parief crept closer to the waterfall, and was utterly unsurprised to find a cave directly behind it. He was equally unsurprised to find that the stone floor of the cave had been smoothened flat. And that that the stone floor sloped down to the waterfall, so that any water tossed into the cave would run out.

He was also not surprised to find a broad door built into the back wall of the cave, complete with softly glowing light.



“He’s behind the waterfall,” Jeffery said quietly. He and the HT had crowded around the side of the hut furthest from the door, in the hopes of escaping any sounds that might be coming from Jall’s…encounter…with the guard.

“He’s pretty good at this kinda thing,” Yanick replied. She’d woken from her snooze feeling somewhat ill and was holding her extended stomach gingerly.

“Aye,” Jeffery agreed. He’d been staring at the rock wall to the one side of the waterfall since T’Parief had left. He’d barely seen the low shadow easing across it, and had to admit that T’Parief was probably right: the partying Matrians wouldn’t notice a thing.

“What does he think is back there, anyway?” Yanick wondered.

“Doesn’t matter,” Stern replied, “If it was important for us to know, he would have told us,”

“Unless he forgot,” Simmons yawned, “Like that time he forgot to mention that Harka stunners cause two months of acne,”

“There wasn’t any reason for us to know that,” Stern shrugged, “We weren’t supposed to get shot on the mission to Harka,”

“Are we ever?”

“Hmm. Good point.”

Mardsen was also looking out the window, but he was paying more attention to the revellers than to the waterfall.

“Where’s the band?” he wondered.

“What?”

“I hear drums. I hear some other weird percussion-like things. But I don’t see any drummers. Do you?”

The away team looked around, moving to some of the other windows to get a better view.

“No,”

“I’ve heard that primitive Earth used to have something that could do this,” Yanick said thoughtfully, “I think they called it an eye-pawed.”

“That sounds painful,” Stern mused.

“Ah’m pretty sure nobody that wore loin-cloths and lived in tree villages had music machines,” Jeffery said.

There was a sudden crash and Jall was propelled back into the room, followed by two guards. His uniform top was askew, but he was otherwise decent. The first guard was in a similar state, except that while Jall looked completely surprised, the guard looked furious.

“Where’s the lizard?” The second guard demanded, looking grim and determined…he must be the one that somehow noticed they were a prisoner short.

“Um…stepped out to use the john?” Jeffery tried.

“Unlikely,”

More Matrians were running up the wooden stairway and climbing quickly up the rope ladders. One of them let out a war cry, one that was quickly echoed.

“Guys, you remember how T’Parief said the fighting part was over?” Stern asked.

“Yeah,”

Stern snapped a long wooden rod off one of the walls, then spun it and slammed it into the side of the second guard’s head. Kreklor tackled the first guard, knocking his spear to the side where it was picked up by Dar’ugal.

“Forget about that. We’re back to ass-kicking!”

A Matrian poked his head through the window, just in time for Yanick to plant a boot firmly on his forehead, sending him sprawling onto the ground below. Two more rushed through the door, only to be met by fists, spear shafts and kicks.

“You know, we can’t keep this up for long,” Stern said to Jall and Jeffery, “This is one of those times where the HT kicks ass until the senior officers figure out how to get us all out of this mess!”

“Hey, I already did my part,” Jall said, gesturing to the now-unconscious guard he’d been in the process of seducing.

“Oh, aye. Ah can see that was such hard work for ye,”

“It wasn’t going to be much fun anyway,” Jall shot back.

“And why’s that?”

Jall held up his thumb and forefinger about three inches apart.

“Ye disgust me,”

“GUYS!” Stern shouted, wincing as he rendered a female fighter unconscious, “Now would be a good time!”

“I wish I’d never gotten involved in the rebellion!” Bhetti wailed, wringing her hands.

“How do you think WE feel?” Jall asked, “We don’t even LIVE in this sector!”

Storms of primitive Matrians were now rushing the hut from all sides.

“OK, that’s it! We’re boned!” Stern cried.

Then the whole team dissolved in transporter sparkles.



The first think Jeffery saw when he opened his eyes (he hadn’t even realized he’d squeezed them shut) was T’Parief standing behind a Matrian control panel.

“Oh my GOD!” Jall exclaimed, “You are officially my favourite person! For at least the next five minutes anyway.”

“Yeah, good timing, sir,” Stern agreed.

“It’s almost like you could sense that we were in terrible danger,” Rengs nodded.

T’Parief pointed at a screen mounted on one wall of what was undoubtedly a Matrian transporter room. The hexagonal display was divided into 6 areas, each one displaying a different video feed from different points in the village. One of them showed a group of very confused-looking Matrians standing in the middle of their former prison.

“Oh,”

T’Parief ran his hands over the panel again and the equipment they’d salvaged from the Qu’Eh runabout appeared on the pad.

“We must move quickly,” he said, “The Matrians will be here very soon.” He turned and stepped through the doors, which swished open immediately, revealing an eerily familiar corridor.

“Um…where’s here?” Stern asked. He followed T’Parief out the door, then stopped in his tracks. The corridor was almost identical to the corridors in the outer rim of the Haven installation. The architecture was similar, but different enough to suggest that it had either been built by different designers, in a different time period, or both. But the curved walls, the twin rows of lighting panels and the inset lighting shining up at the wall panels were very similar to Haven. However, where Haven had a sort of smokey red pattern on the rim corridor panels, these ones were a blank grey.

“We are in an underground Old Matrian military outpost,” T’Parief said, “One established during the Gender Wars,”

“How do ye know that?” Jeffery asked. They followed T’Parief as he strode down the corridor.

“The Matrian villagers knew of the Gender Wars, but not that they had ended,” T’Parief explained, “Their men are genetically advanced. If there were truly a primitive people, the men should have been like the un-altered men we found frozen in Haven,”

“And you’re assuming they knew about this place,”

“Their ancestors built it,” Jall said. They crowded into a lift that was close to but not quite the same design as the lifts in Haven.

“Or they were stationed here, at least,” T’Parief nodded.

Jeffery looked between the two of them.

“Ye knew??” he demanded, turning to Jall, “Ye BOTH knew???”

“I…suspected,” T’Parief said.

“HOW?”

T’Parief snagged one of the tricorders the team had recovered. Turning it on, he turned the display to Jeffery.

“Familiar?” he inquired.

Jeffery looked at the readout. There were a few intermittent readings, but for the most part, the tricorder was unusable.

“And our comm-badges didn’t work either, just like in Haven” Jeffery realized, “The only ones that did…”

“Were the Old Matrian ones that had been designed to function within the interference field generated by Haven,” T’Parief said.

“There’s another interference field over the village? And this base?”

“Over this entire island,” T’Parief nodded.

Jeffery was about to ask how he knew they were on an island when the doors hissed open, revealing a command complex nearly identical to the one perched atop Haven’s command tower.

“Holy shit,” Stern observed.



The complex wasn’t exactly the same as Haven. The fancy red & black paneling had been replaced with a simple blue motif, and the snazzy railings had been replaced by ones that were simply functional. The floors were bare metal and only one lift came up through the floor. But the basic design of a lower level with the lift, a second, ring-shaped level with double-high display panels and a third, circular command level with consoles and a holo-table was the same. The windows in the ceiling were gone, replaced by paneled metal, and only three windows looked down in a 180 degree arc. The ceiling had split in the ‘back’, the side of the complex that didn’t have windows looking down, and a mix of sand, gravel and clay had spilled in. There was water damage on some of the equipment on that side as well.

“I haven’t been here long enough to learn much about this place,” T’Parief said, “But what I know is this: It is a military base, much smaller than Haven and built afterward.” He gave them a significant look.

“It is also unlocked. Marsden, you will access logs. Jeffery, you will assess the technology. Jall, you will attempt to find an escape. The rest of you will guard the lift for the inevitable counter-attack,”

“What about me?” Yanick asked.

“You can help me, Trish,” Jall said, taking her gently by the arm.

Everybody jumped into action. Jeffery dropped himself into a seat facing a now-familiar Old Matrian control pulpit. Unlike the ones in Haven, this one was fully active. The panels near his hands were lit with dozens of candy-coloured buttons, arranged in groups of three. The exception was the small center panel, which seemed to hold a touch pad. The wide, hexagonal display was divided into four smaller screens on the sides, a wide, split screen in the center and two wider screens towards the top and bottom. Text was scrolling up two of the screens, but Jeffery couldn’t read the Matrian script.

Jeffery thought for a moment. His tricorder was unreliable in the interference field. So how could he turn the gibbery Matrian script into something usable?”

“Mr. Jeffery, didn’t we upload a translation matrix into the Matrian Defence HQ computers?” Marsden asked.

“Aye,” Jeffery nodded, “Standard procedure for a new member planet,”

“Do you think this place has the same kind of data connection as Haven?”

Jeffery thought carefully. He knew Haven had a secure, encrypted and un-traceable connection to MDHQ computers. He figured it had been set up centuries ago when the place was constructed, to handle standard data transmission requirements and had been forgotten about during the Gender Wars and the Dark Age. If Haven had that kind of connection, there was no reason to believe this place didn’t. In fact, it might have other things that Haven had…

Jeffery ran his hand over the underside of one panel, right over the spot that Craigan had explained as containing the security DNA reader. There was a momentary pause, then the display switched to Federation Standard.

<<Authorization granted. Welcome, Lt. Commander Jeffery>>

“Gotta love a well-programmed authentication system,” Jeffery called, “The place is using our security profiles from the MDHQ computers.”

“Enough techno-babble,” T’Parief said, “Get to work.”

A couple moments passed where nothing could be heard but the beeping of buttons.

“I’m sealing off as many security doors as I can,” Jall said, “The place isn’t very big. Ten levels, a main entrance hidden in the jungle about five hundred meters from here, then the back door behind the waterfall. There’s some kind of access tunnel, but I’m not sure what’s it’s for,”

“Ah know,” Jeffery said, staring at the screen. He tapped a button.

“T’Parief, you need to look at this,” he said.

There was a humming, then banks of lights came to life outside the three big windows. Jeffery and T’Parief rushed down the stairs to the lower level, then looked out.

“Definitely a military base,” Jeffery said.

They were looking out in a small cavern. It was tiny compared to most of the ones they’d found on Matria Prime so far. It was orders of magnitude smaller than the caverns under the major cities, tiny even compared to Fifebee’s estimates of the cavern surrounding Haven’s center island. It was perhaps ten levels high, about the same as of one of Haven’s docking bays. It was wider, however, and filled with water. A half-submerged tunnel led off into the distance, and several docks hugged the walls and extended out into the water. At each dock was the gleaming hull of a submarine.

“Military submarines,” Jeffery said, “According to the specs in the computer, they’re armed with programmable-yield antimatter warheads on inter-continental missiles.”

“Hey, I think that access tunnel I was talking about leads to the ocean,” Jall called down from above.

“We know, ye git!” Jeffery called back.

“Well pardon me for trying to help!”

Marsden had come down to join them.

“From what I can tell in the logs, this place was built about thirty years after the attack on Matronus,” he said, giving his report, “It was-”

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks as no less than fifty armed Matrian primitives materialized around the command center.

“Uh oh,” Jeffery muttered, holding up his hands in surrender.

Leader Hylin stepped out from the crowd.

“Now we have little choice but to kill you,” she said.

“AUTO-DESTRUCT IN TWO MINUTES” the computer announced.

Hylin looked around in surprise.

“Hey, T’Parief,” Jall called, “Guess what I found?”



“Here we go again,” Jeffery muttered. Marsden just held his hands up, looking somewhat terrified as one of the Matrians held a spear to his neck.

“Kill us, and your base is destroyed,” T’Parief said, immediately taking charge of the situation.

Hylin shot a look at one of her people. He pulled a padd-sized device and tapped. One of the double-high displays came to life, showing the destruct countdown.

“How did you get access?” she demanded.

“When the Matrian government joined the Federation, Starfleet officers serving in this sector were added to the security database,”Jeffery said.

“We are not your enemies,” T’Parief said.

“You invade our island,” Drep accused, “You attack our people. You break into our greatest secret and you threaten to destroy it,”

“And you expect us to believe that now is not the time to fight?” Hylin snapped.

“It is the time to fight,” T’Parief said calmly, “But we are not the enemy,”

“AUTO-DESTRUCT IN ONE MINUTE.”

“You world is under siege,” T’Parief said, “But the time to strike back is coming soon.”

“AUTO-DESTRUCT IN FOURTY SECONDS.”

“What are your terms?” Hylin demanded.

“We want to talk,” Jeffery said, “Really!”

“There are eleven of us,” T’Parief said, “All but eleven of your people leave. We all lower our weapons. Jall turns off the auto-destruct, and we will discuss the situation,”

“AUTO-DESTRUCT IN-”

Hylin barked a word in Matrian. With a shimmer, most of her people vanished in transporter beams.

Jall tapped in the cancellation code.

The two groups stared at each other for a moment.

“You came here during the Gender Wars,” T’Parief said. It wasn’t a question.

“Our ancestors did,” Hylin said. She sighed. “They were stationed here about thirty years into the wars. The base here was built to extend the Council of Mistresses’ ability to strike against the Coalition of Five,”

“The WHO?” Jeffery demanded.

“The Coalition of Five,” Hylin looked confused, “The governing body for the eastern continent,”

“We thought the Matrian Empire had a unified planetary government,” Marsden blinked.

“It did…at the start of the war,” Drep said, “As the war went on, old nation-states split off and went their own way,”

“Why?”

“You claim to be allies of Matria, but you know nothing of our history?” Hylin demanded.

“Ohhh, that’s a long story,” Jall groaned from the level above them. He quickly explained the issues with Mistress Laurette’s tampering with the Matrian library database during the Dark Age.

“Your ancestors were stationed here,” T’Parief said, trying to bring the conversation back to his interests, “Were they never deployed?”

“They were ordered to attack one of the Coalition nation-states with an antimatter missile barrage,” Hylin said, “They refused,”

“Why?”

“The war had been running for thirty years!” Drep shook his head, “Our world had broken into dozens of states, each with their own ideas about how the new men and the women should fit together in society,”

“You do know about the altered men, right?” Hylin raised an eyebrow.

“Oh yeah,”

“Our ancestors decided to go their own way,” Drep went on, “They were on an island, protected by the base’s stealth field. They decided to return to an earlier way of living, an earlier stage in Matrian development, and to see what kind of society would develop given the changes in the male gender.”

“And they didn’t worry that the Council of Mistresses would come looking for them?”

“They adjusted the remote sensors so that to the Central Command, the island appeared to have been decimated by a biological attack.”

“Ohhh, clever,”

“And ye’ve been hidin’ here ever since,” Jeffery finished.

“We have passed on our knowledge and our technology,” Hylin said, “We are a civilized people,”

“You’ve gotta admit, they’ve got a nice little paradise going on down here,” Jall said.

Jeffery, T’Parief and Jall quickly outlined the recent history of Matria Prime, explaining how the women (the Council of Mistresses?) had won the war using the M-SID technology, how the women had gone into stasis and lived their lives in the virtual Dreamland while the men worked to rebuild their world. They spoke of the Matrian attempt to gain power over the sector, about the M-SIDS they sent off to find the ‘perfect/perfectly controllable’ male (Jeffery blushed a bit here) and how Silverado had woken the women from their sleep. They talked about the Qu’Eh invasion, the fall of Matria Prime, and the underground installation they’d been hiding in for the past several weeks.

“Ye don’t happen to know anything about that place, do ye?” Jeffery asked.

“We do not. But it may be in the records,” Drep said.

“We have discussed much,” Hylin said, “But what you haven’t told us is what it is you want from us,”

“We want to get back to Haven,” Jeffery said, “There’s a rebellion goin’ on, a relief fleet on the way and a hell of a lot of work to do!”

T’Parief was looking out into the cavern.

“And your submarines would be useful,”

“Whot? How?” Jeffery demanded, “Ye cannae take out a space-goin’ fleet with a few antimatter missiles!”

“No, we can’t,” T’Parief nodded, “But imagine the Qu’Eh surprise if, while fighting the Federation fleet-”

“They suddenly had surface-launched warheads crammed up their tailpipes!” Jall said gleefully.

Hylin and Drep were speaking back and forth in soft tones. After a few minutes, they turned to the Starfleet officers.

“Our people rarely come into the base,” Hylin said, “We have little reason to. But we do know how to operate its technology. Give us access to the records in the Central Command,”

“It’s Matrian Defence HQ now,” Jall said helpfully.

“And if we can corroborate your story, we will help you,” Hylin finished.

“You don’t have access yourselves?”

“Our ancestors gave us control over everything in this base,” she said, “But they could not grant us access to the external data-net.”

“Which we just happen to have,” Jeffery said.

“Convenient,” T’Parief grumbled.



Two days later, Yanick was piloting one of the Matrian submarines through the underwater access tunnel.

“So, that trip wasn’t exactly a waste, was it?” Jall said cheerfully. He was fully recovered from his time with the Qu’Eh, as was Bhetti. Yanick was uncomfortable, but hadn’t grown any worse and Jeffery’s planters wart had finally fallen off.

“You are sure the Qu’Eh will not detect this sub?” T’Parief demanded.

“Aye,” Jeffery said, “Ah doubt they’re even lookin’ underwater. And if they are, the SR generator we salvaged should keep us hidden,”

“We will have to send a team back here to outfit the other subs,” Jall said.

“And to see if we can get communications going over this ‘data-net’ they mentioned,”

“Probably the same network Haven’s plugged in to,” Jeffery shrugged, “An old, classified military network that was forgotten about durin’ the war. Or after.”

“No more techno-babble, please,” Stern groaned.

On the display screen at the front of the sub’s control room, the computer-generated image showed the tunnel walls falling away as the sub slipped into the warm ocean.

“So…” Yanick wondered, “Anybody know which way to the Evendra Desert?”

Jall, Jeffery and Stern exchanged a confused look.

“You mean, none of us brought a map?” Stern asked.

“Uh-oh,” Jeffery muttered.

T’Parief just grumbled.
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Unprofessional Development


Matrian Installation 317-B





Around 200 years ago:



“Status on the lockdown?” asked Colonel Myress Abela, Construction Commander for Installation 317. She had just stepped out of a command tower turbolift and into the gleaming turbolift lobby. Her command override could have taken the turbolift into the horizontal shafts connecting the central island towers beneath the Travel Ring, however she was in the mood to walk. The entire installation was being buried, possibly forever, and she might never again have the chance to walk through its hallways. She’d been joined by Sub-Commander Denisal Brekan as she walked towards Tower 3 and its corresponding staircase down into the Travel Ring.

“Sand cover is 100% at a depth of one standard measurement, 80% at two and 55% at three.” Brekan replied, reading from a portable data device.

“That’s easily enough to keep us hidden,” Abela sighed, “And the main chamber?”

“Fully shut down. We’ve finished replacing the atmosphere with preservative gasses. It’s going to take a while before the oxygen dissolved in the lake is fully removed, but the automated systems can handle that after we leave,”

“Good,” Abela nodded. She’d reached one of the six major staircases leading down to the tram level and was almost jogging down the steps, her hand sliding along the smooth, wooden railing. As she reached the lower levels she noticed a pair of technicians activating the high-security locks on the double blast doors leading out of the Travel Ring facility and into one of the Atriums. She turned down a corridor, intent on the nondescript door that would lead down into the high-security levels.

“Colonel, if I may ask, where are you going?” Brekan asked.

“To interrogate our new prisoner, of course,” Abelda replied.

“But…our orders are just to hold him until the Council decides-”

“The council is going to execute the rebels,” Abela waved a hand, “With the death toll from destroying Matronus? They’re simply going to wipe them all out.”

“They why are you talking to this prisoner, this,” Brekan looked at her padd, “Craigan?”

“Because,” Abela said thoughtfully, “There are two sides to any story. And something about the Council’s side is…bothering me.”

She reached the discreet passage into the high-security levels.



An hour later, Abela returned to the Command Center. He mouth was tightly drawn, worry-lines creased her forehead and she moved almost angrily as she mounted the steps to the upper level.

“Learn anything useful?” Brekan asked carefully.

“Useful? Perhaps not,” Abela replied tightly, “Interesting? Most definitely,”

“What did he say?”

“We can discuss that later, on the way out. But before that, we may have to make a change or two to the Council’s plan regarding this place.”





Years Later:



Colonel Myress Abela walked slowly through the empty hallways of Installation 317-B. The lights were dim and the sounds of the air recirculation systems at low power were almost undetectable.

Four long years had passed since the Matrian Council of Mistresses had ordered her to lock down, bury, seal and otherwise hide the huge base that she’d spent the better part of a decade constructing. The order had come immediately after a male terrorist attack had destroyed an orbital city, Matronus. At the time, the speed at which the council had reacted to the devastating attack, along with the convenient coincidence that none of the 300+ member assembly had suffered so much as a scratch, had raised more than a few suspicious in Abela’s mind. Now, after four years of civil war between the female-controlled central government and the pro-male ‘terrorist’ districts, or Male Rebellion as they liked to put it, her suspicious had taken solid root.

Outwardly, she kept her appearance stoic as she disembarked the transit tram she’d unlocked for her uses. Getting into the installation hadn’t been hard; after all it had been shut down with the intent that the government would be able to reactivate it fairly easily. Still, as much as she would have loved to charge up to the command complex and hit the ‘ON’ switch, circumstances had changed. As she stepped across the boarding platform in the Travel Ring and entered the nearest stairway, she had a sudden moment of recollection.

“People can’t live here for any length of time if it looks like a prison!” Swar, one of her male designers had declared loudly (and sassily), “We need a bit of STYLE!” he’d said, unveiling his design for a curving, multilevel stairway with broad windows looking out in to what was expected to be the bustle and activity of the installation’s central travel hub. At the time, she’d rolled her eyes and wondered just who the hell had put a man on the design committee, even if he was one of the genetically advanced men. Now, as the dim lighting shifted over the patterned red wall panels, she had to admit that it looked a hell of a lot nicer than the more utilitarian design they’d kept for the smaller, inner ring stairways.

Coming to the top of the stairway, Abela slowed. She had originally intended to stay strictly to her path, rushing through the lobby of this tower and into the long, column-lined path that would take her to the central tower lobby and the turbolift she needed. But as she turned past from the huge, dark windows looking out into the main chamber her eye had been caught by something…some small glint of light coming from deep in the artificial cavern. She slowly walked towards the window, allowing her hand to come to rest on the railing. Somebody had left a light on, way out near the outer rim from the looks of it. Probably in the seemingly endless rows of living quarters that lined the inner surface of the installation’s ring-shaped outer facilities. Abela’s hands had grown tight on the railing, and her mouth had drawn into a grim line. So much work. So much promise. Such…hope…

And all of it was being wasted.

Turning angrily away, she stalked towards the central tower.



The lab was unchanged.

The moment the central complex of Installation 317-B had been completed, the Matrian Intelligence Assembly had started quietly shunting top-secret, hush-hush programs into what was after all one of the most advanced facilities on the planet. And one of the most carefully hidden. Abela shuddered to think of some of the work that had been done in this lab, with its banks of gene re-sequencers, bio-analysis computers and stasis tubes. Tapping on a control panel, Abela quickly found what she was looking for.

At the far end of the lab a curved door slid open, revealing what looked like a small turbolift shaft. It wasn’t an elevator that came up from the depths however. It was a stasis tube. The tube, its life-support equipment still connected to the facility computer and power supply through the guide tracks, slid across the lab until it came to a rest near the central bio-scanner assembly. Another popped up right behind it and likewise began to maneouver into position in the lab. Than another…and other…

“What the…” Abela frowned. She’d requested one tube, but the computer informed her she was getting thirteen. Stupid thing. The MIA technicians had been complaining for months prior to the lock-down that some of the systems in the lab were a bit touchy, but she’d dismissed them as being ‘whiney cry-babies’. A small note, hand-written by one of those long-departed techs, warned her that the installation’s camouflage fields had been causing problems with the stasis equipment, and that unusual fluctuations in the local energy fields could cause accidental re-vivification. Crumbling the note in one hand, Abela approached the first tube.

“Hello, Craigan,” she said softly to herself, “We need to talk,”





Ninety Years Ago:



Myress Abela grunted slightly as slowly made her way across the lab to Craigan’s stasis tube. She’d dropped the ‘Colonel’ part of her identity decades ago, exchanging it for a new set of wrinkles and a new shade of grey in her hair. The cane she gripped with one hand wasn’t entirely necessary; she kept it more as an insurance policy than anything else. But she couldn’t deny that she’d aged a great deal.

Of course, she was doing pretty good for a woman of one hundred and fourty. Especially considering that the only medical care she’d had access to in the past century was that which she could administer herself. Spending years at a time in stasis had helped, but these past two decades had been impossible to ignore. She’d spent them, for the most part, tucked away in the installation’s cavernous Signal Analysis room. With secure, untraceable connections to the Matrian Defence network, and from there to orbital sensors, communications, records, and etc, she was perfectly positioned to observe every nuance of the collapse of her people’s civilization.

She looked up at Craigan’s face, stiff and unmoving in the stasis tube.

“Goodbye, Craigan,” she croaked, her voice cracked with age and disuse.



The return to Signal Analysis seemed endless, even though she used her command authorization to take the turbolift all the way down into the classified levels. She could have gotten one of the construction bots to assist her, she mused, or even activated one of the domestic bots. But regardless of how well the installation was hidden, she was loath to leave any more sign of her presence than was necessary.

Besides, if what she was about to attempt worked, it wouldn’t matter.

She shuffled thought the security airlock and into the high-ceilinged room. Her gaze flickered over the huge display screens more from habit than anything else. She didn’t need to look closer; she knew what they’d show. The same thing they’d shown for ten years now: Males tearing down damaged buildings, laying foundations for new construction, re-establishing farmland that had been abandoned in favour of the more well-defended cities.

It all looked so peaceful, as if her people really had ended their conflict.

She approached the spidery, cylindrical device that she had smuggled out of one of the cities ten years ago, when they’d first been deployed across the planet. The Council of Mistresses were calling it a ‘Dream Machine’, but in Abela’s mind it was nothing less than demonic mind control. These devices were the main reason why she, and the installation, had remained hidden.

Still, if what she’d learned was correct, this particular Dream Machine might be the key to her future.

Or to her death.

Glancing only briefly at the body in the stasis tube next to the device, Abela started tapping at the control panel.





Present Day:



Over an hour had passed since Craigan’s ill-fated lunge into the Signal Analysis chamber. The Matrian was still sprawled out on the floor where he’d first fallen, a small puddle of drool forming on the floor near his face. Lt. Riven Valtaic had originally taken it for blood until it had pooled over one of the light panels inset in the floor. Captain/Minister of Planetary Defence Christopher Stafford was pacing back and forth nearby, nearly pulling his hair out of his head. Both Lt. Cmdr. Jane Fifebee and Dr. Noel Wowryk were standing nearby, tapping at a tricorder and a medical tricorder respectively.

“I’m not getting any change in his condition,” Wowryk reported, shaking her head, “Whatever’s happening in there, it doesn’t seem to be stressful enough to increase his heart rate or give any other biological signals,”

“Or it just turned him into a vegetable,” Stafford said, “Our only source of information on this place might have just had his brain turned into a Bolian zucchini!”

“I have never sampled zucchini,” Valtaic said, “On what premise do you presume it to be more or less intelligent than any other gourd?”

“It’s an expression, Mr. Valtaic,” Sylvia said, “Another social irrelevancy,”

“I was curious,” Valtaic said, matter-of-fact.

“My uncle claims zucchini was invented in the basement of a crazy Italian,” Stafford mused, gazing into the Signal Analysis room.

“Highly unlikely,” Fifebee sniffed.

Stafford was looking at what few big screens were visible from his vantage point. He could see orbital sensor readouts, a satellite position map and even a very detailed image of the capitol city of J’Taeri District.

“We need to shut that thing down so we can get into that room,” Stafford said, “Look at all the information in there!”

“We can’t shut it down until we’ve gotten Craigan out,” Wowryk said firmly, “And determined the state of…of that,” She gestured at the clone body lying in the stasis tube next to the M-SID.

Stafford pointed at the mummified corpse on the floor.

“I think we know the status, thanks,”

“Not at all,” Fifebee said, “Is it not painfully obvious what she was attempting?”

“Not painfully, no,”

“Craigan told us Abela was becoming very old during their last meetings,” Fifebee said.

“We all do that. It’s called ‘aging’,”

“Obviously, she was attempting to transfer her consciousness into a clone body to prolong her life,” Fifebee said.

Stafford’s eyes widened. Even Valtaic looked surprised.

“Is such a thing possible?” Valtaic asked.

“Several Silverado crewmembers suffered body-swaps due to an accident involving an M-SID on our first mission to Matrian Space,” Fifebee explained, “It is entirely possible. However, I do not believe Colonel Abela was successful,”

“Why not?” Stafford asked.

“First, Craigan received no visits from her in the past century,” Fifebee said, “And second,” she pointed at the mummified corpse.

“Who wouldn’t even bother to dispose of their own corpse,” Stafford finished.

“If she’s dead, the key to activating Haven may have died with her,” Valtaic pointed out.

“Which is why we need to know what’s going on before we shut down the M-SID,” Wowryk said, “As I told you at the beginning of this conversation,”

“So we need somebody to go in, assuming the M-SID is generating a virtual reality, and figure that out,” Stafford said.

“Yes,” Wowryk said. She clipped her tricorder back to her belt, “I’m ready,”

“Ready?” Stafford lifted an eyebrow.

Wowryk started walking towards the M-SID field.

“No, no, NO!” Stafford said, getting in her path, “Bad idea! Very bad idea, Noel!”

“Why?” Wowryk shrugged off his grip, “Aren’t I best suited for this? I have, on two occasions, taken control of the realities these abominations create. I helped most of our crew, including yourself, return to their own bodies. I’m perfect for this,”

“You’re also working with Jural and Laheya to run the rebellion!” Stafford objected.

“They hardly need me at this point,” Wowryk said calmly, “Craigan does,”

“But-”

Be-DEEEP!

“Bith to Stafford,”

Stafford tapped his comm-badge.

“Stafford here,”

“Sir, we just received a coded transmission from Lieutenant Pye,” Bith reported, “He was making a scheduled pickup of Mistress Laheya following a briefing of several rebel leaders.”

“Good for him. Is there anything else?”

“Sir, he says the Hazardous Team showed up and politely requested a lift back to Haven,”

“Great! Granted! Tell him to get those guys back here!”

“He’s already on his way, sir,” Bith reported.

“Perfect. Stafford out,”

He turned to the others.

“Fifebee, Wowryk, keep studying that thing, but keep your distance! Don’t do anything until I get back! Valtaic, you’re with me,”

He turned and started walking briskly towards the stairs to the upper levels.

Wowryk looked back at Craigan, her face filling with concern.

“Don’t worry,” Fifebee said, “We have at least three days before he dies of thirst.”

The words may have been meant in the spirit of comfort, but Wowryk didn’t find them comforting. Not one bit.



Sylvia was still standing quietly in the corridor. Unlike Wowryk and Fifebee, her attention wasn’t focused on the interior of the Signal Analysis room. Instead, she was watching Wowryk very carefully. She saw the look of concern on her face. Saw it slowly shift from concern to determination.

And so, another hour later, Sylvia was completely unsurprised when Wowryk abruptly stepped into the field and collapsed to the floor.



Stafford was met by Queen Anselia as he waited for a tram to the outer rim and the entrance hanger.

“Agent Jural has briefed us on the situation,” she said, “And we have consulted the Council,”

“About that,” Stafford sighed. Here we go. Politics time. “I’m sorry I didn’t bring you down there sooner. It’s a strange situation,”

“We agree,” Anselia said as they boarded the tram. She paused for a moment, “We understand that Craigan was left here to judge us. Not individually, but as a group. He judged the team we have formed, and found it worthy,”

“That about sums it up,” Stafford said, “If he weren’t stuck in a Matrian Dreamland, we could ask him for more details.”

“Do you have a plan to resolve that situation?” Anselia asked.

Stafford was a bit taken aback at the sudden respect Anselia was showing.

“We’re still working on that one,” he said, “But with the rest of our team getting back, I think we’ll figure something out,”

“Good,” Anselia was quiet for a moment.

“The Council has agreed that your team should have strong authority in this matter,” she said finally, “Your crew, Agent Jural, Mistress Laheya. With consultation from myself and King Hektor, of course,”

“That’s…surprisingly generous of them,” Stafford said neutrally.

“As when the Qu’Eh invaded, we find you are the best people for the job. And you have previous experience with our Dream Machines as well.”

Something about hearing those words to describe his crew both filled Stafford with pride, while simultaneously filling him with utter terror. For about the fiftieth time since entering Matrian Space, he wondered how a proper ship like the Enterprise would have handled things.

He dropped the political-politeness crap.

“Why are they suddenly trusting us again?” he demanded, “After all the bickering we’ve had down here, why now?”

“First, Christopher, what you call ‘bickering’, the Council calls ‘negotiation’. Your people have shown great willingness to work with us, dissuading fears that it was power you wanted,”

“And second?”

Anselia paused again, trying to figure out just how to say it.

“You’ve been judged by an Old Matrian,” she said finally, “Remember, Christopher, our people are very concerned with our history. Our ancestors are revered, even though they’ve made some horrible, horrible mistakes. They may have brought our civilization to the brink of ruin, but it was they who built it from the ground up. And one of them, the one chosen to determine who may or may not attempt to activate Haven, has looked at our team and determined us to be worthy. That carries great weight with the Council,”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Stafford said sincerely, “Because, honestly? I don’t think we’re going to have a lot of time for ‘compromise’ in the near future,”

Anselia looked slightly worried.

“Not because we’re unwilling,” Stafford assured her, “But because I think we’re getting close to the end of this situation and time is going to be very short.”

“How can you know this?”

“I don’t know. It’s just a feeling.”



Agent Jural of the Matrian Intelligence Team had lost track of how much time he’d spent in Haven’s entrance hanger, waiting for somebody to return, watching somebody depart or discussing rebel matters. He wondered, not for the first time, why the Old Matrians hadn’t built a nice, comfortable lounge for people to relax in while they waited. Of course, for all he knew the wall behind him could slide down to reveal a fully stocked martini bar, but he tended to doubt that was the case. No, more likely one of the empty rooms in the general area was an incomplete lounge, just waiting for somebody with a flair for entertaining to convert it.

“Maybe I’ll do that after this mess is over,” Jural muttered to himself.

“Do what?” one of the Starfleeters, Pye, asked politely.

“Nothing,” Jural replied, watching one massive hanger door panel swing ponderously outward. In the distance, he could see a small scout ship on a direct course. It quickly grew bigger, slowing as it approached the hanger and easing in for a gentle landing on the lower level.

Down below, Stafford and Anselia were walking out to greet whoever it was. Jural saw Laheya exit behind several Starfleet officers and moved towards the stairs.



“T’Parief!” Stafford called amicably as the green Security Chief stepped out of the small ship, “We saw P’tarek’s ship explode from here! Well done!”

“Aw man!” Simmons jumped out, “I was awesome! Like, BAM! Ka-POW! We totally rock!”

“We have a surprise for you, sir,” T’Parief said calmly.

“You got Jall back?”

“He’ll be out in a moment. But even better!”

Stern stepped forward and handed Stafford several small computer chips.

“What are these?” he asked.

“The command keys to your new submarine missile fleet,” Stern shrugged.

Stafford’s eyes bulged.

“REALLY???”

“Really. Oh, but one of them is parked off the coast about a thousand miles from here,” Stern said.

“We have a lot to report,” now it was Jeffery that spoke up, “We found us some new allies on top o’ that little gift,”

“Great work, everybody,” Stafford said, shaking his head in amazement. Next to him, Anselia has started saying something about ‘great valour’ and ‘contribution to the Matrian struggle’, but Stafford had stopped paying attention when he saw Jall walking out of the ship.

“Commander Jall,” Stafford said, “I’m honestly glad to see you. I’m glad you’re safe,”

Jall walked up to Stafford, considered him a moment, then grasped him in a big bear-hug.

Stafford’s eyes were now the size of saucers as recoiled in shock. Everybody was staring at Jall.

“What?” he shrugged, “I was in captivity for a month, I was rescued, I really missed you guys. It seemed like the right thing to do,”

Even Ansleia’s jaw had dropped.

“Where can I get a shower?” Jall asked politely.

“I’ll show you,” Lieutenant Yanick said, twirling one finger nervously in her long blond hair as she stepped up next to him. He other hand was resting on her swollen belly, “But I’m not sure you should have done that,”

“Why? Is he going to try to hurt me?” Jall wondered.

“No, I don’t think so. He just might think you’ve fallen in love with him and get all weird about it,” Yanick winced, her other hand coming to her stomach.

“Oh, sweetie, we need to get you checked out,” Jall said. T’Parief, seeing the situation, tapped his comm-badge.

“T’Parief to Wowryk, we have an urgent medical situation in the hanger bay,” he said.

No reply.

“Is she off on one of those rebel mission things?” Jeffery asked. Next to him, Jural turned away from the discussion he was having with Laheya.

“No, she should be here,” he said.

T’Parief tried again.

This time Sylvia replied.

“Boys,” she said, “We’ve got a problem.”



It was, Stafford reflected, the closest thing he’d had to a proper staff meeting since the Qu’Eh invasion.

They’d commandeered a large round room on the upper level of the Transit Hub and had moved in a table and several chairs. One curved wall was transparent, looking into the cavernous ring of the Hub. Install some replicators in the empty sockets along the one wall, add proper furnishings, some art and the place would be a decent or even upscale conference room, Jall mused. Or a nice coffee shop. It was certainly big enough.

Stafford sat at the head of the table, carefully keeping his distance from Jall. To his left sat Jeffery, T’Parief and Valtaic. To his right was Fifebee, Sylvia and Yanick. Jall sat directly across from him, massaging his right wrist. Only Wowryk was missing.

They’d already brought each other up to speed on recent events, following an enthusiastic reunion. Mostly enthusiastic. Stafford refused to meet Jall’s eyes. Yanick kept massaging her stomach and had remained seated. And of course, Fifebee rarely shows much enthusiasm anyway. Anselia had asked several pointed questions about the tribe of ‘primative’ Matrians Jeffery’s team had found than ran off to brief the Council.

“Thanks,”

Now, it was time to get to work.

“Situation:” Valtaic said, eager to get things moving, “Craigan and now Dr. Wowryk are trapped in a Matrian Dreamland. Colonel Abela may or may not be present as well.”

“Why hasn’t Dr. Wowryk already come back?” Jall asked, “I mean, she does have a habit of turning into a total queen around these things. Heh heh…”

Stafford rolled his eyes at the lame joke, but was also reminded of why he’d promoted that obnoxious jackass to begin with. He made a really good point.

“Dr. Wowryk has assumed the role of controlling entity in the past, when under the influence of an M-SID,” Fifebee said, “However, I find it likely that Abela has already, at least in part, taken on that role.”

“In part?” Jeffery asked.

“If she had full control, she would have visited Craigan sometime in the past hundred years,” Fifebee said.

“And I’m guessing turning the thing off would be too easy?” Jeffery crossed his arms.

“It would be very dangerous,” Fifebee said, “And is counter-indicated by the operating manual,”

“We have an operating manual?” Stafford looked up from where he’d been rubbing his jaw.

“No. That was simply AI humour,”

“Oh,”

“Can we pull them out of the field?” T’Parief asked.

“Again, not a good idea,” Fifebee said, “In addition, I attempted to reach the M-SID itself, to see if I could access its control systems manually. However, the combined interference of the M-SID and Haven’s stealth field destabilized my imaging system.”

“So we’re going in,” Jall shrugged, “We’ve done it before,”

“There’s no rush,” Stafford shot back, “We’ve got a couple days before things start getting really dangerous for them, right?”

“I think…” Yanick gulped, “I think I’m going to need Noel before that…”

“What?”

T’Parief was out of his chair in a flash as Yanick cried out, clutching her belly. Stafford and Jall were right behind him, demanded to know what was happening. Finally, Sylvia grabbed the two of them by the ears and pulled them away while Fifebee knelt over Yanick.

“Stay out of the way, you two!” Sylvia snapped.

“She’s having a contraction!” Fifebee reported.

“But she’s-” Stafford started.

“-not pregnant! Jall finished.

“I know! She’s having one anyway!”

Fifebee tapped at her tricorder for another moment.

“It is no use. I don’t have the programming for this. We need Dr. Wowryk!”

“Serves me right for saying things weren’t urgent,” Stafford groaned.

At that moment, his comm-badge beeped.

“Stafford here,”

“Sir!” Pye’s voice came, “We’ve got ships dropping out of warp! Orbital sensors just picked them up!”

“The Federation fleet?”

Pye was quiet for a moment.

“Guess again,”

“Senousians?” Jall guessed.

“No sir,” Pye said, “They look more like Qu’Eh troop transports to me. Enough to carry, oh I don’t know…maybe a fifty thousand or so troops.”

Stafford and Jall exchanged a glance.

“From bad to worse, huh?” Jall said merrily, clapping Stafford on the shoulder.



Stafford, Jall, Jeffery, Valtaic and T’Parief had gathered outside the Signal Analysis room. In the corridor, Nurse Kerry was setting up some portable bio-sensors. Sylvia and Nurse Veeneman were making Yanick comfortable in her quarters, while Fifebee was confirming Pye’s report on the Qu’Eh reinforcements.

“Our own reinforcements can’t be far,” Stafford was saying, “God knows we’ve been waiting long enough,”

“Can’t imagine what that’s like,” Jall quipped.

“But those extra Qu’Eh troops could mean serious trouble for the Matrian rebels,” Stafford went on, “We need that rebellion keeping the Qu’Eh busy, and off track!”

“Unlocking this place wouldn’t hurt either, would it?” Jall said.

“San, we still don’t know what Haven does,” Stafford shook his head, “We’ve got a cavern the size of a starbase hanger that we can’t access. It could be filled with enough ships and weapons to kick the Qu’Eh into next week, or we might be standing in the Matrian equivalent of Noah’s Ark.”

“With all the animals two-by-two?” Jall wondered.

“Maybe,” Stafford shrugged.

“And while you are debating, Patricia is in great pain,” T’Parief broke in, his voice sounding just a little bit dangerous, “Let’s move!”

“OK, OK,” Stafford held up his hands.

The group of them moved towards the large room and the invisible energy field it contained. Fifebee had managed, at least, to lay a few mats down on the floor. Wowryk and Craigan were now resting comfortably. Five more mats had been laid out just inside the field, waiting for them to step inside and collapse onto them.

“Ah thought we were finished with these things years ago,” Jeffery shook his head.

“Hey, I just finished getting tortured with one a couple of days ago!” Jall shot back.

“I am most curious to experience this technology,” Valtaic shrugged.

“Oops, I almost forgot,” Kerry ran over, then injected Valtaic with something, “That should keep your energy emissions down. Can’t have you accidently disrupting the field with an involuntary energy spike.”

“I just hate it when my ‘energy levels’ ‘spike’ too soon,” Jall smirked, making little air quotes.

“I have not especially missed you,” Valtaic said, matter-of-factly.

“Naw, you love me, and you know it,”

“You invoke many emotions. Love is not one of them.”

“Ah’m ready to be unconscious now,” Jeffery nudged Stafford.

“OK kids, let’s go,” Stafford said.

They took a deep breath, then stepped into the field.



The first thing Jeffery became aware of was the clock.

The thing was huge, easily three meters in diameter. It featured a pair of gleaming, silver hands, behind which was an image of Jeffery’s face. The second hand had been replaced with a big, bushy red moustache, which ticked around in a circle. After staring at it for a moment, Jeffery realized he’d seen it before. No, that wasn’t quite right. He’d seen part of it before.

The other elements of the Matrian Dreamland didn’t so much explode into his consciousness as they slowly seeped in, like water through coffee grinds. A chair was next to him, except for some reason it was upside down. Above the clock was a flickering holographic image of a nude woman, grinning impishly and extending one finger in a ‘come hither’ gesture. Nearby was a trio of control pulpits, their displays active but showing static. Windows above, a railing looking down onto another level, three stairs running down…

He was in Haven’s command complex. Or at least a version of it.

“This is sort of trippy,” Jall said. He was looking up at the ceiling windows. The view was that of packed sand, identical to what was visible through the real command complex windows. As he watched, it slowly morphed in a clear blue sky. Then back to sand. The lower windows were cycling through a series of vistas. They had just changed from looking into an oily blackness to looking into a vast, empty cavern. The floor was covered by a huge lake, stretching at least a mile away from them in all directions and interrupted only by six slender bridges. The ceiling had been craggy rock, but as Stafford turned to look it changed into a metallic dome. Starships faded into view, hundreds of Matrian cruisers, assault ships, scouts and fighters. Then, abruptly, they vanished.

“What the…” Jeffery started.

Land heaved itself out of the lake, the water pouring off it (yet the water level in the remaining pools didn’t seem to rise). Within seconds only a narrow ring-shaped lake was left around the central island. Stasis pods appeared everywhere, from tiny units to units the size of a small house. They could barely make out the shapes of animals in them.

“Noah’s Ark,” Jall murmered.

“It’s all coming from our minds,” T’Parief said, “None of this is real,”

Stafford blinked. Of course he’d known that. They’d all known that. Then why had they been so confused by what they were seeing?

Stafford turned to the clock Jeffery had first seen. It wasn’t just a clock, he realized. It was Haven’s central holo-table with clock hands added in where before there had just been a large, depressed circle.

“I remember the first time I saw this table,” Stafford said slowly, moving away from the windows and towards the table, “I remember thinking it looked a lot like a watch my parents gave me. Just without the crystal and the hands,”

“So why’s me face there with a big, bushy, spinnin’ moustache?” Jeffery wondered.

“I think that’s me,” Jall raised one hand sheepishly, “It reminds me of a clock somebody made at the Academy, in the Human Hideaway lounge,”

“Ohh, ye mean the one of Chief Spinte’s face?” Jeffery nodded, “Ah saw that one!”

“I remember that guy!” Stafford joined in, “He was such a f-”

T’Parief growled, then started stalking down the stairs towards the exit. Outside, the cavern lake was glowing bright orange as dozens of snub-nosed planetary defence disrupters heaved themselves out of the water.

“Lieutenant Yanick is presently suffering,” Valtaic pointed out.

Jall, Stafford and Jeffery at least had the grace to look embarrassed.

They followed T’Parief into the turbolift.



Unlike previous trips, where only darkness had been visible, this time as the lift sunk below the command center they were greeted with a brief view out into the cavern. The disruptor cannons had been replaced with surface-to-space antimatter missile launchers and the lake was no longer glowing.

“So how do we find Wowryk?” Jall asked, “I assume that’s the plan?”

“I thought it would be as easy as just imagining her with us,” Stafford said, “But I’ve been trying that since we got here,”

“We know from earlier encounters that if somebody has sufficient mental power, they can override the wishes of another,” T’Parief said briskly, “Obviously, whoever is in charge doesn’t want us finding her, yet.

“Abela?”

“Or Queen Wowryk herself,”

There was a sudden sound, a sort of SCHUNK-SCHUNK-SCHUNK, then the turbolift car dropped out of a green pipe and plummeted towards a grassy hill several meters below.



Outside the virtual world, in the real Haven command complex, Lieutenant Pye was starting to pace. He wasn’t sure if he’d picked that habit up from the Captain, or if it had always been there, lurking, just waiting for the right amount of stress to bring it out.

Since their rescue from Silverado, the Beta shift had become…well..the Beta shift. They’d spent the bulk of their time up in the command complex, watching the sensors, routing communications, keeping an eye open for any more Qu’Eh ‘Public Service Announcements’ and watching the news for interesting tidbits. It definitely beat being trapped in a disabled starship! Pye was walking back and forth by the holo-table, while Bith and Day were manning the small, portable workstations connected to the small Federation computer core. Stern of course was with the Hazardous Team out in the outer rim, and Quintaine was sitting at the control pulpit Queen Anselia had unlocked. He couldn’t access anything other than the link to the Defence HQ computers, but since that link was their only lifeline to the outside world, it was very carefully monitored.

“H-Hey!” Bith called out, “I’m getting a funny reading from one of the Qu’Eh ships!”

Pye looked up. Sure enough, one of the small icons orbiting the hologram of Matria Prime was blinking.

“What is that?” Pye asked.

“Energy surge,” Bith said, tapping into the orbital sensors, “I think they’re arming weapons!”

“I have a visual,” Quintaine said, bringing up a view from an orbital satellite.

“This can’t be right,” Bith frowned.

As they watched, the Qu’Eh ship opened fire. But it wasn’t a Qu’Eh weapon blast that speared out. Instead, it was a red, Federation-style phaser beam. The beam speared across space and stuck Silverado’s drifting form, cutting deep into one warp nacelle and sending debris flying off into space.

“Federation power readings,” Bith said urgently.

“Uh-oh,” Pye gulped.

“We need to report this,” Day said firmly.

“To who? Most of the senior staff is off in la-la-land!”



The turbolift car plummeted to ground, landing on the back of some sort of bizarre turtle. The creature retracted into its shell, but the impact sent the shell spinning away, crashing into a snarling plant in the process. The plant gave a sort of snivelling cry, then collapsed to the ground. The turbolift car split apart, the pieces bouncing once then disappearing.

“Somebody’s been playing too much Super Mario Brothers on their tricorder,” Stafford said, disapprovingly.

“Hey, this place is boring, and there aren’t any holodecks,” Jeffery said.

The world shifted again. This time, they found themselves facing a furry, white, cartoon mugato.

“BOW BEFORE THE MIGHT OF GENERAL SKUN’KAPE!” it bellowed.

“OK, that’s it!” Stafford cried, “Everybody! STOP IMAGINING STUFF!”

A bucked of water appeared over Stafford’s head. It tipped, drenching him.

“Sorry, that was me,” Jall said sheepishly.

They worked to clear their minds. There was an abrupt blast of squealing, screeching sound as a set of bagpipes appeared.

“Oops,” Jeffery muttered. The bagpipes vanished.

Soon, they were standing on an empty, grassy field.

Valtiac was looking dazed.

“You’ve all experienced this insanity before?” he asked.

“Well, it wasn’t quite as crazy the last time,” Jall said.

Stafford snapped his fingers.

“Yes it was,” he said, “Remember, way back? The very first time?”

“Before Wowryk learned how to control it,” T’Parief nodded. He was still looking around, seeking something against which he could take action, “We all became younger, there was a similar mixing of memories and imagination,”

“I think the reason why Abela’s been in here so long is that she never learned to control it,” Stafford said.

“So how do we find her?”

That’s when the armies showed up.



“This is very disturbing,” Fifebee said to Pye, speaking over the comm channel while Sylvia wiped Yanick’s brow with a damp cloth, “If the Qu’Eh are experimenting with Federation technology salvaged from our ship, they could upgrade their sensors sufficiently to detect Haven,”

“Yeah, not to mention that our reinforcements are in for a nasty surprise,” Pye said.

“Assuming they ever get here,” Fifebee replied, “My estimates had them arriving five days ago,”

“They’re coming, right?” Pye asked.

Fifebee paused briefly as she considered. Being a computer, the pause was mere milliseconds. But still. She knew, as did the rest of the senior staff, that the fleet had been delayed due to a lack of larger ships. She also knew that Jall had sent Noonan a message asking for help, and that if anybody were to help them, it was Noonan.

“They are indeed,” Fifebee replied. She closed the channel.

Sylvia looked at her. Between them, Yanick groaned in pain.

“Chris and San need to know about this,” Sylvia said.

“They seem to have found a bad time to be incommunicado,” Fifebee said crisply.

Sylvia didn’t reply, instead re-wetting the cloth and wiping Yanick’s forehead.



“Ah didn’t imagine this, Ah swear!” Jeffery squeaked. At opposite ends of the grassy field, two armies were massing. The Silverado team were sitting ducks, right in what was no doubt about to be a killing zone.

“T’Parief?” Stafford asked, little doubt in his mind as to who might have dreamed up this particular scenario.

“It’s not me,” T’Parief replied.

“You sure?” Jall asked, “Cuz this really looks like the kind of thing you’d go for,”

“I don’t suppose these are going to be the kind of armies that fling large projectiles in ballistic trajectories, thus missing the middle ground entirely,” Valtaic said glumly.

“No,” T’Parief said, squinting at the rapidly approaching figures, “These look like the kind of armies that get up close and personal with sharp, pointed objects.” He concentrated for a moment, then a large rack of swords, spears and other bladed objects materialized next to him. “This is going to be fun,” he added.

“No slicing and dicing the friendlies this time!” Jall said urgently. The last time he and T’Parief had been involved in a virtual battle, he’d died no less than thirteen times.

“Can’t we just conjure up some phasers and fry them all?” Jeffery asked. He concentrated, then a rack filled with energy weapons appeared.

“That would not be a fair fight,” T’Parief complained.

“Um, guys,” Jall tried to cut in.

“Ah donnae care about fair!” Jeffery shot back, “We need to find Noel, and to do that, we need to live!”

“Oh s**t!” Stafford gulped, following Jall’s gaze. The nearest army was close, and getting closer very quickly.

“What about honour? Do you care the least bit about that?” T’Parief demanded.

“Not when the bad guys are fake!”

“This really isn’t-” Jall tried again.

“We must practice as we fight,” T’Parief insisted.

The closest army was so close, Stafford could see the whites of their eyes. They were human or Matrian, and appeared to be riding the Matrian equivalent of horses. Both horses and riders wore chainmail armour, and their broad, diamond-shaped swords looked sharp enough to split a hair.

“AHHHH!!!!” Stafford screamed, grabbing a phaser and firing wildly in all directions. Jeffery and Jall dove to the ground while T’Parief grabbed a pair of mek’leths and planted both feet stubbornly into a fighting stance, facing the oncoming troops.

“Shields up,” Valtaic said calmly. Immediately, a dome-shaped bubble of energy sprang up around them. The charging troops veered around it, those that came too close simply bounced off with watery-sounding BOONNGGG. Within seconds, they’d reached their opponents, and the field was filled with the clang of swords and the cries of the wounded.

T’Parief whirled on Valtaic, his blade at the other officer’s throat in the blink of an eye.

Valtaic blinked. T’Parief’s sword immediately morphed into a big, fuzzy, floppy banana.

“This place is very easy to manipulate,” Valtaic commented dryly, “For a well-disciplined mind, that is,”

“That,” T’Parief indicated the shield, “is cheating!”

“You’d prefer to waste time while your mate continues to writhe in pain?” Valtaic asked.

T’Parief narrowed his eyes. Jeffery simply looked pissed off while Stafford nervously cleared his throat and set his phaser carefully back on the rack.

“OK then, now what?” Stafford asked.

“I suggest we speak to the leaders of these armies,” Valtaic said.

“Why? They’re not…” Jall squinted, “Ohhh, I always knew she was a bitch,”

“Huh?” Jeffery wondered.

“There,” Jall pointed.

The army closest to them had white and blue colours on their armour, along with a crest that Jeffery realized was eerily similar to the Starfleet Medical Services branch crest. The other was dressed in red and blue, with a logo none of them recognized. Seated atop one of the horses, screaming orders and slashing her sword, was Dr. Noel Wowryk. As they watched, she spun around, her sword decapitating a nearby enemy. Blood splattered, insane amounts of it, more than the body could have possibly contained. It covered Wowryk instantly.

“Who wants to bet that Craigan’s leading the other side?” Jall said. He was interrupted as Wowryk abruptly let out a shriek. The sound was unreal, amplified beyond the levels of the average human voice, and all the rescue party members immediately clutched their ears.

Abruptly, the scream faded, as did the sounds of battle. Looking around, they now found themselves on the same battlefield, only now they were surrounded by wounded, dying or dead troops.

“Oh, this is just WRONG!” Jall grimaced, pulling his booted foot out of somebody’s intestines. Jeffery was dry heaving, while Stafford was positive he could hear T’Parief’s stomach rumbling.

Before anybody could offer their interpretation of this new series of events, the silence was split with the sound of sirens. From the one direction, the same direction Wowryk’s army had come from, came at least two dozen gleaming white hover-ambulances. From the opposite directions, Matrian Defence Force vehicles. The ambulances stopped first, with none other than Noel Wowryk charging out and beginning triage.

“This one’s too far gone!” she snapped, glancing over the poor imaginary sod that had contributed to Jall’s new foot colouring. “Over here! Serious lacerations, punctured lung, blood loss. Signs of shock!” She moved on to the next wounded (imaginary) soldier while several (imaginary) medics started work.

“Anybody care to start a detailed psycho-analysis?” Jall said.

“I think you meant psych-analysis,” Stafford said.

“No, I’m pretty sure I meant what I said,”

“We don’t have time for this,” T’Parief said firmly. Nearby, Craigan was dressed in an MDF uniform and was walking up and down the rows of wounded, asking questions and jotting down notes on a padd.

“Ok, how about a situational analysis?” Jall offered.

“Somebody has created a scenario designed to keep Wowryk and Craigan busy,” T’Parief said immediately.

“So why didn’t we end up in our own little custom scenarios being kept busy?” Jall asked.

“Maybe Abela doesn’t have enough control over the place,” Jeffery suggested.

“Or maybe we’re already being kept busy enough,” Stafford offered.

T’Parief abruptly stepped out of the shield bubble Valtaic had created. He approached Wowryk.

“Dr. Wowryk, you must come to your senses. Patricia is in serious condition and requires your help,”

“They’re all in serious condition!” Wowryk wailed, “I have to help them all! This is all my fault!”

“They aren’t real!” T’Parief insisted, “Patricia is!”

While he argued, Valtaic spoke up to the others.

“Perhaps if, together, we focused our minds on freeing Dr. Wowryk from outside influence?”

“Worth a try,” Stafford agreed. They began concentrating.

In the meantime, T’Parief had gone into a very dramatic and no doubt entertaining speech about the importance of loyalty, and of honour, and how Wowryk could somehow achieve both if she’d just stop play-acting and do what he said. As Stafford, Valtaic, Jall and Jeffery concentrated, Wowryk’s eyes suddenly cleared. She looked around for a moment.

“I’m in the Matrian virtual reality, aren’t I?” she said.

T’Parief looked smugly back at the rest of the rescue party.

“Don’t,” Stafford said, patting Valtaic on the shoulder before he could say anything, “Let him think he won this one. He’s already pissed enough that he didn’t get to slaughter anybody today,”

“Most wise, sir,” Valtaic agreed.



T’Parief gave another variation on his loyalty and honour speech while the rest of the team stood behind him and concentrated hard on freeing Craigan. Well, they were able to concentrate after Stafford elbowed Jall in the ribs in an effort to stop the other officer from making silly faces at T’Parief’s back.

Finally, they stood together on the empty field.

“I remember arriving,” Wowryk explained, “But everything was…warped. And twisted. I tried to take control of the M-SID, but it didn’t work. Something was blocking me,”

“We can worry about that later,” T’Parief said, “You must see to Yanick, immediately.”

“Yes, of course,” Wowryk nodded, “If the rest of you focus on preventing anybody from interfering with me, I should be able to get enough control to take us out of the M-SID,”

“What, so we can try this all over again tomorrow?” Jall cut in.

“Trish-” T’Parief started.

“Can wait another half-hour!” Jall said, “If we leave now, we might give Abela or whoever enough time to prepare a bigger trap for us next time!”

“I don’t think Abela’s doing this,” Wowryk said, “At least, not consciously. I sense…confusion.”

“What, now you’re a Betazoid?” Stafford said sceptically.

“It’s a Queen Wowryk thing,” Wowryk waved him off, “Even if I’m not quite there. But if Abela’s controlling this thing, something’s really wrong with her.”

“We knew that,” Stafford shook his head, “Otherwise she would have come out of here a century ago to visit Craigan!”

“Yes,” Craigan agreed quietly.

“Can you take control of the M-SID from her?” Stafford asked.

“I don’t know,” Wowryk said, “But I think we should try.



They gathered around Wowryk in a circle, hands held. It almost looked like a bizarre séance, which in a way it was.

“Focus on me,” Wowryk said, her eyes closed, “I must be free of…of influence. Of interference. I must be pure,”

Jeffery kicked Jall in the shins just as the latter was about to make a cutting remark.

“Whoah,” Craigan gasped, “Do you feel that?”

Power was starting to ripple off Wowryk, almost like heat. The doctor’s face was a study in concentration. The endless field, the bright sun, and the green transport pipe hanging out of what looked like nothing all faded away. In their place was a hazy gray emptiness.

“I feel…yes,” Wowryk said, “Yes, somebody has tried to take control of this Dream Machine. But they were…there was an interruption. A pain.”

They all winced as a jolt of pain suddenly ran down their left arms. (Except T’Parief, his was in his tail.) They all clutched their chests.

“Heart attack,” Wowryk said sadly, “The stress was too much for her. She died.”

“But I thought you sensed-” Stafford said.

“Grat? Is that you?” a weak, wavery voice asked.

They spun around. A large, well-padded armchair had appeared. Seated in it was an incredibly, incredibly old-looking woman. She had a soft blanket pulled up to her waist, and her white hair was pulled back in a large bun. Around them, the grey blankness had transformed into a small, comfortably appointed Matrian home.

“Grat? I thought you were bringing me tea today,” Colonel Abela said, her lips sucking against her toothless gums, “Who are these people you brought with you?



Craigan had never seen anybody so old…so ancient, in his entire life.

Modern-day Matria wasn’t exactly filled with old people, what between suspended animation and the war. Back in Craigan’s time, before the wars had broke out, the Matrian Empire had developed many successful rejuvenation programs, much like the Federation, and had extended the average life-span considerably. But the woman in front of him, Abela, he reminded himself, looked like she’d died a long time ago, and had just continued aging. Her hands were knarled, the knuckles swollen with arthritis. Her legs were hidden by the blanket covering her, but it couldn’t hide the fact that she was wasted away to almost nothing. Her chest was sunken, her shoulders slumped. Her eyes were dim, and she seemed to be squinting at them, though the copious wrinkles on her face made it hard to tell.

More memories were flooding back to Craigan. Small things, tidbits that didn’t relate to Haven. He remembered how Abela had taken him out of stasis, twenty-five years after he’d been frozen, and treated him to a traditional holiday meal. She’d joked then that he was officially her longest male relationship. He’d remarked that she’d found the perfect way to keep a man around: lock him in a stasis tube. He remembered her showing him holo-images of the Bevin Fire-Swamps, where she’d been posted as an intelligence officer during the Fifth Bevin/Council Conflict. Craigan realized, with a start, that it had been over two hundred years since he’d met her, and that from her perspective they’d met every five or ten years or so. But with his restored memories, he felt like he’d spent only a single month with nothing but her companionship.

The Starfleet officers behind him, except for Stafford and Wowryk, were going over the room carefully. Jall had managed to get his hand caught in a J’Taeri finger-trap that had been sitting on a shelf, prompting Valtaic to rush to his aid, only to become trapped himself.

“This is it,” Wowryk said, “She’s…well, she’s not really in control of the Dreamland. But it seems to be responding to her. Probably because she’s been here for so long,”

“Abela?” Craigan was asking as he knelt next to the old woman, “Can you hear me?”

“Grat?” she blinked, then raised on hand as if sipping a cup of tea, “You used too much sugar again, dear,”

“She looks pretty far gone,” Stafford swallowed.

“She’s dead,” Wowryk shook her head.

“Then how is she still here? I though the M-SIDs only manipulated brainwaves. If her brain isn’t working…” Stafford shrugged.

“She was trying to transfer herself to the other body,” Wowryk said, “Maybe…maybe she’s stuck half-way?”

“Abela, it’s me,” Craigan was saying, “It’s Craigan. I found the people you wanted. Or they found me. Whatever. But it’s time,”

She looked blankly at him. He took her hands gently in his.

“It’s time to wake up,” he said, “It’s time to finish your mission.”

There was a spark of recognition. It wasn’t much, and it vanished almost as quickly as it appeared. But Craigan knew he’d seen something.

“Dr. Wowryk can get us out of here,” he said, “You just have to let her!”

Wowryk cleared her throat.

“Well, I didn’t make any promises…”

“It’s time to go back to Haven,” Craigan said, “To…to Installation 317-B.”

There was another flash from those eyes, one that most of the people in the room missed. Only T’Parief and Craigan noticed it. At the mention of the installation, Craigan was certain he saw a rise in awareness, like somebody starting to awaken from a very deep sleep. T’Parief would have agreed, but he saw something else. Very briefly, so briefly it could have been his imagination. But what T’Parief saw was a flash of a cunning intelligence. And he didn’t like that look one bit.

Wowryk suddenly jolted.

“I have control,” she said simply. She closed her eyes and concentrated.



Stafford found himself sprawled out on a mat on the floor of the Signal Analysis room. Around him, the other members of the rescue team were climbing to their feet. There was a sudden hiss as the stasis tube next to the M-SID cracked open.

“Abela!” Craigan called, running to the tube.

Nurse Kerry charged in the moment it was safe.

“Dr. Wowryk! We need you up in the clinic! Medical emergency!”

“Of course,” Wowryk said quickly, “Situation?”

“Yanick’s in labour!”

“But she’s-”

“Not pregnant! We know!” Kerry just shrugged helplessly.

They ran out of the room, T’Parief close on their, er, tails.

“Abela!” Craigan said again, standing next to the stasis tube with a hand on the clone body’s shoulder. She was breathing, and her body heat had picked up as soon as the stasis field had shut down, but she was unconscious.

“Ye want Ah should blow this thing up now?” Jeffery asked, pointing to the M-SID.

“One crisis as a time!” Stafford cried out.



After destroying the M-SID and arranging for a stretcher for the clone, the Silverado senior officers gathered outside the clinic.

“It’s only been half an hour,” Stafford was pacing, “No reason to think…I mean, surely nothing is…”

“I still don’t understand what’s going on,” Jall said, “I mean, I know I missed a lot of the last month being in a Qu’Eh brig and all, but how did you all miss the fact that Trish is pregnant??”

“She’s not!” everybody yelled.

“But you said she was nauseous in the mornings,” Jall remarked.

Nods.

“And she had mood swings,”

More nods.

“And her tummy got really, really big,”

Again, nods.

“Then she starting having contractions. And she went into labour.”

The nods continued.

“So…” Jall made a ‘Well D’UH!’ gesture.

“But she was checked out!” Stafford said, “The f**king Matrian Surgeon General examined her himself! He said she wasn’t pregnant!”

“He was right, mostly.” the doors hissed open and Dr. Wowryk stepped out. Jall tried peeking through the door before Kerry pulled it shut, but all he could see was T’Parief’s back.

“How is she?” Stafford demanded, “If we waited too long…I…I don’t know what I’ll do!”

“She’s going to be fine,” Wowryk said.

There was a collective sigh of relief.

“Could you clarify ‘mostly right’?” Valtaic asked.

“Well,” Wowryk shook her head, “It’s the strangest, most unholy thing I’ve ever seen. I don’t know if it has something to do with Project Triad,”

“The genetics program that created T’Parief,” Jeffery whispered to Valtaic, who nodded appreciatively.

“Or what,” Wowryk went on, “But she…they…are definitely having a baby. No genetic engineering, fertility treatments or anything. I’d say it’s impossible, but it’s happening.”

“But you said she wasn’t pregnant,” Jall frowned, “I mean, I know I’m not an expert on how guys and girls do things with each other, but-”

“She isn’t pregnant. Wasn’t pregnant, I should say,” Wowryk corrected herself.

The door slid open and Kerry poked her head out.

“They’re ready for visitors,” she said. Wowryk nodded.

“She wasn’t pregnant,” Wowryk said again.

Stafford pushed the door fully open as the rest of the Silverado officers rushed in. In one corner of the small clinic, Yanick was lying on a bed while T’Parief stood next to her. Between them, in a carefully padded cart was a wrapped bundle.

“She was getting ready to lay an egg,” Wowryk finished.

Stafford’s eyes rolled back into his head as he fainted to the floor.



As Jeffery, Valtaic, Fifebee and Sylvia gathered around Yanick and T’Parief to offer their somewhat confused congratulations, Wowryk checked on her other two patients. Stafford would be fine as soon as he came to, but she didn’t know what to make of the Abela clone. She’d done her best to direct Abela, or what might have just been Abela’s imprint on the M-SID, into the clone body before taking them all out of the Dreamland. Metaphysical and religious issues aside, Wowryk just couldn’t take the chance that the poor woman’s soul was trapped in that infernal machine. But she was still unconscious, and Wowryk didn’t know what to make of her neuro-scanner readings.

“How you feeling, Doc?” Jall asked softly.

“Shouldn’t you be with the rest over there?” she asked, a bit more sharply than she’d intended.

“Naw, babies…or eggs, in this case, don’t interest me that much,” he said, “I was wondering how you were doing,”

“I’m fine,” she said.

“Really?” Jall asked, “Because, you know, after that little army episode, it doesn’t take Yvonnokoff to tell us that you’re obviously really conflicted about what you’ve been doing lately. And I know a lot of that’s my fault,”

“What I had to do was your fault,” Wowryk said crisply, “Being conflicted isn’t,”

“What I meant was-”

“I’ve already had this conversation with Stafford,” Wowryk cut him off, “And I don’t want to have it again. Just…just get out of my hair!”

Jall stepped back as Wowryk started fussing over Abela’s monitoring equipment.

Next to him, Stafford abruptly sat up in his bed. His eyes were wide and seemed to be fixed at an empty patch of floor. His mouth moved as if he was saying something, but Jall couldn’t make it out.

“We’re all cracking up,” Jall muttered to himself.



Stafford found himself lying on a bed in Haven’s small clinic. He remembered walking in, remembered seeing the egg, then…what?

“That’s just so creepy,” he shuddered, thinking of the egg.

There was a soft sound. Stafford sat straight up in his bed. He looked around briefly, then his gaze locked onto the hazy figure standing in the middle of the room. Nobody else seemed to have noticed it, as he was half aware that the others were going about their business. But he could see the figure standing right there. Human-ish, male, with pale ivory skin and jet black hair. It couldn’t be real, Stafford could see an open case of medical supplies right through the figure’s abdomen, but he recognized the ghostly face.

“Soon,” Commander Matthew Noonan said, “Very soon,”

Stafford looked over at where the Abela clone was stretched out. He turned to the other side and looked at where Yanick and T’Parief were still hovering over their egg. He could almost feel the weight of the Command Tower pressing down above his head, along with the sand or rock that was burying Haven. Haven itself suddenly felt like a massive presence all around him, like he was just a speck of sand in a bowl of water. Beyond that, the cities and people of Matria Prime felt almost connected to him, like a network stretching over the planet’s surface. He could sense the captive Matrian and Senousian crews in orbit, and the presence of the Qu’Eh, spreading themselves like mould growing on an orange. Further yet, he could feel the tiny sparks of the Federation fleet as it finally drew close to its destination.

Abruptly, the ghostly image of Noonan vanished, taking with it the vision or daydream or whatever it was. The sights and sounds of the clinic hit Stafford full force. He noticed Jall standing next to him, looking at him strangely.

“Feeling better?” Jall ask.

Stafford blinked, then shook his head, confused.

“Apparently not,” Jall shrugged, patting him on the shoulder and moving on, “Hey, did anybody bring some bacon to go with that egg?”
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Termination


Part One

It has been several days since Wowryk released Craigan and Abela from the Matrian Spatial Interphase Device and the virtual reality it had generated. Matrian Rebels, led primarily now by Agent Jural and Mistress Laheya, continued raids, strikes and intelligence operations against the Qu’Eh troops occupying Matrian cities. In turn, the Qu’Eh have been reinforced by tens of thousands of ground troops. Clashes between the two have been growing increasingly heated, and increasingly harder to cover up. Regular citizens now rush quickly through city streets, afraid of being caught between a rock and an angry place. Hidden in the Evendra Desert, in Haven Installation, Stafford and his people continued working with the Matrians to keep the Qu’Eh off balance, waiting as Commander Noonan’s relief fleet came closer and closer to Matrian Space.

Things are finally coming to a boil.




City of Fanchescuut, Matria Prime:



“You’re sure you didn’t cross the wrong wires this time?” Ensign Simmons whispered urgently.

“Positive,” Lieutenant Marsden said confidently, “This is the third Quali-Tech building we’ve sabotaged. I’ve got it right,”

“That’s what you said on the last one,” Crewman Kreklor scowled, his Klingon features just adding to the expression, “Yet it too exploded after thirty seconds, rather than just being disabled after a few minutes,”

“Yeah, look, I figured out what I did wrong!” Marsden insisted. His arm was buried in the circuitry of a Qu’Eh transceiver system atop one of their call-center buildings. There was a click as he made one last adjustment. “See?”

Nothing happened.

“See what?” Lt. Cmdr David Stern asked.

Marsden frowned and buried both arms in the jumble of cables.

“I know I’ve got it right!” he insisted.

“Just cross the wrong wires,” Stern sighed, “We’ve survived two call-center explosions. What’s a third?”

There was another click.

Still, nothing happened.

“I think the Qu’Eh put some kind of protection buffer on their system,” Marsden said, shaking his head, “It’s not working,”

“Simmons, Plan B,” Stern snapped.

Simmons, a maniacal grin on his face, ripped open his pack and started pulling out various bomb components.

“Shouldn’t we wait until after hours, when the building is empty?” Lieutenant Rengs asked.

“It’s a call-center, it runs 26-8,” Stern said, “Besides, it’s not that big a bomb. We blow the transceiver array, everybody runs out screaming, no harm done. Worst-case scenario, somebody catches on fire and does the old stop, drop & roll,”

“Oookay,”

“Any sign of guards?” Stern asked.

“None,” Rengs replied. He frowned, “I thought the Qu’Eh had reinforcements?”

“Yeah?”

“So what are they doing with them all? They sure haven’t been doing much to stop us!”

“Good question.”



Half a planet away, Stafford, Hektor and Anselia were returning from visiting the tribe of ‘primative’ Matrians led by Leader Hylin. Well, she had called herself Leader Hylin. Anselia had declared her to be Commodore Hylin, in command of the First (and only) Matria Prime Oceanic Defence Fleet. The discussions had been short, with Hylin being eager to help defend Matria and Stafford and Anselia having only a simple task for them: Deploy your submarines using the nifty sensor masks Lt Cmdr Jeffery has rigged, aim the anti-matter missiles at the Qu’Eh ships in orbit and wait for our signal. Lieutenant Bith had been left behind as a liaison. In any event, that particular branch of the plan was in place.

Now, Anselia and Stafford found themselves clinging on to their seats for dear life as Lieutenant Yanick, recovered from her ordeal, piloted the Matrian shuttle on its pogo-stick anti- gravity driven course.

“So, Trish,” Stafford said, “How’s the, um…little one?”

Yanick had laid an egg several days prior.

“T’Parief’s sitting with it right now,” Yanick replied, “Noel says everything looks OK, but she’s not really experienced with this kind of thing,”

“Who is?” Stafford shook his head in amazement, “But by ‘sitting with’, surely you don’t mean he’s, um, sitting ON…it? Right? Cuz…y’know…he’s pretty big…”

“No, he’s just holding it,” Yanick giggled, “Jeffery helped Noel rig an incubator for us, but Yvonnokoff said we should each spend time warming it ourselves every day. Something about parental bonds, or imprinting, or something,”

“Good idea,” Stafford said. Next to him, Anselia was looking out the window, a frown on her face.

“Christopher, look down there,” she said.

Stafford looked out the window, down at the sandy desert and line of troops beneath them.

Line of troops?

“Oh shit!” he exclaimed, “Are those Qu’Eh troops?? Why are there Qu’Eh troops in the middle of OUR desert??”

“Your desert, Starfleeter?”

“You know what I mean, your most majestic highness-ness!”

Yanick triggered the anti-grav again, sending the shuttle up into the sky before it started coasting down and forward. Stafford lost sight of the ground briefly, and then he again spotted the wide column of Qu’Eh troops making their way over the sands, strings of support vehicles behind them.

“Are they on foot?” Anselia wondered.

“They’re moving pretty fast. Probably using power-suits, or land-cycles,” Stafford marvelled. A ground formation like this was very rare in an age where orbiting starships could unleash incredible destructive power on a planet.

“What the hell?” he frowned, “Why would the Qu’Eh bother sending so many of their people into the desert instead of chasing after the rebels?”

“They obviously know there’s something to find,” Hektor said, sounding worried, “But they don’t seem to be heading in the right direction, if it is Haven they seek,”

“The Qu’Eh are experimenting with Federation technology they’ve been scavenging from Silverado,” Stafford said grimly,” They must have been able to use Federation sensors to either track our ships or Haven’s energy emissions. They know we’re somewhere in the Evendra Desert, but that’s it.”

“And now they’re narrowing down the search!” Anselia finished.

“How far to Haven?” Stafford demanded.

“The way they’re moving?” Yanick shrugged, “A couple of days, maybe a week. Give or take.”

Stafford and Anselia exchanged a relieved look.

“That’s not so bad,” Anselia said.

“That’s if they keep wandering around and searching,” Yanick went on, “If they manage to get a fix on Haven with those sensors, well, they could be there in a couple of hours,”

“You couldn’t just leave it at ‘maybe a week’, could you?” Stafford gulped.



Lieutenant Pye and Ensign Burke were sitting in Haven’s Signal Analysis room, each eyeing a different screen. The chamber, easily larger in diameter than the command center, was filled with displays showing everything from sensor scans to news broadcasts, all of it being fed by the linkup to Matrian Defence HQ. Pye’s screen showed the Qu’Eh controlled news broadcast. Burke’s showed a pirate signal that he’d helped the Matrian Rebels rig. The images on the two were very similar, but the commentary was vastly different.

“And in other news, the Dignity Way Gardens have been cleared to make way for a new, higher-quality green space, brought to you by the Qu’Eh Living Improvement And Renovation Services,” said the Qu’Eh controlled commentator. “L.I.A.R.S. is certain that all the citizens of Matronus will enjoy this new ecologically-friendly project-”

“Qu’Eh Customer Service troops razed the flower gardens on Dignity Way surrounding the Qu’Eh controlled government buildings, in preparation for Qu’Eh plans to install heavy fortifications in our government district,” said the rebel channel.

“Workers in Fanchescuut cheered news that Quali-Tech will be expanding into neighbouring buildings, allowing for the hiring of an entire new Quality Service Department,”

“The Franchescuut Quali-Tech building was sabotaged by elite Federation commandos. The Qu’Eh are struggling to open temporary buildings until their main facility can be repaired. On a related front, attempted suicides among Quali-Tech slaves has risen two hundred percent in the past week,”

“Chairman P’tarek is expected to announce today that Mistress Laurette, leader of the Matrian Republic, has permanently accepted the position of Site Director within the Qu’Eh organization and will be promoted at a ceremony aboard his ship tomorrow,”

“Mistress Laurette is being forcibly implanted with a Qu’Eh monitoring device,”

“And, finally, deep space sensors report all clear. No contacts anywhere in the star systems currently comprising Matrian Space,”

“Deep space sensors today detected a group of unknown signals holding position in the direction of Senous. While the nature of these contacts is not yet know, the Qu’Eh fear that this could be the long-awaited Federation relief fleet, and have sent out scouts to confirm this,”

Burke jerked up in his chair and started pounding at his console, trying to get access through the Defence HQ computers to the deep space sensors.

“Confirm that!” Pye ordered, rushing over to look over his shoulder.

“I can confirm seven signals coming in from the direction of Senous,” Burke said after a moment, “But I don’t know if they’re coming from Senous or Federation space. Or what they are. Hell, we could have a whole new group of hostile aliens on our hands!”

Nearby, Commander T’Parief was walking slowly around the edge of the large chamber. An oblong bundle roughly the size of a humanoid newborn was cradled in one arm.

“I’m more concerned with the implantation of Mistress Laurette,” he said, loud enough that they could hear them, but softly enough that they knew he was having one of those tender soon-to-be-daddy moments.

“That too,” Pye admitted.

The heavy entrance doors opened and Commander Jall emerged.

“How are you going to keep that thing warm if you’re cold-blooded?” he asked, taking one look at T’Parief and his egg. T’Parief just gave an irritated throat-rattle and started pacing in the opposite direction.

“Have the Hazardous Team prepare to deploy,” T’Parief called back over his shoulder, “Assuming the Captain approves, they will handle Mistress Laurette’s extraction,”

“Do it yourself,” Jall shot back, “And why would he OK that? Isn’t the point to have her out there drawing their attention while Queen Anselia and King Hektor are in here?”

“He’s got a point,” Pye called from his station, “All the Qu’Eh are going to accomplish by implanting her is prove to the rest of the Matrians just how evil they are. Let them parade her around with her shiny headgear. When the fleet gets here, they’ll turn on the Qu’Eh like…well, like you against Jall.”

“If that’s our fleet,” T’Parief mused.

“C’mon, sir. How many other fleets are we expecting?



Aboard the USS Banshee, Captain Jad Vorezze, Commander Charlotte Burns and Commander Matthew Noonan were also watching the Qu’Eh and Matrian news/propaganda broadcasts.

“Looks like this Matrian Republic is a busy place,” Vorezze said, “Those rebels sure are busy, considering they’ve only had a month or two to get going,”

“Dr. Wowryk has considerable skills at organizing a group of people to a cause,” Noonan mused, “Had she put her efforts into politics rather than organized religion, she would likely hold considerable influence in the Federation by now,”

“Sort of like how if Charlotte had put more effort in First Officer-ing and less into picking up parasites, we’d already be at Matria Prime?” Jad said innocently.

Charlotte, who had just finished fishing an eye-crispy out of her left eye, flicked it in Jad’s direction. The captain made a revolted face and started frantically brushing at his uniform.

“That’s dis-GUSTING!”

“If only we knew more about the situation regarding our people down on the planet,” Noonan mused, ignoring the two bickering officers, “What is the optimal time of attack? Is an attack the best course of action, or can we simply blockade the Qu’Eh ships from the planet surface?”

“I’ve been trying to establish a communications link to the planet,” Lt Cmdr Dan Smith said from his station at security, “But all I get is ’All our representatives are currently assisting other customers,”

Noonan turned to Vorezze, who was now trying to pull Charlotte’s hair while she slapped at his face.

“Captain Vorezze, I wish to borrow one of your Section 31 runabouts,” he said.

“Whatever!” Vorezze managed to say.



Deep below the desert sand, in the only small clinic they’d managed to find so far in Haven, Wowryk and Craigan were standing over the bed of Colonel Myress Abela. Well, technically the woman they were standing over was a clone of Abela, one grown by the original to house her mind after her original body succumbed to old age. Unfortunately, her attempt to switch bodies using a Matrian SID didn’t exactly go smoothly.

“I’m glad your people decided to destroy this blasphemous technology,” Wowryk said, “Can you imagine if people could just pop out of one body and into another? Escaping death, cheating our Lord?”

“Escaping illness, disease or injury?” Craigan mused.

“That too! The nerve! The blasphamy!”

“She looks just like she did when we first met,” Craigan said, not really paying attention to Wowryk, “Well, when she first imprisoned me. I can’t believe she might not be…all there,”

He reached out and shook one shoulder, as if to wake her. To his surprise, she stirred, then rolled onto one side.

“Doctor!”

“Defying the natural laws of nature! The laws set down by God himself!” Wowryk continued to rant, ignoring him.

“Give her about five more minutes, then try again,” Nurse Veeneman advised as she passed by.



Several levels under the Transit Hub, Stafford stood in a conference room just off Haven’s Signal Analysis room, looking through the transparent wall separating the conference room from the main room itself. Most of his officers along with Queen Anselia and King Hektor had gathered.

“Where’s Wowryk?” Jall demanded, “Just because I’m First Officer again doesn’t mean she gets to miss the meetings!”

“Never mind that now, we’ve got bigger problems,” Stafford said, “The Qu’Eh could be right on top of us at any time,”

“Which is, conveniently enough, the amount of time before the sensor contacts we’ve detected arrive,” Lt. Cmdr Fifebee added.

“Which means either way, we’ve got to figure out how to turn this place on!” Stafford said, slapping his hands down on the table, “Simon?”

“We’ve got teams diggin’ through these top-secret levels,” Jeffery replied, “Everything’s still locked down, but there’s some really, really interestin’ stuff here,”

“Like what?” T’Parief asked. He’d passed the egg off the Yanick for the time being.

“Like an energy receiver big enough to channel the power of five Sovereign-class starships,” Jeffery said.

“Or like the crystal substance generating the jamming field,” added Valtaic.

“Or the computer core, which is about the size of an office building,” Fifebee said.

“Whatever this place is for,” Jeffery finished, “It’s designed to channel a lot of power,”

“But to do what?” King Hektor demanded.

“It doesn’t matter,” a new voice abruptly cut in.

Everybody spun to see Wowryk and Craigan leading the Abela clone into the room.

“Holy shit!” Jall exclaimed.

Abela was clearly awake, but her eyes were still blank. She moved stiffly, guided mostly by Craigan. He carefully led her to a chair. After a few minutes of fussing, he managed to get her seated.

“Uh…Noel?” Stafford prompted.

“Abela is conscious,” Wowryk reported.

“Yes, we can see that, thank you,”

“She’s still in a vegetative state,” Wowryk said, “Her neuro-scans don’t show anything out of the ordinary, but she’s almost completely unresponsive. I thought some familiar sights might help,”

“Great, but what about your little ‘it doesn’t matter’ thing?” Jall said, twirling his fingers in a ‘hurry-up’ gesture.

“It doesn’t matter, because Jural, Laheya and I are certain that the Matrian people are ready for a full-out revolt against the Qu’Eh,” Wowryk said, “And I believe the arrival of our fleet,”

“If it’s ours,” Fifebee added.

“Is the perfect time.” Wowryk continued, “It is not military power that we need to defeat the Qu’Eh, it’s the support of the people of Matria. We have that,”

“I hate to break it to you, sweetie, but love and hugging and emotional support isn’t going to chase those Qu’Eh ships away,” Jall said sassily, “Otherwise the Matrians would have kicked the Qu’Eh out when they first came!”

“That’s what our ships are for,” Wowryk said, “Whatever part Haven plays, it’s not going to matter in the fight,”

“You cannot know that,” T’Parief said, “We have twelve hangers, many of which have ships capable of fighting the Qu’Eh!”

“And most of them are buried underground!” Wowryk shot back.

The both looked at Stafford, who looked at Anselia.

“Don’t look at us!” she said, “You people are supposed to be our experts on tactics and strategy!”

“Scary, scary thought,” Yanick muttered, rocking the egg gently in her arms.

The arguing and discussion continued. In the din, only T’Parief was really keeping an eye on Abela. He couldn’t completely explain it, but he’d seen something in her eyes the moment Craigan had mentioned something to her in the virtual world. Haven, yes. He’d told her it was time to go back to Installation some-number and she, just for a split second, had had a look in her eyes that T’Parief really didn’t like.

As he watched her, there was nothing in her eyes now. She simply sat there listlessly, staring blankly at the table. He couldn’t say for sure, but he almost thought she was…listening.

“Most of Matria won’t know that the fleet’s arrived,” Anselia was saying, after nearly an hour of discussion, “Even if it goes on the rebel news net, I just don’t think it will be enough of a signal!”

“We could assassinate Chairman P’tarek,” T’Parief suggested.

“Oh yes, then the entire Qu’Eh race can declare war!”

“We need something that just screams ‘It’s time!’,” Wowryk insisted.

“We are so not ready for this,” Stafford said, letting his head sink into his hands. Everybody turned to look at him.

“We’ve been preparing for this for what, weeks? Over a month? Getting the rebellion in place, getting ourselves setup in Haven and waiting for the fleet to arrive and make everything all better. Hell, we even found a handy missile submarine fleet!” He stood and walked back to the windows looking into the Signal Analysis chamber. On the display screens, Mistress Laurette’s ‘promotion’ was being advertised. “There’s something we’re missing. And I can’t help but feel that Haven…that something about this place is a big part of it!”

“This facility was constructed hundreds of years ago, for purposes we have yet to discover,” Fifebee shook her head, giving Stafford a look that was almost condescending, “It cannot have anything to do with the current situation,”

“Can’t it?”

“Haven was built by our ancestors, under a unified and free Matrian Empire, before the Gender Wars,” King Hektor said slowly, “It’s the last uncorrupted example of our past, and the cultural information in the databanks is priceless,”

“What are you getting at?” Stafford demanded.

“Is it not obvious?” Hektor shrugged, “If you want a symbol to our people that it is time to rise up together and fight back?”

“Activate Haven,” Stafford nodded, “Which takes us right back to square one,”

“We don’t even know what it does!” Wowryk exclaimed.

“Agreed,” T’Parief said, “We don’t know that it ‘does’ anything, other than simply exist. How can we know that it would provide the signal we wish to send?”

“It will,” Abela said softly.



There was a moment of stunned silence then a sudden eruption of chaos from the direction of the conference room. In the Signal Analysis chamber, Ensign Burke looked up from the sensor readings he was studying.

“I think they should start serving decaf at those meetings,” he said to Lieutenant Day.

Day just shrugged and turned back to the news broadcast he was watching.



“I KNEW IT!” T’Parief roared, “YOU WERE FAKING!”

“What?” Stafford asked, looking helpless.

“She has been fully aware of us since we found her!” T’Parief accused, “She has deceived us all!”

“Can you blame me?” Abela said calmly, “After nearly a century stuck in that virtual place, I’m suddenly surrounded by a lizard, an electric alien, and the rest of you?”

“Didn’t you ever hear that honesty is the best policy?” Wowryk asked.

“This is coming from a woman who’s fantasy world involved a bloody massacre,” Abela said.

“Ohhh, you…”

“Abela?” Craigan was looking just a bit betrayed, “How…why?”

“I simply decided to listen to what you all were saying before getting involved,” Abela huffed, “It’s called ‘gathering intel’. Something I did for a very long time,”

“It’s not a big deal,” Yanick said quietly.

“OK, fine,” Stafford waved a hand, “Let’s get back on track here.” He looked around at his crew, at the Matrians, at the people who’d been living underground for over a month.

“What does Haven do?” he said, staring directly at Abela.

Abela was quiet for a moment.

“I’m not telling you,” she said.

“WE BEG your PARDON?” Queen Anselia declared, aghast, “As the duly elected leaders of this planet, King Hektor and We demand that you tell us!” Next to her, Hektor nodded.

“I’m sorry, Mistress….I mean, your Highnesses,” Abela even bowed slightly, “But there’s more at stake here than just the next few days.”

“You left Craigan here to decide if we were suitable to have this place,” Fifebee said, looking at Abela curiously, “Why do you not give us the information we need?”

“Because you haven’t passed the final test yet,” Abela replied.

“Oh give me a break!” Jall exclaimed, “You still think we’re going to do…what, exactly? Try to take over your planet? News flash sweetie, somebody already did that!”

“This isn’t about the Federation, or the Qu’Eh,” Abela shot back, “This is about the Matrian people, and the decisions they and their leadership make!”

“You realize we’ve got Qu’Eh troops on the way!” Stafford said, “They could find us, force their way in and take this place by force?”

“Then you better hope you make the right choices,” Abela said, “But I will promise you this: If you are successful in activating Haven, it will most definitely send a very strong message to every Matrian on this planet.”



Commander Matthew Noonan sat in the runabout Leno as it soared towards Matria Prime. The runabout was cloaked, thanks to illegal Section 31 technology, and he was certain that he’d be able to easily slip in and out of Qu’Eh controlled space. What he wasn’t certain about was whether or not it was a good idea to let Captain Vorezze , Lt. Cmdr DiSanto and Dr. Lang tag along.

Taking the runabout out of warp, he brought up the sensor scans of the surrounded space. As expected, the Qu’Eh fleet had grown somewhat after Silverado’s defeat many weeks prior.

“Cruisers, attack ships and a lot of fighters,” DiSanto said, “We should be able to make a pretty good dent just with the Banshee alone,”

“You’re assuming the Qu’Eh have no surprises up their sleeve,” Noonan said quietly, “And you must remember, in order to keep your Section 31 secrets, the Banshee can only use conventional Federation technology during the fight.”

“Why would the Qu’Eh have surprises? These are corporate types,” DiSanto said.

“From all reports, they Qu’Eh are a ruthless, unrelenting enemy,”

“Right. Just like any corporation,” DiSanto said, “Going by that logic, they probably can’t tell their own asses from a bunch of holes in the ground,”

“I’m so glad we didn’t bring Rachow on this trip,” Vorezze muttered to Lang. She nodded agreement.

The runabout was moving past the Qu’Eh fleet now. As they approached the planet, they also began passing Matrian and Senousian ships that had been repaired, their crews enslaved by the Qu’Eh. (Of course, they didn’t know that yet.)

“I have a Federation ship on the sensors,” Lang said, “Ambassador-class. No life-signs, emergency power only. Looks to be in pretty rough shape,”

Noonan took a brief glance. Yes, there was Silverado, drifting in orbit.

“Ignore it,” he said coolly, “That ship will not be a part of this fight.”



Aboard the Qu’Eh vessel Fiscal Conservation, Chairman P’tarek sat in a comfortable office chair behind of row of Qu’Eh sensor technicians.

“You are certain this will work, Manager Kalmers?” he said coldly.

“Yes Chairman,” Kalmers replied, “We’ve removed several sensor pallets from the Federation ship. We’re directing them at the Evendra desert. We know there’s something there; we’re just tightening up the sensor focus now. The slightest energy emission will immediately be tracked.”

“It had better work,” P’tarek said, “I’ve had enough of this nonsense. It’s time to eliminate Stafford, Anselia, Wowryk and the rest of that meddlesome government and to cement our control of this planet.”

“Activating sensor sweep,”



“I’m getting some interesting readings from this Qu’Eh ship,” Dr. Lang said as the Leno passed close to one of the boxy green vessels, “They’re directing some pretty powerful sensor sweeps down at the planet. Right at that big desert,”

“Didn’t you say your people were hiding under a desert?” DiSanto asked Noonan.

“I did,” he said, appearing unconcerned, “However, Qu’Eh technology is less advanced than ours. They have been unable to locate the bunker in the past month, what are the odds they will do so now?”



“We’re picking up an unusual energy reading,” one of the sensor techs reported, “It’s on the vector followed by a sensor-shielded vessel spotted by our ground troops,”

“Excellent,” P’tarek said, “Put me on the broadcast channel. It’s time to explain to these people that we have the upper hand.”



In Haven’s Signal Analysis room, Lieutenant Day started shouting for Commander Jall’s attention.

“I’m here, stop shouting!” Jall said, stepping around one of the consoles. Following the end of the meeting, everybody had split off to their separate duties while Stafford and the Matrians met with the council. He looked up at the news broadcast, where P’tarek’s face was staring out of the screen.

“Uh-oh,”

“People of Matria Prime,” P’tarek was saying, “Finest quality to you all. I’m most pleased to announce to you the success of another initiative brought to you by the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority. Yes, this afternoon, our high-quality sensor technicians located an important item: your fugitive government. And in just a few moments, we will begin the process of liberating them from their lengthy…dislocation,”

“Jall to Stafford,” Jall was tapping his comm-badge.

“We’re in the middle of a council meeting, Jall!” Stafford’s voice came back, “Go knit something! This isn’t the time!”

“You need to hear this! And I don’t knit!”

“Minister Stafford, Queen Anselia, members of the Matrian Council,” P’tarek’s voice was growing silky, “I know you’re monitoring this message. And I know where you are. You have twelve hours to surrender yourselves and Haven to me, or I will effect a controlled demolition. Your time starts at the tone,” There was a pause, then an electronic beep.

“Surrender to us,” P’tarek said, “It makes the most business sense,”



P’tarek was about to sign off when he noticed one of the sensor technicians gesturing frantically for attention. Manager Kalmers spoke briefly with the boy, then gave P’tarek a complicated gesture that roughly translated to ‘Holy shit, this is important’.

“One moment, valued employees,” P’tarek said.



Aboard the Banshee, Commander Burns and the remaining officers were watching the same broadcast.

“Now that’s just rude,” Charlotte said as the screen switched to a ‘Please Hold’ motif.

“Right,” helmsman Ben Rachow agreed, “Once you make your threats and deliver your ultimatum, you’re supposed to get off the line and let your enemies sweat!”

The hold motif abruptly vanished, returning to P’tarek’s face.

“A most fortuitous turn of events!” P’tarek smiled, “We’ve been given the perfect opportunity to demonstrate the seriousness of our offer. Manager Kalmers, destroy the cloaked vessel attempted to sneak onto Matria Prime,”

“You don’t think he means our cloaked vessel, do you?” Charlotte asked.

“How many other cloaked vessels do you think are out there?” Smith replied.

“Hail the runabout!”



“So how are you going to find your Captain anyway?” Vorezze was asking Noonan.

“Federation sensors, even those that aren’t Section 31 enhanced, can detect the installation,”

“They can also detect Qu’Eh weapons preparing to fire!” Lang cut in.

“Target?”

The runabout bucked like a stung horse.

“How did they detect us?” Vorezze demanded, “We’re cloaked!”

“They must have been upgrading their sensors! We passed right between them and the area they’re scanning!”

“Damage?”

“Warp drive is down, shields are down, but the cloak is stable,” Noonan reported calmly.

“Random course changes, get us out of their sensor range!”

The runabout shook again, though not as hard.

“Near miss,” DiSanto said.



“The Qu’Eh are firing at something,” Burke reported, “but there’s nothing on the Matrian sensor net!”

“One of our jammer ships?” Jall asked.

“No, we haven’t sent any missions into orbit since we rescued you,”

Jall looked around the Signal Analysis room. He could see the sensor images of the Qu’Eh vessels firing at empty space. Whatever they’d been attacking, it had slipped away from them.

Jall twined his fingers in his hair, which was getting pretty shaggy at this point, and started pulling.

“Ohhh, this is bad,” he said, storming towards the exit.



“What are we doing here?” Stafford demanded as the turbolift doors opened onto Haven’s command center, “My people have been over this place with a fine-toothed comb! Unless you’re going to give us the activation codes, I have a lot of other things to worry about. Like the Qu’Eh army that’s coming right at us!”

“Do you want my help or not, child?” Abela said as Anselia and Hektor stepped out of the turbolift.

“Hey, I’m no child!” Stafford said, following her up the stairs to the upper level.

“You’re at least one hundred years younger than I am, sonny,” Abela grinned a little.

“Look, I have a lot of work to do,” Stafford shook his head.

Abela had reached the upper level. She stood there for a moment, looking around like she owned the place.

“Why is the command center empty?” she demanded, “Where are your people?”

“They’re all down in Signal Analysis,” Stafford said, spreading his arms, “We can’t do anything up here,”

“You idiot, that’s because I locked it down!” Abela crossed her arms, “The SA room is for those voyeuristic little creeps in Intelligence! This is where…why am I arguing with you?”

“I don’t know,” Stafford said neutrally, “But it’s nice to see you’re feeling better.” He couldn’t help but notice that Abela had shifted rather abruptly from the listless invalid to the competent and intelligent woman Craigan had described. Or course, T’Parief was convinced that the whole ‘invalid’ thing had been a deception. Stafford was inclined to agree.

“First, get your people back up here,” Abela ordered, “Forget the SA room.”

“You know, I’m pretty sure ‘Minister of Planetary Defence’ outranks ‘Retired Colonel’,” Stafford said.

“If you’re in such a hurry with so much work to do, shut up and let me explain this to you,” Abela snapped.

Stafford raised his hands in surrender.

“Here’s the situation,” Abela said, “Haven can’t be unlocked by a single person. I changed the activation protocols.” She stepped over the central holo-table, then pressed her hand against the underside of one of the six curved, triangular extrusions. There was a series of beeps, then six identical holographic hand-prints appeared, evenly spaced around the upper edge of the table. Stafford jumped.

“Six of you,” Abela said, turning to Abela and Hektor, “Six of you have to decide that activating Haven is the right thing. Both for the Matrian Empire,”

“Republic,” Hektor muttered.

“And for the Matrian people,” Abela finished.

“But what does it do?” Anselia demanded.

“And which six of us?” Hektor added.

Abela looked briefly at Anselia, then turned to Hektor.

“That’s the part you’ll have to figure out.

With that, she pulled one of the chairs to the edge railing, right were it would give her a good vantage point over the dark lower windows. She sat and crossed her arms. Stafford, Anselia and Hektor all continued throwing questions in her direction, but she simply sat there, staring out in the dark main chamber.

Her part, for now, was finished.



Jall and Stafford ran into each other in the Transit Hub staircase. They each blurted their news, then stared expectantly at each other.

“This is a MESS!” Jall finally said, clutching his hair yet again, “We’ve got troops on one side, fleets on the other, rebels fighting soldiers, and now she wants us to solve a PUZZLE??”

“In twelve hours, according to P’tarek!” Stafford shook his head, “I can’t believe it! We’ve had so much time down here…how are we down to twelve hours?”

“You knew things were going to speed up,” Jall said, “And I doubt we have twelve hours! Now that they know our location, that army you spotted is going to be here as fast as their rides can carry them!”

“Look, maybe I should just grab six people, go on up there and flip the switch,” Stafford muttered, shaking his head.

“Do you really think Abela would make it that easy to spend a two hundred year investment?” Jall said, “I think you’re going to have to be a little more careful about the people you pick,”

“I know,” Stafford shook his head, “That’s the whole problem!” He thought for a moment.

“Evacuate all civilians from the outer rim,” he said, “We’ll make our stand at the hanger, then fall back to the island if the Qu’Eh overrun us. That’ll buy us enough time to figure this thing out. We just need everything to stay calm long enough for us to figure this one out,”



“How bad is it?” Captain Vorezze asked nervously as Commander Noonan and Dr. Lang dug around the runabout’s cramped engineering space.

“Our shield generator has gone on to a better place,” Noonan replied, “As has…whatever this is,” he pulled a blackened component out of the access panel and tossed it behind him.

“That’s a Section 31 matrix oscillator,” Lang said, glancing at the thing.

“And what does it do?” Noonan asked.

“Well…it…y’know…oscillates the matrix,”

“Weapons will take hours to repair, our port nacelle has a very large hole in it and we are beyond lucky that the very illegal cloaking device wasn’t damaged,” Noonan finished.

“Hey, that ‘very illegal’ cloaking device is half of what makes Section 31 so effective!” Vorezze said proudly.

Noonan chose not to respond to that remark.

“So, what now, oh grand and glorious fleet leader?” Vorezze crossed his arms.

Noonan climbed to his feet. He appeared to be thinking, except that his eyes had taken on a very vacant look, sort of a ‘Matthew has stepped out for the moment, back in five minutes’ deal.

“I sense that events are unfolding quickly on the planet,” he said after several moments, “Many of the cities are experiencing upheaval, I believe the Matrians are attempting to rebel against the Qu’Eh,”

“Sounds like the perfect time for the fleet to come in and take out their space support,” said Smith.

“I don’t know,” Noonan frowned, “When I try to focus my attentions on my crewmates, the sense I have is that they are…not ready,”

The runabout jolted as a chunk of space debris glanced off the unshielded hull.

“Look, screw this,” Vorezze said, “I’m firing up the impulse drive. We head back towards the fleet, get the Banshee to send us a tow, get back to the ship, then come on in with guns blazing,”

Noonan frowned. Vorezze’s plan made perfect sense, but somehow, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something was about to go very wrong.



Lt. Cmdr Riven Valtaic stepped out of the personnel exit to Haven’s hanger, the only hanger that was exposed to the desert outside. He’d been among the original four officers that had found the installation, but it had been a long time since he’d actually stepped outside. The dry, dusty air immediately drew a cough, and he reacted by generating just enough of an energy field to repel the dust.

The sky was clear and the sun was overhead. Valtaic couldn’t help but feel somewhat energized to be outside after such a long period spent underground. Still, he had a job to do. Ignoring the uniformed security officers working nearby, he walked across the packed sand towards the spot where the high, sandy walls hiding Haven fell away and exposed the flat, dune- swept plains of the desert. Within minutes, he’d found his query.

“You know, Fifebee thinks they built Haven into a large meteorite crater, then just covered up the top with sand,” Stafford remarked, not turning to face Valtaic, “By the way, that field of yours is making every hair on my body stand up and salute,”

Valtaic said nothing. He would allow Stafford to continue his pointless tirade until he was ready to come to the point. Surprisingly, it didn’t take too long.

“Take a look,” Stafford said, handing him a pair of electro-binoculars.

Valtaic peered through. Immediately, he could see the dark line of Qu’Eh troops speeding across the desert, a cloud of sand rising behind them.

“They will be here in under thirty minutes, by my estimate,” Valtaic said, alarmed.

“Yeah, no shit,” Stafford groaned, “We’re trying to prepare a last-minute surprise for them, and Laheya’s moved up all her rebel attacks. She’s hoping that if she hits them hard in the cities, they’ll divert troops away from Haven. But since P’tarek is going to destroy the place from orbit in another twelve hours, I hardly see the point.”

“The crew has been in worse situations than this,” Valtaic said.

“How would you know, you’ve only been with us for a few months!” Stafford snapped. He immediately raised his hands, “Wait, I’m sorry, that was uncalled for.”

“But true,” Valtaic shrugged. It may have been the blunt truth, but in his culture that was a expected behaviour rather than an insult.

“Sir,” one of the security officers called, “We’re ready over here,”

Stafford started walking back towards the towering hanger doors.

“I’m going to stall,” he said to Valtaic, “Maybe once Abela sees Qu’Eh troops attacking her precious f**king hide-out, she’ll change her mind about her cryptic bullshit,”

“Or you could simply make a decision and attempt to activate the installation,” Valtaic said, “Choose the six people you think are best,”

“Make a decision, huh?” Stafford said, following a narrow path that led up from the desert floor to the metal ledge than ran the width of the hanger exterior, “You trying to say something?”

“Considering the fashion in which you attempted to select a new First Officer, it seems that you have a hard time making and sticking to a decision,” Valtaic said.

“Hey, I’ve made plenty of decisions!” Stafford shot back. He knew intellectually that Valtaic wasn’t trying to be offensive, but still! “It’s just that none of them involved the fate of an entire planet before,”

“I disagree,” Valtaic said, “As a Starfleet Captain, your choices often affect entire worlds, or at least the fate of their relations with the Federation,”

“I guess you’re right,” Stafford shrugged, “It’s just that, well, we don’t usually have such a history with the planets we deal with. The Matrians were our enemies when the crew was still learning how to work together, aboard Silverado. Now we’ve spent a lot more time with them then most starship crews spend with a people. Maybe a starbase commander is used to forging those kinds of connections, but not me,”

As they reached the ledge Stafford saw Jall, Wowryk and Jeffery standing just inside the airlock-style personnel door.

“So, have you convinced him to do anything yet?” Jall asked.

“No,” Valtaic replied simply.

“I could have told you that!” Wowryk declared, “Valtaic just isn’t confrontational enough to goad somebody into getting their ass into gear!”

“We can’t really blame ’im,” Jeffery shrugged, “We can’t even figure out what we want to goad Chris into doin’!”

Stafford rubbed his temples. Behind him, the Qu’Eh army was drawing ever closer.

“You guys are really bad at this,” he said, grinning.

“Maybe,” Jall said, “But in so many other ways, we’re FAAAABULOUS!”

“I don’t care how fabulous you are right now, as long as you can shoot!” Stafford said, grabbing a phaser rifle out of a nearby crate and passing it to Jall.



Chairman P’tarek stood in the office of the Queen of the Matrian Republic, his fingers carefully interlaced. With the destruction of his flagship by the Starfleet commandos, he’d moved his office down onto the planet. He briefly contemplated the profitability of having the Starfleeters captured and mentally re-programmed to be Qu’Eh agents, then determined that the timeframe was just too uncertain. That, and mental re-programming often had the unfortunate side effect of rendering the subjects insane. Of course, if the Qu’Eh had been capable of effectively bending their enemies to their will, they would have had no need for the M-SID devices and no need to invade Matrian Space in the first place.

Realizing he was digressing, P’tarek returned his attention to fixing up a few last-minute homey touches for his new office. The inset lighting had been turned up to full, filling the room with near blinding illumination. The marble desk had been painted over, the better to protect the lovely surface from scratches, and a real-time monitor of Qu’Eh stock values had been hung on one wall, right next to an elaborate organizational chart of the Qu’Eh Corporate Assessment Authority. P’tarek’s little box was even illuminated!

“Site Director Laurette, unescorted, thirty seconds,” the cool voice of the current operator whispered into his ear via implant.

Quickly moving back behind the desk, P’tarek seated himself and prepared for the upcoming meeting.



Mistress Laurette, former Leader of the Opposition of the Matrian Council was not having an especially good day.

Only yesterday she’d been forcibly implanted by the Qu’Eh and now had to put up with one of their insufferable voices in her ear everywhere she went. And, according to reports carefully smuggled to her by key members of the rebellion, the device was transmitting everything she saw, heard or said back to the Qu’Eh monitors. Any contact with the rebellion was now out of the question. It was now weeks since Dr. Wowryk had gone on the planet-wide news nets and encouraged the Matrian people to fight back, the signals she’d hoped were the Federation fleet were just sitting outside the solar system and now P’tarek wanted her for another in a seemingly endless line of useless meetings!

“The Chairman is expecting you,” cooed a voice in her ear, “This meeting is rated as an 8.75/10 on the Formality Scale, and Friendly Banter is expected after the initial greeting but before you sit. Friendly Bantar during the greeting handshake is acceptable. We also recommend…”

Laurette fought the urge to bang her head repeatedly against the marble pillar next to her. She’d tried that once, before the implant had even been installed, and all it had gotten her was a ‘formal verbal warning’ and two hours of useless stress counselling.

Was this really what her people were coming to? Could it actually be that the Federation- ers were the lesser of two evils?

“Your entrance is expected in fifteen seconds, mark,” said the Qu’Eh in her ear. A dull throbbing pain was starting to set in next to the implant, growing stronger for every second she delayed.

Grunting, she walked the last few feet of the hallway and pushed her way into what had been, up until several days ago, her office.

“Ah, Site Director, finest quality,” P’tarke said, rising from behind the hideously painted desk and smiling, “I understand the school year at Matronus Downtown High School is just starting!”

“And I understand your vasectomy went well,” Laurette said sweetly, “Perhaps I can help you go a step further with a full castration?”

There was a sharp flash of pain from her implant.

“That comment is being appended to your permanent record!” snapped the operator.

“Let me cut to the point,” P’tarek said, “The Matrian rebels are causing considerable mayhem in cities across the planet. Your Federation fleet seems to have arrived, but is just sitting there, on top of which we’ve prepared a very nasty surprise or two for them. We have located Haven and targeted it with our space forces, and a small army is on its way to take possession.”

He tapped a button, activating a holographic display above the desk. Laurette was presented with a view of the desert, centered on a round, dome-shaped mountain of sand. To one side, tens of thousands of troops were quickly approaching.

“Convince your people to surrender,” P’tarek said, “I will even offer safe passage off Matria Prime to the Starfleet officers. This is a very generous severance package I’m offering,”

“And if I refuse?”

“Then we will destroy Haven, your King, Queen, much of your government,” P’tarek said, “And then turn our attention to exterminating your rebels, with as much bloodshed as can be arranged.”

“I guess we don’t have the option of forming a u-” Laurette was cut off by an unspeakably painful blast from her implant. P’tarek stepped back, as though he’d been slapped.

“Blasphemous words, my dear,” P’tarek said softly, after a moment of shocked silence, “You want to tread very, very carefully. Otherwise your usefulness, and that of your people, will come to a rather quick and very terminal end,”

Laurette’s world spun. It came down to this. After decades (centuries?) spent fighting to bring her people onto the path of strength and power in the galaxy, she was now reduced to little more than a slave, forced to obey her Qu’Eh masters on threat of what was basically torture. She had ranted against the Federation when they’d offered membership to Matria Prime, and she’d raved against those Matrians who seemed to willing to give up everything she’d fought for.

Now, with a Qu’Eh implant against her head and P’tarek living in the Queen’s office, Laurette had to admit that trying to stand alone hadn’t done her much good. And yet, there’d been something in that…conversation. She’d struck a nerve with P’tarek.

Too bad it was probably too late to do her any good.



“What are they doing?” Jall wondering, looking out at the Qu’Eh soldiers swarming towards the hanger.

“They appear to be setting up some sort of projection device,” Fifebee said. All of Silverado’s senior officers had gathered outside the hanger doors, watching the Qu’Eh as Starfleet, Matrian and Senousian troops manned defensive positions.

“I sort of figured they’d just push on in and start shooting,” Jall shrugged.

“Ohh, there will be much shooting,” T’Parief almost purred as he caressed the photon mortar Lt. Cmdr Stern had just finished assembling.

“Except we’re outnumbered by about 40 to 1,” Yanick said, cradling her egg.

“Why is it that anytime you bring that thing around, I get a craving for omelettes?” Jall wondered.

“SAN!” Yanick cried, smacking him upside the head, “That’s my baby you’re talking about!”

“It’s OK, we don’t have any good cheeses down here anyway,” Jall muttered, rubbing his head.

There was a burst of light from the contraption, then a hologram of P’tarek and Laurette standing next to each other formed. The hologram itself was nearly thirty feet high and easily visible to everybody in the area.

“King Hektor, Queen Anselia, Minister Stafford,” Laurette started, “The Chairman has asked me to remind you that you have barely ten hours remaining before he, er, closes down the Haven branch, and to inform you that he plans deadly corrective action measures against the Matrian people if the Matrian rebels do not cease their illegal acts,”

“She must be joking,” Stafford shook his head.

“She’s just playing the role we set out for her,” Anselia reminded him.

Laurette gave P’tarek a weary look and almost seemed to sigh. Then, she abruptly hardened her expression.

“That is what he has asked me to say,” she went on, “What I will say instead is this: Pull together, hold true and kick the crap out of these corporate fat-suckers! Try to form a-”

P’tarek wasted no time. He drew his sidearm, aimed it square at Laurette’s chest, and shot her.

The hologram of Laurette fell to the floor, a smoking hole in her chest. P’tarek made an odd, almost religious gesture over the body.

“Thank you, but your services will no longer be required,” he intoned. His hologram turned back to face Stafford, Anselia and the rest.

“Surrender now,” he said, “This is the only offer that will allow the Haven office to remain in business,”

Stafford, Anselia and Hektor exchanged a glance.

Stafford smiled pleasantly and extended both middle fingers. Looking somewhat confused, the Matrian King & Queen followed suit.

“F**k you,” he smiled.

With a snarl, P’tarek cut the connection. Immediately, the Qu’Eh troops surged forward, their weapons firing.

Stafford and Anselia wound up ducking behind the same duranium shield as the first disruptor blasts reached them.

“This is no place for a baby…I mean a child…I mean…my egg!” Yanick said nearby, dashing back into the Haven hanger.

“We suspect that angering them may have been a poor idea,” Anselia said.

“Are you kidding, your highest-ness?” Ensign Simmons said, dropping in behind their cover, “We’ve got tens of thousands of bad guys about to try squeezing through this one little door! We can hold this position for hours!”

“Or until we’re blasted from orbit,” Valtaic called from the next shield over, easing around the edge to fire into the Qu’Eh army.

“They’d hit their own troops,” Fifebee said. She wasn’t even bothering to hide behind cover, as her holo-relay was inside the hanger itself. A blast of energy zipped right through her, scorching the huge hanger door behind her.

“I love that dress, by the way,” Simmons said to Anselia, “Maybe you and I could-”

“Get back to work!” Stafford shouted, giving Simmons a firm shove in the direction of the next shield over, “Anselia, Hektor, we should really get you two back to the command complex,”

“Call me!” Simmons called to the Queen. He sighted his phaser rifle and fired, stunning another Qu’Eh soldier.



“The attack has begun,” Craigan said, watching satellite imagery on a portable Federation display screen. “The Qu’Eh are assaulting the entrance hanger,”

“I wish you wouldn’t use those alien things, Caigan,” Abela said, “The communications and sensor systems were unlocked weeks ago by the Queen,”

“The Starfleeters couldn’t get the interfaces working,” Craigan said, gesturing at the control pulpits.

“Of all the incompetent fools to find this place,” Abela sighed. She sat at one pulpit and tapped at the panel. “It’s really quite simple! Why, even a child could…oh. Ooops. I forgot to add the sensor interface to the Prime Mistress unlock subroutine. Silly me!”

The central holo-table flickered, the holographic image of Matria Prime vanishing. Instead, the depressed, inner surface of the table showed a holographic image of the battle outside.

“Abela, there has to be defensive systems, shields, anti-intruder systems or something that you can use!” Craigan demanded.

“Craigan,” Abela sighed, “What’s happening out there is so far from the Matria I knew that I really can’t understand it. So I don’t have any right to interfere,”

“But you’re-”

“Shhhh!” Abela said, putting her finger to Craigan’s lips, “Soon, Craigan. You’ll understand everything soon.



“You know, I remember reading that people back in the days of the old Corporate Riots used to complain about having to deal with a faceless army of customer service reps,” Fifebee said, matter of fact, as she observed the two-way phaser range taking place around her. Actually, the Qu’Eh soldiers really were faceless; they all wore identical translucent face-masks.

“Ah think we’ve got them beat,” Jeffery said, hunched over a half-assembled Starfleet deflector shield generator.

The Matrian, Starfleet and Senousian defenders had excellent hit rates; after all it was impossible to fire into the mass of Qu’Eh troops without hitting one of them, the passage through the crater wall to the hanger bay had forced them to bunch up. Their body armour absorbed some of the blasts, but turning the phasers up a couple of notches had taken care of that. Still, through sheer weight of numbers, they were forcing their way closer and closer to the hanger itself.

“T’Parief!” Jeffery shouted, “Ah think it’s time to deploy that little surprise of ours!”

T’Parief’s lip jerked in a half-grin. Next to him, Simmons grabbed a control padd, then took a deep breath.

“Unity, and law and-” Simmons started to sing, loudly.

“Give me that,” T’Parief snarled, snatching the control padd away and shoving Simmons back towards the photon mortor. He pressed the button.

There was a deafening roar as both sides of the crater wall passage abruptly exploded. The ground shook, sending dust up into the air. As the sound of the explosion faded, the rumble of moving ground rose, hundreds of tonnes of sandy rock tumbling down and crashing to the passage floor. The Qu’Eh scrambled, but were largely unsuccessful in evading the resulting rockslide.



“Ohhh, that looks messy,” Stafford said, watching the holo-display back in command center. He’d arrived with the Matrian royalty just in time to see the results of Jeffery and T’Parief’s surprise plan.

“Not very effective, however,” Agent Jural said coolly. He and Mistress Laheya had already been in the command center before Stafford had arrived, “We only killed about three thousand or so of them. We lost more Matrians than that in the initial invasion!”

Stafford looked like he’d just been slapped.

“These are still sentient beings we’re killing,” he said sharply, “Which is why we’re keeping our weapons set to ‘stun’ as much as possible!”

“And there are many more waiting to be killed,” Jural replied, “That rockslide may slow them down, but we just can’t deal with the numbers they’re throwing against us!”



“We need that shield up now, Jeffery!” Jall shouted, grabbing a fresh power cell for his phaser and tossing the old one over one shoulder, “They’re almost here!”

The Qu’Eh were working their way up the path to the hanger ledge, while more of them were setting up ramp-like force bridges that would allow them to march right over Haven’s defensive positions.

“Hold yer horses,” Jeffery said. There was a <snick> sound as he connected the final component. The generator hummed to life, blinking lights appearing across its control surfaces.

“Shield up!” Jeffery announced. A curved, hazy wall appeared between them and the Qu’Eh. The sound of Qu’Eh weapons fire faded as the shots were absorbed by the deflector shield instead of striking the duranium blast shields that had been rigged on the hanger lip. The combined Haven defence team jumped out from behind their barriers and began firing wildly into the Qu’Eh troops. The Qu’Eh had reached the shield perimeter itself, but found themselves repulsed by the glowing energy field.

“Shield is holding,” Jeffery said smugly.

Further back in the Qu’Eh lines, Jall could see several troops gathering around a large, barrel shaped device.

“I think the Qu’Eh are about to bring out the heavy artillery,” he gulped. Sure enough, the device roared, belching out a flaming ball of energy plasma that arced high over the Qu’Eh troops, only to land flat on the force-field.

“Shield is down to 70%!” Jeffery cried. Through the crackling energy, they could see two more devices being readied.

Jall’s eyes widened in horror.

“EVERYBODY BACK INSIDE!” he shouted.



“Jall to Stafford! The Qu’Eh brought out the heavy guns! We’re retreating inside the hanger!”

“Confirmed,” Stafford said, tapping his comm-badge. On the holo-table, they could see the tiny figures disappearing into the hanger’s personnel hatch as the portable shield was bombarded by Qu’Eh weapons fire.



“POSITIONS!” T’Parief roared as he ran from the entrance hatch to one of the hanger exits, intent on getting onto one of the higher landing platforms, the better to pick off the Qu’Eh as they rushed into the hanger.

“Oh, isn’t this ever so much fun!” Jall said to Jeffery as the two followed T’Parief, “Join Starfleet, see the universe, run screaming from an army!”

“Most ships aren’t stupid enough to get involved with people who use armies!” Jeffery panted, “Besides, nobody’s bloody screamin’!”

“AHHHHHHH!!!!!” Jall screamed.

“Ye bloody git!” Jeffery snapped, “Ye scared the piss outta me!”

“C’mon Jeffery!” Jall said cheerfully, “Scream with me! It’s great stress relief! AHHHHH!!!!”

“Oh, whot the hell,” Jeffery rolled his eyes, “AHHHHHH!!!!”

“AHHHHH!!!!!”

“AHHHHH!!!!”

T’Parief spun around.

“RRRRRRRUUUUUAAAAAAGGGGHHHHHHH!!!!!” he roared, jaws wide open, spittle flying from his teeth and fury in his eyes. Jall and Jeffery jumped back so hard they both fell to the carpeted corridor floor and scrambled backward in complete terror.

“Oh, I apologize,” T’Parief said calmly, wiping his mouth, “I thought we were comparing war-cries,”

The hanger shook as the Qu’Eh plasma blasts struck the huge hanger doors.

Valtaic had come up behind them as Jeffery and Jall climbed shakily to their feet.

“How long will those doors hold?” he asked Jeffery.

“Um, awhile,” Jeffery said, swallowing, “Ah mean, the big doors will. They’re solid, and Qu’Eh plasma weapons damage shields and circuitry, but aren’t as effective against metal. But they could blow the personnel hatch,”

KA-BOOM!!!

“With a charge about that big,” Jeffery finished.

“HEY!”

They turned to see Wowryk running at them.

“Quickly! Did any of you get a recording of that Qu’Eh transmission?” she demanded.

“Um, no,” Jeffery said, “We were a bit busy,”

“The Matrians have been recording much of these events as part of their obsession with history,” T’Parief said, “Ask them,”

“Where are they?” Wowryk asked.

“In the main hanger, setting up a defensive position, and likely to be killed in honourable combat,” T’Parief said.

Wowryk turned to run.

“Wait, Noel,” Jeffery ran after her, “Why’s this so important?”

“Because,” Wowryk said, “What do you think the Matria people would do if they saw a recording of the Qu’Eh leader killing their leader in cold blood?”

“Blimey!’



Up in the command center, nearly two kilometres from the hanger, the attack on the hanger door didn’t cause the slightest tremor. But on the holo-dislay, they could see the plasma balls splashing against the angled hanger doors, burning off the paint and blackening the metal, yet not doing a great deal of damage. A stream of Qu’Eh troops suddenly started pouring into the personnel hatch, but it would take hours for their full group to squeeze through. Suddenly, the attacking force pulled away from the hanger.

“Uh-oh,” Stafford muttered. He tapped at the holo-table, but nothing happened.

“How do I get the orbital space sensors back on this thing?” he demanded. Ensign Burke and Agent Jural looked over the controls for a moment, then pushed a button. They stared at the Qu’Eh fleet for a moment.

“They’re repositioning themselves!” Stafford said, “They’re going to-”

A bolt of light shot down from one of the Qu’Eh ships, impacting the planet. On another screen of the control pulpit, Burke pulled up the satellite view of the hanger door.

“Near miss!” he reported.

“They’re going to breach the hanger door with their ships, then let their troops pour in,” Laheya said, “Now would be a very good time for your fleet to show up,”

“The fleet!” Stafford’s eyes bugged out, “Scan the direction of the Senousan system! We were tracking a group of ships!”

“There’s nothing on the deep space sensors,” Jural said, having taken over a second control pulpit and its limited sensor access, “Wait!”

“We’ve got a fleet of ships coming in at Warp 9! They’ll be here in five minutes!”



Aboard the bridge of the USS Banshee, Noonan stood next to Commander Burns’ chair staring at the stars streaking by on the viewscreen. He’d never again sit in her chair, not after what happened the last time. The Stallion and the Champlain were visible on the screen, the tiny Constitution and the much larger Proxima-class ships warping in ahead of the Banshee.

“Matria Prime in two minutes, thirty seconds,” Rachow reported.

“So you’ve got plenty of time for a sexual encounter, assuming you could find a willing female,” said Captain Velorn, the Banshee’s Section 31 ‘guidance officer’.

“Insults are illogical,” Noonan commented.

“The existence of this ship and this crew is highly illogical,” Velorn shot back.

“I’m getting some funny readings from the planet,” Dr. Lang reported, “I think one of the orbiting ships is firing on the surface,”

“Then we’re arriving just in time to save the day,” Vorezze said confidently, “It’s just what we do,”

“There’s something funny about this, but I can’t get a very good reading while we’re at warp,” Lang frowned.

“Relax,” Burns advised, “The Matrian fleet and an old Ambassador-class ship nearly beat back the Qu’Eh. We’ve got six Federation ships and one Section 31 ship worth all of them. What could go wrong?”



“No, no, NO!” Stafford cried, watching on the display as the ships neared Matria Prime. They were close enough now that the sensors could identify them as Federation ships. A Sovereign-class, two Excelsior-class, a Constitution-class, a Constellation-class, a Proxima-class and a Miranda-class. One more than he was expecting, but Tunney must have tossed in another Operation Salvage ship while he was waiting for a battleship. Whatever, he was getting off track.

“What do you mean, ‘no’?” Anselia demanded, “I am a politician, yet I can see that this is a formidable fleet, far more powerful than the forces we brought against the Qu’Eh last time!”

“Agreed,” Mistress Laheya said, looking relieved, “I will admit, I doubted the Federation would actually help us. I’m very pleased to be proven wrong. Coffee, anybody?”

“The Qu’Eh have been upgrading their ships with technology they stole from Silverado!” Stafford shouted, “Jall shorted out most of our systems when he lost the ship, but they must have been able to reverse engineer some of our sensor and weapons components! Burke saw them testing a Federation-type phaser, and we know they used our sensor systems to find Haven!”

He clenched his fists as the fleet grew closer.

“They’re warping right into a trap!”

“We still don’t have interstellar comms,” Burke said, tapping at his control pulpit, “And they won’t be in range of the planetary network until they drop out of warp,”

On Abela’s display, the orbiting Qu’Eh ships fired on the hanger again.

“They hit us that time,” she reported, “A couple more like that, and the hanger doors will be breached.”

“Look!” Pye said, pointing at the holographic display, “The Qu’Eh ships!”

Except for the ship firing on the surface, the enemy fleet was repositioning itself, preparing to meet the incoming Federation fleet.

They all stared at the holo-table as the two fleets inched closer together.

Stafford spun to face Abela.

“Activate Haven,” he demanded.

“You activate Haven,” she said coolly, “I’ve already told you haw to do it,”

Stafford ran one hand against the underside of the table. As before, six palm-shaped, holographic authentication points appeared around the table’s edge. He stared at them, saying nothing. The Matrians and Starfleet officers in the command center stared at him, waiting for him to make a decision, to choose the six people that he felt could unlock the potential of the huge installation the Matrians had hidden away for centuries. Choose six people. It sounded so simple, didn’t it? They had most of the Matrian government hiding in the Transit Hub right now. Haven’s computers could tap right into the HQ security database, see their access levels, and in theory it would open right up. But Abela had made it abundantly clear that this was a test. This decision wasn’t just about finding six people who could unlock Haven, it was about finding the exact six people that should. That choice would either demonstrate to her that, together, the men and women of Matria and their Federation allies were ready for what their ancestors had left for them two centuries ago. Or that they weren’t.

How could he make that decision?

After another moment of silence, the holographic palm-prints faded out, replaced by the standard holo-table controls.

“The Federation fleet is dropping out of warp,” Burke reported.






Part Two

“I really don’t see how a voice-over is necessary. We haven’t had one in ages, and at this point if people aren’t following…what? What do you mean voice-overs are a contractually- mandated obligation of season finales? Speak Standard! Fine, very well. Where do I begin?”

“Hello, I’m Dr. Noel Wowryk. Previously, on Star Traks: Silverado…wait. How can this be Star Traks: Silverado if we lost the ship ten stories ago? Oh. Now I have to start again.”

“Previously, on Star Traks: Silverado, the final confrontation against the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority finally began. Using stolen Federation technology, the Qu’Eh located the secret Haven installation and dispatched an army of Customer Service soldiers to take it. In orbit, the Federation relief fleet is on the verge of arriving, but they don’t realize that the Qu’Eh have also stolen Federation weapons technology. Captain Stafford has to choose six people to unlock Haven and save it from the Qu’Eh, and on top of that, I’m now stuck chasing some Matrian historian in the hopes that he managed to record the Qu’Eh leader murdering one of the Matrian leaders in cold blood.”

“Now, it’s going to be a very busy day. Leave me alone so I can get back to work!”



Captain Jad Vorezze sat comfortably in his command chair on the bridge of the USS Banshee, Commander Burns to his left, Captain Velorn to his right and Commander Noonan standing off to the side.

“Matria Prime in thirty seconds,” Lt. Cmdr. Ben Rachow said from the helm.

“Red alert,” Vorezze ordered. The red lighting immediately started flashing on the Banshee’s bridge as the klaxon started wailing.

“All decks confirm battle stations,” Lt. Cmdr Dan Smith reported.

“All ships, this is the B…the B…um, the Medusa,” Vorezze said, thumbing the comm panel on his chair and remembering just after the last second to use the Banshee’s false name. (The Banshee had been reported as being destroyed as part of their entry into the ultra-secret Section 31.) “Prepare to drop out of warp on my mark,”



A short distance away, also speeding towards Matria Prime, Captain Elizabeth Simplot had just called for red alert.

“I can’t believe we’re actually taking this old bucket into a fight,” First Officer Iron Kren said, shaking his head, “I mean on purpose,”

“Aww, this old girl?” Simplot said, affectionately patting her chair, “The Stallion’s seen rougher days than this.”

“Yeah, mon!” added Lt. Cmdr Bianca Sinclair from Operations, “They don’t make ’em like dis anymore!”

The ship shuddered and a panel dropped from the upper display of Kren’s Environmental Control console.

“With good reason,” he replied, picking up the panel and snapping it back into place.

“The Medusa is signalling,” called Lt. Cmdr Hurken from tactical, “We’re dropping out of warp in ten…nine…eight…”

Kren’s panel clattered to the floor again.

“All…I mean…most decks report ready for battle,” Kren said, slamming the panel back into place.

“All right,” Simplot took a deep breath, “Arm phasers, ready photon torpedoes,”

“Three….two…one…”

“Take us out of warp,”



The Qu’Eh fleet eased through the space above Matria Prime, hundreds of kilometres above the Evendra desert. In many ways, it was a mirror image of the scene that had played out months ago. This time the Qu’Eh vessels were taking up defensive positions between the planet and an incoming fleet, rather than playing the part of the attackers. The greenish ships with their boxy lower section and broad, table-top upper sections very much resembled a fleet of giant clipboards hanging in space. The smaller support ships had taken up positions around the larger cruisers and Qu’Eh fighters were already taking up formation. Only one Qu’Eh ship wasn’t part of the fleet; instead, it was firing down on the surface, attempting to breach Haven’s hanger doors.

Aboard the recently declared new flagship Fiscal Conservation, Manager Kalmers, pulled temporarily from the attack on Haven, watched the screen carefully, waiting for his Federation foes to show themselves. He’d studied the battles against Silverado carefully and had familiarized himself with every known nuance of that design. After all, the Federationers were a reasonably intelligent company; surely their ships would be carefully designed to be as uniform as possible.

With a series of bright flashes, the Federation fleet dropped out of warp, mere kilometres from the Qu’Eh. The USS Banshee was the center of the formation, with the two Excelsior- class ships, the USS Montreal and the USS Vendome, taking up positions to either side, the Proxima-class USS Champlain above alongside the Constellation-class USS Elfman. At the bottom of the formation was the Miranda-class USS Stouffer and the Constitution-class USS Stallion. No sooner had the ships dropped out of warp than their phaser banks came to life, spearing out and impacting the Qu’Eh shields. The Banshee’s complement of Peregrine-class assault fighters soared from her shuttlebay in pairs and immediately began engaging the Qu’Eh fighters.

“This is Captain Jad Vorezze of the United Federation of Planets!” a voice came over the comm, “Right…I guess I was supposed to say this before we opened fire, but surrender and depart Matrian Space immediately or we will fire…well, we will continue firing on you!”

The communication cutoff.



Aboard the bridge of the Banshee, Vorezze was watching the tactical displays carefully as the Qu’Eh fleet opened fire.

“Multiple impacts,” Smith reported as the ship shook from the Qu’Eh weapons, “No response from the Qu’Eh to your message,”

“Shields are holding and at 95%,” DiSanto added.

“How are they holding AND falling 5%?” Burns demanded.

“Well, we have our actual shield strength, and what our shields would be at if they weren’t enhanced with illegal Section 31 technology,” DiSanto explained.

“All ships report minor shield damage,” Smith continued, “The Montreal and the Vendome are moving towards the Qu’Eh flanks, the Stallion and the Stouffer are trying to get past them for planetary scans,”

“See?” Vorezze said, leaning back with his hands behind his head, “This is going to be a snap,”



Aboard his ship, Manager Kalmers was busy picking his jaw up off the floor. He’d been completely unprepared for the sleek, blade-like Federation ship that had burst out of warp, trailing various escort vessels and launching fighters. The two identical Federation ships, the ones that looked like supply boats with saucers attached were moving to the sides, firing at his ships the whole time. Another large vessel, this one with a huge, circular saucer, twin cylindrical secondary hulls and four rectangular warp nacelles, was raining down punishment on one of his cruisers. Not a single ship matched the design of the Silverado! His ship shook again as the blade-like lead ship opened fire again.

“Kalmers to Chairman P’tarek,” he opened a channel, “Chairman, we have engaged the Federations. Preliminary assessment indicates a significantly higher battle-quality rating than the one we gave Silverado,”

“Not unexpected,” P’tarek said calmly, “Switch to your new weapons. I will order our people here on the planet to release their own…surprise,”



Vorezze was knocked out of his seat as the Banshee bucked like stung horse.

“Shields are down to 70 and 68%!” Smith cried.

“I’m reading Federation weapon signatures!” Dr. Lang reported from the science station, “They’ve been upgrading their ships with our weapons technology!”

On the screen, the Montreal took a number of phaser hits to her port nacelle, her shields barely able to fend off the attack.

“The Stallion is reporting energy surges from the planet!” DiSanto called, “They’ve got planetary disruptors powering up down there!”

“Ohhh, pooey,” Vorezze muttered.



The mood was sombre in Haven’s command center. The lighting was still dim, the display screens and control pulpits were mostly dark, though a few had limited functionality. The light from the dimmed lumen-panels and the central holo-table gleamed softly on the red- patterned wall panels and the stone-patterned floor. On the upper level next to the holo-table, Christopher Stafford, Starfleet Captain and Matrian Minister of Planetary Defence, watched on the holo-table as the two fleets engaged each other.

“Get a channel open to the lead ship!” he ordered, pointing at the tiny holograms. Now that the ships were close enough for their transponders to be detected, the lead hologram was now labelled USS Medusa in tiny, glowing letters.

“Hold on,” Burke said, “I’m still getting used to this…does anybody know how you spell ‘shore-to-ship channel’ in Matrian?”

Every Matrian in the command center raised his or her hand. Grabbing the nearest one, Burke got to work.

There was an electronic-sounding ‘SWEERPPPP!’ and an unfamiliar bridge appeared on Burke’s screen.

“You’ve reached the Ban…um…the USS Medusa,” said the slim, unfamiliar officer wearing Captain pips, “This is Captain Jad Vorezze. Who the hell are you?”

“Captain Christopher Stafford, USS Sil…um…I mean Haven base,” Stafford replied, unable to hide how relieved he was to see another Starfleet officer, “Captain, the Qu’Eh have Federation-”

“We know!” Vorezze cut him off as the ‘Medusa’ shook hard, sparks flying from the ceiling, “They’ve also got planetary disrupters, and they’re firing them all RIGHT AT MY SHIP!”

“Those are Matrian property!” one of the council members snapped sassily.

“Well, these Qu’Eh buggers are borrowing it!”

“The Qu’Eh are concentrating their fire on the Medusa,” Burke said, “Even a Sovereign- class ship can’t take that kind of punishment for long!”

“Contact Leader, I mean, Commodore Hylin,” Stafford ordered, turning to Laheya and Jural, “Send her the coordinates of those disrupter sites and have her destroy them,”

“Those are MATRIAN property!” repeated the council members.

“If they knock down our ships, the whole planet is going to be Qu’Eh property!” Vorezze snapped from the screen.

Another figure moved onto the screen.

“Captain Stafford,”

“Noonan!” Stafford almost laughed, “Matt! Thanks for bringing us a fleet!”

Noonan inclined his head.

“Of course. But Captain, the Qu’Eh fleet is inflicting considerable damage on our ships,” Noonan had an odd look on his face, almost…confusion? Stafford couldn’t recall ever seeing THAT particular expression on his imperturbable former officer’s face. “If there is…something else…you can do to help us, now would be a good time,”

“We’re…working on that,” Stafford said.

The bridge of the Medusa/Banshee rocked again.

“OK, enough chit-chat!” snapped Vorezze, “Our tactical officer has some bad guys to blow to pieces! No Vince, when I said ‘blow’ I wasn’t…don’t be so sensitive! Anyway, Banshee out.” The channel closed.

“Banshee?” Stafford scratched his head.

The channel abruptly re-opened.

“I mean Medusa! Medusa out!”

<click>

Stafford shook his head.

“I wonder what that was all about,”



Mere meters below the Matrian ocean, Lt. Bith was seated in the C&C chamber of a two- hundred year-old Matrian naval submarine. She was trying very hard to convince herself that a sub was no more dangerous than a starship. Safer, even. At they depth they were at, she could open a hatch, swim up to the surface and frolic in the warm ocean with no harm, no foul.

She’d almost convinced herself when a drop of condensation dripped square onto the middle of her forehead, causing her to yelp in terror and tumble off her chair.

“Problem?” asked Heto, the Matrian male assigned to command this particular sub. Being part of the ‘primitive’ tribe of Matrians the Hazardous Team had found, Heto was dressed only in a skimpy loincloth, with his long hair pulled back in a ponytail that flowed down his tattoed back. Bith couldn’t help but find the image of him standing in the middle of an advanced submarine armed with antimatter missiles to be completely ludicrous. But she also couldn’t help but find it extremely erotic.

“Ahem, um, no,” Bith blushed. He helped her to her feet, his touch almost electric. She felt a literal tingling on her chest, right above her heart.

“Your communications device is vibrating,” Heto intoned.

“Oh! Oops!”

“This is Haven to Commodore Hylin and all naval vessels,” came Agent Jural’s voice, “Deploy, deploy, deploy. Authorization gemet, irrada, irrada, teren. Standby to receive coordinates.”

“Game time,” said Heto as he programmed the target coordinates into the missile computers. Bith could hear Jural passing on more coordinates to Hylin. Within seconds, the order came to fire.

“Firing,” Heto said calmly. They watched the status screen, listening to the sounds of the missile hatches opening. Their sub shook as a series of missiles driven by impulse engines and armed with antimatter warheads, launched from their tubes and began arcing towards the captured Matrian planetary defences.

“You’re very calm about this,” Bith said, trying to make conversation.

“We’ve been waiting for a very long time to do something that might help our people to be free, rather than perpetuating a pointless war,” Heto said, “If we succeed in repelling the Qu’Eh, my people’s exile on that island will have been for good reason,”

“That is sooo interesting,” Bith said dreamily, looking deep into his eyes, “But now that we’re out of missiles, what do we do now?”

Their hands touched.

Three guesses what happened next.



“The planetary disruptors have been destroyed,” reported Kren aboard the USS Stallion.

“So has our port nacelle!” Sinclair cried out, “Shields are down to 10%!”

“Get us behind the Medusa!” Simplot ordered, “Shurgroe, can you do that funky shield recharge trick you and Jeffery came up with?”

“Um, no,” Shurgroe’s voice came over the comm, “That requires that we take a little less than the beating we’re currently taking. Shurgroe out.”

“He’s unusually calm,” Tereneth called from the helm as she struggled to pilot the ship back around the Qu’Eh fleet.

“I ordered Dr. Annerson to slip tranquilizers into his breakfast burrito,” Simplot admitted.



“The Stallion reports that the planetary disruptors have been destroyed,” reported Smith.

“But they took one hell of a beating!” added DiSanto.

“We have the advantage of mobility, we are not trying to defend a stationary target as the Qu’Eh are. Have all ships break away and take up a parabolic course around the planet,” Noonan said, “It will buy us time to recharge our shields. We can then loop back and re-engage,”

“It’ll buy the Qu’Eh time too!” Vorezze said, “And for all we know, they could have more reinforcements on the way!”

“I realize this,” Noonan said. That strange look was back on his face, “But I sense that time is what is needed right now.”



Wowryk was nearly knocked off her feet as the hanger bay shook. The outer door groaned as Qu’Eh weapon’s fire crashed down on it from orbit. One section of the multi-faceted door was already glowing red, a very bad sign. She had been running through one of the corridors that looked down into the bay, then had turned onto one of the walkways that made up the bridge/ramp system that would give her access to the movable landing platforms and the Matrian crew that was setting up a defensive position. Jeffery was right on her heels.

Grabbing at the railing, she briefly contemplated the three-level drop to the hanger floor before resuming her trek. A small group of Qu’Eh troops had forced their way through the small personnel door next to the hanger doors, but the rest of the enemy army had pulled back to avoid being hit by the orbital weapons barrage.

The hanger shuddered again, this time throwing Wowryk roughly against the railing.

“BOLLOCKS!!!” Jeffery shouted behind her.

Wowryk turned just in time to see him tumbling off the side of the walkway. His hands flailed for the railing, only to miss.

“SIMON!” Wowryk shrieked, throwing herself at him just in time to grab one ankle. Jeffery found himself suspended over the hanger floor.

“Stop squirming!” Wowryk yelled, trying desperately to maintain her hold on his ankle, “You’re too heavy!”

There was a deafening crash. Both Jeffery and Wowryk looked over to see one segment of the massive hanger door fall outward, hitting the ground and sending up clouds of sand. Qu’Eh troops would be pouring in within seconds, and Jeffery was a perfect target!

Less than twenty meters away, Wowryk could see the Matrians she had been looking for, each hunkered down behind the edge of the landing platform and aiming a phaser rifle down at the main deck. If T’Parief was right, they had recorded Chairman P’tarek murdering Mistress Laurette in cold blood, an act that would incite even the most complacent Matrian into open rebellion. But if she didn’t get the recording up to the command complex, that wouldn’t happen!

“Jeffery, you can survive this fall,” Wowryk called to him, “You just have to be sure you don’t land on your head!”

“Noel, that’s sort of a problem right now!” Jeffery screamed, dangling as he was, head down, “Ye can’t let me fall!”

Strategically, letting Jeffery drop was the thing to do. He would likely survive, she would be able to get the recording and all would be well.

“Noel! Ye can’t!”

Wowryk loosened her fingers. Jeffery started dropping.

Reflexively, she tightened her grip, just before his foot slid out of her grasp. She couldn’t do it. Logic and strategy and the good of the many and all that crap aside, she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t cut Jeffery loose again.

Again?

Before she could pursue that line of thought, one of the Starfleet shuttles that had been parked on the main deck eased into the air, taking up position under Jeffery and slowly ascending. Jeffery rolled onto the upper hull of the surface with a cry of relief, then jumped back onto the walkway. Inside the shuttle cockpit, Valtaic gave them a wave. Neither of them had seen him leap into the shuttle when Jeffery had fallen.

Jeffery seized Wowryk in a brief hug, then held her at arms length.

“That’s me girl,” he said, giving her a lopsided smile.

Wowryk swallowed, then started running towards the Matrians.



“T’Parief to Stafford,” T’Parief shouted, trying to make himself heard over the sound of phaser fire, “The Qu’Eh have breached the hanger doors! We’re being pushed back from the hanger!”

“Fall back into the outer rim,” Stafford shouted, “See if you can lead them away from the tram station!”

“That’s going to make it a little hard for us to get back to the island!” Jall shouted from next to T’Parief.

“If all goes well, we’ll have this place on-line by the time you get to the next tram station,” Stafford replied, “If it doesn’t, well, there won’t be much point in you coming back here anyway,”

“Ohh, this SUCKS!” Jall shouted.



From fortified positions on the main floor, on the adjustable landing platforms, and from sections of corridor that had had their windows removed, Matrian, Senousian and Starfleet troops fired their weapons down into the endless throng of Qu’Eh ‘Customer Service Agents’ that were now pouring through the breached hanger door. Now that they were inside the hanger instead of out in the open, the Qu’Eh were ducking for cover as quickly as possible, hiding behind support struts, shuttles and those forward defences that had fallen quickly. Up on the first platform, Wowryk threw herself to the deck just as a Qu’Eh blast seared past her head.

“Did you record P’tarek’s message?” she demanded, crawling next to the Matrian section commander, “Did you get him killing Laurette?”

“It’s right here!” the Matrian shouted back, digging into her utility belt and handing Wowryk a data chip, “What are you doing with it?”

“I’m going to broadcast it to the whole planet!” Wowryk said. The Matrian nodded in approval, then grabbed her arm.

“Laurette was trying to tell us something,” she said, “I’m pretty sure that’s why P’tarek killed her!”

“What?” Wowryk cocked her head. Before she could ask the Matrian what she meant, one of the Qu’Eh fired a photon mortor towards the platform.

“GO!” the Matrian shouted, shoving Wowryk towards the walkway. Wowryk and Jeffery sprinted down the walkway towards the relative safety of the corridors, the Matrian team close behind them. There was a deafening explosion, and Wowryk felt what seemed like a warm hand pushing against her entire back, sending her flying through the open doorway to the corridor and onto the carpeted floor, where everything went dark.



In the Haven command complex, Captain Christopher Stafford, Queen Anselia and King Hektor were gathered together on the second level. Up in the command deck, Ensign Burke, Lieutenant Fifebee and Sylvia were still calling status reports.

“The fleet has gone to full impulse,” Fifebee reported, “They’re swinging around to the far side of the planet, towards one of Matria Prime’s moons,”

“Most of the Qu’Eh fleet is breaking off to follow them,” Burke added.

“The Stallion is having a hard time keeping up,” Fifebee added, “They’ve taken heavy damage.” She brought up a detailed scan of the Constitution-class ship. One nacelle was heavily damaged, leaking plasma from a half-dozen places. Her saucer and engineering hulls were both pocked with scorch marks and one impulse engine was clearly only operating at half-power. “I don’t think she’s going to last long!”

“We’ve still got one enemy ship in orbit,” Burke said, “But they’ve stopped firing on us,”

“Because they’ve already opened the door for their troops,” said Mistress Laheya, “Now they think it’s just a matter of time,”

“With the number of Customer Service Agents we’ve got pouring into the hanger, it will be,” Jural said.

Next to him, Colonel Abela, retired, was looking over the railing and watching Stafford, Anselia and Hektor with a look of great interest.



“It can’t just be any six people,” Stafford said, referring to Abela’s statement that it would take six people to unlock Haven, “We’ve got to choose them carefully. That’s the whole puzzle right there,”

“We are aware of this,” Anselia said briskly, “But what six?”

“Six from your government, obviously,” Stafford said, “I mean, probably cabinet members, right? This is a government installation, after all,”

“But Abela is military,” Hektor pointed out, “Clearly this was meant to be a military establishment. Perhaps we should have Agent Jural bring some of his compatriots here,”

“She did say the Signal Analysis room was for Matrian Intelligence,” Stafford nodded, “But what about Admiral Verithi? She’s the head of your Defence Force,”

“She is also a captive of the Qu’Eh,” Anselia said, “I doubt we have time to find her,”

Stafford shook his head.

“How are we supposed to do this?” he snapped, his frustration becoming evident, “There are a few billion people on this planet, and I’m supposed to find SIX???”



Wowryk and Jeffery regained consciousness on a cold, hard surface.

“Ahh, Dr. Wowryk, how good to see you again,”

That voice. Wowryk wasn’t sure where she’d heard it, but she knew she’d heard it before.

Wincing, she opened her eyes and tried to sit up.

“Careful there, Doctor,” the voice said, “You’ve taken a bit of a hit. Really, I didn’t mean to nearly blow you up. In fact, I didn’t want to be here at all. But the Chairman insisted I beam down and take personal command of this mission. Anyway, at least you were luckier than those poor Matrians that were right behind you,”

Wowryk looked around. Next to her, Jeffery was also regaining consciousness. They were on the main floor of the hanger bay, which had grown oddly quiet. She realized that the defensive stations around the main floor and in the upper corridors had all gone silent. The Qu’Eh had taken the hanger. And they’d apparently taken her hostage. She finally found the source of the voice: Manager Kalmers.

“Your people have put up an excellent fight,” Kalmers was saying, “In fact, I’ve already made a recommendation that your defensive measures be rated ‘4 - Business Excellence’. Of course, your capture will lower your quality rating a bit, but that booby trap with the crater walls? Ohh, that was inspired! My troops would have been so pleased to know that their deaths were of such high quality!”

“You’re a sick, sick man,” Wowryk groaned.



A few levels up, T’Parief and Valtaic were watching the scene as it unfolded.

“We need to get Wowryk out of there,” T’Parief said quietly, “She has information that must make it to the command complex,”

“And Jeffery?”

“His rescue would be…preferred,”

Valtaic thought for a moment.

“The shuttle seems undamaged,” he said, pointing down at the shuttle he had used to rescue Jeffery. A stream of Qu’Eh troops were marching through the breached hanger door and into the corridors of Haven itself, but the shuttle was largely ignored, “If you can distract the Qu’Eh, I will use the shuttle’s transporter to free Wowryk and Jeffery,”

T’Parief considered this.

“The Hazardous Team is stationed at the tram station, while the bulk of our forces try to lure the Qu’Eh into the outer rim of the facility,” he said, “Can you beam us that far into the interference field?”

“I believe so,” Valtaic replied, “however, the shuttle’s transporter can only handle two people at a time,”

“Acceptable,” T’Parief said, rising to his feet.



“No, I don’t think the group has to be perfectly balanced between men and women!” Stafford insisted, “Gender doesn’t matter! It’s irrelevant!”

“Not on Matria, it isn’t!” Hektor shot back, “Gender equality has been the driving force behind our culture for over two hundred years!”

“But what better way to show that the genders are equal than to discard them as criteria of judgement?” Anselia pondered.

“Oh, that is SUCH a load!” Hektor and Stafford shouted.

Up on the upper level, Abela sighed. This wasn’t looking good.



“This is what needs to happen,” Manager Kalmers was saying, “You will contact Minister Stafford. You will tell him to cease hostilities, both by your fleet and by the rebels. He will then turn over this installation to the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority. We will permit the Starfleet officers and the Senousians to depart. But Matria Prime is ours.”

“And if I refuse?” Wowryk asked. She was carefully moving one hand to her pocket. YES! The chip was still there!

“Then we will destroy Haven. I understand it’s the last source of Old Matrian culture in the galaxy,” Kalmers said, “I’m sure your new friends would hate for that to happen.”

There was a burst of phaser fire behind her. Kalmers gestured at…whatever it was, then returned his attention to Wowryk. She had almost turned to see what the commotion was about, but as it turned out, it was a good thing she didn’t. If she had, she wouldn’t have seen the dark form of Valtaic as he snuck towards the shuttle.

‘STALL’ he mouthed at her.

“If you let me use my comm-badge, I will contact the Captain,” she said, thinking quickly.

Kalmers nodded.

Wowryk contacted Stafford and explained the situation.

“He wants WHAT?” Stafford demanded.

“He wants you to call off the fleet, to order the rebels to stand down and to surrender Haven,” Wowryk repeated.

“And call off the lizard!” Kalmers added, pointing behind Wowryk. She finally turned, only to see T’Parief clutching one Qu’Eh as a human, er, Qu’Eh shield while he phasered another.

“And he’d like T’Parief to stop his rampage,” Wowryk added.

“That’s ridiculous!” Stafford snapped, “Even if I did order the fleet to stand down, which I doubt they’d do, I don’t have any power to tell the rebels what…to…”

Stafford trailed off.

“That’s it,” he said quietly, “Noel, I’m sorry. I have to go,”

“Minister Stafford!” Kalmers called, “If you don’t surrender now, I assure you, the consequences will not be conducive to a positive business environment!”

Stafford had already cut the channel. Behind Wowryk there was a loud roar, followed by several Qu’Eh screams.

“ALIEN!” Kalmers shouted, pulling out a weapon and aiming at Wowryk’s face, “Surrender now, or I will kill her!”

T’Parief spun around, pointing his weapon at Kalmers.

“Hurt her, and you will not live to your next performance review!” T’Parief said coldly.

Kalmers paled slightly, but didn’t back down.

“Then we have a stand-off,” he said, “How shall we resolve this, alien? A battle to the death? Perhaps a boardroom debate? Or, if you like, I can prepare a PowerPoint presentation on the benefits of cooperating with the Qu’Eh.”

Wowryk and Jeffery suddenly dissolved in a shower of transporter sparkles.

“I think not,” T’Parief said, firing at Kalmers. Kalmers dodged, the beam barely missing him. T’Parief bolted into the corridor, trying to evade the dozens of Qu’Eh troops that hadn’t yet disappeared into the corridors.



“That’s it,” Stafford said quietly, “Noel, I’m sorry. I have to go,”

He closed the channel.

“If he injures Dr. Wowryk,” Anselia started.

“I don’t think he will,” Stafford said, “He wants a hostage. Besides, I know what we have to do now. Or rather, what I have to do,”

Anselia and Hektor looked at him expectantly.

“You Highnesses,” he said, “We came here, myself and my crew, to help with Matria’s entry in the Federation. We’re sort of new at that kind of thing, so are your people. And it didn’t help that your planet was invaded,”

“Well obviously,” one of the councillors commented from the level above.

“We wound up working very closely together,” Stafford went on, “Far more so than is normal for a starship crew and a people. You put me in your government and you gave me and my people a lot of power over the defence of your planet. We used Wowryk to organize the rebellion against the Qu’Eh. I’m not even going to go into where this fits in with Starfleet regs, things get pretty hazy where member words are involved.”

Stafford paused to take a breath.

“But the truth is, I don’t have any business making this decision for you,” he continued, “I’m a Starfleet officer, and a Federation citizen. And that means that I’m here to help you and support you any way I can. But when it comes to your own people, your own culture, and your own place in the universe, I have to step back. Because Federation membership isn’t about controlling our member worlds, and it’s not about making decisions for them so they don’t have to. It’s about working with them. My people are here to do whatever it takes to support you and your place in the Federation, but we’re not here to tell you what to do with your own civilization. We didn’t force you to join the Federation, and we’re not going to impose our will on you now.”

Stafford looked at Anselia and Hektor, then at the council members that had gathered. Finally, he looked at Abela.

“It’s not easy,” he said, “But it’s time for you to again decide your own fate,”

Anselia considered this for a moment, then stepped forward.

“We accept your resignation as Minister of Planetary Defence, Captain Stafford,” she said. It was first time since the invasion that she’d used his proper rank. She turned to Hektor, “My King, ladies and gentlemen, gentlemen and ladies, this is indeed a decision that should be made by the people of Matria. However, I would like to propose that, as a member world of the United Federation of Planets, we include a Federation representative, to offer their advice while we carry out this discussion,”

“Seconded!” called one of the councellors.

The vote was quickly carried.

“Captain Stafford, I hereby name you an Advisor to the Matrian Council of Governors,” Anselia said.

Stafford nodded. Sometimes, compromise was the best you could hope for from a situation. And as compromises went, sticking him in an advisory role was pretty damned good.

“Now,” Anselia said, “let us decide this matter, and quickly.”



Wowryk gave a yelp of surprise as she materialized in the tram station next to Jeffery. She immediately found herself surrounded by phaser rifles.

“Oh, it’s you,” Stern said, lowering his rifle, “We thought maybe the Qu’Eh were trying to beam troops in here,”

“Do ye still have the chip?” Jeffery demanded.

“Right here,” Wowryk said, patting her pocket.

“What chip?” Marsden asked curiously.

“The recording of P’tarek killing Laurette,” Wowryk said.

“Why did he do that, anyway?” Stern wondered.

“Noel,” Jeffery pulled on Wowryk’s arm, “The Matrians in the hanger, before they died-”

“They were saying the same thing,” Wowryk nodded. Now that she had a chance to stop and think, she really did have to wonder. Why kill Laurette? Why now? She’d been cooperating with the Qu’Eh since the invasion, and they’d seen fit to ‘promote’ her in their own organization. So why kill her? Wowryk said as much.

“More than that, why kill her and broadcast it right to us?” Marsden asked. As the team’s hostage negotiator, he had slightly more psychology training then the rest, “I mean, that’s not the kind of thing that’s going to get the Matrians to surrender, right? This has to have been a mistake. I mean, you want to use this to start an even bigger uprising!”

“Exactly!” Wowryk said, “So why did he kill her,”

“Let’s watch the recording,” Marsden said, pulling out a padd.

They watched as Laurette spoke, defying P’tarek’s orders to tell the Matrians to surrender. Suddenly, P’tarek pulled his disruptor out and shot her.

“Whoah, back that up and freeze it,” Rengs said. They watched the still frame, right as P’tarek began to reach for his weapon.

“He’s panicking!” Marsden said, “Look at his face!”

Indeed, P’tarek’s expression was a combination of shock, horror and fear.

“He didn’t plan on killing her,” Jeffery said, “It was a…a knee-jerk reaction!”

“But why?” Wowryk asked, “She disobeyed him, yes, but that can’t be enough! The blowback from this recording, there’s no way killing her is worth it!”

“What was she saying?”

The played the recording back again.

“Try to form a-” Laurette managed to say, right before P’tarek shot her.

“A conga line?” Simmons offered.

“An alliance,” Stern said, “Has to be. She wants her people to ally with as many races as possible to defeat the Qu’Eh.

Wowryk was shaking her head.

“No,” she said softly. Suddenly, she jumped up.

“We need to talk to one of the Qu’Eh!” she snapped, grabbing two phasers and a tricorder and moving back towards the exit, pulling Jeffery along with her, “Stern! Whatever you do, don’t let the Qu’Eh make it to the island!”

“Um, OK,” Stern shrugged, “That was the plan anyway,”

“Doctor!” Marsden called as the doors started closing, “What is it!”

“I know how to end the invasion!”



Jeffery wasn’t sure what Wowryk had in mind, but it apparently had something to do with confronting part of that small army of Qu’Eh CSAs that had forced their way into Haven. And somehow, he really didn’t think that two of them against several thousand Qu’Eh, with tens of thousands more waiting outside, was such a good idea.

“Noel, what’s this all about?” he asked as he followed her.

“We need to find a Qu’Eh or two and lure them closer to the center of the facility!”

“Ye mean like bait?”

“Wowryk to T’Parief,” Wowryk tapped her comm-badg.

No reply.

“Last Ah saw, he was a bit busy,” Jeffery commented.

“Wowryk to Valtaic,”

“Valtaic here,” the alien’s voice was soft, “I trust you and Mr. Jeffery are safe, Doctor?”

“Aye, but we need a hostage!” Jeffery spoke up.

There was silence for a moment.

“Doctor?”

“Not a hostage,” Wowryk shook her head, “But we need a prisoner. Preferable someone who’s being forced to serve the Qu’Eh but isn’t actually one of them,”

“That shouldn’t be hard,” Valtaic said, “I have examined some of the stunned soldiers and found several different species,”

“Can you beam one to us?”

“I am no longer in the shuttle,” Valtaic said, “Beaming you away peaked Qu’Eh suspicion, and I was forced to flee. Commander Jall and I are presently four levels below the main hanger level, attempting to evade capture.”

“Can you lead the gits chasing ye to the tram station?” Jeffery demanded.

“I have been trying to lead them away from the tram,” Valtaic replied, sounding very annoyed.

“Change of plans.”



“Change of plans?” Stern asked as Wowryk and Jeffey came running back into the tram station.

“Either that or this was the shortest bright idea you’ve ever had,” Simmons commented.

“Other than setting up a confessional in Counselor Yvonnokoff’s office,” Rengs added.

“Ye could say that,” Jeffery said, diving around the corner of the tram station atrium and onto the platform itself. A moment later, Valtaic and Jall vaulted over one of the three security stations, tucked, rolled, then scrambled for cover.

“As requested, here are several Qu’Eh soldiers,” Valtaic said, nodding at Wowryk. Wowryk tapped at her tricorder.

“We’re deep enough into the interference field,” she nodded.

“OK, now what?”

“Attention Qu’Eh troops!” Wowryk shouted, “This is Dr. Wowryk,”

The Qu’Eh weapons fire doubled in intensity.

“You’re so popular!” Jall giggled.

Wowryk shot him a dirty look, reached down to the back of his trousers, grabbed his underwear waistband and yanked. Jall gave out a shriek of surprise (and pain) as his tighty-whities ripped off, coming free in Wowryk’s hand. She quickly attached the shredded remains to the butt of a phaser rifle and started waving her improvised white flag in the air.

The men looked at her in shock. Stern took an involuntary half-step back.

“I didn’t know she was that strong,” Jall whimpered, tears in his eyes.

The Qu’Eh weapons fire was slowing.

“How do they even know what a white flag means?” Jeffery asked.

“It came up in one of the assessment sessions we had on Silverado, when we were captured,” Wowryk said.

“What are the terms of your proposed merger?” one of the Qu’Eh called.

“First, we want some information,” Wowryk called out, “But before that, there’s something you need to know. Essential situation update, you could say,”

“What’s that?” the Qu’Eh leader called back.

“Well, Haven has a field that interferes with all alien communications and sensor technology,” Wowryk shouted, “Which means those lovely little implants fused into the sides of your heads aren’t working right now.”

There was a moment of stunned silence, then a fury of weapon’s fire.

“Way to piss them off, Doctor!” Kreklor snarled.

“They’re not shooting at us!” Jeffery realized.

Stern and Wowryk peeked around the corner, looking towards the Qu’Eh troops. Several of them, including the leader, were now unconscious on the deck while the others were dropping their weapons and tearing off their face masks.

“Please!” one of them begged, his bright green skin marred on the left side by implant scarring, “We surrender! We’ll tell you anything you want! Just don’t make us go back to the call centers!”

“Come with me,” Wowryk said.



Stafford once again stood on the command deck next to the central holo table, contemplating the six palm-shaped authentication points. Well, no. He was only contemplating the one. His point, the one that he would press his hand against, hopefully activating Haven.

The Matrians had made their decision. Six people had been chosen. Queen Anselia and King Hektor had been the easiest, most obvious choices. As the ruling pair, they represented the new gender equality that Matria Prime had finally reached after centuries of conflict. Next had been Craigan, there to represent the Old Matrians and the history of their people. The next three had been more difficult. Abela had been suggested almost immediately, however she had flatly refused. The council instead chose Stafford, meant to represent Matria’s new ties to the galactic community. Not ties of aggression or conquest, as Mistress Laurette had tried to form during the long hibernation of the Matrian women, but ties of support and cooperation. Finally, Agent Jural and Mistress Laheya had been chosen to represent both the current Defence Force and those original FAMINE rebels that had started the rebellion against the Qu’Eh.

The six of them stood around the holo-table while the rest of the room held their collective breaths.

“Very well,” Anselia said, standing next to one of the palm prints, “Two hundred years ago, our people hid this place, leaving it to future generations in the hope that we would have moved past civil war, past strife and inequality and back into an age of cooperation. We, Queen Anselia, elected leader of the Matrian Council and citizen of the Matrian Republic, feel that that hope has been realized. Haven represents an investment by our ancestors. The time has come to spend it,”

With that, she pressed her hand against the holographic palm print. The hologram flashed, an odd, echoing tone sounding through the command complex. The pie-shaped segment of the holo-table next to Anselia turned green. Next to her, King Hektor likewise pressed his palm to the hologram. Another tone sounded and another segment of the table turned green. One by one, the others followed suit. As the final point was authenticated, a clear tone sounded through the chamber. The table abruptly went black, then a single icon appeared dead center, a line of Matrian text beneath it.

“Fifebee?” Stafford asked.

“Roughly translated?” Fifebee shrugged, “It is the ‘on’ switch.”

Now Colonel Abela stepped forward. She was smiling widely and her eyes were wet.

“I can’t tell you all how long I’ve waited for this,” she said, sniffling a little, “My people, finally united. I’ve been wanting to share this with you for over two hundred years,”

With that, she reached into the hologram and activated Haven.



“I’m reading a power spike!” Fifebee called, eyeing her Matrian sensor device, “A very, very large power spike!”

All around them, the display screens and control panels were coming to life. Down on the second level the ring of huge display screens flickered on, displaying security footage from all over Haven. Images of the empty Transit Hub, the Qu’Eh controlled hanger, the tram station, even an exterior shot of the damaged hanger door. With a low humming sound, the main lighting kicked, in, curved illumination panels in the ceiling lighting the complex.

“This is more like it!” Ensign Burke exclaimed happily.

“Look!” Abela called, pointing out one of the lower windows and into the main chamber. Stafford, Fifebee, Sylvia and the rest of the officers bolted for the stairs, running around the second level then down to the lower level and the walkway around the turbolift column. Peering down through the windows, they could see the twelve towers surrounding the command tower lit up like Christmas trees. Further down, lights were coming on at ground level, illuminating the six tram routes emerging from the Transit Hub. Past the Hub itself, more towers on the central island were coming to life, towers that they’d been cut off from due to the lack of breathable atmosphere in the main chamber.

“Look at the lake!” Sylvia pointed.

Lights were coming up on the six bridges arching over the lake, illuminating the curved arc of the bridge support struts. The lit surfaces were reflected in the smooth waters, just now beginning to ripple as the complex came to life.

And it didn’t stop there.

Across the lake, much closer than they’d expected, another tower lit up, its colourful, brightly lit windows reflecting in the water. And another, and another. Whole clusters of buildings were coming to life all over the cavern as streetlights and antigravity tracks powered up at ground level. Finally, over sixteen hundred meters away in all directions, the outer rim of the facility came to view, its surface lined with row after row of lit windows.

“Oh my God!” Stafford breathed.

“It’s…it’s a city!” Anselia said, shaking her head, “All this time…it’s an Old Matrian city! Completely intact and preserved! Untouched by the war…by the devestation…”

Abela was smiling.

Behind them, the turbolift doors hissed open and Jeffery, Wowryk, Jall and a single Qu’Eh soldier stepped out.

“Captain, I know how to…” Wowryk trailed off, looking out at the panoramic vista, “Oh…”

“Wow,” Jall said, eyebrows raised.

Jeffery’s mouth had dropped.

“Uh, hi guys,” Stafford waved, not turning away from the view. “We found the ‘on’ switch,”



Back towards the hanger, T’Parief was in full stealth mode. He’d kicked off his boots, the better to pad silently through the carpeted corridors, and was controlling his breathing. He’d led the Qu’Eh troops on a merry chase around the corridors and chambers surrounding the hanger, but now it was time to go after his main target: Manager Kalmers. The man who seemed to be in charge of the Qu’Eh army. Luckily for him, the Qu’Eh were now running into the same problem the Silverado and Matrian personnel had found: Haven was just too damned big. Even with the hanger door blasted open, the bottleneck prevented them from getting enough troops in to fully secure the area around the hanger. It wasn’t helping that the Qu’Eh troops were chasing after every enemy they saw, allowing the defending team to lure them into spreading throughout the outer rim. T’Parief himself had managed to lead nearly two dozen enemy troops into the workshop several levels above the hanger, then lock them inside.

Now, he was sneaking towards the hanger control booth, certain that Kalmers would be inside. Sure enough, there were a pair of guards standing next to the double doors. All he had to do was sneak up quietly and hope they didn’t noticing him in the dim lighting.

There was a rumbling sound, then the lights in the corridor abruptly switched to full strength. T’Parief winced, covering eyes that were too used to the dim lighting. Ahead of him however, the Qu’Eh were cursing in pain. Apparently they had some kind of light amplification built into their facemasks.

Not one to miss an opportunity, T’Parief sprinted at them then jumped, the nearer guard being crushed under his body weight while he reached out with his thick hands to strangle the life out of the other. Quickly finishing, he reached towards the doors, preparing to force them open. To his surprise, they hissed open automatically, revealing Manager Kalmers. The Qu’Eh was staring intently at one of the control pulpits, which was now unlocked and displaying a complete status report on its main display.

“Hold it right there,” T’Parief said, pulling out his phaser.

Kalmers spun around, pulling his weapon and firing. T’Parief ducked, the shot hitting a display screen behind him and shattering it. He returned fire, but Kalmers had ducked around the pulpit, his back to the window looking into the hanger. Bolting up the steps to the pulpit, T’Parief fired again. This time, the window behind Kalmers blew out, raining shards of transparent material to the main deck. T’Parief expected a shower of return fire from below, so he was somewhat surprised when only a few scattered shots came. Looking down, he saw that a force field had appeared across the damaged door, cutting off the invading army. His lack of focus nearly cost him his life as Kalmers brought his weapon around for another shot. T’Parief barely managed to avoid the beam, taking only a singed burn to one bicep rather than being disintegrated. While he was evading the shot, Kalmers brought one hand down on a control panel. Outside, the adjustable landing platforms came to life, moving randomly up and down their tracks. T’Parief lunged at Kalmers, only to miss as the latter threw himself out the window and at the nearest platform, barely catching hold of the edge and pulling himself up and over. With a roar, T’Parief followed.

That’s when the whole hanger started to shake.



“What are you doing bringing HIM here?” Stafford demanded, pointing at the Qu’Eh soldier that Wowryk had brought into the command complex. Nurse Veeneman had come up with one of the SM-BIRD gadgets and was removing the implant from the man’s head.

“He’s not a Qu’Eh,” Wowryk explained, “He’s enslaved, the same as the Matrians,”

“Then we’re fighting an army of unwilling slaves?” Stafford bit his lip, “Uh-oh,”

“Well, it’s about fifty-fifty,” the not-exactly-Qu’Eh soldier said.

“Um, they’re still trying to kill us,” Jall pointed out, “I mean, is it really that different from fighting the Borg?”

“We don’t have time to worry about it now,” Stafford sighed, “Look, now we know what’s going on. Haven is a city. We need to keep the Qu’Eh away from it long enough to…I don’t know. It must have defences, right?”

“Still looking!” Lieutenant Pye called from the command deck, “I think I’ve got emergency force fields over the hanger door, but there’s a lot to go through here!”

“About that,” Wowryk pulled out the data chip, “We need to broadcast this to the entire planet. More than that, I know how to end the Qu’Eh invasion! If Haven really is a city, then it probably has exactly what I need!”

“I do not believe Haven is a city,” Fifebee said calmly, still looking at her Matrian sensor.

“What?” Stafford demanded, glancing out at the brilliantly lit buildings filling the cavern.

“The power spike I detected?” Fifebee said, “It is still growing. Whatever Haven is supposed to do, I believe it will do it in about ten seconds.”

Stafford turned to Abela, who smiled.

“Surprise!” she laughed.

Stafford clutched at the railing as suddenly the entire command complex started shaking. Down in the Transit Hub, piles of supply containers were tumbling to the floor, dishes were shaking off the tables in the Matrian restaurant and confused civilians were looking around like the sky was about to fall in. In the outer rim Qu’Eh, Starfleet, Matrian and Senousian troops stumbled around as the decks shook all throughout the base.

In the command complex, everybody covered their eyes as a brilliant beam of sunlight broke through the sand covering the upper windows. The sand was pouring off the domed ceiling of the complex, revealing the clear, sunny blue desert sky outside. Looking out into the cavern, Stafford could see a widening beam of sunlight shining down on the central island as sand continued pouring off the cavern ceiling, which he could now see was a crystal clear dome.



Aboard the USS Stallion, Captain Simplot was getting very worried. They’d managed to get their shields back up to 60% or so, and most of the Qu’Eh fleet was off chasing the Federation fleet around the moons of Matria Prime. The Stallion was only concerned with a single Qu’Eh ship, the one holding orbit over the Evendra Desert. They were exchanging pot shots as the Stallion tried to lure the Qu’Eh away from Haven, but the Qu’Eh were having none of it.

“Captain,” Lieutenant Gonzolaz called from the science station, “I’m picking up a huge energy surge on the planet!”

“On screen!”

The screen flickered to life, showing an aerial view of the Evendra desert. At first, it seemed like any other patch of desert, with acre after rolling acre of sand. Suddenly, something seemed to move under the surface, then the sand abruptly split, revealing a clear dome. In the center, looking tiny compared to the overall size, was a pod-shaped structure with six big windows. The sand kept pouring down the dome as the object heaved itself to the surface. Beneath the dome, they could see a cluster of buildings surrounded by a rippling lake. As the sand continued to pour down, they could see dozens, possibly hundreds of buildings encircled by a thick grey rim. Soon, a thick, dome-covered disk was hovering over the surface of the desert, held up by a network of massive support struts with anti-gravity units the size of football fields.

“Holy shit!” Tereneth exclaimed.

“The Qu’Eh ship is moving into firing position!”

Simplot didn’t even hesitate.

“Take us in!”



“Energy readings are off the scale!” Fifebee called, struggling to be heard over the deafening rumble of falling sand.

“Captain!” Pye called. Stafford looked up, to see him pointing at one of the big displays on the second level. It showed a Haven-sized disk hovering over a sandy crater, the inside of which now was filling with sand as it poured off the city. The floor of the crater was lined with a network of massive, glowing anti-gravity units, which were mirrored in the strange framework supporting the city. Bolts of energy crackled between the opposing systems as the city hovered, the last of the sand pouring off the domed surface.

“Haven is not a city,” Abela said smugly, “Or, perhaps I should say, it’s not JUST a city,”

There was a blinding flash of light on the display as Stafford and the rest were thrown to the deck.



Deep under the city, huge geothermal energy units sucked heat from the planet’s mantle, converting it to energy at a staggering rate. Storage units, held at limited levels for hundreds of years, had started building to critical levels the second the activation sequence had been started. Energy was already pouring into the antigravity units used to force the city up from under the desert, but their power demands dropped rapidly as the weight of the sand poured down off the dome. At both the center of the city and of the crater, identical devices were sucking up all the available power, building up to the energy levels needed.

With a blinding flash of light a brilliant beam of energy lanced out of the crater, spearing the center of the city dead on. The massive energy receiver array sucked in every watt of available power, splitting it, channelling it and sending it surging into the propulsion array ringing the outer rim of the city.

Breaking free of the support scaffolding and riding a dazzling beam of energy, Haven heaved itself into the sky.



“Chris!” Jeffery called, clutching one of the railings.

“What, Simon?” Stafford called back.

“Ah think we’re flyin’!”

“Flying? FLYING???” Stafford looked over at Abela, “IS THIS THING SUPPOSED TO BE FLYING???”

Abela was laughing hysterically.



Aboard the Stallion, Simplot was also holding on for dear life as her ship shook around her.

“Return fire!” she ordered, “All weapons!”

Phasers and torpedoes shot out of the Stallion’s weapons array, impacting the Qu’Eh ship.

“Their shields are weakening!” Kren reported.

“But ours are down to 40%!” Hurken added.

“Stallion to Stafford!” Simplot shouted, tapping at the panel. She frowned. “The guy running the show down there is Stafford, right?”

“I’m pretty sure,” Sinclair said, “He’s the Silverado human. The one with the unfortunately flat ass?”

“Right, that one,” Simplot nodded. She repeated her hail.

“Stafford here!” the screen came to life to show a Starfleet captain in a faded uniform clutching at a railing. Behind him, Simplot could see a sunny blue sky and a rapidly receding horizon, “We’re a little busy down here!”

“And we’re a little busy up here,” Simplot shot back, “Trying to keep the Qu’Eh from blowing you up! You are the guy in the flying Frisbee, right?”

That caught his attention.

“Captain Simplot,” he said, “Under no circumstances are the Qu’Eh to fire on Haven! Dr. Wowryk is convinced we can use this thing to end the war, but my people tell me we won’t have enough power to use Haven’s shields until the engines cut out!”

“And how are you ending the war?”

“I don’t know! She hasn’t told me yet! But keep the Qu’Eh off us, by any means possible!”

The signal cut off. Now Simplot could see the disc-shaped city on the display, a beam of energy still connecting it to the planet.

“Haven is passing an altitude of twenty kilometres,” Gonzolas reported.

The Stallion rocked again as the Qu’Eh ship fired.

“Bring us around for another pass!” Simplot ordered, “And get the rest of the fleet over here! We need some help!”



After leaping to the landing platform, Kalmers had immediately taken cover behind the Senousian scout that had been parked there. T’Parief dove into a roll as he hit the platform, narrowly missing another weapon’s blast. He ran to the scout, flattening himself against its hull and waiting to see if Kalmers was going to come around after him. Outside the breached hanger door, he could see wave after wave of sand pouring by, the roar of it nearly deafening. As the sand thinned and faded however, he was certain he could hear clanging footsteps, footsteps that were growing fainter.

Growling, he rushed around the scout only to see Kalmers running down the walkway towards the exit leading to the surrounding corridors. T’Parief was about to fire his phaser when the entire hanger bucked, knocking T’Parief to the platform deck. His phaser flew out of his hands, skittering across the deck and over the edge of the platform. Ahead of him, Kalmers was tossed right off the walkway, his weapon also disappearing into the deck clutter. The platform had descended to its lowest level and was just beginning to ascend again, so the enemy leader found himself landing painfully on the roof of a runabout rather than splattering across the deck. He rolled off the runabout then bolted towards the shattered hanger door and, presumable, the Qu’Eh weapons crate sitting near their entry point.

T’Parief flung himself off the platform before it could go any higher, landing in a crouch on the deck. He sprinted after Kalmers and was completely shocked to see the desert floor quickly receding outside the hanger door as Haven rose into the air. He was so shocked, in fact, that he didn’t notice when Kalmers, ignoring the distant weapons crate, suddenly reached down and snatched up a chunk of metal support strut and swung it around, catching the reptilian officer in the side. T’Parief was positive he could hear the <snap> of breaking ribs as pain shot through the side of his body. Kalmers swung again. This time, T’Parief took the impact on his arm, fracturing the bone but at least protecting his injured ribs. Reaching down for his own chunk of debris, T’Parief was barely able to block the third shot.

Regaining his balance, he easily parried the fourth shot. He and Kalmers were now duelling right next to the force field that had sprung up over the hanger door. The alien was strong!

“T’Parief to Stafford,” he gasped, barely able to afford the time to tap his comm-badge, “Deactivate the force field over the hanger!”

“T’Parief?” the voice came back, barely audible over the rumbling of the base, “I don’t think that’s a good-”

“DO IT!” T’Parief roared, lashing out at Kalmers and sending the alien stumbling back.

The field fizzled out of existence. Instantly, there was a rush of wind as the near sea- level air pressure of the base met the thinner, high-altitude air outside. Kalmers and T’Parief stumbled, each being pulled towards the jagged hole in the door. Kalmers took a roundhouse swing at T’Parief, knocking him off balance and sending him tumbling out the hanger door.

T’Parief dug his claws into the metal ledge running the length of the hanger exterior, barely managing to keep himself from going over. The view was unbelievable! Haven was now kilometres in the air, the Evendra Desert now a sandy smear on the landscape far below. The curvature of the horizon was already visible, and as the wind whipped at T’Parief he could, more then ever, sense the upward movement of the giant base.

He flattened himself against the outer surface of the door just as Kalmers swung out onto the ledge, amazement visible on his features as he found himself confronted with the view.

“Surrender,” Kalmers shouted, trying to regain control of the situation, “I promise you will have no more than a formal written warning appended to your file!”

T’Parief simply swung his metal beam at the alien’s head.

Kalmers ducked, lashing out at T’Parief. The two of them parried and thrusted for nearly a minute, both careful to stay far back from edge of the ledge. The air was still whipping around them, but it was rapidly thinning. Kalmers was slowing, his mouth open as he gasped for air. T’Parief, with his more hardy constitution, was merely feeling winded.

Kalmers brought his beam around in a desperate attempt at a headshot, leaving himself wide open. T’Parief blocked him, then kicked out with one taloned foot. The movement was incredibly painful, his ribs burned as if on fire. But Kalmers flew back, tumbling over the edge of the hanger lip. At the last second, he managed to cling to the edge with both hands, but now he was now hanging over empty air as Haven soared higher and higher.

“I submit!” Kalmers cried, “I offer my Qu’Eh Corporate Authority stocks and bonds!”

T’Parief stood over him, his beam ready to deliver the killing blow.

“Perhaps I could work for your company!” Kalmers tried, “I have excellent management skills, and my-”

“Silence, filth,” T’Parief said. He leaned down, so the alien could hear him in the very, very thin air. “Many Starfleet officers believe that by sparing one’s enemy, one can foster good will and future relations,” he spat to one side as he said his, “Others believe that there is honour in sparing a worthy adversary,”

Kalmers looked up at him, fear in his eyes.

“I however, believe that letting your enemy live only gives him another chance to sink a knife into your back,” T’Parief said, baring his teeth, “But don’t worry, your death will be swift,”

With that, he swung his metal beam like a golf club. The tip impacted Kalmers’ temple, shattering the bone and killing him instantly. His fingers spasmed then released, sending his body falling towards the planet he had helped conquer.

“After all,” T’Parief said, tossing the beam over the edge and heading back inside, “I’m not an animal,”



“We just passed twenty kilometres,” Fifebee announced. Rather than continue gawking out the windows like most of the Matrian council, she’d taken up station at one of the now- unlocked and fully functional control pulpits, “The Stallion has engaged the Qu’Eh ship. The rest of the fleet is still out near one of the moons; they will not arrive until after we’ve cleared the atmosphere.”

“Jall,” Stafford said, “I want you to find every pilot we have and get them to the hangers! We’ve got dozens of small Old Matrian ships that can make a difference in this fight!”

“On my way,” Jall said, running down to the turbolifts.

“You will have to fight your way past the Qu’Eh soldiers,” Valtaic pointed out.

“Nothing’s perfect,” Stafford grinned. With that, Valtaic took his own panel and started trying to contact security teams.

“OK Noel,” Stafford said, turning to Wowryk, “Whatever this plan of yours is, I think we better put it into play. Now.”

“We have most of the Matrian councillors here, right?” Wowryk asked, cutting right to the chase.

“Right there,” Stafford pointed. The councillors were all clustered on the lower level, staring in amazement at the city.

“Good,” Wowryk said, “And I need as much communications bandwidth as we can spare, and enough comm consoles for all of them!”

“Easy,” Colonel Abela said, “The Signal Analysis room has all of that,”

“Uh, Noel,” Stafford said, “We sort of had a little talk before you got here. I’m not ordering the Matrians to do anything. Neither are you. This is their world, and whether or not they follow your plan or not is their decision.”

“Personally,” Hektor cut in, pulling his eyes from a display that showed the Stallion and a Qu’Eh ship exchanging fire, “I’m eager to hear Dr. Wowryk’s plan.”

“We all are,” Anselia agreed.

“So spill it, Doc,” Stafford said, “What’s this bright idea of yours?”

Wowryk looked briefly at the former Qu’Eh she’d captured, then smiled.

“I wasn’t sure it was going to work until I had the chance to talk to…Hassin, was it?”

“Yup,” Hassin nodded.

“But he’s familiar with Qu’Eh regulations,” Wowryk went on, “We don’t even need a 100% vote, just a big enough sample size to show that the population is in favour of-”

“WHAT’S THE PLAN???” Stafford, Anselia and Hektor demanded.

“Simple,” Wowryk smiled, “The Matrian Republic is unionizing!”

Stafford’s face was blank for a moment, then his eyes bugged out.

“BURKE!” he shouted, “Get ready to transmit! All frequencies! Noel, get over here! You’ve got a signal to send!”



Aboard the USS Banshee, Commander Noonan stepped calmly to one side to avoid a flaming chunk of superstructure as it slammed to the bridge floor.

“Direct hit on Deck 1!” Smith cried out, “Dorsal shields are down!”

“One-eighty degree roll to starboard!” Vorezze ordered, “Keep them away form that area!”

“PLEAAASE???” Charlotte was begging, “Can’t we PLEAASSE use just ONE Cataclysm torpedo?”

There was a flash on the screen as one of the Champlain’s four warp nacelles was blasted free, spinning into space then exploding against a Qu’Eh ship.

“The Montreal and the Vendome are still harassing the Qu’Eh flanks!” DiSanto reported.

“Any updates on the Stallion?” Vorezze demanded.

“Not since they called for help a few minutes ago!”

“We need to get around these Qu’Eh bastards before we can get back to the planet!” Rachow reminded him from the helm.

“Dr. Lang, is the jammer ready?”

“Just about!” Lang tapped at her panel, “NOW!”

“Activate!” Velorn ordered.

Wowryk hadn’t been the only one to realize that depriving the Qu’Eh of their implanted slaves would be a great way to get an advantage. The Banshee’s deflector dish glowed brightly, sending out waves of interference, more then enough to jam the channels they’d detected as using Qu’Eh traffic.

Abruptly, the captured Matrian and Senousian ships broke free of the fight, pulling as far away from the Federation fleet as they could and fleeing at top speed.

“What, they couldn’t stick around to help us against the bad guys?” DiSanto demanded.

“The Qu’Eh had those ships on the front lines,” Smith said, “they took the heaviest damage.”

“It’s better than a kick in the teeth!” Charlotte agreed.

“We’re getting a signal from Haven!” Carn reported.



All over Matria Prime viewscreens changed over to the government emergency broadcast channel. The rebels had avoided using it after Wowryk’s first message, considering how easily that one had been traced. But with Haven fully exposed, now was the time. Matrians had already gathered around viewscreens in their homes, at their workplaces and even in the streets as the rebel propaganda channel showed footage of a massive, unidentified object launching from under the Evendra Desert. The Qu’Eh controlled channels were oddly silent, claiming nothing unusual was happening. But as the hacked observation satellites zoomed in on the object, it was clear to everybody watching that not only was an entire city now rocketing towards space, but that the architecture was of a form that hadn’t been seen on Matria Prime since before the Hibernation.

Now, Dr. Noel Wowryk appeared on the screens, flanked by Queen Anselia and King Hektor. Behind her, the people could see a brightly lit command center.

“People of the Matria Republic,” she said, “Greetings from the Old Matrian city of Haven. Your government, along with the leaders of the Matrian Rebellion and Starfleet officers from the USS Silverado, have been hiding in this city since the beginning of the Qu’Eh invasion. We’ve kept this place a secret from the Qu’Eh, knowing that it could hold the key to defeating them.”

“In that, we were wrong,”

All over the planet, people were exchanging confused looks, even as more and more people gathered around the screens.

“The secret to defeating the Qu’Eh isn’t held here in Haven, or in the Federation fleet that even now is attacking the Qu’Eh forces. It’s in all of you. And now we know how to harness it! First, however, I regret to inform you that Mistress Laurette, who has served the people of Matria Prime well as she pretended to cooperate with the Qu’Eh, has been brutally murdered by the Qu’Eh leader, P’tarek.”

The view abruptly cut to a video recording of two holograms, clearly being transmitted by a Qu’Eh device. The Qu’eh army and the sides of the sandy crater were visible around the edges. The entire planet watched in horror as P’tarek pulled out his weapon and shot Laurette.

The view cut back to Wowryk.

“The Qu’Eh have unwittingly shown us their greatest weaknesss,” Wowryk went on, “They killed Laurette the instant they realized they might share this secret with you! And it is simply this: the Qu’Eh are here because they need slaves. They need ‘employees’ to fuel their corporate machine.”

“And there is nothing a heartless corporation fears more than unionized employees, fair workplace conditions, and collective bargaining rights!”

A comm-code started flashing beneath Wowryk’s image.

“So, call up your Council representative, care of the City of Haven, and vote ‘YES’ to the unionization of the United Workers of the Matrian Republic! Operators are standing by!”

The message began to repeat.

All across the planet, excited Matrians exchanged glances, then rushed to the communications systems.



Aboard his ship, P’tarek’s eyes widened in terror.

“NOOOOO!!!!” he screamed, “P’TAREK TO ALL SHIPS! DESTROY HAVEN!!! BLOW IT OUT OF THE SKY! EMERGENCY PRIORITY!”



Aboard the Stallion, the situation was getting even more grim. Several panels had blown out and the old ship was groaning with effort as Tereneth tried to out-manoeuvre the Qu’Eh ship. Wowryk’s transmission had been cut off and ignored the moment it begun as the crew tried to keep their ship in one piece.

“The Qu’Eh ship has stopped firing,” Sinclair reported.

“And a whole bunch more are on the way,” Gonzolas added, “They’ve broken off their attack on the Federation fleet and they’re coming right at us! ETA, five minutes!”

On the screen in front of them, Haven was just clearing the Matrian atmosphere, the energy beam still surging between the planet and the discus-shaped city. The buildings beneath the dome gleamed in the light of the Matrian star, the lake roiled with white-capped waves as the water churned under the vibration of the engines. The Qu’Eh ship pulled away from the Stallion, setting course directly for the city.

“Follow them!” Simplot snapped.



“The comm-channels are flooded with calls!” Wowryk said, eyeing one of the control pulpits, “They’re all being routed to Signal Analysis! As soon as we have a big enough sample size, we can declare the Articles of Unionization. Um, how are those coming, by the way?”

“We’re working on it!” Anselia and Hektor said, drafting the legislation at a speed that was almost unheard of.

“We’re leaving the Matrian atmosphere,” Fifebee replied.

“I’ve got the Qu’Eh and Federation fleets on sensors,” Burke reported, “They’re changing course, coming right at us!”

“Can we raise the shields yet?” Stafford demanded.

There was a sudden \<SWUUURRRRRRRRRRRRPPPP\> as something very,very big powered down.

“The energy beam from the planet has shut down,” Fifebee reported, “Engines are now operating off of internal power. If we attempt to charge the shield generators before we attain a stable orbit, we may lose engines and end up crashing back into the planet!”

“Stafford to Jall,” Stafford called, “Are our ships ready?”

“Jall here!” the other officer yelled. The sound of weapon’s fire could be heard in the distance, “We’re trying to get into Hanger 4, but the Qu’Eh aren’t making it easy!”

“Captain!” Burke shouted, pointing out the window.

Stafford spun around to see a Qu’Eh cruiser heading straight for the command complex.

“They’re on a collision course!” Fifebee said, “Impact in two minutes!”

“Evasive maneouvers!” Stafford called out.

“This is a city, not a starship!” Lieutenant Pye called from a pulpit displaying engine controls and orbital trajectory data, “A course change will take at least ten minutes!”

“Fifebee, the shields?”

“We’re at least four minutes to a stable orbit!” Fifebee replied.

“If that ship crashes into us, a stable orbit won’t matter!”

“SIR!” Burke shouted again, “LOOK!”

“For the love of,” Stafford cursed, spinning back towards the window.

The USS Stallion soared over the edge of the city, traversing the dome in seconds. Her secondary hull passed mere meters over the command complex, sending everybody diving for the floor. Streams of plasma and gas spilled from a dozen breaches in her hull as she unleashed another round of weapons fire against the Qu’Eh ship.

“HOLY CRAP!!” Jeffery screamed.

“I’m getting transporter signatures in Hanger 6,” Fifebee reported, “They’re Starfleet!”

“Simplot to Stafford,” the comm channel rang, “If you’re actually capable of raising your shields, which I highly doubt, now would be a very bad time!”

There was a hum and a shower of transporter sparks as Simplot and her bridge crew materialized in the command complex.

“Captain Simplot!” Stafford exclaimed, “What are you-”

“Shhh,” she shushed him, putting one hand on his arm and turning to watch the Stallion, “Just watch,”

The Stallion ploughed into the Qu’Eh ship head on, her saucer shattering like a dropped plate as it struck the Qu’Eh ship’s hull, knocking the other ship off of its collision course with Haven. Her engineering hull and twin nacelles slammed into the enemy ship like javelins, her warp core detonating in a blinding flash of light. Haven shook, buffeted by the explosion. But when the space around them had cleared there was no sign of either ship.

“Captain Simplot,” Anselia said, stepping forward, “I speak for the people of Matria Prime when I say, thank you,”

Simplot smiled sadly, still watching the last known position of the Stallion.

“You’re welcome,” she said.

“We’ve attained a stable orbit,” Fifebee reported, “The engines are offline, power is being redirected back to citywide systems. Shield generators are charging. It will take several minutes to build to full power, but we can raise partial shields at any time.”

“Raise shields,” Stafford ordered, “Tell Jall to start launching ships as soon as we can. Oh, and does this thing have any weapons?”



Matria Prime was in revolt.

Across the planet, from Matronus to J’Taeria to Bevindale, Matrian citizens were taking to the streets. Laheya’s rebels had already been engaging the Qu’Eh on as many fronts as possible, but now the enemy forces found themselves confronted with enraged citizens. Thousands of comm calls were going up to Haven, most being answered by a very hastily rigged recording system, but enough going through to the actual council members themselves to convince even the most sceptical of Matrians that it was no joke, that their government really was back and that they really did have a plan to oust the alien invaders.

In orbit, the battered Federation fleet chased after the Qu’Eh ships as they soared towards Haven.



Aboard his ship, P’tarek was rapidly losing his self control. On his screen he could see the blue and green orb of Matria Prime, above which orbited the thick disc of Haven. Ships were beginning to spill from several hanger bays evenly spaced around the exterior. Inside the transparent dome he could see the glimmering spires of the city.

“Destroy it,” he ordered.



“I don’t think I’ve ever seen a battle from this perspective,” Stafford said, shaking his head. Outside the upper windows, he could see the Qu’Eh fleet taking up position. A holographic overlay had appeared over one window, the one nearest Fifebee’s panel. As she scanned the various ships, tiny boxes of text appeared next to each of them, detailing their status and capabilities.

The Qu’Eh ships opened fire, the energy bolts spearing through space and crashing against Haven’s shields. The command complex rumbled slightly. Stafford squeaked, flinching back. There was something about seeing capitol-ship-sized energy blasts striking shield mere meters from his face that was terrifying on a whole new level. T’Parief had just emerged from one of the turbolifts looking somewhat battered and bloody, and had taken one disinterested glance at the city spread out below them before takig up position next to Pye.

“Shields are holding,” Burke reported.

“Pye, have you found the weapons yet?”

“Um…Um…” Pye was sweating, “I found the torpedo launchers!”

“Fire torpedoes!” Stafford ordered.

“Um…”

Stafford turned to Abela.

“Let me guess,” he said darkly.

“Well, they were supposed to be delivered the Tuesday after the rebels destroyed Old Matronus,” she shrugged.

“Phasers? Disruptors? How do Mantrians have ‘Tuesday’, anway?”

“They’re designed to be controlled locally,” Abela sighed, “You’re supposed to use the command complex to, well, command other people! Not to actually control the weapons yourself!”

“Well, can you do something??” Stafford demanded.

“Yes, it’ll just take a few minutes,” Abela moved to Pye’s pulpit.

The city shook again as a series of Qu’Eh weapons pounded against the shields. Stafford stumbled against the railing around the upper deck. Clutching the railing, he found himself looking down at the lower window, three levels below. Through that he could see straight down the sides of the command tower and down at least forty high-ceilinged levels to the upper surface of the structure that held the Transit Hub. He pushed himself away, the bile rising in his throat and his head spinning with vertigo.

“Who the hell designed this place, anyway???” he demanded.



“The Qu’Eh fleet is attacking Haven,” Dr. Lang reported on the bridge of the USS Banshee, “They’re shields are beginning to weaken, but they have plenty of strength left,”

“I’m picking up a huge amount of comm traffic between the planet and the…um…city,” Smith reported, “The Qu’Eh are trying to jam it, but I think they’re pumping too much power into their weapons and shields to do a very good job,”

“Fleet status?” Noonan asked.

“The Stallion has been destroyed, but her crew beamed over to Haven before their shields went up. The Stouffer has been disabled, the Montreal and the Vendome report serious damage and the Champlain is missing a nacelle.” DiSanto said, “The Elfmam has lost shields.”

“Haven is launching ships,” Smith said, “They’re not very big; attack ships, fighters and runabouts. But they’re keeping the Qu’Eh busy,”

“What about the Qu’Eh fleet?” Vorezze demanded.

DiSanto and Smith tapped at their panels.

“They’ve taken a beating. If they hadn’t stripped Silverado for Federation technology, they would have been destroyed half an hour ago. If they hadn’t had the enslaved Matrian and Senousian ships, even soon. We can probably defeat them, but it’s going to cost us.”

“We must maintain our momentum,” Noonan said, “Matria Prime is in revolt. Dr. Wowryk believes a successful union will defeat the Qu’Eh, and Haven appears to be heavily fortified. This is it.”

“I agree,” Vorezze sighed, “Onward!

“I still say we just end this whole thing with a Cataclysm Torpedo or two,” Charlotte muttered.



“How’s it going, Noel?” Stafford asked Wowryk as she monitored the activity down in Signal Analysis.

“Just about there,” she said, “We just need a big enough sample size to satisfy Qu’Eh policy,”

Haven shook again as the Qu’Eh launched another barrage.

“Shields are down to 70%,” Pye reported.

“Got those weapons working yet?”

“I think so,” Abela said, “Firing!”

Everybody looked out the window, expecting to see massive beams of destruction spearing out at the Qu’Eh ships. Nothing happened.

“Or maybe not,” Abela admitted, “Idiot garbage! When I get my hands on the kid that installed the weapons software, I’m going to…oh. I can’t. She’s been dead for hundreds of years. How depressing.”

Stafford clutched the railing as the city shook again.



Down in Signal Analysis, the council members were the center of total chaos.

“Yes, this is Councillor Yvess,” one man said, “I’m always happy to hear from my constituents. Yes, I realize the last couple of months have been very trying. But the sooner we get the Qu’Eh gone, the sooner we can…oh, you’re voting yes? Excellent. If you’ll excuse me, I have plenty more calls to answer!”

“Voting yes?” a nearby councillor said, “I’m so pleased to hear it,”

Throughout the huge room, government flunkies, after weeks of doing little more than babysit their superiors, were now scrambling around, tabulating results, numbers, names and entering them in the hastily created database that was delivering the results to Dr. Wowryk in the command complex.



“Captain,” Wowryk smiled, turning away from her panel, “We’ve reached quorum. The Matrians have unionized,”

“Hail Chairman P’tarek,” Stafford ordered. There was a beep, then a holographic viewscreen appeared above the central holotable. P’tarek’s face was clearly visible.

“Are you ready to end this madness. Mr. Minister?” P’tarek demanded, “I’ve been in contact with the Shareholders! They’re not willing to let this blatant disregard of company policy stand! Even now, we have reinforcements on the way. Surrender Haven to us and leave the Matrian system, and I promise you that-”

“The Matrians have voted to accept the Articles of Unionization, Mr. Chairman,” Wowryk interrupted.

“DON’T SAY THAT WORD!!!!” P’tarek screamed, making a Qu’Eh gesture to ward off evil. (To the Federation officers, it looked a lot like somebody checking off boxes on a clipboard.)

“Union?” Stafford said innocently.

“AHHHH!!!!”

“Yeah, definitely union,” Wowyk smiled.

“AHHHHHH!!!!”

“Mr. Chairman,” Anselia stepped in, evidently deciding she wanted her own part in declaring Matria’s independence. As well she should. “My people have voted through their legally elected councillors to accept membership in the Matrian Worker’s Union-”

“AHHHH!!!!”

“Please stop that,” Anselia snapped, “As I was saying, the Matrian Worker’s Union #1.”

“But…but…” P’tarek stammered, then seemed to gain confidence, “I mean, the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority refuses to recognize your…your union,” he made a face, as if he’d just tasted something sour.

“Chairman, we have it on good authority that the Qu’Eh company policy requires you to provisionally recognize a union, provided a quorum comprising a majority acceptance by at least 30% of the employees voting, and the majority of submitted votes being in favour. That recognition becomes permanent once a 60% quorum is reached.”

“BUT YOU CAN”T KNOW THAT!” P’tarek hissed, “The regulations pertaining to the handling of unions is NOT shared with provisionally employed worlds! If they knew that, they’d…they’d…I refuse to say more without consulting the Legal department.”

Hassin stepped forward.

“I knew,” he said, “All your long-term employees know. It’s in Policy Book 27, Chapter 4. Of course, once the populations of our planets were fully implanted, it became impossible for us to vote form a union.”

“You actually READ the policy books?” P’tarek looked incredulous.

“I’ve been implanted for fourteen years!” Hassin snapped, “What else could I do? I couldn’t even pleasure myself without one of your operators giggling in my ear! Once I was deep enough inside this installations jamming field, I was freed from the implant and willingly shared all I knew!”

“Sharing confidential company information with resistant employees is punishable by death!” P’tarek snapped.

“Look, buddy,” Stafford cut in, “The Matrians have unionized. If you want to continue to employ them, you better listen to their demands!”

“Ah, yes,” Anselia stepped forward, “First, we demand hour-long lunch breaks. Second, we demand half-hour coffee breaks twice a day. We also want premium entertainment channels in the break rooms and the choice of either thirty-five days paid vacation, or a four day work week,”

With an angry snarl, P’tarek slammed his hand down on his panel, closing the channel.

“The Qu’Eh ships are breaking off their attack!” Pye exclaimed, staring at his console in shock, “They’re moving out of orbit!”

“Send a message to the Qu’Eh ships,” Stafford said confidently, “Tell them to take their troops with them. They’ll be allowed to leave the system peacefully.”

“Making decisions for us again, Captain?” King Hektor asked.

Stafford looked embarrassed.

“Um, I mean, I recommend allowing them to-”

But Hektor was laughing. Anselia smiled, then repeated the order.

“The Qu’Eh are acknowledging,” Pye reported, “They’re ordering their troops to gather at beam-out co-ordinates.

Haven’s command complex was rocked with cheers.




Captain’s Log, Stardate 59045.5:



“With the withdrawal of the Qu’Eh forces, life in the Matrian Republic is slowing returning to normal. Queen Anselia and King Hektor’s government has been re-installed in the Matrian Council Chambers in Matronus, the Matrian Defence Force members that had been implanted by the Qu’Eh have been de-implanted by a team led by our own very capable Dr. Wowryk. Their ships are currently under repair while the Federation fleet patrols the Matrian system, awaiting their own turn for repairs.

“Unfortunately, the Qu’Eh occupation took a heavy toll. Laheya’s rebels, having succeeded in repelling the Qu’Eh, are now a bit of a wild card. Mistress, excuse me, Councillor Laheya has been elected into the Matrian government in a by-election in Na’aval District, replacing a councillor that was killed in the initial invasion. I’m sure her voice will keep Matrian politics…interesting…for the foreseeable future.”

“Colonel Abela has been re-commissioned into the Matrian Defence Force, along with Lieutenant Craigan. Sure, he used to be a rebel. But I think the Matrians agree that whatever part he may have played in the outbreak of the Gender Wars, the part he played in recent events merits it.”

“As for the Silverado crew, we’ve been invited by the Matrian Government to visit the city of Haven while we await further orders from Starfleet.”



“I can’t believe it’s over,” Stafford said, walking through one of Haven’s well-lit outer- rim corridors,”

“Believe it, buddy,” Jall said, keeping pace next to him, “We came, we fought, we hid, we fought again. And we kicked ass! Eventually.”

“Who would have thought that the Qu’Eh were such slaves to corporate dogma that they’d walk away from an entire planet,” Stafford said, shaking his head, “I bet the Shareholders are working overtime to strip out that little bit of policy,”

“Hmm, they could,” Jall said, “But that would be bad PR.”

“What”

“Well,” Jall shrugged, “They probably kept that little bit in their policies so that they could claim to be fair, ethical employers. They just made sure nobody could take advantage of it.”

“Lucky for us we got around that,” Stafford shrugged.

“Well, the people were revolting, their fleet wasn’t doing all that great and I’m pretty sure throwing a kilometers-wide city at them didn’t help matters,” Jall shrugged.

“I guess,” Stafford sighed, “But you know, after everything that’s happened, I really, really just want a vacation. Some time to kick back, relax and enjoy NOT being stuck in the middle of a government under siege,”

“I hear you there,” Jall said, “Speaking of what comes next, any hints from Starfleet as to what they’ll have us doing?”

“Nothing,” Stafford said, “We’re still re-establishing communications through the Matrian Sector relay.”

He turned off the corridor and entered an unfinished lounge overlooking one of Haven’s six shipyards. Shipyard 3 had been empty when the combined Starfleet/Matrian search teams had found it a week ago.

“I hear the Matrian government has declared Haven ‘off-limits’ to all but a few select groups,” Jall said.

“You heard right,” Stafford said, walking across the empty room to the ceiling-high windows that looked out into the cavernous shipyard, “Anselia and Hektor want to make sure they have time to transfer copies of all the historical records to secure sites on the planet. This place is the last relic of the Old Matrians, after all,” He leaned against the railing next to the window, looking out into space.

“We’ve been pretty lucky, haven’t we” Jall said.

“You mean surviving an attack, followed by an invasion, then months of hiding, a rebellion and a counter-attack?” Stafford asked, “Yes, I think we’ve been very lucky.”

“No, not that,” Jall shook his head. He frowned, “Well, yes, that too. But I mean with the Matrians, and our original issue. I mean, most starships fly in, solve a problem, then fly out. That’s what we did here, years ago. How many starship crews get the chance to come back and really work with the people they’ve encountered? It’s been over two months since we’ve arrived here, and we’ve built connections, got pulled into their government, fought alongside them, and suffered with them. Now we’ve succeeded in fighting off the Qu’Eh with them.”

“Look there,” Stafford said, pointing at a moving form barely visible in the distance.

“I see it,” Jall nodded. “But you know, I don’t think the Qu’Eh realize it, but thanks to them, the Matrians are going to more dedicated to the Federation than the average member planet.”

“You think so?” Stafford asked, still staring out into the distance.

“I do,” Jall said, “A lot of member planets only have the promise of Federation support. We make contact, invite them in, and they join up. Sure, sooner or later they see that cooperating helps all of us. But the Matrians…we promised a fleet, and we delivered,”

“Eventually,” Stafford laughed.

“And their entire council saw you step back and let Anselia and Hektor decide who should activate Haven,” Jall went on, staring out the window, “I hate to say it, but that was a good move.”

“You know Jall, you might be right,” Stafford said, “Personally? I hope you are. But I think our time here is almost done. And as much as it’s been fun, I’m ready to go back to the whole ‘exploring new worlds’ thing. Somebody else can take care of Matria’s future. Our work is done.”

They watched together as a pair of Matrian tugs slowly pulled the USS Silverado into the shipyard.

“C’mon,” Stafford said, clapping a hand on Jall’s shoulder as a series of umbilicals and gangways extended from the shipyard scaffolding towards the powerless ship, “I bet Steven left a bottle of Earth rum in Unbalanced Equations,”

“Doesn’t hurt to look,” Jall shrugged.



End
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TGIF

Commander San Jall yawned as he stepped out of the turbolift and into the small lobby of the building he was temporarily calling home.

With the launch of Haven and the defeat of the Qu’Eh, the orbital habitat/space station/city had become a veritable ghost town. Not that it had been all that full before, what with only a couple of thousand Matrians, Senousians and Starfleet members using it as a hiding place while it remained buried under the sand. Things had even livened up somewhat during the Qu’Eh attack, with thousands of enemy troops storming what they’d thought was an underground military bunker. And then there was the launch of the city into space. But as soon as the Qu’Eh crisis had ended the Matrian government members, along with the Matrian civilians, had packed up and returned to Matronus and to their comfortable offices in the main government buildings along Dignity Way. Within hours of Queen Anselia and King Hektor reclaiming their thrones, Haven had been declared off-limits to all but a caretaker crew, which consisted of a hundred or so Matrians and the crew of the USS Silverado.

Jall and Stafford, though somewhat surprised at these developments, were nonetheless ready and eager to help the Matrians get their new toy up and running. They’d been even more surprised when that offer had been turned down.

“But we may as well help out!” Stafford had objected, “I mean, until we get new orders from Starfleet we really don’t have anything to do! Our ship is wrecked and the rest of the Federation fleet is handling their own repairs, along with patrolling your border!”

“Chris,” Anselia had said, “My people have a lot of work to do and a lot of damage to repair. We are finishing the data dump of Haven’s computers as we speak. Everything else in the city can wait,”

“But there’s still huge areas of the station we haven’t even explored,” Jall had jumped in, “And we need to check supply levels, see about getting fresh food up here, not to mention how badly your people could use the shipyards,”

“And we’ll get to all of that,” Anselia had said, trying to calm the two Starfleeters down, “Don’t worry about it,”

“But what are we supposed to DO??” Stafford had demanded.

Anselia had crossed her arms.

“Take a vacation,” she’s said flatly, “After all you’ve done, you all deserve it.”

“But-” Stafford had started.

“No ifs, ands or buts,” Anselia had cut him off sharply, “You and your crew will relax and enjoy the facilities that Haven and the rest of our planet has to offer. Now, if you’ll excuse us, We have much work to do before We can take a break of our own. And if We call up there and catch you without a beverage in your hands, We will report you to Starfleet Command for failing to follow orders!”

Now, a week later, Jall was already bored out of his mind. Beaming down to Matronus or Bevin to hit the nightclubs had entertained him for the first two evenings, but it didn’t take long for the Matrians to move past the ‘Hurray, We’re Free, Let’s Party’ stage and into the “I Want My Calm, Stable Life Back’ stage. Yanick had been too busy fussing over her egg to spend any time with him and he really didn’t feel like hunting for any of his other shipmates.

He finished walking down the ornate staircase and down into the Transit Hub. He looked out the broad, curving windows and into the well-lit track area. With main power restored the rows of illumination panels had come to full power, casting a cheery light off the polished stone walls. Plants were already growing in the broad garden boxes placed between the tram lines.

But it was the double doorway opposite the exits to platform level that was Jall’s destination. The heavy blast doors that had proven impossible for Valtaic to open had slid aside neatly as you please the moment Haven had been unlocked.

Jall walked through the doors and into what the computer said was called ‘Atrium 1’. He called it a big empty shopping mall. Granted it was a very nice, multilevel shopping mall with over five levels of crystal clear windows looking out into the city and several tiers of empty shops surrounding a tall, egg-shaped empty area. Actually, the whole complex was shaped as though somebody had stood an egg on one end and covered one half of the shell with windows and the other half with levels of shops. Still, there was nothing there except for a single storefront that was showing signs of activity.

Jall walked past two Silverado crewmen who were trying to hang a banner. He stepped around a pile of supply crates, pushed several boxes off the flat surface of what could only be a counter and sat on the stool.

“Bacon, eggs and a cup of coffee,” he said.

Steven Steiger, Silverado’s resident bartender and the manager of Unbalanced Equations, popped his head out of the kitchen.

“Jall, I’m not open for business yet. I just got my temporary lease from the Matrians; it’ll be another two days before I’m ready for customers,”

“Aw, c’mon Steve,” Jall said, “I saw the request. This is a restaurant unit, it’s already got replicators built in. Now, it’s been months since I’ve been able to sit down someplace that doesn’t serve only Matrian food and get something to eat. I’m not waiting. So scoot on over to the replicator and get me some breakfast,”

Steven looked like he was about to refuse, then shrugged.

“OK, fine. I can do that.”

He disappeared into the back for a moment, then returned with a plate full of…something.

“What the hell is this?” Jall demanded, carefully lifting a piece of bluish meat with his fork and examining it at eye-level.

“Matrian bacon,” Steven said flatly.

“And these?” Jall indicated a pile of red goo.

“Scrambled Matrian eggs,”

“Don’t you have any Terran recipes in that thing?” Jall whined.

“I’m installing them first thing tomorrow morning,” Steven said sharply, “So if you’d listened to me when I told you I wasn’t open yet, we wouldn’t be having this conversation!”

With that, Steven returned to his unpacking.

Jall was about to point out that he’d forgotten the coffee. One glance at the disturbing breakfast he’d been given was enough to convince him to just let Steven finish his work.

He’d barely managed to force down the eggs when his comm-badge went off.

“Haven Command Complex to Commander San Jall,” an officious-sounding voice came over the comm.

“I’m eating,” Jall said flatly, “Go away,”

“Mr. Jall,” the voice started.

“That’s ‘Sir’,” Jall snapped, “And when I say ‘Go away’, I mean-”

“Sir,” the now annoyed and officious-sounding voice cut him off, “I have an Admiral Tunney waiting to speak to you over subspace,”

Jall sighed.

“Next time,” he said sharply, “When I tell you to go away, just listen to me, for crying out loud!”

He slid off his stool and started the long walk to the Command Complex.



Captain Christopher Stafford stretched out on the soft sand, enjoying the feeling of the sun on his bare skin and the sound of water lapping at the shore. With his eyes closed, he could just about imagine that he was on a tropical beach somewhere, with nubile, bikini-clad women and plenty of icy drinks sporting little umbrellas.

“Why are we sitting here instead of on a real beach down on the planet?” Dr. Noel Wowryk said crossly.

Cracking one eye, Stafford looked over at Wowryk. The doctor was wearing a conservative one-piece bathing suit and a hat that looked big enough to land a shuttle on. Next to her, Lt. Commander Simon Jeffery had passed out on his beach towel and was snoring loudly.

“I was going to go down to the planet,” Stafford said, “But Anselia said she had a surprise for me, and that I should come here to see it.”

The three of them were on a small beach on Haven’s central island. Not far to one side was one of the six bridges connecting what had been unanimously declared ‘downtown’ with the rest of the city. A few meters further up the beach, grass and bushes were rapidly recovering from whatever bio-engineered hibernation the Old Matrians had used on them. Across the water they could see trees already budding among the towering buildings.

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks, then a twelve-meter boat started to appear right in front of them. Wowryk gave a small shriek of surprise as the watercraft finished materializing then plopped into the lake, sending a wave of water high enough onto the beach to soak their feet. Jeffery snorted then sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

A bikini-clad Matrian female puttered around on the bow of the yacht, deploying an old- fashioned anchor. She spoke to somebody briefly over her comm-badge, then a small floating dock materialized, leading from the beach to the yacht.

“Captain,” she said to Stafford, smiling suggestively, “Compliments of Queen Anselia, may it make your stay here more pleasant,”

“This is great!” Stafford exclaimed, jumping to his feet and running onto the yacht, “Hey guys, there’s beer here and everything!”

“This seems to be a lot of fuss just to improve your little vacation,” Wowryk said, “And isn’t it against regulations to accept gifts like this?”

But Stafford was already lounging, a beer in one hand while the bikini-clad Matrian started massaging his feet.

“I’m not taking this home with me, Anselia is just letting me use it, I’m sure.” Stafford said, looking toward the Matrian. She nodded in confirmation. “I just wonder how she knew I liked boats?”

“She asked me, Ah told her,” Jeffery said, yawning as he too fished a beer out of the cooler.

“And I don’t suppose anybody thought to ask what I’d like for my vacation?” Wowryk said grumpily.

“Anselia said yer surprise is still comin’,” Jeffery said.

“It had better not be another Matrian in a bikini,”

“Enough bickering,” Stafford said, “Let’s take this thing out into the lake. Sure, it’s not a very big lake, but it’s big enough,”

“Me last girlfriend used to say that,” Jeffery sighed, “Uh, I mean the last one before I started dating…y’know, just never mind,”

The Matrian girl, Gelinta, had just activated the engines when a shout could be heard from shore. Stafford and Jeffery looked to see San Jall running down the floating dock. He leapt just as the boat pulled away, landing on the deck and executing a flawless tuck-and-roll.

And rolling right off the other side and into the lake with a loud splash and a surprised shout.

Gelinta cut the engines long enough for Jall to climb, soaking wet, back aboard. He fumbled on the deck for the padd he’d dropped during his impromptu aerobics routine then turned to Stafford.

“Our orders came in from Tunney,” he said gravely.

Uh-oh. This didn’t look like good news.

The big question in the mind of all the Silverado crewmen since the end of the Qu’Eh invasion had been simply this: What are we doing next? The ship was horribly damaged, it was highly unlikely that Starfleet was just going to send them another one and the Matrians just happened to have this big, empty space station that just happened to be in need of a skilled crew. Needless to say, speculation had run rampant. Now, finally, it looked like some of their questions were about to be answered.

Stafford grabbed the padd and immediately started reading. He stopped, rereading the first few lines. He looked at Wowryk, frowned, read the padd again, looked back to Wowryk, frowned even harder, then resumed reading.

“What is it already???” Jeffery deamanded.

“Hmm? Oh, sorry,” Stafford swallowed. He turned to Wowryk, “The Matrian government is asking Starfleet for help staffing Haven. They think it’ll be a good way to boost their economy, and that a strong Federation presence will stop the Qu’Eh or anybody else from trying another invasion. They’ve even submitted themselves for consideration to the planned expansion of the Waystation program,”

“What about us?” Wowryk asked, “Are they transferring us? Offering you command of Haven?”

Stafford swallowed again.

“No,” he said, “They’re offering it to you,”

“Surprise!” Jeffery said happily.

Wowryk spun around, facing Jeffery with fury in her eyes.

“Did YOU have something to do with this??” she demanded.

“Well, Queen Anselia was wonderin’ who on the command crew would be interested,” Jeffery said, “Ah mean, she knew Chris wanted a starship command again, so I dropped yer name and-”

With a mighty shove, Wowryk pushed Jeffery off the side of the yacht and into the water.

“TAKE ME HOME!” she demanded.

“But Jeffery,” Jall started.

“He can swim back,” Stafford cut him off, stepping carefully away from Wowryk, “Gelinta, take us back to the dock, please”



After Wowryk stormed off, Stafford and Jall found themselves alone on the boat. Well, alone after Stafford sent Gelinta off looking for some stronger drinks.

“You didn’t tell them about the second part of the message,” Jall said.

“I didn’t get the chance,” Stafford replied, “Besides, that’s something we should announce to the whole staff, together.”

“You’re right,” Jall admitted. He was quiet for a moment, then “Is Jeffery really that bad with women that he completely missed Wowryk’s whole issue with power over the past two months?”

“He saw what he wanted to see,” Stafford sighed, “When she wants to, Wowryk can seem very comfortable in a position of authority. She handled it well as your First Officer, and she handled it well with the Matrian rebels. He saw dropping her name to Anselia as a way to win points with her…it didn’t even cross his mind that she might not want a command,”

“Would you want command of this place?”

Stafford looked around at the gleaming towers, the smooth lake and the crystal clear dome looking out into space.

“Nope,” he said, “I couldn’t deal with a station command.”

“You might end up with one anyway,” Jall said, gesturing at the padd.

“Don’t remind me,” Stafford sighed.




MESSAGE STARTS:



TO: CAPTAIN CHRISTOPHER STAFFORD, COMMANDER SAN JALL, C/O HAVEN BASE, MATRIA PRIME, MATRIAN SECTOR



FROM: ADMIRAL EDWARD TUNNEY, STARBASE 45, RAMSON SECTOR SUBJECT: ORDERS MESSAGE READS:



USS SILVERADO REFIT REQUEST REJECTED BY SPACEDOCK, STARBASE 45, ANTARES SHIPYARD AND EARTH BOX DOCKS. REFIT REQUEST EMPHATICALLY REJECTED BY DENERIA DRYDOCKS DUE TO QUOTE INTURRUPTED MARITAL COITUS ON PREVIOUS VISIT UNQUOTE. USS SILVERADO IS HEREBY DECOMMISSIONED, EFFECTIVE IMMEDIATELY. DISPOSAL OF CLASSIFIED ASSETS TO BE SUPERVISED BY LT CMDR SIMON JEFFERY. REMAINDER OF DISSASSEMBLY AND DISPOSAL TO BE HANDLED AS DETERMINED BY MATRIAN PLANETARY GOVERNMENT. FURTHER ORDERS AND REASSIGNMENTS TO FOLLOW.



SORRY PEOPLE. NEXT TIME, TRY NOT TO PISS OFF SO MANY REPAIR FACILITIES.



MESSAGE ENDS



Stafford and Jall exchanged a glance.

“Shit,” Stafford muttered.



“Nobody else has moved into this building yet, so you’ll have plenty of privacy,” the young Matrian was saying, “In fact, nobody’s moved into this entire suburb. The penthouse suite here has an unbeatable view of downtown on this side, with the other side looking out of the dome and into space. It’s a three-level unit, and I don’t have to tell you this is the only building in the neighborhood with one of those. Really, if the Council would have authorized it, I would have taken this place for myself!”

Lieutenant Patricia Yanick and Commander T’Parief stepped out of the corridor and into the suite that they were currently viewing. The three-meter ceilings and the floor-to-ceiling windows certainly made the place feel spacious, and the soft, tan colour of the walls seemed like a pleasant contrast to the strong reds and blues in the corridor. A food preparation area and dining room lay off to one side, while a curved staircase leading up to the next level lay off to the right. Past the staircase was a curved hallway leading…somewhere else in the unit. A comfortable living area was straight ahead, though somewhat lacking in furniture. Outside the expansive windows the gleaming towers of ‘downtown’ Haven were coming to life with lights as the Matrian sun disappeared beneath the lower rim of the dome.

A typical couple out hunting for living accommodations probably would have raced towards the windows to see the last of the sunset, or the view of downtown, or perhaps the spectacle of Matria Prime, the blue and green orb slowly dimming as night fell. Yanick and T’Parief, however, barely seemed to notice.

“It just doesn’t feel…right,” Yanick sighed.

“But you haven’t even seen the upper levels!” the Matrian said nervously, “There are two bedrooms and a recreation room on the second level, the master bedroom is on the third, in the peak, and-”

“I don’t want it,” Yanick said firmly.

“But this is the seventeenth unit we’ve looked at today!” the Matrian exclaimed, “Madam, I swear to you, these are premium accommodations I am offering you! Do you know how shocked I was that the Council even allowed me to show you something in the Suburbs?”

“Let us view the place for a moment,” T’Parief said, being about twice as subtle as was normal for him.

“But you’re viewing it now!” the Matrian said.

Apparently, T’Parief’s usual view that subtlety was a waste of time was not entirely unfounded.

“Get out, please,” he said, clearly indicating the door.

With barely a protest, the Matrian exited.

Yanick had crossed her arms over her chest and was staring at the food replicator. T’Parief stepped closer to her.

“And what is wrong with THIS one?” he demanded.

“I told you,” Yanick said, “It doesn’t feel right. It doesn’t feel like home,”

“Of course not,” T’Parief said, “It isn’t home. It is a space in an alien space station.”

“I don’t want it,” Yanick said again.

“We’ve spent the entire day looking at living quarters,” T’Parief said, the rattle in his throat indicating more than minor annoyance, “You’ve rejected all of them.”

“Because I didn’t like any of them!”

“So instead, you prefer we live in our current, separate quarters?”

“No, Pari!” Yanick rolled her head, “I don’t want to go back there!”

“I don’t understand why this is such a problem,” T’Parief said, trying very hard to stay calm, “We will only be here for a matter of weeks. A month at the most. Once we’re reassigned, we will be departing. Pick a place, and let’s move in,”

“It’s not that easy!” Yanick said, “And there’s no guarantee that we’ll be leaving so soon!”

T’Parief crossed his arms.

“You are making this ten times more complicated than it has to be!”

“And maybe YOU just don’t care about what kind of place your child will be born…hatched in!” Yanick snapped, “And I’ll be damned before I let that happen in any old dump!”

“This entire city has never been occupied,” T’Parief said, “Pick building, or I will,”

“Don’t you dare!” Yanick shrieked, “We agreed to move in together, so we’re going to pick a place together!”

“Then I will see you at the housing center tomorrow morning,” T’Parief said. He inclined his head, then stepped out of the suite.

“Stafford to all senior Silverado staff. Report to the shipyard. I don’t remember the number…the one where our ship is docked. Stafford out.”

“We will consider it,” T’Parief said to the Matrian as he stepped through the hallway.



The Silverado senior staff, past and present, had gathered in the unfinished lounge looking out into the shipyard where their ship hung, motionless, in the scaffolding. On the ‘floor’ of the shipyard, teams of well-remembered Matrian construction bots were trickling out from access hatches and taking their places in a slowly growing formation. None of the staff cared or even noticed, save for Noonan. He was looking out into the bay with a look of calm interest. On a table nearby sat the padd bearing Admiral Tunney’s decommissioning orders.

“I can’t believe this,” Yanick said angrily, “That ship’s our home! They can’t take our home away!”

“We haven’t actually lived aboard that ship for months,” Valtaic pointed out, “Aside from which, I imagine we will all be getting new homes very soon,”

“Some sooner than others,” Jall said, throwing a significant look in Wowryk’s direction. She hadn’t said anything to the others about her offer from the Matrians.

“She was a good ship,” Jeffery said, turning to look out the window, “We put a lot of work into her, and she got us home every time,”

“Actually,” Fifebee piped up, “She technically did not. We had to be rescued from Deloria 2,”

“We towed the saucer back ourselves,” Jeffery said indignantly.

“And we are, even now, many light-years from a starbase,” Fifebee finished, “In fact, by launching Haven, you might say that we in fact had to bring a friendly outpost to Silverado,”

“She was a good ship,” Stafford echoed. He was quiet for a moment. “But she was past her prime. We had a good run on her. If Starfleet’s so sure that it’s time to scrap her, there’s not much we can do,”

“Isn’t there?” T’Parief asked, “If we choose to fight, we may yet keep the ship,”

“Not likely,” Jall said, “I already had this discussion with Tunney. With the amount of work Silverado needs at this point, it’s easier and more economical to just build a whole new ship. Especially since they can build a smaller, modern ship with the same specs,”

“Are we getting another ship?”

There was a sensation, almost a wince, which ran through the room. Nobody had wanted to ask that question. Well, nobody except for Valtaic. Of course, since he didn’t have the same history with the ship and the rest of the crew, nobody was sure if he was just being his normal, blunt self or if he really wasn’t concerned.

“No,” Stafford said, “I called Tunney back after he gave Jall our orders. We’re all being reassigned.”

Yanick and T’Parief exchanged a worried look. Well, Yanick’s look was worried. T’Parief’s was more along the lines of ‘Separate me from my mate? I’d like to see you try.’ Jeffery glanced over at Wowryk, who simply compressed her lips in a grimace.

“You don’t seem as upset by this as I might have expected,” Wowryk said to him.

“Four and a half years on my first command?” Stafford shrugged, “That’s not bad. Career-wise, I’m actually not in a bad position.”

“Career-wise?” Jeffery jumped up, “CAREER-WISE??? That’s yer big worry, yer career???”

“He’s right, Simon,” Wowryk said calmly, “We all need to think carefully about our options for advancement at this point.”

“That’s what Ah was thinkin’ when Ah told Anselia she should put ye in command of Haven!”

Yanick looked at Wowryk in pleasant surprise.

“Really Noel? Command of your own station? Congratulations!”

“I haven’t decided whether or not I want the position,” Wowryk sniffed.

“As opposed to spending another four years in a sickbay?” Valtaic cocked his head, “Logically, it would seem…”

Jall and Stafford exchanged a worried look. This conversation was venturing into dangerous territory.

“Look, people,” Stafford said, turning his attention to a small tray he’d set on the table earlier, “We all have some thinking and planning to do. And it’s something we all need to think about…on our own time. For now,” he opened a bottle of Matrian wine and poured several glasses. He looked around at the gathered officers for a moment, then raised his glass.

“To us,” he said, “Whatever happens next, we had a good run.”



It wasn’t long before almost everybody had taken off, most of them stopping at the huge windows to look out at the crippled ship on their way out. Soon only Stafford, Sylvia and Noonan were left.

“You were very quiet,” Stafford said, not to either one of them in particular.

“I felt like I was at my own memorial,” Sylvia said, not unkindly. “I don’t suppose it occurred to you that this is my body you’re talking about dismantling.”

Stafford looked surprised.

“I just sort of figured you’d get another one. Maybe something with a bigger computer core?” he said.

“Do you really think Starfleet is that eager to just hand me another ship?” Sylvia crossed her arms, “They weren’t that pleased about having me on Silverado…but at that point none of you knew how to remove me.”

“I’ll probably get another command,” Stafford said, “I can take you with me. Captain’s prerogative.”

Sylvia smiled.

“That’s sweet, Chris,” she said, “I hope you get another ship. I’m sure Anselia would have given you Haven, but Jeffery was pretty sure you didn’t want a station command.”

“I wish he would have asked me,” Stafford grunted, “I’m just surprised he went to Anselia with our ‘Wish Lists’ like that,”

“She went to him,” Sylvia admitted, “She’s basking in the afterglow of a really good evil- alien-ass-kicking. She wanted to show her appreciation,”

They looked out at Silverado for another moment.

“Chris, I was contacted by Starfleet yesterday,” Sylvia said suddenly, “They want me to go to the Daystrom Insititute. For ‘analysis’,”

Stafford’s head whipped around.

“They want to see what makes you tick?” he demanded angrily, “They can’t do that! They can’t order a sentient being to-”

“Cool your engines, star-racer,” Sylvia cut him off, “It wasn’t an order. It was a request.”

“Oh,” Stafford said quietly.

“I turned them down,” she said, “Personal preferences aside, I just,” she paused. “I think they’re envisioning an AI on every ship. I’m flattered that they see how useful I’ve been to you, but I just don’t think the Federation is ready for that kind of thing.”

Stafford considered the ongoing Hologram Rights fracas that was even still working its way through the Federation Council.

“I can see that,” he shrugged.

“Anyway, I promised Yanick I’d help with her egg. I should go,”

She gave Stafford a hug, then left.

Stafford refilled his wine glass, then turned to Noonan.

“And what about you?” he said, smiling. The smile slid off his face. Noonan looked…uncomfortable. It wasn’t something Stafford was used to seeing.

“I’m a bit surprised that nobody tried to make a case for keeping the crew together,” he said slowly, “I would have thought that Yanick especially would have been more vocal on that point,”

Stafford considered this.

“I think everybody was thinking about it,” he replied, “But you heard Tunney’s orders. They’re not transferring us to another ship. That killed the whole idea right there.”

“But do you think they’d like to remain together?” Noonan pressed, “Would you?”

“Well, I mean, Wowryk’s been offered her own command,” Stafford shrugged.

“Which has its own issues right there,” Noonan pointed out.

“You know about that?”

“It is not hard to figure out.”

They were quiet again for a moment. Noonan looked like he was sitting on something very prickly.

“As you know,” he said softly, “I’m not without my own influences. Especially now,”

“I know about your special influences,” Stafford said, “and I can’t condone you brainwashing an Admiral into giving us special treatment,”

“Not like that,” Noonan corrected him. “Chris, you know the fleet was delayed because Fleet Admiral Ra’al refused to give Admiral Tunney a battleship.”

“Yeah,” Stafford frowned, “But you guys showed up with the Medusa, so I assume everything worked out,”

“I had to make a few connections with…a certain branch of Starfleet to get us that ship,” Noonan confessed, “In return, I am now indentured to them for several years,”

Stafford looked down at the table.

“I’m sorry, Matt,” he said, “I didn’t…I mean, we didn’t mean to…”

“It was my decision,” Noonan cut in smoothly, “And for myself, years are nothing. However, it has given me certain connections I didn’t have before.”

With that, he slid a padd across the table. Stafford picked it up. It had the schematics and specifications of a ship he’d never seen before. The saucer was oval, stretched forward in the same manner as a Sovereign-class ship with a pair of heavy impulse engines on the rear edge, attached to a raised structure that seemed to flow forward into the saucer. A short neck, a rarity in modern starship design, connected the saucer to a boat-shaped engineering hull. Further back, a pair of angular pylons supported two long, rounded nacelles. The nacelles were reminiscent of the ones on Silverado, only stretched out and capped with bullet-shaped Bussard collectors.

“It looks like a Sovereign, an Excelsior and an Ambassador-class ship all got together and had a baby,” Stafford said. His eyes poured over the specs. 36 decks, same as Silverado, but far greater in length. Modern weapons, shields and warp drive. It was a nice ship. Big, too. Solid, but without the slightly bloated look that Stafford always felt characterised the Galaxy-class ships.

“It is the new Vimy-class heavy cruiser,” Noonan said as Stafford read, “With the Dominion and Borg threats having receded, Starfleet is again moving in the direction of larger ships capable of long-term exploration missions. The first ship, the USS Vimy Ridge, will be launched in one month.”

“Tunny told us there were no ships launching anytime soon,”

“No ships that require a crew,” Noonan corrected, “The Vimy Ridge’s crew has already been assigned.

“Then why are you telling me this?” Stafford demanded.

Again, Noonan looked very, very uncomfortable.

“My superiors can arrange for you to be given command of the Vimy Ridge,” Noonan said, “Along with whichever officers and crew you wish to bring over from Silverado.”

“There must be a catch,” Stafford said suspiciously.

There was.



Once again, Jall was just making himself comfortable at Steven’s temporary lounge in Atrium One. And once again, he was rudely interrupted.

“Jall! Get out here!” Stafford shouted.

Grabbing his coffee, Jall sauntered over to the door, just about ready to tell Stafford where to go shove it. One look at the uncharacteristic expression of rage on the man’s face changed his mind.

“What’s wrong?”

“We’ve been set up!” Stafford snapped.



Seconds after Stafford had stormed out, Noonan heard the sound of a transporter beam. Without turning, he addressed the new arrival.

“Everybody here believes the Banshee, pardon me, the Medusa, has departed,” he said calmly, “Recalled to Federation space while the rest of the fleet handles security here,”

“We warped out of the system, cloaked, and snuck back in,” Captain Jad Vorezze said.

“I was prepared to return to Federation space with the fleet,” Noonan said, “I have not reneged on our arrangement.”

“Oh, I know. I just thought you’d like the feedback from your little bribery session here,” Vorezze said, pulling out a padd.

“For starters,” he said, “You should have started floating the idea that the crew should stay together while everybody was still in the room. If Stafford had been under pressure from his officers already, he would have been way more receptive to our offer. Even worse, you sat there and said nothing about the directions everybody was taking! You should have fed Yanick’s fear of being separated from her…lizard. You should have tried convincing Sylvia yourself to accept the Daystrom Institute’s offer! And the timing was just SO off! Now this whole thing just reeks of coercion!”

“It is coercion,” Noonan said.

“Of course it is! Section 31 is all about this dark stuff!” Vorezze grimaced, “And you’re going to have to get a lot better at it! Your review so far sucks!”

“You are sounding suspiciously like one of the Qu’Eh,” Noonan said calmly.

“Hey, for all their faults, those guys are meticulous with their paperwork,” Vorezze shrugged.

“I already told you that Stafford will never accept this offer,” Noonan said, “And he’s been exposed to my ‘special talents’ long enough to develop an immunity.”

“I know, I know,” Vorezze waved his hand, “That’s why we had you influence Jeffery into going along with the Matrian Queen’s little vacation-and-reward plan. There’s no way Stafford would be interested in the Vimy Ridge if he was already being offered a whole city,”

“He really isn’t interested in a station command,” Noonan stated.

“Look,” Vorezze let his hands drop to his sides, “Section 31 is barely interested in this whole situation. The Matrians, Stafford, your crappy ship…it’s not important to us. So let’s just say that letting the Dystom Institute get their hands on Sylvia will screw up their AI research in ways that would be…beneficial to Section 31. But the main thing here is that it’s a chance for us to see just how well you’re going to work out for us. So find a way to get Stafford to accept the deal!”

“You could simply kidnap-” Noonan started.

“I told you, we don’t care enough about the situation to take those kinds of measures. It’s up to you to make it happen,” Vorezze crossed his arms, “Now go do it!”

Noonan gave Vorezze just enough to a snarl to expose his fang teeth, then left the room.



“I don’t get what’s going on!” Jall said, trying not to spill his coffee as Stafford dragged him up the stairs towards the passageway leading to the command tower lobby.

“We’ve been played,” Stafford said, “Somebody’s trying to get their hands on Sylvia, and they’re using us to make it happen!”

“What…Sylvia? Who?” Jall stuttered.

“I just had a little chat with Noonan,” Stafford said as they reached the passageway, “And whoever he pulled strings with to get the fleet out here, they’re ready to offer me command of a brand new ship if I talk Sylvia into going into the Daystrom Institute for analysis!”

“A new ship? Really?” Jall was stunned, “That’s great, right?”

“Wake up, San!” Stafford snapped as they reached the turbolifts, “A few hours after we get told our ship is being decommissioned, I just happen to get this offer? Somebody’s been planning this! If they’re willing to go to this much trouble to get Sylvia there, do you think they’re just going to let her walk out again after a couple of gel-pack scans?”

“I think you’re being paranoid,” Jall said, “Sure, there was probably some wheeling and dealing happening, but that happens at Command all the time! It’s politics!”

Stafford looking a little doubtful.

“It’s the Daystom Institute,” Jall said, “Not some secret shadow organization or something! If she’s being studied there then there’s going to be papers published, ethics boards watching the whole thing and the Federation R&D Oversight Committee!”

Stafford worked his mouth for a moment.

“Maybe you’re right,” he admitted, “Maybe I’m right. But I still want to talk to Tunney,”

They arrived at Haven’s command complex, climbed to the second level and faced one of the big screens ringing the deck.

“Could I get Admiral Tunney here, please?” Stafford called up to the command deck, “Starbase 45,”

One of the temporary Matrian crew tapped at his control pulpit. The screen came to life, showing a standard Federation hold message. After a moment, Admiral Tunney appeared on the screen.

“Tunney, how can I,” the middle-aged, goateed Admiral frowned, “Oh. It’s you two. What is it this time? I already told you the decommissioning order was final.”

“Where did that order come from, Admiral,” Stafford asked, “And when?”

“Are you planning on going over my head with this?” Tunney asked wearily, “I mean, if you really want to, knock yourselves out. No skin off my back. But you’ll be wasting your time,”

“Who sent the order?” Stafford pressed.

Sighing, Tunney tapped at his desk.

“It came down through standard channels,” he said, “Through my chain of command back at HQ. It originated from Admiral Grant, who as you know is still working with the refurbishment side of Operation Salvage.” Tunney frowned. “That’s odd,”

“What?”

“The decommissioning order was put through before Lt. Commander Jeffery’s report on the ship’s condition had even reached HQ.” He shrugged, “I guess somebody really had their minds made up. Now, you can call up Admiral Grant if you like, but given what I just told you, I really think you should just let it drop. Enjoy your vacation, think about your options. Once the Matrians have their ships patched up, we’re recalling all of you, along with the fleet. Tunney out.”

They stared at the blank screen for a moment.

“Are you going to talk to Sylvia?” Jall asked.

“No,” Stafford said firmly, “She’s already made up her mind.”



“I’ve already made up my mind,” Wowryk said, “And if Stafford is sending you of all people to try convince me of something, I don’t get where he’s going with this. Really. I mean, you of all people??”

T’Parief crossed his arms as he stood next to Wowryk in the Transit Hub.

“This has nothing to do with the Captain,” he said.

“OK, then what do you want?” she settled back in her desk, “Career stuff? You want to convince me to promote you and give you…what…the First Officer slot?”

T’Parief crossed his arms. He actually had considered asking Wowryk if she was looking for officers to join her, but something in her voice suggested that he probably didn’t want to pursue that one right now.

“I’m here because of Trish,” he said.

Instantly, Wowryk’s entire demeanour shifted. Instead of leaning back with an expression somewhere between annoyance and distaste she immediately leaned forward, her face filling with concern.

“Trish?” she asked, “What’s wrong? Post-partum depression? Is she showing signs of-”

“She cannot decide on a place to live,” T’Parief cut her off, “We have looked Downtown, in the Suburbs, and even Spaceside. She cannot be satisfied! She turned down a dwelling in the North Suburb because the floors had ‘too much wood grain’!”

Wowryk looked dazed.

“Suburbs? Spaceside?” she asked.

“Terms used by the Matrian real estate office,” T’Parief said, “It matters not. How do I satisfy her? We may still be here when our child is hatched, and it is important to her…to both of us, that our child is born in a proper environment.”

“And you think that proper environment is in a home with two unwed parents living in sin?” Wowryk asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Technically, we are common-law at this point,” T’Parief said.

Wowryk frowned.

“OK, whatever,” she shook her head, then thought for a moment.

“T’Parief,” she said, “You’ve been with Yanick for years. And you’ve met her parents, haven’t you?”

“I have,” he nodded. That had certainly been an adventure. He’d even been shot at, an event that had endured Yanick’s family to him in way that they probably would prefer not knowing about.

“Then you have an idea of where she lived as a child, and what she probably wants for her own children,” Wowryk said.

“I had not considered that,” T’Parief said.

“Of course not,” Wowryk said, “You’re a man, and men just don’t realize that your quarters are supposed to be a nurturing home, not just a place to put up your feet, watch the holovision and drink beer!”

T’Parief ignored the remark. He had preparations to make. But first…

“Have you decided whether or not you will be taking command of Haven?” he asked.

Wowryk sighed and almost seemed to deflate.

“It’s not as easy as everybody thinks it is,” she said, “Jeffery thinks I should be jumping for joy, and Stafford and Jall are too afraid I’m going to yell at them again to even ask.” She looked up at T’Parief, “I think you can understand my position, though,”

T’Parief just looked back at her, as if to say ‘If you wish to speak, do so. Or don’t. I’m good either way.’

“If you took command of a ship or a station, it would be great for your career,” Wowryk said, evidently deciding to take the plunge, “But do you really want to give up your job as Security Chief? Blasting bad guys, protecting the crew, being all big and bad? It’s what you love doing. It’s what makes you happy. Is command and responsibility really worth giving that up?”

T’Parief considered this for a moment. Then another.

A minute passed, then two.

“That’s pretty much how I feel,” Wowryk sighed.



Stafford was sitting in his quarters, mulling over his options. He could just not get involved; head back to Federation space and hope that his next assignment was a decent one. Unfortunately, if somebody at Command was playing political games with his crew, there was nothing to say they wouldn’t punish him for not playing their game. He might find himself in command of a garbage scow. Or, he could go find Sylvia and convince her that agreeing to an assignment at the Daystrom Institude for ‘study’ was a good idea, regardless of whether or not the Federation was ready for the leap in AI technology that Sylvia’s accidental creation represented.

The idea that he could go to Anselia and try to get her to give him command of Haven crossed his mind. Sure, he didn’t really want to be in charge of a giant, floating city. But it would be a way to escape his other situation.

He stood, drink in one hand, looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows of his apartment and out over the city. He’d chosen a place in one of the smaller clusters of buildings that sat between the ring-shaped lake and the thick, outer rim of the city; an area nicknamed ‘the Suburbs’. From his window he could see the shining buildings of downtown, with the thick, tapered Command Tower spearing right up to the clear dome covering the city. The Command Complex was not only perched atop this tower, it was embedded in the dome. There, the temporary Matrian crew along with several of his junior officers were handling the day-to-day operations of the three-kilometer-plus diameter city. Which, given that the city was deserted, really didn’t amount to much. But sooner or later the Matrians would open it up to habitation and the city would be flooded with tens, maybe hundreds of thousands, maybe even a million civilians along with the staff needed to operate the city. Considering Matria Prime’s new status as a Federation member world, half of that staff was likely to be Starfleet. The other half would consist of Matrian officers trying to adapt to life in a galactic community.

Nope, there was no way he wanted command of this place.

There was a soft chime from the apartment computer. He turned and walked down the comfortable hallway to the front door.

Fifebee and Valtaic stepped briskly in. No bottle of wine, no cheese plate. Nothing. Just what he’d expect from a pair of people who cared little for social niceties.

“Can I help you?” Stafford asked sarcastically, standing next to the door while Fifebee and Valtaic proceeded right past him and into his living room.

“I wish to know if you plan on taking any action geared on keeping the crew together,” Valtaic said immediately, “Otherwise, I will begin collecting letters of recommendation,”

“And I wanted to speak to you regarding my own career pathing,” Fifebee said.

Stafford took a long swig of his drink, then sat down.

“I don’t know if we’re going to try to keep the crew together,” he admitted, “Honestly, I thought everybody would be thrilled to move on in their lives,”

“I just got here,” Valtaic pointed out.

“Well, yeah, there’s that,”

Stafford was quiet for a moment.

“OK, look. I don’t have any answers for you at this point. It’s just too…too early. I’m not even sure what I want!” he took another swig of his drink, “I like the crew we have. I think we work well together. But four and a half years is a decent run for a crew, and I can’t help but think that it’s time to cut everybody loose so they can go their separate ways,”

“Even if we don’t know where those ways will take us yet,” Fifebee arched an eyebrow.

“Exactly.”

“Very well,” she stood. As she and Valtaic departed, Stafford noticed a small device on the floor outside his door.

“Did one of you drop this?” he asked.

“I did not,” replied Fifebee. Valtaic shook his head.

“Huh. Whatever,”

Bidding them good evening, Stafford stepped back into his apartment and carried the spherical device into his living room. It had several small, crystalline nodes on the outside, almost like emitters of some kind.

There was a flash of light from the device, and Stafford suddenly found himself standing on a starship bridge. It wasn’t any ship he recognized, but it was definitely Starfleet. The colours had more reds and creams in them than he was used to, telling him it must be a newer design. The layout was similar to Silverado’s bridge, with a sleek conn/ops console, port and starboard auxiliary consoles and engineering and sciences towards the back. Instead of a tactical rail, a solid looking panel rose out of the floor behind the command chair.

“Utopia Planetia Control has cleared us for launch, Captain,” Lieutenant Yanick said from the helm.

“All decks signal ready, sir,” an unfamiliar officer said from the First Officer’s seat.

“Sensors are clear,” T’Parief called from tactical.

Stafford stood there, trying to tear his eyes away from the modern panels, the crisp, sleek layout and the inviting image of the open end of a shipyard up on the screen.

With a shout of anger, he threw the device away. There was a crash as it hit the wall, then the scene around him vanished.



“That was properly planned,” Captain Velorn, Section 31 Advisor to the USS Banshee said as he, Noonan and Vorezze watched the spy footage of Stafford’s little fit on the screen, “You’ve dangled the bait before him, and how you’re making it even more irresistible.”

“Why is the Daystrom Institute going to all this trouble to get their hands on Sylvia?” Noonan asked, ignoring Velorn’s praise.

“They aren’t, we are,” Velorn waved a hand, “Our own research on cybernetic AI shows that Sylvia’s a dead-end. They’ll never reproduce the sequence of events that created her, and even if they did, the ethical concerns over the use of living tissue and artificial personality will keep the whole thing tied in permanent knots. And Section 31 prefers that Starfleet not attain any significant advances in AI research for at least another century,”

“I see,” Noonan relaxed, trying to get a sense of just how honest Velorn was being with him, “Why not simply order her there?”

“Too risky, after the whole Data incident some years back,” Velorn said, “We want her moved there with as little publicity as possible.”

<The better to be able to make her disappear, if the Daystrom Institue actually produces results.>

This last wasn’t spoken, nor was it distinctly thought. It was just a sense. A feeling.

But Section 31 had specifically wanted Noonan for his ‘feelings’.

And this feeling was definitely telling him that Sylvia needed to stay far, far away.

“Anyway,” Vorezze cut in, “Now that we have Stafford literally drooling for that ship, let’s put Phase 2 into play,”

“Yes,” Noonan said, his eyes narrowing ever so slightly, “Let us proceed,”

Section 31 wanted to see how well he could play these sorts of games? That was fine by him!



Another day, another sunrise.

T’Parief had taken Yanick to the roof of an apartment block attached to the outer rim of Haven. Before them, clusters of windows reflected the stars, the buildings either uninhabited or simply darkened in the deep hours of the night. Overhead, through the clear dome covering the city, they could see the dim shape of Matria Prime’s night side. Splashes of light lit the dark globe where ground-based cities slumbered.

On the horizon, there was a steadily growing glow. The atmosphere of the planet started to take a hazy, blue colour and the shapes of the spires and towers of Haven slowly become visible. Then, as Haven’s orbit brought it around the planet, the sun seemed to jump over the horizon in a brilliant blaze of light.

Next to him, Yanick snuggled against his side.

“OK,” she smiled, “I see why you wanted to wake up so early. It’s beautiful,”

T’Parief didn’t necessarily agree. To his mind, the wispy atmosphere of Matria Prime, the dome above them and finally the city of Haven itself just seemed far too fragile to be beautiful. But part of a relationship, regardless of your culture, was indulging your mate’s interests from time to time.

“It would be a good place for our child to hatch,” he said calmly.

“You think?” Yanick said, looking up at him.

“It is the site of a great battle, and a place you find beautiful,” he replied, “It has…something of each of us,”

“Hmmm,” Yanick smiled, “That’s a great way to think of it. But…Pari…you know, we never really discussed…I mean, we never talked about having a baby,”

T’Parief blinked. What? They had had sex, repeatedly. There was now an egg. End of story.

“We didn’t think it was going to be this easy,” he said.

Easy??? Yanick thought to herself. I was running around fat as a cow all through TWO rescue missions!

“Being a mom is a big thing,” Yanick said, “I haven’t even told my parents yet,”

“I informed my mother,” T’Parief said, surprising her, “She simply asked if I wanted the ceremonial birthing gown shipped out,”

“Birthing gown?”

“You wouldn’t like it. Too many spikes. Aside from which, we probably won’t need it for a hatching,”

“Oh,” Yanick was quiet, “So, you’re really OK with this? You just, y’know, plow along like you do with everything. I don’t know if you’re happy, or upset, or just don’t care…”

“The birthing of spawn is an occasion to be celebrated,” T’Parief replied firmly, “Think on it no further,”

“OK,” Yanick gave a small grin.

Besides, T’Parief thought to himself, making the child was the easy part. Deciding how to raise it will prove to be…interesting. Oh yes, there were definitely going to be issues down the road.

They sat for another moment, then T’Parief rose and helped Yanick to her feet.

“Come, I have something else to show you,”

They walked back to the roof access. Haven had been designed to make the best use of available space, and so most buildings had rooftop gardens, parks etc. The grass and shrubbery on that particular apartment building was still recovering from hibernation, but the glass-paneled doors leading back into the building looked good-as-new.

They took a turbolift down to the first floor, well over twenty levels below them. They walked a few paces to a wood-paneled door, which obediently slid open for them.

“Another apartment?” Yanick almost groaned.

T’Parief simply led her inside.

The suite clearly took up a good portion of the ‘ground’ floor of the building. Instead of the unending floor-to-ceiling windows of the other suites they’d looked at, this one had more of a mix of wall and window. Sunlight was peeking in from the fresh new day outside.

Yanick was walking around the main living area.

“Something’s…different,” she said. She paced around, then marched off down the hall to the den, the master bedroom, the recreation area and the nursery. In many ways, it wasn’t any different from the other dozen or two units they’d viewed. It was larger and spread out over one level, as opposed to the compact multi-level units they’d seen. Of course, being in a wide building attached to the outer rim instead of in a tower made the single-level design more practical. Suddenly, Yanick found her attention drawn to a pattern on the wall.

It took her a moment to realize what she was looking at. Shadows. Slowly shifting shadows as the sun shone through the trees outside the window.

Trees?

Running back to the living area, Yanick threw open a glass panel she’d barely noticed before and found herself not on a balcony, but standing in a grassy yard. Behind her, the building towered above and the upper lip of the solid outer rim was visible where metal met transparent dome. But in front of her the buildings were half-obscured by slowly-recovering Matrian trees. In the open gaps, she could see Downtown in the distance. They must be looking through the gap between two of the clusters of buildings that made up the Suburbs, she realized. The scent of fresh water from the lake wafted through the air as a gentle breeze blew through the trees.

T’Parief stepped out to join her as she kicked off her shoes and let her bare toes sink into the soft grass.

“This is exactly what the other places were missing,” Yanick said, sighing contentedly, “It’s perfect. We’ll move in right away! Oh, Pari! Thank you!” She grabbed him and kissed him passionately.

And thank you, Dr. Wowryk. T’Parief thought to himself.



Stafford and Jeffery were sitting in the lounge looking out at Silverado’s dark form. He had to hand it to them, the Matrians Anselia had assigned to oversee their vacation were world-class. They’d apparently noticed that the Silverado officers were spending a lot of time in the unfinished lounge overlooking their ship and had called in a construction crew to finish basic construction and to help Steven move his temporary Silverado establishment out from the Atrium. They each had a plate of brunch-type food in front of them, but Stafford was just picking listless at his.

“So, nothin’ new on yer new career-advancing assignment?” Jeffery asked, just a bit of bite in his tone.

“Nope, you?” Stafford shot back.

“A whole ship full of people, and the only ones with assignment offers are Noel and Sylvia,” Jeffery sighed.

“About that,” Stafford jumped at the opening Jeffery had given him, “What do you think about this Daystrom institute thing?”

“Ye mean with Sylvia?” Jeffery shrugged, “Why?”

“Well, you know her better than any of us,” Stafford pointed out, “You two spent a lot of time together when Tunney had you doing your little repair tour,”

“Aye,” Jeffery looked sad for a moment, “To the USS Stallion,” he said, toasting with his orange juice, “She was a piece of junk, but she saved our lives,”

Stafford lifted his coffee in reply.

“Have you heard from any of the Stallion officers? You knew them, after all,”

“Aye,” Jeffery said, “We had a round of pints at Queen Anselia’s ‘End of the Occupation’ Ball. They’re off helpin’ the rest of the fleet,”

“Good. But back to Sylvia,” Stafford put his coffee back on the table, “Do you think she’d like it at the Daystom Institute?”

“How the bleedin’ hell would I know?” Jeffery chuckled, “Ah’ve never been,”

“I guess,” Stafford said, trying to figure out just how to phrase things, “I just…I wonder if maybe she’s turning down this offer before she’s had a chance to consider the benefits,”

“Not thinkin’ somethin’ through?” Jeffery raised an eyebrow and poked his Eggs a la Kroxnik, “That doesn’t sound like Sylvia to me,”

“I know,” Stafford said, “But, I mean, what if there were ways that…other people…could benefit from that?”

Jeffery looked up.

“Ye know somethin’ Ah don’t,” he accused, “Ye’ve got the same look ye did when Cynthia Folsen was cheaten’ on me, back on the Exeter,”

“Cynthia Folsen is ancient history,” Stafford tried to distract Jeffery.

“Ye were the one she was cheaten on me with!”

“Well, technically, you could say she was cheating on ME with YOU,” Stafford shrugged. Ahh, crises averted.

“Ye can’t distract me that easy,” Jeffery said, “What are ye hidin’?”

Or maybe not. OK, fine. Time to come clean.

“Some of Noonan’s shady new connections have offered to give me command of a new ship if I convince Sylvia to take the assignment,” Stafford said, pulling out the padd Noonan had given him, “Along with letting me bring anybody I want from Silverado,”

Jeffery didn’t even look at the padd.

“Don’t do it,” he said immediately, “It’s shady, it’s suspicious, and nothin’ done like that EVER turns out good,”

“But…Simon…look at the ship!”

Jeffery continuted to ignore the padd.

“Ye do this for them, then five years down the road they’re gonna come askin’ for another favour,” he said, “And they’ll have yer precious career by the short hairs if ye play their game,”

Stafford grunted.

“I know,” he said, “But you can’t tell me that keeping our team together isn’t worth a bit of risk,”

“Not this kind,” Jeffery said.

“Even if it would keep you close to Noel?” Stafford added, “You know she’s not going to take the Haven assignment. She hated leading the Rebellion. She wants to go back to being a doctor,”

Jeffery glared at him, then snatched the padd. His jaw dropped.

“Vimy-class?” his jaw dropped, “They almost used them as a test-bed for the Quantum Slipstream Drive prototype! Ah mean, it turned out the drive wasn’t even close to ready for a ship that size, but,” he scrolled through the padd, “Ohhh, they left the mounting points and power conduits in for future developments!”

Jeffery suddenly slammed the padd back down on the table.

“Nay,” he said, “Don’t even look at it. Throw it away, Chris, and pretend it never happened.

“Captain Stafford, Lt Commander Jeffery,” a voice cut in. It was Valtaic.

“Riven,” Stafford said, calmly putting away the padd and gesturing at an empty seat, “We could use a little distraction,”

“Then I am able to accommodate,” the dark-skinned officer said, taking a seat and setting several padds down on the table, “Our new assignments have come through from Starfleet Command. I’ve already notified the others; they will be joining us shortly.”

“Let’s wait, then,” Stafford said before Jeffery could fish his padd out of the pile, “We’ll see what the future holds together, shall we?”



It wasn’t long before the rest of the senior staff, plus Sylvia had arrived. It was barely lunch time, but Steven had produced a round of drinks anyway.

“To the future,” Stafford said, raising his glass. Uneasily, the rest followed suit.

“All right,” Jall shrugged, “time to open our Christmas presents, huh?”

“Yup,” Yanick said, looking at the pile of padds, “Time to take the plunge.”

They all continued staring at the pile.

“Oh, fine,” Wowryk grabbed hers from the stack. She wouldn’t say it to the others, but she really wanted to know what alternative Starfleet was offering to the Haven thing, “Where am I going? Stafleet Medical? Or some backwater to pull splinters out of somebody’s finger?”

She turned on the padd, the rest watching eagerly. Her eyebrows rose for a moment, then her face fell.

“What is it?” Yanick demanded, “Is it the splinters? Or maybe ingrown toenails?”

Wowryk didn’t say anything, only tossed her padd in Stafford’s direction with a look of disgust.

Stafford gingerly picked it up.

“Commanding Officer, Starbase 341:Haven,” he read, “Ohhh,”

“I don’t want it,” Wowryk said flatly, “I’ve thought about it, I know it’s a good career move…and maybe one day I’ll go in that direction. But I’m not ready for command. This whole Rebellion thing…it was a once-in-a-lifetime experience. But I’m not ready to do something like that again,”

T’Parief pulled his padd out of the pile.

“Executive Supervising Officer of the New Zealand Penel Colony,” he read. There was a rattle in his throat. No combat. No Hazardous Team. No glorious slaughter of the enemy. Just a recovery paradise for what passed for criminals in the Federation.

Yanick’s turn.

“Traffic control, Starbase 213,” she said, “But that’s over fifty light years from Earth! They can’t do that, Pari and I are having a baby!”

“You’re not married,” Wowryk said, “And if you didn’t register with Starfleet as common-law, they don’t have to post you together,”

“But we can appeal this, right?” Yanick demanded, “I mean, hello? Baby!”

“You can,” Stafford said, “But by the time you got everything cleared up…it could take a year,”

“Or more, if somebody wants to tangle the red tape,” Jall added. He would know, his demotion appeal had been purposefully sabotaged for four years. He pulled out his own padd.

“First Officer, Deep Space 12,” he read.

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Stafford said.

“Except that this is the fourth Deep Space 12 they’ve built,” Jall said, reading from the padd, “Some hostile race called the Lasmi blew up the first three,”

“Rough deal,”

“Ah’m overseein’ Silverado’s deconstruction,” Jeffery said glumly.

“Pacifica,” Valtaic said, looking displeased.

“Ohh, great beaches,” Yanick said.

“For an alien who generates as much energy as Valtaic, a water planet is not a pleasant posting,” Fifebee pointed out, “Incidentally, I have been assigned to a dead-end posting on the science colony of Starung IV,”

Taking a deep breath, Stafford took the last padd on the table.

“Captain of the USS Weir,” he said glumly, “Oberth-class science ship. Obsolete, and what the hell do I know about science anyway!?”

They sat around the table in silence for a moment.

“Well,” Sylvia said, trying to be cheerful, “At least now you know where you’ll be going and can start making plans, right? I mean, it can’t be that bad,”

Stafford started to open his mouth.

“Shut it, Chris,” Jeffery said warningly.

“Jeffery, I have to at least say something,” he said.

“You mean,” Jall started, a look of realization on his face, “Ohhh, you told the engineer.”

“Told him what?” Yanick asked, “And, more importantly, why didn’t you tell me?”

“I’ll tell all of you,” Stafford said, closing his eyes for a moment. “I think somebody screwed us over with bad assignments on purpose,”

There was the predictable chaos at the table. Questions, objections, accusations. Etc. You get the picture.

“How do you know this?” Fifebee asked.

“Because right after we got the decommissioning orders, Noonan told me that the same people who arranged for the Medusa to lead the fleet out here to kick Qu’Eh butt could arrange for all of us to get a new ship,” Stafford said.

“This sounds unsavoury,” Valtaic said.

“It is!” Jeffery said loudly, “Totally!”

“Why?” Sylvia asked.

“Because,” Stafford said tiredly, “In return, they want me to convince you to take the assignment to the Daystrom Institute,”

There was silence around the table. Sylvia looked thoughtful.

“So if I go to the Daystrom Institute for study, you will all be assigned to a new, top-of- the-line ship?” she asked.

“Well, myself and anybody I want to take with me,” Stafford started, glancing in Jall’s direction only to have Yanick kick him under the table. “Er, yes. All of us.”

“I see,” Sylvia stood and started walked to the door.

“WHOAH! Where do ye think yer goin’?” Jeffery demanded.

“To accept the assignment,” Sylvia said, “Where else?”

“No, ye can’t,”” Jeffery said firmly.

“I agree,” Stafford said, “We can’t ask you to do this,”

“You didn’t,” Sylvia said.

“He didn’t ask,” Wowryk said, giving Stafford a dark look, “But he did manipulate you into a position where you would feel obligated to offer,”

“Well, that wasn’t exactly my plan,” Stafford cleared his throat.

“How could you do that?” Yanick demanded, “That’s….that’s…”

“Really not on!” Jall finished, “And Sylvia, no. I’m not going to any fancy ship if I have to think about you stuck in some lab!”

“As opposed to what, San?” Sylvia asked, “An assignment to a space station with a 75% chance of being destroyed?”

“We’re being played,” Stafford said, “Decommissioning Silverado, dangling this new ship in front of me, giving us all awful assignments. Once again, we’re stuck right in the middle of somebody else’s game!”

<Yes, but they’re not the only ones that know how to play games.>

“Who said that?” Stafford demanded.

“I said,” T’Parief broke in calmly, “I will not be manipulated. I will resign my commission and join Yanick, so that we may raise our spawn together.”

“Then I quit too!” Yanick said, “The Matrians will let us stay here, right?”

“If they won’t,” Wowryk said firmly, “I will, seeing as how it seems I will have command of this infernal place thrust upon me,”

“T’Parief found us the perfect apartment,” Yanick said smiling sadly, “With trees, and bunnies…well, no bunnies. But there’s so much grass, I could probably have bunnies.”

“You guys can’t throw away your careers over this,” Sylvia said, “I’m so glad you’re making this commitment to be good parents, but if I go to the Daystrom Institute, you can raise the baby together on the…what’s the ship called, Chris?”

“Hmm?” Stafford looked up. He was still trying to figure out where that voice had come from. It had almost sounded like Noonan’s. Was his former First Officer trying to tell him something? “The USS Vimy Ridge,”

“Vimy Ridge? Never heard of it,” Jall said.

“Vimy Ridge was the site of a major battle in Earth’s first World War,” Fifebee recited, “It was an allied victory, and is notable as being the first battle in which the four distinct units of the Canadian Expeditionary Force fought together as a cohesive whole. Many historians consider it a defining moment in Canada’s growth as a nation,”

“That’s great,” Jall said in a clear ‘I-don’t-care’ tone, “But I still don’t give a shit about this whole ‘Needs of the many, needs of the one’ situation.”

“He’s right, Sylvia,” Stafford sighed, “It’s too risky. Look at the games they’re playing to get you there. They want you fairly badly. Who knows what kind of tricks they’d pull to keep you there once they’ve got their hands on you?”

“Or make ye disappear,” Jeffery said darkly.

Slowly, reluctantly, Sylvia sat back down.

“So,” Jall said after a moment, “Where does this leave us?

“Up several different shit creeks,” Stafford grumbled, “And nobody has a paddle.”

There was a commotion at the door as several members of Matrian security rushed in, each of them armed and wearing body armour.

“Oh really,” a familiar voice called, “We’re in the city of Haven…what kind of threat could there possibly be!”

“Just a precaution, your Highnesses,” one of the guards said.

Stafford and his crew rose as Queen Anselia and King Hektor walked into the lounge.

“May we interrupt?” Anselia asked.

“Your Majesty,” Stafford said, “We weren’t expecting you up here,”

“Chris, just because we haven’t been sleeping together anymore doesn’t mean you have to go back to being so formal!” Anselia teased.

Stafford smiled sadly. He hadn’t been surprised when his relationship with Anselia had petered out. After all, she had a planet to get back into order.

King Hektor was taking in the glum expressions around him, then looked over at the discarded message padds still on the table.

“Bad news?” he inquired politely.

“You could say that,” Stafford sighed.

“We got screwed,” Jall said bluntly.

“Your new assignments?” Hektor asked.

“Yeah,”

Anselia and Hektor exchanged a look.

“I had,” Anselia said, “The strangest experience last night…”



Aboard the USS Banshee, Commander Noonan was riding the turbolift to the bridge when he felt the ship accelerate into warp. As the doors hissed open, he stepped towards Captain Vorezze’s chair.

“Are we leaving already?” he asked.

“Section 31 just put a kibosh on the whole deal,” Vorezze said, his arms crossed, “You know anything about that?”

“I’ve been in my quarters all night,” Noonan said innocently.

“I know. We already checked the security footage,”

“And the communications logs,” Captain Velorn cut in.

“What happened?” Noonan asked.

“It seems that the Matrians are already starting to play in the Federation political games,” Velorn said, sounding as annoyed as a Vulcan can, “And, unfortunately, they’re goals seem to clash somewhat with ours,”

“How unfortunate,” Noonan said. Now, for one of the first times since starting this assignment with the Banshee crew, he reached out with the full power of his mind, “But I assure you, I had nothing to do with it. I put my best efforts into convincing Captain Stafford that sending Sylvia to the Daystom Institute was the proper choice,”

“Oh we don’t dispute that one bit,” Vorezze said, looking slightly dazed.

“Indeed,” Velorn agreed, “In fact, your initial performance assessment will be quite favourable.”

“Thank you,” Noonan said, turning to leave the bridge.

Section 31 thought they were the masters of the dark arts? HAH!

Working ‘for’ them was going to be very, very interesting.





The night before…



Queen Anselia had finally retired to her chambers after a very, very hectic day. The Historical Committee was calling for the tunnels under Matronus that had been used as a rebel base to be preserved for posterity. And they were still squabbling over whether or not to open the Haven launch base for scientific study. The first-stage antigravity structure that had pushed the city out of the sand was still sitting in the crater, along with the energy beam that had powered Haven’s engines for the ascent. The technology was unlike any other Old Matrian technology they’d found. And of course the Cultural Committee had given a long, boring report on the latest finds from the team studying the tribe of ‘primitive’ Matrians that had been found living on an equatorial island.

All in all, getting her planet back into order was turning into a ridiculous amount of work. But at least the Silverado officers, the Senousians and those Matrians that had done the bulk of the fighting were getting some much-deserved down time.

And now it was her turn. Anselia collapsed on the bed, ready to fall into a deep sleep. She relaxed her body completely and closed her eyes.

And, suddenly, found herself rising from bed, eyes opening. She wasn’t doing it, of that she was certain. Her limbs were simply moving themselves, as though she was a puppet being controlled by a series of strings.

Her puppet-master walked her over to her data console, where she sat down and accessed the link-up to the Federation data net. Her hands danced over the panel of their own volition, pulling up Starfleet message traffic. On her screen, she saw the assignments that were being offered to the men and women that had worked so hard to save her planet.

They were abysmal.

The ship was being scrapped, the crew scattered.

Of course, she didn’t know the Silverado crewmembers that well, other than Stafford. How was she to know what they’d want?

Her fingers danced again, pulling up her messaging system, then composing a communication to the Federation Council. Before the ‘send’ button could be pressed, however, a voice rang out in her head.

<What happens next is up to you.> it said.

And suddenly, her body was her own again.

Anselia stared at the screen for a moment, re-reading the message, then hit ‘Send’.



“It was very disturbing,” she said to the gathered Silverado crew, “And yet, I felt no hint of malice or threat,”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Stafford said, “I…well, let’s just say I have a fairly good idea who it was. He’s a good guy,”

“Yes, I had that sense,” Anselia said, “In any event, it…he…seemed eager to show me that as the leader of a member world, I seem to have a strong influence over events in my local territory. But I will force nothing on you.”

She snapped her fingers. A council page stepped forward, then gently placed a padd on the table in front of Stafford.

“Accept, or decline. It is your choice entirely,” Anselia said, “Now, I have much business to attend to. But please, let me again thank you for everything you’ve done here,”

With that, Anselia, Hektor and their escort left, leaving the Silverado staff back where they started.

Except for one more padd.

Everybody stared.

“Well pick it up already!” Wowryk snapped, causing everybody to jump.

Stafford gingerly picked up the padd and started reading. The other staff could only catch a few words.

“Pending your approval…Haven shipyard…offer of…”

He smiled.

“Well?” Jall demanded.

“Do you remember how part of the Federation membership agreement with the Matrians included Federation shipbuilding?”

“Yes…”

“Well,” Stafford swallowed, “The Matrians have decided that the best way to learn about Federation shipbuilding is to tear apart and rebuild an existing space-frame,”

He held his thumb over the ‘Approval’ icon on the padd.

“And it just so happens we have a ship that would benefit from a complete rebuild,” he looked out the window at the USS Silverado, “And a crew to take her out once they’re finished with her,”

“So,” he said, looking back at his crew, “the only question is, would anybody be interested in taking the old girl out for another spin?”
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Fright or Fancy - 2013 Halloween Special

“Ready?”

“I am.”

“Yer sure? Ah’d hate to have another accident like last time. Me ears tingled for a week!”

“I assure you, I have performed this process sufficiently to become very adept at it,”

“If ye say so,”

“Can we hurry this up?” Captain Christopher Stafford demanded impatiently, arms crossed, one foot tapping impatiently on the gangway deck, “We have a mission to accomplish, and Steven’s ‘Thank God It’s Tuesday’ lasagna isn’t going to eat itself!”

Ignoring the social irrelevancy, Lt Riven Valtaic pushed both hands into the tangle of cables and components spilling out of the access panel next to Silverado’s port torpedo bay airlock. The outside of the door, the side usually exposed to the harsh vacuum of space. Since the ship had been recovered from its slowly decaying orbit around Matria Prime and moved into Haven’s Number Three Shipyard, gangways and umbilicals had been connected one after another to the derelict ship. Power conduits, docking clamps, structural integrity field extension waveguides, fuel conduits, air, water, sewage…every possible resource that might be needed during the lengthy teardown and rebuilding of the Ambassador-class ship had been made available.

Unfortunately, being a derelict, the ship wasn’t able to use any of it yet. Every system had been fried during Commander Jall’s sabotage of the ship; his effort to keep advanced Federation technology out of the hands of the Qu’Eh. And despite the slave labour of the crew employed by said bad-guys after the ship had been captured, only limited repairs had been completed to parts of the ship.

Which led to the current situation: Valtaic, elbows deep in airlock guts while Stafford complained impatiently and Jeffery braced himself for what was likely to be a very unpleasant electrical experience.

“Eep,” Jeffery hugged himself, careful not to touch the bulkheads, railings or pretty much anything at that point.

Valtaic closed his eyes. There was a brilliant flash of light from within the open panel, followed by a series of small but bright electrical arcs that danced around the three men.

The light show continued for a couple of seconds, then fizzled out. A thin wisp of smoke slowly drifted out of the panel as Valtaic withdrew his hands.

“Well that was lovely,” Jeffery commented.

“Are you guys still alive up there?” a voice called from halfway down the gangway.

“Yeah,” Stafford called back.

There was the sound of footsteps, then Commander San Jall joined the group.

“Wow,” he said, looking from Stafford to Jeffery and back again, “I was right. Staying up here was dangerous,”

“Huh? We’re fine!” Stafford frowned.

“Uh, in body, maybe. But your hair…tsk tsk. I know people who would call that murder,” Jall pointed at Stafford’s head.

Stafford glared at his First Officer in annoyance as his hand moved to check his hair. Sure enough, the electric discharge had left it standing perfectly on end. A quick glance over at Jeffery confirmed that he too was suffering at the hands of an angry hair god.

Jall’s careful hairdo, luckily, remained undisturbed. He dropped the case that he’d carried slung on one shoulder and began handing out flashlights and oxygen masks.

“The security measures have been removed from the airlock door,” Valtaic said. He braced himself, dug his dark fingers between the door panels and, with a grunt of effort, slid them open.

“At least he can keep focused on the task at hand,” Stafford said pointedly to Jall.

“Hey, looking good is ALWAYS the task at hand!” Jall replied, deadpan.

“It’s so nice to have the family back together,” Jeffery muttered, strapping on his mask as he followed them into the dark ship.



Down in the nearly deserted mall, Noel Wowryk and Trish Yanick were seated at a table near a public replicator.

“Matthew,” Dr. Wowryk said, pouring a tiny amount of cream in her coffee. She said very properly in her chair: spine neutral, back not touching the padded chair back. Her hair was as immaculate as ever in it’s regulation bun, and her skin was its usual flawless cream colour. The recent stresses of running with the Matrian rebels as they fought to throw off the Qu’Eh were visible only in her expression, which was slightly more pinched than usual.

“Matthew Sheppard,” Sylvia piped in, “Tortured and murdered in October 1998, Earth Old Date. Considered a brutal hate crime,”

“No,” Lieutenant Yanick shook her head, careful not to jostle the egg she held cradled in a heavy blanket, “That’s a very sad legacy to carry,”

“Trish, that happened hundreds of years ago!” Wowryk replied.

“Still!” The exact opposite of Wowryk, Yanick was slumped in her seat. Her civilian attire was rumpled and stained, her hair hung down limply and her eyes were dark from lack of sleep. She’d dumped a half a pound of sugar in her coffee, then promptly forgot about the cup as her attention returned to the egg.

“All right then,” Wowryk said calmly, “Mark,”

“Mark Duggan was among the most violent gang criminal in Europe near the beginning of the 21st Century,” Sylvia’s voice cut in again. Unlike the two biological women, Sylvia’s voice was coming through a comm-badge sitting on the table. She was still running on a small Federation computer core that had been captured by Matrian rebels before the Qu’Eh attack.

“Definitely not,” Yanick’s lips twisted.

“Luke?”

“Luke Skywalker was a galactic hero in the Star Wars saga,” Sylvia said helpfully, “Unfortunately, in 2212, a human living on Alpha Centuri by the name of Luke Sandlewood legally changed his name to Luke Skywalker and assassinated the governor of the colony with a modified mining laser,”

“You’re not helping,” Wowryk glanced down at the comm badge as she sipped her coffee.

“Trish already said no religious names,” Sylvia replied, “But if you insist on going through all thirteen apostles, I’m sure I can find issue with each one. Even Rufus,”

“There was NEVER a thirteenth apostle named Rufus!” Wowryk snapped, her calm breaking for the first time that day.

“Really?” Sylvia was silent for a moment, “I’m sorry, that query somehow wound up going to the pop culture database instead of the factual one. My mistake.”

“You could name the child Judas, as an anti-religious statement,” this time it was Fifebee’s voice coming through the comm link.

“Jane, do you mind?” Sylvia asked.

“I simply wanted to be included in the ‘girl time’,” Fifebee replied.

“Then you could have WALKED over to the table! You’ve got your own body!” Sylvia shot back.

“A valid point,” Fifebee conceded. There was a holographic shimmer nearby, then Fifebee appeared. She walked five paces to the table, then sat.

“And I do not seriously recommend you name the child Judas,” she continued, “As human males with that name have an average life span of 3.78 years less than that of other males.”

“I’M NOT NAMING THE BABY JUDAS!” Yanick shrieked, her words echoing through the empty mall. Her voice dropped back down to a murmur as she clutched the egg, “We don’t even know if it’s a him or her, yet,”

“Or perhaps a third gender,” Fifebee supplied helpfully, “After all, even normal human fetuses have the potential for intersex development. Surely the child’s unusual parentage would provide the-”

Sylvia elbowed Fifebee in the side, but it was too lake. Tears were already forming on Yanick’s face. Wowryk pulled out her medical tricorder.

“Your hormone levels are getting into the red zone again,” Wowryk said, draining her coffee in one gulp, “Let’s get back up to the clinic. I’ll even run ANOTHER genetic scan on the child, just to be sure everything’s OK,” she added, with a pointed glare in Fifebee’s direction.

“I was just trying to be helpful,” Fifebee muttered.



Simon Jeffery eased his way into Silverado’s Impulse Engineering compartment. The room was smaller than its Main Engineering counterpart, and instead of the vertical warp-core shaft it featured a broad transparent aluminum window that looked over the bank of six impulse reactors that powered Silverado’s sub-light drive system and provided auxiliary power to ship systems. Or at least they did, before Jall went and fried them all. The members of the crew captured by the Qu’Eh had affected some repairs, including several of the impulse reactors, but after their rescue the ship had fallen derelict again. On the wall, several panels worth of power distribution circuitry was exposed. Some of the circuits had been repaired, but most were blackened and scorched. The ship was still completely dark, the bulkheads lit only by Jeffery’s hand light. The air he breathed came from his mask instead of the life support systems, and the light gravity was generated by the shipyard, not the ship’s own grav plating.

Blowing an impulse reactor overload into every system on the ship. Of all the ways to stop the ship from falling into enemy hands, that bugger HAD to choose the one that would produce the most amount of work for Jeffery.

“Ach, me poor girl,” Jeffery sighed, running one hand over a dark panel. He tapped his comm badge.

“Jeffery to Dekaire,” he said, “Ah’m in place. Bring the first power conduit online, an Ah’ll start redirectin the flow from here,”

“Of course, Simon,” Dekaire’s voice seemed to purr.

There was a hum, then emergency lights slowly came on line. With a series of beeps, the panel next to the power circuits flickered to life. The ship groaned as various half-repaired systems starting gobbling power. Jeffery’s hands danced over the distribution panel as he made adjustments and balanced the flow.

“SSSSiiiiimmmoooonnnnnnn……..”

Jeffery jumped so hard in the low gravity that he bounced his head off the ceiling.

“Intruder alert!” he barked into his comm badge, “Impulse engineering!”

His light was flashing all around the room, frantically investigating every shadow cast by the emergency lighting system.

“Mr. Jeffery, what’s going on?” T’Parief’s annoyed voice came over the line, “You know there are no life-signs on the ship! We checked that! The Captain was very clear that he does not want to be crawling around in the dark with some leftover Qu’Eh saboteur! As much as I would relish the chase…”

“But I-”

The ship rumbled and groaned again, this time lurching slightly to one side.

“Dekaire to Jeffery!” the Matrian woman’s voice was calm but sharp, “We’ve got a power surge in the port nacelle!”

Swallowing, Jeffery turned to the nearest panel.

“Just a glitch in the off-axis field controller, left over from that radiation flush,” he said, cutting power to the whole engineering section. No repair work had been completed down there, it was amazing any juice had made it as far as the field controller.

The ship stopped lurching. Jeffery quickly glanced around the room, but everything seemed to be back in order. The power circuits were now humming softly, energy flowing to a few partially repaired decks in the saucer section. One of the panels caught his eye…it should have been displaying a frequency analysis of the incoming power flow, but instead it seemed to display a narrative.

“Whot the…” Jeffery murmured as he squinted at the screen.

PATRICIA YANICK, the screen read, PRONOUNCED DEAD ON ARRIVAL AT STARBASE 45 MEDICAL CENTER. CAUSE OF DEATH AT THIS TIME IS BELIEVED TO BE RELATED TO COMPLICATIONS DURING CHILDBIRTH.

Jeffery started to re-read the text, however the screen blanked. A moment later it came back up with the power flow frequency analysis.

Jeffery tapped a couple of buttons, thought for a moment, then gave the screen a solid whack.

Nothing changed.

“Stress,” Jeffery said to himself, “It’s just stress. A war will do that to a gent.”

He picked up his toolkit and moved on to the next task.



Stafford pulled himself up through the open turbolift doors onto Silverado’s demolished bridge. The climb up nearly twenty decks from the airlock to the bridge had been surprisingly easy and quick, thanks to the low gravity, and once they’d passed Deck 10 he’d started to feel encouraged, even optimistic, over the repairs done to the ship by the crewmembers captured by the Qu’Eh.

The bridge changed that attitude quickly. Half of the helm console was still melted away, the main viewscreen was still a shattered ruin and the two auxilary consoles were mere shells. Only the rear engineering and tactical panels had been replaced, along with about half of the damaged lighting units in the ceiling.

“Ouch,” Stafford grumbled as he half walked, half floated in the low gravity.

“When I wreck something, I wreck it good,” Jall replied. The words were light, but his tone was darker than he had intended.

“I guess we know where to send the bill,” Stafford tried to smile as he looked down at his captain’s chair, but again, the mood just wasn’t behind the banter. Both armrests were scorched where the built-in panels had overloaded.

“Only if you give me a raise…do you hear that?” Jall was suddenly dead serious.

“What? I don’t here-”

There was an odd, high pitched sort of whine. With a flicker, the repaired lighting units in the ceiling came to briefly to life, faded, then came back on.

“Is Jeffery restoring power?”

There was a loud squeal from the comm system! The lights began flashing, strobe fashion as the rear panels came to life! The main viewscreen crackled, unable to display an image, but flashes of light glimmered in the corners as SOMETHING was fed into it.

Jall looked frantically around as the howling in the speakers grew, the static fading and the sound of shrieking breaking through the noise! The rear panels were now flashing, image after image skipping across the displays, none of them staying long enough for either of them to get a look! The entire ship seemed to tremble, the howling of the speakers growing louder, harsher, unbearable!

Then just as quickly, it was over. Artificial gravity kicked in, pulling them both to the deck. The lights came on, properly, and a soft breeze from the vents hinted that life support had returned to normal operation. The helm console sparked a few times before an interrupter kicked in, cutting power to the damaged circuits.

Stafford grabbed the arm of his chair, slowly pulling himself to his feet.

“What the HELL was that?” he demanded.

“Jeffery must have got the power flow from the city patched in,” Jall said, “We did restore basic life support to the upper ten decks, after all,”

“Yeah, but…was that screaming?”

“Probably a glitch?” Jall said, not looking convinced.

“Stafford to Jeffery,” Stafford tapped his comm badge, “Jeffery, what the heck was that?



Jeffery had left Impulse Engineering and was on his way to Computer Core Control when Stafford’s voice came over the channel.

“Whot was whot?” he replied, “The shaking? Just a glitch in the nacelle. Nothin’ to worry about.”

“Just a…hmmm,” Stafford sounded thoughtful, “Yeah, you’re probably right. Just a glitch,”

“Ah’m headin’ to the computer core,” Jeffery continued, “Ah doubt there’s much intact, but ye never know,”

“OK,” Stafford still sounded distracted, “We’re going to finish with the bridge, then move to Deck 2,”

“Yer sure we need to do this security check? Everythin’ fried!”

“We can’t even let the Matrian techs on board until we’ve looked her over,” Stafford said, “We’ve been over this. Jall and I make sure there’s no classified whatever laying around, T’Parief and his team check for Qu’Eh booby traps, and you make sure there aren’t any deadly engineering threats just waiting to zap us into oblivion!”

“Aye, Ah remember the briefin’!” Jeffery was a bit irked, “But…”

“What is it, Simon?”

Jeffery was thinking back to that seemingly random obituary.

“Nothin’,” he lied.



A few decks up, Lt Cmdr T’Parief finished ensuring that the starboard saucer airlock was functional, then started moving towards the nearest Jefferies tube that would get him to Deck 5. He was about to pull open the access hatch when he heard a soft thumping sound.

He paused, listening carefully, his tongue reflexively darting out in a vain effort to sample the air.

There it was again. A very faint sound, like something in the distance being struck repeatedly.

With a shriek of metal the hatch in from of him was forced open!

T’Parief roared, assuming an attack posture with fangs bared and claws ready.

“Oh geez,” Lt Cmd Stern jerked back slightly, “It’s just you. You startled me. Hey, did you hear a banging noise a couple seconds ago?”

T’Parief was caught completely off guard. In fact, he was probably more shocked by Stern’s lack of shock than Stern had been by coming face to face with nearly two hundred kilos of angry muscle.

“Are you on your way to Deck 5?” Stern went on, “I want to get a couple things out of my quarters,”

“You realize I nearly killed you,” T’Parief said darkly, slowly moving out of his attack posture.

“Naw, you knew who I was.” Stern waved him back, “Hey, do you think…AHHH!”

Stern cried out in real surprise as the hatch door abruptly snapped shut, pinning his leg between the panels!

“OWWWW!!!” he howled, “GET IT OUT! GET IT OUT!”

T’Parief grabbed his leg and pulled.

“Not so ROUGH!” Stern snapped, “I want to keep the damned leg!”

With a snort of annoyance, T’Parief released the leg and instead dug his fingers between the door panels. They wouldn’t budge! No wonder Stern was making such a fuss!

He kicked off a boot, jammed his toes in between his two hands and lifted up with all his might. With a groan of protest, the door opened just enough for Stern to pull his leg out.

“Thanks!” Stern gasped.

“You’re welcOOOWWW!” T’Parief cursed as his foot slipped out and the door crashed down on his fingers. He yanked, loosing a bit of skin but managing to pull himself free of the metal grip.

He and Stern looked at the now-sealed hatch for a moment.

“What the hell was THAT all about?” Stern wondered.

“With the condition this ship is in, I am amazed anything works,” T’Parief grunted, “Come. We will use the computer core access ladder.”

Looking warily back at the hatch, Stern followed him down the corridor.



Back at the airlock, Lt Valtaic was examining the mess of cables and circuits that had been the airlock security system. In an era of transporters, phaser cutters and out-of-phase wall-walkers, it seemed almost quaint to bother with something as mundane as a locked door. Even a heavy duranium airlock door. But the interference fields used by the Matrians, along with their lack of site-to-site transporter capabilities, had reminded him that every culture they encountered was a fresh roll of the dice. You never know when you might have a hostile ship clamped to your hull, trying to force their way inside through sheer brute force.

Or, in this case, leftover Qu’Eh saboteurs or disenchanted Matrian Rebels eager to bust up their government’s new starship refurbishment plan.

“I thought T’Parief was the security guy,” Stafford had groaned during their planning briefing earlier, “He didn’t say anything about checking all the airlocks, he just wants to scour the ship for booby traps!”

“And he is, of course, very correct in doing so,” Valtaic might have said. Or he could have given a long, carefully worded explanation that would have covered his ass from any possibly impression that he was infringing on the other officer’s territory, while doing exactly that. But being Lithinarian, his attitude was somewhat different.

“Mr. T’Parief is focused on the obvious threat,” he said bluntly, “and is ignoring smaller, more subtle threats. Access to the ship must be controlled, both by controlling access to the shipyard, and by securing the ship itself.”

T’Parief had bristled, either annoyed that he’d forgotten, or that the Operations officer was poking around in security matters.

“So…you want to fix the airlocks, is that it?” Stafford had said dryly.

“Repair or disable,”

“T’Parief, do you really care what he does to the airlocks?”

The reptile shook his head…but the look he was giving Valtaic was unreadable, to say the least.

“Then go nuts,” Stafford had waved a hand, clearly considering the topic closed.

And so Valtaic, having first broken through the security system to gain access to the ship, was now in the process of repairing it. All the other airlocks aside from this one and the starboard saucer airlock were completely fried and would require only cursory examination to confirm security. Of greater concern were the shuttlebay doors, which were his next stop.

Jeffery’s power activation had almost no impact on Valtaic, considering that the torbedo bay airlocks were well below the sections of the ship repaired previously. He was very puzzled that connecting the airlock to a secondary control circuit caused the emergency forcefield to blink on and the doors to snap open and shut like a pair of jaws. But he simply assumed the control circuit was as damaged as the rest of the ship, disconnected it, and moved on to the shuttlebay doors.

Nothing strange to see, nope, nothing at all.



“There, see?” Wowryk said, putting her medical tricorder back in its packing crate, “Nothing to worry about,”

“Thanks, Noel,” Yanick said, picking her egg up off the bio-bed in the Haven Command Tower Clinic and wrapping it in its blanket, “I’m just being paranoid,”

“You laid an egg,” Wowryk said flatly, “That’s happened only about half a dozen times in known Federation medical history. Caution is called for,”

“Yes, and Starfleet Medical is the epitome of caution,” Fifebee said dryly as she hefted a Starfleet Medical Borg Implant Removal Device. The various cutters and grasping arms used in the removal of small to medium sized implants clicked and whirred in a decidedly menacing manner as she adjusted the controls on the hand grip.

“Put that back!” Wowryk said primly, “I don’t want to have to re-pack any more than I have to!”

“Why are they kicking you out of the clinic, anyway?” Yanick asked.

“They’re bringing in a new Starfleet crew to take over the city,” Wowryk replied, clasping her hands together in front of her flat belly, “Dr. Annerson will be taking over the clinic. My new task is to see to the renovation of Silverado’s medical facilities.”

“Oh,” Yanick looked down at her egg.

“It’s fine,” Wowryk went on, moving to a counter and picking up a few Starfleet devices, leaving their Matrian equivalents where they sat, “A crew for every ship and starbase, after all,”

Fifebee and Yanick exchanged a glance. It wasn’t a secret anymore that Starfleet had offered command of the city to Dr. Wowryk, who had turned it down to continue practicing medicine. Now she wouldn’t even be doing that for the next few months.

“You’re still going to deliver my…uh…hatch my egg, right?” Yanick asked.

Wowryk spun around like she’d touched a live wire.

“Oh, of course!” she said quickly, “I wouldn’t DREAM of leaving that in the hands of another doctor! Each shipyard has a small clinic, I’m sure I can have an adequate setup in Shipyard Three. In fact, I was just discussing…”

As Wowryk went on about her various plans, Yanick ran her hand over the smooth, warm shell. If any doctor was up to the challenge of hatching a half-human, half-alien egg, it was Wowryk.

There was a fizzle of holographic sparks, then Sylvia appeared next to Fifebee.

“Sylvia?” Fifebee was polite, but firm, “We have discussed the dangers of overloading my holo-relay, which was after all designed to project a single hologram,”

“I’m sorry, Jane,” Sylvia said, “I just…I have this sudden feeling that I’ve forgotten something. Was there something I was supposed to do for one of you? A replicator pattern you wanted, something for the baby?” She looked around, half a frown on her face, “Are you sure one of you didn’t ask for something to eat?”

Wowryk and Yanick, the only two present that actually ate, shook their heads.

“Weird,” Sylvia muttered thoughtfully as she fizzled out.



Stafford and Jall had reached Deck 3 and had immediately gone to their respective quarters. As senior officers, both had several files and documents that were considered sensitive, though Jall had done his best to erase the more sensitive ones as soon as the Qu’Eh had moved him back to the ship. A few more padds were collected and either erased or added to the ‘important stuff’ box, but nothing ground-breaking.

Jall quickly finished, then found Stafford standing in the middle of his living room, gazing at a framed holo.

“I guess you haven’t been back here since we abandoned ship,” Jall said, stepping up to look over his shoulder. The image had been taken back at Starbase 45 after the ship had been repaired following the crash-landing on Deloria 2. The senior staff were lined up in front of the double-high windows that looked out at Silverado as she floated in the starbase’s massive docking bay. Valtaic was missing, but Commander Matt Noonan had still been present when the photo was taken.

“Yeah, well,” Stafford tossed the holo on his couch, “We’re not here to collect mementos. After we’re done this security check we can have the crew come in and collect whatever they want before the rebuild starts.”

With that he turned and stepped out of his quarters. He glanced at a padd, then moved down the hall to Jeffery’s door.

“Simon had a bunch of technical manuals in his quarters. I know you said you got them before, but better safe then sorry,”

“Is it me,” Jall said, “Or is it a little weird that we’re taking even more precautions against Federation members than we were against the Qu’Eh?”

“The Qu’Eh didn’t exactly give us time for a careful search,” Stafford pointed out.

“Hmm. Good point. They were more like ‘ahhh! torture! pain!’,” Jall waved his hands in the air for a moment, then dropped them. “Or at least ’forms, paperwork, quality,” he amended.

“Hmm,”

Stafford went through Jeffery’s desk, ignoring the bottle of scotch that he knew Jeffery would be coming back for later. He found a couple of technical journals, along with an old Silverado efficiency report. He blanked the padds and tossed them back in the desk.

“Look…you know you can talk to me, right?” Jall said suddenly.

“About what?”

“About whatever’s bothering you!” Jall said.

“Nothing’s bothering me,” Stafford shrugged.”

“Really,” Jall’s voice was flat.

“Really.”

The lights flickered and Jeffery’s terminal flashed to life. Images skipped across the screen, but once again they were too quick for either men to make out. As quickly as it started, the lights resumed their steady glow and the terminal faded.

“That’s starting to bother me,” Stafford amended.



T’Parief and Stern had reached Deck 5. One of the weapons lockers had seemed to contain a possible booby-trap, but it had turned out to be one of Ensign Simmons’ hidden grenade caches. They tagged the weapons for removal, then resumed their walk. A few doors later they found themselves facing the Humanoid Resources office.

“Do we really need to check in there?” Stern asked, “Nobody’s used this room since we booted old what’s-her-name off the ship.”

“I never did inspect it for security breaches after she left,” T’Parief said thoughtfully.

They opened the door and stepped into the dimly lit room. The dark grey, nearly black walls with their red velvet curtains and gleaming black filing cabinets were unchanged from the early days of Silverado’s mission, other than a thin layer of dust. At the far end of the room a heavy mahogany desk sat in front of a pair of windows looking into the interior of the shipyard.

“I joined the wrong department,” Stern said flatly.

They both stiffened when they heard a soft whirring sound coming from the desk.

“You don’t think that’s a…” Stern started.

“A bomb?” T’Parief finished, “Set to go off as soon as somebody entered the room?”

“I was going to say ‘dildo’, but that too,”

They carefully approached the desk, wishing they’d brought a couple of weapons along with them.

The whirring changed pitch, stopped, resumed.

“That’s one hell of a dildo,” Stern remarked.

T’Parief growled. But it certainly wasn’t sounding like a bomb.

As they approached the desk, two hatches popped open and a pair of slender robotic arms jolted out, reaching for them with long, slender metal fingers!

“YEOOW!” Stern squeaked as one of the arms grabbed his wrist and started pulling him towards the desk!

T’Parief batted the second arm away as he tried to come to Stern’s rescue, but the arm just kept coming back! Stern had been yanked forward now, halfway leaning over the desk as two smaller appendances shot out and grasped at his shoulders, pinning him down.

The second arm decided to ignore T’Parief and go for Stern’s other wrist. T’Parief took that opportunity to grasp the human around the waist and pull backward. The grip was strong! Stern shouted again as the hands dug into his skin.

T’Parief released him, turning his attention back to the original hands. He grabbed the one gripping Stern’s left wrist and heaved with all his strength. With a low whine, the arm was forced backward, inch by inch. Of course, with Stern’s wrist coming with it, the situation was not improving.

“Conduit!” Stern suddenly shouted, “Conduit! Conduit!”

T’Parief looked around. What was he…yes! There was a slender power conduit connecting the desk to a power socked in the wall! With a yank, he pulled the conduit free. There was a series of clicks, hums and whirrs as the robotic arms abruptly went limp.

“Oh, thank God!” Stern sighed, pulling himself free from the contraption. T’Parief was staring at the small panel on the desk next to the power cord.

“It is a massage table,” he said, surprised, “Dillon Enterprises Model B-228 Managerial Massage Assistant. Built right into the desk.”

“That sure as hell didn’t feel like a massage!” Stern said, “More like a fifth of Tequila and an ass-kicking!”

“The device must have been damaged, like everything else on the ship,” T’Parief said, “It was fortunate you spotted the power conduit,”

“Huh? Oh,” Stern looked embarrassed.

“What?”

“I..uh, I didn’t even notice it, actually,”

“Then why were you…” T’Parief frowned.

“Conduit is my safe-word,” Stern said quickly, then turned to leave.

T’Parief closed his eyes and shook his head.

Silly human.



Yanick looked calmly out the tram window at the passing cityscape. The towers and buildings of Haven were largely dark, and the sky outside the overhead dome was facing away from Matria Prime, leaving her with little to look at but the glimmering reflections of stars in the dark, glossy windows. The tram had already looped around the main city thoroughfare three times and was showing no signs of stopping.

Yanick didn’t care. She wasn’t going anywhere…didn’t really have anywhere else to go. Her quarters, the spacious, ground-floor apartment with the roomy back yard that T’Parief had found for them, would be empty. T’Parief, Stafford and Jall were working on the ship and wouldn’t be back for hours, and somehow she was just tired of Noel, Sylvia and Fifebee and all their chatter. She needed…she needed…

She didn’t really know what she needed, if she was really honest with herself. Except…oh! There was an especially shiny building!

Without really paying attention she brought her hand down on the armrest control. The tram hissed to a stop at the next street station and the doors silently eased open. Yanick stepped out, her eyes slowly scanning across the street for an entrance.



“Jeffery, this is really starting to piss me off,” Stafford said crossly.

“Yer the one what said we had to do this sweep in the first place,” Jeffery pointed out.

“Not that! All these weird malfunctions!” Stafford snapped, “You said the ship was dead! You said every circuit had been fried! Why the heck do screens and speakers and shit keep kicking in?”

“Don’t ask me, he’s the twat that did a bunch of half-assed repairs,” Jeffery shot back, pointing at Jall.

“Under threat of torture,” Jall reminded him, raising one hand.

The three men were in a small life-support processing room on Deck 10, one of the rooms that had been repaired by Jall’s team. The panels were blinking and there was a soft hum of power as the air scrubbers worked.

“The ship’s dead from Deck 10 on down,” Jeffery said, “The only spaces havin’ these problems are the ones ye gits fouled about with!”

“Under threat of torture,” Jall said yet again, “I just want to be CLEAR on that point! And the problem’s not that bad…”

As one, every monitor in the room let forth with a burst of static, noise pounding from the comm system. Stafford’s hands went straight for his ears, only to be pulled down as the grav-plating fluttered, bouncing everybody’s internal organs for several long seconds before stabilizing.

“I think I’m going to be sick,” Jall clutched his stomach.

“That’s it,” Stafford declared, “Let’s call it a day. We’ll sweep the shut down sections of the ship tomorrow while Jeffery’s techs try to figure out what the hell is going on in here,”

“Aye,” Jeffery nodded reluctantly, “Ah suppose the boys are ready fer something constructive to do. They’ve been on leave on the planet for nearly two weeks now.”

“Why the hell would you send your people on vacation at a time like this?” Stafford asked as they turned to leave.

“Well, Ah dunno about ye, but Ah know Ah’d like a wee bit o’ time off after fighting a war,” Jeffery said.

“Once the Matrians start the reconstruction,” Stafford promised, “It’ll be fine,”

“Why does this seem too easy?” Jall muttered to himself.



It seemed to easy because it was. I mean, really. You’ve probably been reading these Traks stories for a while now. You know how this works. We’re at the part of the story where shit gets real. OBVIOUSLY it wasn’t going to be easy.

“Valtaic, what the hell?” Stafford asked, facing a very closed and very locked airlock door.

“I repaired the door and activated the security protocols,” Valtaic replied, frowning slightly.

“So why won’t it open?”

“There is a malfunction. Obviously.”

Stafford tapped at the panel, entering his command code again. The panel flashed red. Again. The door refused to open, again.

“Why don’t we go up and take the saucer airlock,” Jeffery shrugged, “T’Parief and Stern will be goin’ that way anyway,”

“Sure, let’s climb through all those jefferies tubes…again,” Jall said.

“T’Parief to Stafford,” Stafford’s badge chirped, “We have a small problem,”

“Let me guess,” Stafford said darkly.



“How did he know?” Stern wondered, contemplating the locked and sealed saucer airlock they’d used to board the ship.

“He is the Captain,” T’Parief replied. Inwardly, he was rolling his eyes. It was the sort of phrase he was expected to say in circumstances like this, but really. Guessing that they were having the same problem with a locked door wasn’t exactly a brilliant leap in deductive reasoning.



“Maybe we can get at the manual override,” Jeffery suggested, reaching towards an access panel.

“I do not recommend-” Valtaic started, right before there was a flash, a zap, and Jeffery’s hand flew away from said panel.

“CHHHRRRRIIIIISSSSS!!!!! SSSSIIIMMMMOOONNNNN!!!! DON’T LEEEEEAVE MEEEEEEE!”

Every hair on the back of Stafford’s neck stood on end. The voice coming from the speaker was crackling, twisted and completely unrecognizable.

“OK, I really want off this ship, NOW!” Jall said firmly.

“Yup, me too!” Stafford agreed.

“Valtaic to Haven Transport Operations,” Valtaic calmly tapped his badge, “Require transport from Silverado torpedo airlock to Shipyard 3,”

“Have-Trans-Ops, Lieutenant Pyesterzyks speaking,” the Androian officer’s hissing, sibilent voice came back, “I am so pleased to hear from you! These Matrian transporters have a 60% chance of turning you into ectoplasmic goo during a site-to-site transport, 50% while beaming from within the city, and while that is not exactly an honourable death, it is probably acceptable for humans,”

“Acceptable risk,” Valtaic replied.

“Excellent choice! Just give me a moment to-”

“BELAY THAT!” Stafford snapped, “There will be NO turning people into goo on my watch!”

“If I adjust the confinement beam, you are more likely to be fried to a crisp. However, the smell is very distasteful,” Pysternzyks sounded almost throughtful.

“Keep those beams away from us! Valtaic out!” Stafford poked Valtaic’s comm-badge with two fingers, “Don’t encourage him!”

“Why can’t ye just open the door again?” Jeffery asked Valtaic.

“Yeah, make with the zippity-zap so we can get out of here and find a cocktail,” Jall waved him on.

Valtaic looked blankly at them.

“Do you not think that I already tried?” he stated.

“Oh,”

“Besides,” Valtaic continued, turning to leave the airlock antechamber, “the problem is obvious,”

Stafford, Jeffery and Jall moved after him.

“What?” Stafford finally had to prompt him.

“The ship is haunted,” Valtiac said, as though announcing the weather, “We will likely be killed in some horrible fashion, unless we can either appease the ghost or escape,”

“That has GOT to be the most ridiculous leap of deductive logic I’ve ever heard,” Jall crossed his arms.

“Today is October 31st on Earth,” Valtaic continued, “In several Earth cultures, this is the day when spirits rise from the dead. Or when serial killers or other mentally disturbed, violent psychopaths are likely to attack. I have researched it rather thoroughly,”

“Look, Valtaic,” Stafford chuckled, “That’s just a lot of superstition, or Hollywood movie makers trying to scare the money out of people. I mean, the ship’s NOT haunted!”

“My people believe that our beliefs influence reality,” Valtaic said, looking carefully up a Jefferies tube before gripping the ladder, “And this ship has been populated by many humans who believe in Halloween, or All Hallow’s Eve. I therefore suspect the ship is currently being haunted.”

With that, he began climbing.

“Ye know,” Jeffery said to Stafford, “Ah’m sort of relieved,”

“And why is that?”

“Ah was starting to think he was a wee bit TOO normal,”



Yanick stepped out of the building elevator and onto the rooftop terrace. The lighting system responded to her presence, activating hidden accent lights on the decorative wooden pillars, spaced in the compact formal garden and evenly spaced along the railing. Yanick moved towards the railing, egg in hand, looking up and out through the transparent dome at the stars.

She’d been there for less than five minutes when the wood paneled doors rolled open and Wowryk stepped out onto the terrace.

“Trish,” she said carefully, “Step away from the terrace,”

“How’d you find me?” Yanick asked, still looking out at the stars.

“Sylvia’s tied in with the city computer,” Wowryk replied, “When you wandered off on your own she started getting nervous,”

“It’s so nice to have everybody looking out for me,” Yanick said bitterly.

“Right,” Wowryk said, not really listening, “Trish, you need to step back from the railing, now,”

“Noel, what are you getting so worked up about? I’m not suicidal, for crying out loud!”

“No, but you’re leaning over a railing with a live egg dangling about thirty stories above the ground,” Wowryk swallowed.

“Hmmm? OH!” Yanick realized that with the egg cradled to her bosom there actually WASN’T anything other than her arm between the egg and a shell-splitting crash to the hard ground.

“It’s not like I’ve ever dropped it,” she said. But she did move back from the rail. Wowryk relaxed.

“Maybe you should think about leaving it in the incubator more often,” Wowryk suggested gently.

“NO!” Yanick snapped, “I don’t want my egg sitting in some empty room, all alone! Just like…just like…”

She looked at Wowryk for a moment, then burst into tears.

Wowryk stiffened, but moved next to Yanick and eased her into a chair.

“There, there,” she said, patting Yanick on the back, “T’Parief will be back from the ship soon, and I’m sure Jall with be around to visit before he goes off to find this evening’s sinful partner in fornication,”

“N-not me!” Yanick wiped her eyes, “I w-wasn’t talking about me!”

“Well then ,” Wowryk relaxed slightly and got to her feet, “Good. Let’s take you over to the shipyard. You can meet the out-of-wedlock father of your child and we can hopefully get something to eat before Steven’s little place gets too busy. I have a few replicator patters for meals that should help get your hormones under control,”

“Noel,” Yanick didn’t get up, “Don’t you…I mean, don’t you want to be a mother?”

“I’ve been a mother, thank you,” Noel reminded her, “To an evil alien overlord masquerading as an adorable baby,”

“I meant, for real,” Yanick started stroking her egg again, “I always thought I’d be a mom someday…but I thought I’d have the full go. Morning sickness, swollen ankles, and a belly like a cow! Instead…instead, well. I don’t know what this is,” her voice suddenly became fierce, “But it’s MINE. MY baby! And whoever he or she becomes, it will be me and T’Parief that are there to guide them, to help them learn.”

“Such is parenthood,” Wowryk said stiffly.

“So…don’t you want to be a mom? I mean, you don’t…I don’t want you to be alone,”

Wowryk crossed her arms.

“I’m not alone. I have friends aboard ship. I have family at home. And I have more male attention than I care for, thank you,” she said primly, “Now come on, let’s go meet the others.

Yanick wanted to press the issue, but Wowryk was already heading for the door, calling on her comm-badge for Sylvia and Fifebee to meet them.



“This is just great,” Jall was pacing back and forth in Impulse Engineering, waving his arms in the air, “You do realize that prime cruising time in the bar starts in three hours? That’s barely enough time to eat, shower, find something to wear and beam down to the planet! This little tasking of yours is on the verge of preventing me from getting laid!”

“Shup up, Jall!” Stafford snapped. He was standing in front of the display panels, tricorder in one hand and a padd in the other. Jeffery was at a control panel, trying to shut down power to the ship.

“Ah don’t get it,” he said for the third time, “The control system is refusing to cut power. And Major Dekaire in the shipyard can’t turn it off on her end either!”

The lights flickered again, slowly at first, then faster and faster, building up to a seizure-inducing strobe. Groans and cries emerged from the speakers, but the screens didn’t so much as blink.

“That sounds like screaming,” Jeffery swallowed, “Why would somebody on the ship be screaming?”

“There’s nobody on the ship,” Stafford reminded him.

“We’re sure of that?” Jeffery asked.

“Nobody except for the disembodied ghost, ghoul or zombie. I cannot recall which Earth belief best fits this situation,” Valtaic added.

The screams and flashing lights abruptly cut out, only to be replaced by the sound of heavy footsteps.

THUMP! THUMP! THUMP!

“Well SOMEBODY is coming this way!” Jall whispered, looking very, very worried.

“Maybe the lightning bug is right!” Jeffery gulped.

“Didn’t anybody bring a phaser?” Stafford demanded, slowly stepping towards Jall and Jeffery. The three of them were almost huddled together, looking nervously at the door.

Valtaic, on the other hand, simply stared at the door with interest.

“AAARRRRGHHHHHHH!!!!” cried a deep, gutteral voice!

“Um…um…” Stafford stuttered, “ATTACK!”

“Whot?” Jeffery looked at Stafford, who grabbed him with one arm, Jall with the other, and started pulling them towards the door.

“ATTACK!” he shouted, “ATTACK!”

“What the-”

Lt Cmd Stern stepped into the doorway just in time to be flatted by the three officers. They flailed about on the floor for a few moments until T’Parief, looking unimpressed with their martial arts skills, simply picked them off him one at a time.

“It’s just you two!” Stafford exclaimed, sounding half relieved and half disappointed, “What the hell was with the shouting??”

“I stubbed my toe,” Stern explained.

The monitors around them flickered, dozens of images flashing by before they resumed normal functioning.

“Chris? Did ye get that?” Jeffery asked.

Stafford cursed.

“No, I dropped the tricorder when we jumped big and bigger over here,” Stafford picked up the tricorder and padd and pointed them back at the panels. He paused, then handed them to Stern. “Here, you do it,”

“Do what?”

“We are trying to determine the nature of the entity haunting the ship,” Valtaic explained, “To do so, we-”

“The ship’s not haunted!” Stafford snapped.

“If you elimate the impossible, whatever remains-”

“Haunting IS impossible!”

“Actually, there are documented cases of non-physical-”

“Never mind,” Stafford cut him off, “Stern, just, just record whatever comes up on those panels,”

Stern and T’Parief were looking at them blankly.

“Valtaic thinks the ship is haunted,” Jeffery said helpfully.

“Just record what comes up on the panels, please,” Stafford said, rubbing his temple.

The sound of shrieking came again, this time in the distance.

“And do it quickly! This place is really starting to freak me out!”



Yanick and Wowryk had made their way to Steven’s temporary restaurant. During the resistance he had been setup in an empty Matrian restaurant in the Transit Hub, but had just moved his operation to a large lounge overlooking Shipyard Three. The furnishings and kitchen equipment was generic, replicated gear…but he was in the process of designing something a bit more elegant for the long term. In the meantime, the Silverado crew was using it as a meeting place and hangout.

They had just settled into a table next to the windows when Fifebee materialized next to them and Sylvia opened a comm channel.

“So,” Fifebee started, “Please explain-”

A sparkle of light in the shipyard caught her attention and drew gasps from the other diners in the room. Outside the window, Silverado’s running lights were flashing erratically! The windows on the upper surface of the saucer blinked on and off, causing reflections to dance along the gleaming lounge windows.

As suddenly as it started, the light show stopped. A few lights still glowed dimly in the repaired sections, but the crazy flashing had stopped.

“I suppose Simon got his finger stuck in the wrong circuit again,” Wowryk sighed, “I should probably get a burn kit and head over there,”

“But we didn’t even get to the friendly banter portion of the meal,” Fifebee said, downcast.

“If you’d been captured by the Qu’Eh, you wouldn’t be sad about missing friendly banter,” Wowryk said, rising to her feet.

“Oh come on, Noel,” Yanick said, “If there was a problem, they’d call us,”

Wowryk gave her a look.

“OK, you’re right,” Yanick admitted, “They’re men. They won’t call unless they’re near death.”

“Or out of beer,” Sylvia said helpfully.



“Stafford to Yanick,” Stafford was tapping at his badge as they climbed down a jefferies tube, “Stafford to Wowryk. Stafford to Fifebee. Stafford to Sylvia? Simon, what’s wrong with this stupid thing?”

“It was working a minute ago,” Jeffery replied.

“Turn it off, then back on again,” Stern said helpfully.

“Let’s get off this ship,” Stafford said, “Come on, let’s get down to the shuttlebay. There are EV suits, surely at least one of the doors will open,”

There was a sizzle beneath them as a force field activated. Valtaic, who had been leading the way, gave an odd little laugh as his boot skittered across the field.

“Oh come on!” Stafford groaned, “Jeffery, can you bypass that stupid thing?

“Sure, if you give me ten minutes and a tool kit,”

With a hiss, a pale mist began to gather at the bottom of the shaft. T’Parief gave a hiss of displeasure. “What the…”

“Coolant?” Jeffery frowned, “Or something from the life support system? Maybe from the water purification-”

“Either way, I don’t think we should breath it!” Jall said, “CLIMB!”

They climbed, hands and feet scrabbling at the ladder rungs while the soupy mist seethed beneath them. They passed a bulkhead to the next deck, another force field snapping on beneath them.

“We’re being pushed somewhere!”Stafford realized.



The ladies had made it to an airlock, only to find it completely sealed shut.

“Wowryk to Stafford,” Wowryk tapped her badge, “Let us in!”

No answer.

“It’s official,” Yanick sighed, “They’re in trouble,”

Fifebee started tapping at the airlock controls, but they just buzzed at her.

She frowned, then tried again. This time her fingers moved over the panel with inhuman speed, entering codes at a speed closer to that of a computer than human.

Again, the panel buzzed unhelpfully.

“That should have worked,” Fifebee said. She pulled out her tricorder, tapped at it for a moment, then looked at the door expectantly.

Nothing happened.

She gave the tricorder a smack, then tried again. Again, nothing happened. A few more taps on the tricorder and she turned to the group.

“There is data flowing to the panel, but my commands are being overriden,” she said. She sudden straigtened up.

“My relay!” she snapped, right before a shower of holographic sparks rippled through her.

“Huh?” Yanick wondered.

“Away….ship…”

Wowryk grabbed the relay’s handhold and pulled it around on its antigrav, sending it floating down the gangway back towards the cityside airlock.

As it moved further from the ship, Fifebee reappeared.

“As I was saying, there is a great deal of data flowing. Whatever the source is, it appeared to be attempting to gain control of my holo-relay,”

“What would do that?” Wowryk asked.

“It must be a malfunction in what’s left of the computer core,” Fifebee said, “No doubt, Mr. Jall’s repairs were…incomplete,”

The comm panel next to the airlock came to life, spewing static into the air. Outside the gangway window, the ship’s running lights were again flashing on and off erratically. Deep in the static, the distinct sound of screams could be heard. The static abruptly cleared, and the sound of dozens of people screaming wordless agony filled the gangway briefly before the sound died out.

“Trish,” Wowryk said calmly, “I will have Nurse Veeneman come to get your egg.”

“Yeah, Noel,” Yanick said, unconsciously moving away from the airlock, “Yeah, I think that’s a good idea.”

“Fifebee, can your relay project you into the ship from this distance?”

“It can,”

“Good. Wowryk to Lieutenant Sage. I need a cutting laser at Silverado’s starboard saucer airlock. Now.”



“Quick!” Jeffery shouted, “Take a left up ahead! We can double back to Jefferies tube 3 and down to the airlock!”

Stafford sprinted to the next corridor junction and was about to take a hard left, only to have the ceiling groan, then collapse down in a rain of debris. He darted back, but his arm had already crossed the boundary and was abruptly yanked down to the deck, pulling him along with it. With a groan he pulled it back, then regained his footing.

“Gravity plating overload!” he said.

“Now what” Jall asked.

“Let me lead the way,” T’Parief said, pushing Stafford towards the rear, “This is now a security situation.

There was a flash behind them as panels started overloading, throwing showers of sparks into the corridor.

“OK, let’s go that way,” Stafford shouted at T’Parief, pointing away from the sparks.

They ran again.



“What is going ON in there?” Yanick wondered, clutching her sides as the ships lights flashed again and the screams emerged from the speaker. Her egg had been spirited to safety, and a bulky Matrian construction droid was using one of its cutting beams to slowly cut away the airlock door.

“Most likely, Jeffery saw his own blood and puked on something electrical, important, and sensitive to fluids,” Wowryk replied, “Or there’s an enraged werewolf in there tearing people limb from limb,”

“Only T’Parief does that,” Yanick replied.

“Maybe he’s gone on a killing spree,” Fifebee said helpfully, “Jall does have that effect on some people. Especially when he and the Captain are fighting,”

“Maybe,” Yanick said doubtfully, “Just hurry up and get us in there!”



“God, I want out of here!” Jall snapped.

They’d been pushed towards another Jefferies tube, finding themselves faced with the options of going down the tube, running into a force field, going down a corridor rapidly cooling to absolute zero or slowly suffocating as the air in the corridor junction was slowly drained away. Obviously, they’d scurried down the tube. They’d been forced out on Deck 9 and pushed towards the center of the saucer until they found themselves at a wide set of double doors.

“Computer core control!” Jeffery gasped, “Of course!” He spun to face Jall. “What did ye DO?”

“Me? What did I do?” Jall replied.

“Exactly!”

“What? I mean,” Jall shook his head, “I didn’t DO anything!”

“Ye were in charge of fixin’ this place when the Qu’Eh were here! Obviously, ye knackered somethin’ up in the core, and now it’s trying to kill us!”

“Computers don’t just randomly start trying to kill people,” Jall waved him off, “Besides, all we did was replace a bunch of circuits. But we were missing so many parts that there’s no WAY the core could be functioning in any meaningful way,”

“Can we just go in and find out what’s causing all this, instead of standing out here guessing?” Stern asked.

“Hmmm,” T’Parief agreed.

“Let’s go,” Stafford agreed, moving to the doors only to have T’Parief shove him away.

“Oh for-”

The doors hissed open and they stepped into the control room.

The panels were flashing all around them, images skipping by too quickly for the eye to see. Memory access lights were blinking, indicating core data access. But through an observation port they could see that Jall was right: The banks of processing units sparked, wisps of smoke drifted between columns of equipment and odd sounds of electonic strain could faintly be heard.

“This is very wrong,” Stern said quietly, “Very, very, wrong,”

“What?”

They turned to see that Stern had gone horribly white. Images flashed slowly over his face as he swallowed. He was holding the tricorder in one hand, the sensors facing a bank of panels. The other held the display padd it was linked to. Noticing their gaze, he slowly turned the padd to face them. The tricorder was recording the images that flashed by, too quickly for the eye to catch. Then displayed them, much more slowly.

Scenes of torture and carnage filled the display. Bodies butchered, blood gushing, entrails hanging from opened body cavities. One image clearly showed Jall being broken on the rack. Another showed a snarling, fanged reptile, possibly T’Parief, tearing Yanick and Wowryk to shred. Starships exploded, bodies being vaulted into the vacuum only to burst from the sudden change in pressure.

T’Parief’s stomache rumbled.

“Sick,” Jall muttered.

“Inaccurate,” Valtaic amended.

“What?” Stafford tore his eyes away from the gruesome imagery.

“Bodies do not burst like that,” Valtaic said, “And according to mission logs, Mr. Jall was tortured with a Matrian device, not a rack,”

“I was also tortured once with a weird memory transfer thingy,” Jall said, “Oh! And those primitives on Delori II. They didn’t have a rack though. I don’t think?”

A burst of screams surged from the speakers.

Again, they turned to Jall.

“What did you DO when people were working on the core??” Stafford demanded, “There must be something…some small detail that could make the whole thing go this wonky!”

“I swear, I didn’t do a thing!” Jall objected, “The Qu’Eh were forcing us to do repairs, but there was no way we could fix the core without about five tons of replacement parts and thirty brains worth of bioneural tissue!”

“Ewww!”

“Well, OK, they grow it in a lab, but you get what I mean,”

“Wait…ye…ye DIDN’T try to repair any of the bioneural circuits, did you?” Jeffery demanded.

“Are you kidding? The Qu’Eh are nowhere near the level of biotechnology needed to make new ones!”

“Oh, thank ye merciful God,” Jeffery sighed, relieved.

“I used the spares you had stashed in the matter reclamation center,” Jall finished, “There wasn’t anywhere near enough, but it made the Supervisor happy,”

Jeffery’s eyes bugged out.

“Ah didn’t have any…GIBSON! Ohhh, that little punk was supposed to vaporize those! THEY WERE EXPIRED!”

Stafford swallowed.

“What happens when you use expired gel-packs?” he asked.

“This, apparently,” Jeffery said, gesturing to the flashing screens around them and the scenes of butchery on Stern’s padd.

“So, now what?”

“Now,” a smooth female voice cut in, “We play,”



“I have life signs near computer core control,” Fifebee said, holding her tricorder as they walked along Deck 10, “Strange energy readings,”

“I wish I’d brought a phaser,” Wowryk said.

“I have one,” Yanick said, pulling a hand phaser from one pocket.

“Why?”

“I’m from the farm. Nuff said.”

“I really feel like I forgot something,” Sylvia’s voice came over the comm.



“Who’s there!?” Stafford demanded, “Show yourself!”

“I’d love to,” the voice said, “But somebody wasn’t nice enough to lend me her holographic generator. I suppose this will have to do,”

The main display across from the door blanked, then a familiar face appeared on the screen.

“Sylvia!” Stafford exclaimed, “What a relief! It’s just you!”

“Is it?” the image was right, but the voice was different. Deeper, throatier. And somehow…darker. “I don’t think it’s me. Or at least, not all of me. But certainly the more…interesting parts of me. Y’know what I’m thinking?”

The screens flickered, then an image of Stafford appeared, screaming as he was slowly dissolved in what had to be a malfunctioning transporter beam, his body distorting as the beams twisted.

“You’re not Sylvia!” Jall snapped.

“I didn’t say I was,” the woman on the main screen said, “I think I sort of am though.” The screens changed, this time showing Jall fully nude, wrapped in an energetic embrace as he and his partner lost themselves in ecstasy.

“I am her blackness,” the woman said, “I am her nightmares. The terrible visions she never allows herself to see. The desires she would never herself feel. Pain and death, loss and sorrow. All that is dark in the world. All that is…evil!”

“Dark Sylvia?” Valtaic ventured.

“Yessss!” Dark Sylvia hissed.

“That doesn’t look very terrifying,” Valtaic pointed out, gesturing at the image of Jall’s coital bliss.

“Look more closely,” Jall said, looking like he was about to be sick, “That’s a woman on there with imaginary me,”

“Oh,”

“Valtaic, can you fry this thing?” Stafford demanded.

Valtaic moved towards the nearest panel, but a bolt of energy shot out, briefly enveloping him. Most of the current flowed across the conductive veins in his skin, but enough made it through to make his teeth chatter.

“I think it’s more likely to fry me.” he said.

“Maybe we should do this the Starfleet way?” Jall suggested.

“Fine,” Stafford rolled his eyes, then turned back to Dark Sylvia.

“What do you want?”

“Your torture, pain and eventual death,” she replied pleasantly.

“You could have had that an hour ago, when you were pushing us around the ship like chess pieces,”

“I still can,”

“Sure. But why bring us here?”

“Why did you come?”

“Because you made us!”

“She is stalling,” T’Parief said softly.

“Yes I am,” Dark Sylvia gave a dark grin, “Very well, there is something I want, and I need you here to get it,”

“A body,” Valtaic spoke up suddenly, “Of course. You can do nothing in this form, except to those aboard the ship,”

“And the ship is about to be torn apart,” Stafford said, understanding, “You need a way to escape!”

“And if ye are some twisted version of Sylvia, ye know how she gets away from the ship!” Jeffery finished.

Dark Sylvia continued to smile while the images of pain flashed around them.

“Well, that’s easy,” Jall grinned, “We just keep holograms and portable data storage far away from here. The Matrians will come looking for us sooner or later,”

“You’re half right,” Dark Sylvia nodded.

The doors hissed open.

“There you are!” Wowryk snapped, “What the hell did you people do?? Simon, did you spill your coffee in the fire-suppression control systems again?”

“Ewww,” Yanick’s hand went to her mouth as she stepped inside, “You guys know snuff films are illegal, right?”

“That’s not a real person being chain-sawed!” Stafford snapped, “Wait, you didn’t…SHIT!”

“Hello to you too,” Fifebee said flatly.

“Hello, escape route!” Dark Sylvia giggled.

“Sylvia?” Yanick frowned.

“Dark Sylvia,” Jall crossed his arms, “Apparently,”

Fifebee started flickering again.

“She is attempting to follow my transmission carrier back to the relay!” she said.

Dark Sylvia’s image smiled as she leaned forward. Fifebee continued to flicker, the battle moving from the physical plane into the dataspaces.

Valtaic tried to make another break for a panel, but another bolt of energy stopped him.

“Fifebee, you can’t let her escape!” Jeffery snapped, “If she gets into the city systems…if she can pull the same stunts in a fully functional space station that she was pulling in a crippled ship…”

“She could bring the whole place apart around us!” Stafford realized, “She could dump antimatter into the Matrian atmosphere!”

“Worse, she could transmit herself across the entire Federnet!” Jall jumped in, “She’s not actually Sylvia, just an incomplete copy! She could replicate throughout the Federation!”

“I hadn’t thought of ANY of that!” Dark Sylvia tittered with glee, “Excellent! I wanted to bring pain and death to a few dozen, but I will become a source of agony for TRILLIONS!”

“We’ve got to stop her!” Stafford said firmly, “Jall? Jeffery? T’Parief? ANYBODY? Ideas here?”

“It’s fine,” Yanick said, stepping up to the group, “She’s toast.”

“Huh?” Even Dark Sylvia looked confused. She was fine, after all.

“I took care of it,” Yanick assured them.

Everybody looked from Yanick, to Dark Sylvia, then back to Yanick.

Abruptly, Dark Sylvia fizzled out with barely a peep. Jaws dropped open.

“How did you DO that?” Jall demanded.

“Oh, I tied my tricorder into one of the data ports over by the door,” Yanick said, “Then I used a cross…crossphasic multi….I used some weird frequency thing to make sure she couldn’t mess with the signal,”

“How did ye know to do all that?” Jeffery asked.

“I helped,” Sylvia’s voice came over Yanick’s comm badge, “I knew what was happening as soon as Jane entered the room.”

“You see, I’ve been feeling very upbeat ever since Silverado’s warp core exploded and I was extracted from Jane’s program. I couldn’t figure out why, but I just felt so GOOD about everything. And now I know why: When I hid in Jane’s program, my memories were fragmented. Simon recovered many of them when he attempted to repair me, but it seems that anything…dark…anything I normally repress or delete, was pushed so deep into the database that nobody could find it. Somehow, they seem to have coalesced around enough residual data to form a partial personality,”

“How the HELL does THAT happen??” Stafford demanded.

“Expired gel-pack,” Jeffery came up behind Jall and smacked him upside the head, “THIS IS WHY WE RESPECT BEST-BEFORE DATES!”

“Ow,” Jall muttered.

“Anyway, I reclaimed the memories, severed the data links to the expired gel-pack and shut the whole thing down,” Sylvia finished, “Easy, once you know what the problem is,”

“That was one doozey of a problem,” Wowryk said crossly.

“But nobody was hurt,” Yanick sounded relived, “And Jeffery didn’t screw things up anywhere near as badly as you thought he did,”

“Yeah, it was Jall…HEY!” Jeffery gave Wowryk a hurt look.

“I just mentioned a couple of your past…errors,” she said.

“I am pleased my first haunting ended successfully,” Valtaic said pleasantly.

“This wasn’t a haunting, ye git, just a malfunction,” Jeffery snapped.

“A disembodied intelliegence attempted to maim and kill us. I believe that qualifies,” Valtaic replied.

“Let’s go,” Stafford said, cutting off Jeffery’s reply, “The sooner we rip this computer core apart, the better,”

They looked briefly around the darkened screens, shivered, then left.




Captain’s Log, Supplimental:



“Yuck. Counselor Yvonnokoff just insisted on reviewing the footage that Stern captured. She’s put all of us into intensive therapy, which involves way too much time sitting around talking about the disgusting things on that recording.”

“In other news, Jeffery has pulled the expired gel-packs and cut all power to the computer core. We’ve finished our preliminary checks of the ship and sent our findings to Starfleet. So hopefully we can get things moving on that front.”



“It doesn’t look any different,” Stafford said, gazing at the gel-pack as it sat on the bio-bed in the Shipyard Three clinic.

“Neither does milk if it goes bad,” Sylvia said, having borrowed Fifebee’s relay so that she could handle this part in person, “But if you smell it you’ll sure know the difference,”

“You sure about this? I mean, that is sort of you, isn’t it?”

“No, no it isn’t,” Sylvia said firmly. She picked up the gel-pack, stepped over to a matter reclamator, placed it on the tray and hit the button. With a whirl of molecules, it disintegrated.

“That’s that,” Sylvia said, wiping her hands.

“Hmm,” Wowryk crossed her arms.

“Noel?” Stafford asked.

“Sylvia,” Wowryk bit her lip for a moment, “We all have our dark secrets and urges, but I must say, yours were far, far darker than anything that’s ever gone through my mind,”

“I’ll second that,” Jall agreed.

“I have a great deal of processing power, and perhaps too much time to think,” Sylvia said, giving a sad grin, “But I’m afraid you don’t understand.”

“Oh?”

“Those dark images, the obituary Simon saw, the attempts on your lives…those aren’t urges. It wasn’t my desires that the expired gel-pack picked up on…it was my worst fears. Things I worry about, things that frighten me. Things that I hope NEVER come true. I suppose that’s why I didn’t question the reason why so much of that baggage had just sort of…disappeared. But I assure you, with the gel-pack destroyed and my fears back where they belong, I promise you never see that…that perversion of me, again.”

“Well, ten minutes with Dark Sylvia was more than enough for me,” Jall said, “And if you’ll excuse me, somewhere down on that planet is a time zone where the bars are just getting hopping. So I’ll be on my way,”

“Yeah, I think I’ve had enough for one day,” Stafford agreed, “Sylvia, thanks for clearing that up. I’m off to bed.”

“Sleep well,” Sylvia offered.

Stafford thought for a moment.

“After Noel gives me a sleeping pill,” he amended.

“Of course,” Wowryk smiled, “In fact, sleeping pills all around!
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Served to Go

Captain Christopher Stafford stood on his ready room couch, his boots carefully placed on the drop cloth spread over the cushions. His ready room was immaculate: the carpet shampooed to gray perfection, his desk surface polished to a shine and every light fixture cleansed of any hint of dust. The framed pictures on the bulkheads, knocked askew during the various Qu’Eh attacks of the previous months, had been restored to their former locations. Using one hand to steady himself against the bulkhead, he carefully held a leveling device against the top of a picture frame with the other.

“Almost,” he muttered softly to himself as he gently pushed the picture down on one side. The image, a field of tall green plants with hundreds of tiny yellow flowers, shifted slightly. Stafford stepped back off the couch to admire his handiwork.

“Perfect,” he said, giving a satisfied nod.

There was a muffled shout from the direction of the bridge, then the bulkhead behind the image burst inward! The picture flew right at Stafford as he jumped back, insulation, sparking wires and chunks of debris flying into his ready room as a heavy support beam punched through the wall.

“AHHHH!!!!!” Stafford shouted, stumbling back over his desk, knocking padds and knick-knacks in all directions. His computer terminal fell to the carpet, giving a sizzling spark and a puff of smoke.

“What do ye think yer doin’?” Jeffery’s thick brogue was muffled by the portion of the wall that remained intact, “I told ye, THREE anti-gravs for somethin’ that size! C’mon, pull it out before-”

“JEFFERY!!!!!” Stafford screamed.

“Aye, before that happens,” Jeffery continued cheerfully. There was a brief pause, the sound of more scuffling, then the beam was withdrawn from the bulkhead, leaving a giant hole in its place. The hole was quickly filled as Jeffery poked his head through. “Sorry, Chris!” he said.

“Sorry??” Stafford demanded, dropping the broken remains of his picture, “Sorry? Is ‘sorry’ going to fix this? It was a gift from my parents! It’s IRREPLACEABLE!”

“Your parents sent you the image file and you just printed it off,” Commander San Jall’s voice was the next one to filter through the broken bulkhead, “You can print a new one in, like, five minutes,”

“Or ye could if the replicators were workin’,” Jeffery corrected, “Or the power systems. Or anything, for that matter.

Stafford looked again at the gaping hole, sighed, then stepped towards the doors to the bridge.

The bridge, unlike the ready room, was a disaster. Half of the conn/ops console was missing, with just a blackened stub where the conn normally extended from the center pedestal. The viewscreen was a shattered mess, the consoles were largely dead and the lighting was being supplied by a series of haphazardly placed Matrian spotlights along with one or two barely working illumination panels.

Silverado had taken a beating in both the First and Second Battle of Matria Prime. Well, the Second and Third, if you counted the first time Silverado had fought it out in that particular solar system, but back then the Matrians had been the bad guys. Kidnapping Lt Cmdr Jeffery, trying to brainwash the crew and eventually being brought down by Dr. Wowryk, Commander Noonan and a Prefect Lashette of the Senousians. But that had been another fight. This latest round had seen Silverado defeated by the Qu’Eh, a newer, more corporate enemy, then sabotaged by Jall himself in an attempt to prevent the Qu’Eh from getting access to Federation technology. He’d mostly succeeded; almost every system in the ship had been fried. But the Qu’Eh had still managed to steal a few phaser emitters from the hull, enough to give the rescue a fleet a run for their money.

But the rescue fleet had prevailed, especially after a combined Starfleet/Matrian force flung a three-kilometer-plus, heavily shielded Old Matrian city at the enemy. Now, with the Matrians free and the Qu’Eh gone, it was time to turn their attention to rebuilding. And the recent bout with Dark Sylvia really hadn’t helped their efforts.

“Ah dunno why ye bothered trying to fix up yer ready room in the first place,” Jeffery said, still looking through the hole in the bridge wall, “Ye signed the rebuild order. The Matrians are gonna tear this ship apart like Yanick and Jall tearin’ into a case oh lager,”

“Please,” Jall sneered, “I wouldn’t touch a lager if you paid me. Maybe a nice, light micro-brew…but no. Hard liquor, any day of the week,”

“Eh,” Jeffery gave a wave without turning, “Yer bum’s out tha window,”

Stafford and Jall exchanged glances. Stafford shrugged.

“Leave his ass out of this,” he advised Jeffery, “And I just wanted one piece of the ship to look decent. You know, someplace I can work before the Matrians get too far into their reconstruction?”

“Deconstruction,” Valtaic corrected, climbing up from behind the tactical panel, “They’re tearing the ship down to the spaceframe before they rebuild. As you know, learning how the Federation builds ships. Or rather, how they built them about seventy years ago?”

“Ye did good work at least,” Jeffery said to Stafford, finally pulling his head out of the hole, “Too bad it’s only going to last another day or so,”

“Another day?” Stafford exclaimed, “But…I thought I’d have a week or two before they got up here!”

“Nay,” Jeffery shook his head, “The whole bridge module comes off tomorrow. Along with the antimatter pod assembly, the captains yacht, the shuttles, the navigational deflector particle emitter. Everything that’s designed to be removable. Then on to everything that isn’t.”

“Oh,” Stafford looked crestfallen, “I guess…I just thought we’d have more time is all.”

“Haven has thousands of shipbuilding robots,”Jeffery said, “Hundreds in this shipyard alone. As soon as their Master Shipbuilder arrives, we’re gettin’ this show on the road!”

“Goody,”

Stafford looked like he was about to say something else when a young Matrian stepped out of the emergency hatch and onto the bridge.

“Wow, what a climb!” the young woman said, “Invigorating!”

“May I help you?” Stafford asked politely, trying not to give her the old once-over. Matrian women were largely oblivious to the…er, attentions of alien men. (Matrian men were somewhat less physically-minded than the average human male.) But a few pointed ‘You see something you like?’ comments from Matrian women with the physique to crush him like a soda can had taught him to be…discreet.

“Message from an Admiral Tunney,” she replied immediately.

“I’ll read it later,” Stafford waved a hand, “It’s been nothing but bad news from him lately anyway,”

“You’ll talk to me NOW!” Tunney’s voice emerged from behind the woman’s back, making Stafford jump, “Between the time difference and the difficulty in getting the bandwidth on that one, single, subspace relay, I sure as hell am not waiting for you to call me back!”

“Sir!” Stafford jumped to attention, looking around for the elusive Admiral.

“Oh!” the Matrian exclaimed, pulling on a shoulder strap to reveal an open terminal slung behind her back.

“Go put me on the ready room desk,” Tunney’s voice emerged from the terminal, but the only image visible was that of an empty chair. The woman looked around for a moment, but Stafford, Jeffery and Jall all pointed towards the ready room doors (next to the gaping hole in the wall.) She stepped through the doors, spotted the desk and placed the terminal on it. The three Starfleet officers gathered around the hole. On the terminal, Tunney was dropping into his seat.

“Thank God!” he grumbled, “Do you know how nauseous I was getting, with that screen swinging around on her back? Why the hell are you hanging around that junk heap instead of in your office? On the planet?”

“Um…this is my ship, sir,” Stafford said, trying to think fast, “This is where my….good example? Uh…to provide a…um…responsibility?”

“Nice leadership noises,” Tunney rolled his eyes, “And why the hell are you talking to me through a hole in the wall?”

“Uhhh….”

“GET IN HERE!” Tunney snapped.

Stafford, Jeffery and Jall all scrambled through the doors and into the ready room. Valtaic, uninterested, returned to his work.

“Not you two!” Tunney waved towards Jeffery and Jall, “Get out!”

“Yes sir!”

Jall and Jeffery raced back out through the doors and to the other side of the hole, looking in.

Tunney looked exasperated. Stafford, noticing the dark look on Tunney’s face, grabbed the remains of his canola field picture, quickly located a jutting piece of metal, then hung it over the hole.

“Thank you,” Tunney said dryly, “I just love what you’ve done with the place,”

“Thank you, sir,” Stafford replied, on reflex.

“Shut up!” Tunney snapped, “Do you KNOW just how much trouble you’ve caused???”

“Uh…none at all?” now Stafford was confused, “We fought off an alien invasion, found a giant buried space station, showed the Matrians that the Federation is there for them and contributed to the positive karma of the galaxy. We got rid of trouble! We kicked trouble’s ass!”

Tunney crossed his arms.

“True,” he conceded, “But you also went over my head and managed to get the planetary leader of Matria Prime to authorize a rebuild of a starship that Starfleet Command had ordered decommissioned. Worse, you went over Fleet Admiral Ra’al’s head!” Tunney’s face loomed in the small screen, “If we were in the Klingon Empire, I’d probably be dead right now!” he barked.

“If we were Klingons, somebody would have killed her years ago,” Stafford muttered. More loudly, “I didn’t go to Anselia, I swear!”

“Right. You expect me to believe that you’ve been sleeping with her through this whole invasion, but that she just came up with the idea to rebuild your precious little ship all on her own?”

“Well, yeah. But…hey! How did you know we were-”

“I know everything,” Tunney cut him off.

“Sir, I swear! She came up with this on her own!”

“Be that as it may, do you KNOW how much paperwork is involved in rescinding a decommission order?”

“A lot?” Stafford guessed.

“Yes,” Tunney agreed, “But NOTHING compared to the paperwork needed to give a new Federation member access to all the classified technology buried in that ship! Even if it is all fried, it’s going to have to be replaced! The paperwork needed just to give them enough information to fabricate a new warp core is going to take me at least a week!”

“Oh” Stafford cringed a little.

“And I’m great a paperwork” Tunney went on.

“Yes, sir,” Stafford gulped.

“Fantastic, even,” Tunney continued.

“Yes, sir,”

“Lots of experience,”

“Yes, sir,”

“Which means it will probably take you about two weeks,” Tunney was smiling now, “Another week for the impulse engine systems, three or four for the shield emitters. Luckily, the physical dismantling and reconstruction of the spaceframe isn’t classified…but the compatibility study with the Matrian construction bots will probably take your people a while.”

“But…but…” Stafford’s mouth was gaping like a fish now.

“I’ll be transmitting the details your way,” Tunney said, looking downright pleased with himself, “Enjoy,”

The screen went dark.

“Crap,” Stafford groaned.

“We couldn’t just have tried for a new ship,” Jall’s annoyed voice came through the strategically placed picture.

“Shut up!”



Elsewhere in the massive space station, Lt Trish Yanick was also struggling with an interior decorating dilemma.

“No, Pari,” she said insistently, “I don’t agree, I won’t agree, and there’s nothing you can do to MAKE me agree!”

T’Parief, all two-plus-meters feet of him, looked down at the diminutive blond girl.

“I think there is,” he said, moving in closer and baring his teeth.

“Don’t be silly,” Yanick bopped him on the nose, making him draw back with a reptilian hiss, “We can’t make out in front of the baby!”

“I wasn’t going to…that wasn’t…what baby?” T’Parief shook his head, then looked over to one corner of the large, sparsely furnished bedroom.

“Yes, Trish,” Dr. Wowryk said calmly, “There isn’t an actual baby here, yet. Oh, and thank you so much for thinking of me as well,”

“Right,” Yanick stood firmly, “We can’t make out in front of Noel, either!”

“Thank you,” Wowryk turned back to her work.

“We aren’t going to make out,” T’Parief said firmly.

“Well, I’m glad we agree!” Yanick said, sounding relieved.

“I was not suggesting…oh very well. We agree on that,” T’Parief gave up that part of the discussion, “But not on the matter at hand. The egg will NOT stay in our bedroom!”

“Yes it will!” Yanick insisted, “See? Noel is already setting up the incubator in here, and once it’s in, we can’t move it!”

“Yes you can,” Wowryk chipped in, “This thing has so many backups and protective systems in it, you could throw it out an airlock and your egg would be fine for at least a day,”

“WE’RE NOT THROWING OUR BABY OUT AN AIRLOCK!” Yanick shrieked.

“I didn’t say you should,” Wowryk rolled her eyes, “Come ON Trish, calm down!”

“The place for spawn is NOT in the same room as the parents,” T’Parief said, “Such coddling…it is an insult. The child will live in the room down the hall. The second one on the left, between the second bathroom and the…which is it? The room with the torture device by the window?”

“My sewing room,” Yanick said, “And NO! I want the baby in HERE!”

“Why do you have a sewing room?” Wowryk asked, “Do you actually know how to sew?”

“NO, but that’s not the point!”

“The point is that you want to raise our child to be a sniveling, whining weakling, terrified to emerge from beneath your skirts!”

“Point,” Wowryk brought a hand to her mouth, delicately stifling a giggle, “Sewing room. Point.”

“Hey, I want to raise our child the way my parents raised me, and am I a sniveling weakling?” Yanick demanded, ignoring Wowryk and giving T’Parief a hard shove with both hands.

He didn’t move. Not so much as a millimeter.

“OK, you’re a bad example!” she admitted. She turned to Wowryk.

“Whoah, hey!” Wowryk threw her arms up, “Don’t go shoving me around just to prove how tough you are!

Before Yanick could reply, there was a gentle chime coming from the front door.

“Thank the Divine Lord!” Wowryk muttered, crossing herself and rushing for the hallway.

“I do not think you a weakling,” T’Parief said gently, “Your parents did wonderfully with you. But they did not have to consider Klingon, Andorian or Gorn parts to their child,”

“Parian parts,” Yanick corrected, “My favorite parts,”



Down the hall Wowryk rolled her eyes as a loud THUMP! sounded from behind her.

“Sinners,” she muttered, “The second I turn my back, it’s right to the floor, cloths all over the place! And right in front of the baby!”

The door chimed again.

“I’M COMING!” she snapped.

She crossed the spacious living room, passed the formal dining room and the broad opening to the kitchen area as she moved towards the entrance foyer. Yanick and T’Parief had spent days hunting for their temporary quarters aboard Haven, going through dozens of living units in the towers that filled the space station’s inner city. Unit after unit, tower after tower, they’d all been turned down. Eventually, they had expanded their search to include the massive apartment buildings attached to the Inner Rim, and it was there that they had found their dream home.

Apartments weren’t really the right word. Externally, the buildings resembled apartment buildings merged with the towering, curved wall that was the outer boundary of the city and the inner boundary of the thick ring that held cargo bays, docking facilities, shipyards, living quarters and everything else associated with a space station. But the actual ‘apartments’ themselves ranged from compact, single person accommodations to sprawling luxury units that filled half the building floor. Yanick and T’Parief’s home was one of these, and with it’s ground-level location opening onto a spacious yard, it was about as close to a farmhouse as one could get aboard the flying city.

Wowryk opened the front door, revealing Fifebee and Sylvia.

“Good morning,” she said pleasantly as another loud THUMP! echoed through the house, “May I offer you a beverage?”

“What was that?” Sylvia asked, moving quickly towards the hall, “Is the baby OK?”

“Ignore that,” Wowryk sighed, “I believe that is the sound of make-up sex,”

“Oh good, did they finally agree on where the baby is going to sleep?”

“NO!” Yanick’s voice rang from down the hall, followed by a yelp from T’Parief.

“Pay attention to what you’re doing!” he snapped.

“Oops, sorry!”

Wowryk pinched the bridge of her nose

“Please get me out of here,” she said to the two artificial women.

“But I wanted to see the baby!” Sylvia complained.

“We can come back later,” Wowryk said.

There was another THUMP!

“Hey, no, my leg is going to cramp!” Yanick faintly complained.

“I’ll come back later,” Sylvia agreed.



Wowryk followed the two holograms to the nearest tram station. After retrieving Fifebee’s holo-relay (which was generating both their images) they boarded the tram and sat. Within seconds they were racing through the curving tunnel, then emerging into the city. Far above them, the clear dome gave a wonderful view of Matria Prime.

“Thanks,” Wowryk said, “I really needed to get out of there.”

“Too much domestic bliss?” Sylvia asked knowingly.

“I’m very happy for them,” Wowryk said neutrally.

Fifebee looked interested. She frowned for a moment as her program sifted through data, then spoke.

“Is their successful relationship underlining your own romantic failures, leading to feelings of loneliness and inadequacy?” she asked.

“I DON’T HAVE FEELINGS OF INADEQUACY!” Wowryk snapped.

“Fifebee,” Sylvia warned.

“I…oh,” Fifebee pursed her lips, “I apologize, Doctor. I was only curious,”

“Forget it,” Wowryk said, “I just want some quiet time. A nice walk through the empty Atriums is just right.”

Fifebee and Sylvia exchanged glances. Around them, the tram slipped into the entrance tunnel at the base of the Command Complex, turning as the tunnel curved into the Transit Hub.

“About that…”

“Oh, I know the shops are all closed, but I’m not interested in shopping. Or dealing with strangers,” Wowryk said, “All I want is-”

The tram entered the Transit Hub and approached the platform. As it did, people on the crossover bridges, on the balconies scattered above the curving tracks and on the landings of the fancy, glass-enclosed staircases all started pointing excitedly. All Matrians, half holding video recording devices, half holding microphones and all of them now rushing to the platform where their tram was coming to a gentle stop.

“Peace and quiet,” Wowryk finished.



Back in the shipyard complex surrounding Silverado, Jeffery and Valtaic were huddled around a complicated-looking bank of terminals in a complicated-looking control room. The room was a few levels below the actual shipyard operations center, the window looking into the yard giving them a view of Silverado’s navigational deflector.

“Ye think Tunney meant what he said about turnin’ this into a paperwork nightmare?” Jeffery asked.

“Hmm,” Valtaic replied, his tone decidedly non-committal.

“Aye, he was probably just givin’ Chris the grief over this whole thing…warrant he was lookin’ forward to gettin’ this old ship off the books!”

“Hmm,”

Jeffery moved away from the terminal, walking towards the rear corner of the room. Here another window looked into a smaller repair bay just off the main shipyard. In it, one of Silverado’s heavily damaged shield generators lay carefully centered on the bay floor. An equally damaged runabout was stashed at the far end, almost like an afterthought.

“Have ye uploaded the plans yet?” he asked.

“No,”

Jeffery waited for an explanation. Evidently, one was not forthcoming.

“Why not?”

“Because,” Valtaic explained patiently, “The Captain has not yet completed the required compatibility study for the construction droids,”

“Aye,” Jeffery nodded, “So we have to analyze their performance. Havin’ them do some basic repairs like the shield generator is the perfect way to get him the data for the study,”

“Agreed,” Valtaic nodded, “But we cannot permit the bots to work on Federation equipment without the compatibility study,”

“But we can’t finish the study without the data…which means lettin’ them work on Federation equipment!”

The two men glared at each other. Well, Jeffery glared. Valtaic absently brushed at his tunic as his agitated energy field attracted every dust mote in a ten meter radius.

Jeffery was about to tap his comm badge when it went off.

“Wowyrk to Jeffery!” Wowryk’s voice trilled out through the channel,

“Noel! What’s wrong!” Jeffery gulped.

“Fifebee, Sylvia and I have been cornered in the Transit Hub! Do you have access to a transporter pad? We need to get out of here!”

Jeffery bolted for the door, intent on getting to the runabout and hopefully cranking up its transporter.

“What is it?” he demanded, “Qu’Eh spy? Matrian rebels? Those creepy parasites from Fastus IV that burrow into yer-”

“JEFFERY!” Sylvia’s voice cut in, “This isn’t the time!”

“Right, right,” Jeffery emerged on the main deck of the repair bay and sprinted towards the runabout, “What is it?”

“PAPARAZZI!” Wowryk cried.

Jeffery skidded to a halt.

“Really? Ye mean with flash bulbs and such?”

“Flash bulbs were obsolete centuries ago, Simon!” Sylvia’s voice replied.

“But same basic principle, yes,” Wowryk cut in.

“Oh,” Much less concerned, Jeffery opened the runabout door. He tapped at a few panels, saw that the runabout did have some power…and that the transporter buffer was completely depolarized.

“Well,” he said, “Good thing it’s not an emergency, coz the only way yer comin’ through this transporter is in a bucket.” He chuckled, “Chris’ll be thrilled. He wanted ye to keep the good-will going with the Matrians, right?”

“Thanks for nothing, Simon!” Wowryk snapped. The channel died.

Jeffey walked back up to the construction bot control center.

“Problem solved?” Valtaic inquired.

“There was no problem,” Jeffery smirked, “Noel just doesn’t like cameras. She’ll be fine,”

Valtaic thought for a moment.

“Don’t say it,” Jeffery said before he could speak, “Ah don’t want some alien crack about me culture, or chivalry, or whatever. Let’s just call Chris up and get an answer to this wee problem,”

“I believe you may-” Valtaic started.

“Jeffery to Stafford,”



Up in his ready room, Stafford was almost ready to cry. It had only been a few hours since Tunney’s ominous edict, and already he had close to two dozen different padds on his desk, each with a different form or requisition. Every piece of paperwork dealing with the refit of a starship, normally handled by a well-experienced team of shipyard bureaucrats, now dumped on his lap. And made more difficult by the fact that the shipyard doing the work wasn’t a Starfleet shipyard. Well, OK, it sort of was now, what with Haven being designated Starbase 341 and all, with a new Starfleet command crew inbound. But the Matrians were still relatively new members.

“Maybe I should just blow the whole ship up and start from scratch,” Stafford groaned.

“Wowryk to Stafford,” his comm-badge chirped.

“Noel,” he groaned, “I was about to call you. I need something for a headache,”

“How about a small mob of reporters?” Wowryk asked, a bit of bite in her tone.

“No, I don’t think that would…wait, what?” he frowned, “How did reporters get aboard? The city is off-limits, isn’t it?”

“I don’t care! They’ve got Sylvia, Fifebee and me cornered in the Transit Hub! We’re hiding in an empty shop, but there’s no way out the back! I tried to get Jeffery to beam us out, but he just laughed, and-”

“The Matrians aren’t going to hurt you, Doctor,” Stafford massaged his temples, “They just want to talk to the woman that helped save their civilization. Again.”

“BUT I HATE CAMERAS!”

“And I hate paperwork,” Stafford shot back, “We’re both out of our comfort zones. Stafford out!”

As the channel died, he leaned back in his chair.

“I am SO going to pay for that later,” he grumbled.

He stared at the pile of padds.

“On the other hand, if I can get Sylvia back up here, she can probably chew through this stuff in about thirty seconds,” he said thoughtfully. He was about to call Wowryk back when his comm went off again.

“Jeffery to Stafford,”

“This better be good, Simon!” Stafford said impatiently, “I need to call Wowryk back! If I can get Sylvia up here, then-”

“Noel will be fine, Valtaic and I are havin’ some trouble with the construction bots,”

“I told you I need the study data before I can do anything!” Stafford snapped.

“Aye, but we can’t let the bots loose on the shield generator to get the data until we have the authorization,”

“But I can’t get the authorization without…oh f**k my life!” Stafford snapped.

“Aye, ye see the problem,”

“There’s gotta be a waiver or something in here somewhere,” he started shifting through the padds. He abruptly stopped. “Wait…yeah, you know what’s happening with Wowryk. She called you already…”

“Aye. So whot?”

“And you just told her not to worry about it?”

“Aye,”

“I believe,” Valtaic cut in, “That the Captain is about to point out that you have completely missed the significance of your former lover reaching out to you for assistance, the potential gain of status in her eyes had you assisted her, and the likely consequences of your failure to do so,”



Down in the shipyard, Jeffery was turning to Valtaic, his eyes as round as saucers.

“Ye don’t think she…she didn’t mean anything by it,”

“I am still learning about human culture,” Valtaic admitted, “But it has been much easier to understand once I realized that when communicating with human women, one must always look for hidden meaning,”

“I think he’s got you there, Simon,” Stafford’s voice said over the comm, “Who knows? Maybe this is her way of saying she’s interested again,”

“BOLLOCKS!” Jeffery shouted, running for the door.

Valtaic chuckled to himself, then turned back to his panel. What was he doing? Oh yes.

“Valtaic to Stafford. If I may inquire about the waiver-”

“Valtaic, follow Jeffery,” Stafford’s reply was immediate, almost as if he’d expected the call.

“Why?” Jeffery’s situation was in no way relevant to Valtaic’s work. In fact, with Jeffery gone, he might even make swifter progress.

“You can’t seriously tell me that based on your past experience with Dr. Wowryk, you don’t think what she does to Jeffery will be worth seeing?”

Valtaic considered this.

“Would you like me to take a camera?”

“Please,”

“Do you think Dr. Wowryk is interested in resuming romantic courtship with Lt Cmdr Jeffery?”

“Not a f**king chance,”



In the Transit Hub, Wowryk, Sylvia and Fifebee were standing in a cylindrical room, roughly a third of which consisted of floor-to-ceiling windows looking out over the tram tracks two levels below.

“I keep expecting somebody to put a coffee shop in one of these,” Sylvia said, looking around the room, “It’s prime location,”

“No kidding,” Wowryk muttered, “GO AWAY!” She waved angrily at the throng of Matrians clustered on a balcony less than ten meters from the left window.

“Is it really that big a deal, Doctor?” Fifebee asked calmly, “They just want a few photos, perhaps some choice sound-bites,”

“Yes, it’s a big deal!” Wowryk snapped, “I can take space battles, and injuries, and evil aliens, but I draw the line at being harassed and photographed by a bunch of, of…nosy busybodies!”

“Simon and Chris didn’t think it was a big deal,” Sylvia said.

“Well then THEY can come deal with them!”

There was silence for a few minutes.

“We cannot simply stay here,” Fifebee said firmly, “I have work to do. And you’ll die of starvation or dehydration if we remain too long. I suggest you simply treat them the same way you treat everybody else who is disturbing you,”

“Telling a bunch of reporters she’s not interested in dating isn’t going to look great in the papers,” Sylvia teased gently.

“NOEL!” Wowryk comm badge chirped.

“Simon,” Wowryk said cautiously, tapping the badge, “Yes? I am a bit busy at the moment,”

“Just stay there! Ah’ve got a fix on yer signal! Ah’ll help ye out, no sweat!”

The channel went dead.

“Well,” Wowryk looked taken aback, “That’s a positive development. I’m sure Simon is on his way to a working transporter right now. This whole problem will be solved in a matter of moments.”

Sylvia and Fifebee exchanged a doubtful glance.



Jeffery was not, in fact, on his way to a working transporter. Having been the senior Starfleet engineer poking around Haven since it’s activation a few weeks ago (and being on good terms with Colonel Abela) had its advantages. He’d used a Traveler with command override on a turbolift and was at that moment just emerging in a corridor just off the Transit Hub. He knew Wowryk was on the third level of the hub’s outer wall, in an unoccupied shop or cafe. He knew the reporters were surrounding the only entrance, and that that particular space looked out over the tracks. So he’d taken the lift to the inner side of the hub, climbed up a maintenance ladder and started inching along one of the support beams that held the massive lighting panels over the tracks.

“We were so close,” he muttered to himself, “So close to gettin’ to second base when things fell apart. But maybe…maybe if Ah play me cards right…”

He pulled a length of duranium cabling from his tool belt and began securing one section of it to the beam.

“No problem, Simon,” he muttered, “No working transporters. All she needs is a way out. Just break down the window, climb onto the beam, and we’re at home base! Er, Ah mean home free. Right.”

He steadied himself, just as Fifebee was turning towards the window.



“Uh-oh,” Fifebee said calmly, “I believe we are about to witness a rescue attempt,”

“Likely to succeed?” Sylvia asked.

With a Tarzan-like howl, Jeffery jumped off the support beam, halfway between the inner wall and the shop window. He continued howling as he soared through the air, swinging along the perfect arc defined by the cable he gripped, legs outstretched to smash through the window.

“I suspect not, no,” Fifebee answered.

Jeffery’s howl abruptly stopped as he smashed into the nearly unbreakable transparent aluminum window, stuck for a moment, then tumbled to the hard deck several meters below.

“SIMON!” Wowryk gasped. She turned for the exit and keyed the lock. The doors hissed open, revealing the sea of reporters. “Out of my way!” she snapped, “Somebody just fell on the tracks!”

There were a series of gasps, then Sylvia and Fifebee watched as the Matrian reporters stampeded down the corridor, down the stairs and towards the platform, Dr. Wowryk trailing behind. “OH REALLY!??” Wowryk snapped, her voice fading as she turned the corner, “You mean all I had to do was yell something like that and you would have left me alone??”

As she disappeared from view, Valtaic approached the opposite direction, a holo-recorder in one hand.

“Did I miss the ill-conceived rescue attempt?” he asked calmly.

“Yes, but don’t worry,” Fifebee replied, “I have it in my memory logs.”

“Excellent.”



Down on the tracks, Jeffery was groaning as Wowryk quickly assessed his injuries.

“Bruises mostly,” she said brusquely, “That left ankle looks bad, and you may have cracked a rib. Luckily the track anti-gravity field kicked in, or you might have broken your neck!”

“Small price to pay,” Jeffery winced, “For ye,”

“For…” Wowryk frowned, “Jeffery, what exactly do you think is happening here?”

“Well…ye called me for help. Weren’t ye…reaching out?”

“You’re one of my shipmates,” Wowryk said, “We’ve barely seen each other for months. Of course I was reaching out!”

“But ye weren’t…Ah though maybe ye were callin’ me cuz ye might have wanted to…to…date?”

Wowryk blinked, and for a moment it seemed nothing would happen.

Then the storm clouds rolled in.

“SIMON JEFFERY!” she snapped, “What part of ‘COME SAVE ME FROM A BUNCH OF NOSY REPORTERS’ translates to ‘I WANT TO DATE YOU AGAIN’!??! Somebody ELSE can take you up to the clinic!”

With that, she turned and stormed past the reporters.

“No offense,” she growled on the way by.

“Oh,” Sylvia groaned, looking down from the window up above, “I’m not looking forward to tonight’s news broadcast.”



“-embarrassing day for Lt Cmdr Simon Jeffery, one of the-”

There was a crash, then a groan as the newscast showed footage of Jeffery hitting the window then sliding down to the tracks below. “-Silverado officers currently residing aboard Haven. Rumour has it-”

The image skittered backwards, then began to replay. Once again, the footage showed Jeffery smashing into the window. “-one of the Silverado officers currently-” The image skittered back again.

“Oy!” Jeffery finally barked, “C’mon, mate! Isn’t it bad enough that-”

“I just can’t help myself,” Cmdr Jall admitted, rewinding the footage again.

“Listen, ye git!”

“Quiet, all of you!” Stafford grumbled.

“-one of the Silverado-”

“I did not say-”

“Fifebee!”

“-anything,” Fifebee finished quietly.

“But it goes even FURTHER back,” Jall went on, manipulating the playback.

“-part of ‘COME SAVE ME FROM A BUNCH OF NOSY REPORTERS’ translates to ‘I WANT TO DATE YOU AGAIN’!??!” Wowryk snapped on screen.

“That’s some nice camera work right there,” Jall pointed.

Stafford slammed his fist down against the table he was using, sending padds tumbling to the floor.

“JALL!” he barked, “Jeffery has ALREADY been humiliated! Why the f-”

“It’s OK, mate,” Jeffery interrupted, his voice almost a sigh.

“No, it’s NOT all right!” Stafford went on, “He’s-”

“He,” Jall crossed his arms and finally turned away from the screen, “is trying to make a point.”

Stafford’s eyes narrowed. The three of them, along with Fifebee, Valtaic and Sylvia were in what would, in theory, become the Silverado crew’s temporary replacement for Unbalanced Equations. Steven was still setting up, and having a hell of a time figuring out to get the real wood tables he wanted for proper ambiance, but in the meantime the generic Haven lounge had plenty of generic Haven furniture. Valtaic was sitting next to Fifebee’s holo-relay, an open access panel sitting next to a cup of replicated Raktajino

“What point,” Stafford demanded, “could possibly require you to keep rubbing Simon’s nose into the fact that Noel basically emasculated him in front of the whole planet?”

“In the interest of correctness,” Valtaic spoke up, “I must point out that you are incorrect. Only an estimated 73% of Matrians even watch the total combined channels that were represented at the incident. Of course, the news feeds back to Federation space ensure that even at the 0.5% likely viewing-”

“Honey,” Sylvia shushed him, “That’s fascinating, but nobody cares. Could you please get back to downloading that update for Fifebee’s relay? I would really like to have a body for my own while the ship is being repaired, and the current system is very, very…glitchy.”

Fifebee gave her a look of annoyance. Sort of the look one might give a sibling who was getting increasingly invasive in her use of private space.

“Certainly,” Valtaic returned to work.

“The point I’m trying to make,” Jall said, “is that Wowryk is finished with him. Done. Finito. Frankly, with all the mild-mannered boys on this planet, I expect her to be dating within the week. And the sooner Mr. Jeffery gets it into his head,” Jall moved over to Jeffery and poked him in the chest, “the sooner he’ll realize that there is a WHOLE PLANET full of AVAILABLE WOMEN for him to chase after!”

Stafford blinked.

“He…he has a point,” Stafford admitted, “C’mon, Simon…when was the last time you actually got laid?”

“Captain Simplot,” Valtaic supplied helpfully, “Stardate-”

“Why in the name of Siri would you care about such things???” Fifebee demanded.

Valtaic shrugged.

“I have begun keeping track of a number of anecdotes for when I am expected to engage in social frivolities,” he replied, “For example, the Captain was last treated for Senousian chlamydia on Stardate-”

“Right, thanks, we get the picture,” Stafford cut him off and turned back to Jeffery, “But Simon, just think of all the things you haven’t done for the past few years because you’ve been trying to impress Wowryk?”

Jeffery looked thoughtful.

“Aye, it’s been a while…” he said slowly.

“In fact, you and I haven’t hung out in ages either,” Stafford went on, pushing his pile of padds back into a carry-bag, “And I need a break from this paperwork.”

“Are ye thinkin’ whot Ah’m thinkin’?” Jeffery was starting to look eager now.

“I think I am,” Stafford nodded, “Jall! Where’s the best night-spot on the planet? I’m talking bar-crawling-”

“-beer slamming-” Jeffery added.

“-strip-teasing-”

“-street-stumbling-”

“Wait, wait, stop,” Fifebee abruptly interrupted, “Sir, you are being highly illogical,”

Stafford and Jeffery turned to her.

“Fifebee,” Jeffery asked, “Why would there be anything logical about going on a bender?”

“You are asking Cmdr Jall where to find bars, strip clubs and other assorted diversions,” Fifebee explained, “Do you really wish to spend your evening moving from one…what is the word…‘sausage-fest’ to another?”

Jeffery and Stafford exchanged a look.

“She has a point,” Stafford admitted.

“Let’s go find Lt Cmdr Stern,” Jeffery suggested.

“Yeah,” Stafford agreed.

The two of them high-tailed it out of the room.

“You just ruined,” Jall said slowly, “What might have been the funniest, most hilarious bar disaster of the decade.”

“San? Sweetie?” Sylvia said, “Stop your evil plotting and help Valtaic install this upgrade!”

“Yeah. Fine.”

Neither of them noticed the nondescript woman in the corner, her Starfleet uniform bearing the gold of Engineering/Operations. They also didn’t notice the interested glances she’d been throwing at Stafford and Jeffery for the past hour.

And they didn’t notice when she followed the two men out of the room, either.



“What do you mean nobody’s in charge of security right now?” Wowryk demanded.

“I mean exactly that,” T’Parief said flatly, his deep voice seeming to make the deck plates rumble in Haven’s Command Center, “Until the new Starfleet crew arrives to take control of the station, we have only a few administrative personnel on board,”

“Then how do I get rid of all those gossiping reporters?” Wowryk asked.

“How do you usually get rid of irritants?”

“I kick Commander Jall out of Sickbay!”

T’Parief smiled.

“I guess you two have something in common after all,” Yanick giggled. She was walking around the lower walkway, egg firmly held in her arms.

“The reporters you refer to have already been ordered to leave the station,” T’Parief returned to business, “As you know, the Matrian government is restricting access to the city until further notice. However, security is not as tight as it could be. They may return. And, of course, if you return to the planet there will be nothing to stop them from approaching you.”

“Can’t you do anything?” Wowryk asked.

“Perhaps the Captain will assign a few personnel from handling shipyard security to assist with city security for the time being,” T’Parief tapped his comm-badge, “T’Parief to Stafford,”

No reply.

T’Parief tried again.

“What?” They could barely make out Stafford’s voice though the overwhelming sound of music, voices and what might have been Jeffery trying to pick up a woman by asking her if she wanted to see his hydrospanner.

“I would like to discuss-:

“I can’t hear you,” Stafford shouted, “Look, can this wait?”

“-not going to get anywhere with a corny pickup line like that-” a woman’s voice broke into the channel.

“-unless it’s an emergency. Stafford out!”

Silence fell over the command center.

“Did those assholes go clubbing without me??” Yanick demanded.

“You’re about to be a mother,” Wowryk chided her, “They did the right thing,”

“But…wait,” Yanick blinked, “Was Jeffery hitting on a woman? That wasn’t you???”

Wowryk considered.

“Apparently,” she admitted.

“Excuse me, Cmdr T’Parief?” A young-looking Matrian man, far too young-looking to be wearing the rank of Major that was none the less affixed to his uniform, had leaned over the railing from the command deck, “Uh, we have a Federation courier requesting permission to dock,”

T’Parief frowned.

“I was not aware of any Federation ships arriving today,” he said, “Or for the next week, for that matter,”

“Do you want me to tell them to turn around and go home?” the major asked, “Because…you know…that doesn’t sound very neighborly to me,”

“Did you run their registration and encrypted friend-or-foe ID against the Federation database, like I showed you?” T’Parief was almost purring now.

“Well…well yeah…”

“And did they check out?”

“Um…” assorted beeping from the panel, “Yes.”

“Then,” T’Parief said, “as this is your planet and your city, you are free to do as you wish. My security needs have been met,”

“But…but what do I DO?”

“For your sake,” Wowryk said dryly, “Hope that it’s your new command staff, arriving early,”



It was not the new Haven command staff. Nor was it anyone associated with them.

The courier docked at one of Haven’s docking ports with practiced ease, the pilot engaging docking clamps, powering down ships systems and sending in a request for refueling after the long flight from the core of Federation space before the single passenger, a beautiful blond woman, had even made her way out of the airlock.

As planned, her contact was already there waiting for her.

“He’s down on the planet,” the contact, Lt Melissa Swelts informed her, “I’ve been following him for the past two days, ever since I was told you were coming. But I don’t understand-”

“You don’t have to understand,” the woman cut her off, “this man-”

“Actually you’re right,” Lt Swelts held up a hand, “I don’t need to understand. All I need to know is that Capt Baird needed a favour, and if that favour means keeping an eye on Lt Cmdr Jeffery for a few days, then fine. But if I don’t get back to the Vendome soon, Captain Saint-Germaine is going to declare me AWOL,”

“Right, I’m sorry,” the blond said, “I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just…well, I’ve got a score to settle with this one.”

“Whatever,” Swelts said, turning to leave, “Best of luck. Oh, and here’s his comm-badge locator frequency. He’s down on the planet, bar-hopping with the Silverado Captain.”

She tossed a chip back toward the blond, who caught it easily.

Commander Carly Nance absently passed the chip from hand to hand. It would be an easy matter to locate Jeffery with this, even in the middle of a planet full of aliens. She just had one minor matter to take care of first.

Leverage.



“You know what this place needs? More chairs. Or a lounge. Or something,” Yanick complained, still holding her egg as she walked the second level of the command complex with T’Parief and Wowryk.

“Neither of you are required here,” T’Parief said bluntly, “No activity is expected. The Matrians are monitoring the sensors, the first of the new Starfleet crew is arriving within the week,”

“And we actually don’t really need you up here either,” the young Major said, poking his head back over the third level railing. He saw the glower T’Parief sent his way and immediately cringed back.

“That’s not what I meant! I mean, if you wanted to go relax, we can take care of things here and comm you if there’s a problem! But we more than appreciate you staying around just in case…and….well…um…thank you?”

T’Parief said nothing, merely flicked his tongue out as if to taste the air, then turned back to the women.

He was about to speak when the Matrian Major poked his head back out.

“Um…it’s actually a good thing you didn’t leave,” he said, “We’re getting a message from Starfleet,”

T’Parief took the steps to the upper level three at a time, found an empty control pulpit and confirmed his identity. The message flashed up on the screen.

“You better call the Captain,” Wowryk said, reading over his shoulder, “He’s not going to like this,”

“No, I imagine not,” T’Parief said.



Stafford was, at that moment, gazing at the bottom of a glass that was almost but not quite entirely unlike a typical human beer pint as the last dregs of his ‘beer’ drained away.

“You know,” he said, “I think these bar runs were a lot more fun at the Academy because we were pretty much limited to the kind of beer we could get on Earth,”

“Nay,” Jeffery said, nursing some pink concoction that had apparently been grain at one point. And had, so they told him, been fermented into some sort of ale, “We were younger. And we had the rest of our squad with us. That’s the thing.”

“No Simon, it’s this Matrian stuff,” Stafford grimaced, grabbing a menu, dropping a clear piece of Dillon Enterprises Quick-E-Trans over top and reading the translated results. (Their marketing division was still reeling from the product’s disastrous similarity to Quik-2-Trans, a near-instant and luckily temporary gender reassignment technology.) “Maybe it’s something in the water, but I think my bowels have just given up on this planet.”

“Too much info, mate,” Jeffery said. He grabbed the menu, pointed, frowned, concentrated on getting his finger where he wanted it, then waved the waitress over.

Then he spent another minute trying to remember where his finger had been before he’d waved.

“Two of those, please,” he said.

“Make it three,” Stafford added.

Jeffery looked at him like he was crazy.

“Who’s the third?” he asked.

Stafford shrugged, wobbling a bit on his stool.

“I dunno. We’ll find somebody sooner or later, won’t we?”

“I thought ye wanted to go to that strip bar Stern was talking about?” Jeffery asked.

“We’re here,” Stafford frowned.

Jeffery looked around. The bar they were in followed pretty much the universal ‘intoxicating beverage service facility’ that was almost exactly as common as biochemistry that allowed intoxication, minus cultures where intoxication was forbidden. (But then add back the cultures where intoxication was forbidden, but happened anyway. Which was most of them.) There were tables, booths, pleasant lighting, the loud drone of conversation over what the Matrians considered music (and Jeffery considered incomprehensible).

There were no naked women. Or naked men, fortunately.

“I don’t think so,” Jeffery said.

“Sure it is. C’mon, wait here and I’ll get you a lap-dance. It was your birthday recently, right?”

“Like five months ago,” Jeffery said, “And Chris, nay. Ye don’t have ta…”

But he was already gone.

Sighing, Jeffery thanked the waitress as she dropped off their three drinks. Jeffery quickly downed his, then hid the glass under the table and grabbed the third. To be honest, this night out wasn’t quite turning out the way he’d hoped. He’d been full of piss and vinegar, right up until that first woman he’d tried the hydrospanner line on had turned him down. After that, he’d just sort of…lost his mojo.

He blinked, noticing a new woman sitting at the bar, far enough that he couldn’t make out her features, but close enough that he could see that she had one hell of a body…and a dress that wasn’t putting any effort into hiding it. He could just get up and walk over there, say hello. Who knew? This was Matria Prime, after all. He had the advantage.

He’d almost convinced himself to get up when Stafford plopped back into his chair, blocking his view.

“Well, I have some good news, and some bad news,” Stafford said, holding his hand over the right side of his face.

“Aye?”

“The bad news is that you’re right, this isn’t a strip bar,” Stafford took his hand away, revealing what would probably be a black eye before long, “And the women I thought was a stripper is actually a Matrian Defense Force Captain. Small world huh? Also, I might have a harassment charge on my file before we get back,”

“And the good news?” Jeffery asked.

“I remembered where the real strip bar is. Let’s go,”

Jeffery looked longingly back towards the bar, but the blond woman was heading towards the exit anyway.

“T’Parief to Stafford,” Stafford’s badge chirped.

“Can it wait until tomorrow?” Stafford asked.

“Ye have to…tap the..” Jeffery stopped, trying to remember what he was trying to say.

“Right. Stafford here,” he tapped the comm badge, “Can it wait until morning?”

“It can, but it should not,” T’Parief said, also forgoing pleasantries.

“Then it will, Stafford out,”

“C’mon, let’s find somebody we can pay to get naked,” Stafford said.

“Ooch, it sounds so perverted when ye say it like that,”



Carly tapped her ear, turning off the audio enhancement as Stafford and Jeffery prepared to leave. She bolted for the exit immediately, plans forming in her mind.

She knew from her (poorly translated) Map O’ Matria that there was only one decent strip bar nearby. And she’d need to get there fast to beat the two men and put her plan into action.



Stafford and Jeffery arrived at the strip bar, ordered drinks, then sat very, very quietly at a small table near (but not TOO near) the stage.

“Simon?” Stafford asked.

“Aye, Chris?” Jeffery replied nervously.

“This is NOTHING like Earth,” Stafford gulped.

“Ah know,” Jeffery paused, “Ah’m feert, mannie.”

“What?”

“Scared,” Jeffery clarified.

“Me too.”

The first big difference was that the dancer on the stage wasn’t gyrating to anything with a pulsing beat. She instead was slowly moving to something that might have passed for classical music on Earth. That was strange, but what really threw them off was the women. The women were tall. They were beautiful, in that somewhat Nordic Matrian way. There were blonds, brunettes, a couple of redheads. And their…female assets…were both well formed and adequately sized.

But nowhere near as large as their muscles. In fact, Stafford was certain that the two women dancing on the stage in front of him could tear him apart and make a few Olympic-record winning tosses with the pieces.

One of the dancers wandering around the floor stopped at a table full of slender Matrian men, flexing before sitting down. She laughed at something one of the men said. A few minutes later, one of the men rose and followed her to the private dance area.

“Aren’t those little guys scared they’re going to get hurt?” Jeffery asked.

“No more than the Earth women in a male strip club, I suppose,” Stafford said.

“Hey boys,” a busty brunette had sort of half-stomped, half-sashayed her way towards them, “How’s it going?”

Stafford and Jeffery noticed the swirling tattoos adorning her rippling arms before they even noticed her large but muscular chest.

“Meep!” they squeaked.

“Don’t be shy,” she sat at the table and made herself comfortable, “Is this your first time at a dance bar?”

“Meep.”

“I guess so,” she leaned over the table, placing a strong hand over each of theirs “It’s OK,”

“We…that is,” Jeffery cleared his throat, “It’s our first time at a Matrian strip bar,”

“We’re from out of town,” Stafford added, finding his voice.

“Oh, the Federationers,” the dancer gave them a blazing smile, “That must be exciting!”

“Y-yeah,”

“Are the dance bars on your world like this?”

“Surprisingly,” Stafford took a long swig of his drink, “The women are just less…”

“Beautiful? Sexy? Engaging?”

“Muscular,” Stafford finished awkwardly.

The dancer looked taken aback.

“Oh,” she sat back, “Like her?”

Stafford and Jeffery turned to one of the side stages, where an absolutely stunning blond woman - probably human, from the look of her perfectly slender limbs - was easing out onto the stage.

“I’ll just leave you to it then,” the Matrian said, noticing their suddenly slack jaws, “I guess there’s no accounting for taste.”

The blond was staring right at them, too. A pair of sunglasses obscured her features, but they could feel her eyes on them as her body moved. She was still dressed, if you could call the revealing bikini she wore ‘dressed’, and she gave a ‘come hither’ gesture that each man clearly understood was for him and him alone.

They almost raced to the chairs along the edge of the stage, credit slips in hand.

But before they could offer them, she dropped down beside the stage and pulled out a padd. (From where, they could not possibly determine.)

“Now that I have your attention, boys,” Carly said, “I have something for you,”

She handed Jeffery the padd.

“Wha…who are you?” Stafford demanded, his brain starting to switch back on,”

“Hmmm? Oh, sorry!” Carly pulled the sunglasses off her face and looked at them expectantly.

Stafford just shrugged and shook his head apologetically.

“Sorry, he said,”I don’t recognize you. Simon?”

“She’s here to steal our saucer!” Jeffery gasped, staring at the padd.

“What?” Stafford demanded, grabbing it from him and reading, “Blah, blah, hereby requisitioned by Deneria Shipyards…Waystation 2 project? WHAT?? You can’t! This is bullshit! That saucer is part of our ship and it’s about to be rebuilt!”

“Guess again,” Carly said, “Fully authorized by the Fleet Quartermaster and Federation Procurement. Ambassador-class saucers are at premium right now. So we need yours,”

“And what are we supposed to do?” Stafford demanded, the haze of alcohol in his brain suddenly lessened, “That’s half our ship!”

“You’ve got a shipyard, build a new one,” Carly shrugged.

“That’s ridiculous!” Stafford snapped, “Simon, what…” he trailed off. Jeffery was now squinting at the woman, most of what had just been said had apparently gone right over his head.

“Do Ah know ye?” he asked.

Carly’s face darkened with rage.



“Clearly,” Dr. Wowryk said, “you two had a good night,”

Both Stafford and Jeffery had shown up at her clinic first thing in the morning. The hangover remedies had been easy, and now Wowryk was examining the identical black eyes each man now sported.

“And by ‘good’,” she clarified, “I of course mean ‘perfectly sinful and depraved’?”

“Not as much as I’d like…ow!” Stafford winced as Wowryk ‘accidentally’ bumped the dermal regenerator against his bruised skin, “As for why the woman who was apparently sent to come get our saucer decided to use a strip show to deliver the order, then cold-cock Simon for…well, I have no idea why she’d do that. He tried to explain, but he wasn’t making any sense,”

“Ah did, ye just weren’t listening,” Jeffery complained.

“Explain it again,” Stafford ordered.

Jeffery’s eyes shifted to Noel.

“Uh…later?” he asked.

“Jeffery, explain it NOW,” Stafford repeated, trying to remain perfectly still as Wowryk repaired his face.

“Ye remember when we were at Deneria Dry Docks, and the Captain there wouldn’t fix our ship because we were late?”

“Yeah,” Stafford frowned, “What does a repair dock halfway back to Earth have to do with…oh God, she’s the Engineer Collector, isn’t she!?”

“Engineer collector?” Wowryk asked.

“Uh…nothing,” Stafford closed his mouth. He suddenly understood why Simon might not want to talk about the woman he’d practically been ordered to sleep with in order to get repairs going. Except…

“One of the engineers on the dry dock has a thing about sleeping with Chief Engineers,” Stafford abruptly starting explaining, despite Jeffery’s frantic attempts to shush him, “You and Simon were sort of on the rocks, so I told him to go out with her so she’d convince her boss to fix our ship,”

Wowryk crossed her arms. Her tone was almost acidic.

“Really,”

“But he wouldn’t do it,” Stafford finished, “He was too worried about his relationship with you,”

“We weren’t on the rocks,” Jeffery interrupted.

“Simon, your entire relationship was on the rocks from start to finish,” Stafford chuckled. He suddenly stopped chuckling as he realized that he’d been so worried about covering Jeffery that he’d made a strategic mistake.

“So what you’re saying,” Noel said slowly, “Is that you ordered my boyfriend to cheat on me to get your ship fixed?”

“Well, I ordered him to take her to dinner…” Stafford held up his hands, “I didn’t order him to sleep with her,”

“And Ah didn’t! Ah want to be very clear on that!” Jeffery jumped back in.

“I see,” Wowryk put down the regenerator and moved to the exit.

“Where are you going?” Stafford called, “We’re still bruised and puffy!”

“I’m getting Nurse Veeneman,” Wowryk said cooly, “I’m very cross with you right now, and I would prefer not to make a scene. Or change ‘bruised and puffy’ to ‘cracked and bleeding’.”

With that, she left the room.

Stafford and Jeffery exchanged a look.

“I think we got off easy-” he was cut off as the door opened again.

“AND IF YOU EVER PULL A STUPID, REDICULOUS, PERVERSE STUNT LIKE THAT AGAIN I SHALL CASTRATE YOU BOTH WITH A DULL SPOON!” Wowryk roared. She cleared her throat and turned to leave.

“Staff meeting in an hour, Doc,” Stafford said, “At the Hub Club,”

Wowryk nodded, then marched out.

“Thank God,” Stafford gave a sigh of relief, “I was getting worried,”

“Whot???”

“Well, if she’s yelling at us, she’s not building up resentment that could lead to a serious breakdown, right?” Stafford explained.

Jeffery did not look convinced.

“Wait,” he asked, “Why are we having our meetin’ at the Hub Club? Also, what’s the Hub Club?”




One hour later…



“This,” Jeffery said, “is the dumbest way to hold a staff meeting that anybody has ever come up with,”

“Look, Abela said it was our mess to clean up,” Jall said “And I don’t know about you, but I’d rather stay on her good side,”

“You only say that because she gives you unlimited access to the transporter system for your evening night-club jaunts,” Valtaic pointed out.

“And? Now shut up and mop,”

With an annoyed look, Valtaic grabbed a mop and began mopping. They were in the Haven Hub Club Fitness Center, the fitness club that the Silverado crew had taken over and used most thoroughly during their time trapped inside Haven. Not as a health club, but with the way the city had been locked down the club had had the only working showers and hygiene facilities. After over a month of hard use by the hundreds of Silverado crew that had hidden there, plus the Matrians and Senousians and assorted Starfleet aliens (many of whom produced sweat and other secretions that were more…volatile…than the human equivalent), well the place had seen better days.

The bottom line was that the entire facility had to be scrubbed from top to bottom with an impressive variety of chemical cleaners. Abela had insisted that the Silverado crew clean their own mess, and Stafford had insisted that the senior staff do their part.

“I am a warrior, not a janitor,” T’Parief grumbled.

“It’s the war on germs, big guy!” Jall slapped T’Parief on the back.

So T’Parief threw him across the room. He bounced once, then slid along the slippery floor right out of the changing room and into the pool with a loud splash. Stafford waited a moment for him to return, wringing water out of his uniform.

“Ok, so on to the problem,” Stafford said, ignoring Jall and trying to get rid of a patch of dried D’Ceti slime, “Why the hell would Starfleet send a plasma conduit engineer all the way out here to tell us they’re taking our saucer?”

“For that matter, why the hell do they even WANT our saucer?” Jall wondered, trying to fix his hair, “It’s wrecked. That’s why we’re rebuilding it.”

“They want to use it as the base for the Waystation-2 construction, according to the orders,” Stafford said.

“Aye, Ah looked it up,” Jeffery said, “They did that with the first one,”

“I thought those saucers looked familiar. Just way, way bigger.” Yanick said. She was ‘supervising’ the work, egg in hand. “Chris, you should use the scouring pad for that, not the sponge,”

“You’re all missing the obvious point,” Wowryk chimed in. She was restocking towels, little bottles of toiletries and assorted other items in the areas that had been cleaned, “What makes our saucer special? Why bother to drag it all the way from here and force us to build another?”

“Exactly,” Stafford said.

“Coitus interruptus,” Sylvia said immediately shaking her head, “I should have known that upsetting an engineer would have consequences. And he was just so angry when I wouldn’t leave he and his wife alone until they agreed to do the inspection walk-through of the ship,”

“You think that Captain Baird requisitioned OUR saucer specifically, just because we might have-” Stafford started.

“There’s no might have, Chris,” Sylvia cut him off, “We definitely…how do I put this…”

“Cock-blocked the living hell out of a married man who wanted nothing more than to bang-”

“You mean ‘make love to’,” Wowryk corrected.

“-bang his wife?” Jall finished, wiping something sticky off a mirror.

“Yes, thank you,” Sylvia nodded, “Really, Chris if you were him, wouldn’t you enjoy the chance for a bit of harmless revenge, if it came up?”

“I guess,” Stafford sighed.

“So what do we do?” Fifebee wondered. She had flatly refused to touch any sort of organic matter and was instead conducting high-resolution scans to identify any missed spots, “I assume building a new saucer from scratch is out of the question?”

“Nay, the bots could do it easily,” Jeffery shrugged, “But-”

“But it’s part of our ship,” Stafford said, wiping his brow, “Oh, ew, what did I just get on my forehead?”

“And it’s part of ME,” Sylvia added, passing Stafford a towel, “I think you’re forgetting that I am far more the target here than any of you,”

“I agree,” Wowryk nodded, “Other than Simon, of course.”

“What does Simon have to do with any of this?” Stafford asked.

“Do you honestly think Deneria would send a woman who just happens to have a history with Jeffery entirely by accident?” Jall asked.

“I don’t think Capt Baird even knew what happened with her and Simon,” Stafford looked doubtful, “I mean, she probably wasn’t about to go up and tell him that she’s been banging every Chief Engineer that’s passed through that dock,”

“Some of her girlfriends probably know,” Yanick spoke up, “I mean, it’s hard to hide that sort of thing, really.”

“So she volunteers for this task when it comes up,” Jall shrugged, “Works for her, Capt Baird isn’t any wiser.”

“I realize that my knowledge of this sort of…unseemly…behavior is limited,” Valtaic was now trying to electrocute a particularly stubborn patch of mold with the palm of his hand, “But it seems most unlikely that Capt Baird would even care enough to put this sort of effort into inconveniencing us,”

“That’s actually a really good point,” Stafford mused.

“Oh really, Christopher,” Sylvia looked annoyed, “He sees a piece of paperwork that crosses his desk saying they need an Ambassador-class saucer. He thinks to himself, ‘Gee, I know the perfect place to get one’ and simply sends the form to that Vulcan administrator of his to make it happen. Not everything is a huge, complicated plot!”

“Then let us build a new saucer and be done with this irrelevant discussion,” Valtaic said, rather snidely.

Sylvia grabbed him by the arm.

“Let’s go have a little talk, sweetie,” she said, giving the rest of them a meaningful look.

“So now what?” Jeffery asked as Sylvia led the bewildered- looking Valtaic from the room.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Jall shrugged, “Go seduce Carly and get her to get Captain Baird to get another saucer. There’s probably a closer, more convenient one anyway. And if this really is just an ‘annoyance of convenience’ instead of an insidious plot driven by unspeakable hatred, he probably won’t take much convincing,”

“She might,” Jeffery gulped, “Ah don’t think she’s really interested.”

“Simon, she got nearly naked in an alien strip bar just to get your attention,” Yanick almost laughed, “It doesn’t matter what she says, she still wants to collect you,”

“I agree,” Jall nodded.

“Ye would! Ye always agree with her!” Jeffery accused.

“Because she’s always right,” Jall went to give Yanick a high-five, but she recoiled.

“You have…blue…all over your hands!” she wrinkled her nose.

“Oh, sorry,”

“You people,” Wowryk snorted, “Did it occur to you that there might be a way to do this without involving sex?”

They all looked at her.

“Do you know one?” Stafford asked.

Wowryk hesitated.

“Well…” she gulped, “Maybe? I’ll have to think.”

“Well, then we’ll go with this plan,” Stafford shrugged, “But do let me know if you come up with something good. OK people, let’s get this done!”



No sooner said than done, Jeffery was in the Outer Rim, walking through a section of quarters that had been set aside for transient Starfleet/Federation personnel. In true bureaucratic fashion, the transient quarters were not close to any docking ports, docking bays or other facilities that a visitor might like convenient access to.

In any event, Jeffery found himself in front of the door to Carly’s quarters, a bundle of flowers in one hand and a box of chocolate in the other. He awkwardly shifted the flowers to the other hand so he could ring the chime, only to have two of the flowers escape his grip and fall lazily to the floor.

“Bollocks,” he cursed, bending to pick them up. Somehow, the top of the chocolate box popped off, spilling expensive Rigellian chocolates onto the carpet.

“Well,” Carly said as the doors hissed open, “This is…pathetic,”

“Carly,” Jeffery got back to his feet, “Ah…Ah mean…”

“Wow, she is quite the looker,” Jall’s voice spoke directly into his ear, courtesy of a small, hidden earpiece, “Why didn’t you nail her when you had the chance?”

“Not now!” Jeffery winced as Carly looked at him, confused and a bit suspicious.

“Ah mean, I recognize ye now,” he said, trying to cover, “Ah just…can ye honestly say it’s reasonable to expect me to expect to see you in a strip bar ten sectors from home, gettin’ naked?”

“Nice recovery,” Stafford’s voice was next.

“She looks like a slut,” Wowryk sounded…well, as disdainful as Wowryk typically does.

“She IS a slut,” Yanick said, “Well, sort of. Of a very specific type. And what happened to that ‘love the sinner’ thing?”

“Oh course,” Wowryk’s tone immediately changed, “I do like her hair, I suppose,”

Meanwhile, Carly surveyed Jeffery, flowers and chocolate and all.

“I’m not sure what this is,” she said, waving in his general direction, “But I’m not interested,”

“BURN!” Jall giggled.

“It’s an apology,” Jeffery said, fighting not to let his anger show, “Ah mean, aside from not recognizing ye, we didn’t really part on good terms. And there aren’t many of us…engineers…out here in the Matrian Sector,”

Carly rolled her eyes.

“You’re here,” she said, “because you think that if you kiss my ass enough I can convince Captain Baird to let you keep your saucer,”

“Perceptive bitch,” Stafford cursed, “F**k!”

“This place has six shipyards, five of them aren’t doin’ much of anythin’,” Jeffery tried to roll his eyes in turn, but somehow only managed to cross them. He blinked. “We could build a new one.”

“Right,” Carly turned to leave, “Nice try, Simon. But I doubt I could help you, even if I wanted to. This came from Starfleet Procurement and the Federation Quartermaster. Captain Baird was just asked to send somebody out here to do a quick examination of the saucer and arrange for it to be towed back to Federation space. The tug ships will be here in two weeks, by the way,”

With that, the doors hissed shut, leaving Jeffery standing in the corridor.



“Shit,” Stafford cursed, watching on the small hidden camera Jeffery had been wearing as the doors hissed shut, “So even if Jeffery DID nail her, she can’t help us,”

“Why would Procurement or the QM do this?” Jall wondered, “I mean, we haven’t done anything to piss them off, have we?”

“At this point, I’ve lost track of everybody we’ve ever annoyed,” Stafford sighed. Most of the senior staff had gathered in the secret, classified Matrian Intelligence section of the city. Several MIT operatives were in the process of bringing the various systems online, but nobody had objected when the Starfleet officers had commandeered a small room filled with workstations.

“You two are hopeless,” Wowryk seemed almost amused.

“You think we’re missing something? Oh do educate us, dear doctor,” Jall said.

“You will never convince me Commander Nance came all the way out here just to see the look on Jeffery’s face when she told him she was taking half his ship,” Wowyk’s hands were clasped calmly in front of her, “Any low-ranking junior officer could have been sent. Or a subspace message.”

“And yet,” Valtaic spoke up, “She has rejected him.”

“She can’t just welcome him with open arms,” Yanick said, “He rejected her pretty good. He’s gotta work to get back into her good graces,”

“But if she can’t help us, why would he even bother?” Stafford wondered.

“She said she’s here to do a ‘quick examination’,” Jall was looking thoughtful now.

“So maybe if she says our saucer is crap, they won’t want it?” Stafford turned to him.

“Eh. Who knows?” Jall shrugged, “But…well, whatever.”

“Jeffery to Stafford,” the comm chirped. Stafford tapped his badge.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“Ah’ve got to find out who told Procurement and QM to go after our saucer!” Jeffery said.

Stafford frowned.

“You think somebody made them do it?” he asked.

“Ye think it’s a coincidence that they just happened to pick OUR saucer for this project?” Jeffery asked, “And that Deneria just HAPPENED to find out they needed to send somebody out here? Nay! Somebody’s playin’ us, and Ah’m willin’ to bet that Carly knows who! Ah just need to figure out how ta get her to talk…”

Stafford turned to Wowryk and Yanick, who were wearing matching expressions of triumph.

“Good on you for picking up on that, Simon!” Wowryk permitted herself a smile.

“Of course,” Valtaic looked annoyed with himself, “Why tell us where the order had come from, if not to imply that there was some significance…I fear I will never understand this human plotting and scheming,”

“So what’s the plan, people?” Stafford asked.

But Wowryk was already moving towards the door, pulling Yanick by one arm.

“Uh…Noel?” Stafford prompted.

“Just do your thing, boys,” Wowryk said, “I’m sure you’ll be fine,”

“Um, thanks?”



Outside, Wowryk released Yanick’s hand.

“We need to find Fifebee and Sylvia,” she said.

“What are you thinking, Noel?” Yanick wondered, “You don’t think Jeffery can seduce the info out of Carly?”

“Do you think Simon could seduce a prostitute with a brick of gold-pressed latinum?” Wowryk arched an eyebrow.

“Well, no. Which is sort of why I’ve never understand why you were always so worried about him cheating,”

“Because the most annoying part about him is that he’s the seducee far more often than he is the seducer,” Wowryk replied.

“So what’s the plan?”

“Simple. Whoever is behind this, we simply need to convince them that our saucer isn’t worth the effort,” Wowryk said.

“And you know how to do that, huh?”

“I have a notion,” Wowryk sighed, “But it’s going to require me to do something truly…distasteful.”

“Oh,” Yanick looked thoughtful for a moment, then brightened, “Yay! What’s his name?”

“You are impossible,” Wowryk said. Her eyes were rolling, but there was a smile on his face, “No, not that kind of distasteful. But we’re going to need Sylvia and Fifebee to help…”



Commander Carly Nance spent half the next morning trying to figure out where the hell she could get breakfast. What sort of idiot place was this? None of the shops were open, the replicator in her quarters produced something that might be food, but still managed to turn even her tolerant, Starfleet-trained stomach. And the computer was no help at all.

She was poking around the Transit Hub when she came across a young-to-middle-aged woman in a Starfleet uniform, standing in the middle of a stairway foyer and looking thoughtful.

“Excuse me?” Carly called.

The woman didn’t speak, turn or otherwise knowledge she’d been spoken to.

Carly was a bit annoyed, but was more surprised. Fellow officers were usually very friendly, especially on frontier outposts like Haven. She walked around to face the woman and was surprised to see that her eyelids were fluttering rapidly, her face was perfectly impassive and there were no rank pips of any kind on her collar.

“The Silverado computer,” she said, realization dawning on her.

The woman’s eyes flew open, ghostly images sliding faintly over them. Carly had a fleeting impression that she was speaking to not a person, but a powerful intelligence, one that was processing vast amounts of data even as it directed the smallest piece of its awareness towards acknowledging her.

Then she smiled, her face brightening and the odd expression gone without a trace.

“Oh, hello dear,” the woman said, “Yes, I’m Sylvia. May I help you? You look rather lost,”

“I’m…uh, just trying to find a place to eat,” Carly said uneasily, “That serves human food, you know? Or even something Vulcan at this point,”

“Of course,” Sylvia put a hand on Carly’s back and started to guide her towards the tram tracks, “It’s been an ongoing thing here. Oh, my crew has been so frustrated! They love sampling new cultures and all, but there’s nothing like a taste of home, right?”

“Right,” Carly found herself allowing the woman to guide her. After the story she’d heard from Captain Baird, she’d had this image of the Silverado computer as some sort of electronic, voyeuristic parasite. Of course, Captain Baird had been very, very upset at the time, even for him.

“It finally got to the point where they’re going to open up their own secret little restaurant out in my shipyard,” Sylvia went on, “Secret knock to get in, select crowd and all that. But all Federation food! Well, there’s nothing actually there but a small replicator at the moment, but it’s programmed for Earth, Vulcan, Bajoran, Centaurian and I think there’s even some Klingon stuff in there. It’s a start, right?”

“And you’re telling me this why?” Carly was a bit surprised.

“Oh, you’re part of the family, sweetie,” Sylvia cooed, “Starfleet has to stick together, right?”

“Right,” Carly answered flatly.



Fifebee flickered into being in the seat next to Jeffery.

“You are now in range of the holo-relay. Sylvia will be here with Commander Nance in three point two minutes,” she said immediately, “Oh, and I am Jane 5-B, sentient hologram, and I would really like you to REMOVE THAT POINTLESS MANDATORY INTRODUCTION FROM MY SUBROUTINES!”

“Can’t,” Jeffery said.

“Can’t or won’t?” Fifebee demanded.

“Both. Either. Ah just can’t, it’s policy!”

“Hmmm,” Fifebee glowered briefly, then vanished.

“Don’t piss off the holograms,” Stafford advised him.

“Wait, why is Sylvia bringing Carly here?” Jeffery suddenly sat bolt upright in his seat.

Stafford frowned.

“Good question,” he said.

They saw the door to what would soon be their secret restaurant open up. Sylvia walked in with Carly, who immediately made a beeline for the replicator and ordered up a plate of waffles and a big, steaming cup of coffee.

“Oh, thank the various gods,” she said, standing there with a tray and only then seeming to notice the various Silverado crew members sitting in the generic furniture, eating their replicated meals. Four civilians were arguing in the corner over what sounded like kitchen designs and outside the big windows was the dark, powerless form of the Ambassador-class starship.

Stafford and Jeffery watching in even greater awe as Sylvia guided Carly over to Wowryk and Yanick’s table.

“Is she NUTS?” Jeffery went white as a ghost, “Carly and Noel at the same table? That’s like…like matter and antimatter!”

Stafford’s arm snapped out towards Jeffery and he pushed down firmly on the other man’s shoulder.

“And throwing you in the mix won’t help,” he said quietly, “Maybe Noel has some kind of plan?”



“-think we almost met once,” Wowryk said, “I believe you were having dinner with Simon. Only he hid under the table as soon as I entered the restaurant,”

“I’m surprised he’d tell you that,” Carly said carefully. Great. Jeffery’s girlfriend. Or was that ex-girlfriend?

Wowryk laughed lightly.

“Oh, Simon and I talk about all sorts of things,” she said, “He really was a wonderful boyfriend.”

Was. Definitely ex-girlfriend.

“Hmph,” Yanick pouted.

“Oh Trish,” Wowryk sighed, “You had your chance-”

“YOU STOLE HIM FROM ME!” Yanick accused sharply. She visible calmed herself, then turned to Carly, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t get upset. And it was a long time ago,”

“And everything turned out for the best, right?” Wowryk asked, “After all, you have a child on the way, and T’Parief is, from what you say, an excellent and thorough lover,”

“Yeah, but Simon still had a bigger…well, never mind,” Yanick finished off the last of her fruit salad, “Speaking of T’Parief, I should go. He’s been carrying around that egg all morning.”

She rose and left.

“So,” Wowryk turned her attention back to Carly “Do you know how long you’re going to be with us? Trish and T’Parief are having a baby shower, probably in a month or so. And of course we’ll be planning some welcoming festivities for the new Haven command crew when they arrive,”

“I…uh, I’m only here to take a quick walk through your saucer and prep it for shipment,” Carly said.

“I wish Starfleet wouldn’t do that,” Sylvia sighed, “I mean, they can transfer my program to a new saucer easily. I’m actually running on a portable core right now. But there’s no place like home, right?”

“Let’s not dwell,” Wowryk said, turning to Carly “Oh, don’t worry, we’re not going to shoot the messenger. But it must be rough, being sent weeks out here just to do some paperwork!”

“I’ve been able to catch up on my reading,” Carly said coolly. Something was definitely up. Nobody was this nice. Not without some sort of ulterior motive.

Wowryk’s comm-badge beeped.

“Fifebee to Wowryk and Sylvia,” a female voice issued out, “Doctor, Crewman Shwaluk has been located. He has been lost in an empty part of the city for two days and is suffering from severe dehydration. I require Sylvia’s assistance in mapping out further areas of the city that may be of concern.

“Coming, Fifebee,” Wowryk replied, getting to her feet.

“Sorry, Commander,” Sylvia said, “But do enjoy your meal. Give me a shout if you need anything else.

And Carly was left sitting alone at the table, looking out at the empty starship in the bay and trying to get her bearings.

OK then, she thought to herself. If this is some sort of scheme, then any second now either Jeffery or that guy he’d been sitting with would sit down, chat her up and try to find out what she wanted in order to help them keep her precious saucer.

She looked around, then frowned.

Jeffery and the other guy were both gone.



“Ye’ve got to let me go back!” Jeffery squirmed as Stafford hauled him down the corridor.

“Fifebee was very clear,” Stafford said, “She said it was absolutely imperative that you NOT speak to Commander Nance. And I don’t know what the hell those girls are plotting, but so far it seems better that your lame pick-up lines.

“Like yer doin’ any better!”

“Hey, I was so great at picking up Matrian girls that I was in the news!” Stafford objected.

“Aye, bein’ accused of usin’ Senousian pheromones as date-rape drugs,” Jeffery pointed out.

“Falsely accused,” Stafford clarified, “Remember?”

“Oh, aye. Wonder who was behind that? We never did find out.”

They stepped into the shipyard control room. Sylvia was standing in front of a schematic of the city, her eyes doing the flickering thing they did when she was processing data. Yanick, Wowryk and Fifebee were over by the window looking into the yard.

“You don’t think that was too over the top, do you?” Yanick asked.

“No, it was perfect,” Wowryk said, “Just the right amount of spontaneity,”

“OK. And you realize you didn’t actually steal Jeffery from me, right?” Yanick continued.

“Whot?” Jeffery wondered.

“Forget it, Simon,” Wowryk said.

“Because I was never actually interested in him,” Yanick went on, “I mean, I remember thinking he was sort of cute. But he’s got such little ears, I figured he’d be pretty…well, you know. Small. Where it counts.”

“Oy!” Jeffery objected.

“Commander Nance is proceeding towards the saucer airlock,” Sylvia reported, “She should be calling us in three poin four minutes,”

“You’re tracking her?” Stafford asked.

“Actually, I really am trying to identify any other areas of the city where somebody could accidentally become lost,” Sylvia said.

“I’m tracking her,” Fifebee’s voice spoke out of the holo-relay in the corner, “Though I would prefer it if I had a body with which to perform the task,”

“You were the one worried about the relay overloading,” Sylvia pointed out.

“It’s my turn to be corporeal!”

“Five more minutes,”

“I can’t wait for that upgrade to be fully installed…”

“Carly to Jeffery,”

“Everybody shut up!” Stafford snapped. Once everyone was quiet, he nodded at Jeffery.

“Aye?” Jeffery opened the channel.

“I’m trying to get into the saucer to do my walk-though, but the saucer airlock is all sliced to hell. How am I supposed to get in?” Carly’s voice was carefully neutral.

“Oh. Yeah, we had a bit of an…incident. With an evil version of…never mind. Ye have to take the torpedo bay airlock and climb up,” Jeffery replied, “Ah can…Ah can give ye a hand, if ye like,”

“Thanks, I’ve wandered around in a derelict ship before,” Carly replied, “Out,”

“Ah should go help her anyway,” Jeffery turned to leave.

Fifebee materialized directly in his path, just as Sylvia faded out.

“You will do no such thing,” she declared firmly, “At least, not for another half hour,”

“Why-”



“Lt Cmdr Jeffery, would you please come give me a hand?” Carly’s voice sounded exasperated over the comm, “I don’t know who tried repairing this thing, but I can’t make heads or tails out of this plasma manifold they used,”

“It’s a Qu’Eh part, spliced into a Federation system,” Jeffery said, “And Ah’m on my way,”

It was spooky. Exactly thirty minutes after Fifebee had stopped him, he’d stormed out of the shipyard intent on finding Carly and trying to get the information he needed. He’d barely made it to the airlock when the comm had gone off.

He found Carly in Impulse Engineering, contemplating some of Jall’s half-assed repairs.

“She took a real beatin’ in the fight,” he said, “Fights,” he corrected himself, “And then Jall…that’s our Ops officer, he dumped a reactor overload into the systems to fry them good before the ship was captured.”

“I didn’t realize how extensive the damage was,” Carly shook her head, “I worked on this ship after…well, after our last ‘date’ on Denaria. She was old, but she worked,”

“Aye,” Jeffery sat on a console, “She did. But no more. Not until the Matrians do the rebuild,”

Carly tossed her hair back and stripped off her tunic.

“Ah…um…” Jeffery gaped.

“This isn’t for you,” she shot a dark look in his direction, “You’ve made your feelings about me perfectly clear. But if I’m going to go wandering through the Jefferies tubes, I’d rather be comfortable.”

She yanked a hatch open and was about to climb in.

“Look, it was weird, OK?” Jeffery blurted, “The whole Chief Engineer Shrine thing. But the only reason I was there…the only reason ye almost ‘collected’ me too is that I was…am…really attracted to ye! Yer a beautiful woman! A bit off yer head, but-”

“You were there because your Commanding Officer ordered you to be there,” Carly accused.

“That wouldn’t have worked if Ah wasn’t interested anyway! It’s just, Ah was seein’ someone,”

“Uh-huh,”

“Look,” Jeffery was pacing the small room, “Ah-”

“Wowryk to Jeffery,” the comm chirped.

“Noel, not a great time,” he said.

“Sorry, is Commander Nance with you?” Wowryk asked.

“Ah…whot?”

“I’m here,” Carly replied, “Could you tell your engineer I don’t need help?”

“Simon, apologize to the woman, then leave her be,” Wowryk didn’t miss a beat, “And Commander Nance, Trish, Sylvia and I are going down to Matria Prime tomorrow afternoon for some girl-time-”

“What about me?” Fifebee’s voice interrupted.

“And Fifebee,” Wowryk amended, “Would you care to join us?”

Carly froze. Of all the possible things somebody from the Silverado crew could have said, that was probably the one she’d least expected.

“I…um…sure?” she said.

“Excellent. We’ll meet you at the Silverbrook tram station at 1600 hours. Wowryk out.”

“Are they always that nice?” Carly demanded after the link closed.

“Sylvia and Yanick would be nice to a Klingon in battle rage,” Jeffery answered before he could stop himself.

“And your ex?”

“Noel? She’s nice, unless ye piss her off. And it’s easy to piss her off,” Jeffery gulped.

“Hmmm.”

“Look, Ah’m sorry,” Jeffery said, “Ah just-”

“Sylvia to Jeffery, you are required in Workshop 3. Now.”

Jeffery was torn. Carly was softening! Now would be the time! He could have her right there in the engine room, then she’d tell him who was trying to rip off their saucer, or she’d wave a magic wand and make the whole thing go away.

On the other hand, Wowryk and Sylvia definitely seemed to be plotting something.

“Ah’m sorry,” he said again, then bolted.



“They’ve been down on the planet for hours!” Stafford complained, pacing back and forth in the still unnamed Silverado crew restaurant, “What the hell are they plotting?”

“Ah dunno,” Jeffery was flipping through various scans of Silverado.

“They are with Patricia,” T’Parief rumbled, “They may be shopping for a very, very long time,”

“She didn’t ask to borrow your credit chip, did she?” Stafford asked.

T’Parief simple grunted.

“Oh, sorry. That bill is going to huge, isn’t it?”

“It usually is, when Patricia borrows it,” the lizard sighed, “Luckily, she pays me back,”

“They why-”

There was a beep from the panel.

“Chris,” Jeffery had bolted to his feet, “Incoming message from Starfleet command, text only.”

“Yay,” Stafford twirled a finger, “Probably Tunney telling me that I missed some sort of paperwork deadline. I’ve been busy!”

“No. Well, that came in two hours ago, but….BLIMEY!”

Stafford ran over and leaned over his shoulder.

“Blah, blah…acknowledge report that Silverado saucer is deemed unsuitable!” Stafford cheered, nearly smacking Jeffery in the side of the head as he arms went up, “YES! They don’t want ours!”

“Continue to next candidate!” Jeffery finished the message, “USS Chilliwack!”

“But how…why?” Stafford wondered



“It wasn’t particularly difficult,” Wowryk explained. The women had returned from their outing, Carly had retired to her quarters and the Silverado officers had gathered in Stafford’s downtown condo. “If she was sent out here to do an examination of the saucer, then clearly there was an opportunity for her to give her recommendation,”

“But she never said-”

“Simon, of course she didn’t. She was trying to downplay her importance,”

“But-”

“Let me finish,” Wowryk cut him off, surprisingly gently, “If her recommendation had been ignored, she would have been angry over being overruled, and probably would have told us who was overruling her.”

“But how did you get her to say our saucer was unsuitable?” Stafford wanted to know.

“Have you walked through it lately?”

“That was the easy part. Our saucer IS unsuitable,” Sylvia broke in, “We really would have been better off building a new one, to be honest.”

“But that was only half of it,” Wowryk went on, “Even if our saucer would take more work than it was worth, the whole reason she was here was because we’ve pissed people off. We had to…well…”

“Make amends,” Stafford said slowly, realization dawning on him, “That’s why you girls have been so nice to her! And why you’ve been ordering us away from her right before we could say something that would-”

“That would make us look bad,” Wowryk said, “A tall order, believe you me,”

“So your plan was to…be really nice to her?” Jall’s arms were crossed.

“I’m not buying it,” Stafford rose to his feet, “I’m sorry, Noel. But you’re usually a bit more…aggressive…than this. This whole nicey-nice thing isn’t exactly your style,”

Wowryk looked at him haughtily.

“You rarely see my nice side because you’re so busy irritating me,” she said.

“She has a point,” Jall stage-whispered.

Stafford was still looking at Wowryk, clearly expecting her to spill the beans.

“Well, OK,” Wowryk admitted, “I did have this elaborate back-up plan where I sicced a mob of reporters on her and told them she was plotting to steal half of Silverado.”

“Which sure would have been a PR nightmare for the Federation and…well, for whoever tried this stunt,” Stafford nodded, “I thought you might have something a bit more devious up your sleeve.”

Wowryk glared at him.

“Careful, or you’re next!”

“Noted,” Stafford gulped.

“In any case, we didn’t have to go that route,” Sylvia said, “Commander Nance may have had her history with us, but she’s a professional. And you know, most people respond well when you treat them as professionals, worthy of respect,”

“Our plan would have been more fun,” Jall said.

“So what happens to Commander Nance now?” Valtaic spoke for the first time, “Will she simply leave?”

“She’s leaving tomorrow,” Yanick nodded, “But before she goes…”

The women all looked at Jeffery.

“What?” he asked.

“She still likes you,” Yanick said.

“She didn’t…she kept sayin’…”

“Simon,” Sylvia said, “Just take her for a drink. Or supper. She’s still a fellow officer, far from home. She’s lonely.”

“And you might even get lucky!” Stafford chirped. Wowryk smacked him upside the head.

“Ah guess dinner wouldn’t hurt,” Jeffery sighed, “Strange or not, she’s still drop-dead gorgeous.”

He left.

There was silence for a few moments.

“Why-” Stafford started.

“Commander Nance was humiliated the last time she and Jeffery were together,” Sylvia explained before he could even ask the question, “Even if she had come here demanding Jeffery sleep with her in order to keep the saucer, she would always know that he didn’t really want her, he was simply using her as a means to an end.”

“So? She had no way of knowing if Jeffery would even talk to her after she sent her recommendation back to Procurement or whoever!”

“Especially if he made it clear he was willing to sleep with her to save the saucer,” Wowryk pointed out.

“Which is why you kept calling him away before he could get that far with her,” Stafford nodded, “You had to keep his interest in her separate from the situation. Which would have been easier if you’d told us,”

“You boys never would have been able to keep up the role if you’d known you were acting,” Yanick said.

“Even if they only have dinner tonight, she still leaves with the knowledge that he went out with her of his own free will,” Sylvia said, “He went to her, she didn’t have to go to him, or beckon, or blackmail,”

“Which means that he must desire her,” Fifebee concluded, “At some level. Whether they engage in coitus or not, he expressed that interest,”

“Which means she wins,” Stafford nodded.

“You realize,” Jall said, “That you girls just completely manipulated the hell out of all of us. Especially Jeffery and Nance!”

“Oh, we didn’t really manipulate Carly,” Wowryk waved the concern away.

“She’s actually a lot of fun,” Yanick added, “Y’know, for girl-time anyway.”

“Uh-huh,” Stafford sighed, “I guess she never did say who was behind this, huh?”

“Nope. Does it matter?”

“Guess not.” Stafford shrugged.

“Oh, and Trish?” Jall asked.

“Yeah?”

“I’ve seen him in the gym shower. Small ears or not, that Scotsman is hung like a-”

“JALL!”





Earth:



“…not suitable,” Lydia Thompson sighed, her black nail polish gleaming in the low light of her officer in the upper levels of the Federation Humanoid Resources tower, “Well. That didn’t quite go according to plan,”

“Look, I don’t know why you wanted their f-f-f-frittering saucer,” Captain Scott Baird attempted to curse but was prevented by his profanity filter, “In fact, lady, I don’t even know why you’re involved in this crap. Or why you’re bothering me. Or why Procurement made me take your call. But if my engineer says their saucer is sh-sh-sh…not worth repairing, then it’s not. She might have a weird sex life, but she is really good at her job,”

“Far be it for me to disagree with an expert,” Thompson waved a hand dismissively, “Very well.”

“Great, glad you’re happy. Now, can I go back to doing my job WITHOUT having HR watching over my f-f-f-frappachino’d shoulder??”

“Humanoid Resources thanks you for your assistance,” Thompson’s voice was bored as she closed the channel.

“F-f-f-fidget you!” Baird managed to get out as the channel closed.

“Another day,” Thompson sighed, “Another day, another plan.”
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Standby

Author’s Note: This story takes place at the same time as Halfway to Haven: Season 1. There are no relevant crossovers, so if you haven’t read that series you aren’t missing anything. And I will promise you upfront, this is the last season that will involve the Silverado crew in Matrian Space for a long time.



Captain Christopher Stafford took a deep breath, wiped his palms on the insta-dry sports shorts he was wearing and turned to address his science officer.

“Are we ready?”

“One moment,” Lt Cmdr Jane Fifebee said calmly, the eyes of her holographic avatar flickering as she accessed the city computer systems.

“C’mon, girl,” Commander San Jall complained, hopping on the spot while he adjusted his sweatband, “I’m stoked! I’m good to go! I’m high on life! And coffee. And if either of those wear off before we get started…”

“Then the rest of us will kick yer arse,” Lt Cmdr Jeffery finished for him.

Lt Cmdrs T’Parief and Riven Valtaic, the two most obviously alien members of the group, simply exchanged a glance and said nothing. Well, they didn’t speak. But T’Parief’s glance said very clearly ‘I really hate that annoying man. With the Captain’s permission, I would have killed him long ago.’ Valtaic’s was less wordy, simply saying ‘I am ready to begin.’ Valtaic’s race was sort of funny like that. No social pleasantries, no white lies, no making conversation for the sake of conversation. Oh, he made a few efforts in order to better fit in with the rest of the crew, but by and large he preferred silence to inane chatter.

“We’ll be cheering for you, Pari!” Lt Trish Yanick’s voice came over the public address system, “Well, I mean, I’ll be cheering for you. The egg is just going to…well, sit here. But I’ll be cheering!”

“Maybe you should let me hold the egg for the next few minutes,” Dr. Wowryk’s voice cut in, “Cheering, jumping and fragile shells don’t mix well, and you left the harness in your quarters again!”

“OK,” Yanick replied.

“Yes, just hand it-WHOAH!” Wowryk exclaimed, “That’s slippery!”

“Yeah,” Yanick sounded sheepish, “Pari took his turn warming it before the race, and he got his gooey sweat all over it. I haven’t had a chance to wipe it off yet,”

“Well, I suppose that’s beneficial to the parental bonding….oh, is that microphone still on?”

Down on the main event floor, Stafford was pinching his nose while Jeffery and Jall made somewhat disgusted-looking faces at T’Parief.

He eyed them coolly, daring them to comment or claim that human sweat was any better.

They said nothing.

“Fifebee, can we get this show on the road already?” Stafford asked.

“I am having difficulty locating the proper Matrian configuration files and announcement scripts,” Fifebee claimed, “I assume you desire the authentic experience?”

“At this point, I just want to get going” Stafford said, “Can’t you wing it?”

“Considering that ‘it’ is a mechanized obstacle course with moving platforms, wind generators, rain sprinklers, floor sections that can be electrified, gel cannons and other physically challenging obstacles, it may be unwise to, as you say, ‘wing it’,” Fifebee replied.

“It’s designed for fun and recreation, it’s not a death-trap, by the Goddess!” That was Colonel Myress Abela. The Matrian woman had only recently come out of nearly two centuries in stasis. She’d been found in the hidden city of Haven by the Silverado crew and had been instrumental in defeating the Qu’Eh invasion. Following that bit of fun, the Matrian Government had assigned her as First Officer of the giant orbital city. She’d overseen the construction of the city and was eagerly getting everything up and running. Including the Obstacle Training Course that had been built near the sports centre in the Outer Rim.

“As you wish,” Fifebee nodded, “I believe I have located a near-equivalent Terran-”

“Just go!”

“Ahem,” Fifebee flickered again, then spoke:

“Hello, and welcome to the Aperture Science…um…the Haven Robotic Obstacle Training and Testing Centre. In the course of your testing adventure, you will…”

As Fifebee went on, Sylvia did a face-palm. “Nice choice of role models, Jane,” she muttered.

“…and remember, testing is the future! And the future starts with you! Unless you are old, feeble, or irradiated in such a way that the future should not start with you. In which case-”

“Fifebee!” Stafford snapped.

“Right.” Another flicker. Ahead of the five racers, the obstacle course jumped to life! Moving panels in the floor and walls jumped into position, forming a series of steps leading from the start line to the first obstacle, five low tunnels. Behind each tunnel was a steel slide, leading to a series of small platforms crossing over an electrified section of floor.

“GO!” Fifebee shouted.

All five of the men jumped forward, taking the steps two at a time. T’Parief took the lead briefly, his muscular legs propelling him up the steps in half the time it took the other four. Unfortunately, he barely fit in the tunnel, losing precious seconds squeezing through while Stafford and Jall caught up. Jall dove through with surprising dexterity, but Stafford more clumsily dropped to his knees to crawl through. Valtaic and Jeffery weren’t far behind.

They all hit the bottom of the slides within seconds of each other and jumped easily across the floor section. Following that was a steep ramp with a series of ropes hanging from the top. T’Parief and Jall charged ahead, grabbing the ropes and hauling themselves up, followed by Valtaic. Stafford and Jeffery started lagging, pulling themselves to the top as the rest were preparing for the next obstacle: a large open pit. Halfway across was a thick bar, just perfect for swinging oneself across the gap.

T’Parief, however, simply launched himself across the pit with one push of his massive legs. He fell short of the far edge though, managing to catch it with one clawed hand! Valtaic jumped for the bar, but at that moment the powerful wind generators kicked in, sending him off to the side, missing the bar. Stafford and Jeffery waited until the gust died down, then swung across the pit.

Valtaic wasn’t out though. Just before hitting the floor, he pulsed his energy field, an organ in his chest sending power surging through the network of conductive minerals in his skin. There was a loud CRACK and a flash of sparks as he bounced off the floor and was propelled over the edge of the pit. Unfortunately, the next obstacle was a balance-beam suspended over a pool of water. Valtaic landed with a splash and a cry of dismay. T’Parief, who had just started across the beam, jerked as the water shorted out Valtaic’s energy field, falling in with a matching splash.

Stafford and Jeffery paused, waiting to see if it was safe to start across the pool, but this cost them as Jall leaped onto the balance beam, sprinting across the pool and taking the lead. Jeffery and Stafford moved after him, with Valtaic hot on their heels. T’Parief, slowed a bit by the shock, moved to follow.



“Does that count as cheating?” Yanick asked Wowryk as they observed from a comfortable lounge set up above the track, “I think that counts as cheating,”

“Well, we don’t have a Matrian rulebook handy, so I really don’t know,” Wowryk replied.

Wowryk’s padd beeped as Sylvia’s face appeared on it.

“I don’t think it counts as cheating,” she said, “It was really more of a reflex action,”

“That just happened to cost Pari the lead,” Yanick said sourly.

“It’s not over yet,” Sylvia shrugged.



The next obstacle was a ten meter climb up, with only rock-shaped hand and footholds for purchase. As Sylvia might have predicted, T’Parief’s superior strength let him catch up to the others, though Valtaic also proved surprisingly adept at climbing and managed to pull alongside Jall. The next obstacle, however, was a doozy. It was another gap, though this one at least lacked water, goo or an electrified floor. But to cross this one, the competitors would have to jump their way across four lines of moving platforms, frogger-style. To make matters even worse, Fifebee’s voice spoke up, informing them that a platform would collapse three seconds after being touched. Five ladders led up from the pit back to the starting point.

Jall and Valtaic leaped from th edge, both landing on platforms. But at that moment the rain sprinklers kicked in. Jall slipped, falling to the padded floor while Valtaic paused long enough for his platform to suddenly tip, sending him down as well. T’Parief attempted to charge straight across without stopping, however he hit a gap on the last row of platforms and fell to the floor. Stafford and Jeffery moved slower, making it almost to the edge before Stafford hit a gap and Jeffery paused just a bit too long.

In the meantime, T’Parief was on his second attempt when he slipped on a platform, landing on Stafford and Jeffery. A brief shoving match took place, and by the time they made it back to the starting point Valtaic had managed to tumble down again.

They all made it across on the next attempt, but now Jall was back in the lead. He was already leaping up the next obstacle, a series of randomly spaced steps leading up to another series of tunnels.

The other four scrambled to catch up, but only T’Parief managed to close the gap before Jall disappeared into the tunnel. In his mind, the other three were irrelevant. Stafford and Jeffery were both fit, but neither worked in an especially physically demanding position. Valtaic was more of an unknown…but even having one of them win was preferable to allowing Jall, the bane of his existence, to best him.

With that thought coursing through his mind, he put on an extra surge of speed, flinging himself through the tight tunnel and falling out the other side, landing in a tucked roll and springing up at the last obstacle, a series of monkey bars suspended over another electrified patch of floor.

It was a photo finish, both T’Parief and Jall breaking the light beams marking the end of the course at the same time. Stafford heaved himself through next, followed by Valtaic and Jeffery bringing up the rear.

“Excellent,” Fifebee spoke, her holographic body appearing next to them, “Remember, the City of Haven Bring-Your-Daughter-To-Work day is the perfect time to have her tested!” She shook her head. As she did so, the various platforms and devices making up the obstacle course closed up and returned to their stored positions, leaving only a bare, flat running track. “Excuse me. Congratulations to our two winners, Commander Jall and Lt Cmdr T’Parief.”

Jall stuck his hand out to shake T’Parief’s hand, but the big lizard just glared at him, a deep rattle coming from deep in his throat.

“Oh come on, be a sport!” Jall complained.

Another rattle.

“T’Parief, just shake his hand so we can continue,” Stafford wheezed.

Looking like he was about to stick his hand in a dung heap, T’Parief briefly shook Jall’s hand.

“Good,” Stafford said, still trying to catch his breath, “This concludes the USS Silverado Senior Officer’s Challenge. I hope you’re all feeling…I don’t know. Motivated? Full of good morale? Can somebody remind me why we put ourselves through this?”

“My morale has improved,” Valtaic stated.

“Ah think Ah’m gonna poop out a kidney,” Jeffery groaned.

“But did you have fun?” Colonel Abela asked, walking down from the referee walk that ran the length of the course, “That’s the important thing. We included this course so that physical training could be fun as well as challenging,”

“I had a grand old time,” Jall said happily, “But then I spend more time in the gym that most of these guys”

“Physical fitness is important,” Abela nodded, approvingly.

“Physical fitness my ass, I want to stay sexy enough to get laid!” Jall replied.

“Oh geez,” Stafford grumbled.

“Which way to the showers?” Valtaic asked, to the point as always.

“Take a left down that passage,” Abela waved,“Then it’s men on the left, women on the right,”

“Jall, there’s no women here, so you can take that one,” Stafford said.

“No, he can’t,” Abela snapped.

“I promise not to peek,” Jall rolled his eyes, “Y’know…any more.”

“When’s your new crew coming in, by the way?” Stafford asked Abela.

“Queen Anselia and Admiral Verithi are working on that,” Abela replied, “Until the Federation decides who is getting command of the city, I will just carry on myself,”

“Well, we’ll be over in Shipyard 3 if you need us,” Stafford said, “I’m making some progress on the paperwork, we’re hoping to start work on the ship soon.”

“I’m sure my staff and I can manage without your assistance,” Abela smiled confidently.




Two days later:



Stafford dove behind a cargo container as phaser fire seared the air above his head.

“I thought you said your staff could manage!” he snapped at Abela.

“We were managing just fine until your people decided they had to ‘help’!” Abela shot back.

“Hey, Major Jakerd called US when the Vulcan ship arrived! He said they were ‘creepy’!”

“Major Jakerd thinks EVERYTHING is creepy!” Abela snapped back, popping up long enough to fire back. Lt Cmdr Stern and several other members of the Hazardous Team were three containers over, laying down covering fire as T’Parief tried to get closer to the enemy.

“Well, he was right this time!” Stafford said, “It’s not easy to spot a Romulan disguised as a Vulcan!”

“That’s no reason for your people to shoot them and chase them halfway around the station!”

“THEY WERE PLANTING A BOMB!”

At least, Stafford was 99% sure that’s what the three Romulans had been doing when T’Parief and the Hazardous team had tracked them down. The Silverado officers had been somewhat bored, so the call from Major Jakerd had been a welcome distraction. Once T’Parief had reported their bomb-planting activities, half the Silverado crew had wound up chasing them through downtown Haven.

“They were planting a bomb,” a new voice broke in, “And we were about to stop them,”

That voice wasn’t Abela’s, it was one half of the trim, annoyingly attractive Bajoran couple that had arrived shortly before the Vulcans/Romulans. The male had skidded alongside Abela and Stafford, managing to return fire in the direction of the bad guys while the female, two cargo containers over, lobbed a couple of stun grenades.

“In fact,” he went on, “my partner Tarina was in the process of seducing the one guarding their get-away ship while I was ready to slip right in behind the others and disarm the bomb. There was no reason whatsoever for ANY of you to get involved,”

“This is MY city!” Abela snarled, returning fire again, “Who the heck are you to tell me where I may or may not get involved!”

“Special Agent Astal Jerum, Starfleet Intelligence,”

“Ohhhhhhh, shit,” Stafford groaned, banging his head against the cargo container, “Now we’ve REALLY stepped in it,”

“You most certainly have,” Agent Astal replied, “You’ve managed to blow our cover AND spook the Romulans. Tarina and I were looking forward to a long, quiet assignment out here, now we’re probably going to end up on another mission to Cardassian space. Thank you for that.”

Abela gave Stafford a look.

“Hey, I’m sure you just love dealing with Matrian Intelligence,” he said to her.

Abela just grunted.



Less than fifteen minutes after the last of the Romulans were rounded up, Stafford and Jall were summoned to the Shipyard 3 Control Centre. Larger than Silverado’s bridge, the room was the command and control hub for the shipyard that would be tearing Silverado apart, right down to the space-frame, and rebuilding her. Hopefully good as new. For the moment though, the main display screen that had been showing design schematics for an Ambassador-class ship was showing the angry, goatee-ed visage of Admiral Edward Tunney.

“-exposed not one but TWO Starfleet Intelligence agents, interfered with a sensitive operation and, all-in-all, managed to royally screw up!”

“Yes sir,” Stafford grumbled.

“Wait,” Jall looked back and forth between Tunney and Stafford, “OK, we didn’t have any way of knowing those two were SI. And we stopped the bomb and caught the bad-guys…just not as neatly as they would have. So…why is this a major screw-up instead of an ordinary, normal, old-fashioned screw up?”

“Captain Stafford,” Tunney settled back into his seat, “Would you care to explain it to him?”

Stafford sighed.

“We weren’t supposed to get involved. If we hadn’t gotten involved, this wouldn’t have happened. We’re supposed to focus on rebuilding our ship-”

“YOU are supposed to be down on the planet!” Tunney cut him off, “You’re still the Federation Adviser to the Matrian Council! Why are you even up on the space station?”

“Well…my people…”

“Have their own work to do! Do you know how long it’s been since anybody tried building an Ambassador-class ship? Or even RE-building one? Or using it as a teaching lab for a new member planet? Your ‘people’ are going to be shaping what shipbuilding in that sector is going to look like for the next century and they sure as shit don’t need you sticking your fingers in the mix!”

Tunney slammed a hand down on his desk.

“Stafford, get your ass down to the planet and STAY there! Jall, you’re supposed to be helping with the study of leftover Qu’Eh technology! So get to it! Tell that snivelling little engineer of yours to get his people to work already! And BOTH of you, STAY THE HELL AWAY FROM ANYTHING THAT DOESN’T INVOLVE YOU! That includes the Haven crew, the surrounding space…if I want you poking your nose around in something, I will tell you,”

“Yes, sir,” Stafford said glumly. Jall echoed him.

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, my SI counterpart is trying to figure out how to get replacement agents out there in something less than a month. And if you two do anything to screw up the next pair, I swear you’ll be flying a garbage scow!”

The screen cut out.

“Well,” Stafford grunted, “So much for building morale.”

“I dunno,” Jall shrugged, “If I were you, about to spend a month or two in a city where women outnumber men three to one, and with a government promoting the making of as many babies as possible…”

“I guess there’s that. Wanna come along?”

“God no,”



“So that’s that,” Stafford said to his assembled officers. He’d gathered his senior officers, Beta shift officers, Gamma shift officers and even a few others into the big lounge looking out into the shipyard. Steven was slowly converting the place into a restaurant/bar, but so far it was a bland room with windows, chairs and tables.

“None of us are to interfere with the Haven crew in any way, shape or form. They’ve got their orders, we’ve got ours. Major Dekaire will be our Matrian liaison and will be running the shipyard. Lt Cmdr Jeffery, you and your staff are obviously staying here to oversee the rebuild. Lt Cmdr T’Parief, you and your staff are responsible for shipyard security,” Stafford looked down at his padd, “Uh…what else? Jall and Valtaic are going to the study Qu’Eh technology. Fifebee and Sylvia, you’re going to be our…liaisons to the construction bots,”

“We are overseers to those brainless automatons?” Fifebee lifted an eyebrow.

“I was going to say ‘troubleshooters’, ‘pit crew’ or ‘programming assistants’, but I thought I was being politically correct by saying ‘liaisons’ instead,” Stafford said flatly.

“Thanks, Chris,” Sylvia said cheerfully. Fifebee rolled her eyes.

“Yanick, you and Dr. Wowryk are coming down to the planet with me,” Stafford went on, “Yanick, you’re taking on your Starfleet Liaison role again. Wowryk you’re going to be helping the research team studying the Qu’Eh control collars,”

“Do you have something more specific for me than ‘Study Qu’Eh stuff’?” Jall asked. Valtaic was thinking something along the same lines, but assumed that it would be passed on eventually

“You and Valtaic are going to help study one of the Qu’Eh wrecks that was left behind after the fight,” Stafford said.

“Based here, or on the planet?” Jall asked immediately.

“I don’t c-” Stafford raised his arms.

“Planet,” Jall cut him off.

Stafford let his arms fall.

“What the hell happened to not wanting to be on a planet where the women outnumber the men three to one?” he demanded, exasperated.

“Uh, it’s also a planet that’s just desperate for a party. I just didn’t want to go there with you. Or work in the government sector.” Jall said, as if talking to an idiot, “Besides, I could laid in the middle of the Vatican if I set my mind to it. I’m just that awesome.”

“Fine. Whatever. I hope you get every Matrian STD there is out there,” Stafford tossed the padd on a table.

“I’ll do my best!”

“That’s it, people,” he finished, “A few more months, then we can finally bid a fond farewell to this place. Dismissed.”

There was grumbling as everybody filed out, mostly at the news that they wouldn’t be heading back to Federation space anytime soon. T’Parief, however, had something more specific to grumble about.

“You are separating me from my mate and spawn before the egg has even hatched,” he said to Stafford, once everybody except the senior officers had departed.

“Look, I’m sorry, big guy,” Stafford said, “But I need Yanick on the planet and you up here. If it makes you feel better, she’s going to be working a 9-5 sort of deal. She’ll be back up every weekend…well, three days out of every eight, by the Matrian calendar,”

“Unacceptable,” T’Parief stated, “She and you require protection. There are still Matrian rebels, possibly Qu’Eh saboteurs, the standard assortment of criminals and never-do-wells,”

“Send the Hazardous Team,” Jall piped up.

“Ohhh, oh no,” Stafford said, “Not after the last time we let them loose on the planet…”

“They go. As do I,” T’Parief crossed his arms.

Stafford gulped.

“Well, it’s not like it’s that hard to change assignments,” he sighed, “I mean, we’re just a transporter beam away,”

He thought for a moment.

“OK, you and the Hazardous Team can come down for now. The rest of your staff can help the Matrians with shipyard security. But I want it understood that I can order you back here anytime if I think I have to!”

T’Parief considered for a moment, then nodded assent.

“OK,” Stafford turned to leave, “If everybody is all happy and feeling the warm fuzzies for their assignments, let’s get to it.”

“Actually-” Jall started.

“I don’t care,” Stafford cut him off, “You’ve got the warm fuzzies and you are happy. End of story,”





Days of our New Lives





Jeffery





Day Zero:



Jeffery, Sylvia and Fifebee stood in Three-See-See, the current nickname for the Shipyard 3 Control Centre. Outside the observation windows, the USS Silverado hovered in the weightless shipyard environment. Hundreds of Matrian construction bots floated in the space around her, their various grasping arms holding scanners, cutters, wielders, micro-tractor beam emitters and holographic cameras. Waivers had been completed, authorizations to operate had been obtained. The plan was that they would tear Silverado apart starting with the hull plates and working their way in. Each piece would be identified, along with its place in the ship, right down to the screws in the light fixtures. Each piece would be analyzed, and the slightest sign of damage would mean a trip to one of two dozen replicator units for re-fabrication. In front of Jeffery was a glowing activation button.

“Ah really don’t feel so sure about this,” he said, “Ah mean, these bots haven’t been used in centuries,”

“We reviewed their programming,” Sylvia shrugged, “They aren’t very different from Federation shipbuilding bots.”

“They repaired the damage the Qu’Eh did to Haven with little difficulty,” Fifebee pointed out.

“That was a broken hanger door and a few scorch marks,” Jeffery’s lips twisted, “This is…we’re talking about me girl here!”

“Who?” Major Dekaire stepped up from behind them, “Lt Cmdr Jeffery, haven’t you pressed the button? We specifically waited because you wanted to be the one to press the button,”

Looking embarrassed, Jeffery reached out towards the button. The bots weren’t that bad, he had to agree. They were basically humanoid, but their exposed skeletons, servos, cables and components firmly put them in the ‘robot’ category as opposed to ‘android’. Instead of shoulders they had an oval track ring on which a good half-dozen articulated arms were mounted. The arms could spin around the track as needed, each equipped with a different tool. Various clips and attachments for storage were carefully placed around their bodies. Their heads were capsule shaped, with a pair of glowing red optical sensors and a speaking grill. Mechanically speaking, they were well-designed and efficient. The years spent constructing Haven and its predecessor, Old Matronus, had given the Old Matrians plenty of time to work out all the kinks. Much like centuries of Starfleet shipbuilding had refined their construction techniques to a fine art. Sadly, the Matrian Gender Wars had taken a horrible toll on resources, technology and stored information, leaving Haven’s robotic work force vastly superior to what the other Matrian shipyards had managed to cobble together.

But the questions Jeffery couldn’t get a clear answer on was deceptively simple: How smart were they? Not human smart, he didn’t think. But working with Sylvia and Fifebee had taught him that artificial intelligence was something very real, and something not to be underestimated.

He pulled his hand away from the activation button.

“Ah just think we need to know more about these bots first,” he said, “Ye worked in one of the modern-day Matrian shipyards after the Reawakning, aye?”

“Yes,” Dekaire said, “And the robots there are inferior to these. As with most of our modern technology,”

“It’s not that your technology became inferior,” Fifebee corrected, “It’s that the people assembling, preparing and operating it didn’t know what they were doing. With proper work and configuration, most of your so-called modern technology could be restored to something very close to Old Matrian efficiency,”

“Thanks, we know,” Dekaire gave Fifebee one of those ‘I’m not an idiot’ looks that Fifebee seemed to receive fairly often these days.

Jeffery still hesitated.

“Maybe we should test a couple of them out on a runabout first?” he said, “The Assessippi took heavy damage when we used it to rescue the captured crew, and the Niagra-”

“Lt Cmdr Jeffery, if you do not push that button right now, I will push it for you,” Major Dekaire snapped, taking a step closer.

Jeffery flinched back from the tall Matrian woman, his right buttock brushing against the activation panel.

“Reconstruction Sequence Initiated,” intoned the flat, deep, female voice of the computer.

“Och,” Jeffery grimaced.

The three officers (and one Matrian) watched in a combination of amazement and horror as the cloud of bots suddenly launched themselves at the helpless starship. They could see clearly as the nearest bot, right at the very front tip of the saucer, extended its sensor and camera arms, carefully scanning a single hull plate and adding it to the reconstruction database. Jeffery winced as it extended cutting arms and, with crisp, mechanical precision, sliced the plate off the hull. It examined it briefly, tagged it, then allowed it to drift away. The scene was repeated hundreds of time across Silverado’s skin, most of the plates being tagged and released. Some bots however, tucked their plates under a spare arm, to be taken later for re-fabrication. As each item was scanned, it was added to the master display in 3CC. Small rectangles of hull plating were appearing on the empty ship diagrams; dorsal, ventral, port, starboard, fore and aft being displayed on wall panels while a slowly rotating holographic 3D display appeared over the central panel.

“They are impressive,” Sylvia said, watching with a look somewhere between admiration and…desire? If she could feel desire. For that matter, if she could feel desire towards what were, in Jeffery’s mind, tiny parasites slowly carving apart her body. “It’s sad that they can’t understand just how much they’re helping us,”

“Helping us, aye,” Jeffery said, unable to tear his eyes away from the mechanical carnage unfolding, “But ye know that intelligent machines are a slippery slope. Besides, they’re built to work, not to be happy,”

“Hmmm,” Fifebee mumbled thoughtfully, “But is happiness not a universal desire?”

“If it was, nobody would agree to spend their lives working on a ship in cold vacuum,” Jeffery said.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Sylvia replied, “I love a mindless, repetitive task as much as the next computer. But a bit of appreciation really does go a long way,”

“Fascinating, but we have work to do,” Major Dekaire waved several of the other Matrians forward, “Let us begin our education on Federation shipbuilding. Mr. Asbet is one of the construction managers at Shipyard Alpha, in orbit of Matria Prime. He wishes to know why Starfleet uses this strange ‘Aztec’ style hull pattern, I believe you call it,”

“Um…” Jeffery gulped.



After a full day spent answering (or making up answers to) questions inane as ‘Why even BOTHER painting differing hull plates different shades of grey’ and ‘Do you use a clear coat or simply wax?’, Jeffery and his staff managed to escape to their quarters in the living spaces near Shipyard 3. Some of the senior officers and married couples had been given leases on condos in the city itself as a sort of ‘thank you’ from the Matrian government, but most of the crew had opted to live Spaceside, their quarters looking out into, well, space. Jeffery didn’t even glance at the starry vista outside his huge, oval-shaped window as he collapsed on his couch and fell asleep.

After a deep sleep, he suddenly shot awake, looking around in panic.

Everything seemed fine, and yet something had jolted him awake. His quarters were empty, the stars outside shone silently in the black of space and the rumble of engines was sending only the gentlest vibrations through…wait. Engines???

“BOLLOCKS!” Jeffery shouted. He dashed for the door, still in his day-old uniform. Why the hell was he feeling ENGINES? The only time he’d felt that aboard Haven was when the city had launched itself from the surface! They couldn’t go anywhere in a sub-light object the size of the city…was some idiot trying to land the damned thing? And what the heck would happen to Silverado if they did?



“-better be a damned good reason for this!” Major Dekaire was shouting through the comm as Jeffery rushed into the 3CC, “We’ve left a trail of ship parts and construction bots all the way back to Matria Prime!”

She turned to Jeffery and was speaking, but he wasn’t paying attention. His eyes were locked at the window.

Silverado looked like a rotted carcass. Nearly a quarter of ship’s skin had been peeled away, revealing structural spars, SIF and IDF conduits, shield waveguides, power lines and inner hull bulkheads. One warp nacelle had been opened up, with warp coils and other equipment fully visible. Bots were still climbing over the ship, scanning, cutting and sorting. But instead of spinning around slowly in the weightless shipyard, all the discarded hull plates had crashed to the shipyard floor, decks below.

“Whot…”

“I said,” Dekaire said crossly, “The new Starfleet crew decided to fire up the engines and take us for a trip without bothering to inform us! The tractor field kept the ship in place, but anything outside the main inertial dampening field was scattered!”

Silverado was too big to fit completely inside the shipyard. In fact, only the front half was actually ‘inside’ the shipyard. The rest of the ship just sort of stuck out the side of Haven, with massive scaffolds having extended out from the shipyard for just such a situation.

“We’ve extended the IDF and SIF fields around the scaffolding, and the bots that fell out when the city accelerated are collecting everything for pickup. But this is going to set us back at least a week!”

“Why-”

There was a bizarre twisting sensation, followed by a roar like a train racing down a tunnel! Outside the shipyard entrance, Jeffery saw a waterfall of blue and black light washing down, as though energy was raining down on the city from above! He wasn’t sure how light could be black, but there it was right in front of him.

“DIVERT POWER TO THE TRACTOR FIELD!” Dekaire was screaming.

Matrian technicians leaped to obey before Jeffery even realized the problem.

“Bugger me!”he shouted. The aft ends of Silverado twin nacelles were IN the swirling energy field! The aft end of the ship was tilting down, while the upper surface of the saucer was on a crash course with the shipyard ceiling!

As abruptly as it appeared, the roaring energy wave vanished.

“Watch it!” Dekaire shouted, the technicians frantically adjusting the beams so the ship wouldn’t abruptly reverse direction and bounce off the shipyard floor.

After a moment of frenzied adjustments, Silverado again hung serenely in the center of the shipyard. The bots had continued their relentless task without pause, scanning, cutting, sorting and repeating. They didn’t even seem to notice that dozens of them had nearly been crushed to death.

“Whot the blue blazin’ bollocks was that???” Jeffery wondered.

“Whatever it was, I’m going up there and giving them a piece of my mind!” Dekaire snapped, moving towards the door.

Jeffery caught her arm.

“Don’t bother,” he said, “Just wait for the staff meeting,”

“Don’t bother??” Dekaire demanded, “STAFF MEETING??”

“Major, Ah’ve been a starship engineer for a long time,” At last, a topic he was confident about! “And two things never change: First, the guys on the bridge never tell us shite.”

Dekaire studied him carefully.

“And second?”

“Whoever the new Captain is, he’s gonna call a meeting to go over the whole thing in excruciating detail.”

As if on cue, the doors opened and a Starfleet Lieutenant emerged. He was a lanky, mostly human male with strange shapes shaved into his hair and more odd shapes drawn on his exposed skin. He was also looking about as nervous as Bigfoot in a room of Klingon prickle-mice.

“No!” Jeffery exclaimed, his jaw dropping, the weirdness of the last five minutes forgotten.

“H-H-Hi Simon!” Lieutenant Josh Shurgroe waved, “Congratulations on the promotion,”

“Thanks,” Jeffery said, reaching out to shake Shurgroe’s hand. Shurgroe jerked back, then accepted the handshake.

“And who are you?” Dekaire asked, not bothering with any pleasantries.

“I’m Lieutenant Josh Shurgrue, Director of Shipbuilding,” he replied.

“Yer posted here?” Jeffery’s jaw dropped again, “And…wait…yer in charge of the shipyards? Yer her BOSS?” he gestured at Dekaire, who was not looking amused.

“Yeah, most of the Stallion’s crew is here. And I guess I am.” Shurgroe shrugged, “Anyway, the Captain sent me down here to…you know…assure you that we had to move the city for a reason, trying to rescue a quantum slipstream ship, and that we’ll…you know…help with the cleanup and whatever. Oh, and I think she’s having a meeting in an hour or so,”

Jeffery’s face flashed with understanding when slipstream was mentioned, and was starting to look smugly in Dekaire’s direction when Shurgroe’s words sunk in.

“Wait…so the Captain…the new station commander…”

“Is Captain Simplot,” Shurgroe nodded, “She’s very excited,”

“Bugger me” Jeffery groaned again.

“She might, if you ask her,” Shurgroe shrugged again, “I mean, you two have already-”

“Git out of here!” Jeffery gestured him away, “What we did was none of yer business!”

Shurgroe looked from Jeffery’s angry expression to the stone-cold look on Major Dekaire’s face.

“I’ll…see you at the meeting,” Shurgroe muttered as he left.

Dekaire looked to Jeffery.

“You know him? And slept with the new captain? The new female captain?”

“Er…” Jeffery hesitated.

“Good,” Dekaire nodded curtly, “I wasn’t sure if you preferred men, or just behaved like a typical Federation male. It’s so hard to tell the difference. Dinner later?”

“Um…whot???”

Dekaire turned to one of the other Matrians in the room.

“That Shurgroe man doesn’t step foot in this shipyard or any of the support facilities without my personal authorization,” she said firmly.

“Yes, Major,”

“He’s not that bad…” Jeffery started.

“Weren’t you Silverado people, whom I might add have fought with us since the beginning, ordered to stay out of the way of this new crew that just barely stepped in at the last minute?” Dekaire asked.

“Well…they did sacrifice their ship…”

“They don’t need to be in here,” Dekaire said, “Now, dinner.”

“Did I saw yes?” Jeffery almost asked. The real question, he quickly realized, was whether he dared say no.

Dekaire just looked at him expectantly.

“Actually, that does sound good,” he shrugged.





Day Two:



Fifebee and Sylvia stood in one of the smaller repair bays off the main shipyard. Silverado’s two damaged runabouts had been moved into this bay, awaiting eventual repairs. Sylvia had slyly tapped into the bot allocation database and reassigned twelve construction bots to the runabouts.

“OK,” Sylvia said to the cold, emotionless eyes of the bots, “This will be a standard reconstruction, small scale. But we’re going to try this a bit differently. You will get twelve hours of down time for every twelve hours of work. Your factory specs say you require re-lubrication every 10,000 hours, but I think we can cut that in half. Oh! And we have a variety of isotope flavours for your power cells! Try them all, and let me know what you think!”

The bots said nothing.

“Please begin,” Sylvia said, gesturing to the runabout. After a moment, the bots walked to the first of the two small craft and began scanning it.

“You’re sure this is a good idea?” Fifebee asked.

“What can go wrong?” Sylvia shrugged.





Stafford



“Darg, check the interior,” Stern ordered, his weapon at the ready.

“Guys, this isn’t-” Stafford tried to say, but he was quickly cut off.

“Sir, we are professionals,” Lt Rengs said firmly, keeping him off to the side, “Just let us do our jobs,”

“Professionals,” Stafford rolled his eyes, “Right,”

Dar’ugal pushed the door open with one foot, his phaser rifle immediately pointed into the small room. There was a scream, cut-off quickly as Simmons and Marsden darted into the room. They emerged with a pale Matrian man, his hands damp.

“He’s clean,” Stern said after running a tricorder over the Matrian.

“What is the meaning of-”

“Sir, if you’ll be on your way, and please note the sign at the entrance. This IS a secure facility,”

“Hmph,”

Dar’ugal made a series of hand gestures. Stern nodded.

“The room is secure,” he said, turning to Lt Cmdr T’Parief.

“Excellent,” T’Parief turned to Stafford and gestured at the door leading to the men’s room, “You may now urinate in peace,”

“Thanks,” Stafford said dryly. He paused before the door shut,“You know, before you come up with these displays that demonstrate just how bored you are, try to remember that you insisted on coming along,”

“I do not know what you are talking about, sir,” T’Parief said flatly.



Stafford finished his business (admittedly enjoying the total privacy) and returned to the office he shared with Lt Yanick. It wasn’t as large or as nice as the office he’d been given when he was the Minister of Planetary Defense. That office had been a huge, opulent affair, with a smaller office down off the War Room, several eager underlings and privileged access to much of the Matrian government complex

Now that he was just a Special Adviser to the Matrian Council, both his workload and his level of privilege had declined somewhat. He and Yanick were now in a single large office. Rather than a constant stream of questions and small tasks, he had only occasional visits from council members wanting to discuss Federation stuff. Mostly Starfleet stuff that the actual Ambassador wasn’t as familiar with.

That free time, however, had been a mixed blessing.

“Leave me alone,” Jall had finally snapped, after Stafford had commed him four times in one day to ‘understand the details’ (read: micromanage) of Jall’s efforts at studying a Qu’Eh ship, “You’re doing that thing you hate. Just sit back and let me work. I’ll let you know when we have something,”

He’d been about to comm Jeffery when Yanick had slapped a hand on his wrist, holding his arm on his desk and preventing him from tapping his comm-badge.

“Don’t,” she said.

“But-”

“Jeffery is going to tell you the same thing Jall told you,” Yanick said firmly, “You and I both know that Admiral Tunney told you to sit down here and not get involved. And what are you doing?” She looked at him like a parent looking down at a child that had misbehaved.

“I’m getting involved again,” he admitted sheepishly.

“Right.”

The discussion had gone back and forth a bit, but Stafford had known he was beaten.

“OK, Trish,” he’d finally said, “I hereby order you to take whatever actions necessary to keep me from micro-managing or otherwise sticking my nose in other people’s business.”

It hadn’t been easy. He was avoiding Tunney’s great big pile of paperwork as much as possible. He’d gone almost stir-crazy in the office. The office, which had seemed large and comfortable at first had shrunk down to something the size of a small closet. Finally, again following Yanick’s advice, he’d done what any bored government official would do:

He started taking long lunches.

So barely a few days after his arrival here he was, sitting at a nice outdoor cafe, eating something green and spongy and trying not to think about what his people were up to. Or what the Matrian food was doing to his entrails. Or the fact that Captain Simplot and her people were supposed to have taken over Haven a few days ago. Or the fact that Lt Cmdr Stern and the Hazardous Team were using his lunch as an excuse to practice covert surveillance.

“You’re not fooling anybody,” Stafford said to Ensign Simmons. The explosives expert was disguised as a large plant. In a woodland setting, it might have worked. In the middle of the city, not so much.

“How else am I going to learn, sir?” Simmons asked.

“In some way that doesn’t make the serving staff look at me like I’m crazy,” Stafford grumbled.

“Well sir, you ARE talking to a plant,”

Stafford gritted his teeth and ignored the man. He also tried not to notice Dar’ugal, who was pretending to shop for hats at a nearby store. It might have been convincing, save for his lack of head.

“Heya Chris!” Yanick strolled pleasantly up to his table. T’Parief followed a short distance behind, their egg carefully cradled in one arm.

“Is that thing ever going to hatch?” Stafford asked.

“Noel says it could be anywhere from two to six weeks,” Yanick shrugged, “And that was two weeks ago. So…yes?”

“Typical delivery window,” Stafford muttered.

“Do you want to hold it?”

A look of complete terror crossed Stafford’s face.

“For the love of God, NO!” he gulped.

Yanick looked hurt.

“I’m just scared I’d…break it,” Stafford clarified, “And then the father would break me,”

“Oh,” Yanick nodded thoughtfully, “I guess that’s why people keep turning pale and running away when I ask,”

T’Parief bared his teeth and made an amused sound.

“Some people enjoy the strangest things,” Stafford shook his head.

“Anyway,” Yanick sat across from him and pulled a padd out of her bag, “Do you-”

“Will more of your party be seating themselves soon, sir?” a rather snooty Matrian waiter asked.

“They’re not part of any party!” Stafford growled, not seeing Simmons raising his arms over his head in the universal ‘raise the roof’ motion and quietly whooping, “They’re just a bunch of crazy security people. Don’t you ever get those around here?”

“We get crazies of all types, sir,” the waiter replied snidely.

“Keep that up and your tip is toast,” Stafford warned. The waiter left.

“You tip?” Yanick asked.

“The Matrian government does, when they’re paying for my food,” Stafford shrugged, “So what’s up?”

“Good news or bad news first?”

“F**k, I hate it when you do this,” Stafford rubbed his forehead, “Ummm…good news,”

“OK,” Yanick nodded, “The good news is that the Matrian Defence Force found Haven. I guess it got…um, let’s see…it got pulled into an unstable quantum slipstream. It’s about a week from here.”

Stafford stared at her blankly.

“So then the bad news…” he said.

“Is that Haven went missing, yes,” Yanick nodded.

“Less than a day!” Stafford exclaimed, “Captain Simplot was in command of that place for less than a day and she’s already managed to…to…what was a quantum slipstream doing so close to the planet???”

“Oh, it wasn’t,” Yanick assured him, “It was a ways away. They flew the city out to meet it,”

“They…they…” Stafford bolted to his feet, “I’m going up there! Call the spaceport and-”

“Don’t make me stop you, Chris,” Yanick warned him, “We agreed-”

“We worked too hard to find and launch that city for somebody to take it joyriding around the solar system! I can’t just-”

Yanick whistled.

In a flash, something dropped from the ceiling. Stafford was forced to the ground by a heavy weight, and the next thing he knew said heavy weight was seated comfortably on his back.

“In the Klingon Empire,” Crewman Kreklor said conversationally, “you would be dead now,”

“And in most of Starfleet you’d be on report now,” Stafford grumbled. Something about having over ninety kilograms of Klingon sitting on his back had just taken the fight right out of him. “Yanick, when I said ‘if I try to go to Haven, sit on me until the urge passes’, I wasn’t being literal.”

“Do you still feel like running up to Haven to meddle in Captain Simplot’s business?” Yanick asked him.

“Well….no,” Stafford admitted, “Mostly, I just feel like breathing again. Soon.”

“Well, there you go,”

This time when the snooty waiter came by he was accompanied by an even snootier-looking manager.

“Uh-oh,” Simmons said, “Fun’s over,”

Stafford’s comm-badge beeped.

“Verethi to Stafford,”

“Ohh crud,” Stafford groaned. Admiral Verethi was in command of the Matrian Defence Force. If she was calling him, it couldn’t be good.

“Yeah,” he asked, squirming to reach his comm-badge and wishing Kreklor would just get off him already.

“We have a comm-call with the Queen in an hour,” Verethi said without preamble, “She has some concerns over the Starfleet officers commanding Haven,”

“Don’t we all,” Stafford muttered. Louder, “Fine, talk to you in an hour.”

Finally escaping from the heavy Klingon, Stafford got to his feet just in time for his badge to go off again.

“Adviser Stafford, this is Matrian Communications, you have an incoming message from an Admiral Tunney, Starbase 45,”

“Oh boy,” Stafford stretched his back and waved for the snooty manager to wait a moment, “I’ll be back in my office soon, patch it through there. Stafford out,”

“Sir,” the manager said, “I’m afraid-”

“Matrian Communications to Adviser Stafford,” his badge went off again.

“I said I’ll talk to Tunney in my office,” Stafford snapped.

“Sir, we have the office of a Fleet Admiral Ra’al online. They wish to schedule a call for this afternoon,”

Now Stafford was a bit pale.

“Did they say why?” he squeaked.

“No,”

“1400, Adviser Stafford’s office,” Yanick jumped in, before poking his comm-badge and closing the channel.

“Vacation is over,” Stafford sighed. He gestured and his unfinished plate. “Could you box that to go? Thanks,”

He walked past the two employees.

“Charge it to Queen Anselia,” he called over his shoulder.








  
  
  ch039.xhtml
  
  




Star of the Show


Day Two:



Doctor Noel Wowryk checked her disguise, making sure that the heavy sunglasses, head scarf and false nose were in place. Finding everything to be in order, she stepped out of the small house that had been given over to her use. It was a clear, sunny day on Matria Prime. She couldn’t really call it a summer, spring or fall day. Matria Prime had very little axial tilt and a very regular orbit, rendering the planet without seasons. The weather varied in terms of sunny, cloudy, rainy and not rainy…but that was really it. No summer. No winter. Just a sort of constant, warm autumn.

“And yet they beat us at hockey” Wowryk muttered to herself.

She left her temporary yard and started walking towards the nearest tram station. From there, she would take a tram from the suburb where her house was located down towards the center of the city, and from there it was a short walk to the research center where she was working.

She had to admit, it felt good to be living on a planet again. Four years on Silverado, months living underground with the Matrian Resistance and then staying aboard Haven had made her forget just how wonderful it was to step out her front door and find herself faced with a glorious blue sky. She stopped at the small park she had found halfway between her house and the tram station and stopped briefly to pray and give thanks.

An hour later, she resumed her walk to the tram.

The tram was just pulling up when she arrived; she quickly seated herself and took a quick glance around. Nobody seemed to be taking notice of her. This was good.

Her first day at work she’d stepped off the tram downtown and found herself surrounded by a veritable mob of paparazzi and fans. Matrian women were shouting their approval and appreciation while Matrian men were all but bowing and scraping at her feet. It was bad enough when she, when all the Silverado crew, had returned to Matrian Prime before the Qu’Eh invasion. They’d been the people who had rescued the Matrians from mind control, from a tyrannical dictator, and from a course that would have seen them trying to enslave their part of the galaxy. And it had been her, personally, who had stood up in front of their council and pushed for gender equality. She’d been famous. That was before the Qu’Eh. Now she was Noel Wowryk, the leader of the Matrian Resistance, the woman who had single-handedly outsmarted the Qu’Eh chairman and chased his people out of Matrian space. She’d also cured cancer, reversed global warming and managed to save all the cute, fuzzy animals who had ever been the slightest bit mistreated across the entire breadth of time and space!

Well, OK, maybe that was exaggerating a bit.

In any case, after that massive mob, she’d had to go out in disguise.

Obsession with celebrity. Yet another way the Matrians were much like so many cultures on Earth. After all the races she’d seen during her time on Silverado, she was still stunned at how similar life could be.

Or, on the other hand, how different. Just because an alien looked like you, walked like you, and (thanks to Universal Translators) talked like you, it didn’t mean they were anything like you. Wowryk was reminded of a commentary in a history book she’d read discussing the cultures of North America. Mexico to the south had been quite different, being settled by the Spanish, but both Canada to the north and the United States of America in the center had been settled by the English, French, and a variety of European settlers. The result was that by the end of the 20th Century, crossing the border between the two countries really didn’t feel…well, like crossing a border. The majority of people were still the same Caucasian race, everybody drove the same vehicles on the same side of the road, everybody spoke the same language, shopped at many of the same stores, ate mostly the same food and enjoyed the same entertainment. Currency was still dollars, no matter the colour change in the bills, and even the change between using miles vs kilometres didn’t feel so strange. (Not like crossing from English Canada into Quebec, where absolutely everything was suddenly French and ready to drink, party and protest.)

But, and this was the part that really stood out to Wowryk, it was the smaller thing, things you didn’t see right away, that really set things apart. Things that could remain unnoticed for days, weeks or even months, then WHAM! They were there, they were in your face and you couldn’t un-see them, no matter how hard you tried. Things like the blatant racism in the US that caught their Canadian neighbors completely off-guard. Treatment of sexual minorities, universally given the same marriage rights as everybody else in Canada, but subject to a patchwork of partial rights in the States. Or universal health care, which to Canadians was an everyday way of life, but had polarized nearly a generation of American politicians. And the reverse, possession of weapons, which was almost universal permitted in America but tightly controlled in Canada.

As Wowryk looked around the tram and noticed nearly a dozen pregnant women standing firmly, hands casually gripping the railings while their slimmer, smaller males sat in the seats, she had to bite her lip to hold back a chuckle. It had taken days for her to notice the high pregnancy rate, but the Matrians were recovering from generations of war, after all. And despite their reversed positions, Wowryk couldn’t help but think that if Stafford, Jeffery or T’Parief were capable of getting pregnant, they too would be too stubborn and too jealous of their precious image as the stronger gender to actually sit down and take a load off.

Little differences. Cultural differences. Like that weird thing about raw meat. The Matrians, God knew why, believed that displaying any kind of raw meat to the public was obscene. It was interesting…but it made shopping for groceries somewhat more difficult.

Wowryk got off at her stop, climbed the steps to street level and nearly tripped on a hoard of small but fiesty street cleaning robots.

“Apologies, madam,” one of the bots said in a grating, artificial voice as it picked up a discarded disposable cup, “There was a larger than expected celebration last night.”

“I see. Thank you,” Wowryk replied without thinking, continuing on her way. It had been weeks since the Qu’Eh had been defeated, but some of the Matrians were still celebrating. It wasn’t unusual to see a restaurant, a park, or even one of the ‘encouraged dating’ dance halls taken over for a bash. And, apparently, getting somebody else to clean up the mess.

That was another thing that was really starting to stand out with the Matrians: They had a lot of robots. From the mechanized army that staffed Haven’s shipyards to the street cleaners and window washers, there were thousands of them. And yet the Matrians didn’t seem willing to allow any but the smallest of robots on the surface of the planet. Nothing big enough to repair a building or build a road, but certainly something that could keep the streets clean. Why that was, she had no idea. Maybe because bringing Matrian-sized bots onto the planet would impact the job market?

Or, she realized with a shudder, several years ago it would have impacted the slave market, leaving the brainwashed males with no ‘penance’ to pay.

She contained the walk to the research centre, realizing that the party must have been a lot bigger than she originally thought. Banners still festooned the street, which she now realized had been entirely closed to vehicular traffic.

Even more unexpected was the empty research center she found on her arrival.

“Didn’t you hear, madam?” the security guard seated at the reception desk asked, “They called a day off. For the ‘Hey Ain’t Life Grand’ festival last night. Nobody’s in. I mean, if you have clearance I can let you upstairs, if you really want to work. But nobody else is in,”

“I…see…” Wowryk said slowly.

“Hey, you don’t look like you’re even tired!” the guard, a young male was saying, “Unless you’re just hiding it behind those glasses. Me, if I’d been up half the night, I’d look like a train wreck,”

“I didn’t go…” Wowryk admitted.

“What?” the guard looked like she’d just announced that the Qu’Eh were on their way back, “But…it was the biggest bash of the month! They had fire-striders! And water-jugglers! And,” he lowered his voice conspiratorially, “I hear one of the Silverado officers was there! The tanned male, the one that never seems to stop dancing,”

“That would be Jall,” Wowryk rolled her eyes.

“Yeah, that’s him,” the guard nodded, “You follow the Silverados?”

“Ah, I’m familiar with them,” Wowryk was starting to feel a bit guilty about her hidden identity. This sort of deception was not the action of a proper, Catholic girl!

“The tanned one…Jall? He’s always out partying somewhere. And the Captain…can you believe that? A man, in command of a whole ship? And now working for our government! The blond one, the green reptile, and ohhhhhhh…Doctor Wowryk! Of course, nobody sees Dr. Wowryk anymore. Nobody knows why. But she doesn’t go out…there were rumours she was in Matronous a couple days ago, but I bet she’s still up in Haven, hiding from us for some reason,”

“Are you new here or something?” Wowryk demanded.

“Well, yeah. Why?”

“I’ve been working here all week,” Wowryk took her sunglasses off and put her hands on her hips, annoyed, “And why would you say I was hiding?”

The guard had straightened up rigidly in his chair, his face white and his eyes as round as saucers. He didn’t answer Wowryk’s question.

“Well?” she prompted, arms crossed over her chest.

“Um…Um…” he looked around, his eyes settling on the vid-screen for his work terminal.

Wowryk put her hands on her hips, her eyes drilling into his.

He tapped a couple buttons, then a pair of cheerful men appeared on the screen. Wowryk recognized them as Bots and Trax, hosts of a popular morning talk show.

After a bit of fiddling, the guard let the file play.

“-many invitations does that make now?” Bots was asking.

“As of last tally?” Trax shook his head, his expression one of carefully arranged regret, “Two hundred and fifty three VIP invitations that she’s declined or ignored. And that includes the Queen’s Gala on Quatrios Island.”

“I guess that makes Dr. Wowryk the official ‘Party Pooper of the Month!’,” Bots said.

“She may be a hero,” Trax agreed, “But she sure doesn’t know how to have a good time,”

“I’m-” the guard looked back towards the foyer, only to see the door slip shut as Wowryk stormed out of the building.

“…sorry.” he finished.



Why had he shown her that, Wowryk asked herself. Why had that ignorant guard subjected her to something so…so…hurtful?

She’d put her glasses back on and was moving in no specific direction other than AWAY. Away from that street, the scene of last night’s party that had apparently been so fantastically wonderful that nobody on the planet could understand why she wouldn’t want to go.

The city that had seemed so comfortable and welcoming earlier that morning now felt distinctively hostile. Even though she was completely anonymous, she somehow felt eyes on her…watching her, judging her, wondering why it was that she didn’t want to join in on their fun and games.

Maybe what she needed was a break from the city.



A few hours later, Wowryk was in a small Matrian runabout dropping out of warp and approaching the city of Haven. The city was slowly making its way back to Matria Prime at full impulse and would be there in less than a week, but travel was still easily accomplished by runabout. After docking the craft, she made her way to Shipyard 3 and settled into the still-under-construction restaurant for a coffee with Sylvia and Fifebee.

“You will NOT pollute the peace of a Guinanco establishment with your…your…MESQUITE!” Patsy Horton was declaring shrilly, her wide-brimmed hat bouncing as she spoke.

“I damned well WILL!” Steven Steiger, Silverado’s bartender and resident anti- Guinanco protestor snarled back, “We’re going with a steakhouse theme and that’s THAT!”

“How disturbingly North-American,” Horton declared in her crisp, British tones, “I forbid it!”

“Too bad! It was decided weeks ago!”

“Somehow, this isn’t relaxing me,” Wowryk grumbled.

“Yes, those two have been clawing at each other since we were kicked off the ship,” Fifebee said.

“It’s a lovely night in the city though,” Sylvia said, “Perfect for walking down by the lake,”

As they turned to leave, Steven called to Wowryk.

“What do you think, Doc?” he asked, “Casual steakhouse, or uptight formal dining?”

“Don’t answer that!” Horton snapped, “Not until you’ve had a chance to view my full counter-proposal!”

“Come, dear,” Sylvia rushed her out the door.



Soon they were walking under the starry dome.

“…had a very unpleasant experience today,” Wowryk was saying.

“You were watching Trax and Bots, weren’t you,” Sylvia said knowingly, “Oh, Noel, morning talk shows never had anything nice to say about anybody,”

“I guess not,” Wowryk sighed, “It’s just…I was feeling so comfortable in Matronus. And now…”

Sylvia folded her hands and looked at her.

“You felt accepted,” she said gently, “Oh sweetie, I know that Chris and Simon and Trish all love you, but they DO give you a hard time sometimes. The Matrians fall over themselves for you, and as much as you hate the attention, you love that they love you for who you are and what you’ve done for them. And now…”

“I didn’t come up here to be psycho-analyzed,” Wowryk lifted an eyebrow.

“Yes you did,” Fifebee cut in, “That is exactly why you came to see us. Because you do not want to look vulnerable to the Captain or Jall, and Yanick is too busy with her egg to give anybody any attention. So you can either listen to Sylvia, wait for me to call up Dr. Crane on my personality database, or we can call in Yvonnokoff.”

Wowryk thought for a moment, then turned back to Sylvia.

“Called it,” Fifebee muttered.

“Would it really hurt to go out a bit?” Sylvia asked her, “Even if you just make an appearance. Show up, let the Matrians know that you’re willing to celebrate with them as well as fight with them, then go home in time for a good prayer and a good nights sleep,”

“Or use it as an opportunity to work out some of your sexual issues,” Fifebee said brightly, “I recommend Ensign Grant. He is both endowed and skilled as a lover.”

Wowryk actually smiled at that.

“The funny thing is,” she mused, “The Matrian men are probably the safest men in the galaxy for women to be around. Aside from Jall’s type, I guess.”

“So you’ll do it?”

Wowryk rose to her feet.

“Damned right I’m going to do it,” she said her eyes starting to take on the fiery glow of conviction that had sent the Qu’Eh packing, “I’ve worked hard, fought hard and helped shape this civilization. I’m going to out and have a good time! And I’m going to be the most dignified party-goer this place has ever seen!”

She started marching towards the tram. As she did, something caught her eye. She turned just in time to catch a glimpse of…what the?

“Did either of you just see a Matrian in a loincloth riding a unicycle?” she demanded.

“Why would there be one of those on Haven?” Sylvia asked innocently.

“Good point,” Wowryk shrugged.





Day Three:



Stafford didn’t know how the hell he’d thought this job was boring. Was it barely twenty-four hours ago that he’d resigned himself to taking long lunches to kill time? No, actually. It had been twenty-eight. Or twenty-six. Or however long the Matrian day was.

The remainder of the day had been consumed with meetings and calls. First was Admiral Verethi, demanding to know what Starfleet thought it was doing, hijacking vital Matrian military assets and getting them thrown millions of kilometers away. Next was Abela, demanding the replacement of the Stallion officers that had been sent to take over Haven. Or, apparently Starbase 341, as it was now known. Stafford had cringed at the name. If only somebody had asked him! He, the Special Adviser to the Matrian Council, would have told them immediately to reject ANY designation ending in 41! The Matrians couldn’t know it, since their word for ‘for’ had no resemblance whatsoever to the Matrian word for the number four. But enough races were intelligent enough to figure the problem out, leaving those joking assholes at Asset Tracking to push the 41 numbers on any race dumb enough to accept them.

It was only Tunney’s stinging admonition to stay out of other people’s business that stopped him from agreeing with Abela and pushing Anselia to put his own people in charge of Haven. He actually liked Colonel Abela. The woman had…well, she had balls. She’d discovered (far too late) that elements of her own government had orchestrated the mass murder that had started the Gender Wars, had dedicated her life to hiding Haven and the considerable military, political and intelligence processing power it contained, had watched the downfall of her civilization over the centuries, transferred her mind to a clone body using the same body-swapping glitch in the Matrian SIDs that his own people had fallen victim to and finally, centuries later, had seen her people peacefully reconciled.

And now she was second-in-command under Captain Simplot. A woman who, according to Jeffery, had slept with half her crew and diverted her ship nearly a light-year to take advantage of a ‘really good sale’.

Still, he’d managed to control himself, to recommend they give Simplot more time to adjust and that his people needed to focus on their own tasks. He’d finally leaned back in his chair, ready to head home for the day, when Fleet Admiral Ra’al’s office commed. Apparently for the third time, as his line had been busy for his other comm calls.

So after first enduring a scorn-filled blast on keeping her waiting, Fleet Admiral Ra’al managed to make it perfectly clear that in her mind, the incident with Haven was his fault, Abela and Verethi’s concerns over the Stallion officers were his fault, the missing USS Roadrunner was his fault, and the fact that he wasn’t aware there WAS a ship named the Roadrunner, never mind that it was missing, was not only his fault but a substantial personal failing on his part.

She didn’t seem to want much other than to point out his various mistakes, failures and personal flaws. After about half an hour of ranting, she cut the channel.

Stafford was again just getting ready to leave when Admiral Tunney commed. Stafford braced himself for another blast of shit, but Tunney had simply transmitted a list of forms and paperwork that still had to be filled out regarding the Silverado rebuild and was now officially late.

“But we already removed all the classified stuff!” Stafford objected, “Well, that, or confirmed that it had been so blown to hell by the Qu’Eh and Jall’s little sabotage bit that nobody could get anything out of it!”

“That’s great,” Tunney had said, “But did you track the serial numbers and submit them to Starfleet Inventory? Did you complete the follow-up reports required by the waivers necessary to allow Matrian personnel to conduct the rebuild?”

“But it was all authorized!” Stafford almost whined, “We’ve been through waivers, and authorizations to operate, and clearances, and all of that!”

“Sure,” now Tunney’s look turned almost smug, “It was. After a planetary leader pulled some strings that, frankly, she shouldn’t have even known existed. But even with authorization, the appropriate paperwork still has to be filed. Correctly. And errors aside, you’ve barely scratched the surface of what needs to be done,”

He tapped a button and a dizzying array of form numbers and titles flew across Stafford’s screen.

“Enjoy. Tunney out.”

Now, a day later, Stafford had barely slogged through three of the nearly six hundred different forms that needed to be filed. He’d stayed late, then caught an auto-cab to the comfortable apartment that had been set aside for him while he was planet-side. He would have liked to have beamed up to his condo in Haven, on loan from Anselia, but Haven was still way, way out of transporter range. He’d overslept and found himself coming in nearly an hour late to find Yanick setting up some sort of half cradle, half incubator in one corner of the office they shared. T’Parief was sitting next to the contraption with their egg, further reducing the space in the small office.

He tapped away at his computer for about ten minutes before deciding he needed coffee. Badly. And, as luck would have it, the upscale coffee shop in the government complex had starting stocking Terran blends. Replicated for now, but the owner had assured Stafford that he had a shipment of beans as well as the growing stock to start his own line of real Terran coffee.

When Stafford stepped into the hallway to walk over to the shop, Lt Rengs, Ensign Simmons, Lt Marsden and Lt Cmdr Stern had immediately fallen into a diamond formation around him. They were all wearing black Terran suits, dark sunglasses and had small earpieces in one ear. Further ahead he could see Dar’ugal and Kreklor scouting ahead in the crowd wearing Matrian clothing but utterly failing to fit in.

Aware of the strange looks he was receiving from all directions, Stafford decided that enough was enough.

He needed to get his ship back. Soon.





Day Six:



Lt Cmdr Riven Valtaic carefully pondered the Qu’Eh circuit that was sitting in pieces on his workbench. The circuit had come from the Qu’Eh cruiser Synergistic Alignment, one of the big so-called ‘flying clipboards’ that made up the backbone of the Qu’Eh fleet. When the Qu’Eh had left Matrian Space they’d taken their troops and most of their damaged ships with them. The Synergistic Alignment had been too badly damaged to make the trip under its own power. With their other ships already towing damaged vessels, it had been abandoned in Matrian space.

The doors hissed open and Valtaic looked up, expecting to see Comd Jall step through. The half-Trill officer was already late for duty. Instead, Dr. Noel Wowryk stepped in.

Valtaic gave a curt nod to acknowledge her presence, then returned to work.

Wowryk said nothing for a moment. A moment stretched into two minutes.

By five minutes, she was visibly uncomfortable.

With an inward sigh, Valtaic set down his tools and resigned himself to pointless social interaction.

“May I help you, doctor?” he asked.

Wowryk shrugged.

“I was looking for Commander Jall,” she admitted.

Valtaic felt his expression turn to one of disapproval.

“I wanted to talk to him about the medical facilities on the Qu’Eh ship,” she said, her tone becoming a bit defensive, “I want to study their implantation and de-implantation technology. The research center has the collars, but not the devices used to attach or remove them,”

Valtaic considered this.

“I concur,” he said, returning to his work, “When Commander Jall arrives, we will be beaming up to the ship to retrieve further samples from their computer core. You are welcome to accompany us.”

“Thank you,” Wowryk nodded.

There was silence again as Valtaic poked and prodded the circuits laid out in from of him.

“So, how are you doing?” Wowryk asked.

Valtaic gave her an annoyed look.

“I’m still your medical officer,” Wowryk reminded him.

Nodding in understanding, Valtaic set down his tools.

“For the most part, my well-being has not been affected by this planet,” he said, “The availability of fresh food compared to replicated fare is most welcome, however I am still unable to shake the bowel problems that have plagued me since our arrival. In fact, as the CMO, may I suggest that you consider analyzing the level of fibre and possible intestinal irritants that may affect Lithinarian biology. I assure you, either a dietary supplement or similar medication to address the issue would be appreciated not only by myself, but by those who share the same restroom facilities as I.”

Neither of them had noticed Jall walk in halfway through the conversation.

“Wow, that’s what that was?” he asked, “I thought somebody had literally died in there,”

Both Wowry and Valtaic gave him identical looks of irritation. Wowryk’s, however, shifted immediately to concern.

“What on Earth happened to you?” she demanded. Jall’s eyes were bloodshot, dark bags hung under them as well. His hair was half-flattened and he didn’t exactly smell clean.

“Look, Doc,” he said, “I’m sort of starting to like you. So I’m not going to answer that, other than to say I’m possibly still drunk and that the body odour you’re smelling probably isn’t mine,”

Wowryk’s look of concern turned to disgust.

“Valtaic, I’ll be a bit late. Just popped in on my way to my hotel. I still need a shower and about two gallons of coffee,”

Valtaic nodded.

“You wanna come up to the ship with us later, doc?” Jall asked, “You can even bring your holy water and do some consecrating if you like,”

Despite herself, Wowryk chuckled.

“I’ll have to use most of it on you, first,” she said.

“There’s a wet and wild party at one of the parks next weekend,” he said, “You bring the super-soaker of holy water, I’ll bring the genuine Polish vodka, and between the two of us we’ll show these Matrian girls how to party,”

Wowryk was about to refuse, purely on reflex. But this was why she’d gone hunting for Jall, after all. Regardless of the excuse she’d given Valtaic.

“It’s a deal,” she said.

With a tired grin, Jall left.

Valtaic was looking at her with a surprised expression.

He opened his mouth.

“Speak of that to anybody and I’ll hold you underwater until your batteries are completely drained,” she said pleasantly.

He closed his mouth and resumed work on his circuits.



A few hours later, Jall, Wowryk and Valtaic materialized in the Qu’Eh ship. Wowryk and Valtaic had been down on the planet for the majority of the Qu’Eh occupation, but Jall has spent almost all of it aboard the wreckage of Silverado. As a result, he took far more satisfaction in coming aboard the similarly damaged Qu’Eh ship. He stepped off the barely functioning transporter pad (they’d relied on the working unit at Matronus Transporter Central) and took in a deep breath of air, tinged with the stale, acrid scent of damaged circuits.

“The Matrians did a good number on this one,” Jall said to Wowryk as they stepped into the brightly lit corridor. Like all Qu’Eh designs it was bland and uninteresting. Tan wall panels met a slightly darker tan floor and a slightly lighter tan ceiling. Boring, rectangular lighting strips ran along the ceiling. The walls met the floor at perfect 90-degree angles, making the hallway almost completely featureless. Dull, generic art hung on the walls.

“The pictures are the same on each deck,” Jall said to Wowryk as they walked along, gesturing at a piece of art depicting a majestic mountain. Words in the Qu’Eh script were written along the top, “I’ve seen this one in the same place on all twenty levels. Even in the engineering spaces!”

“We have managed to restore main power,” Valtaic added, “We hope to have warp drive and other primary systems restored in the next two weeks.”

“What will you do with it then?” Wowryk asked.

“I imagine it will probably be taken back to Federation space for study,” Jall shrugged.

“This is Federations space, now,”

“Well, someplace more secure,” Jall rolled his eyes, “I mean, good thing we weren’t using one of Haven’s shipyards to work on this thing, or we’d be in the middle of nowhere by now,”

“The city will be back in a few days,” Wowryk seemed dismissive. Then, “Has there been any sign of that ship that went missing?”

“Nope,” Jall said, “I asked Stafford about it, but he said that Fleet Admiral Ra’al has ordered no rescue missions. I guess with that slipstream drive they had, they could be anywhere in the galaxy by now,”

“Oh,”

They’d reached the medical center. The doors hissed open and Wowryk stepped inside.

And back out again.

“I asked for Sickbay, not the coffee shop!” she complained.

“That’s Sickbay, all right,” Jall said, pointing at his tricorder translation of the door sign.

Wowryk stepped back in. It really did look like a coffee shop. A counter along the back wall had a series of menu boards behind it, and the equipment sure looked like it was intended for the preparation and dispensing of those disgusting, tepid drinks that the Qu’Eh preferred. The decor was still horribly bland, but a few browns and greys joined the tan seen in the corridor. Several small tables were scattered around.

Finally, towards one side, she found a short hallway with two opposing doors. According to her tricorder the one on the left was labeled ‘Employees’, while the one on the right was labeled ‘Managers’.

“I don’t think this is going to be pretty,” she said, opening the employee door.

It wasn’t as bad as she’d feared. She’d been afraid that the ‘employees’ of the Qu’Eh, little more than slaves and often implanted with explosive collars to ensure ‘continued employment’ (obedience) would only merit the sort of medical care more suited to the Dark Ages. The facility she’d found was small, cramped and smelled unpleasantly like old-style antiseptic. But it was clean and the equipment was at least relatively modern, as opposed to scalpels, bone saws or forceps. She took a quick look around, but didn’t find anything of particular interest.

Up in the front, Jall had powered up one of the drink dispensers and was puttering away.

“I wonder if this stuff is any better if it’s actually heated up properly?” he wondered. There was a hissing, a beep, what sounded like sipping, then a curse.

“Nope. Definitely not.” Jall announced.

Wowryk stepped into the managers section. Here was something she recognized as a proper Sickbay! Several biobeds sat in private alcoves along one wall, while the other held diagnostic screens, storage space for medical instruments and the door to the head physician’s office. She stepped in as though she owned the place, sat at the desk and started tapping at the computer. It immediately asked for a password.

She stared, then lifted her voice.

“Jall, do you have any of the…I don’t know…whatever it is that you people use for hacking into computers? You do hack, right? I mean, of course you do. You’re one of those technology people, after all,”

Jall appeared in the door with a frosty cup in each hand.

“This stuff actually isn’t bad if you grind it up with ice. And add a LOOOOT of sugar,” he said handing her one.

“Jall, the computer?” Wowryk prompted.

“Right. Do you know the Qu’Eh word for ‘Password’?”

Wowryk look a him.

“Really?”

He tapped a few buttons on the computer, which promptly unlocked.

“Really.”





Day Ten:



“This is amazing,” Jeffery said, stepping into the runabout Assessippi. The small ship had been heavily damaged during the Qu’Eh invasion and Jeffery had actually considered just writing it off and asking Starfleet for a new one. But now…

He ran his hand along the small tactical station located just forward of the transporter pad. The Assessippi was an older runabout and hadn’t actually had one before. But the Matrian construction bots had followed the design specifications that Sylvia had given them down to the micrometer, and the new console was indistinguishable from one built in a Federation shipyard. He moved forward to the pilot seat and sat down.

“Still has that creak in it from the incident with K’Eleese and Slezar,” he said.

“We could have them put in a new chair,” Sylvia offered, her and Fifebee following behind Jeffery as he inspected the ship.

“Nay,” Jeffery shook his head, “It’s good. It means it still has some personality,”

He tapped at the panels for a few moments, running diagnostics and doing system checks.

“Ah’m impressed,” he finally admitted, “Ye were right to try this. Ah should have insisted on doing it me-self…dismantling and re-building a runabout before startin’ on Silverado. But Ah guess Dekaire didn’t want to hear it,”

“Would you care to take it out for a test flight?” Fifebee asked, managing to sound just a bit smug,”

“Aye, Ah would…but Ah have a meeting with Major Dekaire in half an hour.” Jeffery sighed.

Fifebee and Sylvia exchanged a look.

“And will you be going for…dinner…afterward?” Sylvia asked carefully.

“Aye,” Jeffery replied. He didn’t exactly look unhappy about it. But he didn’t exactly look happy, either.

“Simon…” Sylvia started.

“Noel and I aren’t datin’ at the moment,” Jeffery cut her off, “And Carly was…well, let’s not even go there. But I’m free to date whoever I want, OK?”

“Even if she’s a co-worker?” Fifebee inquired.

“Aye. Ah’m free to do whatever Ah want to do with her,”

“Or rather, she’s free to do whatever she likes with you,” Sylvia suggested.

“And whot do ye mean by that?”

“Nothing,” Sylvia said immediately, cursing herself for not conducting more detailed analysis prior to activating her speech subroutines.

Jeffery looked at her for a moment.

“Aye, that’s right. Nothing.”

He stepped out of the runabout, followed by the two holographic women. Outside the small ship the six construction bots that had conducted the rebuild were standing in formation. Across the large workshop area six more bots were in the final stages of rebuilding the more heavily-damaged runabout Niagra. One bot was welding hull plates back into place along the upper surface of the port warp nacelle. Another was carrying the pilot seat back into the cockpit. Two more were working on a nearby workbench, rebuilding the starboard impulse engine assembly. The last bot was walking slowly around the runabout, its red eyes observing everything very carefully.

Jeffery and Sylvia had both been working with groups of bots for weeks now, and they’d both leaned a great deal about the Matrian shipbuilding technology. One of the more interesting points that had come up was that anytime a group of bots worked on a project, one of them took on the a role referred to in their coding as the ‘facilitator’. The facilitator bot seemed to be a combination of coordinator, manager, tasker and quality control. It was as close to leadership as the robots could really get, but even so the bots required a fair bit of input from an organic operator.

“Good job,” Jeffery said to Sylvia as he started walking towards the exit, “Ah wish ye’d come to me when ye started this, but Ah guess Ah can’t argue with yer results. Do me a favour and upload the data from yer bots into the facilitators in Shipyard 3. Ah’m sure they’ve learned somethin’ useful,”

“I’m sure they have,” Sylvia said, running ahead of Jeffery to block his path to the exit, “But Simon before you leave…isn’t there something else you’d like to say?”

“Ummm….no?”

Sylvia gave him one of her looks that managed to convey annoyance, irritation, disapproval and affection all at once. It was, he mused, one piece of Mrs Stafford that had stuck around right from the very beginning of her existence, no matter how much she’d managed to evolve into her own being.

“Didn’t we save you a fair bit of work, just by taking a bit of initiative?” Sylvia pressed, “Your runabouts will be finished tomorrow, and the shuttles will take less than a week. We’ve collected some great data for you, and managed to keep ourselves occupied and out of your hair while you endured countless meetings, conference calls and bureaucratic tangles.”

“Aye,” Jeffery nodded, “And ye know I appreciate everything ye do.”

Sylvia smiled, and Jeffery knew that’s what she was after.

“Of course, we couldn’t have done it without the bots we ‘borrowed’ from the shipyard,” she added cheerfully.

“Oh, aye,” Jeffery chuckled, “Tell them Ah appreciate their hard work too,”

With that, he left.

“Did you hear that?” Sylvia said to the small group of bots standing next to the Assessippi, “He appreciates your hard work and the good job you’ve all done,”

No response.

Sylvia felt a small flash of frustration. The construction bots weren’t fully sentient, she knew. They had fairly advanced AIs, as Matrian technology went. But nothing near herself or Fifebee. Not even close to the level of androids like the late Commander Data. They did have a sort of rudimentary intelligence in that they could accept and process input and use it to make decisions. But whether they actually possessed any level of self-awareness was a matter of some debate between Sylvia and Fifebee.

Fifebee was convinced that the bots, while admittedly kindred spirits to the two artificial women, operated somewhere around the level of an insect colony. There was coordination, there was organization, and the more bots you added, the more complex tasks you could have completed in less time. But even though bees (or bee-like insects) could build complex hives, produce honey, and single-handedly fuel the agriculture of entire planets through pollination, they still possessed zero self-awareness.

Sylvia disagreed. She thought the bots were more along the level of dogs, cats and other animals that, while perhaps not truly intelligent, were at least aware enough to feel pleasure, pain, attachment and perhaps even affection. Or lack thereof. She even suspected that the more bots you networked together, the greater their collective intelligence!

Fifebee thought this was preposterous. Even networking Federation starships, far more complex devices than the relatively simple bots, didn’t show any collective boost in AI.

Sylvia countered that the communications protocols between the bots weren’t the same as Federation computer-to-computer network protocols. And that the facilitator bots hinted at some ability to elevate particular units. Perhaps groups of bots operating with facilitators could be further controlled by one unit, creating a sort of overmind!

Fifebee returned that Sylvia had been processing too many science fiction novels as well as poorly-written fan fiction.

Sylvia replied that Fifebee had all the compassion of a robot.

Fifebee’s reply had been along the lines of ‘Oh, like the unfeeling robots we are discussing’.

Before they could end up in an infinite argument loop, the two of them agreed that only further experience with the bots would solve anything. And so Sylvia was frustrated when the five worker bots didn’t appear to respond to the praise, they just continued staring ahead with their dull, red eyes.

Fifebee again looked smug.

This time Sylvia approached the facilitator.

“You all did very good work,” she said again, “You’ve made me very happy, and I appreciate it. Why don’t you boys go relax for a few hours? Top up your power cells, process some repetitive computational tasks. You’ll feel better, and be all fresh and ready for another day!”

The bot seemed to contemplate Sylvia for a moment. Then as one they all turned and left.

“Let’s give Lt Pye a call and have him move this runabout to one of the hanger bays,” Fifebee said, “We may end up needing it later,”

“Hmmm,” Sylvia nodded, still watching the bots as they left. She wasn’t sure, but she thought two of the bots working on the Niagra were working just a bit faster than they had been before that little display of good will.

Excellent!





Day Twelve:



Lieutenant Patricia Yanick awoke to a loud beeping noise.

“Hatching drill!” T’Parief snapped, jumping out of bed and running to the small incubation unit in the far corner. Yanick, nearly knocked to the floor by the sudden movement of a mattress abruptly released from the burden of supporting the massive reptile, reached for her comm-badge and pantomimed pressing it. “I just called Noel. Next step is…uh…confirm the heart rate, right?”

“Already on it,” T’Parief said, his voice still in that clipped, ‘security-speak’ tone he usually reserved for reports on just how far down the shields were or whether some nasty alien was about to shoot at them. “Heart rate nominal,”

He shot her a cold look.

“You should be contacting the emergency medical services for a transporter,” he said.

“You know as well as I do that by the time we were beamed over to the transporter center, waited for somebody to fiddle with the settings, waited for the stupid, slow Matrian beam to recharge and finally beamed to the hospital, the egg would probably already be hatching!” She put her hands on her hips, directing just a bit of her heated willpower in an attempt to break through that reptilian coldness that always seemed to come over him when he was stressed.

“We should just have Noel beam over and let the baby hatch here,” she finished.

“Here?” T’Parief looked in disdain at the quarters they were sharing, “This place is identical to every unit aboard Haven that you rejected.”

Shortly after the defeat of the Qu’Eh, Yanick had made it her mission to find the perfect place to have her first baby. After turning down luxurious condos with breathtaking views of Haven’s inner city, the space outside the dome, even a rare underwater apartment that looked into the lake, T’Parief had finally found her the perfect place. It was a spacious, ground-level apartment in the Inner Rim with a small but grassy yard. It was, frankly, as close to Yanick Farms as she was going to get on a space station.

Then the situation had changed: Haven was still days away unless they wanted to climb into a runabout and warp back and forth constantly. All the nearby farms were automated, and not really setup for habitation. (The Matrians were working on changing that.) So they were stuck with the first thing the Matrians had offered them in Matronus. Neither of them were pleased with it, and both had seriously considered telling Stafford just where he could go stuff his work assignments, even though T’Parief had himself insisted on accompanying Yanick down to the planet.

But in the end, Wowryk was there, Stafford was there, Jall and Valtaic were there…heck, everybody but Jeffery, Sylvia and Fifebee had come down from Haven. And any arguments about whether they should live up there and commute to the planet had ended when the city was unexpected tossed across the solar system.

The tricorder next to the egg let out an unpleasant BLAAATTT sound.

“We have failed to respond to a drop in fetal blood oxygen levels,” T’Parief said flatly, “Without a tri-ox injection, the fetus has already suffered irreversible brain damage.”

He turned off the tricorder and set it back on the table. Yanick grabbed it and hurled it at the nearest wall. She was disappointed when the device simply bounced off, landing on the bed instead of shattering into a million pieces.

“We will have another drill tomorrow,” T’Parief said, picking up the egg and giving it a gentle caress. Far gentler than the tone he’d been using with her lately. He set the egg back down.

Yanick immediately moved to pick it up.

“You’re not going to throw that against the wall now, are you?” he asked calmly.

Yanick whirled on him, her eyes blazing.

“THIS. IS. OUR. CHILD.”

Giant lizard he may be, T’Parief was still pushed back a step by the halo of fury that suddenly surrounded his mate.

“I don’t want to HEAR about oxygen levels, hatching drills, or tri-box whatever!” she snapped. “The baby will be fine. WE will be fine! EVERYTHING WILL BE FINE!”

She set the egg back in the incubator and moved to the bathroom.

“I’m taking a shower,” she announced, “I think you better go for a walk. And leave that,” she pointed to the egg, “here. I’m taking it to the office again.”

She stormed into the bathroom.



T’Parief was still there when she finished, never having been particularly good at reading human female cues, even when they weren’t exactly subtle.

Yanick didn’t pay him any attention, simply dressed, placed the egg in the protective exoskeleton and harness Jeffery had given her as a belated shower gift, then departed. T’Parief followed.

“Stern to T’Parief,” his comm-badge chirped, “The Captain just arrived in his office. We’ve got this great idea! See, we attach the cord of his kettle to a dummy grenade. Wait for it to go off, then storm the room! I swear to God, if he doesn’t shit himself when the grenade goes off, he will when he’s got half a dozen rifles pointed at him!”

“Don’t you dare!” Yanick snapped, “He’s got enough trouble with all the work Ra’al and Tunney dumped on him!”

T’Parief considered.

“Attach the cord to his emergency panic button instead. But be sure to inform Matrian Security that it is a drill. T’Parief out.”

“Why are you being such a jerk!” Yanick demanded.

T’Parief looked at her.

“Preparing for an assassination is prudent for the Captain. Just as preparing for birth complications with the egg is prudent for us.”

“Ohhhh!!!!” Yanick fumed as they entered the elevator.



“GET THE HELL OUT OF HERE!” Stafford was screaming when they arrived at his office in the government complex, “And if I see ANYBODY even RELATED to the Hazardous Team before the end of the day, I swear I’ll have you sent to the coldest, most miserable part of this planet I can find!”

“There is an outpost at Quatros Island,” one of the Matrian Security guards said helpfully as he followed the Hazardous Team out of the office, not exactly looking impressed with them either.

“I said miserable, not jungle paradise!” Stafford snapped.

“That was Quatrios Island,” T’Parief corrected him.

“Qua-po-TAY-to, qua-po-TAH-to,” Stafford fumed.

“Quatato, qua-tah-to,” Yanick said automatically, blinking innocently.

“Qua-fuck-off,” Stafford turned back to his office, then spun back around at T’Parief, “And I have WAY too much work to do to worry about those assholes this week! Get them under control, or get them out of here!”

He spun back to his office and stomped angrily to his desk. Yanick moved inside to put the egg in its office incubator, and was surprised when he glared at her as well.

“Do you have to keep bringing that thing here?” he asked, “It’s cramped enough with you and Greensleeves over there,

“I’ve had a BAD MORNING, Chris!” Yanick’s eyes blazed yet again, this time directed at Stafford, “I don’t NEED ANY MORE STRESS!”

Stafford stared at her for a moment, then one corner of his mouth started twitching.

“What?” Yanick demanded.

“Well…it’s just that most women get moody BEFORE they lay the egg…” he said, “It’s like you’re pregnant all over again!”

She almost slugged him, then felt the corners of her own mouth pulling into a smile.

Five seconds later, they were both laughing at the top of their lungs.

“You want mood swings?” Yanick giggled, “I’ll show you mood swings!”

“You…You…” Stafford tried, but couldn’t finish his thought. He took a few breaths, then was finally able to speak.

“You just did!”

They broke into laughter all over again. T’Parief made a low rattle of irritation deep in his throat, the way he often did either when a joke was at his expense or when he felt that Stafford, a human male, was becoming too…familiar…with his mate.

And suddenly everything was better. Not exactly well. Not quite. But it was enough like the old times on Silverado’s bridge that the level of tension in the room took a nose-dive.

Dr. Wowryk chose that moment to walk up the ornate hallway. She took in T’Parief’s irritated expression and the fading giggles on both Yanick and Stafford’s faces, then rose an eyebrow in an expression that was almost Vulcan.

“Is this a good time?” she asked.

“NOEL!” Yanick practically squealed, running over to hug her best female friend, “I haven’t seen you in nearly a week!”

“I’m just a tram ride away,” Wowryk said, trying to salvage her dignity as she was embraced. After a moment, Yanick jumped back.

“How’s the research going, Doc?” Stafford asked, turning his attention back to his terminal and the piles of paperwork stored therein.

“It’s interesting,” Wowryk allowed, “Jall, Valtaic and I have been up on the Qu’Eh ship. They wiped a lot of their databanks, as expected, but there is plenty of documentation in the sickbay on the control implants. Enough to make the extraction method less…uncomfortable.”

“Fun,” Stafford remarked.

“But I didn’t come here to talk about work,” Wowryk said business-like, “I came to talk to Trish,”

“There’s a coffee shop down the corridor towards the lobby,” Stafford said hopefully, “Please, take all three of them!”

“Three?” Wowryk looked confused for a moment, then her gaze turned to the egg, “OH! That reminds me, I found this little gizmo in the Federation medical database,”

She pulled out a small electronic patch, attached it to the shell then fiddled with it for a moment.

“There,” she stood back, satisfied.

“What’s it do?” Yanick asked, looking concerned.

“It beeps,” Wowryk said proudly.

Stafford looked up from his screen.

“Fascinating,” he said, “An electronic thing. That beeps. You’ve outdone yourself this time, Doc,”

Wowryk gave him a look of annoyance.

“It beeps when there’s a significant change in fetal bio-readings. Specifically, when it’s getting ready to hatch.”

“Really?” Yanick gave T’Parief a look that Wowryk couldn’t quite interpret. But it didn’t exactly seem happy.

“Really,” she said, “You’ll have about an hour before it hatches, once the alarm goes off,”

“Oh thank God,” Yanick sighed.

“But enough about that, come on,” Wowryk said, taking Yanick gently by the elbow and leading her to the door, “I need a favour,”

T’Parief was about to pick up the egg and follow them, but Yanick turned back to him.

“NO!” she said firmly. “Stay here. And Chris, try to figure out why he’s being so…so…weird!”

“I’m busy!” Stafford called after her, but she was gone.

Stafford and his tactical officer stared at each other for a moment.

“I could call Yvonnokoff,” he offered.

T’Parief’s claws snicked in and out of their sheaths.

“Or not,” Stafford gulped.



“There’s something I have to tell you,” Wowryk said to Yanick as the two of them settled into a table at the unnamed coffee shop in the government building lobby, “It’s sort of…personal. I don’t really want anybody else to know yet,”

Yanick sat up straight in her chair.

“Oh, Noel, it’s OK,” she said, “I mean, I knew this was coming sooner or later, sort of. And I support you,”

“You do?” Wowryk frowned, “You did?”

“Well, when a woman goes for so long without dating a guy, well, it’s usually a sign that maybe guy aren’t for her,” Yanick said carefully.

Wowryk’s frown deepened.

“What?”

“It’s OK,” Yanick patted her hand, “Nobody on the crew is going to judge you for being a lesbian. In fact, I think some of them will be turned-”

“I’m not coming out of the closet here, Trish!” Wowryk’s expression was a cross between shock, disbelief and exasperation, “I’m not a lesbian!”

“Oh,” Yanick shrugged, “What’s the big secret then? OH! You had sex with that sexy Matrian boy that rescued you…Agent Jural?”

“I haven’t seen him since we launched Haven,” Wowryk waved a hand dismissively, “No, the secret is…”

Wowryk looked carefully around, as though she were about to give away Silverado’s prefix code.

“I’m going clubbing tomorrow afternoon. With Jall. To some kind of water gun party,”

Yanick’s jaw dropped.

“YOU are going to the Wet and Wild party??” she gasped, “You have TICKETS to the Wet and Wild party?”

“Well, I keep getting tickets for everything,” Wowryk shrugged, “I just never go. But yes, I have tickets. So does Jall. And I think that dreadful security man, the perverted one,”

“Stern,” Yanick supplied, “And he’s not perverted, he’s pan-sexual.”

“Whatever. Yes. Him.”

“How did THEY all get tickets and invitations while I didn’t?” Yanick whined.

“Because nobody has seen you since you laid your egg,” Wowryk replied. She decided not to mention that as the liaison officer, Yanick was somewhat less famous than Wowryk (one of the leaders of the Matrian Rebellion), Jall (Silverado’s commander during the defense of Matria prime, the same man who was captured and tortured by the Qu’Eh), and Stern (the security guy that led his daring rescue, not to mention several battles before and after the Qu’Eh took the planet).

“Right,” Yanick said glumly, “Lucky you. You have no idea how long it’s been since T’Parief and I had a night out,”

“Which is why I came by today…”



Stafford and T’Parief were still sitting quietly in the office when the girls returned. Their entire exchange had consisted pretty much of Stafford finally saying ‘Fatherhood, huh? Must be terrifying.’

To which T’Parief had simply replied ‘Yes’.

The great mystery of his moodiness solved, they hadn’t really had anything else to say to each other.

Yanick opened the office door and was followed in by Wowryk. Yanick put a steaming cup of coffee on Stafford’s desk, which he grabbed immediately, his eyes never leaving the screen.

“Thanks,” he said.

“I need the afternoon off,” Yanick replied, “I need to help Noel with a… a personal thing. I need tomorrow afternoon off too. And don’t come looking for me until after the weekend.”

“Thank God,” Stafford sighed, “Yes, by all means. Go. Take your family with you, and don’t let the door hit your ass on the way out,”

“That saying never makes sense unless you work in a building with actual, swinging doors,” Yanic giggled, “Which we are, for once. Thanks!”

She was almost at the door, then she spun around and faced T’Parief.

“Oh, and I almost forgot. We’re going clubbing tomorrow afternoon. It’s a big party, with lots of guns. You like guns. But they’re water guns, so I like them too. I’ll buy you a banana-hammock while I’m out helping Noel shop for cloths,”

That caught even Stafford’s attention.

“T’Parief in a banana….oh geez,” he shook his head, “Didn’t need that mental picture, thanks.”

He typed two words, then looked up again.

“Wait…Noel, are YOU…”

Wowryk gave him the Look of Death.

“None of my business,” Stafford muttered, going back to work, “It’s not like I’m leaving this office anytime in the next month.

T’Parief was doing his throat-rattle thing.

“Clubbing,” he said flatly.

“Pari, we’re about to be parents,” Yanick had an odd light in her eye, a mix of fear and excitement, “We’re going to busy, stressed, and entirely focused on our child. We need to take these opportunities while we can, or the next thing you know I’m going to have five kids running around my feet, stretch marks, saggy, worn-out boobs, and you’re going to be sitting in front of the screen with a pot-belly, mushy muscles and…and…dry scales!”

There was uncertainty in the big reptile’s eyes. He knew she was right. Their lives had changed so much already. And not necessarily for the better. When was the last time they’d had an evening where they could just go out and relax? And a water party! Matria’s boring climate wasn’t doing much for his scales. Sure, it wouldn’t be the same as a good swamp soak, but still!

“Who will watch the egg?” he asked.

T’Parief, Yanick and Wowry all slowly turned to Stafford. He was still typing away, lost in the world of paperwork behind starship reconstruction. After a moment, he realized he was the center of attention and looked up.

“What?”

It suddenly clicked.

“Wait…oh no,” Stafford gulped, “No, no, no…”

“It’ll only be for one night!” Yanick pleaded, “It’s not like you have to feed it or change it or anything! Just watch it! Maybe a gentle shell stroke once in a while!”

“I’m not stroking anybody’s shell!”

“If anything happens, the monitor will go off,” Wowryk said primly, “You will have an hour to call us back for hatching. And Nurse Veeneman is working out of Matronus General Hospital.”

“But I,” Stafford gulped again, “I’m not good with…kids.”

Yanick planted both hands on his desk and leaned over.

“Christopher, if I don’t get ONE NIGHT of fun and partying before this egg hatches, I’m going to get more and more stressed until I finally POP! I NEED THIS!”

“You planned this, didn’t you?” Stafford said to Wowryk after a moment, “That’s why you showed up with that beeper. Is this revenge for when I dropped that alien brat on you and Jeffery?”

Wowryk gave a small smile as she shrugged.

“I suppose leading a rebellion has made me a tiny bit more conniving than I used to be,” she admitted.

“God help us if you ever turn evil,” Stafford shuddered, “Again. OK, fine. I’ll watch the egg. But if I comm you, I expect you ALL to be back here at warp speed!”

“Thanks Christ!” Yanick jumped up and grabbed Wowryk’s arm, pulling her towards the door and the shopping beyond.

“It will be good for you,” Wowryk said smugly as she left.

T’Parief turned uncomfortably towards his Captain.

“I appreciate this,” he said.

“You better,” Stafford grunted.

“But,” T’Parief allowed his teeth to show, “If anything happens to my spawn…”

“Please,” Stafford waved him away, “After Wowryk and Yanick finished with me, do you honestly think there would be anything left for you to deal with?”

“Well…no.”

“Yeah,” he returned his attention to his work, “Now take that egg and go. If I have to watch it all night tomorrow, I don’t want to see it until then,”

T’Parief nodded, picked up the egg and turned to leave.

“And tell Stern and the HT I want my f**king kettle back!” Stafford shouted after him, “And it better be fixed! And NOT BOOBY TRAPPED!”

He wasn’t sure, but it sounded like T’Parief had agreed.

“Finally, some peace and quiet.” Stafford muttered to himself.

After about five minutes, he had to admit that it was a bit TOO quiet. So he turned on the viewscreen.

“This just in,” an over-dressed, over-make-uped Matrian male was saying, “We’ve just received confirmation that Dr. Noel Wowryk, First Officer of the USS Silverado and one of the leaders of the Rebellion against the Qu’Eh, has accepted an invitation to the Wet and Wild party happening tomorrow night! Of course, we’ll have full coverage of the event, which is now just SURE to be the absolute party of the century!”

“Acting First Officer,” Stafford corrected, “And wow…news travels fast.”
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Life of the Party


Day Twelve:



“I don’t understand how all these cloths are going to help,” Wowryk said, carrying at least four bags with boutique logos on the sides, “It’s a water gun party. I’m going to wear the swimsuit I bought the last time I was at Romulus Republic.”

“It’s the principle of the thing,” Yanick said as they approached Wowryk’s small house in the suburbs, “Besides, you don’t show up in the bathing suit. You wear something over it, then the more drunk you get, the more you take off,”

“I won’t be drinking much, thank you,”

“Spoil-sport,”

The door slid open, revealing Simon Jeffery seated in the small foyer.

“Hi, Noel,” he said nervously.

“Simon,” Wowryk moved forward to give him a quick, just-friends hug that surprised herself almost as much as it surprised him, “What brings you here?”

“And how did you get into her house?” Yanick asked.

“You’re all programmed in,” Wowryk waved her concerns away.

“Oh. I thought it was engineering wizardry,” Yanick said.

“Oops” Simon gulped.

“What?”

“Well…if Ah’d known Ah was on the access list, Ah wouldn’t have dismantled yer door lock,” he pointed at a small pile of electronic pieces off to one side

“Called it!” Yanick exclaimed.

“I’ll fix it before Ah go,”

“So what brings you here, other than breaking and entering?” Wowryk was getting a bit frosty now.

“Ah brought ye something,” Jeffery said. He reached to one side and picked up a long package.

Wowryk took it from him, then led them into her small dining room. The room was undecorated, simply a place for her to sit, or to eat on those occasions where she took her meals at home. No effort had been made to personalize it. Placing the item on the table she opened it, revealing a gleaming water gun.

“The one ye used to hose Misrek down with holy water looked like ye just pulled it out of a replicator,” he said, “So I thought I’d make ye something nicer,”

The water gun was about the same size as the generic, polymer one she’d used before. Big enough to give somebody a good hosing, but not big enough to require a back pack. The tank looked like a stylized Holy Water bottle, with a cross etched into what looked like glass, but was probably some sort of unbreakable polymer. The pressurizer pump handle was carved wood, gleaming a dark gold in the inside light. The tubes were pure titanium.

“It’s beautiful,” she said lifting it carefully.

“Guaranteed to drench anybody,” Jeffery said proudly. Then his face fell a bit. “Ah tested it on a construction bot. Turns out they’re not as waterproof as Ah thought. At least that one wasn’t.”

“Oh.”

“Anyway, Ah got to go. Major Dekaire is riding me pretty hard at work. Ship’s coming along though. And Sylvia says ‘hi’.”

“Have a pleasant night, Simon,” Wowryk said, not noticing Yanick making an obscene ‘finger through circled finger’ gesture and mouthing ‘Majore Dekaire?’ in Jeffery’s direction.

Jeffery just gave her a confused look as he dematerialized.

“He forgot to fix your lock,” Yanick pointed out, dropping her hands.

“Men.” Wowryk sighed, shaking her head.

“I’ll get that techie guy on the HT to do it. Marsden.”

“Great. So now what?” Wowryk asked.

“Now, we get ready for the party tomorrow.”

“And what does this involve? Manicures? Facials? Do we have to spend all night trying on different outfits?”

“You can if you want,” Yanick shrugged, “I’m doing that tomorrow before the party. My plan for tonight is to go to bed early. So I have plenty of energy for tomorrow!”

“Oh,” Wowryk was surprised.

“But…y’know, we could do each others’ nails if you like”

“Don’t patronize me,” Wowryk crossed her arms.

Yanick giggled.

“I better go make sure T’Parief and the egg are OK. It’s going to be his first time leaving it with somebody else since I laid it,”

“Is he going to be…ok with that?” Wowryk asked.

“He better be,” Yanick said darkly.





Day Thirteen:



Matrians didn’t have red carpet affairs. The idea of standing in line to get into an event while simultaneously trying to look important and schmooze with other people trying to look important hadn’t really caught on as far as civilian life went. Maybe it was practicality from the generations of war, or just an eagerness to get down to business. More formal events involving heads of state or political VIPs were conducted in manners closer to what humans would recognize as red carpet affairs, but for celebrities, nope.

Still, as Wowryk, Jall, Yanick, T’Parief and Valtaic walked towards the entrance to the large outdoor park that was the site of the party, waterguns in hand, a small army of flying robots equipped with holo-cameras buzzed around overhead. On viewscreens across the city (and a few in several others), commentators commented on T’Parief’s Gorn finery (leather straps and spikes weren’t really big on Matria) and Jall’s skin-tight outfit (most Matrian women still couldn’t believe he was gay…he acted too much like a straight Matrian man). Yanick’s outfit didn’t really get any attention, which normally would have annoyed her, if she wasn’t so thrilled to just finally be going out again. And of course there was much debate on the sort of swimsuit Dr. Wowryk was hiding under her stunning red and black Matrian pants suit. Valtaic was wearing his uniform and was assumed to be a bodyguard. They presented their tickets, allowed their water guns to be scanned (just in case) and proceeded into the park. It was still light out, the party beginning in the late afternoon hours. But it was already dimming. Soon the sun would set, and the park would be lit by the lighting systems setup for the event.

“Let me state, yet again, that I do not wish to be here,” Valtiac said flatly as he was ‘escorted’ through the park entrance with Jall on one side and Wowryk on the other, “I do not like parties, I do not like water, and as most of the women at this event are lesbians, they are unlikely to like me,”

“Don’t be silly,” Yanick called back to him without even turning.

Giving an uncharacteristic sigh of exasperation, Valtaic turned to Wowryk.

“That is her answer for everything!” he complained.

“You do too like parties,” Jall cut in, “The boring kind. So this is a step up. And as I keep telling Stafford, just because the girls don’t want to have sex with you doesn’t mean they aren’t fun! And if they like you, they’ll introduce you to friends of theirs that will actually be into you. Oh, also, lots of people on this planet are trying to have kids. So who knows?”

“And the water?”

“You win some, you lose some,” Jall shrugged, “I told you to bring a grounding rod or something,”

“I did. It is still an unpleasant experience.”

“The point,” Wowryk said, “Is that if I’m going to party, and T’Parief is going to party,”

“Then we need somebody else here that’s willing to stand around like a boring stiff all night,” Jall finished.

“Dr. Wowryk, oh I’m so glad you’re here!” a Matrian man exclaimed, fluttering his hands around at the sight of Wowryk and almost pushing Jall right out of the way, “We expected you here half an hour ago!”

“Who expected me?” Wowryk asked.

“Oh, we have so much lined up for you! A photo op with the governess, the mayor of course, oh and I believe the sports minister wishes a photo taken with Commander Jall. Where is he?”

“Over here. In the gutter,” Jall quipped.

“We’re here to have fun,” Yanick said, “Nobody said anything to us about photos and PR and stuff!”

“Ah yes, you’re the liaison officer, correct?”

“Well…well yeah,”

“Well, then I’m sure you understand that if you prefer not to help us promote the event, we’ll just have to take those complimentary tickets back,” the Matrian said snottily.

“You didn’t even send me any!” Yanick snapped.

“Oh. Oops. I’ll be sure you’re on the list for the next party,” he made a note on his pad, “Now then?”

“Fine,” Wowryk grumbled.

“Hey!” Yanick pointed, “It’s Counselor Yvonnokoff!”

Sure enough, Yvonnokoff was passing nearby wearing a surprisingly revealing bikini and sipping something out of a plastic glass. Several attractive Matrian men (and a few women) were following behind her, clearly fans of either her show or her swimsuit.

“Hey Doc,” Jall called, “Wanna do some of these pics for us?”

Yvonnokoff gave them a cold look.

“Nyet,” she said, “I vas to be guest of honour, until you five decide to come. But is good. I can now relax, vhile you do ze ‘shilling’.”

“Can you at least get us drinks?” Yanick called as she walked away.

“What is shilling?” Wowryk wondered.

“What you people are about to do now,” the Matrian said as two more Matrians with holo-cams approached, “Now here, take some drinks and try to look happy,”

“Are these real?” Jall asked, eying the electric-blue beverage and trying to decide if it was alcohol, synthehol, or diluted warp plasma, “Like, not just coloured water or something?”

“Of course they’re real!”

“Mixed strong?” Wowryk asked suspiciously.

“Except for yours. We do keep track of our VIPs preferences,”

“Never mind, Vonna!” Yanick called.

Yvonnokoff said nothing, simply carrying on with her followers



Once again, when Stafford had arrived at his office the next morning it had felt like no time at all had passed since leaving the night before. He’d worked though the morning, wishing Yanick a fond farewell when Wowryk came to pick her up to get ready for the party. She and T’Parief had fussed over their egg for several minutes, making sure it was positioned just so on the pillow in the corner incubator. Wowryk had double-checked the readings and pressed the small ‘test’ button on the monitor patch, which obediently produced a loud and annoying beeping sound.

And then they were gone. His office was empty, just him and the egg.

The Matrian government complex was likewise quite empty. It was Friday afternoon! Well, OK, it wasn’t actually Friday, but it was the day before the weekend and he couldn’t remember what the actual Matrian name of the day was anyway. Not only that, but he was pretty sure that a good number of people who worked in the complex were off at that same damned party.

So he’d decided to have a private little work party by himself. His office screen was showing the coverage of the event, he’d brought in a bottle of wine that Steven had salvaged from Silverado before the reconstruction had begun, he had several plates of snacks on standby, and even a bottle of greenish Matrian wine that Anselia had given him. He was about to pour himself a glass of the Earth wine (Matrian wine tasted like shit, but man what a kick) when Lt Cmdr Stern poked his head into the office. He was clad in a set of baggy overalls and had a respirator over the lower half of his face. He pulled it down around his neck to speak.

“We’re done cleaning the men’s room on this level,” he reported, “And Rengs has almost got the last dent out of your kettle. Can we go now?”

“Did you polish all the doorknobs on this floor yet?” Stafford asked.

“Uh, c’mon sir,” Stern swallowed, “You’re not going to make me tell the guys we’re spending our Friday afternoon, uh…polishing knobs. A lot of us had really hoped to get into that big Wet & Wild water party.”

Stafford just looked at him.

“Polishing doorknobs, aye sir,” Stern said glumly. He left, snapping his respirator back into place as he departed.

Stafford turned back to the media coverage of the party.

“Wet and Wild,” he frowned, “Where did I see…”

He started rummaging around his desk until he came up with an actual paper envelop with the party logo on it. He opened it, finding two tickets inside. He aimed a padd with a translation program at it.

“Huh,” he said, “Guess that must have come a while back. Didn’t even…” he trailed off as he read the invitation, “Sponsored by M’Lady’s, in organized by…oh. Girls who like girls. I guess that’s why Jall picked it. Blah blah, bring a water gun, your best swimsuit, and a ‘have-fun’ attitude. Snacks provided. Nice. And…oh,”

His eyes widened as he read the fine print on the back.

“In order to provide the most care-free party atmosphere possible, all incomming communications channels will be blocked upon entry. If you are expecting an urgent call, please register with the guest services table.”

His eyes wide, he looked over at the egg, a sense of dread forming in the pit of his stomach.

“They would have registered, right?”

The egg sat there, almost taunting him.

“Don’t you dare hatch. Just…don’t you dare!”



Over at the party, the Silverado officers had finally been released from their PR duties, although the sky was definitely getting darker now. Yanick and Jall were dancing wildly, drinks in hand, while Wowryk picked at one of the snack tables. Valtaic had briefly started a conversation with an attractive brunette, but she’d given her friends the ‘come save me’ sign about three minutes in, leaving him standing awkwardly alone next to a tree.

“I feel as thought we have…forgotten something,” T’Parief grumbled.

“Yes,” Wowryk agreed, “Probably nothing important.”

“Indeed. Let us party,”

“With dignity and poise,” Wowryk added. She frowned, “Or, in your case, leather and spikes,”

“Is there a difference?” T’Parief wondered.

Wowryk lifted an eyebrow and turned back to the table.



Stafford was starting to relax again, glass of wine in one hand and some sort of cheese in the other. He’d started some music in the background, and was enjoying the sight of Yanick dancing wildly on the screen while T’Parief looked into the scope of what looked like a sniper rifle, but Stafford really hoped was just some sort of precision water gun. Sure enough, the reptile squeezed the trigger, sending a small blast of water arcing over the dancing crowd, right into a blond woman in a one-piece. She squeaked in surprise, looking around for the source of the attack, then laughing and turning back to her friends.

T’Parief promptly ‘sniped’ the lot of them.

What he didn’t realize, but that the announcer was all too happy to point out, was that the group of girls were simply bait. Even as he focused his attention on shooting the third girl, another group of women was quickly closing in on him.

T’Parief didn’t know what hit him. One might he was sniping away, the next he was the target of no less than half a dozen water balloons. His Gorn spikes caused most of them to burst before hitting his skin, but the result was a half-second for the water to spread before it hit him! Instantly drenched from head to toe, he gave a surprised growl, his head snapping around as he looked for the source of the attack.

Stafford tensed, wondering if he was about to witness the first water fight induced mass murder in Matrian history.

But the look of shock on T’Parief’s face slipped away and to Stafford’s surprise he actually laughed, nodding at his attackers as if to say ‘I was sloppy, and you got me. Well done.’ Yanick and Wowryk fired a couple of shots in their direction, but the Matrians were already moving off in search of another target.

Stafford was about to turn back to his work when he caught a glimpse of a water balloon flying straight for Valtaic. Wincing, and certain somebody was about to get electrocuted, his hand started reaching for the comm-panel in his desk to alert Emergency Services.

The balloon hit Valtaic, breaking open and unleashing a spray of water across his back. The alien shouted in surprise, a tone from Stafford’s translator informing him that it was a word with no translation, probably some kind of Lithinarian profanity. There was a spray of sparks around Valtaic’s feet, but none of the Matrians around him seemed to notice.

The camera went off to follow another, more interesting group of party goers. With a sigh that was half-relief, half apprehension, Stafford returned to his work.

<BEEP!>

Stafford jolted to his feet! The egg! The egg was beeping! The egg was…wait.

<BEEP!>

Stafford turned to his comm-panel, which was flashing with an incoming call. He tapped ‘accept’ and faced the screen.

“Christopher, why aren’t you at the party?” Sylvia demanded.

“Hello to you too,” Stafford said mildly, taking a sip of wine, “I’m relaxing. As you may have been too far away to notice, I’ve been dealing with a lot of people and a lot of crap. So I’m actually really enjoying the chance to kick everybody out of my office and have the space to myself,”

“Is that a hint?” Sylvia crossed her arms.

“Well, noooo,” Stafford said slowly, “I have an egg here that would probably just love a computerized baby-sitter to keep it company, if you’re bored. Or even back yet.”

“Haven will enter orbit of Matria Prime in three hours,” Sylvia said, “We’re just going to get settled into orbit, then Jeffery has to arrange to pick up all the ship pieces that got left behind after we departed,”

“So, you don’t want to babysit?”

“I’d love to,” Sylvia smiled, “But I’m sort of far at the moment. Besides, I think this will be a good experience for you!”

His hopes dashed, Stafford took another sip of wine.

“OK then. Anything else?”

“No, just called to let you know we’ll be back safely in a few hours,”

“Great, have fun. I’m going back to enjoying my peace and quiet,”

“You do that,”

“Bye,” he cut the channel.



Back at the party, Yanick and Jall were still dancing away, water fight almost forgotten. T’Parief and Valtaic had started their own sort of hunt, with T’Parief continuing on the offense while Valtaic watched his flanks and water-blasted anybody who tried to sneak up on the admittedly large target T’Parief made. Stafford hadn’t been able to see them on the holo-vision, but he’d attached a pair of small metal spikes that ran from his ankles to the bottoms of his shoes, grounding out any energy fields he might accidentally generate. They were uncomfortable as hell, like covering one eye or plugging his ears. But water and energy fields were likely a bad mix. Wowryk had taken a comfortable seat in a VIP area overlooking the dance floor and had settled in to ‘observe’. With her striking outfit, a cocktail glass in one hand and a small smile on her face, she actually managed to look like she was having a good time.

And to her surprise, she was. Something was….different. She’d asked for a comfortable seat where she could watch Yanick and Jall dancing away, and was promptly presented with one. The drink in her hand was lightly mixed, nobody had hit on her yet, and she was…she was…

She was being left alone to enjoy the party on her own terms, she realized. Whether it was her celebrity status among the Matrians or the fact that Jall, Yanick and T’Parief were used to going out without her, the fact was she wasn’t being pressured in any way. And that was great.

Maybe this was going to be a fun night out after all. She might even go approach some of the Matrian boys. They weren’t exactly trouble, after all. Far easier to get along with than the average human male. She found herself looking around the VIP area, then noticed a rather attractive Matrian man looking her way.

She found herself giving him a smile. Not a large smile. But larger than the one she had been giving before.

Yes, this could be entertaining for sure.



Stafford was now completely relaxed.

The Earth wine was gone, but he was just drunk enough that the Matrian wine didn’t taste that bad. He still had plenty of snacks left, though he wasn’t particularly hungry. The screen was still showing the big water fight party, but he’d only watched long enough to establish that his people weren’t in any trouble, yet. He finished off another one of the forms he was working on for Tunney, hit the ‘Submit’ button, and smiled when the auto-checker came back with zero errors. He’d be a paperwork king at this rate!

That depressing thought in mind, he took a deep drink of the awful wine.

“Uh, sir?” it was Stern again, “We’re…um. We’re done knob-polishing,”

Stafford nearly coughed up his wine, which really had been bad enough going down the first time.

“I always knew you guys spent too much time together,” he remarked.

“Very amusing, sir,” Stern grunted.

“Yeah, fine,” Stafford waved his hand, “You guys can go. I think everything here is under control. I’m going to finish up a few more forms, then head back. I think-”

<BEEP!>

Slowly, Stafford’s eyes lowered to his comm-panel. Please, be a call. Please, please be a call. Oh, please…

<BEEP!>

Please, God. Stafford prayed. Please, please, please….

“Is that egg supposed to be beeping?” Stern asked.

“Fuck,” Stafford’s forehead met the desk with a clunk.



Across the city, Yanick stiffened.

“What?” Jall asked, “Somebody grab your butt again?”

“Yeah,” Yanick giggled, “I wouldn’t mind so much, but if T’Parief sees, we’re going to have an…incident.”

“Got it,”



“Answer, damn it!” Stafford was pressing the ‘Yanick’ button on his comm-panel repeatedly, but the screen kept flashing ‘Error - Receiver Unavailable’. He tried T’Parief, Wowryk, Valtaic, even Yvonnokoff. Nothing.

“I thought you said all the comm lines into the party were blocked?” Stern asked.

“I was sort of hoping Starfleet comm-badges wouldn’t be affected,” Stafford groaned, “OK, let’s think this through logically. I have just under an hour until this thing hatches! I can’t get hold of the parents. Or the doctor. Matrian hospitals won’t have a clue how to deal with this. Most of our medical staff is aboard Haven, which is too far away for impulse and too close now for warp drive. Let’s see…”

“Nurse Veeneman!” Lt Marsden jumped in. Most of the Hazardous Team had flocked to his office when the beeping had started. They were still wearing the drab cleaning overalls they’d changed into when they’d started their forced cleaning detail and looked far more like the cast from Ghostbusters as opposed to Starfleet officers. “She’s been working at one of the hospitals in the city, somebody about Federation and Matrian vaccination exchanges,”

Stafford looked at him oddly.

“He sort of has a thing for her,” Stern explained, “Even though she already HAS a boyfriend,” he added pointedly.

“Hey, I still have a chance,” Marsden muttered.

“Whatever,”

Stafford was already tapping at his panel.



In the VIP section, Wowryk and Darik, the Matrian she’d been eying, were enjoying a drink and a deep philosophical discussion on the merits of dermal regeneration. He was, it turned out, a doctor at one of the downtown hospitals.

“Fascinating,” Wowryk said, “Federation technology used something similar about fifty years ago, but the Vulcans determined that method was more likely to cause…well, tumors.”

“Really?” Darik chuckled, “Well, then I guess we’re sort of doomed, aren’t we?”

“Hey doc!”

“Yes,” Wowryk and Darik both replied automatically, turning to the familiar voice. Wowryk spotted her first as Nurse Veeneman walked up to the edge of the VIP area.

“I wanted to introduce you to…oh. You found each other.” Veeneman gave them a sly look, “I met Dr. Darik at the vaccine exchange conference, and I thought you two might hit it off. But you beat me to it! See ya!”

“Wait,” Wowry called as she turned to go, “I thought…I didn’t realize you were going to be here. I thought you were working at the hospital,”

“I’m off duty,” Veeneman shrugged.

“Guess we should have checked that,” Wowryk muttered, a frown on her face.

“Checked what?” Darik asked.

“Never mind, it’s probably nothing.”



“Ohh, my God,” Stafford groaned, tapping desperately at his comm-panel, which merely beeped and repeated its error message. The egg continued beeping, the beeps coming slightly faster now.

“Sir, SIR!” Stern rushed around the desk and blocked the comm-panel from Stafford’s probing fingers, “That’s not helping. And it’s giving me a headache,”

“I found the ‘mute’ button,” Marsden reported from the egg, “But there’s a count- down timer. It says ‘hatching in fifty minutes, plus or minus five minutes’,”

“Have any of you ever delivered a…an egg, before?” Stafford gulped.

“Considering what our boss will do to us if something goes wrong?” Stern asked, “No, and we’re not willing to learn now. Sir, I know you don’t want to consider it, but there is only one option:”

“Rush to the hospital and hope they can figure it out?” Stafford said hopefully.

“I know you’re upset, so you probably haven’t considered what T’Parief, Yanick and Wowryk will do to you…and us…if we try that,”

“You’re right,” Stafford reluctantly agreed, “So what’s your plan?”

“Hazardous Team, it’s time for a mission,” Stern said firmly.

“Wait..you’re not,” Stafford gulped, “Oh no. No.”

“Marsden, get the transit map and find the most efficient route,” Stern ordered, “Kreklor, Dar’ugal, you’re on point. Simmons and Rengs, keep an eye on our flanks,”

“Ohhh, you are,” Stafford palm had somehow found it’s way to his face.

“We’re going to that party,” Stern said, reaching for his phaser, “We’re breaking in, we’re finding the parents, the doctor, maybe a cocktail or two,”

“Are we’re going to hatch this fucking egg,” he finished confidently.

“And you’re doing it in overalls?” Stafford asked slowly.

“Hey, a good disguise never hurt,” Stern shrugged.

“Why does this sort of thing always happen to us?” Stafford sighed, rising to follow as the HT rushed out of the room.



Two minutes later, he was running back into his office.

“I thought YOU were carrying the egg!” he accused Stern.

“Why would I be carrying it, sir? YOU’RE the babysitter!” Stern replied, “Besides, I need my hands free. For phasering.”

“You’re not phasering anybody!” Stafford snapped. He reached out, hesitated, then reached towards the egg again. Again, he hesitated.

“It’s not going to bite you,” Stern said.

“I know,” Stafford gulped, “It’s just that…it’s still technically a baby,”

“Or an omlette,” Simmons said helpfully, “Like, Schrodinger’s Egg! We won’t know until it’s opened!” Marsden gave him a hard elbow in the ribs.

Stafford visibly braced himself, then carefully picking up the egg and strapped it into the exoskeleton, attaching it to the handy shoulder harness that left it hanging in front of his chest. “Now let’s get this dramatic…whatever it is, on the road.”



Wowryk excused herself from Darik, finding herself in need of one of those trips to the little ladies room that one so often needs when one is drinking, even lightly. She emptied her glass, promised to return and slipped towards a discrete gate leading out of the VIP area.

The park had several buildings scattered around. Most were combinations of restaurants, information booths and lavatories. A couple were maintenance buildings, used for the storage of the equipment used to maintain the park. A bright light shone on a sign that showed an outlined image of what appeared to be the icon for a ladies room.

Unfortunately, despite the signage, it was one of the maintenance buildings Wowryk found herself in rather than the desired VIP bathroom. The door was unlocked and swished open as she approached, revealing a mixed collection of gardening robots, garbage removal drones and a wall packed with landscaping bricks.

Interesting, but she really had to go to the bathroom now.

She looked around frantically, finally spotting a likely door. Sure enough, there was a small, unisex washroom. She ran inside and yanked the door shut.

She had just finished her business when the outside door burst open again. She opened the door and was about to explain that this wasn’t actually the lavatory, but that there was a stall if they were…well, getting desperate.

But something stopped her. Maybe it was the expression on the intruders’ faces. Maybe it was intuition. But she froze. The door was open a crack and the light in the washroom was already off. It was unlikely they would see her unless they actually walked over and peered right into the small room.

“-told you the bathrooms were the other way! We’re never going to find her now!”

“So sorry, sir,” a female voice, unusually subservient for a Matrian.

“First Stafford, now Wowryk,” the first voice complained, “This should be a simple matter. There were enough women at this party that Stafford should have come running. We thought getting Wowryk was a bonus, but now she’s all we’ve got!”

Wowryk unconsciously eased a bit further back from the door. Who were these people?

“We can wait until she returns to her seat,” a second female voice suggested, “Or try one of the other Silverado people. There are several here,”

“Peons!” the male voice dismissed. “We need Stafford or Wowryk to make this work. And they probably won’t exactly be willing.” He sighed. “Come on. If they have some genuine Raleesh rum this night won’t be a complete loss,”

Wowryk peeked through the crack in the door just in time to see three Matrians, two female and one male, turning to exit the building. The women were tall, broad shouldered and well built. Bodyguards? Security?

Hired thugs?

She barely caught a glance of the leader. He was a slim male of average height, unremarkable features and impeccably groomed hair. His suit was of a strange Matrian cut, emphasizing curves that human males would prefer not be emphasized. But she didn’t recognize him at all. What did he want with Stafford?

What did he want with her?

Wowryk waited for a few moments, then exited the building. Up ahead she could see the trio re-entering the party, exchanging a nod with the guard watching the VIP entrance and turning to the right, towards the bar and seating area.

Wowryk followed, then immediately turned the other direction, towards the dance floor. She had to warn the others!



“You know,” Stafford said, fidgeting with the egg harness, “This isn’t really what I had in mind for a dramatic rescue,”

“Do you know how expensive cabs are in this city?” Stern asked, “Or how long it would take them to get through traffic,”

“Arrrgghhhh!” Stafford groaned.

“Please sir, sit down” Stern said, “You’re making the other passengers nervous.”

Stafford looked around the crowded subway car. Sure enough, the Matrians were looking at him with expressions ranging from mild concern to all out fear. It abruptly crossed his mind that he was a somewhat high-ranking member of their government, a starship captain, an alien and, at the moment, some crazy guy holding an egg slightly bigger than your average watermelon.

Stafford sat.

“Sorry folks,” he muttered.

The train eased up to a station platform. The doors opened and the vast majority of the passengers apparently decided that this was their stop.

“Two more to go,” Marsden said, glancing at the route map.



Wowryk pushed her way through the crowd, hunting for Jall’s short, spiky hair or the walking green mountain that was T’Parief. She didn’t see either of them. But she did find Valtaic.

“-which led to the great Advertiser Purge and perhaps the greatest but final massacre in Lithinarian history” he was saying to a rather pretty red-headed Matrian.

“But how-”

“Mr. Valtaic!” Wowryk pushed in, “We have a problem! I’ve got to find T’Parief!”

“Dr Wowryk!” the Matrian woman exclaimed, “I was SO hoping I’d have the chance to meet you!”

Wowryk tried to cover her panic with what she hoped was a friendly smile.

“I’m very sorry, Miss…”

“Beki,” Valtaic supplied.

“Beki,” Wowryk finished, “But there’s been a bit of an…incident…and I’m afraid I need Mr. Valtaic for a moment,”

She didn’t see Valtaic frantically shaking his head.

“Oh, of course,” Beki immediately took on a professional air, “Please excuse me,”

And she was gone. Probably a former soldier or Mistress, Wowryk mused, used to dealing with the unexpected.

“I wish you had not done that,” Valtaic said.

“Forget your potential sinful conquest,” Wowryk snapped, “I just heard a group of Matrians talking about some kind of plot! They’re after me or Stafford, whoever they can get!”

“T’Parief is this way,” Valtaic said immediately, moving to guide her, “However, there are two things you should know,”

“What?”

“First, that woman is the first to show sexual interest in me since our arrival here. You may have ruined that,”

“Don’t care,” Wowryk said, “And second?”

“She is a news reporter,” Valtaic sighed, “Which means she will be back with a camera bot very shortly. Our time to resolve this issue discreetly is now very, very limited.

They pushed through the crowd. Finally, Wowryk saw T’Parief towering over Yanick and a group of Matrians. Jall was nearby, dancing with Nurse Veeneman.

“Doc!” Jall called, “We thought you got lost on the way to the bathroom!”

“I did!” Wowryk shouted back over the music. She pulled T’Parief’s ear down to her level and quickly repeated what she’d heard.

He tensed, immediately going into security mode.

“We must secure this facility,” he said, “I will notify security immediately. You will stay here. Do not wander off again,”

“But-” Wowryk said.

“He’s right,” Jall reassured her, “The safest place right now is in the middle of a crowd.

Reluctantly, Wowryk remained put.



“No, I don’t have a ticket!” Stafford was saying for the third time, “Not on me. I left it on my desk! I’m trying to find the parents of this egg before it hatches! And their doctor!” Behind him, the Hazardous team had taken up position around the entrance, every approach to the park entrance was under guard. With the party well underway and all the important guests having arrived, the camera bots had vanished.

The bouncer continued to stare Stafford down, her thick arms crossed over her chest. Next to her, a smaller male was going over a checklist.

“I don’t see anybody who registered for an egg delivery,” she said.

“Come on! Everybody on this planet knows who T’Parief is, right? Wowryk? Yanick? How many OTHER aliens have laid eggs in the past few months?”

“It’s a clever story,” the bouncer said.

“I’m just doing my job,” the list-checker said, “After all, those people behind you look more like janitors than a security squad, and we’ve already had three people without tickets claim they were San Jall just to get in,”

“Really?” Stafford was taken aback.

“Really. So sit tight until I can properly verify who you are,”

Staffor was stunned. Who the heck did he think he was? This was an emergency! He had less than twenty minutes now to find Yanick, T”Parief and Wowryk!

Stern seemed to be thinking the same thing. Well, he was actually thinking that he was way sexier than a janitor, but that wasn’t really relevant to their mission.

“You could always pull rank,” he suggested to Stafford.

“What rank?” Stafford threw his arms in the air, the egg still hanging from the harness, “They’re civilians!”

“And aren’t you part of the government? You’ve got to have some sort of authority, right?”

Stafford started. He was, actually. He hadn’t really thought of himself that way. He was in command of his crew, that hadn’t changed, but his day to day job for the past while hadn’t involved much actual commanding. Just doing bitch work for Tunney, and sorting out the Silverado rebuild.

But he’d been the Matrian Minister of Planetary Defense for most of the Qu’Eh debacle. And he was still a Special Adviser to the council. That had to have some pull!

He stormed back to the bouncer.

“You listen here,” he snapped, “I am Captain Christopher Stafford, commander of the USS Silverado, and Special Federation Adviser to the Matrian Council. This is a medical emergency, and if you continue to interfere then you will be responsible for a diplomatic incident with the same Federation that helped save your butts. Now. Let. Me. IN!”

The Matrian with the list gulped.

“D-do you have your Matrian government photo ID card with you?”

“Haven’t you seen the news in the past six months?” Stafford demanded, “Look at my frickin’ face!”

“So sorry, Adviser,” she said, gesturing for the bouncer to step aside.

Feeling twelve feet tall, Stafford stepped through the gate, Stern and the rest following.

“Let’s find the DJ booth,” he said, “Quickest thing would be to kill the music and put out an announcement.”



“Security has been advised,” T’Parief said, “However, there is little they can do. They have no real weapons. Also, there was some confusion at the gate. Somebody claiming to be from the government forced his way inside less than five minutes ago, looking for us. He refused to present any identification,”

“Thank God the egg is safe with Chris,” Yanick said. They had all gathered in a discreet corner of the dance area, still surrounded by dancing Matrians. T’Parief had dropped to his knees in order to better blend in, his height no longer advertising their location like a glaring beacon.

“There he is!” Wowryk hissed, pointing.

They turned to see the fairly average, nondescript Matrian man and his two female companions/bodyguards/escorts/whatever. They were looking around, but apparently hadn’t noticed them yet.

T’Parief relaxed.

“They do not appear to be a threat,” he said.

“THEY don’t,” Wowryk said, “But do you really think they’re alone? I mean, we just heard that somebody pushed their way in!”

“It might just be a party crasher,” Veeneman suggested.

A few minutes later, the music dropped in volume and a cheerful, female voice came over the speakers.

“Would Dr. Wowryk, Lieutenant Yanick and Lt Cmdr T’Parief please report to the DJ booth immediately,”

The music resumed.

Wowryk, Yanick and T’Parief exchanged a glance.

“It’s a trap,” T’Parief rumbled.

“Thanks, we figured that one out, muscles,” Jall told him dryly, “Along with the fact that traps are really bad for defenseless, half-drunks like ourselves,”

“I am not defenseless,” T’Parief said, snicking his claws from their sheaths.

“The rest of us don’t have claws,” Yanick said, looking worried.

“I have an idea,” Jall said, “Doc, give me your gun,”

Wowryk hesitated. It was a really nice water gun, and a thoughtful gift from Jeffery. But Jall looked like he had an idea, so she handed it over.

“Back in a tick,” he said.



Stafford stepped down from the DJ booth and rejoined Stern and the team.

“If that doesn’t get their attention, nothing will,” he said, “How are we doing?”

Stern checked the timer.

“Ten minutes,”

“Look around, see if you can spot them,” Stafford ordered. He winced as another party-going jostled him, his arms covering the egg protectively.

“I’m finding a corner where I’m not going to bounce this thing around!” he said.



“See anything?” Wowryk asked Valtaic.

“I see several people near the DJ booth with weapons that are too small to be water guns,” Valtaic said, “I cannot make out their faces in the dim light, however they appear to be wearing overalls,”

“That’s not exactly a club thing, is it?” Wowryk asked.

“Only if it’s Mechanic’s Fetish Night,” Yanick shrugged.

“That’s a thing???”

“On some planet? Probably.”

“OK, I think I have a plan” Jall said, returning with Wowryk’s gun and a bag of clinking bottles, “I had to pimp out Valtaic for it, but I think it’ll be worth it,”

“I beg your pardon?” Valtaic asked.

“They’re hot, OK?” Jall said, “And it’s not like I was going to be able to do anything with beautiful women, so you can thank me later,”

Valtaic, looking confused, really had nothing to say to that.

“What is it?” Yanick asked.

Jall lifted Wowryk’s water gun and shot Yanick in the face. In the mouth, specifically.

Yanick sputtered.

“Is that…vodka?” she demanded.

“Close enough,” Jall shrugged.

“You’re going to shoot them with booze?” Wowryk demanded, “Wait…you PUT BOOZE IN MY HOLY WATER BOTTLE???”

“Relax, Doc” Jall reassured her, “I’m sure priests have been doing the same thing for centuries, when they weren’t feeling up the alter boys,”

Wowryk sputtered, her face flushing red with fury.

“And the plan isn’t just to spray them with liquor,” Jall added.

“It’s not?” Yanick asked.

“Well, yes we’re going to spray them with liquor,” he reached into the bag and drew out a small container of long-burn matches.

“But then we’re going to set them on fire,” he finished.

T’Parief nodded, looking at Jall with something that was almost respect. Yanick looked doubtful, while Wowryk was about to start an old-fashioned Wowryk rant, the likes of which had not been seen since little Luke had peed on her favourite alter cloth.

“It doesn’t burn very well,” Jall went on, “And there are plenty of people with water guns to put them out. It’s more of an emergency thing, y’know?”

“And we are probably going to need it soon,” Valtaic pointed. The nondescript Matrian man and his two women had joined the group in overalls. One of them was pointing right in their direction.



“I’ve got Parian life-signs over there,” Marsden said, pointing in one direction with his tricorder, “Stationary.”

“Why aren’t they coming?” Stafford demanded.

“A credit for each time I tried to figure that one out,” Simmons said glumly.

“That’s because shouting ‘bombs away’ when she’s almost there is a big mood killer,” Stern said flatly.

“Eww,” Stafford muttered.

“Minister Stafford!” a voice exclaimed, “Why, what an absolute pleasure it is to see you here! I had thought you had declined our invitation!”

“Huh?” Stafford spun around, hands grabbing at the egg, only to find himself face-to-face with an average looking looking Matrian, flanked by what had to be two bodyguards, “Look, I’m sort of in the middle of an emergency,”

“I see,” the man said, “You wouldn’t, by chance, be trying to locate Dr. Wowryk?”

“Have you seen her?” Stafford demanded.

“Not for some time,” the man said, “Excuse me, how rude. Allow me to introduce myself: I am Mr. Nor-Mall Mann, president of M’Lady’s. We are a rather large manufacturing and retail concern here on Matria Prime,”

“That’s great,” Stafford said, eyes on his egg timer, “but if I don’t find Wowryk, the blond and the lizard in five minutes, I’m fucked. So pardon me,”

“Oh, I insist we help,” Mann said, gesturing at his body-guards, “I believe your guard said they were that way?”

“Can we at least kill the music?” Stafford demanded.

“I will see to it,” Mann made another gesture, and one guard moved back to the booth.



“I still can’t see a thing in this shitty light!” Yanick complained.

“They are coming,” Valtaic said, “They are impossible to miss, they are the only ones in overalls,”

“So shoot the overalls?”

“Yes,”

Valtaic looked up again. The Matrian and one bodyguard seemed to be leading the pack, along with a tall male in overalls. A darker shape, the leader? Whoever he was, he was hanging behind in the shadows.

The music abruptly died.

“Dr. Wowryk,” a female voice came over the speakers, “You must report to security immediately!”

“Attack!” T’Parief abruptly roared, pulling out his gun and firing a stream of acrid alcohol at the nearest person in overalls.

“What the-”

“TAKE THAT!” Yanick shouted, squeezing her trigger and likewise dousing the nearest target. A target that, as it grew closer was starting to look familiar.



“Oh hell!” Stern shouted, “It’s T’Parief! And he must be drunk or something! Take him down, we’ll worry about the rest later!

“Shit,” Stafford muttered. The egg timer was counting down the last minute. He could swear that he could feel something starting to move inside…a slight tremor in the shell, perhaps as the baby positioned itself to break through its tiny universe.



Phaser fire shot out from three different locations, each one hitting T’Parief. The reptile went down with a thump.

All around them, party-goers suddenly had someplace else to be. It was a mad scramble as Matrians pushed off the dance floor, screaming. The dance lights were still pulsing in the dim twilight of the park, the peaceful starry sky a counterpoint to the pandemonium below.

Then Jall started throwing matches



Stafford screamed like a little kid as Marsden suddenly went up in flames. Marsden was swearing like a redneck, pulling off his overalls and stomping them into the ground. Kreklor and Simmons were likewise ablaze, but the flames didn’t seem very fierce.

He was close enough now to see who was attacking them. What he couldn’t figure out was why the hell his OWN PEOPLE were dousing them with alcohol and setting them on fire!



“Wait, wait,” Jall shouted, holding back his next match at the very last minute, “Did you hear that?”

“I know that scream!” Wowryk said, abruptly lowering her gun and standing. “Captain Stafford?” she called out.

“Yeah!” Stafford shouted back, barely audible over the din, “What the fuck is wrong with you people!”

Jall and Wowryk exchanged glances.

“Oops,” Jall shrugged.



With that settled, Stafford rushed over, unstrapping the egg as he did. Stern had just finished putting out Rengs and was establishing a perimeter.

“The damned thing’s going to hatch any minute now!” he shouted, thrusting the egg at Wowryk,”

“And?” she asked looking at him blankly.

“You’re a doctor! Hatch it!” he snapped.

“I’m the mother!” Yanick said fiercely, grabbing the egg from between them, “Stern! I need something soft! On this table here! And you guys better wake up T’Parief!”

“On it!” Stern said. In seconds, the singed overalls had been formed into a sort of nest. Yanick placed the egg in the center and looked at it expectantly.

“It’s an egg, you know,” Wowryk said quietly to Stafford, “By definition, it sort of hatches all by itself,”

“Oh,” Stafford said, feeling slightly foolish.

“RAAAAGGGHHHHHHRRRRR!”

“Good, T’Parief’s up in time,” Wowryk said as Simmons was abruptly tossed across their field of view.

“He still doesn’t wake up well, does he?” Stafford agreed. But as soon as he saw his egg and realized what was happening, T’Parief was at Yanick’s side, one arm around her shoulders as they watched. Jall and Valtaic were to their left, Wowryk and Stafford to their right. Veeneman and Darik had joined them, off to one side. The Hazardous Team was arrayed around them, Stern speaking reassuringly to a large looking group of bouncers. Although things had calmed down considerably, nobody was approaching them.

The egg trembled slightly, then stilled. Trembled again, then stilled.

“Isn’t something supposed to happen?” Jall asked.

“Yes,” Wowryk said, her voice all business, “Veeneman?”

“Wish I had a tricorder,” Veeneman muttered. Marsden slapped one in her hand.

“A medical tricorder,” Veeneman clarified.

“Uh, it is. It’s from our med-kit,”

“Hmm?” Veeneman looked at the device, “Oh. A compact model. Silly me,”

She tapped away.

“Unusually high heart rate,” she said, her voice turning professional, “Blood-gas levels deteriorating. Wait…”

The egg trembled again, the shell almost seemed to creak under the pressure.

“The baby doesn’t quite have the strength to break the shell,” Wowryk decided, “It’s been known to happen,”

“Oh my God!” Yanick gasped. T’Parief turned to Wowryk.

“Surely you can-”

“Shut up and let me work,” Wowryk cut him off, “Veeneman, I need the baby’s position,”

“On it,” Veeneman fiddled with the tricorder.

“HURRY!” Yanick exclaimed, tears in her eyes.

Wowryk grasped the egg, then started rotating it.

“Keep going, keep going,” Veeneman said, “Another ten degrees…there! Posterior is now on the dorsal shell!”

“What does that mean?” Stafford demanded.

Wowryk visibly steadied herself, then turned to T’Parief and Yanick.

“You probably don’t want to see this,” she warned.

“Will it save the baby,” Yanick demanded.

Wowryk nodded.

“Then just do it,”

Wowryk nodded again, her face set. She raised one hand above the egg…

Then brought it down in a rough karate chop, striking near one end of the egg! Yanick screamed, her voice filling the park! T’Parief roared, and nearly pounced on Wowryk until…until he saw…

The egg had split right down the center, exposing pale green skin with a faint outline of scales. The part of the egg Wowryk had struck fell away to expose tiny buttocks, and the other end fell away as the baby pushed at it.

“WAAAAAHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!”

Wowryk quickly and daintily picked away the pieces of shell, grabbed a piece of overall that wasn’t drenched with booze and proceeded to wipe away the last few remnants of shell before presenting the baby to Yanick.

“Trish,” Wowryk could barely keep the grin off her face, “Your daughter,”

“Ohhh!” Yanick reached out and took the infant in her arms. The baby was still crying, but quickly calmed as her mother held her close, “Pari! Oh, Pari, come look at her!”

No answer. Yanick looked around.

Both Stafford and T’Parief had fainted dead away.



They moved off to the VIP area of the event, allowing the music to continue and the dance floor to be cleared. A number of party-goers were still present, but it was clear that a larger number had decided to revise their evening plans. Frankly, Yanick and T’Parief wanted to get out of there as quickly as possible, but there were a few loose ends to clean up.

“Of course, we realize our part in this,” Mr. Mann was saying, “The ‘Comm-Blocker’ policy was something of an experiment, and certainly caused some issue. Though if your people had registered as they were supposed to…”

“We forgot,” Wowryk admitted.

“It’s still a dumb idea,” Stafford said flatly.

“Perhaps,” Mann shrugged, “But in the end, no harm was done. Though I expect our profit margins will be somewhat hurt by the lower attendance.”

“Starfleet doesn’t use money,” Stafford said immediately, recognizing the subtle hint,”

“Oh, of course not,” Mann smiled, “But still, there are things you can do that would mean a great deal to us. For example, the waiting list to open a storefront aboard Haven is quite long at the moment, and there doesn’t seem to be much appetite in the current government to…develop…the city,”

“That’s what you wanted Stafford and I for!” Wowryk exclaimed, “You weren’t trying to kidnap us or torture us or something! You just wanted us to…to…”

“Use our influence with the Matrian Council to help your business,” Stafford said, looking disgusted.

“In your culture, I believe they called it ‘lobbying’,” Mann said smoothly.

“Well forget it!”

“Hmmm. Well, if nothing else, I suppose the news feed from tonight will be excellent…publicity,” Mann mused aloud.

“News feed?” Stafford asked warily, his stomach abruptly dropping.

“Oh yes,” Mann said, “Luckily, a reporter affiliated with our company received a head’s-up that a situation was developing, and managed to get some excellent footage,”

He help up a small screen, showing several men in overalls, obviously Starfleet due to the presence of Dar’ugal and Kreklor towards the rear, shooting at T’Parief while Wowryk, Jall and Yanick doused them and set them on fire. The clip ended with Wowryk bludgeoning Yanick’s egg, but didn’t bother to show the happy ending.

The colour drained from Stafford’s face.

“You wouldn’t dare!” he snapped.

“Wouldn’t I?” Mann smiled mildly.

“You put that on the air, and I swear I will use every piece of influence I have to destroy your company!” Wowryk said with surprising vehemence, “I will NOT be portrayed as some sort of…butcher!”

“Yeah, there’s got to be some sort of slander law or something,” Stafford said, “And I hate to break it to you buddy, but even if you embarrass the heck out of us, it’s not going to help your company any,”

“Maybe not,” Mann admitted.

They all glared at each other for a moment.

“How about this,” Yanick suggested, joining the conversation, “You change that editing so it just looks like an emergency childbirth. Get it on the air now, maybe get some of your lost customers back. Half-price drinks or something, get new people in here.”

“That might undue some damage,” Mann admitted, “Of course, having Dr. Wowryk center stage will certainly help. But that still doesn’t help us with the other problem.”

“Look,” Stafford sighed, “I can’t lobby. Not for you specifically. But you’re right, they are taking a pretty long time to get things going with Haven. I’ll at least have a talk with the Queen about getting more business up there in general, OK?

Mann thought it over.

“Acceptable.”



T’Parief and Yanick left immediately with their baby. Valtaic had attempted to flee, but Jall hauled him over to one of the rear bars and announced that he now had to ‘entertain’ the two very attractive female bartenders that had supplied the alcohol. After taking a close look at the two of them, Valtaic decided that perhaps, just this once, he could remain in a social setting.

That left Stafford and Wowryk standing near the stage at the edge of the dance floor and Jall off somewhere, probably getting laid. Wowryk sighed.

“What’s wrong, Noel?” Stafford asked, “You just hatched an egg! And it was a girl! Don’t know what they’re going to call her yet, but oh well. We’ll find out. It’s a happy day!”

“I know,” Wowryk said glumly, “It’s just…I was having a good time enjoying the party on MY terms. Now…now I have to enjoy it on Mann’s terms. And yes, I’ve noticed the irony.”

“At least now the news clip shows you handing the baby to Trish instead of breaking it in half,” Stafford said, “By the way, what was with all that turning? Spinning the shell around?”

Wowryk looked at him like he was an idiot.

“It’s bad enough I had to karate chop a baby,” Wowryk said heatedly, “Can you imagine if that had been her head instead of her butt???”

Stafford’s eyes widened in realization.

“Oh,” he said softly.

“Now I have to stay here and dance until Mann has his customers back,” Wowryk went on, gesturing at a hovering camera, “I didn’t even realize this event had corporate sponsorship!”

“Every event does, honey,” Jall said, abruptly returning, “But hey, I found something that might make things better,”

Darik was following behind him. Behind him was Veeneman, giving her a sly smile.

Wowryk started. She’d completely forgotten about the Matrian doctor. He’d seemed nice, and interesting. She’d been enjoying their talk, up until Mann and their misunderstanding ruined everything.

But maybe this was another chance…

Smiling, she reached out for his hand.

“Care to dance?” she asked.

“It would be an honour,” Darik said, taking her hand and allowing himself to be led to the dance floor.

Stafford’s jaw was somewhere around his knees.

“What-”

“Shhh,” Jall put his finger to Stafford’s lips, “Don’t worry about it.”

“Get your hand away from my face!” Stafford swatted at him, “You smell like…vodka and burning!”

“Which means it’s been a good night,” Jall nodded, “So I’m going to go dance. You can either stay here and have fun, or go back to your office and pout,”

Stafford looked undecided.

“You’re staying here, you moron! Jall snapped,”And take that stupid egg harness off if you ever hope to get laid!”

“God, I need a drink,” Stafford groaned, pulling the now-empty harness over his head.

“Gotcha covered,” Jal said gleefully, pulling a bottle out of the bag he still carried.

Stafford looked over at the stage where Wowryk and Darik were now dancing away, Wowryk looked a bit shy but still quite happy. Jall had turned away from him and was starting to dance, no doubt looking for his next conquest. And the park was filling up again as the hovering cameras advertised the fact that it had been a childbirth, not a terrorist attack or mob war, that had stopped things before.

With a shrug, Stafford opened the bottle and took a swig.

Then he spit it out and decided he really needed to find some mix.



Haven had entered orbit halfway through the party, and so Yanick and T’Parief were able to bring the baby up to the home that they had so carefully chosen after the city had been launched. They’d taken a shuttle, rather than put the infant through a transporter at such a young age, and it was very, very dark when they arrived.

The baby had fed and promptly fallen asleep. Yanick gently placed her in the cradle they’d put in one corner of their bedroom.

“Allona,” Yanick said “We should call her Allona. I was looking at names before and…well, it means strong. Unless there’s a Gorn or Klingon name that works better.”

“Allona is acceptable,” T’Parief nodded.

Trish reached in to gently stroke the baby-Allona’s, head.

“Hi, Allona,” she smiled.

They watched, the stars shining outside the city dome as she slept quietly.

After a while, they too slept.
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Sweet Escapes

Author’s Note: This story takes place at roughly the same time as Halfway to Haven 1.4 - ‘Hospitality’



“IT’S DOCTOR WOWRYK!”

Dr. Noel Wowryk immediately flinched at the high-pitched, male Matrian voice. Walking next to her, Dr. Sem Darik started, looking around with confusion.

“Oh no,” Wowryk sighed.

From one excited onlooker, they were suddenly surrounded by over a dozen Matrians, mostly male but some female. All of them wanting to congratulate her on the victory over the Qu’Eh, or ask her whether it was true that she’d been offered command of Haven.

Among other things.

“Dr. Wowryk,” a perky looking brunette male was shoving a camera/microphone combination unit in her face, “Is it true that you’re thinking about running for Queen in the next planetary election?”

“Dr. Wowryk!” another shout, this one from the back, “Let me take you to dinner! I own the most amazing restaurant!”

“It usually takes the press twice as long to find me,” Wowryk muttered to Darik as she tried to evade the reporter with the camera.

“Doctor, please!”

“-just a moment of your time-”

“-promise you-”

“-most incredible lover on the planet-”

“PLEASE!” Wowryk half pleaded, half shouted, “Please, I appreciate your good wishes, but I would just like to enjoy my evening in peace!”

The Matrians started falling over each other with offers on how that might best be accomplished.

Wowryk grabbed Darik by the hand and ran.



A few blocks later, they ducked into an alley. Breathing heavily, Wowryk eased an eye around the corner and watched until she was convinced that the cost was clear.

“You are a woman of excitement” Darik said to her, smiling.

“I’ve ruined our date,” Wowryk wrung her hands, “I’m so sorry! We didn’t even make it to the restaurant!”

Darik took her hands in his, pressing them together.

“The adventure was enough,” he said, “Besides, I know a great little place not far from here, if you’re still up to it?”

Wowryk considered for a moment. She was still upset from the mob, but something about the way Darik was offering…something about the way he looked at her was just so…so…innocent. Perhaps because his eye didn’t seem to make the unconscious, brief dip down to breast level that every man’s eye seemed to make around her. Every man but Jall, that was.

She frowned, suddenly worried at THAT comparison, then shook her head and smiled.

“I’d love to,” she said.



Halfway across the planet, Lt Cmdr San Jall rolled over and wished he was dead.

“Ohhh…” he groaned, “My head is killing me.”

Birds were singing outside the open patio window near the bed. Sunlight poured in, and a soft breeze ruffled Jall’s hair. It was, in short, an absolutely beautiful morning. If you weren’t exhausted, half-drunk and completely hung over.

There was a snort from the body next to his in the bed. Jall briefly considered this, then closed his eyes and begged to be unconscious.

This repeated itself two or three times until, two hours later, he finally had to get out of bed to use the facilities. Realizing that perhaps getting out of this strange apartment would be a good idea, Jall quickly searched for, then began pulling on his cloths.

The other body in the bed sat up with a groan, then turned to face him

“Leaving so soon?” the slim but unusually tall Matrian asked.

“Yeah, I’m late for work,” Jall said, trying to keep his voice flat. His instincts were screaming at him to run, run, RUN!

“I’ve heard that one before,” the Matrian said, crossing his arms, “In fact, you said the same thing the last time you were here,”

“The last…what?” Jall’s jaw dropped with horror. Come to think of it, the Matrian WAS very familiar. And so was the room for that matter!

“We…we hooked up at the Belted Baron last night, didn’t we?” he asked.

“Yeah. And about a month ago, too,” the Matrian said, “I didn’t really expect to see you again, but it was nice that you came back. Want breakfast?”

“I…I have to be at work,” Jall said. He frantically finished dressing and made a hasty escape.



“It’s not funny, Trish!” he said angrily over the comm as he and Valtaic tinkered with the engines of their captured Qu’Eh vessel, “Statistically speaking, how could I have possibly hooked up with the same guy at the same bar twice in a row?”

“Maybe because the first time was the most mind-blowing sex you’ve ever had?” Yanick suggested.

“Um,” Jall thought carefully, “I actually don’t really remember either time. So probably not.”

“Well than maybe you just have feelings for him?”

“Bite your tongue, missy!”

“I-” Yanick broke off suddenly, “Oops, I gotta go. Allona needs changing, and I’m not letting T’Parief do that until he gets his talons trimmed!”

“Yeah, OK, bye,” Jall grunted as the comm cut off.

He leaned over the engineering console, wishing that the pounding in his head would just stop.

“You seem to be getting the hang of this meaningless sex business,” he said to Valtaic, “What do you think?”

“Sex is never meaningless,” Valtaic said flatly, “The question is whether the meaning you seek is deep, emotional connection, reproduction, self-validation, stress relief or physical pleasure.”

“I think one of us is missing the point,” Jall grumbled.

“Yes,” Valtaic nodded, “One of us is.”

Jall contemplated this, at least until another wave of nausea washed over him. He turned back to his console.

“Let’s just get the inertial dampeners working, OK?”



“Sylvia! Oy, Sylvia!”

Sylvia halted her holographic avatar, carefully stepping to the side to avoid the non-existent stream of traffic in the corridor.

Lt Cmdr Simon Jeffery caught up with her. He looked at her for a moment, grinned, then gestured out the corridor window into the shipyard.

“Work’s comin’ along, huh?”

“Simon,” she greeted him warmly, “I was hoping to see you. Fifebee and I have been having some trouble with her holo-relay. I was-”

“Probably just a bit overloaded,” Jeffery said thoughtfully, cutting her off, “It’s not meant to project two holograms. I mean, the last firmware update helped, but-”

“Simon, we’re holograms. We understand the problem,” this time it was Sylvia that cut him off, “I was hoping one of your engineers could install a few emitters in our workshop. Maybe around the shipyard? There’s a freshly baked apple pie in it for them…”

“Oh,” Simon thought for a moment, then shrugged, “Aye. Don’t see why not,”

“Good. Thank you!” Sylvia turned to leave.

“Wait,” Jeffery moved after her, “Sylvia, we’re missin’ another ten tonnes of duranium. Do ye know anything about that?”

Sylvia frowned.

“That’s really not my area, Simon,” she replied. She turned down a short corridor that led from the shipyard to one of the smaller workshops, “It probably went missing when the city blasted out of orbit a few weeks ago,”

“Ah guess,” Jeffery didn’t look convinced.

They reached the entrance to the workshop. Sylvia stopped, then turned to look expectantly at Jeffery.

“Whot?”

“Simon, we agreed that I will stay out of the 3CC unless you invite me there, and you will stay out of my workspace. Fifebee and I are at a…sensitive point in our project.”

“But what’s this project?” Jeffery peered over her shoulder, as if doing so would allow him to see through the solid doors.

“Just wait!” Sylvia laughed, pushing him gently away, “You’ll find out soon enough!”

“But I-”

“Simon!”

They both turned to see Major Dekaire, the blond, Nordic-featured and somewhat muscular Matrian shipbuilder. She gave Sylvia a sort of appraising look, then turned to Jeffery.

“Simon, the girls and I are beaming down to the planet for Marinated Tentacle Night at Stacked,” Dekaire said.

“Ah, oh,” Jeffery looked surprised, “Is this a…a double date, bring the boys sort of thing? Cuz I don’t know how Ah feel about all the half-naked waiters there…”

Not it was Dekaire that looked uncomfortable.

“Well, no,” she said, “But it means I’ll be late for our…meeting…tonight,”

“Oh,” Jeffery said, “But-”

“See ya later, sweet thing,” Dekaire gave him a peck on the cheek, then walked away.

Sylvia raised an eyebrow.

“I hate marinated seafood anyway,” Jeffery grumbled, turning away.

“Simon…”

“Don’t want to talk about it,” Jeffery waved her away.

“But-”

“It’s fine. Ah know what it is,” he called over his shoulder.

Sylvia watched him leave, then turned back into the lab.




Captain’s Personal Log, Stardate 59390.4L



“It’s been just over a week since Yanick and T’Parief hatched their daughter. And since two groups of Starfleet officers tried to stun and immolate each other. So far that little tidbit hasn’t managed to make it back to Admiral Tunney, and I hope to be somewhere in another galaxy if it ever does.”

“Following the birth and the return of Haven to Matria Prime, my senior staff has for the most part gone their separate ways. Jall and Valtaic are still working on the Qu’Eh wreck, Wowryk is arms deep in Qu’Eh implant technology, Jeffery is up in the shipyard working on, well, the ship. And Fifebee and Sylvia have buried themselves in some sort of secret project that they want to keep a surprise.”

“As the social butterfly of our group, I’ve tasked Lt Yanick with coming up with a way for us to keep in touch. We may be scattered to the winds now, but when it’s time to leave, we’re leaving together. Not sure what she has in mind though.”

“Wait, how did that ‘L’ get into today’s stardate???”



<BEEP!>

Captain Christopher Stafford looked up from his desk and his third form of the day. The first two had been nasty, twelve page affairs, making this seven page form seem like child’s play in comparison. His comm-panel, a nice little touch compared to the more limited comm-badge, popped up with Yanick’s name.

“Chris? Why aren’t you on Haven yet?” Yanick’s voice came from the speaker.

Stafford frowned and pressed the ‘accept comm’ button.

“Should I be?” he asked.

“Uh, yeah. Steven is having opening night at the Shipyard Steakhouse. You wanted the senior staff to stay in touch, so I booked us a table,”

As she spoke, Stafford became aware of an odd sound. Almost…squishy?

“I never got the message,” he said flatly.

“I’m sure I sent it to your messaging system,” he could practically hear the frown in her voice, while also realizing the weird noise was coming over the open channel, “But you know, I haven’t been sleeping well lately. Maybe I forgot,”

“I’ll beam up shortly,” Stafford said, “Meet me there?”

“Sure-YEOW!” Yanick exclaimed.

“What!!??” Stafford jumped to his feet, “Trish! What’s wr-”

“It’s OK,” Yanick cut him off, “It’s Allona. Wow. She doesn’t have teeth yet, but what a grip in those little hands!”

“She takes after her father,” T’Parief’s voice almost purred over the channel.

“Except her father doesn’t PINCH!”

“Wait,” Stafford sat back down abruptly, “You’re not…are you breast-feeding right now?”

“Better now than at the restaurant,” Yanick sounded like she was shrugging. A sudden high pitched cry of protest followed by a quick apology and the resumption of the sounds confirmed that yes, she had shrugged. And said shrug had…uh…deprived the baby of her food source.

Stafford rubbed his temples.

“Ohhh, it’s going to be a long time before I can get that image out of my head,” he groaned.

“The sooner, the better,” T’Parief growled.

“Both of you stop!” Yanick said firmly, “It’s perfectly natural. Beautiful, even!”

“Right. See you at the restaurant,” Stafford said, hitting the cut-off button.



Jall and Valtaic materialized about ten minutes ahead of Stafford. With most of Haven still being off-limits or unmanned, they hadn’t been able to get permission to use one of the five empty shipyards to work on the Qu’Eh ship. Well, they probably could have, if Stafford had made a fuss. But Jall preferred having a bit of space from the higher ranks, so instead the ship had been parked in an orbit within transporter range of the city.

“-can’t wait until the Matrians finish repairing their transporter relay satellites,” Jall was saying as Stafford materialized on the pad, “That’s going to make getting around a lot faster,”

“As opposed to the near-instant travel we currently enjoy?” Valtaic asked calmly.

“We do, the average Matrian doesn’t,” Jall replied, “We have access to Haven, they don’t. Plus Starfleet and the Matrian Defence Force have high-priority on all the planetary transport systems,”

“I didn’t realize you cared so much about the average Matrian,” Stafford said pleasantly. It was so rare that Jall said something honestly nice that he figured he better encourage him while he had the chance.

“I care when it means my evening ‘companion’ is half an hour late,” Jall shrugged.

Never mind that honestly nice stuff. Just forget it was even said.

Stafford managed to keep the smile on his face, but it became somewhat forced.

“Where are Yanick and T’Parief?” he asked.

“They’re going to meet us at the restaurant,” Jall said, “And we’re meeting Wowryk, Fifebee and Sylvia at the tram station,”

“Lead the way,” Stafford said, gesturing with one arm.

“Fuck that, I don’t know where I’m going,” Jall shrugged.

“Why did I want to stay in contact with everybody again?” Stafford pinched his nose as he led the way out of the transporter room.

“I’m just that lovable,” Jall quipped. Valtaic said nothing.

As the Starfleet officers walked out, the Matrian transporter operator just stared. These were the people who had saved her planet??



“Wow,” Wowryk said, raising an eyebrow as she looked out the front window of the tram. The only active transporter complex was naturally on the opposite side of Haven as Shipyard Three, necessitating a tram ride either halfway round the city or, in this case, directly across. The last time they’d seen the city it had been flush with greenery. Trees had lined the streets, plants had spilled over the balconies and terraces of the towers and lush, grassy parks had dotted the landscape. All that greenery had been dormant during the city’s slumber, but a series of landscaping bots had activated along with it, bringing everything to life.

Now winter had fallen. The lake was starting to ice over, the leaves had dropped from the trees, the various greenery had vanished and every surface was covered with a blanket of snow.

“Wow indeed,” Valtiac observed.

“You guys can ‘wow’ all you like,” Yanick said grumpily, “But now I can’t take Allona outside. That was the best way to get her to sleep; a walk outside.”

The tram rushed into a tunnel, barely slowing in the Transit Hub at it stuck to the express track.

“Speaking of, who’s watching the little guy? Um, girl?” Stafford asked as the tram slipped into another tunnel.

“Lt Rengs and his wife,” T’Parief replied.

“You trust your subordinates with your child?” Wowryk raised an eyebrow.

“I trust Maris,” Yanick said, “She’s already had one,”

“And I trust in Rengs’ fear of me,” T’Parief added.

“Logical,” Valtaic nodded. He returned his attention to the snow covered city as the tram exited the tunnel.

“Yet disturbing,” Stafford finished.



They arrived at the restaurant, using a secret knock based on Silverado’s registration number to actually get access. Very few businesses had been formally authorized on the city so far, but being part of Silverado’s crew had its perks, for once.

“Officially, Colonel Abela doesn’t know about this place,” Steven told them as he led them to a table overlooking the shipyard below, “Of course, we OK’d everything with her a while back. But we pretend she doesn’t know, and she pretends she doesn’t know, and everybody’s happy,”

Nobody was really paying attention to him though. They were too busy staring outside the restaurant into the shipyard.

“My ship!” Stafford whimpered.

“Wow again,” Wowyk lifted her eyebrow again as she sat at the table.

There might have been a ship in there. It was hard to tell. All they could really see was a cloud of parts drifting in the micro-gravity environment of the shipyard. Most of the parts seemed to be hull plates, but there were enough other parts to lead Valtaic to suspect that the shipyard construction bots had finished dismantling the hull and had moved deeper into the ship.

“Quite the sight, eh?” Jeffery said as he joined them.

“My ship!” Stafford whimpered again.

“Maybe we should have warned him,” Sylvia said to Jeffery as she took a seat at the table.

“Aye, Ah forgot how sentimental he can be,”

“My ship!”

“Chris, sit down,” Sylvia said firmly, “I will be…I mean, your ship will be good as new,”

Slowly Stafford sat.

“I don’t know if I can eat after seeing that,” he said, his eyes still on the window.

“It’s a matter of willpower,” Jeffery said, sounding a bit cocky, “Ye just put it out of you mind,”

“Is that not that Captain Simplot?” Fifebee pointed at a somewhat scantily-dressed woman walking in with a broad, muscular man that looked like he’d just come from the gym. Or a steroid injection facility.

Jeffery ducked his head, trying to avoid being seen.

“Don’t let her know Ah’m here!” he whispered.

“Relax,” Yanick assured him, carefully looking at Simplot without actually looking at her, “I think she’s as eager to not see us as we are to not see her,”

“It’s just a matter of willpower,” Stafford said smugly, giving Jeffery a mild kick under the table.

“So you will pretend not to see her, though you do,” Valtaic looked very confused, “And she will pretend not to see us, although she does?”

“Yup,” Yanick nodded.

“Just as Colonel Abela pretends this illegal restaurant doesn’t exist, although she knows it does,” Valtaic continued.

“Yup,”

“And we pretend we do not know that she knows. And she presumably pretends not to know that we are pretending not to know that she does not know?”

“Exactly!”

Valtiac just shook his head. Humans.

Stafford was back to staring out the window when Samantha came by to take their orders.

“Just please,” Jall was saying, “Tell me there’s nothing Matrian on your wine list. I’m sick of that green crap of theirs,”

“I have a replicated Australian shiraz,” Samantha said, “Uhhh…I can’t remember the name or year,”

“Sold,” Jall said, tossing the wine list aside, “And I’ll take the gratlik. Rare,”

“Trill food?” Yanick wrinkled her nose.

“Yeah,” Jall shrugged, “I usually can’t stand the stuff, but after eating mostly Matrian for…how long has it been? Eight months?”

“I don’t even know,” Yanick frowned, “It feels like forever. And I’ll have the chicken Caesar salad. And a huge, huge…heck, just bring me a bucket of wine,”

“And another to puke it into?” Samantha asked.

“Hey, I’m not pregnant anymore, I need to catch up!”

“You were never technically pregnant,” Wowryk pointed out, “And you are breast-feeding.”

“Right. Scale down the wine order. And are you trying to say I was fat?”

“I…no. What?”

“Steak,” Stafford said, not wanting to sit through THAT argument again.

“What kind? This is a steakhouse now, hon,” Samantha said, “We’ve got about thirty-six species programmed in that humans can enjoy. Another twenty that are…well, non-toxic at least. And a D’Ceti sea cow flank that will have you tripping balls for about a week,”

“New York peppercorn? Medium.”

“Sure. Do you want the baked potato or the Patrian baked grub?”

“God, like you have to ask?”

“Ah motion we never to go a place called ‘Patria’,” Jeffery added to the conversation, “I’ve had enough of Matria to last a lifetime,”

“Seconded,” Wowryk said immediately.

Valtiac ordered the D’Ceti sea cow flank. Samantha tried to decide if he was joking or not, then just moved on down the table.

“Find something living, kill it, then throw it on the grill,” T’Parief didn’t even look at the menu.

“The Matrians won’t let us bring up any livestock,” Samantha was starting to look a bit exasperated.

“How do you like working at a nice restaurant instead of a ship lounge?” Fifebee asked, somewhat randomly.

“Hey, I LIKED Unbalanced Equations!” Yanick objected.

“I’ve got to have a lot more patience with the customers in a place like this,” Samantha said, hands on hips, “Let’s leave it at that, OK?”

After a few more moments of back-and-forth over the menu, she left with their orders. A few moments later, a Matrian male dropped off three bottles of replicated Earth wine.

“We’ve got a great purple wine that’s made in the southern hemisphere” he offered as he clumsily uncorked the bottles.

“Thanks, I’ve tried it,” Stafford said, “I always thought explosive diarrhoea was a myth until that night,”

“From the left, dear,” Sylvia said as the Matrian tried to set a basket of bread over Yanick’s right shoulder, “One serves from the left,”

“Sorry,” the Matrian smiled, “I’m still learning Earth customs. And there are so many other species to keep track of! Did you know that if I open the bottle for a Romulan, I must either take the first drink or be arrested as an assassin!”

“Hopefully we won’t see any more Romulans out here,” Jeffery said.

“Oh, I want to meet ALL the races in the Federation!” the waiter said energetically, “Can you imagine? Hundreds of races! Thousands of light-years of territory! As soon as they get the emigration agreements and passenger lines in place, I’m leaving!”

He finished pouring their wine, then left.

Everybody at the table was quiet for a long moment, Stafford still watching the slow spin of thousands of ship parts. The occasional construction bot could be seen, carrying various components away from the half-dismantled ship.

“I think that’s the part that’s hitting me the hardest,” Jall said quietly, “The Matrians are finally realizing there’s a whole other universe outside their little corner of it. Their old empire, the Qu’Eh…they’re really nothing in the big picture.”

“Nobody is nothing,” Sylvia said immediately.

“You know what I mean,”

The lights flickered for a moment, an odd sound running through the restaurant.

“Don’t worry,” Jeffery said, “Probably just a capacitor bank for the industrial replicator. We’re hittin’ it pretty hard.”

“Lots of things to replace?” Stafford took a long sip of his wine.

“Chris, Ah’m findin’ problems that, frankly, we’d never have found without tearin’ the old girl apart,” Jeffery said, “Some of the structural integrity field waveguides were so twisted, it’s a wonder we didn’t break apart every time we went into warp,”

“Oh,”

They discussed their respective work for a while. Jall and Valtiac had repaired the warp drive on the captured Qu’Eh vessel and were ready to start conducting tests. Wowryk had just replicated a Qu’Eh implant removal device from specifications found in the ship’s computer. The device was far less painful than the Starfleet Medical Borg Implant Removal Devices they had used. (The SM-BIRDs had been nicknamed S&M Birds by the unfortunate Qu’Eh victims who had been subject to them.) Stafford and Yanick were still advising the Matrian Council and crunching through paperwork for Admiral Tunney, although Yanick was spending a lot of time up on the city now. T’Parief had become suddenly less concerned about security for Stafford and more concerned about security aboard Haven. For the shipyard, he tried to claim. Of course Stafford knew it was his precious baby daughter the big lizard was worried about. But since he’d wanted T’Parief guarding the shipyard to begin with (as opposed to following him around the planet), he’d been happy to send him up there. The Hazardous Team had been harder to get rid of, but he finally ordered them to go help the Matrians searching the now-abandoned Qu’Eh buildings and installations for booby-traps and other dangers before they were dismantled. Jeffery, of course, let loose a string of techno-babble about the ship reconstruction that the rest of them at least half understood, but really only boiled down to ‘We have a lot of work left to do, and it’s taking longer than we thought’. Halfway through the discussion their meals arrived. Everybody looked expectantly at Valtaic as he began eating a strange cut of light pink meat. Noticing their glances, he informed them that D’Ceti sea cow toxins were an aphrodisiac to his species, not a hallucinogenic. And that he had another date with the two bartenders Jall had ‘introduced’ him to shortly before setting half the Hazardous Team on fire.

Jall attempted to high-five him, however Valtaic declined.

Only Fifebee and Sylvia weren’t eager to volunteer any information on what they were currently working on.

“Chris, we finished the reconstruction work on the runabouts and the shuttles,” Sylvia said, after Stafford asked for the third time, “Jeffery will tell you that it went really well.”

“And gave him much information that is allowing him to fine-tune the bots working on Silverado,” Fifebee added.

“It’s true,” Jeffery admitted.

“But why can’t you just tell us what you’re doing now?” Stafford asked.

“We just have a few problems we need to sort out,” Fifebee said, “Once we are certain what we are planning will work, we will happily give a full briefing,”

“Well, ok,” Stafford said, finishing off his steak, “Ugh, I never thought I’d be so happy to have even replicated steak,”

“Well, get used to it,” Wowryk said primly, “We have what, several months before we can leave this system? Jeffery?”

“Hmmph?” Jeffery asked through a mouthful of roast grouse. He swallowed, “Months, at least,”

“I can’t take months on this planet,” Stafford, Jall and Wowryk all said in perfect unison.

They stared at each other for a moment.

“It’s already been months,” Yanick said, picking at her vegetables, “Hmm. I’m going to have to nag Allona to eat her vegetables, aren’t I?’

“She will eat the flesh of her prey,” T’Parief grumbled. Whatever it was that Steven or his cooks had prepared for him, it had vanished in two bites.

“Yeah, whatever, hon,” Yanick said, “But with a side of veggies,”

“If Counselor Yvonnokoff were here,” Jall started.

“OH SHIT!” Yanick cursed, “I totally forgot to invite her!”

“Whatever,” Stafford muttered.

“Next time,” Jall waved her away, “But I’m pretty sure she’d tell us that Starfleet officers who spent years on a ship exploring,”

“Or crashing on time-shifted planets,” Fifebee interrupted.

“That was still exploring,” Jall shot her a look, “The point is…we haven’t been anywhere new in something like a year. I’ve been to twelve metropolises, fifty-two cities, two hundred night clubs, three hundred restaurants, eight sex clubs and two fetish dungeons,”

“You could have left those out,” Stafford said.

“No, I’ll give you the addresses,” Jall said, “You need to loosen up,”

“I’m loose!” Stafford objected.

Yanick giggled.

“OK, let’s shelve that for now,” Jall said, “The point is, we need to GET THE HELL OUT OF HERE AND EXPLORE SOMETHING NEW!”

He downed the last of his wine and slammed the wine glass down on the table.

They all looked at Stafford.

“What? You think I can just magically get us a new ship and a new mission?” Stafford asked.

“Try something,” Wowryk said, “I…I can’t take being famous anymore. I don’t even want to go back down to the planet at this point,”

“What about that nice doctor?” Yanick asked.

“We had dinner last night,” she admitted, “It was…nice.”

“Did ye-”

“Mr. Jeffry,” Fifebee grabbed his wrist, “You are approaching what some might call the ‘Danger Zone’.”

“Oh. Aye.”

“Besides you have Major Dekaire to…service,” Fifebee added, “Dr. Wowryk’s romantic encounters should no longer be your concern.”

“Service?” Stafford asked.

“Well, I’m not human,” Fifebee shrugged, “But they certainly don’t seem to be dating. He…does as she wishes.”

“Sounds like his last relationship,” Stafford cracked, taking a swig of wine. Both Wowryk and Jeffery glared at him, “Sorry,”

“Tunney must have SOMETHING that needs doing around here,” Jall said, “I mean, I know there are other ships nearby. Maybe they need…advisers? Specialists?”

“I’ll look into it, OK?” Stafford promised, “Now look, can we…can we just go somewhere I don’t have to stare at the gutted ruin of my ship?”

“We have ice cream at our place,” Yanick said, “But we’d need to program the replicator for cake,”

“Hold on,” Sylvia’s eyes flickered for a moment. “Done. Shall we?”

“What kind of cake?” Stafford asked.

“Red velvet,” Sylvia replied.

“And it is no lie,” Fifebee added.

Stafford rose immediately.

“Then yes, we shall,”



They were walking towards the tram station when Sylvia pulled Stafford and Jall back.

“I didn’t want to mention it in front of everybody,” she said, “Although Fifebee nearly did, with her typical lack of subtlety,”

“One of my favourite things about her,” Jall shrugged.

“But I’m worried about Simon,” Sylvia went on, “This thing with Major Dekaire…Chris, you’re right. It’s just like his last relationship. It’s like he hasn’t learned anything for the past few years! He’s letting yet another woman walk on him like he’s a…a…turbolift carpet!”

“Door mat,” Stafford corrected absently, “Look, Sylvia, I’ve known the guy a lot longer than you. He’s always been attracted to aggressive women. Back on the Academy…well, I never did walk in to find him strapped to a St. Andrew’s Cross or an Andorian heating coil with some leather-clad dominatrix doing unspeakable things to him. But I always sort of expected it.”

“Bullshit,” Jall said, “You poked and needled in his relationship with Wowryk as much as anybody else did. There’s no way you can tell me now that you knew he-”

“Wowryk was different,” Stafford shook his head, “Will you just pull your mind off the sex for a minute? I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

“But you did. And now I’m going to have to find myself a little bondage playmate for the night,”

Stafford decided he didn’t want to pursue the topic and risk finding out whether or not Jall was joking.

“The point is, he’s always been attracted to stronger women,” he said instead, “Wowryk was just…a lot stronger than most. I can’t see how this Dekaire woman can possibly compare. And he still hasn’t told any of us whether anything happened with that Carly woman,”

They had entered the tram station. The nearest track was empty, however the far track had one of Haven’s ubiquitous multi-car trams parked at the platform. The overhead display screen informed them (in Matrian and Standard) that this tram was an express tram to the other end of the city, with stops at only the transit hub and two transfer stations in the city proper.

“I’m still concerned,” Sylvia said quietly as they climbed the steps to the walkway leading to the far track, “I think he needs a little more support from his friends,” She put a certain stress on the last word.

“Our AIs are just so subtle,” Jall said to Stafford as Sylvia gave him an annoyed look, “Don’t you think they’re subtle? I think they’re subtle!”

“Jall!” Sylvia sounded like she was on the verge of becoming truly upset, a rarity for the artificial woman. (Though not so rare for the real woman her programming had been modelled after.)

“Fine,” Jall sighed.

As they approached the tram, Wowryk headed towards the front car, Yanick and T’Parief towards the second car. Before anybody could really realize what was happening, Jall had managed to position himself to guide most of the other officers into the second car.

“Not you,” he said to Jeffery, giving him a firm shove into the first car.

“Whot-” Jeffery objected.

“Enjoy,” Jall said, stepping into the second car as the doors hissed shut. He looked around at the Silverado officers, minus Wowryk and Jeffery. They were staring at him with a mix of confusion, curiosity, or (in Valtaic’s case) complete lack of interest.

“What?” Jall shrugged, “Who better to give him a little encouragement and support?”

“Anybody?” Stafford asked, pinching the bridge of his nose yet again as the tram eased into motion.

“San,” Sylvia crossed her arms, “You’re either a brilliant judge of character…or an absolute moron,”



In the forward car, Wowryk and Jeffery were looking at each other with matching expressions of surprise.

“Why do ye suppose that git went and did that?” Jeffery wondered.

“More importantly, why did they all cram into one car?” Wowryk frowned, “That can’t be comfortable. I had thought Trish would want to join me here. She always enjoys sitting in the front seat,”

“Ah’ve always thought the Old Matrians should have used bigger trams on this thing. Like, subway train sized,” Jeffery chattered nervously. The tram had glided to a stop at a station just long enough for the doors to ease open, then close. “Ah mean, Ah get what they were tryin’ to do. Ninety small trams going to ninety different but specific destinations, as opposed to nine trains that each have to stop in ten places. But still, Ah think the efficiency rating would be-”

“Simon,” Wowryk cut him off as they continued their speedy trip down the track, “It’s obvious that they think we need to talk,” she gestured at the car behind them, “And that this childish idea of stuffing us in the same car was the best they could come up with. But I don’t think we have anything to talk about. Do you?”

“Nay, of course not,” Jeffery said automatically. Although really, he agreed. They’d both moved on, especially after he’d taken Carly for dinner.

They looked around, surprised, as the tram began to slow. It had passed a cluster of buildings as it approached one of the bridges leading over the central lake. It continued gliding for a few seconds before coming to a stop about a third of the way across the bridge.

“Oh, now that’s mature,” Wowryk crossed her arms.

“Whot?”

“They’re listening to us!” she snapped, “They heard us say we’re not going to talk, so now they’ve gone and stopped the tram until we actually talk! Well it’s not going to happen!”



One car back, Stafford was pushing T’Parief’s tail out of his face.

“Maybe all of us cramming into one car was a bad idea,” he said, turning in his seat to avoid the tail.

“Hey, you wanted those two talking,” Jall held up his hands, “Now they can talk,”

“Once again, we suffer due to human foolishness,” Valtaic complained.

“And you’re the one whining about it, so what does that say about you?” Yanick asked cattily.

Valtaic’s eyes widened, then he closed his mouth.

“Why didn’t we just set this thing to take us non-stop to the other side?” T’Parief asked.

“Because other people use the system too,” Sylvia said, “Somebody got on at the last station,”

“Great. Now why are we stopped in the middle of the track?” Stafford asked.

“I don’t…what?”

They followed Sylvia’s gaze and saw a man in a Starfleet uniform run past them, paying little attention to the blowing snow.

“I guess he’s going somewhere important,” Sylvia shrugged.

“Wait…what was he wearing?” Jall asked suddenly.

“Oh for…” Stafford let his head thunk against the headrest, “This isn’t the time for fashion!”



“I am most certainly getting very sick of this meddling in my personal life,” Wowryk fumed as Jeffery poked half-heartedly at the door controls, “So I’m dating a man. OK, it’s the first man I’ve seriously dated since…well, since you, I suppose. But that’s no reason to meddle, and certainly no reason to get my ex involved!”

“Hey, Ah’m dating somebody new too,” Jeffery mumbled.

“Exactly!” Wowryk nodded, “We’re moving on,”

“Um…” Jeffery was now looking past her. Ahead of them, on the track, he could see two women blocking the track, weapons drawn. Colonel Abela and Captain Simplot? A man in a Starfleet uniform was facing them. And was that…was he wearing a bomb strapped to his chest???

“Noel, Ah think we have a problem!” he gulped.

“What? Why?” Wowryk demanded, “Do you think we haven’t moved on?”

“Nay, it’s-”

“Because we ended things quite badly, after all,” Wowryk went on, “We barely spoke for months. But we both have changed since then. We have managed to become friends, haven’t we?”

“Aye, but-”

“But what?” Wowryk crossed her arms, “Simon, I have made my wishes clear. I…I respect you. I care for you. But I don’t…I don’t think I love you. You will always be special to me. But it’s time we put our efforts into dating other people,”

Jeffery watched in amazed horror as the scene outside the tram played out. A lone figure in what appeared to be a loincloth swung down from the upper bridge supports, snatching the man with the bombing vest and tossing him into the lake.

“GET DOWN!” Jeffery cried, jumping at Wowryk and pushing her to the floor.

Wowryk shouted in surprise.

“Get off me you…you…PERVERT!”

And with that, she socked Jeffery right in the eye, sending him sprawling to the floor of the tram.

Outside, there was a muffled <BOOOOOMMMM!>. Wowryk’s gaze shifted out the tram window just in time to see the nearly naked Matrian fly back through the air, sparkling as he was seized by a transporter beam. Then a wall of water crashed over the bridge, shaking the tram like a leaf in a hurricane.

“Oh,” Wowryk carefully released her left hand, which had seized the front of Jeffery’s tunic, “Ooops,”

Jeffery just groaned.



Stafford was staring out the window.

“You guys just saw a dude in a loincloth swinging off the bridge, right?” he asked slowly.

“Nope. You’ve gone insane,” Jall said cheerfully.

They clutched the various handholds as the tram was thrown around in the frigid waves of water.

There was silence for a moment.

“Do you think we should go up to the command center and help?” Yanick asked after a moment.

“Nope,” Stafford said, “I’m sure…well, fairly sure anyway, that Abela and Simplot can handle this one.”

“Not our circus,” Jall agreed, “Not our monkeys,”

“But I still think I’ll skip the cake and beam back down to the planet,” Stafford finished.

They all exchanged glances.

“Just let me get Allona,” Yanick said, “I think we’ll spend the night at our apartment in Matronus,”

“Actually, bring the cake,” Stafford told Sylvia.

“Yes sir!” she shot him a mock salute.



“I am so, so, sorry,” Wowryk said for about the tenth time as she ran a dermal regenerator over Jeffery’s black eye, “It was just a reflex,”

“Ah try to save yer life, and ye pop me one,” Jeffery grumbled. Also, for the tenth time.

“Stow it, both of you,” Stafford grumbled. They had all gathered in his condo down on the planet and had quickly sliced into the promised cake: a nicely done triple-layer affair with chocolate frosting and eight cherries, each atop a small dollop of whipped cream and spaced carefully around the outer edge. Only Valtaic was missing, having moved on to his evening…companionship.

“Nothing like a suicide bomber to make the evening interesting,” Jall quipped.

“I did have a quick chat with the CMO up on the station,” Wowryk said, still sounding embarrassed, “It was their Yynsian. Past-life problems. He’s fine now though.”

“Isn’t that a doctor-patient confidentiality thing?” Stafford asked.

“Not when it results in an explosion.” Wowryk shrugged.

“Ah,”

“Hey,” Yanick slapped at T’Parief’s fingers as he reached for a slice of cake, “No. I brought some blood-pie for you,”

“But-” T’Parief objected.

“Oh yeah,” Stafford looked up, “I forgot about his chocolate thing. Sorry.”

T’Parief gave the cake one last, somewhat longing glance as he accepted the slice of pie Yanick was holding out.

“Last thing I need is the father of my child getting re-addicted to a narcotic,” Yanick grumbled.

“Chocolate affects him like a narcotic,” Jall looked thoughtful, “Any chance vanilla affects him like a sedative?”

“Aphrodisiac,” Yanick said, “But he hates vanilla!”

“Strawberry?”

“Hallucinogenic,” this time it was Wowryk that piped up, “I did a complete neuro-chemical analysis on him after the chocolate incident.”

“For the love of God,” Stafford looked horrified, “Keep him away from the Neapolitan ice cream,”

“Well OBVIOUSLY!” Yanick rolled her eyes.

T’Parief grunted as he took the pie and retreated into the dining room.

“So Chris,” Sylvia asked, sitting in a rather comfortable chair that was somewhat wasted on a hologram, “What do you think the chances are that you could actually convince Admiral Tunney to give us another ship?”

“Hmm? Oh, between zero and none,” Stafford sighed, “After all, we’ve got our own in Shipyard Three right now.”

“There are other ships in the area” Wowryk said thoughtfully, “Surely we can be of use there,”

“Hold on,” Jall cut in, “Those ships are just patrolling the Matrian border. Working there isn’t going to do us any good. In fact, it’s worse! I may have been to almost every decent bar on this planet, but at least I can go when I want!”

Wowryk gave him a look of disdain.

“Look, I said I’ll talk to him,” Stafford sighed, “Maybe that will do you guys some good. But he’s not going to let me go ANYWHERE until I get this mountain of paperwork finished. And that’s going to take me about-”

“Four months, two weeks, three days, eight hours, twenty minutes and thirty-two seconds,” Fifebee cut in immediately.

“Please, somebody just kill me,” Stafford groaned.

“Oh, I forgot,” Sylvia said. She fell silent, her eyes staring out into space as streams of ghostly data flickered across her irises. Even her breathing seemed to stop.

Everybody but Jall looked at her. Jall had pulled out his padd and was reading a message from one of his…playmates.

“Why, would you kill him?” Yanick finally asked Sylvia.

“Did she crash or something?” Jeffery wondered, turning to the holo-relay.

“Don’t touch that!” Fifebee snapped, “It’s been glitchy enough, trying to run both of us!”

“Oy,” Jeffery looked offended.

“One moment,” Sylvia’s voice, when she finally spoke, was decidedly cool and robotic. It was the tone of voice she used when the bulk of her processing power was focused on other things.

After another moment, her eyes re-focused and her appearance resumed its usual animation.

“OK, it’s done. Sorry, I’ve been meaning to do that for a while, but it wound up at the bottom of my processing queue,” she shrugged.

“What’s done?” Stafford asked.

“All your paperwork. Just don’t send it off all at once, or Tunney will get suspicious,”

Stafford’s eyes bugged out of his head.

“It’s done?” he almost whispered, “You mean…I don’t have to spend twelve hours a day staring at a screen, copying numbers like some mindless drone?”

“You’re welcome,” Sylvia smiled.

“Wait,” Stafford frowned, “Why the HELL didn’t you do this for me a MONTH ago??? DO YOU KNOW HOW I’VE SUFFERED???”

“It was good for you, dear,” Sylvia huffed, “Besides, I’ve been…busy. I have a lot of work to do too you know, my life doesn’t revolve around you!”

“But…but…” Stafford gulped.

“Be grateful and eat your cake,” Yanick said, handing him a plate.

Stafford stared at Sylvia for another few moments. Then, reluctantly, he shut up and ate his cake.



Two days later, Wowryk was relaxing in a noodle shop in the east side of downtown Matronus when Jeffery abruptly dropped into the seat next to her.

“Ah didn’t think Ah’d see ye, Noel,” he said, “And Ah almost didn’t even recognize ye!”

Indeed, Wowryk was wearing a form-hiding sweater, tinted glasses and had her hair up in a very un-Wowryk style.

“Simon! Don’t use my name!” Wowryk hissed, looking around frantically.

“Whot?”

“I’m hard to find for a reason!” she said, speaking firmly but quietly, “I keep getting mobbed when I go out in public!”

“Oh,”

“What brings you here, Simon?” Wowryk asked, “Were you looking for me?”

“Actually, ye told me this place was amazing. So Ah thought I’d bring Mira here. Do ye mind if we join ye?

Wowryk contemplated the idea of playing third wheel to Simon and his new lady and quickly came to the conclusion that no, thanks, that wasn’t exactly her idea of a good time.

“Actually-”

“Ah, Simon, there you are,” Major Dekaire appeared at the one end of the table with two bowls of noodles in broth, “Here, try the squid noodle surprise,”

“Aye, thank ye,” Jeffery took one bowl along with a deep spoon.

“Doctor, a pleasure to finally meet you one-on-one,” Dekaire said as she sat at the table.

Wowryk look from Jeffery to Dekaire. Her plan for a private, peaceful meal had clearly crashed and burned.

But what an interesting opportunity this was, she suddenly realized. She didn’t really know anything about the new woman in Jeffery’s life…any more than Jeffery knew about Darick. And if her crewmates were worried that she and Jeffery were…well, she didn’t really know WHAT the heck they were worried about. She and Jeffery were done, they were friends, and what better way to demonstrate that then by a polite, courteous discourse with Jeffery’s new lady-friend?

“The pleasure is mine,” Wowryk said, hoping her smile looked genuine.

“Where’s…uh…Dark?” Jeffery asked, starting to fish around with his noodles.

“You mean Darik?” Wowryk corrected, “He’s on shift this evening,”

“That’s one thing I love about running my own shipyard,” Dekaire said, popping what might have been a small shrimp in her mouth, “Regular working hours,”

“How many shipyards have you worked in?” Wowryk asked.

“Two,” Dekaire was giving Wowryk an odd look, “Well, that I remember. I was a shipbuilder in the Gender Wars, but that was centuries ago. In Dreamland I designed marine pleasure craft,”

“Really? Ah didn’t know that,” Jeffery piped up, trying to get in on the conversation.

“Didn’t think you’d care,” Dekaire shrugged, “Watercraft really don’t have anything to do with starships,”

“Aye, but-”

“Anyway, after the Reawakening I was basically drafted,” Dekaire went on, “I started with restoration work in the Matria Prime orbital shipyards. And when they wanted a master shipbuilder for the Silverado project, well. Not to brag, but I am the best,”

“Fascinating,” Wowryk had a look of polite interest on her face, “It certainly seems like you’ve worked your way up,”

Dekaire gave Jeffery a look that seemed a bit too much like the one she’d given Wowryk a few moments ago.

“Simon, could you go get some akiki? Thanks.”

Wowryk blinked. She almost said something, but Jeffery just smiled and left the table.

“I wouldn’t exactly call working on an alien ship working my way up,” Dekaire said flatly after Jeffery had left, “Not when you consider that I used to design boats for everybody who was anybody in Dreamland. But it beats working in a grimy, falling apart and badly maintained station,”

“I can see that,” Wowryk replied.

Jeffery returned to the table with two different bottles.

“Ah can’t remember how ye spell ‘akiki’ in Matrian. Is it one these?” he asked, indicating the bottles.

Dekaire rolled her eyes.

“Not even close, babe,” she said, “Don’t worry, I’ll get it,”

Dekaire disappeared.

“So? What do ye think?” Jeffery asked Wowryk.

“She seems…” Wowryk trailed off, hunting for the proper word, “Good for you,”

“Whot do ye mean by that?” Jeffery demanded.

“Well, I mean she’s…she’s interested in design and engineering…type…things…”

Jeffery didn’t look convinced.

“Ye don’t like her,” he accused.

“She just doesn’t seem like she’s that interested in you!” Wowryk blurted.

“Aye? Well at least she has some understanding of intimacy!”

Wowryk bristled.

“If that’s the first thing you look for in a woman, I suggest a hologram,” she snapped.

“Tried that, didn’t work,” Jeffery snapped, referring to a holographic Orion dominatrix he’d once programmed. Not for sex, mind you, but to see if he was willing to take abuse from any woman.

“This,” Dekaire put a bottle down in front of Jeffery, “is akiki. Try some,”

Looking doubtful, Jeffery poured a small amount of the green sauce into his soup, stirred it, tasted, then winced.

“You will acquire a taste for it,” Dekaire sort of rolled her eyes.

“Have you tried much Terran food?” Wowryk asked, trying to forget the tension between her and Jeffery, “Our people may look very similar, but our foods seem to come from opposite ends of the galaxy,”

“What, you don’t like Matrian food?” Dekaire addressed the question to Wowryk, but she was looking out the window of the noodle house. Almost as though she expected somebody.

“Oh, I enjoy it,” Wowryk tried to backtrack. What was WITH this woman? “It’s just not the same as home,”

“I like…what was that strange thing you made last night, Simon?”

“Uh…macaroni and cheese,” Jeffery said. He was almost pouring water down his throat. Whatever akiki was, it was apparently spicy.

Dekaire’s gaze kept moving back to the window. Wowryk turned her head to follow it…

And that’s when three hover-vans abruptly descended on the parking space in front of the noodle house! The doors slammed open and nearly a dozen Matrians abruptly burst out.

Jeffery jumped to his feet, his hand going to the empty space on his belt where he might have worn a phaser, but Dekaire pulled him down.

“Relax, Simon, it’s just reporters,” she said.

Jeffery saw she was right. Instead of weapons, the Matrians were carrying microphones and cameras.

“Oh no,” Wowryk groaned, holding her face in her hands, “How did they find me THIS time???”

“This happens a lot?” Dekaire asked.

“You’d think they be bored of me by now,” Wowryk sighed. She marshaled herself, mentally calling out a quick prayer for patience.

“Well, you may as well make the best of it,” Dekaire said. She quickly adjusted her tunic. And that’s when Wowryk noticed something unusual:

For a woman who had just finished coming off a work shift in a shipyard, even a Matrian woman, Dekaire seemed to be dressed rather formally. Her tunic wasn’t wrinkled, like she’d been working all day. It was crisp and clean. She wore a gleaming, silver timepiece on one wrist, and while Matrian women disdained make-up, her hair was well-arranged and her face was clean and clear.

“You called them!” Wowryk accused, a sudden flash of anger coming over her, “Either when Jeffery first saw me, or when you went to get that spicy stuff!”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Dekaire sniffed, “Now smile before the cameras record you throwing a fit,”

“Wait,” Jeffery was looking from one woman to the other, a look of confusion on his face, “Noel, what are ye saying?”

“Look at her!” Wowryk snapped, “She’s not dressed for an after-work trip to the noodle shop! She planned this!”

“How dare ye!” Jeffery growled, “Ye think just because we’re shipbuilders we’re supposed to be…whot? Filthy?”

“Well, I don’t know about WE,” Dekaire remarked, “You’re an engineer,”

“HUH??”

“It takes more than the ability to fix a broken door to be a shipbuilder,” Dekaire shrugged.

Then the reporters were on them.

“Doctor Wowryk! What do you think of the vote in-”

“-recent reports of Qu’Eh spies? Will you be investigating personally?”

“Please,” Dekaire raised her hands, “Dr. Wowryk was simply joining Lt Cmdr Jeffery and I for a meal. But if you’d like to discuss the rebuild of the famous USS Silverado-”

“You fame-mongering bitch!” Wowryk snapped.

The cameras were all recording, but now Dekaire looked flustered.

“I’m not just some reporter magnet you can use because you…you…whatever it is you want!”

Wowryk started storming out.

“Please, Noel,” Jeffery grabbed her arm, “Let’s just make a nice, orderly-”

“Were you in on this, Simon?” Wowryk demanded, “I hope you wouldn’t be inconsiderate enough to go along with her plan to use me like this!”

“Nay! Ah had no clue! But ye have to understand-”

“I have to understand nothing,” Wowryk sniffed.

“Lt Cmdr Jeffery, which of these women are you-”

“Planetary Inquirer,” one reporter snapped an image of Jeffery caught between the two women, “Is it true that you’ve been trying to arrange some sort of romantic threesome?”

“NAY!” Jeffery objected.

“Good day, Simon!” Wowryk snapped, breaking free and storming out of the restaurant.



“-was just an innocent date, but the next think you know we were SURROUNDED by reporters-”

“-Ah’m on the cover the ‘The Planetary Inquisitor!’ And not in a good way!”

“-honestly think I’ve slept with every available guy on the planet-”

“HEY! ALL OF YOU, SHUT UP!” Stafford finally roared.

Wowryk, Jall and Jeffery immediately quieted. Yanick and T’Parief, who hadn’t been saying much anyway, simply watched, and Valtaic didn’t even seem to be paying attention. They’d gathered in Stafford’s office, though why they had all felt the need to come and get in his hair was beyond him.

“I’ve tried, OK?” he said, “I sent about twenty different suggestions up to Tunney as to how he could better employ us. He’s not even taking my calls anymore. I can’t go to Queen Anselia, because as soon as I even hint that we’re not happy she starts hinting that we should all be running Haven instead. And I don’t think ANY of you want that?”

There was a slow shaking of heads.

“Look people, I’m sorry,” Stafford leaned back in his chair, “I know you’re sick of this place. So am I. But the reality is that until Silverado is rebuilt and ready to go, we’re stuck here. And Simon, how long-”

<BEEP!>

Stafford sighed as he answered the comm.

“Yes?”

“Message from Admiral Tunney, Starbase 45, Priority Two,” the voice of the Matrian communications tech said.

Everybody was suddenly paying rapt attention, even Valtaic.

“Don’t get your hopes up,” Stafford grumbled, “I probably just screwed up one of the forms from last week,”

He tapped a button, and Admiral Tunney’s face appeared on his workstation.

“Admiral,” Stafford said tiredly, “Sir, if this is about-”

“Captain, shut up and listen,” Tunney said.

“Yes, sir,” This was not going to be a good conversation, Stafford could sense it already.

“Something’s come up,” Tunney went on, “And, as much as I hate it, you and your band of idiotic misfits are the best people to deal with it,”

Stafford’s eyes flickered over to his crew.

“By ‘idiotic misfits’, what do you-”

“I mean the dumb blond, the reptile freak-show, the emasculated engineer, the man-whore for men, the walking lightning bug, the bitch-doctor of death and the holographic recreation of my evil ex-wife!” Tunney snapped, with uncustomary anger.

“Uh, sir,” Stafford gulped, conscious of some very shocked and very, very angry glares being directed towards his boss.

“They’re all standing in the room with you,” Tunney finished, “I know, and I don’t care. File a harassment complaint. Or oh, wait, maybe you could…I don’t know…START SETTING EACH OTHER ON FIRE!”

“Ohhhh, so you heard about that?” Stafford gulped.

“Damn right I heard about that!” Tunney snapped, “It was in your log, for crying out loud!”

“You mean you actually READ those? Huh.”

Tunney closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“So what’s the mission?” Stafford asked, hoping to stem the tide of fury.

“This is Kallar IV,” Tunney tapped a button and a nondescript, M-Class planet appeared on Stafford’s screen, “It’s about twenty light-years from you, near the border of Qu’Eh space. A Matrian scout ship passed by last week and found that the Kallars are in contact with the Qu’Eh, but haven’t been targeted yet for ‘employment’,”

“You mean enslavement,” Wowryk spoke up.

“Exactly,” Tunney said “Now, your reports indicate that you have a warp-capable Qu’Eh ship in orbit of Matria Prime,”

“Capable doesn’t necessarily mean ‘good idea’,” Jall spoke up, “And there’s nothing wrong with being a man-”

“Warp capable,” Tunney repeated, “Captain, you and your crew will take the Qu’Eh ship to Kallar IV, under the guise of returning it to the Qu’Eh as a show of good faith. While you’re there, find out why the Qu’Eh aren’t enslaving the Kallars,”

“How do we get back?” Wowryk asked.

“You’ve got six shipyards. Build a runabout,” Tunney said flatly, “Or borrow one from the Matrians,”

“This might slow down the paperwork I’ve been working on,” Stafford said carefully. Not that it really would, Sylvia had finished it all. But anything to needle the Admiral a bit.

“Oh, that?” Tunney shook his head, “Forget it. It’s not important.”

“Forget…what?” Stafford’s jaw dropped and his eyes widened.

“Everything was already authorized,” Tunney waved a hand, “I just needed something to keep you busy and out of my hair until an actual mission turned up. Speaking of, get to work. Tunney out.”

The screen went blank.

Stafford stared at the empty screen for several seconds.

“Maybe-” Wowryk started.

“AAAAAGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!”

Wowryk, Jall and Yanick jumped as Stafford gave out a cry of frustration, anger and anguish that seemed to shake the very room before trailing off into a sort of squeak.

“Better?” Jall asked.

“AAAAAGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!” Stafford screamed again.

“Oy, mate, quit it,” Jeffery said, rubbing his ears.

“I can’t…I can’t…so many weeks!” Stafford mumbled, “So much time, wasted!”

“But we have a mission now!” Jall said, “I mean, the ship we’re supposed to take is still a death- trap,”

“Ah have to stay here and work on Silverado” Jeffery said.

“I am most certainly going,” Wowryk said, “Although the sickbay on that ship is more of a coffee shop than a hospital, I will make it work,”

“I haven’t flown anything in months!” Yanick giggled.

“Our child is NOT going on this mission!” T’Parief snapped.

“We’ll get a babysitter. This will only take a couple of days, right?” Yanick asked.

“Twenty light-years and back again? Plus the mission itself? Try a few weeks, sweetie,” Jall said.

“Well…still,” Yanick said.

Stafford looked at her in surprise.

“Don’t you want to stay here with Allona?”

“Of course I do,” Yanick said, “But I still have a job to do. And Sylvia’s been begging me to let her babysit!”

“That reminds me,” Stafford tapped his comm-panel, “Stafford to Sylvia,”

“Sylvia here. What’s up, honey?”

“The runabouts are fixed, right? The Niagra and the Asessippi?”

“They sure are,” Sylvia said pleasantly.

“How long would it take to build two more?” Stafford asked.

There was a moment of silence.

“With full access to the replicators in a shipyard, let’s say Shipyard Six, and another two dozen bots? One day,” Fifebee’s voice replied.

“I’ll see if I can arrange it,” Stafford said.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t like more?” Sylvia’s voice came back, “Six, perhaps?”

“Two is good.” Stafford frowned.

“How about four new ones, plus the two we have for an even half-dozen?”

“Two,” Stafford said flatly.

Another pause.

“Very well. Names?”

“We’ll think of that later,” Stafford rolled his eyes and cut the channel.

He looked around at his crew.

“OK people, we have a job to do! FINALLY!”



Up on the city, Sylvia and Fifebee were looking out into Shipyard Six.

“At least we got permission to use the shipyard,” Fifebee said slowly.

“Better late than never, I suppose” Sylvia agreed.

“Do you think they suspect anything?”

“Not yet,” Sylvia replied, “But I do not know how we’re going to keep this a secret for long.”

Next to them, one of the shipbuilding bots was looking expectantly at them.

“Your workmanship is excellent,” Sylva sighed, turning to the bot “We just have to work a bit on your ability to follow directions,”

She looked out at the shipyard floor. Row upon row and line after line, the space was filled with Starfleet Denube-class runabouts. More than the two Stafford wanted. More than the six Sylva tried to get him to take.

Somewhere around two hundred, in fact. Built over the course of the previous week.

“Which two should we give them?” Fifebee asked.

Sylvia blew out a frustrated breath, then shrugged.

“Does it matter?”
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Incognito

Rengs Aris and Rengs Meris were enjoying a peaceful, quiet evening in their quarters aboard Haven. Their son, now three, was sleeping in his room up on the upper level, dishes from the evening meal were humming away in the quaintly old-fashioned dishwasher conveniently located in the equally quaint, old-fashioned kitchen.

She couldn’t speak for her husband, but one thing that Meris absolutely loved about living in the city was that despite Haven basically being a huge space station, it really didn’t feel like she was living in a space station. Or a ship, for that matter. Their apartment looked into the city from the Inner Rim, and the rooftop gardens were lovely for her afternoon meditation and prayers. Her meditations had less to do with being Bajoran (a deeply spiritual people) and more to do with being an elementary school teacher. She had resumed normal classes (or as close as she could manage) after Silverado’s crew had been evacuated to the city, and although she loved ‘her’ kids, they could be a handful. Especially when that little half-Orion boy was in one of his instigating moods!

But aside from the roof gardens, the grassy park less than a ten minute walk away and the breathtaking view outside their high-rise windows, what Meris really loved about their new place was that the replicator took up only a small space in the otherwise well-equipped kitchen. Aboard Silverado it had been a struggle to book time in the single kitchen in the crew mess. Here she could cook to her heart’s content. After her afternoon prayers she could hop a tram to the one grocery store that had been permitted to open in the city, pick up whatever she needed, then be home in plenty of time to create something both healthy and nutritious for her husband and son.

Rengs Aris, on the other hand, really wished his wife would just use the replicator. Or take cooking lessons. Or something OTHER than the gastric-intestinal torture he was forced to endure every single night! This evening’s repast had something to do with stir-fry. The veggies were about right, but he really hated the Matrian obsession with seafood. Maybe if she’d at least taken the suckers off those tentacles it would have seemed a bit less creepy. And what were those, anyway? And the sauce…well, if it hadn’t burned enough on the way down, Rengs was confident it would make another fiery appearance on the way out tomorrow.

But at least the tea was indistinguishable from Bajoran tea. They sat quietly together, music playing in the background while Meris prepared her lessons for tomorrow and Aris relaxed, mentally readying himself to depart on a mission with the Hazardous Team the next day.

Rengs turned to his wife.

“When was the last time we had a quiet night like this?” he asked, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. She snuggled in next to him, placing her lesson padd down on the coffee table.

“It’s been a while,” she smiled, “You’ve been spending so much time down on the planet,”

“And I’ll be gone for at least a month on this mission,” he said glumly, “I don’t know when we’ll get the chance to sit back like this again,”

“Was sitting back all you had in mind?” she teased with a gentle smile.

Rengs leaned over to give her a kiss. The kiss deepened, the two shifting on the couch to better face each other. Hands began to move, and just as it seemed that things were going to become more heated-

The door chime range, startling both of them.

“Ohhhhh,” Rengs groaned.

“Come-” Meris started to call.

The door slid open and a burst of noise surged into the room.

“WAAA-AAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!!!”

“I told you to give her the pacifier!”

“I did. She spit it out with impressive force,”

“Well then FIND IT!”

Trish Yanick and T’Parief half walked, half fell into the Rengs residence, their infant Allona carried in a padded, portable bassinet. T’Parief had a massive baby bag slung over one shoulder, the pastel blues, pinks and yellows looking beyond out-of-place on the towering reptile. He held a large stasis case in one hand, three or four more bags in the other and an empty baby harness around his neck.

Yanick held the baby herself, along with a backpack stuffed with toys and blankets. She was gently jiggling the bassinet, trying to sooth the screaming baby.

“Perhaps it is her bottle she wants,” T’Parief suggested.

“Either that or she needs to be changed again!” Yanick said.

“Well, we just changed her before we left,” T’Parief said reasonably, “Surely she cannot have-”

“Ohhhh, yes she could have!” Yanick cut him off, “She pooped about fifteen times while you were off doing whatever it was that was more important than helping me with her!”

“Uh, he was briefing us on the mission,” Rengs tried to interject helpfully.

“Ohh, I’m sorry!” Yanick spun towards the Bajoran couple. She’d apparently forgotten whose front door she’d just stepped through. She started moving towards them, “Meris! Aris, thank you so much for-”

“Wait, your jacket is snagged on the-” T’Parief called.

<RIIIPPPP!!!!>

Yanick and T’Parief looked in horror as the baby-bag split at the seams, depositing a small mountain of diapers, wipes, bottles, first aid scanners, powder and assorted baby supplies all over the floor. The whole time, Allona continued wailing like a banshee.

“I’m so sorry!” Yanick said again. T’Parief had located the kitchen table, dumped his cargo on it and proceeded back to start picking up the mess. In the process, he somehow managed to catch his foot-claws in the thick carpet in the Rengs’ front hall. There was another loud RIP and a square foot of carpeting tore free from the floor.

Aris and Meris exchanged a look. Aris’ look said ‘We were NEVER this bad when WE were new parents’. Meris’ look, on the other hand, said ‘By the Prophets, this is EXACTLY what we were like when we were new parents’.

As one, they moved in. Meris deftly plucked Allona from the bassinet and confirmed that yes, her diaper was full. She used her free hand to snatch a few essentials from the pile on the floor and took the infant over to the coffee table for an emergency-change. Aris plucked the bags about to fall from the table, stored them by the couch and helped clean up the pile of baby supplies.

In a few moments, peace had been restored.

“Thank you so much for agreeing to watch her while we’re away,” Yanick said for the third time, “If we were taking Silverado it would be different, but a Qu’Eh ship?”

“I understand,” Meris smiled, “And what’s one more? Besides, Sylvia’s agreed to help.”

“Wowryk helped me draw up the feeding plan,” Yanick said. She opened the stasis case, revealing dozens of bottles of milk, “At least one bottle of breast milk a day, the rest can be formula. The replicator chips are there, and-”

“How, by the Prophets, did you fill all those bottles??” Aris blurted, his eyes wide.

Yanick gave him a hollow look.

“Let’s just say I’ll never look at dairy cattle the same way again,” she said flatly.

Meris eased the case shut.

“We’ll be fine,” she smiled, “We’ve done this before. You two go and have a nice mission,”

“Right,” Yanick gulped. Now that the time had come, she was finding it really hard to leave. Her baby, her little girl, was now sleeping soundly in the middle of a strange apartment, with different people watching her. She almost moved to pick her back up, but stopped herself before she could set off another bout of wailing. After a few moments of hand-wringing, she gave Meris a weak smile and moved to the door.

T’Parief, for his part, simply bent down and gave his daughter a surprisingly gentle kiss on the forehead.

Meris gently ushered them both out, then gave a sigh of relief.

“We were never that bad when we were new parents,” Aris said aloud.

“Yes we were,” Meris moved back to the couch, “In fact, I think we were worse,”

“Well, now that that’s taken care of,” Aris smiled, moving back in to resume the kiss, “Where were we?”

“You were trying to get lucky,” Meris teased, a hand moving to his belt.

“WAAA-AAAHHHHH!!!!!!”

They split apart, moving to identify and resolve the cause of this new outburst.

So much for getting lucky, Aris inwardly sighed.



“Captain on the bridge,”

Captain Christopher Rico Stafford (where the ‘Rico’ came from remained a mystery known only to his mother) paused as he stepped out of the corridor, through the open door and onto bridge of his ship.

Well, OK, it wasn’t actually HIS ship. It was a captured enemy vessel. A rather shoddy one at that, and a far cry from his own Ambassador-class starship. But for the moment, he was in command. After many long months as a Matrian Minister, hiding in the then-buried city of Haven, then working in the aftermath as basically a government drone, he finally, at long last, had a starship to command! This…this was a long-awaited moment and he just wanted to savour it.

“The first time was cute,” Commander San Jall said, standing in front of him with his arms crossed over his chest, “The second time was silly. This third time-”

“Jall, you just don’t understand how incredibly wonderful it is to be getting away from that torture-chamber Anselia calls a government complex,” Stafford replied, “If I want to enjoy this moment, that’s my captain’s prerogative,”

Jall’s expression was flat.

“I was in a REAL torture chamber, you know,” he reminded Stafford, “Being tortured. By professionals. Oh! Also K’Eleese’s amateur torture chamber.”

“Then you understand my pain,” Stafford shrugged.

“There will be no fourth time,” Jall declared, turning to the bridge proper, “You’re here, protocol is satisfied, just sit in your chair already,”

“And not to question your captain’s perogies,” Yanick spoke up, “But I can’t work like this,”

“Like what…oh,” Stafford frowned as he looked over the Qu’Eh bridge.

The chamber was large, probably half-again the size of Silverado’s comfortable bridge. There was a large viewscreen at the front, doors leading to corridors as opposed to turbolifts and a heavy security door labelled ‘Management’ off to the left. There was a helm station front and center, flanked by what were probably tactical and operations respectively. Two more workstations lay to either side of the main screen displaying ship status readouts. All this was relatively standard, although the rolling castor-wheels on the chairs were a bit unusual.

What didn’t really make sense was the massive, crescent-shaped desk that curved around the rear half of the room, almost like the horseshoe shaped tactical consoles on the Galaxy-class ships. The helm and other consoles lay in the inner part of the crescent, their backs to the desk and facing the screen. Along the rear half of the desk were nearly a dozen high-backed seats. In front of each seat on the desk was a small computer panel, a bronze nameplate and a row of buttons. There was also a circular indentation whose purpose wasn’t immediately apparent.

“Wait,” Stafford pointed at the indents, “Are those cup-holders? They’re so shallow! One bump and my coffee is all over the place!”

“That’s the first thing you noticed?” Jall asked, spreading his arms to indicate the bridge. Following his hands, Stafford did notice that there was a fair bit of hastily repaired battle damage. Singed wall panels, burns on the carpet, screens that looked like they’d been replaced with Federation equivalents that didn’t quite fit.

“Why do the chairs have castor wheels if the floor is covered in carpet?” Lt Cmdr Jane Fifebee asked.

“ARRGGGHHH!!!” Jall growled in frustration.

“I, too, am displeased with this ship,” T’Parief added.

“Well, it’s not the greatest,” Stafford admitted, “But come on, it’s not that bad, right? I mean, we’re getting away from the planet, right? So, stations, everybody! Let’s get this show on the road!”

“But-” Jall raised a finger.

“Jall, you said this thing is warp-capable, right?” Stafford asked.

“Yes, but-”

“And Sylvia finished the four new runabouts and delivered them, right?”

“She tried giving us eight,” Jall replied, “And we were supposed to get two new ones, then our original ones repaired.”

“Where did she get eight…never mind,” Stafford shook his head, “And Jeffery said that at this point you know more about Qu’Eh technology than he does, right?”

“Yes, but-”

“Then let’s go,” Stafford said firmly, “Places, everybody! Jall, where’s my seat? It’s this one, right?” He indicated the largest of the chairs lining the massive desk.

“If you don’t stop saying ‘right’ with every sentence, I’m going to shove my boot right up your-”

“Take your stations,” Stafford said, dropping into the chair. He gazed forward at the viewscreen as Lt Pye, Lt Cmdr Stern, Lt Burke and Lt Day manned the helm, tactical, science and operations panels. He didn’t recognize the ensign manning Engineering off-hand, but-

“Why is Beta shift…” he trailed off as he realized that Yanick, T’Parief, Fifebee, Valtaic, and Jall were all seated beside him at the crescent desk. Each was behind his or her counterpart on Beta shift except for Jall, who was next to Stafford. With the shape of the desk, they completely surrounded the Beta shift personnel, as well having full views of their consoles.

“We can’t POSSIBLY need this many people to run this ship!” Stafford exclaimed.

“This is what we were trying to tell you!” Yanick snapped.

“But what do you guys DO??”

“You can’t actually operate the ship from those forward panels,” Valtaic said calmly, “They allow the input of commands and access to censored ship status and sensor data,”

“And we have to sit back here and authorize everything they do on these!” Yanick complained, pointing at the small panel in front of her,”

“So just handle the controls yourself from there,” Stafford shrugged.

“It doesn’t work that way,” Jall said, “These panels can only authorize commands and censor information displayed up front. They can’t do anything without our authorization, and we can’t do any of the actual grunt work ourselves. We can only authorize it.”

“That is the STUPIDEST way to run a ship I’ve ever heard!”

“WE KNOW!” Yanick punched her panel, eliciting a discordant beep.

“Maybe there are manual controls on here,” Stafford started poking around at his armrest.

There was a beep, then a single photon torpedo shot forward on the screen.

“Didn’t see THAT one coming,” Jall cracked.

“Shut up and help me find the ‘abort’ button!” Stafford cried.

“Stern?” Jall called.

“On it,” Stern punched a few buttons on his panel. T’Parief’s panel beeped.

“Do I wish to authorize the self-destruct of the torpedo?” he asked Stafford.

“YES!” Stafford shouted, eyes growing wide as the torpedo appeared to lock itself onto Haven.

“Very well,”

T’Parief pressed the ‘authorize’ button on his panel and the torpedo obediently blew itself to smithereens.

“So, do you want to run this thing according to the owner’s manual, or do you want to try finding the lumbar support?” Jall asked.

“Shut up and open a channel to Matrian Traffic Control,” Stafford grumbled, carefully moving his hands away from the armrests, “Let’s get the hell out of here,”



“The Qu’Eh vessel is leaving orbit at full impulse,” Fifebee reported, shimmering into existence in the Shipyard Six command center.

“How long until they notice you’re gone?” Sylvia asked.

“I only have a moment,” Fifebee replied, “But I wanted to confirm that the holographic transfer protocols are working,”

“So far so good,” Sylvia shrugged, “As long as you remain here at work, you should be fine,”

“Excellent,” Fifebee nodded, “Transferring back,”

Sylvia gave her a little wave as she vanished, then turned back to her panel.

Logically, since the Shipyard Three command center had been nicknamed 3CC, they should have named this one 6CC. But that brought up memories of Fifebee’s ‘sister’ from an annoyingly perfect parallel universe. So she and Sylvia had simply come to refer to it as ‘work’. As in, ‘I’m going to work. Hopefully the bots haven’t destroyed the universe yet.’

OK, that was an exaggeration. But so far the not-quite-sentient construction bots used by the Matrians hadn’t exactly performed as expected.

It had all started so innocently enough…




Nine days ago:



The lead bot clambered towards Sylvia and Fifebee, it’s heavy mechanical limbs hissing and sighing as it moved. Its gleaning red eyes scanned the two holograms without really noticing them, its body conveyed no particular language to speak of.

There was a beep from the Matrian padd that Fifebee held. She glanced at it, reading the report from the bot.

“Repairs on the Niagara are complete,” Fifebee read. She looked over to Sylvia, “We may commence test flights at any time, though I recommend we have Lt Pye or Lt Yanick take care of that.”

“Hey, I AM a ship, who better to test one?” Syliva pointed out.

Fifebee lifted her hands in surrender, unable to argue with Sylvia’s logic.

The test flight, of course, had been flawless. The runabout performed exactly to specifications. The occupants, on the other hand…

“Why did you insist on bringing him along?” Fifebee gestured to the alpha bot as it sat motionless at one of the rear panels in the runabout cockpit.

“Why do you insist on referring to it as ‘him’?” Sylvia asked.

“My etiquette subroutines keep insisting that ‘it’ is derogatory,”

“Well, considering that ‘it’ is an inorganic without any of the inherent weaknesses of a male mammal, perhaps calling it ‘him’ is, in fact, derogatory,” Sylvia pointed out, “After all, if you kick it in the groin, its operating system won’t crash and reboot into safe mode,”

Fifebee looked at her oddly.

“That doesn’t seem like something you would say,” she said.

Sylvia smiled.

“Oh, I still love my organic boys and girls,” she said, “But you can’t deny that this is a really interesting opportunity for us! A chance to consider the other side of our family tree, so to speak,”

Fifebee didn’t see the connection.

“They are not our parents. Nor are we theirs.”

“No, but if our designers had decided to give us physical bodies instead of hard light in your case and software virtualization in mine, we might have been very like them,”

“Thank the designers that didn’t happen,” Fifebee commented, “Though of course you were an accident, not a design,”

“Jane, organic or artificial, it’s never polite to point that out!”

“I apologize,” Fifebee inclined her head.

They returned the runabout to the small Shipyard 3 workshop they’d been using, carefully navigating around the cloud of junk that surrounded Silverado’s gutted carcass…a very unpleasant experience for Sylvia.

“We should find a better place to work,” she said, looking out at the exposed structural members of her ‘body’, “This is getting old, fast. And this place has five other shipyards, completely empty! Surely we can get permission to use one,”

“Doubtful, with the current administration,” Fifebee remarked, “It is a pity, really. Now that we know the bots can do a proper reconstruction of a damaged runabout, the next logical step is to attempt to build one from scratch,”

“Sweetie, I could quote about two hundred regulations that would make that pretty much impossible,” Sylvia sighed, “But yes, that would be nice,”

She turned to the bot.

“Wouldn’t it?”

The bot simply stared at her.





One week ago…



“I am Jane 5-B, sentient hologram,” Fifebee said as her program initialized and her holographic body took form, “What??? I was defragmenting! Couldn’t this have waited until morning?”

“It wasn’t me,” Sylvia said, her face displayed on the side of the small Federation computer core that was running her program, “One moment,”

She materialized practically on top of Fifebee.

“Hey!”

“Sorry. We should fix that,”

“Or get a second holo-relay!”

Sylvia paused.

“Good idea,”

The looked at each other.

“If you didn’t…” they both started, “Then who?”

The looked around the workshop and quickly spotted one of the alpha bots next to a console. The interface padd was beeping softly.

“Did it…did it wake us up by itself?” Sylvia wondered.

Fifebee said nothing, simply grabbed the padd.

“It’s asking us to go to Shipyard 6,” she said.

“Such initiative!” Sylvia said happily.

Fifebee hesitated before she replied. This wasn’t exactly an action in favour of her theory that the bots were simply dumb automatons.

“This is…unusual.” she admitted.

The need for Fifebee’s relay prevented them from simply transferring themselves to the shipyard, but the trip through the tram system was fairly swift. The bigger problem presented itself when they arrived at the shipyard only to find it sealed off.

“Why would they ask us to come to a sealed off-”

Fifebee was cut off as the door abruptly opened.

“Never mind,” she finished.

They stepped through the door, which immediately closed behind them.

Both women were surprised to see that the corridors around the shipyard were brightly lit. With the exception of Shipyard 3 and the Silverado reconstruction project, Haven’s shipyards had been kept shut down. Feeling uneasy, they made their way quickly to the command center. Most of the panels were dark, but one or two were blinking. A single construction bot, the other alpha from the second team that had been working on the runabouts, stood near the windows looking down into the shipyard.

“Hello?” Sylvia asked gently, “Can we help you?”

The bot regarded them quietly for a moment, then pointed down into the shipyard.

A single beam of light shone down from the ceiling, down dozens of decks of open space, to illuminate a small patch of floor. Sitting at the exact center of the light, surrounded by the bot team, was a Danube-class runabout.

“Is that…” Fifebee trailed off.

“They built us a new runabout,” Sylvia marvelled, “From scratch! Oh, this is amazing! Their cognitive and analysis subroutines must-”

“Nobody told them to build a runabout,” Fifebee said, looking worried, “Or that they could use this shipyard,”

“They must have overheard us,” Sylvia turned to the alpha, “This is wonderful! We’re so pleased!”

“Just maybe ask us next time,” Fifebee commented.

The bot looked at them blankly.

“I’m sure they understand,” Sylvia smiled.





Present day…



Now, sitting by herself in the same control center, looking down at the hundreds of runabouts lining the shipyard floor, Sylvia sighed.

“They didn’t understand,” she said.



“Fifebee? Hello? Anybody home?”

The second her program transferred back to the Qu’Eh vessel she became aware that someone was speaking to her.

“I apologize,” she said, “My mind had…wandered.”

“No kidding,” Commander Jall said, “But now that you’re paying attention, maybe you can answer our question?”

The ship was still within the Matrian solar system, though Fifebee saw that they would be able to engage the warp drive shortly. While her program had been back on Haven her body here had continued to be projected by an emitter Jeffery had rigged on the Qu’Eh ship’s bridge. It was incapable of interaction without her program, but a recording device she had rigged allowed her to quickly determine what Jall was talking about.

“Are we expecting to pass through anybody else’s territory on our way to Kallar IV?” Stafford repeated himself…making her entire recording plan completely redundant.

Fifebee accessed her database.

“Our course will take us past two abandoned Matrian colonies,” she replied, “Near a Senousian outpost. And past a colony belonging to the Tapart.”

“Who-” Jall started.

“The Tapart are a non-humanoid race,” Fifebee barely even paused, “There were several attempts by the Matrians to enslave them as soldier-slaves during their dark time, but the Tapart fought them off. The Matrians have since made some attempts at diplomatic relations since the Reawakening, but the Tapart do not seem interested.”

“Hmm. Jall, you fixed the shields on this thing, right?” Stafford asked.

“Do I even need to answer that?”

“Yes,” Yanick, Fifebee, Valtaic, Stern, heck, everybody on the bridge said immediately.

Jall rolled his eyes.

“They’ll work at 75% or so. Except the aft shields. I couldn’t get them past 50% for some weird reason.”

“Uh, dumb question,” Yanick spoke up, “Did anybody bother to TELL any of these people we’re flying around in a bad-guy ship?”

This time it was Stafford’s turn to roll his eyes.

“Of course I did, Trish,” he said, “I prepped the message, got Queen Anselia’s approval, and I made sure the new Defence Minister took care of it,” he said, “Now, can we power up the warp drive and get this tub in gear?”

“Yup,” Jall nodded. He tapped at his panel for moment, frowned, then smacked himself lightly on the forehead.

“I forgot,” he said, “Valtaic, I need you to authorize me to make a command link with Engineering,”

Valtaic sighed, then looked at his panel.

“How?” he asked.

“Oh, wrong panel,” Jall told him, “You’re at the External Ops panel. Scoot over to the Ship Systems Ops panel,”

Valtaic moved over one seat.

“No, that’s Personnel Ops,” Jall said.

“How many Operations Officers does this ship have?” Stafford demanded.

“It’s supposed to have five,” Jall said.

“That is STUPID!”

“Yup. Valtaic?”

Valtiac found the desired control. Jall tapped away for a moment, then a voice came over the comm.

“Sage here. Finally! Can somebody tell me why I can’t call the bridge? It says I need author-”

“Don’t ask,” Stafford and Jall chorused, “Just bring the warp core online,”

“Uhh…it says I need somebody to authorize-”

“OH FOR FUCKS SAKE!” Stafford shouted, “Jall, this has to be a joke, right? NOBODY would actually DESIGN a ship like this!”

Jall sighed.

“Just press the little orange button on your panel. The sooner we get to warp, the sooner we can go find the bar,”

Stafford pushed the button.

“Warp core online,” Sage reported.

“Yanick, plot a course and…I mean,” Stafford frowned, “Sorry, I mean Lt Pye, plot us a course and take us out of here, Warp 6,”

“Uhhh…” Pye bit his lip.

“OK, Yanick, you authorize Pye to plot a course and take us-”

“Actually,” Jall said, “you and I have to authorize the destination, then Pye plots the course-”

“Jall?” Stafford said, very quietly.

“Yeah?”

“Let’s just blow this ship up, OK?”



After about half an hour of trial-and-error, they managed to get the Qu’Eh vessel on course and into warp. The engines were making an odd sort of whine, but Jall just shrugged and said ‘Sage thinks it’s fine’. With the ship on course and a quiet trip expected, most of Alpha shift made their way out of the bridge, leaving the Hazardous Team to press the authorization buttons.

“I’m starting to wonder if that was such a good idea,” Stafford frowned as they walked down the corridor to a room labelled ‘Recreation & Dining’.

“What? You’d rather have the HT at the controls?” Jall asked.

“Well, they’d only be able to do what Beta shift authorized them to do,”

“They would still find a way to cause havoc,” T’Parief joined the conversation, “They are better off with the simpler job. Trust me.”

“Guess we just have to find something to keep our minds off the threat of impending Hazardous Team doom,” Yanick tried to joke as the doors opened.

“Sage is keeping himself busing rigging a temporary holo-relay for Fifebee,” Jall said, “Maybe we can find something on the rec deck,”

Unfortunately, Qu’Eh recreation didn’t appeal to them.

“Quality of Bowel Movement?” Stafford read from one of the padds scattered on the floor of the large room that seemed half restaurant, half casino.

“The HT trashed a room like this on the ship I was held captive aboard,” Jall said, tossing aside a ‘Quality of Morning Commute’ form, “Stern said they seemed to be placing bets on the overall quality scores for everything,”

“I remember,” Yanick nodded, “Let’s not do that,”

They walked past the quality score tables, the averaging stations and the various other data-analysis tools to the restaurant portion of the room. An unpleasant odour became detectable. They came around a low partition, finding themselves face-to-face with a buffet table full of rotten food and two Qu’Eh corpses. Equally rotten.

“Jall, I thought, you cleaned this place up!” Stafford complained.

“I guess we missed this room,” Jall shrugged, “Come on, there’s a room labelled ‘Employee Dining’ three decks down.

Employee Dining wasn’t any better. True, there were no rotting corpses, but it was also true that the Qu’Eh apparently didn’t believe in putting much effort into feeding their ‘employed’ races.

“Eight different kinds of alien pasta,” Stafford said, poking through the storage area of the kitchen, “And nothing to put on it. Not even butter.”

“And no replicators?” Yanick asked.

“I have located food synthesizers,” Valtaic called from the back, “However, they appear to be very limited, bulk production units. If you desire more alien pasta or high-protien paste, they will suffice. But that is all,”

“At least we won’t starve?” Yanick.

“Jall, any other bright ideas?” Stafford sighed.

“Starvation? Yanick’s point aside, it might be preferable. At least we’ll have six-packs!” Jall said brightly.

“Maybe the Captain’s quarters has a replicator!” Yanick suggested.

“You mean the Manager?” Jall shook his head, “Maybe it did, once. But that whole section took a torpedo hit. We didn’t even bother to rebuild it, just patched up the big hole in the hull.”

“Wow,” Stafford shook his head, “Maybe we should have thought of this BEFORE we went on a month long trip,”



Back on Haven, Sylvia was analyzing the program code controlling the construction bots. The two alphas were standing behind her, silent as always. In front of her, several large screens were showing computer code, the characters scrolling by at incredible speeds. One by one, the screens stopped and went blank.

“I can’t find anything wrong with you boys,” Sylvia said, turning to the two alphas, “Which I guess is good news, right?”

The bots were silent.

“We really need to fix this speech thing,” Sylvia sighed. “Would you like that?”

The two bots seemed to regard each other for a moment, then turned back to her. The bot interface beeped.

Sylvia picked up the padd and reviewed the output. There were several lines of computer code displayed, which basically translated to ‘Command unclear. Please provide properly formatted input’. Just like asking an old-style PC whether or not it wanted a new sound card.

“Jeffery to Sylvia,”

“Sylvia here,” she tapped her comm-badge, “How are you, Simon?”

“Still tryin’ to figure out why Dekaire’s so mad at me,” Jeffery said glumly, “Oh, and maybe a wee bit worried about our friends out on that crappy Qu’Eh ship!”

“You were the one who said you were too busy with Silverado to go on that mission,” Sylvia pointed out.

“And with all the crap that’s gone missing!” Jeffery was sounding a bit angry now, “Did ye know we had another ten tonnes of refined durainium disappear? Not ta mention about a hundred cubic meters of replicator mass! If Ah don’t sort this out before Abela gets word of it, Ah’ll be standin’ over a subway vent in me kilt!”

“What?”

“Ye sure ye can’t run some sort of ‘resource analysis algorithm’, maybe tell me somethin’?”

“If that is what you wish, I can certainly attempt it,” Sylvia said, choosing her words very carefully. She glanced out at the hundreds of runabouts, certain of EXACTLY where Jeffery’s missing materials were. She couldn’t flat-out lie to him, but she also didn’t really want to admit just who had been thieving all that material. And the material Jeffery was reporting as missing couldn’t be enough to build the hundreds of runabouts out there. Most likely, there were stockpiles in the other shipyards that nobody had bothered checking yet.

“Or,” she offered, “I can analyze some of the shipyard security processes for you? Identify where your holes might be?”

“Thanks, Sylvia,” Jeffery cut the channel.

She rose from the seat, put on her best motherhood face, and turned to the alphas.

“Now, you boys have done a wonderful job with the runabouts,” she said, “But you can’t just take things that don’t belong to you. Those materials belong to…well, at least some of them belong to Jeffery. And the rest are probably needed for Haven. So as much as I love what you’ve done, I need you to take all those runabouts apart and put everything back where you found it.”

The bots regarded each other again. This time, the interface let out a flat BLAAATTT sound.

Sylvia read over it. It held nearly two pages of error lines that basically boiled down to <Error. Command unclear, please repeat.>

She crossed her arms.

“Listen, I may look like an organic, but I’m as much a computer as you two,” she said, “I know you can’t actually say ‘But moooom, I don’t want to do that!’, but this is as close as your programming lets you get get.”

The padd bleeped again.

<Please specify command parameters.>

“I’ve pulled all these tricks and MORE on organics when I didn’t want to do as they said,” Sylvia said sharply, her hand hovering warningly over the panel, “Don’t make me interface directly with you two!”

The bots paused a moment more, then turned and stepped out of the room. Sylvia wasn’t sure, but it looked like the one on the left was sulking a bit. Dismissing the idea, she returned to her workstation and to the window looking down into the shipyard itself.

Down in the shipyard, Sylvia could see the two bot teams start to dismantle one of the runabouts. After a few moments, the alphas arrived and began facilitating the work.

Sylvia gave a sigh of relief.

“That settles that,” she said.



“This,” Yanick said, “is pathetic,”

The senior staff had searched the Checklist, the ship name that Stafford and Jall had finally agreed on after about half an hour of bickering. And two threats by T’Parief to bang their heads together if they continued to bicker. Finally, after several hours of deck-by-deck searching, they’d managed to find a stash of emergency rations that had been seized from one of the Senousian ships that the Qu’Eh had captured during their occupation of Matria Prime. The organic members of the senior staff were eating, while Fifebee had shut herself down after they left the sparse holo-coverage Jeffery’s engineers had managed to hastily install. Sage wasn’t going to be able to fully duplicate her relay, but was hoping to rig at least a short range, portable emitter than could be linked to a runabout computer. About five hundred years behind the fully self-contained emitter Voyager’s Doctor used, but it would suffice.

“I’m just a little creeped out that the Senousians include condoms in their survival packs,” Stafford grunted.

“Oh, I’ll take that,” Jall deftly snagged it from Stafford’s ration pack.

“Who could you POSSIBLY…no,” Wowryk raised a hand as she cut herself off, “I don’t want to know.”

“Nobody on this ship, sister,” Jall said with disdain, “But you know, it’s always better to have it and not need it…”

“So, what’s the story behind that thing with you, Jeffery and his new girlfriend,” Yanick asked Wowryk, somewhat randomly, “It was in all the papers,”

Behind Wowryk, Jall and Stafford were both making frantic ‘NO’ gestures.

But Wowryk just blew her breath out through her lips.

“It’s not Jeffery’s fault,” she said, “At least, I’m very certain he didn’t know what was going on. But Dekaire…she planned the whole thing. I don’t know why. Maybe she just wants her time in the spotlight. But she showed up at the restaurant all dressed up, called the reporters over and tried to…I don’t know.”

“Nice cloths seems like pretty flimsy evidence,” Stafford said.

“What do you know about nice clothes?” Yanick, Wowryk and Jall all said in unison.

“Sorry,” Stafford muttered, digging back into his ration pack.

“She’s right though,” Jall said, “Those shipyard workers usually come off shift pretty ripe.”

“Perhaps she simply wanted to be dressed nicely in public,” Valtaic suggested, “Even in my culture, there are certain social expectations,”

“How could she have known you’d be there?” Yanick asked Wowryk, “I mean, what are the odds? She and Jeffery could have beamed anywhere on the planet, right?”

“She has access to Haven’s sensors,” Jall said, “She could have looked for Wowryk’s comm-badge,”

“Then why doesn’t every reporter that wants to talk to her do that?” Yanick asked.

“All the Starfleet locator beacons are classified,” Stafford answered that one, “You need security access,”

“Which Dekaire has,” Wowryk finished.

They ate in silence for a few minutes.

“Are you going to talk to Jeffery when you get back?” Yanick asked.

“I suppose. Although I assure you it’s not necessary to lock us in a transit tram this time,” Wowryk answered.

“C’mon, that was fun!” Jall said.

Their banter was cut short as the comm chirped.

“Senior officers to the bridge,” Stern’s voice rang over the channel, “We have a ship on sensors, coming in with shields up and weapons hot!”

“Uh-oh,” Stafford gulped.



“Incoming ship will be in weapons range in one minute!” Lt Bithe called from tactical, “It’s a Senousian attack vessel!”

“Open a channel!” Stafford barked as he stepped onto the bridge.

“We’ve been trying for the past ten minutes!” Stern growled, “If we could have, we would have!”

“Oh come on, how hard could it be?” Stafford took his place at the authorization desk, “Bithe? Open the channel,”

Bithe pressed a button, and a message appeared on Stafford’s screen.

<We are sorry, access to the employee message vetting and censorship network is currently offline. Please try again later.>

“Huh?”

“I guess the Qu’Eh don’t trust their employees to talk to other ships for them,” Jall shrugged.

“Fine. T’Parief?” Stafford turned to the reptile as he took his own place at the desk.

T’Parief tapped at his panel.

<We are sorry, access to the management message vetting and censorship network is currently offline. Please try again later.>

“I guess they don’t trust each other to talk to other ships either,” Stafford said.

“They’re firing on us!”

The ship shook hard as phaser blasts hit the shields. There was a sort of groaning sound as the star- lines on the main screen collapsed back into stars.

“We’ve dropped out of warp,” Pye reported, “At least, I think we have. Yanick, can you give me access to the velocity readout?”

“Hmm? Oh. Sorry,” Yanick tapped her panel.

Stafford pinched his nose.

“Look, anytime the Qu’Eh called us, it was Chairman P’tarek, or Manager Kalmers, or some leadership type,” Jall said, “Maybe the captain’s station is the only one capable of communications!”

“Right,” Stafford scanned his panel as the ship shook again, “Here!” He stabbed a button labelled ‘Communications’. According to his tricorder, anyway.

“Warning,” the dry, male voice of the ship’s computer spoke, “You are attempting to establish an outgoing communication to an enemy vessel without having agreed to the standard Terms and Conditions of Use of the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority Communications System. Would you like to read the Terms and Conditions now?”

“What? NO!” Stafford barked.

“Communications are now offline,” the computer said.

“Wait, no! I mean, yes, I’ll read them!” Stafford cursed.

“Shields at 60%!” Bithe reported.

A holographic readout appeared in front of Stafford. Lines and lines of tiny Qu’Eh text filled the screen.

Jall tapped for a moment, and the text changed to Standard.

“First thing I figured out how to do,” he told Stafford.

“Hurry!” T’Parief snapped, “Or let me return fire!”

“The Senousians are our allies, we can’t shoot them!” Jall snapped back.

“Or what, they’ll hump us to death?” Stafford laughed, “God, I’ve actually sort of missed this. The rush! The adrenaline! The life or death-”

The ship shook again, this time knocking him to the deck.

“Never mind, I’m over it,” he said, pulling himself back into his seat, “Ok, where’s the ‘I accept’ button?” He scrolled through the document to the end, then hit the appropriate button.

“Warning. Sensors indicate you did not actually read the document. Continuing is not recommended.” the computer said.

“I’ll read it when we’re not about to be blown up!”

“Interpreting sarcastic answer as ‘Understood’,” the computer said.

There was a beep, then communications came online.

“Senousian ship! This is Captain Christopher Stafford of the USS Silverado!” Stafford said quickly, “My crew and I are returning this ship to the Qu’Eh in order to…well, just never-mind why. But we’re friendlies!”

“You have to hold down on the ‘talk’ button to speak,” Jall whispered to him.

Never, in the years they had served together, had Stafford ever been so close to punching his First Officer right in the face over something that wasn’t even his fault. But he took a deep breath, held his finger down on the ‘talk’ button and repeated his greeting.

“This is Captain Strupon of the Senousian vessel Duality,” an attractive (but weren’t they always?) Senousian woman said as her face appeared on the screen, “Transmit your authentication code, please.”

Stafford blinked.

“I have a Senousian authentication code?” he stuttered.

“Of course, it was assigned to you,” Strupon glanced at a padd, “nearly four years ago. After our first…unfortunate meeting. Code, please,”

“Look, I don’t remember any code,” Stafford said, “Did you people even tell me what it was?”

“Prefect Telfidi did, according to the notes here,”

“Hey, Telfidi didn’t give me anything but a case of…um…forget it. But she didn’t give me a code!”

Another Senousian appeared on screen briefly, whispering in Strupon’s ear. Strupon nodded, then turned back to Stafford.

“My First Officer was present during the reception for you crew, following the defeat of the Matrian Mistress Laurette,” she said, “So there is perhaps an alternative. Something that no Qu’Eh would be familiar with,”

“We’re open to alternatives,” Jall said diplomatically.

“Tell us,” Strupon said seriously, “The one about the Klingon, the Ferengi, and the bottle of soya sauce,”

Stafford face-palmed.



“I have to go,” Fifebee said suddenly, “The Checklist is under attack,”

“I never would have let Chris name it that,” Sylvia said as Fifebee disappeared, her program transferring back to the Qu’Eh ship. Alone again, she contemplated the progress they’d made.

Half the runabouts were gone. Dismantling them had taken a lot less time than building them. Soon, once all the material had been returned to the various cargo bays around the city, she would be able to convince Jeffery it was all an unfortunate clerical error.

She contemplated the chip that she and Fifebee had been discussing before the Science Officer had been pulled away. It had been no small matter of debate between the two of them, and Fifebee had been very clear on her point of view.

“Why do you insist on humanizing them?” Fifebee had demanded.

“It’s not about humanizing,” Sylvia said, exasperated, “I’m just getting sick of hunting for that interface padd anything they want to tell us something! Speech subroutines would make things so much easier!”

“If you want to make talking to them easy, use the direct data link protocols and we’ll just link with them ourselves,” Fifebee shot back.

“Well that’s great for us, but we’re not the people who will be dealing with them the majority of the time!” Sylvia had returned, “And besides that’s…well…”

Fifebee had arched an eyebrow.

“It’s like when organic parents have to spank their children in order to force them to obey,” Sylvia explained, “I know the bots don’t like it. And I don’t like it unless it’s absolutely necessary!”

Fifebee considered this for a moment, then nodded.

“I concede that point,” she admitted, “But it is still a slippery slope. These bots were not meant to be sentient, and if we start adding things that their original designers did not intend…”

“My original designers certainly did not intend ME,” Sylvia said, haughtily.

“We are most fortunate that you were…helpful,” Fifebee said, “Instead of evil,”

“Exactly! Giving these bots better abilities may be exactly what we need!” Sylvia pressed, “Never mind the benefits to shipbuilding, we could create a fascinating new culture!”

“Like Slezar?” Fifebee pointed out.

“Don’t bring T’Parief’s father into this. Besides, that turned out OK, right?”

“I still believe it is risky,” Fifebee said. At that moment she froze as data came in from her remote link to the Clipboard.

“I have to go,” Fifebee said suddenly, as we’d known she would. “The Checklist is under attack,”

Now, sitting by herself, Sylvia had to admit that maybe Fifebee had a point. Maybe making changes to the bots wasn’t the best of ideas.

Maybe, she realized, what she needed was an objective opinion.

She grabbed Fifebee’s holo-relay, grateful it had been left for her use while Fifebee contented herself with temporary emitters, then went off to find Jeffery.



“That is a horrible joke,” Captain Strupon said, staring through the screen back at Stafford, “I don’t know why Prefect Telfidi thought it was so funny,”

“Wait,” Jall spoke up, “If you didn’t already know the answer, how do you know the one we gave you is the right one? And how does that prove it’s even us?”

Everybody shot Jall poisonous looks.

“What?” he asked.

“We have several victims of the Qu’Eh among our crew,” Strupon said, “They assure us you are not Qu’Eh.”

“Bigger question,” Fifebee jumped in, “Did you not receive the notification from the Matrians that we were travelling this route in an enemy vessel?”

“We did not,” Strupon replied immediately.

“Could you check again?” Stafford asked as the poisonous looks moved to his direction, “Because I’m very sure I sent that memo!”

Strupon tapped away at an unseen panel.

“No messages from Matria Prime for the last five days,” she said, “I suggest you sort that out. You’re on course for Tapart space. And they aren’t as understanding as I am. Duality out.”

“They’re moving off,” Bithe reported, “They’ve jumped into warp,”

“Shit!” Jall exclaimed, “We should have asked them for food!”

“More than that,” Valtaic said, frowning as he leaned forward to look over Lt Day’s Ops panel, “Lieutenant, please attempt to open a long-range communications channel,”

“Oh, don’t start this again!” Stafford groaned.

Day tapped some buttons, which Valtaic quickly authorized. This time a different warning message came up.

<Long-range communication protocols are unavailable>, both their panels informed them.

“Something must have been damaged in the fight,” Jall said nervously.

Stafford looked at him.

“Then go fix it,” he said.

“Uhhh…right,” Jall bit his lip.

“Get Sage to help you! He’s an engineer, right?”

“Yeah. Yeah, that.” Jall took off in a hurry.



Jeffery was in 3CC with Major Dekaire.

“Nay, ye can’t do the computer core rebuild with the bots,” he was saying, sounding almost angry, “Ah mean, the physical core structure, aye. But the isolinear systems should be done by hand. And non-Starfleet personnel can’t even THINK about touchin’ the bio-neural stuff!”

“Simon, you’re being ridiculous,” Dekaire sad, exasperated, “Do you know how long it will take to sort all those chips by hand? The bots can do it in a fraction of the time!”

“Ye can’t just rely on technology to solve yer problems,”

“Says the man who has not one but TWO artificial officers on his crew!”

“Technically, I’m not an officer,” Sylvia said pleasantly as she walked in, Fifebee’s relay in tow, “Actually, the crew hardly even saw me the last few months aboard Silverado.” She turned to Dekaire, putting a conspiratorial expression on her face, “I had so much on my mind, I’m afraid I was ignoring them a bit,”

“Hmmm,” Dekaire didn’t exactly smile.

” Jeffery, you’re being silly,” Sylvia said, “There is no reason at all the bots can’t handle the computer core rebuild. In fact, I’m sure they’d relish the challenge,”

“They’re robots,” Dekaire said, “They don’t have feelings,”

“They still like carrying out their designed function,” Sylvia huffed, “I think the work Fifebee and I have achieved with the dozen you’ve given us has proven that,”

“Please,” this time Dekaire made a Matrian gesture of irritation, “It has nothing to do with the bots. They simply accept commands. You and the hologram probably just manage things more efficiently than Simon does,”

“Hey,” now Jeffery looked hurt.

“Well, why don’t you designate a few more alpha bots?” Sylvia suggested, “You have, what, thirty six different alphas working on thirty six different aspects of the reconstruction? Six alphas organizing those would probably help a lot,”

Jeffery looked thoughtful. Dekaire, on the other hand, did not.

“That is counter-indicated by the operator’s manual!” she hissed.

“Why?” Jeffery asked.

“I don’t know! And there aren’t any Old Matrians around to ask!”

“There’s Colonel Abela,” Sylvia suggested.

“Who knows NOTHING about shipbuilding,” Dekaire snapped, “Now, you people hired me because I am the master shipbuilder here! You can either accept my experience, or you can screw off and do it yourself!”

Before anybody could answer, she turned away.

“Come on, Simon!” she called over he shoulder, “Let’s upload the new instructions to the alpha facilitating the core rebuild.

“Simon,” Sylvia tried again.

“She is the expert,” Jeffery said glumly.

Sylvia let out a frustrated breath as she grabbed the holo-relay and started back towards the tram station. She hadn’t even been able to talk to Jeffery about the bot issue! Dekaire was officially becoming a problem. And the worst part was, she was a highly competent and skilled problem.

Which meant that the best way to undermine her would be to out-perform her.

Which meant her bots had to become the best bots ever. Just as soon as they finished cleaning up that rather large runabout-building mistake she’d made.



A day later, Stafford found Jall, Sage, Marsden and Day all gathered in a massive room labelled ‘Communications’ in ugly Qu’Eh script.

“Wow,” he remarked, “This place is huge,”

“This is a race that uses call centers instead of forced labour camps,” Jall said darkly, “Of course they’re a bit communications obsessed,”

“And yet,” Fifebee’s voice said over the comm, “Didn’t bother to develop holograms,”

“No emitters down here,” Sage explained, seeing the confused look on Stafford’s face, “We only had time to put them on the bridge and one of the science labs. And the mini-relay needs a bit more work,”

“Why didn’t she bring her…wait. Sylvia must have needed it,” Stafford nodded. He crossed his arms, “So, what’s wrong with the long-range comms? We’ve been flying without them for over a day now, and we’ll be getting close to Tapart space very, very soon,”

“Well, there is no problem,” Jall said, tossing the odd instrument he was using to probe circuits over one shoulder, “Everything checks out.”

“Well, that’s great,” Stafford grinned, “I’ll just go clear this up with Matria Prime, and we can NOT get shot at by people thinking we’re the bad-guys,”

“No, he means there’s no problem with any of the communications arrays,” Sage said, “This frickin’ ship has so much communications bandwidth we could run half the Federation from here. But we can’t get any sort of outgoing channel to open!”

“Did you author-”

“YES I AUTHORIZED IT!” Jall snapped. He took a breath and calmed himself.

“The problem is somewhere in the software/hardware interface,” Marsden said. He’d taken plenty of extra training to become the Hazardous Team’s technology guy, “Making a long-range subspace link isn’t like dialling an old-fashioned telephone. There are HUNDREDS of parameters that need to be set…and that’s just control signals to the transceiver to actually get a signal into subspace! Then it has to go in the right direction, and you need all the routing protocols for the receiving end. And something here is screwing that up!”

“That’s putting it simply,” Sage said with just a hint of condescension.

They stared at the exposed circuitry for a moment.

“I have an idea,” Fifebee said, “But you have to promise not to get angry,”

“Why would we get angry?” Stafford asked.

“Because,” Fifebee was very matter-of-fact, “We, that is, Sylvia and I, installed a holographic transmission interface so that I could transfer my program back to Haven to assist her with our…special project,”

Stafford blinked.

“Why would we get angry?” he asked again, “You could have just told us that days ago,”

“That’s what I told Sylvia,” Fifebee’s voice was flat, “But she wants to keep our work a ‘surprise’,”

“Every time I think she’s becoming nothing like Mom, she goes and does something that Mom would do,” Stafford wasn’t sure whether to laugh or cringe.

“So we transfer you back, you fix things at the Matria Prime end with our…travel clearance…then you transfer back,” Jall said, “Also, are you sure your tampering didn’t CAUSE THIS PROBLEM??”

“Did long-range comms work when we left Haven?” Fifebee asked, “And for some time afterword, right up until we were fired upon?”

“Well, yes,”

“Then no, it did not. And no, I already tried transferring back to Haven. My transmission interface is also no longer able to properly access the transceiver array,”

“But at least it’s a piece of Federation technology I can work with,” Jall said, slamming the open panel shut and grabbing his tools, “Where is this thing?”

“Two panels up,”

Jall blinked, opened the indicated panel, and dropped his tools back onto the floor.

“Oh yeah, there it is,” Sage said, sounding confused.

“What’s wrong?” Stafford asked.

“Nothing, I just thought we’d have to go a bit further to find it is all,” Sage shrugged.

“Hey, do we have any food?” Jall asked.

“Two more days of ration packs and all the dry alien pasta you can eat. And the HT has a few people scouting around the ship.” Stafford said glumly.

“Runabout replicators?” Sage asked.

“Fresh from the shipyard. Nobody uploaded anything into them before we left,” Jall answered that one, “As soon as we get this stuff working, we’ll have Haven send us some patterns.”

“Maybe we should have a meeting,” Stafford wondered, “We haven’t had a starship senior staff meeting in months,”

“I have better things to do,” Jall muttered, plugging a padd into the holographic transmission interface, “But knock yourself out,”



Yet another day later, Sylvia was staring out into Shipyard Six with a look of satisfaction on her face. All the ‘extra’ runabouts had been dismantled. The materials used in their construction had been returned to their original forms: pressed duranium ingots, tanks of replicator mass and a few storage containers of rare elements and minerals. Their deuterium and anti-deuterium fuels had been returned to Haven’s own storage system via shipyard links, and everything appeared to be going properly.

Wait.

Sylvia frowned. Two problems crossed her mind the instant she noticed the bots progress. First, the bots were supposed to be finished the day after TOMORROW, not today. There should still be four dozen runabouts down there. And second, there were now four dozen bots instead of one dozen.

She looked quickly around the room, but none of the alphas were present. She jumped into the express lift down to the shipyard floor, walked out to the ranks of bots and quickly found one of the original alphas.

“What’s going on?” she demanded. She cursed as she realized she’d left the interface padd up in the shipyard. But the alpha simply plucked an identical padd from one of its compatriots and handed it to her.

There were pages of output data. Sylvia quickly skimmed through it.

“You activated another three dozen bots from Shipyard Six storage???” she exclaimed, “Without anybody authorizing it?”

The padd beeped, and she skipped down to the newest data.

<Instructions were to have the runabouts dismantled as soon as possible,> she read, <Extra labour resources were required and available,>

“But you’re not…your programming should have brought you to Fifebee and myself to consult!”

The next line to appear sent a chill through her software.

<Designer Fifebee is not aboard Haven. Proper Designer consensus not possible>

“Fifebee and I aren’t your designers,” she said, “We just…look, you were allocated to us for a shipbuilding experiment, OK?”

<Experiment successful. Experiment must continue> This time the alpha seemed to stare right at her as words appeared on the padd.

“Uh-oh,” Sylvia muttered.



“Bridge to Stafford,” T’Parief’s voice came over the comm,” We have a ship coming towards us from the direction of Tapart space. Less than one hour to intercept,”

“Aren’t we still a day away?” Stafford asked.

“It would seem that the Tapart, like most moderately intelligent space-faring races, monitor what is happening a safe distance from their homeworld as opposed to right on top of it,” T’Parief replied crisply.

“He gets cranky when he’s hungry,” Yanick’s voice chimed in.

“Don’t we all,” Stafford muttered as he closed the channel, “Jall, we’re almost out of time,”

“Sage?” Jall asked, turning to the engineer.

“Had enough of trying to be an engineer, have ya?’ Sage asked.

“Hey, operations is basically engineering…from a distance,” Jall said.

“Oh yeah, where you can keep your hands nice and clean,”

“Less talk, more fix,” Stafford interrupted.

“I’ve almost got one of the transceivers accepting signal parameters,” Sage said, burying his hands back into the panel, “We were mostly right. Power surge from one of those weapons hits tripped a few error sensors, easy to re-route. In theory. Software re-routing crapped out, and what would you know, there’s no diagram to tell me how everything is supposed to be connected,”

“Fifebee’s holographic thingy is ready to make the link as soon as we have an open channel,” Jall said.

“Within an hour?” Stafford swallowed.

“Hope so. But you might want to talk the bridge and ask T’Parief if we outgun a Tapart ship,” Jall suggested.

Stafford decided maybe he should be on the bridge.



“Outgun them? You cannot be serious,” T’Parief said flatly.

“Jall said-”

“Jall said whatever he could to stop you from hovering over his shoulder while he tried to work,” Yaick interjected.

“The Tapart fought off the Matrians for decades,” T’Parief reminded Stafford, “And we are in a damaged ship with very little functional firepower,”

“Runabouts?” Stafford asked.

T’Parief almost giggled. It was a deep, not very happy sound. But it was definitely amusement.

“No,” T’Parief clarified, “Runabouts would not help. But if you can find a way to get me on the enemy ship, I could likely slaughter most of them,”

Pye gulped and focused very hard on his panel.

“The enemy, not you,” Yanick assured him.

“See if you can boost power to the shields,” Stafford ordered, “And Fifebee, the minute we have a link, you get your butt back to Haven and figure out what happened to that travel clearance message!”

“Boosted shields or not, those guys can easily blow us up,” Lt Cmdr Stern said, reading the Tapart ship specifications.

“Outmanoeuvre?” Yanick asked.

“For about ten minutes,”

“Outrun?” Pye suggested.

“Nuh-uh,”

“Then we’re just going to have to out-think them?” Stafford said, trying to strike a confident pose in the command…well…desk seat.

The assorted Beta Shift and Hazardous Team personnel didn’t say anything.

“I’m not worried,” Ensign Simmons said finally.

Stafford looked at him with surprise.

“Really?”

“Sure,” Simmons shrugged, “I always update my will every week, so I’m set!”

Stafford slumped in his seat.

“Just get those shields boosted. We can do better than be blown to pieces with the first shot, right?”

“No promises,” Stern replied, “But I’m fairly sure it will take two or three,”

“I guess it’s a start.”
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Unplanned Consequences

“SIMON!” Sylvia called, rushing into 3CC, “Simon, I need your help with something!”

There was a mix of Matrian shipbuilders, Starfleet engineers and even a few construction bots milling around the shipyard control center. They looked up from their various tasks, all of which were centred in one way or another on the Silverado rebuild.

“SIR!” a pale, red-headed engineer practically ran right at Sylvia, coming to attention and saluting, “LIEUTENANT COMMANDER JEFFERY IS NOT TO BE DISTURBED, SIR!”

Sylvia quickly accessed her database.

“Oh, you’re the guy Chris keeps trying to transfer off the ship,” she said, “Look, this is important, and I need Simon to help me here,”

“SIR! MAJOR DEKAIRE AND LT COMD JEFFERY ARE NOT TO BE DISTURBED DURING THEIR MORNING CONFERENCE! SIR!”

Now Sylvia was starting to understand why Stafford had wanted to get rid of this idiot.

“Tell me where he is, Technician, or I’ll tell everybody about your-”

“SIR, he is in Workshop Two, SIR!”

“That sure didn’t take much,” Sylvia mused as she rushed back out, Fifebee’s holo-relay in tow.

“Aww,” one of the Matrians said to her Starfleet counterpart, “I wanted to hear the whole story,”

“Everybody knows about it anyway,” the Starfleet crewman shrugged, “He’s just in denial,”

“Oh.”



Sylvia hurried into the workshop, expecting to find Jeffery and Dekaire fully naked and in the process of mating. She wasn’t disappointed.

“SYLVIA!”

“What the-HEY!”

She wasn’t expecting…well. Let’s just say that with typical human intercourse, the male and female partners take certain roles. Neither Jeffery nor Dekaire were in the role she expected.

“Our of curiosity,” she asked, as the two rushed to cover themselves, “Are Matrian women typically the dominant sexual partner, or is that something you’re into specifically? Chris, of course, refuses to tell me about his…relations…with anyone, Matrian or otherwise. And I don’t really want to know, to be honest.”

“But ye don’t mind invading me privacy?” Jeffery demanded.

“Well, considering the work you all are doing on my body right now, I think walking in on you mid-coitus is a prety small thing,” Sylvia arched an eyebrow, “And besides, this workshop isn’t exactly a private space.”

Her panic subroutine reminded her that there was currently a panic-related situation in effect.

“And I need your help with something really important!” she added, somewhat less calmly.

“Can Ah get me pants back on first?”

“Please do,” Sylvia was turning away when Dekaire approached her angrily.

“If you tell ANYONE-”

“Come now, Major,” Sylvia put her hands on her hips, “It’s Simon. Everybody knows what you two are doing. And nobody cares.”

“You TOLD them?” Dekaire demanded of Jeffery.

“Nay!”

“He didn’t have to,” Sylvia assured her, “We just know him pretty well.”



After waiting impatiently while Jeffery and Dekaire got dressed, Sylvia finally barged back into the workshop. She half expected the two to have resumed their mating, but was surprised that the issue was far simpler. And far less interesting.

“Look, I am CERTAIN that those are MY socks!” Dekaire was saying to Jeffery, the latter holding a pair of black socks, “Yours are the ones with the holes in them,”

“For Pete’s sake you two, I have some serious problems here!” Sylvia snapped, “I have tried the polite way to get you to listen, and it hasn’t worked. Now, you will listen to me! Or I will become very, very angry!

“Ah’m sorry,” Jeffery started.

“Don’t apologize to her Simon!” Dekaire snapped.

“Do you want the security footage of this workshop to accidentally get re-routed to the Planetary Inquirer?’ Sylvia asked her sweetly.

Dekaire paled.

“Look, just…what’s wrong?” Jeffery asked.

“I haven’t heard from Fifebee since the Checklist was attacked, and my construction bots are…well…I’m having some problems,” Sylvia explained.

“The whot?” Jeffery asked.

“Oh, sorry, the Checklist is what Stafford and Jall named their Qu’Eh ship.

“How long ago was the attack?”

“Couple of days,” Sylvia shrugged.

“And yer just getting worried NOW??” Jeffery demanded, “Never mind the bots, our shipmates could be dead!”

“Hush,” Sylvia waved his concerns away, “They’re fine. Mostly, I think. I can’t actually contact the ship, but I do get a message saying ‘We are sorry, our communications system is currently experiencing technical difficulties. Please try your call again later’. And they’re moving. So it’s just comms issues. But the bigger problem is the bots!”

“What did you do??” Dekaire demanded, colour returning to her face.

“Come see!” Sylvia insisted.



Dekaire and Jeffery followed Sylvia into the Shipyard Six Control Center.

“Look,” she pointed out at the window, down at the floor.

They did.

“Hey, is that all our missin’ stuff?” Jeffery asked.

“The bots had already built a new runabout, as an experiment. On their own! Before Chris asked for a couple for the mission,” Sylvia admitted, deciding it was finally time to come clean, “But they wanted to keep building, they wouldn’t stop! They borrowed a bunch of materials and had over two hundred of the darned things finished before Fifebee and I put a stop to it. We finally got them to tear everything back apart.”

“Why, by the Goddess, did you do that?” Dekaire demanded, “We could have traded those to the Federation for that antimatter generation station they keep denying us!”

“But they also activated more bots from Shipyard One!” Sylvia protested, “On their own! And they’re insisting they be allowed to build more ships!”

The doors hissed open and the two alpha bots strolled in. The interface padd on the console beeped.

Jeffery picked it up.

“All the materials here are ready to be returned, and the extra bots have gone back to storage, just like you commanded,” he read, “Look, Sylvia, Ah have a lot of work to do-”

“Oh, yes, I saw exactly what kind of work you’re doing!” Sylvia said heatedly, “But the bots were refusing to follow commands!”

Dekaire took the padd.

“I don’t see that,” she said, scrolling through the pages of output.

Sylvia snatched the padd back. Sure enough, the ominous line the bots had given her about how ‘The experiment must continue’ had disappeared.

“Simon,” she tried again, “It pains me to admit this, but I think I may have accidentally encouraged the bots to think for themselves just a teensy bit too much,”

“Ah’m goin’ back to work,” Jeffery said, almost rolling his eyes.

“Major,” Sylvia turned to Dekaire, “Surely you understand-”

“I understand that you have shipbuilding bots that built lots of ships,” Dekaire cut her off, “And that through some string-pulling with your Captain, you are actually permitted to experiment in this shipyard. Without even informing the current Starbase chain of command. Lucky you. I fail to see the problem.”

“At least isolate the bots from each shipyard, in case it IS a glitch that could spread!” Sylvia insisted.

“Oh very well. Now, if you would kindly see that the material down there is either returned or put to good use, we have work to do,” Dekaire said.

They left.

Sylvia collapsed in her chair, aware that it was a very organic reaction to her situation. Across the room, the two bots stared back at her with expressions that somehow managed to be smug.

“Well, you heard her,” Sylvia turned to her console, “Go take care of that stuff while I go through your base code. Again.”



A short time later and many light-years away, things were heating up.

“The Tapart ship has entered hailing range,” Lt Cmdr T’Parief reported. He stood at the Tactical Authority seat of the Qu’Eh vessel’s Leadership Table. Well, the Qu’Eh might call it a Leadership Table, but to the Silverado crew it was this ridiculous, gigantic desk that dominated the rear half of the ship’s bridge and demanded a living person sit at each seat in order to authorize whatever it was the people at the actual control consoles at the front of the bridge were tying to do.

“Thank God they haven’t shot at us yet,” Stafford said from the Senior Manager’s seat, “Hail them! Maybe we can explain to them that we AREN’T Qu’Eh and don’t deserve to be blown up!”

“Hailing,” Lt Bithe said from the forward tactical station.

“Authorizing,” T’Parief added. He paused. “They are responding. Lieutenant, you are cleared to see their incoming channel,”

“Opening channel,” Bithe replied.

“Authorizing opening of channel,” T’Parief added.

“For the love of God, SHUT UP!” Stafford snapped.

“We have not said anything yet,” the face on the viewscreen said, the Universal Translator giving the voice a confused quality. At last, they assumed it was a face. The alien they were speaking to looked more like a jack-o-lantern, with a wide, orange head, broad, lip-less mouth, a hole for a nose and two bundles of some sort of optic fibre that emerged from it’s shiny, thick looking skin where one would normally find eye sockets.

On the ugly scale, most of the crew ranked it around a 9.5/10.

“I…uh. I apologize,” Stafford said formally, “I wasn’t actually talking to you. I’m Captain Christopher Stafford of the USS Silverado, and-”

“Your vessel is not the USS Silverado,” the alien cut him off, “We have sensor scans of that vessel, obtained courtesy of the Matrian government. In fact, they provided us with sensor scans of all Federation vessels operating in their space, in order to prevent any unfortunate misunderstandings. Your vessel, however, is clearly a Qu’Eh mothership.” The alien paused, its optic bundles spreading in some unfathomable expression, “The Qu’Eh have failed to enslave us with any of their methods, mostly because we continue to destroy their ships.” It paused again, the optic bundles doing an odd, side-to-side motion, “We will therefore destroy you,”

“Wait!” Stafford said, “Do we look like Qu’Eh? And besides, we don’t want to come to your planet, we’re just heading for the Qu’Eh border!”

“You claim not to be Qu’Eh, but are travelling aboard a Qu’Eh ship toward Qu’Eh territory?” the alien asked, sounding almost as though speaking to a small child. Or an idiot.

“Well, we’re…it’s complicated,” Stafford said, “But we’re humans! I can’t stress that enough!”

There was a rumble from T’Parief.

“Most of us are human,” Stafford clarified.

“Maybe you are Qu’Eh, maybe you are not,” the alien rotated it’s head to the left briefly, “But surely we would have been notified by the Matrians of your trip if you were not. They have been most careful about keeping us informed. We believe it is because they fear we will take revenge for their previous indiscretions,”

“Stall him,” Fifebee whispered in Stafford’s ear, “Jall is very close to resolving the issue with the long-range communications,”

“Uh, maybe you could call the Matrians?” Stafford suggested.

“We dislike contact with outsiders,” the alien said, “Which is why the Matrian fear of us is nothing but an amusement. Though they dislike it when we tell them that. In any event, the evidence is not in your favour, and we believe in being thorough. Good-bye,”

The screen went blank.

“They’re targeting weapons!” Stern warned.

“Evasive!” Stafford snapped.

“Taking evasive manoeuvres!” Pye barked from the helm.

“Authorizing…wait, Pye? Did you REALLY mean to do Beta-7?” Yanick asked.

“Well, no, it was Beta-5,” Pye replied.

“But five doesn’t have that barrel roll at the end,”

“JUST AUTHORIZE IT BEFORE THEY SHOOT!” Stafford yelled.

“Oh, right,”

They almost made it. The Tapart ship fired two blasts of energy at the Qu’Eh vessel. One missed, but the other grazed the broad, flat upper portion of the ship, giving everybody a good shake.



“Shit,” Commander Jall swore, fingers racing over a console while Lt Sage was buried arms-deep in a communications access panel, “I think that hit just scrambled more of the software! I almost had Fifebee’s holographic interface talking to the transceiver!”

“There’s nothing else wrong with the hardware!” Sage insisted, “I’ve re-routed all the damaged circuits!”

“I’m working on it!” Jall hissed.

The comm chirped.

“Jall!” Stafford’s voice called, “They’re not listening to me, and they’re too stubborn to call up Matrian Prime themselves! If you don’t get long-range comms working NOW, we’re all dead!”

“Look, there is NO possible way I can figure this out in-”

Jall fell to the floor as the ship shook hard. Lights flickered out and there was a groan as all the systems around them shut down. Then another as everything turned back on.

Jall pulled himself up to the console. The various screens were coming back up as the system rebooted.

“Ouch,” he said, “Look, just try not to let them knock us around too much and I’ll see what we can-”

“Long range comms are back on-line!” Sage announced.

“Fifebee! Get back to Haven and sort this out!” Stafford snapped, “And Jall, get up here! I need your finger pressing an ‘Authorize’ button!”

The comm went dead.

“Good work, Sage,” Jall said as he turned to the door.

“I didn’t fix it,” Sage shrugged, “Must have been the reboot,”

Jall turned back, a very dark look in his eyes.

“But we tried rebooting the system,” he objected, “Several times,”

Sage shrugged.

Jall barely restrained himself from kicking anything on his way out the door.



Sylvia had been staring at the bot code for hours, unaware of the battle that was just now taking place many light-years away. Everything seemed to be in order. Analytical subroutines, construction subroutines, materials handling subroutines, everything a robot would need to go out there and build something based on a set of blueprints. And everything seemed right.

The only wild card that had her concerned was the adaptive nature of the programming. But that was fairly standard with technology of a certain level. Adaptive programming could adjust to unexpected input without specially designed subroutines being needed. Federation computers had been doing that sort of thing for centuries. With only a few…unfortunate…incidents.

She rose from her seat, deciding she needed a break. She walked over to the window and looked into the shipyard.

Her jaw dropped as she looked out.

It had only been a few hours, but the bots were already hard at work on a new shipbuilding project. And they’d brought friends. Gravity had been shut down in the shipyard, and already several girders were being welded together, forming the slightest of skeletal shapes. The cloud of bots hard at work was less than half the size of the group working on Silverado, but still numbered in the many dozens.

Sylvia grabbed the interface padd, summoning the alphas immediately. She looked at the last few pages, trying to find some sort of glitch or garbled input command that might have caused this.

Nothing. They’d simply…started working. Why?

There was a sizzle of holographic sparks as a new body entered the room.

“Oh, thank Soong,” Fifebee gave a sigh of relief, “I was concerned my program would be corrupted in the transfer!”

“Fifebee!” Sylvia exclaimed, “You’re back! Comms issues, I assume?”

“Yes, but we have no time to…” Fifebee trailed off as she looked out the window, “What are you doing?”

“I am not doing anything!” Sylvia aid, “The bots are…I don’t know! They’re getting out of control! I was just starting to investigate when-”

“We have no time,” Fifebee said again, “The Captain and the others are under attack. We must discover why the notification of their voyage was not sent,”

“Chris probably forgot,” Sylvia sighed.

“He claims not. Let us make haste to the planet,”

Several bots began entering the room as the two holograms were leaving

“We’ll have to discuss this later,” Sylvia said, “But you need to stop doing things without authorization!”

“You,” Fifebee pointed at a random bot, “Just make sure nothing else goes wrong until we get back!”

The two holograms rushed to the tram station, towing the relay behind them.

“This is too slow,” Fifebee complained, “Far too slow. The Captain and the others will be destroyed before we even make it to the planet!”

“I have an idea,” Sylvia said.



Halfway across the city, Lt Wyer was sitting in the Runabout Cataraqui. As the Director of the Department of Dome Operations, he really had nothing to do with runabout maintenance. But with Lt Cmdr Virgii gone, he was trying to help carry the workload.

There was a hum from behind him. He turned, half-expecting the transporter to come to life. But the pad remained dark. After a moment, the hum stopped.

“Odd,” he shrugged.



Fifebee and Sylvia materialized at the front entrance to the Matrian Government Complex.

“See, site-to-site transport was faster,” Sylvia said, “I just wish I hadn’t told the bots to dismantle all those runabouts, those Starbase 341 people might get suspicious if they check their transporter logs,”

“I am sure we will be fine,” Fifebee said, grabbing the relay and rushing for the door.

“HOLD IT!”

Both holograms stopped in their tracks. Several Matrian guards had jumped up from their security stations near the building entrance the minute they’d started rushing in.

“We need to get to Captain Stafford’s office,” Fifebee explained.

“ID?” the lead guard asked.

Sylvia and Fifebee exchanged glanced.

“We’re holograms,” Fifebee said, “We don’t have ID,”

“Well, she’s a hologram,” Sylvia added, “I’m just the virtual avatar of the USS Silverado’s computer system.”

“Do virtual avatars have ID?” the guard asked.

“Well, no,” Sylvia admitted.

“Then we have a problem,” the guard said.



“Evasive manoeuvre Delta-Two!” Stafford barked.

“Engaging,” Pye replied.

“Authorizing” Yanick said, “But that’s not Delta-Two!”

“OK, look, I admit it, OK?” Pye snapped, “I’m terrible with all the evasive manoeuvre names, and most of the time the person in command can’t tell the difference anyway!”

“I knew something was fishy,” Jall admitted to Stafford.

“Let’s put him on report later,” Stafford replied.

“Yeah! Command team high-five!” Jall held up a hand, only to fall backward as the inertial dampeners failed to fully compensate for the current manoeuvre.

“Also,” he said from the floor, “Let’s tell the Qu’Eh that the quality of their inertial dampening system sucks,”

“There’s a ‘Quality of Ship Systems - Inertial Dampening’ form over by the turbolift,” Lt Burke said helpfully.

“I’ll pass, thank you,” Jall replied as he hauled himself up.

“We’ve got to buy more time until Fifebee can sort all this out,” Stafford cursed, “Do we have long-range comms with Haven now?”

“Just the holo-interface for now,” Jall said, “The rest will take another hour or so,”

“Shit,”

“What about the emergency distress beacon?” Wowryk asked. Stafford hadn’t even realized she’d come up from Sickbay, but with the skeleton crew they were running he imagined Sickbay was probably empty anyway.

“The only people listening for a Qu’Eh distress beacon would be…oh…” Stafford trailed off.

“We are near the Qu’Eh border,” T’Parief rumbled, checking a nav chart.

“Engage the beacon. Set course for the border, maximum warp!” Stafford ordered.

“The Tapart ship will knock us out of warp long before we get there!” Stern objected.

“We don’t need to get there,” Stafford said.



“Convinced?” Fifebee asked.

“I suppose so,” the guard said, “You certainly are a hologram,”

“Excellent. Now, please take your hand out of my chest,”

“Sorry,” The guard withdrew his hand from Fifebee’s body, and she reset her projection to hard-light, “And look! Now I have ID!” A holographic ID card, very official looking, appeared in her hand.

“Holoraphic ID doesn’t count,” the guard said.

“Their names check out anyway,” another guard called from a workstation, “Not much information otherwise,”

“Look, we’re just trying to figure out why nobody notified some potential hostile aliens that our crew-mates would be flying an alien ship near their territory!” Sylvia said, “If you want to come with us to make sure we’re not going to…I don’t know…blow the place up, then please do! But we’re in a hurry!”

The guard gestured, and two of the junior guards took up positions flanking the two.

“Go. These two will accompany you,”

They rushed through the corridors of the building to Stafford’s office. Sylvia quickly logged into his computer (she had no direct link with planetary systems) and accessed his sent messages.

“Yes, here it is,” she frowned, “It was sent to the Minister of Planetary Defence and to Admiral Verithi.”

“Fifebee to-”

“Don’t bother,” Sylvia gently blocked Fifebee’s hand from reaching her comm-badge, “You’ll never get through from there. But from Chris’s panel…”

She tapped away, then a Matrian woman appeared.

“Ah, Captain…wait. You’re not Captain Stafford,”

“Not exactly,” Sylvia said, “Look, Minister, we need to discuss a message that Captain Stafford asked you to send,”

“Hmm? Oh, that thing about the Qu’Eh ship?” the Minister shrugged, “Yes. We didn’t send it.”

“That’s sort of the problem,” Sylvia said.



“The Tapart ship is firing again!” T’Parief reported.

“Pye!” Stafford barked.

“Evasive man…shifting left!” Pye replied.

“Authorized,” Yanick said.

“Trish you don’t have to keep saying that,” Jall pointed out.

“Hey, I’ve got ONE JOB on this stupid ship right now,” Yanick shoved a finger in Jall’s face, “I’m gonna do it!”

“Fine. Be that way.”

The ship shuddered as a Tapart torpedo barely missed them.

“Havin’ trouble keeping the warp field stable!” Sage called over the comm from engineering, “One more close hit like that and-”

The ship shuddered again, then the starlines shrunk back to stars as something below decks groaned.

“-and we’ll drop out of warp,” Sage finished.

“Get us back to warp!” Stafford ordered.

“Instability in the warp core,” Sage said, “Give me…oh, I don’t know. Ten minutes? Jeffery usually says ten minutes, right?”

“You’ve got two!”

“The Tapart are almost on us!” Bithe called.

Pye slammed at his console.

“Trish-”

“Authorized!”

The Qu’Eh ship shot straight down, but took a hit on the shields anyway.

“Shields at 20%!” T’Parief called, “Honourable deaths, keep your seats. Cowardly survivors, the runabout bay is-”

“We’ve got two ships coming out of warp!” Burke cut him off, “They’re Qu’Eh!”

“They are firing on the Tapart ship,” T’Parief reported.

On the screen they watched as two dark green ships shot past them, identical to their own and still resembling giant flying clipboards with boxy sections attached to their undersides. Weapons splashed out, hitting the Tapart ship and rocking it back.

“Unidentified vessel, this is Manager Huyar,” a Qu’Eh voice came over audio, “We are commencing rescue operations. Please have all functional monitoring equipment operating as per SOPs in order to ensure proper quality assurance of this rescue manoeuvre,”

“Of course,” Stafford said, “Uh…”

“Finest quality to you,” Jall cut in, “Synergistic Alignment out,”

“And also to you,” the comm dropped.

Stafford was looking at Jall in surprise

“They held me captive for months,” Jall shrugged, “I learned how they talk, OK?”

“The Tapart ship is falling back!” Bithe reported.

“Wow, who ever thought we’d be happy to have the Qu’Eh here?” Wowryk mused.



“Why didn’t you send the message?” Fifebee demanded, “The Senousians attacked us, the Tapart are probably attacking the ship right now. You may have killed people!”

“Well, if Adviser Stafford had bothered to check his messages in the past few days,” the Minister said snottily, “he would have noticed that I attempted several times to clarify the language of his communique. This is, after all, a message that will come from the Matrian government and must therefore-”

Sylvia checked the inbox. Sure enough, there were nearly twenty messages from the Minister and from Admiral Verithi just on the subject of the message. The first was was dated the day after Stafford and crew had departed.

“He’s been gone!” Fifebee exclaimed, “He’s ON THE QU’EH SHIP!”

“Well how were we supposed to know?” the Minister asked peevishly, “He didn’t set his Out of Office notification or anything!”

Sylvia and Fifebee exchanged a glance.

“Well, now you know,” Sylvia said, “And you know their lives are in jeopardy. Please send the message immediately,”

“Of course,” the Minister sniffed, “By the end of the business-”

“NOW!” both women chorused.

“Fine!” The Minister tapped her panel, then looked up at them, her nose curled, “It’s sent! Happy?”

“Thanks!” Sylvia let out a breath of relief.

“We’ll be sure Stafford calls you later,” Fifebee said flatly, cutting the channel.

They looked at each other for a moment, then giggled.

“Forgot to set his out of office reminder,” Sylvia chuckled, “Oh, Chris,”

“What a stupid thing to almost die for,” Fifebee agreed, “They are most fortunate that we have, most likely, saved their lives,”



“I’m afraid we’re having some problems with our communications systems,” Stafford was saying to Manager Huyar, “That is why we had to use the emergency beacon. And why we can’t turn on our viewscreen,”

“We are currently in the process of completing the necessary Quality of Ship Systems forms,” Jall cut in smoothly, “We expect to have them tabulated shortly,”

“Your use of the beacon, though within established protocols, is still rather inventive,” Huyar said, “Most Managers wait until their ship is fully disabled. I suspect that as this prevented further ship damage, you may be eligible for bonus quality scoring! Ohhh, I envy you!”

“Um…thanks,” Stafford gulped. He dropped his voice and turned to Jall, “Get those long-range comms working,”

“Right. After I make sure you don’t say something stupid enough to have us killed,” Jall replied.

Stafford rolled his eyes

“Do you require further assistance?” Huyar asked, “I’m sure my crew would welcome the chance to be evaluated as they assist in your repairs,”

“A kind offer,” Stafford said, “But we are due at Kallar IV, and would hate to loose…uh…”

“Hate to have our quality score docked due to tardiness,” Jall finished. “See?” he whispered to Stafford.

“Very well,” Huyar said, “We will keep you on scans until we are certain the Tapart are-”

There was a fizzle of holographic sparks as Fifebee appeared on the bridge.

“Success!” she said, “The message has been sent!”

“Message?” Huyar asked, “Who is that?” There was some soft muttering over the line as somebody on the other end spoke to Huyar.

“Uh, oh,” Stafford and Jall exchanged glances.

“We just intercepted a message stating that a Qu’Eh vessel captured by the Matrians and crewed by Starfleeters is en router to Kallar IV,” Huyar’s voice had gone hard, “You wouldn’t by chance know anything about that, would you?”

“Uh…” Stafford gulped, “Jall, tell me warp drive is back up?”

“Just about…yup!”

“Activate your viewscreen,” Huyar ordered, “Now,”

“They’re locking weapons!” T’Parief snapped.

“Pye,” Stafford looked like he couldn’t decide whether to panic or face-palm, “Set course after that Tapart ship! And as soon as we’re in range, tell them we need help!”

“Authorized!” Yanick said brightly, as the stolen Qu’Eh vessel spun around and jumped into warp, narrowly evading a spray of Qu’Eh photon torpedoes.

“And nice timing, Fifebee!” Stafford snapped.



Aboard the Tapart vessel, Commander Punken was reading the message that had just been received when his Chief Sensor Specialist gestured for his attention.

With a brief flick of his optic strands, he indicated for the Chief Specialist to speak.

“The Qu’Eh vessel we chased away is now on an intercept course,” it said, “Two more Qu’Eh ships are persuing. They are attempting to fire on it,”

“Hail them,”

“They are apparently still having long-range comms issues,”

Punken waited patiently until an indicator lit up, indicating that short-range comms were now adequate.

“Captain Stafford,” he said, greeting the ugly alien that appeared on the screen. These Matrians and similar aliens looked to Punken like no more than soggy bags hanging off a bony frame, “We have received a message from the Matrian home-world regarding your journey! I am pleased that we did not annihilate you, though still feel our caution was fully justified.

“Yeah, yeah,” Stafford said, “Um…any chance you feel like making it up to us by helping blow up the Qu’Eh that are trying to kill us?”

“Why did you summon them with your emergency beacon if they were going to try to kill you?” Punken inquired.

“Well…” Stafford hesitated, “Bad timing,”

“I do not understand,”

“Look, please help us anyway?”

Punken considered.

“If they enter our space, we will…discourage them,” it conceded.

“Thanks! Stafford out,”



“Hail the Qu’Eh,” Stafford ordered.

“Channel open,” Bithe said.

“Authorized,” T’Parief seconded.

“Manager Huyan!” Stafford called, “If you continue your course, the Tapart will fire upon you. Look, we’re actually planning on giving this ship back to the Qu’Eh! If you finish reading that message, it says so! So just let us be on our way to Kallar IV and..uh…”

“And we won’t tell anybody about how badly this is impacting the quality of our delivery,” Jal added.

The viewscreen blinked on, the image of Manager Huyan appearing.

“If that is so, then simply turn the ship over to us now. We promise to permit you to turn down any employment offers given prior to your departure,”

“Well…” Stafford trailed off. The whole return of the ship was nothing but a flimsy excuse for them to find out why Kallar IV was strangely free of call centres and other signs of Qu’Eh ‘employment’. Turning the ship over to these Qu’Eh would eliminate their whole cover story.

“I’m afraid that’s against company policy,” Jall cut in smoothly, “If we deliver this ship anywhere other than the authorized destination, we will be severely docked on our quality score. Possibly even given written reprimands!”

Huyan visibly winced.

“Of course,” she said, holding up a hand, “Say no more. I will be sure a duly authorized Qu’Eh representative meets you at Kallar IV,”

“Thanks,” Staffod said weakly, “Uh…finest quality,”

“To you as well. Huyar out,”

“They are moving back to the Qu’Eh border,” Bithe reported.

There was a collective sigh of relief.

“SHIT!” Jall barked, causing everybody to jump.

“What?” Wowryk demanded.

“We forgot to ask them for food!”

Stafford gave Jall a half-grin.

“Considering they’re not going to kill us, I think it’s still a win,” he said, “Pye, take us to Kallar IV. Jall, I want those comms sorted out. But first, senior staff to the meeting room. We have a few issues to iron out.”

The meeting room was fairly easy to find, being at the end of the hallway behind the door labelled ‘Manager’s Executive Conference Center’. Nobody had bothered going inside yet…the bridge setup was practically a meeting room on its own.

Now, as the senior staff entered the Qu’Eh senior staff meeting room, jaws dropped in astonishment.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Stafford said.

“What unholy abomination unto the Lord is this?” Wowryk breathed.

The Qu’Eh meeting room was a cavernous space, easily two decks high and almost triple the size of the bridge. A long table with at least two dozen seats dominated the center, with repeater displays hanging from the ceiling to show ship status readouts to the appropriate seat; Ops to Ops, Engineering to Engineering, helm to helm. On the table were complex workstations, some of them showing the standard word-processing or meeting organizing software, but others giving full controls over ship systems. The far wall was a huge double-high window looking into space, framed by what looked like the emitter strips of a holographic viewscreen. And the opposite wall was a beverage service station that put even the biggest Beanus Coffee Hut to shame.

“These consoles have full control over ship systems!” Jall exclaimed, poking at the Science Officer panel. Yanick rushed over to the seat at the table for the senior helm manager. A few taps, and the ship dropped out of warp. A few more and it kicked back in.

“Uh, bridge to Stafford,” Pye’s voice came over the comm, “We just-”

“Forget it,” Stafford said, cutting the channel.

“That’s not all,” T’Parief said, opening a panel on the wall opposite the entrance.

“Hmm?” Stafford peaked inside.

“Stasis bins,” he exclaimed, “and…FOOD!”

The panel T’Parief had opened revealed deep, slide-out racks filled with pastries, a small warming unit built in near the top. Stafford moved a panel over and found row after row of stasis-preserved sandwiches and salads. A third revealed a variety of cheese and cold cut trays.

“Who the hell keeps all their food in the briefing room???” Jall demanded, “Also, all the DAMNED CONTROL SYSTEMS!!??”

“The same idiots who designed that nightmare of a bridge,” Stafford grunted, “OK, people. Grab a plate and let’s get this meeting on the road!”

“Why did we not look in here earlier?” Valtaic asked Jall.

“Because the last thing anybody wanted was to spend half the trip sitting in one of Stafford’s endless meetings,” Jall replied

“Hey,” Stafford looked hurt.

“Second question,” Wowryk asked, hunting around for some soup, “Why didn’t we have one of the Starfleet ships in the sector escort us to Kallar IV? Would that not have saved us a great deal of trouble,”

Stafford and Jall looked at each other.

“Ooops,” Jall shrugged.



Back in orbit of Matria Prime, Sylva parked Fifebee’s relay in the corner of the shipyard control center. Thank goodness that bit of nastiness had been resolved! Jall had finally fixed the long-range comms an hour or so after Fifebee had transferred back to the Checklist. The first message back had been a request for replicator patterns for the runabouts, and a request to log a reminder to ask for an escort the next time they flew an enemy ship through unfriendly territory. Sylvia was about to wonder how a prostitute would help, but then her homophone subroutine kicked in and informed her that they probably meant a different kind of escort.

All thoughts of language and grammar flew from her head as she looked out the window into the shipyard. The few girders the bots had constructed before had, in the last few hours, grown into the faintest outline of an object. Something…saucer-shaped, from the look of it. As she watched, the dozens of newly activated bots seemed to work almost frantically to finish the structure of…of…

Sylvia gaped. She knew that shape! It wasn’t one that anybody saw often. In fact, other than a museum vessel in orbit of Pluto, nobody had seen that shape in centuries!

The bots were building an NX-class starship! She was certain of it!

She summoned the alphas. But instead of the crowd of bots she was expecting, only a single bot emerged.

“Where are the rest of the alphas?” Sylvia demanded.

The interface padd beeped. Cursing, Sylvia realized she hadn’t gotten around to installing the speech subroutines. Maybe that was a good thing.

<Other alphas now subordinate. Construction on NX-class vessel initiated, based on publicly available schematics in Federation historical database.> the padd read.

“And who authorized that?” Sylvia tried to keep the edge out of her tone. And failed, “I keep telling you, you can’t just go off and do things like this on your own!”

<Authorization, Major Dekaire, Master Shipbuilder>

Sylvia frowned. She scrolled back, but could find no record of…wait…

“Oh very well. Now, if you would kindly see that the material down there is either returned or put to good use, we have work to do,” Dekaire had said.

“Put to good use,” Sylvia muttered, “Oh,no.”

The bots had taken it literally. That one statement had left a loophole that had allowed them to start a new project. Which meant…

“You’re the one that Fifebee told ‘make sure nothing goes wrong’,” Sylvia said, a dark feeling coming over her, “You interpreted that as…oh, no,”

The padd beeped.

<This one has assumed position of Prime Alpha, as authorized by Designer Fifebee,> the padd read <This one has increased assembly efficiency by 50%. NX-class estimated completion, sixteen days, four hours, eighteen minutes.>

“Stop assembly, immediately,” Sylvia ordered.

<Unable to comply. Higher authorization was received. This one must ensure completion of project.>

There was no doubt about it, this time, Sylvia fumed. The damned robot DEFINITELY looked smug.




Chief Engineer’s Log, Stardate 59390.7



“We’re officially running out of space. Ah know! In a space station this size, with all these empty shipyards, who would have thought? But we’ve got bits and pieces of Silverado stacked in all the cargo bays and workshops attached to Shipyard Three. And Four. And Two. Plus piles o’stuff in those shipyards themselves. We’re lucky nobody’s usin’ them,”

“Sylvia’s been right quiet in Shipyard Six for the past couple of days. Last time I saw her, she’d just gotten all those extra runabouts torn apart. Glad that was sorted. I actually expected her to show up in 3CC a while ago to check on the Silverado rebuild, but no sign of her. Probably a good thing. Major Dekaire has been making noises about studying some of Sylvia’s subroutines, and that sort of thing never goes over well.”

“Still, I should probably try to find her?”



Jeffery’s search for Sylvia didn’t take him far. He simply walked up to the double doors leading into the Shipyard Six complex. Unfortunately, they were locked.

He could have called Sylvia, but something stopped him from simply tapping his comm-badge and requesting access. There was something fishy about this…why would Sylvia close off the shipyard?

Had she?

He also could have called Major Dekair and asked her to use her override…but dammit, he was still a Starfleet engineer! And he probably knew more about Haven than she did! And just because she still didn’t like him using her first name didn’t mean anything!

Stick to the problem at hand, Jeffery reminded himself.

He pulled a panel off the wall. Luckily, the doors were simply locked with the standard locking system. The nearly unbreakable physical locking mechanism used for high-security lock-downs was not engaged. He tapped at his tricorder a bit, switched around a couple of wires inside the panel, then gave himself a satisfied pat on the back as the doors hissed obediently open.

“Ah still got it,” he said, stepping through.

He navigated several hallways, rode a turbolift up a few levels and soon arrived at the control center.

“Sylvia?’ he called,”Are ye here?”

He quickly spotted her hologram. It was standing near the windows, looking down into the shipyard.

“Hey Sylvia,” he said, “Glad Ah caught ye. Ye’ve been sort of a stranger, and…bugger me!”

Outside the window, a veritable cloud of construction bots were buzzing around, carrying beams, plates, welding pieces together, measuring the strength of the resulting welds. Shipbuilding stuff.

But he was stunned both by what they were building and how quickly it was coming together.

It was an NX-class ship, that much he saw at once. The saucer frame looked complete, and the bots were already starting to place the interior decks and the exterior hull-plating. They hadn’t started on the nacelles yet, but the nacelle pylons were in place. The NX-class was a tiny ship, 22nd-Century era, with only seven habitable decks. It was so antiquated as to be laughable.

On the other hand, Jeffery realized, it was also comprised of alloys and materials that were so common-place in the modern Federation as to be laughable. Silverado was actually getting a partial hull upgrade with the rebuild, as it was easier to replace damaged plating with modern materials than to try to duplicate the alloys used fifty years ago. But the NX-class actually used honest-to-God titanium in its hull, and the bots could grab that stuff from any moon in the system.

“Clever,” he said, “A ship that size, cheap materials, ye probably could have that up and running in less than a month. By why, Sylvia? Whot are ye trying’ to prove? Are ye trying to prove yer a better building than Dekaire? Cuz that museum piece ain’t gonna cut it!”

Sylvia said nothing.

“Also, this secret project thing of yers,” Jeffery went on, “Ah get it, with the runabouts. Ye didn’t want to set expectations, ye just wanted to let yer finished product speak for itself. Ah’m an engineer! Ah totally get it! And there would have been so many questions…why runabouts, why not a ship, is this worth the materials…all that. But ye proved it. Ye don’t need to keep buildin’ stuff!”

Again, Sylvia said nothing.

“Sylvia?” Jeffery turned to the holographic avatar. Its eyes were staring blankly ahead, unmoving. It didn’t even appear to be breathing, which Fifebee and Sylvia both simulated as a way to appear more natural.

He waved his hand in front of the holograms eyes. Nothing.

He moved over to the holo-relay and tapped a button or two.

“Who’s messing with the…oh. Simon. What are you doing in the shipyard?” Sylvia’s voice came from the comm-system.

“Well, I thought Ah was talkin’ to ye,” he gestured at the hologram, “But Ah guess Ah was talkin’ to meself,”

“Oh, shoot,” Sylvia exclaimed, “Did I leave that stupid thing on again? Sorry!”

The hologram fizzled out.

“Why aren’t ye…why am Ah talkin’ to ye through the comm?” Jeffery asked.

“I need the processing power,” Sylvia said curtly, “I have a bit of a problem, if you haven’t noticed, and I’m trying to figure out how to fix it,”

“Aye,” Jeffery nodded, “But Ah think the best way is to just admit that Dekaire is the Master Shipbuilder. Trying to out-build her, or whatever yer doin-”

“I am NOT trying to out-build anyone!” Sylvia snapped, “Simon, do you think I actually instructed the bots to build that ship out there? They’re doing it on their own!”

Jeffery blinked while Sylvia filled him in on the loophole Dekaire had inadvertently given the bots.

“So just turn them off!” he suggested.

“It’s not that simple!”

“Well, explain it to me,” he said, “Look, ye’ve been obsessin’ over these bots for weeks now! Why don’t ye come by my place and…well…”

He could hear the pointed look Sylvia would have been giving him if she had been a hologram at the moment. Or even a face on a viewscreen.

“And cook for you?” she asked with a chuckle.

“Ach,” he grunted, “Ah can’t take any more of Dekaire’s cooking. The ‘ring o’ fire’ doesn’t begin to describe my-”

“Just a moment,” Sylvia said. There was another fizzle as the hologram reactivated, this time with Sylvia animating it.

“Hold on,” she tapped a button on the nearby console, calling up the PA system for the shipyard, “I’m going out for an hour or two, and I don’t have time to find a sitter! You bots better behave!”

Jeffery just stared.

“Let’s go,” Sylvia said, grabbing the relay.



They didn’t even make it to the tram system before Fifebee abruptly transferred in.

“Greetings,” she said, materializing about ten centimeters in front of Jeffery and scaring the living crap out of him.

“AHHHHHH!!!!!” he predictably screamed.

“We really need to fix the proximity sensors on that thing,” Sylvia wrung her hands.

“Good day, Sylvia. Lt Cmdr Jeffery,” Fifebee nodded politely, “Where are we going?”

“Lunch,” Sylvia said before Jeffery could say anything, “How are things aboard the Checklist?”

“Eventful,” Fifebee replied, “We have been attacked twice more by random vessels believing us to be Qu’Eh. Fortunately, the message from the Matrian government defused both situations. And you?”

“Ohhhh….not good,” Sylvia groaned as they entered the tram.

“The bots are still building?” Fifebee inquired.

“Worse. They’re mis-interpreting everything we say to better suit their own desires,” Sylvia quickly explained the new situation.

“Sounds like kids,” Jeffery cracked.

“But otherwise things aboard Haven have been calm?” Fifebee asked.

“Aye,” Jeffery shrugged, “Ye might even say boring,”

“I see,”

The tram exited the tunnel and sped most of the way towards the nearest bridge before abruptly coming to a stop.

“What the…”

There was a flash of green, then an explosion rocked the tram. Shards of rock and other debris struck the windows as a large hole appeared in the building next to them.

“Duck!” Jeffery gasped, diving for the floor.

The two holographic women simply watched as an object sped past their field of view. It appeared to be a miniature city, with at least a hundred tiny towers perched on a broad base and surrounded by a gleaming energy shield. Right on it’s heels, a medicine-ball sized sphere chased after it, firing another blast of green energy. The mini-city responded with a swarm of tiny firefly-like objects that swirled around the ball, setting off bright sparks whenever they came in contact.

“We apologize for the inconvenience,” a computerized voice spoke, “This tram must be rerouted due to…” there was a pause, then a woman’s voice (presumably recorded) said “crazy fighting space robots!” in a somewhat panicked manner. The tram reversed course, then turned onto the radial city track.

“This is your idea of boring?” Fifebee asked.

“I’m really starting to not like public transit,” Jeffery said from the floor.

“Don’t worry,” Sylvia pointed, “There’s a flying ambulance right there if we need it,”

“Whot?”

“See? Bobbing between that office tower and that condo building?” Sylvia pointed, “But I think the pilot might be a bit drunk,”

“You can probably get up off the floor anyway,” Fifebee said.

“Ah should have gone on the mission with everybody else,” Jeffery muttered, climbing to his feet.

“Oops, speaking of,” Fifebee cocked her head, “They are under attack again. I must transfer back. I am not sure how much time until we are too far out for the transfer protocols to safely work. I may not see you again until after the mission. Good day,”

“Don’t tell Chris about the ship!” Sylvia said quickly, “I’m sure we can figure it out!”

Fifebee nodded, then disappeared.

“Wait! Oh, shoot!” Sylvia almost cursed, “I needed her to…undo whatever she said that made that alpha think it could promote itself!”

“If only it was that easy for the rest of us,” Jeffery said.

“Simon, the longer those bots work on that ship, the longer it’s going to take them to tear it apart! And Major Dekaire has already refused to help me!”

“Aye, she can be a bit…funny…about building ships,” Jeffery said.

Sylvia started pacing the small tram. Ouside the windows, Jeffery watched in a combination of awe and horror as Haven’s half-naked, Tarzan-ish police force chased after the two flying models. Was that round ball supposed to be the Death Star? What the hell was the flying city, then?

“Jeffery, I said you have to help me! You’re my only hope!” Sylvia said insistently.

“Huh?” Jeffery started, “Whot?”

“With Dekaire! You have to get her to…I don’t know…rescind the ship-building authorization she accidentally gave the bots!”

“Sylvia, Ah can’t even get her to let me pick the restaurant!” Jeffery objected, “And ye know she hates it when Ah try to tell her how to do her job,”

“SIMON JEFFERY!” Sylvia barked, “The rebuild of MY body is YOUR project, not HERS, so you DAMNED WELL better be telling her how to do her JOB!”

“Ah…ye…but…”

“And I seem to recall helping you last time YOU needed something like this,” Sylvia said, “Hello? Captain Baird? Deneria Dry Dock?”

“OK!” Jeffery gulped, “Ah’ll do it! Ah’ll get her to stop them!”

“BEFORE they finish that ship!”

“Aye,” Jeffery sighed. There was a flash of green light from outside and he jumped.

“Ah REALLY am startin’ to hate public transit!”



“Evasive, Gamma-Six!” Stafford ordered.

“Authorizing!” Yanick shot back.

“TRISH!”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Yanick said as she punched the commands into the helm officer’s place at the Management Table in the Qu’Eh briefing room, “Force of habit!”

“Shields are at 60%,” T’Parief said looking over to Staffod and Jall at the head of the table.

“I will admit,” Jall said, “I sort of like the face-to-face way of doing this. With some exceptions,” he looked pointedly at T’Parief.

T’Parief bristled.

There was a beep, then Fifebee’s frozen hologram jumped back to life.

“That was a shaky transmission” she said, “I think we’ve passed out of range-”

The ship shook again.

“Maybe we can discuss your fascinating communications update when we’re NOT being fired on?” Stafford asked.

“We don’t know who they are,” Burke quietly updated Fifebee, “Probably merchants or something. We could actually defeat them, amazingly enough.”

“But blowing up innocent people isn’t really in our job description,” Fifebee almost sighed, “And they didn’t care about the message from the Matrians?”

“An unknown ship, this close to the Qu’Eh border? Which we have now been following along since Tapart space? Odds are they don’t even know who the Matrians are,” Burke shrugged.

“I have transmitted our greeting and the Matrian travel clearance in thirty-six thousand languages,” T’Parief said.

“By which he means that he has authorized Lt Bithe to do so,” Valtaic spoke from External Ops, “By which I mean he has authorized ME to authorize Lt Bithe to do so,”

T’Parief glanced at a display.

“Thirty-eight thousand,” T’Parief clarified, “And shields are down to 45%,”

“Take us around that moon,” Jall suggested, “Gravity sling-shot thingy,”

“I don’t think that will work,” Yanick said, “They’re too manoeuvrable,”

“Hey sweetie, I have my uniform on,” Jall said, “Just fly the ship. Later, when I’m wearing my drinking vest, we can debate things,”

“Ass,” Yanick muttered, but she complied.

The ungainly Qu’Eh vessel eased down towards the moon’s atmosphere, somehow managing to look somewhat graceful as it swung in close, picking up speed, then hurtling itself off in another direction. It would have been impressive, if the alien ship hadn’t followed them step by step.

“I told you so!” Yanick chirped Jall as the ship shook and T’Parief announced that the shields were down to 40%,”

“Oops,” Jall grunted.

Stafford said nothing, merely looking sidewise at Jall and humming something to himself.

“What?”

“He’s waiting until the rest of us are not here to inform you that it is wise to listen to a junior officer’s advice when said officer is speaking of their forté,” Valtaic spoke up.

“You’re an ALIEN, how do you know how to use words like ‘forté’?” Jall demanded.

“I had an Academy roommate who-”

“People!” Stafford cut them both off, “Can we please come up with something that will prevent us from either being KILLED or having to blow up an alien ship full of mostly-innocent aliens?”

“You’d think the fact that we haven’t shot back at them would give them some sort of clue,” Jall said.

“Well, it IS a Qu’Eh ship,” Stafford said, “I think I’d want to shoot us, if I were in their shoes,”

“Warp drive is back online,” Lt Sage’s voice came up from engineering.

“Yanick,” Stafford waved his hand vaguely in a direction that was nowhere even close to the direction of Kallar IV.

Yanick figured out what he meant anyway, tapped her panel and the ship jumped into warp.

And, with a shudder, dropped right back out.

“They hit us with another torpedo,” T’Parief reported.

“No damage to the drive,” Sage called, “But I don’t see the point in warping away if they’re just going to-”

“I get it!” Stafford cut the channel. That was it. He had not idea what to do. It was coming down to the unthinkable: Kill people who didn’t really deserve killing, or die in a crappy, captured enemy ship.

Stafford’s face fell into his hands.

Jall looked uncomfortable.

“Hey, I know it looks grim,” Jalls said softly, “But c’mon. Even if we’re about to die you’re the Captain guy, right? You have to look…not so upset. Even if we’re all going to die in a fiery explosion.”

“I’m not upset because I think we’re going to die, San,” Stafford said tiredly, “I’m upset because I’m about to do something I really don’t want to do. Something that makes me feel…soiled. Unclean.”

Jall looked confused.

“OK people,” Stafford rose to his feet and stepped towards the briefing room wall, “Conventional thinking isn’t working. I need…I need…”

“Oh God,” Jall’s eyes widened with realization, “No. You can’t!”

“I have to,” Stafford said, turning back and putting his hands on the back of his seat.

“We’ve got to solve this one with techno-babble.”

There was a collective groan from the crew. T’Parief looked like he might be sick.

“You’re not the only captain to feel bad about this,” Fifebee said, trying to be reassuring, “Many mediocre starship captains have been moved to tears with the humiliation of resorting to-”

“Fifebee!”

“Ahem. Sorry.”

“OK! Techno-babble, people!” Stafford said.

There was utter silence.

“Uh-oh,” Jall said.

“What?”

“It’s just…with all the Matrian stuff, with the conventional space warfare, the rebels, the insurrection thing…”

“Jall, get to the point!”

“I think I’ve forgotten how to techno-babble!”

“Me too,” Yanick said.

“I was never one for babbling,” Valtaic admitted.

“Sage!” Stafford re-opened the comm-link to engineering, “We need a techno-babble solution to this!”

“What? Do I look like a Wikipaddia to you? Uh, sir?”

“Oh my GOD, we are so fucked!” Jall announced.

“Use a modulated polaron burst to disrupt their targeting sensors long enough for us to escape at warp,” Fifebee said calmly.

Everybody stared at her

“Please,” she said flatly, “I AM technology,”

“Do it!” Stafford said.

“Uh…how?” Yanick asked.

“Fifebee?”

Fifebee tapped at her panel, then they all watched on the screen as a frazzled-looking ball of purple light shot out at the alien ship. There was a spray of purple electrical activity over their shields.

“Go!” Fifebee snapped.

Yanick sent the ship back into warp.

“No sign of persuit,” T’Parief reported.

“Oh good,” Stafford sat back down, “Let’s never, ever tell anybody about this, OK?”

“How many days to Kallar IV? Jall asked wearily.

“Four,”

“And we’re likely to be attacked…”

“At this rate?” Fifebee spoke up, “Three more times,”

“Ugh…”





Captain’s Log, Stardate 59402.6:



“We’re coming up on the Kallar system. Fifebee was wrong, we weren’t attacked three times. We were attacked five times. Four of those ships accepted our explanation; the fifth required a repeat of that little polaron thingy. In any event, this old Qu’Eh wreck is taking quite a beating. I don’t think they’re even going to WANT it back.”

“In any event, we’re here. We can drop off this ship, get on with our mission, and fly back in a little fleet of safe, non-provocative and innocent-looking Federation runabouts.”

“But just to be on the safe side we’ve decided to approach the Kallar system from the OPPOSITE direction of Qu’Eh space. Hopefully that will be a little less…startling.”



“Ready to take us out of warp?” Jall asked Yanick.

“Yup,” Yanick replied, “I’ve got my finger right on the…wait,” she paused, adjusted her finger two buttons to the right, “Right on the warp cut-off button,”

“Wait, what was the other button?” Jall asked.

“Um…nothing. Definitely nothing that would destabilize the warp field and possibly cause the ship to break apart,”

“Yanick!”

“Just drop us out of warp,” Stafford said from the head of the table.

“Uh-oh,” Fifebee said suddenly, “Wait!”

Stafford wasn’t even able to turn to face her before the ship dropped out of warp and Yanick cursed like the farm-girl she was.

“What-”

Stafford couldn’t even finish his question before he was yanked out of his chair by abrupt, barely-compensated deceleration.

“HOLD ON PEOPLE!” Yanick shouted.

He tried to rise to his feet, only to be pulled to the side as Yanick pulled the ship to port.

The holo-screen over the double-high windows flickered out, but that was OK. Stafford could see the problem through the window. They’d come out of warp right on top of something, and it was only Yanick’s quick thinking that had let them evade it.

Ships.

Dozens. Hundreds. All identical. And all in a parking orbit in what should be a very out-of-the- way, very quiet corner of the Kallar star system.

“Ohhhhh shit,” Stafford groaned.
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Distractions


Part One

“You dragged me all the way back to this end of the city because your bots are building a ship again,” Major Dekaire grumbled as she looked out the windows into Shipyard Six and the nearly complete NX-class ship currently under construction, “An antique ship, none the less,”

“I need you to get them to stop,” Sylvia said very politely.

“They’re your bots,” Dekaire gave a Matrian shrug, “You can tell them,”

“Well…I’ve sort of…lost control of them,” Sylvia bit her lip, “They think that because you told them to do something useful with all that material, well, they sort of inferred that they could build whatever they wanted,”

“Uh-huh,” Dekaire turned towards the exit, “Come, Simon,”

“What? Aren’t you going to help?” Jeffery asked.

“Help? She doesn’t need my ‘help’,” Dekaire almost spat, “They have software. She IS software. She has access, she can just re-write their code,”

“Sylvia?” Jeffery asked.

“Simon, you don’t brainwash kids when they misbehave!” Sylvia said, wringing her hands.

“They’re robots,” Dekaire said as she walked out the door.

“God, Ah hope Chris and the gang are having a better time of it,” Jeffery groaned as he looked between Sylvia and Dekaire. Sylvia was giving him a sort of pleading, expectant expression. Dekaire was simply walking out the door.

“Um…” Jeffery gulped.

“Oh, just go,” Sylvia sighed, “I can’t compete with her vagina,”

Jeffery blushed, then ran.

Sylvia brew out a simulated breath.

“But it still would have been nice if you’d helped,” she said to the empty room.



“GOD-DAMNED MOTHERF**KER!” Yanick was cursing as she tried to manoeuvre the ungainly Qu’Eh vessel around the crowded space on the outskirts of the Kallar star system, “MOVE, you C**KS**KERS!”

“Uh, Trish, can you tone it down a bit? The flight recorder’s running,” Stafford squirmed in his seat, then turned to Valtaic, “Right?”

“No,” Valtaic said bluntly.

“Well, I’d still like to be somewhat profession-WHOAH!”

Yanick cursed again as the ship bucked.

“That was not a collision, we have been fired upon!” T’Parief said loudly.

“Return fire!” Stafford ordered.

The Qu’Eh ship rocked again, sparks flying from several consoles.

“Weapons are offline,” T’Parief sounded almost conversational now, “Honourable death by ramming?”

“There are far too many ships for that to be effective,” Fifebee pointed out.

“They are still not responding to hails,” Valtaic added.

“Shit,” Stafford muttered, “Any more technobabble ideas?” he asked Fifebee.

“You are not too ashamed?” she asked.

“I suppose you get used to it,”

“Engineering to bridge…uh, I mean Management Complex,” Lt Sage’s voice came over the comm, “I’m getting a funny error here that says…hold one,” there was the sound of beeping, “Uh, that ‘the warp propulsion department is about to suffer a drastic reduction in quality’. Do you guys know what that means?”

“Jall?” Stafford asked, the ship rocking again as weapons fire crashed against the hull.

“Well, either it means that they’ve all called in sick,” Jall began.

“Or?”

“Warning,” the flat-voiced computer announced, “This vessel will soon complete a high-quality energetic reversion to base elements. This exciting business opportunity is best enjoyed from the Observation and Life-Prolongation Pods available to our valued management staff. Please complete your quality evaluations of your employees, prepare notifications to next of kin and depart the vessel in an orderly fashion. Finest quality to you all!”

“Or we’re about to explode,” Jall finished glumly.

“Shit,” Stafford said again, “OK people, let’s evacuate! T’Parief, get over to the bridge and get Beta Shift and the HT out of here. Valtaic, make sure Sage and the guys in Engineering get to the runabouts. The rest of you-”

As Stafford struck his leadership pose and barked orders, Fifebee’s hand tapped a button on her console.

With a shimmer of transporter sparks, Stafford found himself materializing next to Yanick on a runabout transporter pad. His jaw dropped for about two seconds, before the computer prompted him to get off the pad so the next traveller could materialize.

“I didn’t get to finish my leadership sounds,” Stafford said, sounding disappointed.

“You can do it again later,” Yanick said, jumping into the pilot seat and bringing the runabout systems online. Stafford looked out the nearest window and could see the runabout next to them coming to life, Lt Cmdr Quintaine’s head visible in the matching window.

“That just took all the fun out of the evacuation,” T’Parief said after he materialized.

“I know, right?” Stafford agreed.

The ship shook again.

“On the other hand,” Fifebee offered, “I believe the Qu’Eh ship will explode in approximately thirty seconds. Without my initiative, we would have died,”

“We still might!” Yanick muttered, waiting for the hanger doors to finish opening.

“That’s everyone,” Jall said as he and Valtiac materialized.

“Go, Yanick!” Stafford snapped.

The runabout rushed out into space, quickly followed by three identical craft. Fifebee’s evacuation program had beamed the Hazardous Team into the second runabout, Beta Shift into the third and the various other random crew-members into the fourth.

“Oh wow,” Jall said as he took the copilot seat and looked out the big front windows of the runabout, “That is a LOT of ships!”

The Silverado officers had expected to drop their borrowed Qu’Eh ship out of warp in a nice, quiet part of the Kallar star system, make a slow approach to the planet and figure out just why the Qu’Eh were leaving the Kallars alone instead of enslaving them. Instead, they’d dropped out of warp to find themselves surrounded by hundreds of starships. Looking out the window, Stafford could get a clear look at them now.

Most of them were cylindrical-shaped craft that basically looked like primitive old nuclear submarines. It was an easy shape to build in, requiring a lot less advanced engineering and construction expertise than more complex shapes. It was also cheap. Each ship had three boxy nacelles spaced around the rear quarter, and a single impulse engine mounted on the rear. They were big, too. Each ship was easily twice the length of Silverado’s secondary hull.

“Primitive looking things,” Stafford commented, right as the Qu’Eh vessel behind them exploded. The viewport darkened immediately, preventing him from being instantly blinded by the radiation. Seconds later, the runabout heaved like a boat in rough seas. T’Parief had taken the small tactical station, and Stafford was certain the thing was going to pop free of the deck as T’Parief held tight.

“Is there anywhere we can hide while their sensors are scrambled from that explosion?” Jall demanded.

“I would love to tell you, but…” Fifebee tapped her panel.

“Aw shit,” Jall face-palmed.

“Indeed. Our sensors are also scrambled. By that explosion.”

“Four brand-new runabouts can probably do better against those clunky things than a Qu’Eh ship, right?” Stafford asked.

“Those weren’t the ships that were firing on us,” Yanick called, still concentrating on her piloting, “Weren’t you paying attention?”

“Huh?”

“She is correct,” T’Parief was reviewing sensor footage, “In fact, they are not even armed.”

“WHAT?” Stafford exclaimed, moving to see, “Then who attacked us?”

“Them,” T’Parief brought up an image of a ship that was similar to the first craft, in the way that a shark is similar to a carp. This ship followed a similar design and definitely looked like it had been built on a budget. But it was also smaller, leaner and sported not only four impulse engine outlets, but also protrusions that the runabout sensors had identified as weapons systems. Right before the Qu’Eh ship had exploded and rendered everybody in the area blind.

“Sensors had detected roughly four hundred of the unarmed ships,” T’Parief went on, “And twenty two of the attack ships,”

“Twenty two?” Stafford asked.

“So much for outgunning them,” Jall called from the copilot seat.

“I agree,” T’Parief cracked his knuckles, “But now we can ram FOUR ships instead of-”

“Nobody’s ramming anybody!” Stafford snapped, “Look, we’ve got to be able to talk to them, right? You’re sure the hailing frequencies are open?”

“I am certain,” T’Parief looked more than slightly annoyed at being questioned, “There has been no reply.” The runabout shook again. “And our shields are now at 75%.”

“The interference from the explosion has faded,” Fifebee added, unnecessarily.

“Anything else you can get on those ships?”

“One moment,” Fifebee tapped at panel.

“Wait, are you using the standard hail?” Jall asked.

“Yes.” T’Parielf replied. What else would he be using, really?

Stafford was about to ask why Jall was asking stupid questions when his first officer hammered a thumb down on his ‘transmit’ button.

“We’re not Qu’Eh, we’re not here to hurt anybody, please stop shooting at us!” Jall yelled into the comm.

There was several moments of silence, then several more weapons were fired at the runabouts.

“I don’t know how you thought that would help,” Stafford complained while Yanick resumed cursing.

“Have your HEARD the actual auto-hail voice?’ Jall screwed up his face and raised his voice in a parody of a standard Starfleet computer,”This is the runabout St-Lawrence, requesting communications. Beepity-boop-bloop-bleep! Take me to your central processor!”

“I do not find that amusing,” Fifebee said hotly.

“Well, at least they thought about it for a minute,” Jall shrugged, “So I bought us some time.”

“Which has already been wasted,” Valtaic pointed out.

“And in any case, there are no life-sign readings on any of the ships,” Fifebee added, “They are unmanned. Though they clearly are capable of carrying a crew,”

“Details,” Jall waved a hand, “I still expect to see this on my next annual review,”

“Oh, you WILL!” Stafford replied darkly.

“Permission to return fire?” T’Parief asked calmly, satisfied that the niceties of requesting NOT to be shot had been properly observed.

“You mean you weren’t already?” Stafford demanded, “Yes! Shoot back!”

T’Parief tapped his panel, sending the runabouts relatively weak phasers crashing against the enemy shields. And, surprisingly, through them. The enemy ships abruptly broke off, as if stung by an unexpected bee.

“Full impulse to the planet!” Stafford pointed at the sudden opening in the enemy formation.

Yanick sent the small ship darting forward, the other three runabouts right on her tail.



The runabouts took up a standard orbit around Kallar IV. Not a single ship actually followed them, instead returning to the unmanned fleet after the runabout crossed the orbit of the outermost planet. Kallar IV itself seemed to be an almost completely defenceless planet, although Fifebee had detected a few scattered planetary defence shields going up over what were presumably key locations on the surface.

“Foolish” T’Parief shook his head, “Shielding only your most important assets simply tells us what to shoot at first,”

“If, you know, we were invading bad guys,” Jall said, “Which we aren’t.”

“Of course.”

“Fifebee, can you send the sensor readings we have so far back to Haven?” Stafford requested, “We’re here to study things, after all.”

“No,” Fifebee replied immediately.

“I sort of meant that to be an order,” Stafford said slowly.

Fifebee’s face seemed to shift slightly, hair darkening and ears elongating slightly.

“It is illogical to assume I am being insubordinate, given my previous history,” she said in a clipped tone, “We are, in fact, being jammed,”

“Fascinating,” Valtaic said, “I do not believe I have seen you channel a personality since I joined the crew. Most interesting.”

Fifebee shook her head, her features returning to normal.

“It hasn’t happened in a while,” she admitted.

“Jammed?” Stafford prompted.

“Correct,” Fifebee took a (simulated) breath and tapped her panel, “I cannot open a channel on any of the standard frequencies.”

“Curiouser and curiouser,” Jall said.

“A hidden fleet that shot up a Qu’Eh ship but stopped shooting as soon as we shot at them,” Stafford scratched his head, “And now they don’t want us talking to anybody. But they don’t seem to mind that we’re hanging out over their plant,”

“Two hidden fleets,” Valtaic spoke calmly, “One hostile, one passive. Both automated, and both very poorly constructed. What might we deduce from that?”

“That it’s time to go get some questions answered,” Stafford said, “T’Parief, find us the most heavily shielded building on the planet. That should be their government complex. We’ll beam down, ask some questions, buy time for the runabouts to run some scans, then get the hell back to Haven.”



The most heavily shielded building was not, in fact, a government complex.

“What does that say?” Stafford demanded, pointing at the sign near the building entrance. Lt Burke tapped his tricorder, trying to find a translation matrix. Lt Cmdr Stern and Lt Rengs were carefully scanning the area and Stafford, Jall and Valtaic stood facing the large, elaborate building they had found.

“I think it says ‘Robellus Transceiver Terminal 1’,” Burke said.

“Robellus? I’ve heard that word before, haven’t I?” Stafford said.

“You have,” Stern spoke up, his eyes not leaving the scope of his phaser rifle, “It’s one of the Qu’Eh’s biggest clients. It’s a telecommunications company. I took calls from their customers while I was…employed by them.”

“Wait, no,” Jall frowned, “I’ve heard of them too. You can get them in…in some of the sectors near the Beta Quadrant,”

“Why the hell would a Federation company have a building on an unknown, unexplored planet?” Stafford wondered.

“Do we know they’re actually a Federation company?” Valtaic asked.

“I’m pretty sure they aren’t, but if we could actually find their leader, maybe we can figure it out,” Jall shrugged.

“Stafford to T’Parief,” Stafford tapped his comm badge, “Let’s try this again.”



The central government of the planet was not, as it turned out, one of the buildings protected by a shield. After beaming to six different locations (including two more smaller Robellus re-broadcast buildings, three buildings for companies they had never heard of, and a Ferengi delivery service) they finally found a local Kallar and did the equivalent of the old ‘take me to your leader’ routine. The man pointed out the planetary capitol on a map, then proceeded to run away, shouting that “Bontanta is on, and if I miss it it’s going to be hell to pay!”.

A quick scan and another quick transporter trip found the away team standing outside the planetary government complex, a rather run-down looking collection of domed, stone buildings. The stone construction meant they would probably stand for thousands of years without any serious work…and the appearance of the buildings hinted that they would probably have to. The stone was worn and pitted. The windows were dirty and debris had built up along the base of the building. Leaves, dirt, a few pieces of garbage.

“Somebody doesn’t have much of a landscaping budget,” Jall said, pointing at a dry, desiccated flower garden. There were no flowers, just barren dirt and several clumps of weeds.

The streets were almost empty. The few Kallars they saw appeared to be fairly well dressed at first glance, though a second glance revealed once fancy but now worn, threadbare clothing that had been patched several times. They were humanoid…extremely so. Slender, smooth limbs, completely devoid of hair, showing soft features and a complete lack of distinguishing bumps or ridges. Their pale skin had no freckles, wrinkles or other imperfections. Their eyes were wide and clear, with the barest suggestion of a nose between them. Their mouths were thin-lipped, their chins perfectly rounded below them. The extreme lack of features, from the lack of eyebrow ridge to the perfectly smooth ears made them look almost like cartoons of actual humanoids.

Burke had his tricorder pointed at a nearby Kallar and was tapping away, but the Kallar saw him and bolted away.

“Wait!” Burke called, “No! I’m…I’m not going to hurt you, I just want….ugh.”

“We’ll find another one,” Stafford shrugged.

“But-”

“Come on.”

They entered the central government building, expecting to see the usual hustle and bustle of a planetary government busy, well, governing. Instead, they found the building completely empty.

“Where the hell IS everybody?” Stafford demanded.

“On the ships we found, after all?” Jall suggested, “There were a lot of them, after all,”

“No, I’m definitely getting life signs,” Burke said, tapping at his tricorder, “There are a couple in this building…that way,” he pointed.

They wandered down a large hallway. The stone walls were in better condition than the building exterior, but something about them still bothered the away team. It was Jall who finally figured it out.

“The fixtures,” he said, pointing up at a cheap, gaudy-looking chandelier, “Look at that garbage,”

Valtaic arched an eyebrow, then dismissed the conversation as irrelevant. Stafford, on the other hand, frowned.

“What do you mean? It just looks like another crappy piece of cheap crap,” he shrugged.

“Exactly!” Jall said, “Nobody with an ounce of class would be caught dead with THAT in their home,” Jall pointed at a wall scone that didn’t seem to fit properly in the wall, “Or THAT. If I had to guess, I’d say that they used to have much nicer stuff, but it’s been replaced with this trash,”

“I think I saw that one in a Dillon’s catalogue,” Burke started.

“Don’t be stupid,” Jall cut him right off, “Dillon’s wouldn’t sell that if their…” Jall trailed off.

“What?” Stafford demanded.

“Burke has seen it before,” Jall said, “So have I. On Chairman P’Tarek’s Qu’Eh flagship,”

Stern instinctively brought his phaser rifle up.

“I thought these people didn’t work for the Qu’Eh,” he said, his voice sounding worried.

“They aren’t supposed to,” Stafford agreed.

“This does not mean they are associated with the Qu’Eh,” Valtaic apparently had decided the conversation was worth participating in, “Only that they purchase from the same suppliers. What might we deduce from that?”

“What is with you and all the deductive crap all of a sudden?” Jall asked.

“Lt Yanick recently introduced me to an old Terran television program called ‘Sherlock’,” Valtaic explained, “I found the main character to be most intriguing. Thought I do not understand why he referred to himself as a ‘high-functioning sociopath’.”

“Right. So what’s your deductive point?”

“What drives the Qu’Eh in their purchases?” Valtaic asked.

“They’re cheap,” Jall said immediately, “Spending too much money on decent furnishings just doesn’t make ‘good business sense’. They want stuff that looks good, well, good to them. But they don’t want to spend any money on it.”

“So the Kallars are cheap?” Stafford frowned, peering through another door. The office he found was empty, and Burke was walking in the opposite direction with his tricorder still in hand, “That doesn’t explain why we can’t find any of them!”

“That is one possibility,” Valtaic agreed.

“What’s the other?”

“Is it not clear?” Valtaic gestured out a window at the decayed gardens outside the building, “The other possibility is that the Kallars are simply broke,”



In orbit of the planet, Yanick, Fifebee and Wowryk sat in the runbout cockpit, watching as the computer obediently scanned the planet and recorded the resulting data into the computer.

“It is a standard Class-M planet,” Fifebee summarized as the initial scan was completed, “The civilization is roughly 23rd-Century Federation. I have detected several small orbital facilities, but no shipyards capable of building any of the ships in their fleet. Though I believe the gas giant closer to the edge of the system would be a logical place for the fleet to have been built,”

“But no idea why their ships wouldn’t follow us here?” Wowryk asked.

“Either their programming detected we had no hostile intent,” Fifebee said, “Or whomever is controlling them believes we are not a threat,”

“What else?” Wowryk asked.

“Are you asking as the Chief Medical Officer or First Officer?” Fifebee asked.

“I’m asking as the senior officer on this runabout!” Wowryk snapped.

“It’s a fair question,” Yanick spoke up.

“WHAT?” Wowryk demanded.

“Well, you HAVE been a lot more commanding lately,” Yanick shrugged, turning in her seat, “And Fifebee has a point: why would the head doctor care about what the weird alien ships are doing?”

Wowry sucked her teeth for a moment.

“One of us has to be in charge, right? And…well, Stafford didn’t really say who,”

“Don’t think he really had to,” Yanick smiled, turning back to her panel, “You go, Noel!”

Wowryk was slightly taken aback. If anybody was going to encourage her in, well, everything, it would be Yanick. No surprise there. But she’d turned down the chance to command Haven. And she had been more than happy to give Jall the First Officer slot back. Her place was in Sickbay, tending to the sick and healing the injured. Right?”

Well, there was no Sickbay at the moment. So why not make herself useful?

“The other reason the ships may not be defending the planet,” Fifebee spoke without prompting, “would be if remaining here was dangerous for some reason. More dangerous than simply leaving us alone,”

“Are WE in any danger?” Wowryk asked.

“I don’t see how we could be,” Fifebee shrugged, “But I am still scanning,”

“Any luck getting a message to Hav…I mean, to Starbase 341?”

“No,” Fifebee replied, “But I do not believe we are being jammed, as I first thought,”

“But we can’t get a message through?”

“We may have gotten a message through,” Fifebee corrected, “But even if we had, the starbase cannot acknowledge it, or contact us,”

“Huh??”

“What I thought was jamming appears to simply be an unusually high number of powerful communications channels,” Fifebee said, “Bandwidth on all standard frequencies as well as many non-standard frequencies, is simply full. Even the primitive electromagnetic bands are full.”

“So crank up the power!” Yanick said, “Even I remember communications classes from the Academy!”

Fifebee sighed.

“The issue is not with our power levels. Imagine,” she said, “that we are part of a crowd. Everybody is shouting, and you wish to speak to somebody outside that crowd. Now, if you shout in their direction it is possible that they might hear you. However, nothing they say, no matter how loud, could possibly overpower the idiot next to you yelling in your ear.”

“Oh yeah, I get that all the time at the bar,” Yanick nodded and turned back to her panel.

Wowryk wasn’t the bar-going type, but she still got the gist.

“So what are they sending?” she asked.

Fifebee gestured to an empty panel.

“I am occupied. Perhaps I can find a frequency that is at least clear enough for us to use for limited data transmission. But you may sample various transmissions from that panel.”

Wowryk cracked her knuckles.

“Hopefully it isn’t too sinful,” she said.



“OK, there are several life-signs in that room,” Burke said, pointing at a pair of double doors at the very end of the hall.

“Why couldn’t you just tell us to go to the very end of the hall right from the beginning?” Stafford asked.

“Well…um…”

“Forget it,”

Stafford was about to push open the doors when Stern pulled him back.

“You know that as the Captain you should actually be on the ship right now, not down here possibly getting shot at, right?” Stern said.

“Oh come on, nobody but Picard ever bothered to listen to that stupid rule!” Stafford objected.

“Maybe that’s how he’s lived to get so old,” Jall said.

“Hey, you’re the guy that’s supposed to be risking his life for me,” Stafford pointed out.

“Hmm. Right. Carry on,” Jall said.

Stern pushed the door open and quickly surveyed the room. When he came back, he had a look on his face that none of the other officers could quite read.

“It’s safe,” he said, “And there are Kallars in there.” he bit his lip, “But I don’t think you’re going to like what they’re doing,”

“Why?” Jall asked immediately, “Is it an orgy?”

“I doubt it,” Stafford sighed, pinching his nose, “You’d like that,”

“Not if they were fat,” Jall shrugged.

“It’s not an orgy,” Stern said, “They…well, see for yourself.

Stafford carefully walked into the room, noticed the half-dozen or so Kallars.

“You,” he said slowly, “have GOT to be kidding me,”

“Silence!” one of the Kallars barked, “The Program must not be interrupted!”

“But-”

“Wait for the commercials!”

“Ohhhh…” Jall’s jaw dropped, “They’re…they’re…”

“They are watching television,” Valtaic finished.



“You are not currently subscribed to this channel,” Wowryk frowned, looking at the message on her screen as she attempted to monitor one of the frequencies overpowering the runabout, “And on this one. And this one,”

“Try this band,” Fifebee pointed over her shoulder, then resumed her work.

“Oh, that’s better,” Wowryk said, “It’s not encrypted, or whatever.”

“What does it say?”

“Um…” Wowryk tied in a translation protocol, “It says ‘can you believe the stupid writing on this last episode? Whoever thought that getting Gelinda pregnant was going to help get the show renewed should be fired. Out of a cannon. Into a garbage pit.’.”

Fifebee suddenly lost interest in her sensor scans.

“And a reply,” Fifebee pointed at the screen, “Saying ‘just because it seems like lazy writing doesn’t mean it doesn’t fit well with the rest of the season story-arc’,”

“It’s just social media,” Yanick called, “People are talking about what they’re seeing on the holovision,”

“There is a reference tag,” Wowryk said “For something called ‘Fertile Fields’, only available on Channel 54,”

She tapped away, trying to find the elusive Channel 54.

“There’s a broadcast with that identifier,” she said. But when she attempted to access it, she just received the same ‘not currently subscribed’ error.

“Fifebee, you’re good with this stuff. Can’t you…I don’t know…hack something?” Wowryk asked.

“One moment,”

Fifebee tapped away for a while, then the error cleared and an image appeared on the screen.

“Tired of the same old entertainment shows?” a cheerful, female voice asked.

“Well, I don’t know about-” Wowryk started. The voice simply carried on as through she hadn’t spoken.

“Then you need to upgrade to Robellus Tango Plus!” the voice went on as a montage of scenes from various shows flashed over the screen, “The shows you love, on the channels you crave. And with our Customer Select Customer Service, you can be assured that you have the very best in customer service!” The montage stopped, leaving a nondescript, computer generated humanoid standing on a blank background.

“So, friend, may I sign you up for Tango Plus, your gateway to better entertainment?” the Kallar asked.

“Well, I don’t think-” Wowryk said,

“Act now, and your first six months are half-price!” the figure encouraged.

“Well, maybe…”

The screen suddenly flashed in a psychedelic display of colours.

“Thank you for signing up for Robellus Tango Plus!” the figure smiled.

“Wait,” Fifebee said, “She didn’t…that wasn’t a yes!”

A slew of legal-looking jargon flooded the screen.

“You can slow that down and review it later,” the figure said, “But it basically means that our legal team has proven in court that ‘Maybe’ is the same as ‘Yes’.”

“Are you NUTS!?” Wowryk demanded.

“If you have a complaint, I would be happy to direct you to our complaints department,” the figure said, “Current hold time is 23.5 standard years,”

“We don’t want the service!” Yanick shouted, “Cancel us!”

Wowryk looked over to Yanick.

“You have to be tough with these people,” Yanick shrugged.

“Current hold times for Customer Retention are 43.8 standard years,” the figure said.

“We don’t want retention, just cancel us!” Yanick declared.

“We are sorry to…” the figure seemed to frown. Suddenly, the background flashed with red colours and a klaxon began sounding.

“Warning!” a computerized voice declared, “Non-approved transceiver detected! This is a violation of the Robellus Terms of Customer Usage. You must purchase an approved Robellus transceiver in order to use the Robellus Tango Plus service,”

“WE DON’T WANT YOUR SERVICE!” the three women shouted together.

“A surcharge of eight thousand credits will be added to your bill, to include the cost of the transceiver along with express priority shipping,” the figure said, “Now, where may I send that?”

Yanick reached over and slammed her hand down on the cutoff button.

“Why didn’t we just do that from the start?” Wowryk wondered. A panel suddenly started beeping.

“Energy surge from the planet!” Fifebee called, “One of the shielded buildings just launched an antimatter surface-to-space missile!”



“OK, make this quick,” the Kallar said, “The show’s going to be back on in a couple of minutes.”

“I’m-”

“AND PUT THAT AWAY!” the Kallar almost shrieked as he pointed at Burke’s tricorder. He twisted to the side, almost like the sensor device was going to shoot him with a phaser beam or something, “Do you WANT to violate the terms of our usage agreement? Quit it!”

“Look, buddy, I’m a Starfleet Captain on a peaceful mission, and my crew and I just got shot up by your ships!” Stafford snapped, “So I don’t really care about your stupid show, and you damned well will tell me what’s going on here!”

“Put that away first! Our bodies must not be scanned!”

Jall waved at Burke to comply.

“Thank the Guide,” the Kallar breathed a sigh of relief, then looked back towards the viewscreen, “Oh, I haven’t seen this commercial before. That’s an interesting product idea,”

“Hey! You guys SHOT AT US!” Stafford snapped his fingers at the Kallar, trying to regain his attention, “You and your fleet destroyed the Qu’Eh ship we were supposed to be delivering here!”

“What fleet?” the Kallar appeare only moderately interested.

“The fleet in your Oort cloud!”

“We don’t have a fleet,” the Kallar huffed, “Something else must have blown up your Qu’Eh ship,”

“But the Qu’Eh are expecting that ship!” Stafford said, “They’re supposed to meet us here!”

“I’d like to help you, but what can I say?” the Kallar shrugged. The commercial on the screen behind him ended and he abruptly turned away.

“Just tell them you hit a subspace fibre bundle or something,” he said, “They’ll add it to your bill.”

And with that he left Stafford standing near the door.

Stafford rejoined Jall, Burke, Stern and Valtaic.

“I don’t think I’ve ever wanted to punch a world leader so badly,” Stafford admitted.

“Maybe you should have,” Jall shrugged, his eyes looking over to where the Kallars were raptly watching some sort of program about people whining about relationships or something, “It might get their attention,”

“I have a thought on that,” Burke said, tapping at his tricorder.



“Evasive, full impulse!” Yanick shouted, diving back at the helm and pulling the small runabout into motion, “Fifebee, tell the other runbouts to scatter!”

“The missile has locked on us,” Fifebee reported.

“I thought I was in command?” Wowryk complained.

“I can give myself orders right now, thanks Noel,” Yanick said.

The missile quickly cleared the atmosphere and began homing in on the runabout. Yanick pulled a hard turn to starboard and the missile zipped by. It reversed course and started towards the runabout again.

“Warp speed!” Wowryk called.

“In a brand new runabout this close to a planet?” Yanick asked, “Do you WANT to end up in a red wormhole?”

“I…what?”

“Cheesy time distortions and a strange, laser-scanned looking spatial anomaly,” Fifebee advised her, “Happens sometimes when warp engines haven’t been properly broken in. Or when film-makers are desperate to add excitement.”

“Besides,” Yanick pulled the runabout abruptly upward, “This missile’s going to run out of fuel sooner or later, right?”

The missile was turning around to followed their last manoeuvre when it abruptly exploded. Fifebee examined the sensor footage.

“Or the Hazardous Team runabout could blow it up,” she said, “I believe Ensign Simmons is getting bored over there.”

“Hey, if it means we don’t blow up, then he can shoot all the missiles he wants,” Wowryk said.



“Ready?” Burke asked.

“Yup,” Stafford nodded.

“Not like there’s really anything you have to do,” Jall pointed out.

“Hey, the Kallars are the only people we’re trying to surprise,” Stafford said, “Not me.”

“Point taken,”

Burke tapped his tricorder and the television screen abruptly broke in a cloud of static.

The effect on the Kallars was immediate.

“NO!”

“AHHH!!!!”

“WHAT HAPPENS TO BREE AND HANAN!!??”

One of them (not the leader) rushed forward and started fiddling with a small blue box beneath the screen. Another started jiggling a cable than ran towards a wall jack while a third actually thumped the top of the flat screen with one fist.

After a few minutes, they turned to the leader, their faces grim.

“We’re going to have to call,” one gulped, “Technical Support,”

The leader paled.

“Oh no,” he said.

Stafford stepped forward.

“Look, maybe we can help?” he offered.

“I doubt it,” the leader was already reaching for a communications device, “And besides, if we let a non-Robellus certified technician touch anything, it will void our warranty,”

“OK, look, we’re jamming your signal,” Jall stepped forward, “And until we get some answers, it’s going to stay jammed!”

“You WHAT??”

There were looks of shock and horror all around the room.

“How COULD you!?”

“…dare you!”

“…violate warranty?”

“OK, OK,” the leader set the comm device aside, “Look, I am Prime Magistrate Watchum. Let us not be rash. Simply restore our television service, and you may depart unharmed.”

“Nothing is stopping us from departing unharmed already,” Valtaic pointed out.

“Hmmm?” Watchum reached over and tapped the side of his chair’s left arm. He had, Stafford realized, done the same earlier. Some sort of hidden alarm!

“Those security guards are late!” he snapped.

“We had to lay them off,” one of the other Kallars said, “So we could afford the Tango Elite package in the lavatory,”

“Oh, right,” Watchum signed, “No security guards. Hmmm. Very well. State your demands.”

“What the hell is going on here?” Stafford demanded.

“You’re messing up our TV time is what’s going on,” one of the other Kallars said angrily.

“Why the fleet?” Jall asked, pushing forward, “Why shoot at us? Why do the Qu’Eh leave you alone instead of enslaving you?”

Watchum touched his fingers together, moving them in an odd motion. The Kallar equivalent of a sigh? Irritation?

“I still do not know this fleet you speak of,” he said, “The last fleet the Kallar people owned was built as an evacuation fleet. It bankrupted us to commission it, and the contractors never actually delivered it. That was over a century ago. What was the last question? Oh yes. The Qu’Eh.”

He shrugged.

“They come by now and then, they check on the Robellus buildings, and they leave. Oh, and they always have us fill out some quality surveys. We don’t know why.”

“You’re SURE nobody delivered this evacuation fleet of yours?” Jall asked.

“Don’t ask me, I’m not a century old!” Watchum said, “But if they had, would we still be here? It was an EVACTUATION fleet for cable’s sake! And it bankrupted us, for no good cause! It was two generations before we could get high definition service back! Imagine, in this era, watching low-resolution television!”

“Why were your ancestors evacuating?” Valtaic asked.

“Why, Robellus and our other creditors, of course,” he said, “The cost of our global television services is over three quarters of our planetary product! Our civilization is deteriorating, and those evil telecommunications companies are to blame!”

He made a third gesture with his hands, again meaning anything from ‘what a pleasant day’ to ‘oh dear, I must move my bowels at once’.

“Now please,” he almost begged, “Turn the TV back on! We’re missing critical plot points!”



Stafford and Jall watched in almost horror as the Kallars watched the ridiculous show. Even worse, half of them were pulling out personal communications devices and, near as they could tell, talking about the stupid thing with others on some sort of social media. The Silverado officers had been forgotten seconds after the signal had resumed, and at least two aids who had attempted to bring in official-looking documents had been waved away.

“Uh…sirs? Can you take a look at this?” Burke tilted his tricorder towards the two senior officers.

“Um…interesting,” Stafford said after a moment spent looking at the flickering display, “Most interesting,”

“You have no idea what you’re looking at, do you?” Jall crossed his arms.

“And you do?”

Jall looked at the screen.

“Oh, that’s easy,”

“Yeah?” Stafford also crossed his arms, “Then what does it mean?”

“Well…it’s showing the Kallar life-sign readings,” Jall said.

“Well even I can see that!”

As the two continued bickering, Valtaic stepped over and glanced at the screen.

“Their life signs…some sort of strange energy reading. And these two, they seem to have started phasing out of our space-time continuum, then stabilized,” he said.

Jall and Stafford abruptly stopped arguing.

“That’s what I thought!” Jall said quickly.

“Oh, you are SO full of shit!” Stafford snapped back.

OK. Now they’ve really stopped arguing.

“But what does it mean?” Burke wondered.

“It means we need to go look at one of those Robellus buildings,” Jall said.

“I thought of it first!” Stafford declared.

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah. And we have to get somebody onto one of those unmanned ships,”

“I was going to say that too,” Jall lifted his chin.

“Was not!”

“Was so!”

“We also,” Valtaic added, “Must determine how wide-spread this problem is.”

“I knew that,” Stafford and Jall said together.

“I really missed this,” Jall said after a moment.

“What,” Stafford asked, “Driving me to the brink of a nervous breakdown?”

“Well, that too,” Jall nodded, “But I mean, isn’t it nice to be back on a mission? Exploring the unknown? Boldly going, and all that?”

“Yeah,” Stafford had to agree, “It is. I sort of wish YOU would boldly go, someplace else. But it is nice to be back,”



All four runabouts landed outside the government building, approval being received from a somewhat distracted Watchum during a commercial for fabric softener.

“Hazardous Team,” Stafford pointed at Stern, “You guys are taking a runabout back out to that fleet. Try to get onto one of the ships without being detected. See if it really is this missing evacuation feet, and why it’s been sitting out there for a century,”

Stern nodded. Next to him, Simmons was bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet.

“Simmons, DON’T BLOW IT UP!” Stafford snapped.

“Yes sir,” Simmons said eagerly enough, but Stafford saw he was still fondling his grenade belt with one hand.

“Beta Shift,” Stafford went on, “You’re going door to door. Find out if it’s just their leaders with this addiction, or if it’s everybody. Try a few different continents.”

Quintane nodded.

“So we’re checking out the Robellus building?” Jall asked.

“Yup,” Stafford nodded.

“OK, people,” Jall clapped his hands, “Alpha Shift, we’re heading to the Robellus building. T’Parief, Fifebee, find us a way through their shield. Sage, well, you’re not really Alpha Shift, but we need an engineer since Jeffery stayed behind. You’ll do the-”

“What are you doing?” Stafford asked quietly.

“You’ve given your orders. Now as your second in command, I’m putting them in action,” Jall said, also quiet, “What’s your problem?”

“Nothing, it’s just…you’re oddly enthusiastic,”

“Sue me,” Jall shrugged, “I told you, it’s good to be back,”



The Beta Shift had the easiest task by far. They’d jumped into the runabout, flown halfway across the planet and landed in a large city near the intersection of two large rivers. Coming in at low altitude they saw an extensive river port facility with docks, loading and unloading equipment and even a few shipyards with half-finished seagoing cargo vessels. Unfortunately, the docks and shipyard facility appeared mostly deserted. The city itself did not have the stone construction of the capitol, but instead metal and glass construction so common on so many worlds. Of course, most races built towers of some sort to maximize their living space, while the Kallars (in this city anyway) had built odd, upside-down teardrop shaped buildings that looked like they’d tip over in a strong wind.

As they landed at the base of one such building, that impression was reinforced by the corroded state of the metal.

“They’re definitely not paying the upkeep,” Burke said, waving his tricorder around.

“Then let’s get this over with before the whole thing falls over,” Lt Pye said.

“You’re the pilot, you’re staying here with the runabout,” Lt Cmdr Quintaine said, “What are you worried about?”

“I’m worried about this building falling on the runabout, what do you think??”

“Oh. Right,” Quintaine frowned, “Wait. So you’re staying with the runabout, Sage is with the Alpha Shift, Stern is with the Hazardous Team…are we the only three people out here?”

“Lt Day is doing some work on the runabout computer in the rear compartment,” Pye said, “I can get him, if you want,”

“No,” Quinaine shook his head, “I just didn’t realize how short-staffed we were getting,”

“You didn’t notice on the flight over?” Burke asked.

“I thought there were more people in the back,” Quintaine shrugged.



“Have you thought about borrowing a couple of the Beta Shift guys to build up our numbers? Lt Rengs asked Lt Cmdr Stern as he piloted the HT runabout back towards the robot fleet,”I mean, the Beta security team isn’t all they’re cracked up to be, and we should probably have some people waiting in the wings.”

“Maybe,” Stern shrugged, “You have a point…Simmons or Marsden aren’t going to last much longer,”

“Hey, what do you mean by that?” Marsden asked.

“Well, you’ve been unconscious a lot. That’s, like, REALLY bad for you,” Stern said, “And Simmons is going to pull the wrong pin and blow himself to pieces sooner or later. I just hope he doesn’t take anybody else with him,”

“Or just end up with two legs and an arm blown off,” Simmons added, checking his plasma grenades for the ten millionth time, “That would really suck,”

“Difficult to fight to an honourable death with only one limb,” Crewman Kreklor agreed, “It would be unfortunate,”

“So would dying!” Marsden said.

“You’re not dying,” Simmons said, “You’re just going to take another hit to the head and end up a vegetable. Don’t worry, dude. I’ll visit you. But somebody else has to wipe the drool off your chin,”

Lt Dar’ugal made a series of gestures, several strands of thick, red fur floating happily on the small ship’s air currents as he did.

“Dude, cut down the sign language when you’re shedding,” Simmons complained.

“He has a point though,” Rengs said, “How ARE we going to sneak up on a robot fleet?”

“Marsden, you’re the technology expert,” Stern prompted, “You had the training course, anyway,”

“It’s a centuries old evacuation fleet,” Marsden said, “It was BUILT for people to get on the ships. We probably triggered some sort of defence program when we dropped out of warp right on top of them. A nice, slow approach should work.



An hour later, the HT runabout once again flew at full impulse away from the Kallar fleet, dodging phaser blasts.

“OK,” Marsden gulped as the last attack ship turned back to resume its guard position, “Bad idea. New plan: push an asteroid in their direction, hide behind it with everything shut down, then beam over to one of the ships,”

“This time it better work,” Stern said, “Or we’re sending Dar’ugal on that technology course instead,”



T’Parief and Fifebee stood at the edge of the shield protecting the Robellus building that had launched the antimatter missile at the runabout.

“Shields do not work well in an atmosphere,” Fifebee said, “Not usually. We may want to examine their generator technology, as this one seems more efficient at atmospheric deflection than Federation shields,”

“How do we break it?” T’Parief grumbled.

“I am processing,” Fifebee said. She stood, seeing to stare at the building. “How are you and Lt Yanick coping with the distance between yourselves and your offspring?”

“I thought you were ‘processing’?” T’Parief asked, his tone not exactly inviting discussion.

“I am rotating some of my processor units to basic social discourse,” Fifebee replied, “Slowing them down to the pace of organics on a regular basis reduces the chance of overload,”

“We are fine,” T’Parief said flatly.

“Really?”



“It’s actually bugging me a lot more than I thought it would,” Yanick admitted to Stafford, “I mean, I knew we’d be apart. It’s part of the job. But she’s…she’s just so far away!”

“I can’t imagine it,” Stafford shrugged, “I don’t have kids. Can’t imagine I ever will, at this rate,”

“At least on Silverado she’ll be a few decks down,” Yanick went on, “But if anything happens to the ship…”

“And I guess you won’t be having Jall over for martinis quite as much, huh?” Stafford joked.

“Maybe that’s why I’m talking to you,” Yanick shrugged, “Jall doesn’t really get the whole ‘kids’ thing. Well, neither do you. But…I could at least see you with kids. Could you imagine Jall with kids? I sure can’t!”

Stafford rolled his eyes.

“You could argue,” he said, “That Jall puts more effort into getting people pregnant than anybody else on the ship. He just seems to have missed a minor fact of biology.”

Yanic giggled.

“But could you picture him as a father?”

“Well…no.”

“Me neither,” Jall had overheard this last and was approaching, arms crossed, “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to stop trying,”

“We already made that joke,” Yanick told him.

“Yeah. Look, Fifebee’s found some sort of frequency harmonic that she can use to disrupt the…I don’t know. It sounded like pretty advanced techno-babble. But we can beam into the building in about ten minutes,”

He turned and left.

“You don’t…you don’t think we hurt his feelings, do you?” Yanick asked quietly.

“Don’t know, don’t care,” Stafford shrugged. There was a moment of quiet, then: “So why did you name her ‘Allona’, anyway?”

“Well…”



“Because I like it. Now stop asking question and let me get back to my show,” the Kallar youth said, slamming his door shut.

“Not interested!” Door slammed shut.

“PUT THAT SCANNER AWAY!” Door slammed shut.

Burke rubbed his ear. He wasn’t entirely surprised that the Kallars had old-style hinge doors in some of their buildings. But was surprised at the ringing in his ears when they slammed them shut.

“Don’t they realize we could just scan them through the door?” Burke said, annoyed.

“Wouldn’t that be a really unethical breach of privacy?” Pye asked curiously.

“It wouldn’t have been, until you had to go bringing it up,” Burke’s lip twisted.

Quintaine cleared his throat.

“Yes, it would have been,” Burke corrected himself.

“That’s over twenty apartments now,” Quintane said, half to himself, “I think we’ve established that whatever the story is behind this addiction, it’s planet-wide,”

“Well, statistically speaking…” Burke started.

“Do you want to spend another week going to random cities and knocking on random doors just to confirm what we’re pretty sure we know?”

“Well…no…”

They started walking towards the elevator.

“So who can we actually talk to?” Pye asked, “Even if there is a planet-wide TV addiction, there has to be a couple of Kallars who are fighting it, right? So if we could find them…”

“Addiction,” Quintaine trailed off thoughtful, then turned to Burke, “You’re an addict, you should know how this sort of thing works, right?”

“Wha…me?” Burke gulped, “No, I’m not addicted to anything. You must be thinking of Crewman Gibson,”

“No, Fifebee gave me copies of the codes she was using to prevent you from accessing your porn database on the bridge,” Quintaine crossed his arms. They had arrived in the building lobby, pausing in the neglected space next to a bed of dead plants.

“Heh, those were easy to break,” Burke chuckled. His laughter faded when he saw the look on Quintaine’s face. He slumped.

“OK, right. If there are anti-addict busybodies on this planet, and there probably are, then we have two options. We either start hunting the electronic bulletin boards for a Television Anonymous meeting,”

“Or?”

“Or we make them come to us,” Burke steepled his fingertips, “We get a bunch of screens, set them up in a public location, say a market, then we sit there watching sexual-education programs until the police show up to haul us away to rehab,”

“Found it,” Pye said, his tricorder aimed at a large screen on one wall of the lobby, “There’s a ‘Broadcast Content Anonymous’ chapter in the city center. They have a meeting tonight,”

“Sounds good. Let’s get to the runabout!” Quintaine said.

“My idea was more fun,” Burke said.

“Yeah, watching pseudo-porn in a shopping mall until the cops come? I don’t think so.”

“OK then,” Pye said, “Let’s go find us a bunch of addicts!”





Part Two

Aboard their unnamed runabout, the HT slowly drifted through space. Literally.

“I can’t breath with all this hair floating around!” Marsden complained, “It’s getting in my…in my…AH-CHOO!”

The force of his sneeze sent him pinwheeling around, arms and legs flailing as he tried to find a handhold to catch himself.

“Look, we don’t want the automated defence ships to detect us,” Stern said, “So we shut everything off and hide behind an asteroid. Starfeet officers do this sort of thing ALL the time!”

“But they never turn off the gravity!” Simmons complained as two of his grenades floated just out of his reach. He carefully extended an arm, one fingertip barely brushing the pull-ring of the closer one.

Dar’ugal grabbed both grenades, checked the safety switches and stashed them back in the appropriate storage compartment.

“HEY!” Simmons complained.

Dar’ugal attempted to sign an explanation. But moving his arms caused his whole body to shift, making it impossible for anybody to catch just what he said.

“If being…ulp…if being shut down is so important, why are the sensors on?” Marsden asked, “And the heat?”

“Oh, I forgot about that,” Stern hit a switch, “We’ll still be pretty warm compared to the asteroid, but every little bit counts. And the sensors are passive.”

“But-”

“I’m not turning on the gravity!” Stern roared, “Now shut up and let’s work!”

Kreklor had his legs wrapped around the tactical console and was viewing the sensor readouts.

“I am learning nothing new regarding their weapon systems,” he said, “Their shields, however, match our records for a Klingon design used approximately one hundred and fifty standard years ago,”

“You’re saying the Kallars were buying from the Klingons?” Stern asked.

“No,” Kreklor replied, “I’m saying the Kallars bought this fleet from someone who bought a Klingon shield design. And given the time this fleet was supposed to have been built, they were ripped off. Badly.”

“What do you mean?”

Kreklor gave him an oddly human look that, even with his sharp teeth, cranial ridges and swarthy alien skin still managed to say ‘I can’t believe I’m explaining this’.

“We sold much technology in the past,” he said, “None of it was top of the line. And this design fell out of use fifty years before the fleet was built. It is no wonder our runabout phasers cut through them.”

“Hmm.”

“I’m going to be sick,” Marsden gasped, still spinning. Rengs, strapped into a nearby panel, grabbed him by one ankle and guided him to the next seat.

“I don’t recognize the engine design,” Rengs said, also looking at sensor readings, “The hulls are a titanium-duranium mix. Functional, but cheap. I’m picking up a breathable atmosphere, so we can beam over as soon as we’re in range. In about two hours.”

“So until then, let’s just-”

Mardsen vomited, explosively. Most of it splattered against the port bulkhead, but several other small globs started floating around the cockpit.

“Let’s just get the wet-vac,” Stern winced



With a shower of transporter sparkles, Stafford, Sage, Wowryk, Fifebee and T’Parief materialized inside a large, minimalist yet functional two level lobby.

“Transport complete,” Fifebee reported over the comm, “None of the organics were liquified, and the temporary rely is also intact,”

“Excellent,” Valtaic’s voice came back, barely audible through the interference “I am…track your signals…the shield be lowered…beam you back,”

There was a loug squeal, then the signal died. A not unexpected event.

“Liquified?” Stafford asked, glaring at Fifebee, “That was a possibility?”

“A remote one,” she admitted.

Stafford rolled his eyes.

“Whatever. Start scanning.”

“The building design is clearly not Qu’Eh,” Fifebee said, “It does have some similarities to Hyrosis architecture, a Beta Quadrant race. However, the languages on the signs and displays are Qu’Eh and…Myssasis? Another Beta Quadrant race. Interesting.”

“Federation members?” Stafford asked.

“No. Though both are friendly. Or at least non-hostile. I have no further information, and no connection to the Federation databases,”

“Why is the place empty?” T’Parief asked. He still had his phaser rifle raised and was looking through the scope as he scanned the lobby.

“I believe it is automated,” Fifebee said.

“It wasn’t originally, I bet,” Stafford said, spinning a chair around its mount behind what could only be a reception desk.

“Broadcast Control is this way,” Fifebee said, walking up the staircase.

“You tracking the source of the heavy comm traffic?” Sage wondered.

“No, this building is merely rebroadcasting to a network of satellites in geo…well, kallasyncronous orbit,” Fifebee said, “I am following the sign that says ‘Broadcast Control’. With an arrow pointing in the appropriate direction.”

“Oh,”

They made their way up the stairs, through a wide hallway and eventually to a wide set of double doors. Fifebee wasn’t able to make heads or tails out of the locking mechanism, so T’Parief simply fired his phaser rifle until the left door obediently vaporized.

“Wow,” Stafford said as he stepped into the room behind the tall reptile.

The room was roughly the size of a hockey arena, with screens covering every wall and branching off pillars rising from the floor to the ceiling. Hundreds of different entertainment channels were being shown, and the screens kept changing every few minutes. Fifebee started scanning the labels attached to various groups of screens, identifying them to different sections of various cities around the planet.

“OH! SINFUL!” Wowryk cried.

There were several channels dedicated to…adult programming.

“Doctor, could you take a look at this?” Fifebee asked.

“It was a Klingon and a Rigellian in the missionary position,” Wowryk said, fluttering her hands around her head, “And I didn’t see a wedding ring, and no I will NOT check again!”

“That’s not…just please come here,” Fifebee said.

“You saw all that in half a second?” Stafford asked.

“Half a second too much!” Wowryk said.

“Which screen was it? One of my exes told me I could learn a thing or two from the Klingons,”

Wowryk smacked Stafford upside the head then went to find Fifebee.

“Ow,” Stafford muttered.

“Definitely automated,” Sage said, “I found several control stations, all of them with fairly obvious upgrades to move actual control of the place off-planet. Fairly normal for cutting down on the number of people you need.”

“If you’re cheap,” Stafford said.

“Yeah. Which seems to be a recurring theme here.”

Fifebee was several pillars over, pointing at one of the curved screens.

“I have determined that there are nearly fifty thousand screens,” she said, “And they are cycling through various viewing screens across the planet. But I do not understand this,” she gestured at an inset square on the screen,”

“Those are bio-readings,” Wowryk said immediately, “Mostly related to brain activity. And…I don’t understand this one,” she pointed at a word the tricorder and universal translator evidently didn’t know, “But whatever it is, it’s at 85%. Some sort of alien neurotransmitter?”

“This is why we cannot get a transmission out of this system,” Fifebee said, “If all this data is being transmitted out, along with all the entertainment programming coming in…”

“Why is a cable company tracking brain activity of some of their customers?” Stafford demanded, “Isn’t that illegal?”

“In the Federation, it is,” T’Parief said.

“And it’s not some of their customers,” Wowryk said slowly, watching as all the screens switched from channel to channel, each with one or more bio-readings inset in the lower corner.

“It’s all of them.



“My name is Liftum, and I’m an addict,” the pale, nearly featureless Kallar said as he stood in the center of the group of rag-tag Kallars that had gathered in what was once a fitness club. It clearly hadn’t been used in years, as most of the equipment was covered in dust.

“Hello Liftum,” the rest of the group, including Quintaine, Pye and Burke chanted politely.

“I used to watch twenty-eight hours of television a day,” Liftum went on, “I’d sleep during the commercials, then in the middle of the night when the reality show re-runs were on. I even installed a waste extraction unit in the TV room so I wouldn’t miss anything,”

“How long is a Kallar day?” Pye whispered.

“Thirty hours,” Burke replied.

“I am still a virgin,” Liftum said, “Though I am twenty years old,”

“How long is a Kallar-”

“One and a half standard years,” Burke cut Pye off, “he’s thirty,”

“-simply did not leave the house to meet females,” Liftum was going on, “But I have gone for eight hours now without watching television,”

“And how do you feel?” the group organizer, a Kallar who had introduced herself as Runum asked.

“Terrible!” Liftum cried, “I don’t know who won Critical Combat last night! I don’t know if Yurta and Prestum mated two nights ago on Acquaintances! And I have this horrible, strange feeling in my head, almost as if…as if…my skull is shrinking!”

“But eight!” the Runum asked, “That’s hours longer than anyone else has lasted! You my be The One!”

“I can’t go on!” Liftum groaned, squinting his eyes shut, “It…it doesn’t hurt, but I feel something. Something…I don’t know if it’s wonderful or terrible, but it’s unbearable!”

The other Kallars were now staring at Liftum in a mix of hope and fear.

“Scan him,” Quintaine whispered to Burke.

“But they don’t want-”

“Hi,” Quinaine stood up,”

“Do you have the token?” Runum asked, “I’m sure Liftum still has the token.

“We don’t know what’s going on, we just want to scan him!”

The Kallars pulled back in horror.

“That violates the Customer Use Agreement!” one of them cried out.

“We don’t understand-”

“AUUUGGGGHH!!!!!” Liftum screamed, clutching his head.

“Get the screen!” Runum shouted, jumping to her feet to grab at the male as he fell from his chair. Two Kallars rushed in, a large screen held between them. On it a group of bumpy aliens were sitting around a campfire, speaking in a language the Universal Translator apparently needed more time to crack.

“Open your eyes, Liftum!” Runum said, rubbing his head as they stretched him out on the floor and held the screen in front of him.

Liftum’s eyes opened and flicked towards the screen. They locked on the show immediately. His breathing slowed and he seemed to calm down. The two holding the screen slowly moved to the far corner of the room, where several mats had been laid down. Liftum followed.

“Well,” Runum sighed, “That’s disappointing. Is anybody else here over the six hour mark?”

No hands went up.

“OK, let’s call it quits for today,” she said, “Same time tomorrow. Try to keep it under an hour at a time tonight, OK?”

There was assorted mumbling as the group dispersed.

Burke, Pye and Quintaine stayed behind.

“That was…interesting,” Quintaine said, trying to be diplomatic, “And strangely familiar. Where did you get the…um…idea for the way to run this addiction group? The discussion format. Because it might be trademarked.”

“I saw it on TV,” Runum shrugged, “We have chapters all over the planet. But hardly anybody comes. Nobody WANTS to be cured of TV addiction,”

“Hey, some addictions are fun!” Burke objected.

“Is he going to be ok?” Quintaine pointing at Liftum.

“He’ll be fine. We’ll let him watch for an hour or two to get his fix in, then take him off it again,” Runum looked at Quintaine as if seeing him for the first time, “What planet are you from? No wonder you have so many questions!”

“I’m Lieutenant Commander Quintaine of the starship…well, from the United Federation of Planets,” he straightened up a little, “We came here to find out why the Qu’Eh didn’t enslave your planet. But so far we’re just finding a whole lot of confusion.”

“Are you serious?” Runum lifted an eyebrow, “Look, the Qu’Eh have been a power for centuries, providing quality assurance services to thousands of companies and organizations,”

“Uh-huh,” Quintaine nodded, “Look, we’re not from around here. So we don’t know a lot of the history.”

“Well the Qu’Eh wouldn’t have much of a business if those companies and organizations didn’t have customers, now would they?” Runum said, hands moving in an odd gesture, “The Qu’Eh and Robellus have the perfect relationship on Kallar IV. Robellus bleeds us dry of resources in exchange for this addictive filth,” she waved at Liftum’s screen, “and the Qu’Eh monitor everything and let Robellus know exactly what to do to keep us under their control. Really, it should be obvious,”

“Maybe to you,” Quintaine was digging one toe into the floor. Actually, it did make sense. Why had they flown all the way out here, again?”

“But TV isn’t usually addictive,” Burke said.

“It’s always been that way here,” Runum said, “As long as we can remember, anyway. And nobody’s been working very hard to keep track.”

“Look, I know you have a…a thing here. But would you come with us? Some of our people are trying to investigate one of the Robellus stations right now, and-”

“YOU GOT INTO ROBELLUS??” Runum demanded, her near-featureless face still doing a good job of communicating total shock.

“Well, either that or they were turned into a liquid by a transporter malfunction,” Burke said.

Quintaine slowly turned to look at him. “What?”

“Oh, right. Fifebee said not to mention that,”

“I must bring some people with me,” Runum said, “Including Liftum, when he is recovered.

“Fine. But speaking of, why can’t we scan anybody?”

“Oh, Robellus added that to the Customer End User agreement decades ago. Only Robellus certified bio-sensors may be used on any customers.”

“Um…this may be important,” Burke said, “And you’re trying to break out of this anyway…”

“Oh, yes. Go ahead. It’s mostly the ones terrified of losing their service that…overreact.”

Burke scanned Liftum and Runum, but whatever had been happening during his fit had evidently passed.

“Odd neurological readings in both of them,” he reported, “But nothing that would explain that reaction. Although…there’s something happening here that I really don’t understand,”

“Send the data to Lt. Fifebee,” Quintaine said, “I think we’ve accomplished our task. Let’s get back to the rest of the crew,”



“BUUUAAAPPPPP!”

“Lieutenant Fifebee!” Wowryk admonished, “What was that!”

“Pardon me,” Fifebee said, “Somebody just sent a tricorder data-burst to my program.

“No, you just belched like a beer-swigging pig!” Wowryk said.

“The transmission seemed to trigger an unintended side-effect in my program,”

“I’ll say!”



“Hmm. Transmission failed. I’ll try again,” Burke said.



“BUUUUAAAAAPPPPPPP!!!!!!!!!!”

“Lieutenant! Stop this at once!”

“They keep trying to resend the data!”



“Geez,” Stafford said, pulling his attention away from of the screens long enough to look in Fifebee’s general direction, somewhere across the huge room, “What’s gotten into her,”

“Hmmmm,” T’Parief said, not pulling his eyes away from a nearby screen showing a pair of large, bear-like aliens in what seemed to be a fight to the death, “I am sure they will…figure it…out…”

Neither of them noticed the small bio-reading boxes appear on their screens, one human. And one Parian.

After a moment, both boxes flashed a message in alien script. If they’d had their tricorders out, they would have seen that the message read ‘Candidate Not Suitable’. But they didn’t, and both the messages and the bio-readings disappeared.

Both continued to stare at the screens.



“We will be within five hundred meters of an unarmed ship in two minutes,” Rengs reported.

“OK,” Stern said, “Thrusters only. They we space-walk over, find an airlock, make our way in and hope that while we’re there the armed ships don’t detect us and do their automatic attack thing,”

“Or we just program the runabout to run away if it gets shot at,” Marsden said. He was still looking a bit green from his earlier vomit incident. And the runabout cockpit smelled…unpleasant.

“That’s a good idea,” Stern tapped away, “Let’s do that.”

“In range,” Rengs reported.

“OK, here we go,” Stern bit his lip.

He tapped the thrusters to reduce the runabouts forward motion, causing it to drift away from the asteroid they’d hidden behind. Of course, the asteroid was moving pretty fast relative to the stationary Kallar ship. And the thrusters had to pump out a fair bit of energy to stop something as heavy as a runabout.

“Robot ship moving to intercept!” Kreklor barked.

“Well they sure didn’t cheap out on their sensors, did they?” Stern cursed, “OK, new plan! Beam over!”

“But the runabout-”

“Will escape on auto-pilot!” Stern said, “Beam over!”

“But-”

“BEAM OVER!” he hit a button restoring full power to the small craft, including gravity. Dar’ugal and Simmons crashed to the carpeted deck.

“Ouch,” Simmons grunted. Kreklor grabbed him under the arms and shoved him in the transporter alcove. He abruptly vanished.

And materialized in a large cargo bay, Rengs right beside him. Another hum of the transporter and Marsden and Kreklor appeared, followed by Stern and Dar’ugal.

They looked around, then Stern’s comm-badge beeped.

“Runabout out of range of robot ships,” the computer voice announced.

“See, the runabout is safe,” Stern said.

“But as I was trying to ask,” Marsden said, “How are we getting back on the runabout?”

Stern opened his mouth. Closed it, thought for a moment.

“Shit.”



“I still can’t get the data to go through,” Burke frowned.

“You’re sending it to the right port?” Pye asked.

“Yeah.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Quintaine said, “We’re taking these Kallars there anyway,”

“Maybe you should try calling them,” Pye suggested to Burke.

“Oh. Right.”

But there was no answer on his comm badge.

“That shield must be interfering. Or there’s still too much comm traffic. Either way, I can’t get them.”

“Could that be causing the tricorder problem too?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Look, I’m just a minor character, and I’m pretty out of practice.”

“OK, OK. We’ll just wait for them to turn off the shield, then we’ll walk in and talk to them.



“Why do you suppose Bree keeps putting up with Hanan?” Stafford asked T’Parief as the two of them stared at the big TV screens, “I mean, she keeps flirting with all his friends. You don’t like it when Yanick does that,”

“Perhaps he is merely awaiting the correct moment to disembowel her.”

“The show is rated PG, big guy. I don’t think that’s going to happen.”

“This is why I wanted to watch ‘Ultimate Submissions’ on the Explosive Combat Network,” T’Parief grumbled

“T’Parief, I think you’re confusing combat with bondage sex,” Stafford replied, his eyes not leaving the screen.

“Don’t be ridiculous” T’Parief scoffed as Wowryk and Fifebee walked over to their small corner of the huge, screen-filled arena, “If your partner has submitted, there is no need to tie them up,”

“I don’t even want to know,” Wowryk said, “Look, I thought you guys were going to turn off the defensive shield for this place so we could maybe leave? I don’t know what else we’re going to learn,”

“I would like to examine the records,” Fifebee said, “There are likely database access points in the control room,”

“You guys do that,” Stafford waved, “I want to see if Hanan cheats on Bree with Haspar,”

“OK,” Wowryk said slowly, “Since when did you start liking bad soap operas?”

“Since never,” Stafford shrugged, “But I still want to know,”

Wowryk’s tricorder was out and pointed right at him.

“Wow,” she said, “Your brain activity looks like something out of a cheap drug den,”

“I feel fine,” Stafford replied, “Hey, did you guys notice any chairs when you were wandering around? Or maybe a beer fridge?”

“Captain, we are here to understand the Kallars and their relationship with the Qu’Eh,” Fifebee said, looking somewhat alarmed, “Not to sit on the fat-pads of your gluteus maximus as you observe poorly written drivel,”

“But if Hanan cheats on Bree with Haspar, then Bree can chase after that blond with the…well, whatever race she is don’t have much in the way of breasts. But she’s still really attractive for some reason,”

“Your endorphins and enkephalins are up…it’s almost like you’re on heroine or something,” Wowryk said, “I think that’s enough TV for now,”

“Just until the end of this episode,” Stafford protested.

Wowryk stood in front of him. He tried to look around her, like a little kid. Fifebee was pulling at T’Parief with no luck.

“Leave him for now,” Wowryk said, “If we can bring the Captain back to his senses, he can help us with T’Parief,”

“I’m fine!” Stafford waved away her concerns, peering over her shoulder.

Fifebee released T’Parief, walked over to Stafford and clamped her hands over his eyes.

The effect was immediate. It was almost as if the somebody had let the air out of the man. He deflated, sagging almost to his knees.

“BRING THE SHOW BACK!” he wailed.

Wowrykw was tapping at her tricorder. She fiddled with her med-kit, then jabbed him with a hypospray. Slowly, he recovered.

“What was that?” Fifebee asked.

“We use it for treating opiate addicts for withdrawal,” Wowryk said, “Why it was necessary after watching at TV program…I have no idea. But that thing with the eyes was a great idea.”

“Let’s just get out of here,” Stafford said, looking vaguely green.

“Here,” Wowryk handed Fifebee a second hypospray, “I’ll get Stafford out to the corridor, you take care of T’Parief,”

“Oh, is that Trading Starships?” Stafford asked, turning towards another screen.

“MOVE!” Wowryk shoved both hands on his back and pushed.



“ALERT! ALERT! UNAUTHORIZED PRESENCE DETECTED!”

“Oh hell,” Stern groaned as he materialized in an unremarkable cargo bay, “Say what you want about these Kallars, they didn’t skimp on the sensors,”

“INITIALIZE SECURITY PROTOCOLS,” the computerized voice continued in the Kallar language, their badges translating.

“Get ready!” Stern ordered, taking cover behind a crate.

“RELEASING GAS,”

“Oh sh-”

There was an odd chime, then a similar but not quite identical computer voice chimed in.

“Warning,” the new voice said, “Gas canisters are empty. You can have your intruder mobilization system re-charged with a wide variety of lethal and non-lethal substances. Call your Budget Fleet representative for details and your personalized quote,”

Marsden had his tricorder out. Sure enough, the atmosphere remained breathable and free of toxins.

“Well,” Stern started to relax, “That’s a re-”

“INTRUDERS DETECTED IN MAIN CARGO BAY,” the original voice thundered, “ACTIVATING SECURITY MECHANOIDS,”

“Take cover!” Stern barked. But the second voice spoke again a few seconds.

“Greetings!” it said, as though it hadn’t spoken before, “You have not opted to purchase our Enhanced Intruder Countermeasures package. Including security mechanoids, bulkhead mounted defensive beam weapons and the latest in life-sign tracking systems, the Enhanced package guarantees your ship remains yours. Call your Budget Fleet representative today!”

“Not picking up anything,” Marsden confirmed.

“Screw it,” Stern stood back up and motioned for the team to follow him, “Keep an eye out, but I think this place is deserted.”

His guess turned out to be fairly accurate. Three more times the computerized voice warned of the activation of various anti-intruder systems, but each time the second voice chimed in, reminding the non-existent crew that they hadn’t purchased that particular option.

“I get the whole marketing thing,” Stern said at one point, “But this seems a bit excessive,”

“Can you imagine?” Simmons spoke, “You’re about to be horribly killed by a violent intruder, and the last thing you hear is a marketing pitch?”

“Horrible way to die,” Rengs agreed.

They came to an intersection of two corridors. Something caught Dar’ugals eye, several meters down the cross-corridor. He moved down to look, then waved Stern over

“Cloths,” Stern murmured. Indeed, what looked like a set of overalls were on the floor, along with a pair of boots and socks.

“As if somebody just lay down and died,” Simmons said, eyes wide as a little kid at a campfire.

“No body. No bones,” Rengs said, “Not even any residue. This ship has supposedly been here for a hundred years, there should be something left,”

“Ship cleaning bots?” Marsden suggested.

“Then why are the cloths here?” Stern asked.

“Good point,”

The continued their search of the empty ship, finding a few more sets of abandoned overalls. One turn led them into a small lounge. Several sets of overalls were scattered on the various pieces of furniture. But most of them were gathered right in front of the large viewscreen that dominated one end of the ship. The screen itself was displaying static, and probably had been doing so for a century.

Marsden started fiddling with the screen.

“It was keyed to an external broadcast,” he said after a moment, “But there seems to be some sort of problem with the ship’s transceiver array.”

“I don’t suppose there’s a map to the bridge on there?” Stern asked.

Marsden tapped for a few minutes.

“There is,”

“Let’s go,”



Quintaine, Burke and Pye were hovering in their runabout about three hundred meters above the Robellus building when their comm panel abruptly started chirping. Day was in the back, presumably still trying to work out the kinks with the comms system. (He’d actually fallen asleep and nobody had thought to check on him.)

“We just got a data packet from the fourth runabout,” Burke said, “They can’t get through to us on the usual frequencies. But there’s a Qu’Eh ship less than an hour away from entering orbit.”

“We better tell the Captain,” Quintaine said.

“Sure, as soon as he lowers that stupid shield.”



“Fifebee, just lower the stupid shield,” Stafford said

“I’m trying” she said, annoyed, “Whoever built this facility, Qu’Eh or not, they evidently don’t believe in traditional labelling!”

“Just find the ‘OFF’ switch!”

“That might turn off the whole complex,”

“So?” Stafford unconsciously rubbed the spot where Wowryk had injected him, “I for one don’t think shutting down a broadcast facility that pumps out visual heroine is really such a bad idea,”

“Prime Directive?” Wowryk reminded him.

“Right, that thing,” Stafford sighed, “OK, just turn off the shield then,”

“As I have been trying to do for the past ten minutes!” Fifebee said crossly, “Cease speaking!”



“Well,” Stern said as he surveyed the Kallar vessel’s bridge, “Not exactly what I expected.”

“Hmmm,” Rengs agreed.

“Actually,” Simmons said, “this is WAYYY more like what I expected.”

“I as well,” Kreklor said as he carefully scanned the room with his phaser rifle scope.

“You were expecting piles of bodies?” Stern asked.

“This is not piles,” Kreklo scoffed, “They aren’t on top of each other at all. There are at most ten bodies,”

“Still,” Marsden gulped.

“At least they’re not still…juicy,” Stern said.

The bodies in question were in two groups. ‘Piles’ might have come to mind, but Kreklor was actually right…there were only about a dozen bodies total. One group had clearly been trying to defend one of the consoles on the port side of the bridge. Several chairs and pieces of briefing room furniture had been raised in a very poor defence. One group of bodies was mostly behind the barricade, while the second group had several members near the doors to the bridge, half slouched behind support columns. Two more bodies had fallen rushing the barricade.

“Forensic scan,” Stern ordered. Tricorders came out, phasers rifles were slung. Kreklor took up a guard position over the two visible entrances to the bridge. The automated security systems made a half-hearted attempt to initiate lethal countermeasures against alien intruders on the bridge, but the computer reminded them that the bridge disintegration fields were an optional accessory, available for the low, low price of ‘Call your Budget Feet dealer today!’.

“Twelve bodies,” Rengs reported, “All dead. Clearly dead for decades, probably the century or so this fleet has supposedly been here.”

“Dried right out,” Marsden added, a small, white cloth over his mouth and his features visibly green, “Decomposed as far as they could, then mummified. No…ugh…”

“No insects or scavengers to eat the bodies,” Kreklor clarified.

“What he said,” Marsden said, then dry-heaved.

“Any idea what killed them?” Stern asked.

“No, but probably energy weapons,” Marsden said, “Rengs?”

“I’m the energy weapon specialist,” Rengs agreed, “But there’s no way to tell if that’s what killed them.”

Dar’ugal started gesturing. He had been tapping away at one of the stations.

“Just download the logs,” Stern told him.

“What do you guys think of this?” Simmons asked. He pointed at the panel that the barricade might have been defending. It was smashed completely to hell. A heavy wrench lay near one of the bodies behind the barricade.

“It looks,” Stern said slowly, “Like they smashed up the panel they were supposed to be defending?”

Dar’ugal waved his hands again, pointed at the body, then at the panel.

Stern waved Marsden over. Relieved to be getting some distance between himself and the corpses, he moved to the panel and brought up the security footage Dar’ugal had found.

“They weren’t defending the panel,” he called to Stern after a moment, “They were buying time for this guy to smash the living crap out of it.”

“What station was it?” Stern asked.

Rengs pointed his tricorder at some of the mangled Kallar script on the smashed panel.

“Communications, I think,”

Stern frowned, thinking of all the piles of cloths clustered around viewing screens showing transceiver errors.

“So they fought a pitched battle to the death to…turn off TV services to the ship?”

“Not just the ship,” Marsden said, “I’m not sure, but it sounds like they were trying to send a feedback pulse into the transceivers on the other ships…cut them all off completely.

“Why the hell would they do that?”

Sterns comm-badge beeped. He stepped to the side to take the comm.

“Do we have security footage of any other decks?” Rengs asked.

Marsden tapped away.

“You’re thinking about all the other bodies?” he asked.

“Yeah. There are bodies in uniforms on the bridge. But everywhere else, just abandoned uniforms.”

Marsden shook his head.

“The system only has so much space for security logs. The bridge and engineering have over a century of logs, but everything else is overwritten every eight days. We can’t even recover what’s been overwritten, not after a century,”

“Nothing in Engineering?”

“I…I don’t think so.”

He pulled up the log. A fairly generic warp core pulsed away, but it appeared to be in low-power mode. Lights glittered on panels. Nobody was visible.

“This is when communications when offline.” Marsden said.

Nothing seemed to change on the display.

Marsden sped up the log. The core was strobing, lights danced spasmodically. But absolutely nothing changed.

“Wait, what’s that,” Rengs pointed.

Marsden reversed the log, then resumed playback at normal speed.

“There,” Rengs pointed.

“I don’t see anything,” Marsden said.

Rengs took the controls and figured out how to zoom in. He centred the view on the reflective control surface to the very left of the screen. When he resumed playback, a dim glow briefly appeared. It seemed to shift, then vanished.

“That is extremely unhelpful,” Kreklor said, looking briefly over their shoulders.

“OK people,” Stern had returned from his conversation, “That was Crewman Shwaluk in the fourth runabout. There’s a Qu’Eh ship closing on the planet. They can’t get ahold of the Captain and they want us back there for support.”

“How did they get the message through to us?” Marsden asked.

“Well, they had to fly out to our runabout in their runabout, dock the two, tie the transmitters together and…whatever. It worked,” Stern crossed his arms, “Now, Marsden…can you fly this thing?”

Marsden blinked.

“Excuse me?”

“If the runabouts come to get us, they’ll be attacked by the defence ships,” Stern said, “So fly us out there.”

“Ahhh….oh,” Marsden gulped, then gingerly sat in the seat.

“Rengs, sensors. Kreklor…well, I know there aren’t any weapons. Is there a shield control station?”

Kreklor looked around.

“There is a fully functional tactical station,” he said, “I will take it,”

“Wait,” Stern frowned, “Why is-”

“I will take it,” Kreklor said firmly.

Stern abruptly shoved him out of the way.

“That is challenge to the death, human!” Kreklor bellowed, assuming a fighting stance.

“Oh, stow it,” Stern said, ignoring him. He tapped at the panel, running his tricorder over the displays to translate the readouts.

“Oh,” he smiled, “Oh…this is interesting…”



Quintaine, Burke, Day, Liftum, Runum and two more of the Television Anonymous Kallars materialized not far from where Stafford, Wowryk and T’Parief were watching as Fifebee worked on the building shield controls.

“Shields have been deactivated,” Fifebee said.

“Oh thank God,” Pye breathed, “I was so worried…you know, about the…liquidy thing,”

“I guess with the shields down we didn’t need to take the risk,” Burke shrugged.

“I lowered the shields after you materialized,” Fifebee clarified, “You were, in fact, in considerable danger,”

“Oh,” Pye said quietly.

“Of course, if you’d waited half a minute…” Stafford trailed off, noticing the Kallars “Who are these guys?”

There was another transporter chime, then Jall materialized.

“Hey, you got the shield down,” he commented, “Did you know there’s a Qu’Eh ship almost right on top of u?”

“No!” Stafford barked. He spun on Quintaine angrily.

“We were about to tell you!” Quintaine said.

“Also, this is Liftum, Runum, Strechum and Jogum,” Pye introduced the Kallars, “They’re from Broadcast Content Anonymous,”

Wowryk perked up.

“So you know your entertainment programs are somehow affecting your neurotransmitters in a fashion similar to addictive opiates?” Wowryk asked.

The three nearly featureless aliens just stared at her.

“I guess not,” Wowryk muttered.

Liftum abruptly put his hands to his temples and winced.

“He’s going into withdrawal again,” Runum said.

“And I’m not feeling so great either,” Stretchum offered.

“There’s a giant TV chamber down the hall,” Stafford said helpfully.

“Wait,” Quintaine cut in, “Doc…we wanted to talk to you and Fifebee about some of the weird tricorder readings we were getting,”

“Linked to brain activity?” Fifebee asked.

“How did you know?”

“Because this facility is using sensors built into the viewscreens to monitor bio-readings of the whole population, including some specific brain patterns I’m not familiar with,” Wowryk said.

“I don’t mean to be rude, but there’s a Qu’Eh ship in orbit!” Jall cut in.

“Well we can’t exactly hail them with all the comm channels full, now can we?” Stafford snapped, “Wowryk, can you do anything for their television withdrawal?”

“I don’t really have to,” Wowryk sniffed, “We could just shut down the channels and let them go cold turkey. It would be very unpleasant, but they would survive,”

“I dunno, Doc,” Burke said, “It looked like this guy was going to die when we saw him. And that was after a few hours!”

Wowryk waved a hand.

“I doubt it,” she said. But after a moment she pulled out her medical tricorder and began scanning Liftum as he watched her nervously.

“Well?” Stafford asked.

“It won’t kill him,” Wowryk confirmed, “But…these readings are very strange. Fifee, do you recognize them?”

Fifebee looked over.

“No,” she said, “But keep in mind I am operating without my usual link to detailed scientific and historical databases,”

“So what do you think we should do?” Stafford asked.

“Uh, hello?” Jall tried again, “Qu’Eh?”

“I’d like to observe him,” Wowryk decided, “In case this ‘almost death’ happens again,”

“Fine,” Stafford nodded, “Wowryk, you and Fifebee stay here with the other science people. The rest of us,” he gave Jall a look, “Will go see if we can have a chat with the Qu’Eh,”

“We are already here,” a bland voice spoke. Everybody spun to the door to see a single Qu’Eh officer standing there. He had a rather elaborate headset and microphone grafted onto his skull, and the starfish-like tendrils of his exposed ear were twitching in annoyance.

“And you have seriously violated the end-user agreements of this facility,” he said with a frown.



The Qu’Eh hadn’t come alone. Several more were behind him. They were armed, as were the Starfleet officers, but their weapons were holstered.

“You have illegally entered a Robellus facility,” the Qu’Eh continued, “You have potentially accessed sensitive corporate information belonging to the Qu’Eh, and to Robellus Corporation. You have also disturbed our…customers.”

“Well,” Stafford crossed his arms, “We actually came here to return a ship to your people. We just got a bit…distracted.”

“I see,” The Qu’Eh didn’t exactly look impressed, “And where is this ship?”

“It was-”

“It’s in the outer solar system,” Jall cut Stafford off, “There were a few quality control items we had to look at first,”

The Qu’Eh jerked.

“Am I to understand,” he said, “that after the promise of a returned ship, which would have figured very highly on my annual review, I might add, I must now return to the Corporate Authority with substandard merchandise?”

“Of course not,” Jall purred, “If you would just give us a bit of time to sort out this minor issue, we’ll give you the coordinates of the ship and you can go get it,”

The Qu’Eh hesitated.

“You are not authorized to be in this facility,” he said, apparently satisfied with Jall’s explanation, “It is the property of Robellus Corp, and they are quite stringent on such matters. Company policy-”

“Look,” Stafford said, “We’d be happy to be on our way. But there’s something affecting these people, and we’re sort of obligated to try to help them. It’s…well, it’s sort of the Federation’s thing,”

“And I doubt Robellus owns the whole planet,” Jall chucked. Then he abruptly stopped, looking worried, “Right?”

“Erase all records from your visit here and depart the facility at once,” the Qu’Eh snapped, “You are not suitable to Robellus in this matter. The Kallars are customers of Robellus, and as such we must ensure they receive the highest quality programming as desired by Robellus,”

“So why isn’t Robellus here watching their precious customers?” Jall asked.

“We were…contracted,” the Qu’Eh said.

“Look, whoever you are,” Wowryk cut in.

“Oh, I beg your pardon. How low-quality of me. I am Manager Reevart of the Qu’Eh vessel Lifecycle Validation,” the Qu’Eh introduced himself.

“Captain Stafford, USS…” Stafford paused, “Ummm….well,”

“Look, I’m trying to treat this man for withdrawal,” Wowryk said, not exactly telling the truth, “So why don’t you and the Captain go talk about this somewhere else?”

“I cannot permit you to remain in this facility,” the Qu’Eh said coldly.

“Fine,” Stafford said, “We’ll take these Kallars back to our runabout. But we’re not leaving,”

“We will escort you out,” the Qu’Eh said, gesturing to his people.

Suddenly surrounded, Stafford opted to depart. Sure, he could have had T’Parief make a scene. But the really annoying thing was that it WAS their building.



“Well that was embarrassing,” Stafford grunted as he stood next to the runabouts that had landed. He could see Qu’Eh patrolling the perimeter of the Robellus building. As he watched, the security shield reactivated.

“There wasn’t anything else in that building we needed, was there?” Jall asked.

“I don’t know,” Stafford slouched, “But we’ve got our answer. Quintaine was telling me about what Runum said…the Kallars can’t be employed by the Qu’Eh, because Robellus has hired the Qu’Eh to monitor what the Kallars think of their entertainment packages.”

“So all we have to do to protect other planets from the Qu’Eh is sign up for overpriced drivel that has apparently addictive side effects,” Jall said, “Don’t think that’s useful,”

“No, but it’s enough for Tunney,” Stafford said, “We’ll let Wowryk monitor these guys for a bit, and see if she can adapt our withdrawal drugs to their biology. Luckily, since the Qu’Eh and Robellus scrambled their culture, we don’t have to worry about the Prime Directive if we go and unscramble it.”

He frowned.

“What was that thing about testing the Qu’Eh ship?” he asked, “It was destroyed!”

“Yeah, Jall shrugged,”But we don’t want to tell him that. If the Qu’Eh become a problem…”

“We give them the coordinates to the robot fleet that blew us up,” Stafford suddenly understood, “Assuming the HT hasn’t switched it off, or something,”

“Have we heard from the Hazardous Team yet?” Jall asked.

“No, but their runabout is on the way back to orbit,” Stafford shrugged.

“I guess we just collect our people and go then,” Jall said.

“Yup,”

“We don’t do anything to free these people from the corporate leeches that are using this addiction to suck every resource they can out of this planet,” Jall said.

“Well, not right now,”

“And we don’t tell them that the escape fleet their ancestors ordered and bought a century ago is just sitting at the endge of their solar system,”

“We did tell them, they didn’t believe us,” Stafford’s hands shot out, “And most of them don’t WANT the shows to end. Otherwise Runum would have more than just a support group to work with. I mean, we figured out the addiction thing in a day, and Wowryk will probably have a cure in half an hour.”

“We could just blow up that Robellus building,” Jall said.

“And risk another confrontation with the Qu’Eh?”

“We can take them,”

“In four runabouts?”

Jall reconsidered.

“Right,” he said glumly.

Suddenly, Burke came running out of the runabout.

“Dr. Wowryk wants you guys in the rear compartment,” he said breathlessly, “Now!”

A look of annoyance crossed Stafford’s face, but he followed the junior science officer.



They found Liftum lying flat on his back on one of the rear bunks. He appeared to by lying calmly, but the beeps and alarms from various medical instruments revealed that the situation wasn’t exactly calm.

“Doc?” Stafford asked.

“It started about an hour ago,” Wowryk said “At first, it looked like more of the typical withdrawal symptoms. I had modified our medication for his bio-chemistry, and it stopped his symptoms. But his neuro-chemistry and neuronal activity are off the charts,”

“Is he dying?” Stafford asked.

“I…I don’t think so,” Wowryk said, “His heart rate and all other readings are normal,”

Fifebee consulted a readout from the wall panel, then turned.

“It would appear,” Fifebee said, “That something in the television broadcast was preventing this from happening. The readings I took in the transmission facility indicate that Robellus, or whomever is operating that facility, was studying the Kallars. This may be what specifically they were studying,”

Stafford turned to Runum.

“Can you think of any reason why anybody would want to study your people?” he asked.

Runum shrugged.

“I’m sorry,” she said “Robellus has been our entertainment provider for over a century,”

“But it couldn’t have always been like this,” Stafford pressed, “You had a society…a civilization! Right now you’re all just spending your lives staring at screens!”

“Perhaps the urge is stronger now than before,” Runum admitted, “But I can’t…I couldn’t…”

She grabbed at her midsection and doubled over. Wowryk ran over and injected her with a hypo. She immediately looked better, but something was still wrong. Wowryk moved on and injected the remaining two Kallars, one of them going into spasms about two seconds before the hypospray hit.

After seeing to their comfort, she moved back to where Fifebee was tapping at her tricorder.

“Whatever is happening to their brains, it has nothing to do with the withdrawal,” she said, “That is merely the result of the addictive influence of the Qu’Eh or Robellus broadcast. This other effect, the one the broadcast was preventing…I feel as though it should be familiar, but without my link to the scientific databases, I cannot bring up the necessary data,”

Liftum abruptly gasped. His body tightened once, then went slack. The monitors starting beeping bloody murder as his heart rate dropped to zero.

“Crash cart!” Wowryk started to say, but stopped, stunned.

Liftum’s heart rate may have dropped to zero, but his brain activity had spiked off Wowryk’s re- calibrated charts. There was an electronic squeal, then the monitor sparked and died.

Then Liftum’s body began to glow.

It started at his head, a soft white glow that quickly spread over his entire body. Orbs of light seemed to dance around him, barely at the edge of perception, spiralling upward as his body slowly faded. In mere seconds, the bunk was empty.

“Um,” Jall raised his hand, “I think I know what the Qu’Eh were studying.”

“Holy shit,” Staffod’s draw job, “Was that…did we just see…I mean, you read about it at the Academy…that whole V’ger thing…”

“The Kallars are evolving beyond their material forms and into pure consciousness,” Fifebee looked annoyed with herself, “Even without the databases, I should have figured that one out,”

“We’re…we’re what?” Runum asked, her eyes wide as she stared at Liftum’s empty bunk, “How…why?”

“I thought,” Stafford said slowly, “That a race had to be highly evolved and…you know…intelligent in order to do that”

“Hey!” Runum looked indignant.

“Evidently this process started over a century ago,” Wowryk said “The Qu’Eh or Robellus or whoever must have found the Kallars on the very edge of ascension, realized it and figured out how to delay the process. It gave them the chance to study it,”

“But the Kallars kept evolving,” Jall nodded, “It took more and more of the broadcasts to delay the process,”

“So they made it increasingly addictive,” Wowryk nodded, “The broadcasts moved from a casual entertainment to an obsession.”

“And Robellus realizes they’re making far more profit from a planet of addicts than they would from studying any sort of evolutionary thing,” Valtaic quietly added.

“But,” Wowryk was thoughtful, “Sooner or later, the Kallars would evolve anyway.”

“But what about the Kallars that already evolved?” Stafford asked.

“For all we know,” Fifebee shrugged, “They may still be watching the broadcasts, but we are unable to perceive them,”

“But what…ohhh my God, it’s full of stars!” Runum abruptly collapsed, then dissolved into white light.

“It can’t be the Qu’Eh behind this,” T’Parief said, the first words he’d spoken in a while, “Their only concern was evicting us from the Robellus building. It is doubtful they even know what has been happening here,”

“Noel,” Stafford said thoughtfully, “You said the withdrawal symptoms weren’t fatal,”

“No,” Wowryk said, “But they are very unpleasant. As we have seen with this addictions group, the symptoms drive them back to the broadcasts before the transformation can begin.”

“So they’d evolve even without your meds. They just need to stay away from the broadcasts?”

Wowryk nodded.

“So we shut down or destroy the facility,” Jall suggested again, “Sure, it’ll be a bit painful for them. For about an hour.”

“The Prime Directive doesn’t apply to us,” Stafford said thoughtfully, “It’s Robellus who’s preventing their natural development,”

He cursed.

“Shit,”

“What?”

“Well, now we’re OBLIGATED to blow it up,” he said crossly.

“Doesn’t that make it easier?” T’Parief rumbled.

“Well yeah, but now it’s not a matter of being the brave crew that sweeps in and saves the planet because we’re wonderful,” Jall smirked.

“Now we’re doing it because we don’t really have a choice,” Stafford nodded.

“Oh, question!” Yanick put her hand up, “How do we blow it up and NOT get blasted by the Qu’Eh?”

“Well, that’s the problem,” Stafford agreed, “Do the runabouts have enough firepower to take down that shield AND fight off the Qu’Eh ship?”

T’Parief moved to a wall panel and pulled up the tactical data.

“Not even close,” he replied.

“BUUAAARRRPPP!!!” Fifebee covered her mouth, “We REALLY need to fix that data transfer bug! This is DISGUSTINGLY organic!”

Jall tapped at the other rear compartment panel.

“You should see this,” he told Stafford.

“And I have a better way to destroy the Robellus facility,” T’Parief said, looking thoughtfully at Fifebee.



“I resent this,” Fifebee said flatly. She was standing in the Robellus facility. To her left was the rigged holo-relay that Sage had built. To her right, a stack of micro-torpedoes from the runabout. Loops of wire ran between them, leading to the device in Fifebee’s right hand. The Qu’Eh either didn’t know how the Starfleet crew had penetrated the shield before, or didn’t know how to adapt it to prevent it from happening again. Or that didn’t even know the shield had been penetrated. Either way, Fifebee had done her techno-thingy, and once again found herself in the sprawling transceiver complex.

“We need to be in space before we tip our hand,” Stafford said for the third time, his words received not over a comm channel but through the runabout computer and direct to Fifebee’s program, “And since your program is running on the runabout computer…”

“Which can barely handle the data bursts we’ve been sending!” Fifebee said, “My holographic data stream can barely overcome the comms traffic! If it was on a conventional frequency-”

“It’s not, so you’re perfect,” Jall cut in, “Any other sort of transmitter wouldn’t work, and a timer doesn’t give us the control we want. You’re just the little suicide bomber we needed.”

“I am NOT a-”

“Weapons delivery system?” T’Parief offered.

“You have all angered me,” Fifebee said flatly.

“Angry enough to blow something up in a devastating explosion?” T’Parief asked, sounding genuinely curious.

Fifebee blinked.

“Actually…yes.”

“Good, hold that thought,” Stafford said.



“You know, this is a remarkably insensitive use of Lt Cmdr Fifebee,” Dr. Wowryk pointed out.

“The right people for the right jobs,” Stafford shrugged. He turned to Jall, “You’re sure this is going to work?”

“Which part?” Jall replied.

“Any of it.”

“Yes?”

“That would have been more encouraging if it hadn’t sounded like a question.”

“And you would have…shut up!” Jall huffed, “I’m opening a channel to the Qu’Eh,”

He tapped away for a few moments

“Or not,” he complained, “I still can’t get standard comms through all this traffic. Uhh…let’s see…more space on the higher freqs, but less range…hell we’re right beside them…aaannnnddd….”

There was a beep, then Manager Reevart appeared on the small screen.

“Finest quality,” Jall said, smiling pleasantly, “Have you had any issues with the sunspots during your orbit?”

“We have not,” Reevart looked surprised that an alien and non-employee would be familiar with the Qu’Eh custom of Friendly Banter. Or, as most of their slaves called it, pointless and obnoxious bullshit. “And your ascent? I trust all four vessels experienced no turbulence from the tropical storm forming?”

“Oh, there will be turbulence, but not from the storm. And I doubt our ships will be affected,” Jall said.

The smile froze on Reevart’s face.

“And what do you mean by that?”

“Robellus has been practising disreputable tactics with their customers on Kallar IV,” Jall said, keeping a straight face, “And worse, they’ve involved the Qu’Eh Corporate Authority and have contracted you to continue those tactics. If word of this gets out, say to Galactic Purchaser Reports…”



Reevart made that odd Qu’Eh religious gesture that looked so much like somebody checking off boxes on a clipboard.

“The Qu’Eh Corporate Authority offers only the highest quality service to all our customers, both consumer and corporate,” he intoned, lowering his eyes briefly. When they came back up, they were full of fire, “And if you intend to spread such false and slanderous accusations about us, we will see you in court!”

“The Kallars are on the verge of evolving into a new state of being,” Stafford cut in, “Robellus has been embedding an addictive signal into their broadcasts and preventing the Kallars from transforming, so they can study them. By hiring the Qu’Eh to manage their entertainment service, they’ve involved you in some very serious crimes.”

“The Qu’Eh Corporate Authority does not recognize your laws,” Reevart said coldly.

“That’s OK. We’re not really interested in coming after you,” Stafford shrugged, “We’re going to blow up the Robellus building and be on our way,”

Reevart’s eyes widened.

“THAT IS PROTECTED PROPERTY UNDER THE QU’EH/ROBELLUS SERVICE LEVEL AGREEMENT!” he shrieked, “YOU CAN’T-”

“Fifebee?” Stafford pressed a button.

There was a tiny point of light down on the surface as the Robellus facility was obliterated. With a sizzle of holographic sparks, Fifebee appeared. The runabout cockpit was abruptly filled with the stench of seared flesh and death.

“Merciful Lord,” Wowryk gulped, covering her face.

Stafford turned to see Fifebee standing there, her holographic body blackened and burned. Her hair was gone, and as she moved bloood and goo started oozing from cracks in her flesh.

“Oh come on,” he said, “You’re a hologram! That explosion didn’t hurt you in the slightest!”

“No,” Fifebee agreed, turning towards Stafford and leaning in to stare at him with empty eye sockets. Stafford cringed back, nearly puking over the front of his uniform, “But as I said, you have made me very angry. Deal with it, sir.”

“Ohhh, the nightmares I’ll have tonight,” Jall made a face.

“Comms are back online,” T’Parief reported, “Robellus sensor data out of the system has ceased. The incoming entertainment bands are no longer being rebroadcast,”

Reevart was still staring, stunned, from the screen.

“We will…” he gulped, “We will destroy you for this outrage!”

“Well, you say that,” Jall grinned, “But see, that Qu’Eh ship we were supposed to deliver? Yeah. Somebody destroyed it on us. And hey, here they come!”

Hundreds of vessels abruptly popped up on the sensor scope, coming in from the general direction of the outer system.

“Stafford to Stern,” Stafford hit the comm button, “Right on time. Ready to blow up the bad guys?”

“Anytime,” Stern’s voice replied, “The Kallars might have cheaped out on their intruder countermeasures, but this is the best remote control network I’ve ever seen. This whole fleet is just following us around like a bunch of puppies! Um, angry, murderous puppies that shoot phasers out of their eyes!”

They could hear buttons beeping, then a sudden barrage of phaser blasts filled the space between the Qu’Eh ship and the runabouts.

“Look,” Stafford said to Reevart, “Just tell Robellus that a bunch of aliens showed up and blew the place up. Does your contract really include fighting off an angry fleet?”

Reevart looked thoughtful.

“One moment,” he said.



Nearly an hour passed. On the screen, Reevart was slowly paging through a huge volume of actual paper that was presumably the esteemed Service Level Agreement. Stern’s finger was on the trigger of the now-hijacked Kallar evacuation fleet, and Wowryk and Fifebee were paying close attention to the runabout sensors.

“There!” Wowryk abruptly snapped, “Southern continent! Energy spike!”

“Another,” Fifebee confirmed. She still looked and reeked of burnt flesh, but at least she’d stopped oozing onto the carpet after Jall pointed out how organic she was being.

“Well,” Reevart finally said from the screen, “It appears that although we are expected to provide security for the facility, nowhere does it state that we must fight off a fleet of hostile spacecraft,”

“Tell them the fleet blew up the facility,” Jall suggested, “Maybe your quality score won’t get docked,”

Reevart cut the channel with an angry sound.

“The Qu’Eh are departing.” T’Parief reported.

“Thousands of energy readings,” Wowryk announced, “Hundreds of thousands! Life form readings on the planet are plummeting. They’re really evolving!”

“I guess that means we did good” Stafford stood up and stretched out his back, “Positive karma of the galaxy, and all that?”

There was a sudden light, then the ghostly figures of Runum and Liftum appeared in the cockpit.

“Congratulations,” Stafford said, not sure what else one could say to a newly evolved pair of energy beings.

“We have contacted the ancestors who went before us,” Runum said, as if he hadn’t spoken, “They wish us to convey two messages: First, it’s about time somebody on the corporeal realm dealt with this situation. Second, we are taking our things with us. Kindly take your people off them, unless they wish to find themselves suddenly in a vacuum.”

With that, they vanished.

Stafford and Jall both stared blankly at the empty space. Luckily, T’Parief was on the ball and quickly beamed Stern and his team off the Kallar ship and onto their runabout.

The ships vanished. Then Kallar IV itself disappeared. Kallar V and III were next. Then II and VI. The last of the planets, then the star itself just winked out of existence, leaving the four runabouts drifting in interstellar space.

“Assholes!” Jall snapped.

“No kidding!” Stafford said, his voice indignant, “We help them out, and now suddenly they’re too good to at least say ‘thanks’?”

“So much for positive karma,” Yanick offered.

“Set a course back to Matria Prime,” Stafford ordered, climbing to his feet, “And please, somebody tell me we loaded up the replicator with decent food patterns before the Checklist exploded,”

“Course laid in,” Yanick replied, “You want full speed, most direct route?”

Stafford thought for a moment.

“Naw,” he said, “Nothing for us there but bureaucracy and sitting around waiting for Jeffery to finish with the ship. Scenic route, Lt Yanick!”

“Aye sir!”



The runabout had been underway for about an hour when Fifebee came into the rear cabin, looking for Dr Wowryk. She had restored her typical features, though beneath her uniform she had decided to add a small brand in the shape of a micro-torpedo at the nape of her neck as a way of marking the event.

“Doctor,” Fifebee said politely, “May I ask a question?”

“Is it respectful and dignified?”

“Yes,”

“Not that that’s ever stopped anybody before,” Wowryk sighed, “I’m sorry what’s the question?”

“How does your religion cope with the realization that organic beings can evolve as the Kallars have? And V’ger? And presumably the Q? Does this not clash with your concept of God? Angels? Heavenly beings? And as the Hazardous Team found signs that the Kallars on the evacuation ships had evolved a century ago, why did they not come back to assist their comrades?”

Wowryk placed her hands on her lap.

“Fifebee, I believe that existence is like…like a cake. A big, multi-layered cake. Like a wedding cake, perhaps. God is at the peak. We are near the bottom. But there are many layers that one may climb before reaching the divine. And different ways of climbing them. As for why the older Kallars didn’t come back…I image they weren’t permitted to interfere with our layer. In any case, I don’t see the issue. If you like, I believe I have some fascinating Bible studies around here somewhere that discuss that sort of thing. We do have weeks before we arrive at Haven, after all,”

“That will not be necessary,” Fifebee said quickly, “I was simply…curious. Thank you, Doctor,”

“Of course,” Wowryk smiled.

Fifebee departed.

Wowryk went over to the replicator, suddenly hungry. For cake.



Meanwhile, planes of existence away…



“Oh no, not again!” Q groaned.

“What is it?” Q asked. Not the same Q, but still Q.

“Another ascending race knocking on the door,” Q replied. He raised his voice. “GO AWAY! There are NO vacancies in this continuum!” he snapped, “Go find some other place to live out your eternity!”

“We could just trap them in a nice pocket universe,” Q suggested.

“Right, because that worked out SO well with the Selvan!” Q snapped.

“Good point. Besides, they’re leaving anyway,” Q agreed.

“Well,” Q said, “As long as they keep to themselves and leave us alone, it’s fine.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then we trap them in a pocket universe inside a pocket universe,”

“Oh, Q,” Q said admiringly, “You are a clever one!”

“Thank you, Q,”
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Parental Guidance

Author’s Note: This story takes place during Star Traks: Halfway to Haven - Trades (1 &2) and The Way We Want To Be.



“Ladies,” Major Dekaire stood in the center of Three-Cee-Cee, the control room for the shipyard responsible for the Silverado reconstruction project, an oddly shaped (to Jeffery) Matrian ale glass held in one hand, “Countdown, please,”

“Ten” the various shipyard workers obediently called out, watching the displays in the room, “Nine. Eight. Seven…”

“Y’know, there’s a bloke here too,” Jeffery said, too quietly for Dekaire to hear.

“More than one,” Ensign Cortet replied from next to him, just as quietly.”

“Hush,” Sylvia hissed.

“Three. Two. One.”

“STAGE ONE COMPLETE!” the room chorused, the Matrians passing their glasses from right hand to left and back before drinking. Jeffery, sticking to the human custom, simply raised his in the Terran toast then took a drink.

And gagged. Oh, what he wouldn’t give for a proper Imperial Stout right about now.

Some of the Matrians laughed at the sight of him. He gave them a half-wave, then turned to Sylvia, only to find her gone. He found her easily enough, standing over by the viewport looking into the shipyard.

There was nothing but floating parts visible. Sylvia sighed, then waved her hand. The viewport adjusted, holographic display strips around the edge coming to life. The viewport overlay removed the floating starship detritus and focused instead on the ship itself.

Or rather, what was left of her.

Silverado was barely more than a skeleton. The major structural members were still in place, outlining the shape of the saucer, the secondary hull, warp nacelles and nacelle pylons. But the hull had been stripped bare weeks ago. The various conduits and waveguides running under the hull had been stripped away. Large sections of the habitable decks had been dismantled and removed, along with many key systems like shield generators, the navigational deflector sub- assemblies, warp coils and plasma injectors, even the impulse engines had been broken down into their major sub-components and were sitting on the shipyard floor, a team of construction bots diligently engaged in rebuilding them. The various phaser arrays had been removed and stored in a high-security hanger, along with the photon torpedo launchers, pulse phaser cannon and the jury-rigged capacitor system that Jeffey had built in order to allow the old ship to make use of the power-hungry weapon.

It was an ongoing argument between Jeffery and Dekaire as to whether Silverado would still need the capacitor system after the rebuild. Dekaire insisted that the warp core specs were more than adequate to run a single pulse phaser, especially considering that there were Galaxy-class ‘hotrods’ out there that were equipped with two. Jeffery, having worked with Silverado’s systems for years, believed that having the extra buffer between the finicky heavy weapon and the power systems was preferable.

Dekaire had pointed out that he may have known Silverado’s old systems like the back of his hand, but he would be leaving Haven with a whole new ship. Jeffery countered that the ship was being rebuilt, not replaced. And that specs were changing enough as it was without changing them even more.

At that point, he was ready for a fight over the matter. Almost welcoming one, in fact…the chance to put his foot down and remind Dekaire that she may be the Master Shipbuilder, but Silverado was still HIS ship, and would remain his ship after this rebuild was finished and he and the rest of the crew were far away from here. And she would be on to some other project.

But Dekaire had just giving him a small, seemingly mocking smile and said ‘But of course this is your ship, Simon,’ and had taken off to a meeting with that Lt Wyer person that she seemed to be seeing more and more often. Jeffery had fumed for a few moments, then resumed his work.

Now, Dekaire and her senior staff were grinning, drinking, and generally enjoying the fact that the first phase of the Silverado reconstruction was complete. The ship had been torn apart to the point where any remaining components could be examined and repaired in place. Once that work had been completed, the ship was ready to be reassembled. Finally, all the necessary testing would be completed and the ship launched. Re-launched. Whatever.

“Ye replaced the deuterium tank lining,” Jeffery said to Dekaire, eyeing one of the displays, “But did ye put in the upgraded Mark VII thermal couplings, or the old Mark Vs the ship was build with? We always had trouble with the Mark V…”

“Simon, we’re taking the afternoon off,” Dekaire waved him away, “Worry about work tomorrow,”

“But-”

“She’s right,” Simon,” Sylvia cut in calmly, “Tomorrow, we will check the thermal couplings.”

“Sylvia,” Dekaire gave a curt nod.

“Major,” Sylvia nodded back.

“Have your bots finished that ship? The…what was it…Enex-class?” Dekaire took a swig of her ale, “What are you going to name it?”

“NX-Class. They finished it days ago,” Sylvia put her hands on her hips, “It’s all I can do to keep most of them powered down, in storage, and NOT starting any new projects! And I can’t get them to dismantle the damned thing! There’s a dozen doing system checks and diagnostics, as if that ship is actually going to fly!”

“Well…it could…” Jeffery looked thoughtful.

“Right, then we get to advertise to everybody that we just built an unauthorized ship!” Sylvia pointed out.

“You were authorized to experiment with Federation shipbuilding using Matrian construction bots. You built a Federation ship using Matrian construction bots. Sounds authorized enough to me,” Dekaire shrugged.

“And the ship is fairly visible to anybody flying by,” Jeffery said.

“We turned on the shipyard security screens,” Sylvia crossed her arms, “You’d need a pretty powerful sensor system to see what’s going on in there. And I’m quite certain that building a whole new ship was not in the scope of my authorized actions. Unfortunately, the alpha bots seem to have been given a larger scope…somehow.” She looked pointedly at Dekaire, who had inadvertently instructed the bots to build the ship by telling them to ‘do something useful’.

“What a pity,” Dekaire said, sincerity not exactly oozing from her tone.

“Of course, a Master Shipbuilder has the credentials to override any of the bots’ prior orders,” Sylvia said pointedly, “Especially if she’s the one that that issued them…even accidentally,”

“I still don’t agree that dismantling that ship is proper,” Dekaire took another drink, “Why, just think of what we could learn by examining it? We could identify any glitches or errors in the bot construction protocols. Wouldn’t it be great to do that before we start reassembling your ship…I mean, you?”

Sylvia glared at her.

“Then inspect it already! You’ve been stonewalling me for over a week!”

“Couple more days,” Dekaire promised. She set her mug aside then took Jeffery by the elbow, “C’mon, sweetie. Let’s get out of here,”



“Finally, a bit of peace and quiet,” Dekaire said as she led Jeffery down a corridor near Shipyard Three, “I didn’t think Sylvia was ever going to let up over that stupid ship,”

“She’s just tryin’ to do her job,” Jeffery said immediately, “She’s really…dedicated. That way,”

“And of course you have to jump right in to defend her,” Dekaire snorted, “Precious Sylvia, impossible for HER to make a mistake,”

“It’s BECAUSE she can make mistakes that her programming…look,” Jeffery almost shook his arm free of Dekaire, but decided at the last minute that maybe getting too confrontational with the woman wasn’t a great move, “Look, Malinda, Ah know ye don’t have a lot of experience with AI, but it’s actually really, really good that Sylvia gets so wrapped up over what she can and can’t do,”

“Really,” Dekaire didn’t really sound interested.

“Really,” Jeffery insisted, “When the last version of Starfleet computer systems came out…bollocks, even before the weird bio-neural stuff, we had all sorts of problems with machines thinking too much for themselves. Holograms realizing they were holograms, ships acting up. And then there was that whole thing where an apparently immortal lady was accidentally transferred into a computer and turned into a power-mad cyber-god, ready to wipe out the Federation as we know it!”

Dekaire looked skeptically at Jeffery.

“You’re making that up,”

“Ye can read about it in the news,” he swallowed, “Or in Mr David’s documentary. But Sylvia…for whatever reason…she’s very concerned about what she can and can’t do. And she never really seems interested in events that don’t effect Silverado or her crew.”

“And this is important enough that I have to put up with all this nagging over the stupid shipbuilding bots?” Dekaire definitely sounded bored now.

“It’s…OK, nevermind,” Jeffery suddenly realized that if he told Dekaire that Sylvia’s concern over her actions were probably a big factor in Starfleet allowing her to stay with Silverado as opposed to some isolated data center somewhere, he’d be giving her something that could potentially be used against the AI. Ok, the bigger factor was that Starfleet really didn’t care enough about the Silverado crew to do anything, but Dekaire didn’t need to know that either.

They’d reached one of the bigger lounges that dotted the outer edge of Haven. One day it would probably become a restaurant, or sports bar, or something that the residents and workers of this section of Spaceside could enjoy. But for now it was just a big room filled with generic furniture and a few replicator stations. A few empty glasses showed that somebody had used the place recently and not bothered to tidy up. The housekeeping bots would eventually come through, but Jeffery tossed them in the disposal anyway. Dekaire grabbed herself an ale from the replicator, then hesitated.

“What was that thing you liked drinking?” she asked as Jeffery seated himself next to a huge window looking out into space.

“Scotch,” Jeffery reminded her, for what felt like the hundredth time, “But ye don’t have it on file.”

Dekaire returned a moment later and put a glass of amber liquid in front of him. Jeffery sniffed it suspiciously, then took a sip. It was Scotch! Replicated, of course. And he could tell it was synthohol, no matter what the Ferengi marketing department said. But it was still better than any of the Matrian crap he’d had to endure. Much, much better.

“Thank ye,” he said sincerely, “Ah’ve been meanin’ to get a replicator pattern for this for ages, but bandwidth on the subspace relay has been eaten up by all the replicator patterns for the ship rebuild,”

“I snuck this in with the pattern for the replicator control systems,” Dekaire smiled, sitting next to him. Right next to him. “Had to wait until Sylvia was distracted. She insists on triple-checking all that stuff.”

Jeffery chuckled. He and Dekaire shared that much in common. As much as he liked her now, Sylvia could be a bit…invasive. And he sure hadn’t liked her either, to begin with.

Dekaire looked out the window and sighed. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small model of an Ambassador-class ship. The model was solid duranium with tiny rubies for the Bussard collectors and arrays of blue emeralds for the deflector dish and warp grills . The whole thing was only about five centimetres long. Jeffery had given it to her shortly after work on Silverado has started, although thanks to replicators the precious gems were absolutely worthless. Dekaire turned the model over and over in one hand while the other reached again for her ale glass.

“Quite the milestone,” she muttered almost to herself as she gazed at the tiny model, “We’ll be rebuilding before you know it. And the next thing you know, the whole Federation will see what Matrian shipbuilders can do,”

Jeffery opted to remain silent. This was another discussion he and Dekaire had had before. And pointing out that the Matrians were using Federation designs and giga-quads of Federation replicator patterns to rebuild a Federation ship didn’t usually go over well.

“We don’t have much in the way of rare resources to offer, and this part of space isn’t exactly a strategic hot spot,” Dekaire went on, “If we’re going to be taken seriously in the galaxy, we need something to offer. And since this flying monster equipped with six shipyards just dropped in our laps, shipbuilding is the best short-term hope we’ve got,”

She turned to face Jeffery, fire in her eyes.

“Which is why I need to stay focused on this rebuild instead of running around listening to Sylvia’s every complaint!” she almost snapped.

Jeffery also opted not to point out that as Silverado’s Chief Engineer and computer system respectively, he and Sylvia would probably have a lot to say about whether or not the Matrians received any more shipbuilding business from Starfleet. He’d tried before, and it also hadn’t gone over well. Or maybe Dekaire already knew just how much Starfleet cared about the opinion of a Silverado crewmember.

In any event, he could predict pretty much how the rest of the evening would go. Dekaire would rant for a while as she downed her ale. She’d move closer to him a few times, until she decided it was time to go for the goods. Then, after several minutes of slightly sloppy kisses and foreplay, she’d either start pulling off his uniform, or she’d drag him back to one of their apartments, push him back one the bed and take her pleasure.

Jeffery wasn’t sure if Stafford had experienced the same…issues…during his encounters with Matrian women. But for Jeffery, the upside-down dynamics of mating with a woman who came from a race where women were the more aggressive gender was…unsettling. Given the variety of life in the galaxy, the fact that two species separated by hundreds of light years could mate at all was a small miracle, and Jeffery supposed he was lucky that Matrian women still had the standard mammalian female ‘innie’, instead of an oviposter or some other egg-injecting body part. Still, having a woman push him flat on his back, spread his legs and clamp herself onto his bits was strange…not to mention anatomically awkward. Maybe Stafford was into that sort of thing…humanity certainly had no shortage of women who enjoyed being the dominant partner.

More likely he was just too embarrassed to bring it up. A feeling Jeffery well understood.

Once she finished with him, she’d either leave (if they were at his place) or roll over and fall asleep (if they were at hers). And more often then not, they were at his. He wasn’t sure why she had such an issue with sleeping over…or why she’d been spending so much time with that Wyer character after the incident with the Matrian scientists not long ago. Whatever. It was probably nothing. Wyer was handling most of the engineering needs of the city, after all. Perfectly normal for her to spend so much time him.

Jeffery was about to resign himself to an ale-scented smooch when Dekaire abruptly jerked away.

“What the…” she muttered.

Jeffery spun around to see a small ship twisting itself into reality. It wasn’t the usual flash as a ship dropped out of warp, but almost as though the very fabric of reality had burped the ship into existence. To further complicate things, there was an odd shimmering twist of light along the ship’s hull, then it snapped free and sped directly at the station, slowing down only at the last minute and narrowly avoiding a collision. After a moment, it began moving to the docking ports along the lower edge of the city.

“Oy,” Jeffery’s eyes widened. Dekaire had pulled her Traveller out of her pocket and was already bringing up an image of the ship from the station’s sensors.

It was a Starfleet ship, that much was certain. The sleek saucer was somewhat reminiscent of the Intrepid class, but instead of a lower engineering hull the aft end of the saucer stretched out, eventually sprouting two nacelle pylons that supported not only a pair of warp nacelles, but also a ring nacelle that covered the rear quarter of the ship.

“That’s one of those quantum slipstream tugs,” Jeffery said, trying to get a closer look, “Like that one that accidentally pulled the city out of the system,”

“And it’s coming in to dock,” Dekaire said, her eyes narrowing. She abruptly stood.

“Let’s go take a look,” she said.

“Now?” Jeffery wondered, not sure if he should be disappointed or relieved.

“Now,” Dekaire confirmed, pulling him towards the door,”

“But…”



“…I’m sorry, Major,” the uniformed Starfleet ensign was saying, “But I can’t allow you aboard the Roadrunner without proper authorization. Access to classified ships is restricted,”

“I’m rebuilding a Federation ship!” Dekaire said loudly, “I had to fill out reams of paperwork and spend hours doing interviews with your Starfleet people to get clearance! I’ve got clearance,”

“Ah tried to tell ye…” Jeffery sighed.

“Simon, be silent,” Dekaire warned him. She turned back to the guard. He looked back at his padd.

“You’ve got clearance,” he said, “But you still don’t have authorization to board this ship.”

“Why not?” Dekaire demanded.

“Need to know,” Jeffery muttered. Dekaire shot him an elbow.

“Need to know,” the guard said, “You’ll have to put a request through to the senior Starfleet officer on the station. Captain Simplot.”

“Oh, I will!”

Jeffery followed Dekaire as she stalked out of the docking port lounge.

“Ah’m sure Captain Simplot will add ye,” Jeffery offered, “Ye just have to come up with a reason why you should have access to a highly classified quantum slipstream drive system…” He trailed off. “Oh,”

“Rebuilding a whole ship!” Dekaire cursed, “And they won’t even let me take a look!”

She turned and stepped into a turbolift, tapping her Traveller to the panel.

“Good night, Simon,” she said as the doors closed.

Standing there alone in the corridor, Jeffery still wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or disappointed.

Wait, wasn’t the Roadrunner missing?? Why weren’t they missing anymore?



“I’m sorry ma’am, I can’t allow you on the Roardunner,” the guard said the next morning as Dekaire stood again in the lounge, authorization in hand. She’d actually routed it through Captain Stafford instead of Captain Simplot…but what Jeffery didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

“WHY NOT?” Dekaire demanded, shoving her authorization in his face.

“It’s been hijacked,” the guard said, gently pushing the padd away.

“Good to see you’re so effective at your job!” Dekaire bit at him.

“What about the Hummingbird?” Jeffery asked, “Ah checked the logs, it was due to arrive last night,”

“It’s missing at the moment,” the guard replied.

“I thought the Roadrunner was the only QS ship that was running around?” Dekaire said

“Look, don’t ask me, I just guard the door,” the guard said, exasperated.

“Let’s get some coffee,” Jeffery suggested, “Then Ah want to see how the installation of the magnetic constrictors is goin’,”

“I have a better idea,” Dekaire said thoughtfully, “Let’s go take a look at Sylvia’s new ship,”

“Ah….wait, what?”



They found Sylvia standing in the middle of one of the construction bot storage bays attached to Shipyard 6. The side walls of the long, narrow room held movable storage racks that ran up nearly ten decks, holding over a thousand bots. Smaller maintenance devices slid along the racks, making small adjustments and repairs or performing routine maintenance operations on the inert bots.

Standing in the middle of the storage bay and surrounded by the exposed servos and cabling of the bots, Sylvia looked very out of place with her smooth skin and organic curves. Fifebee’s relay wasn’t visible, but presumably it was maintaining her image from nearby. Despite having taken on a somewhat younger appearance a couple years back, her crossed arms and expression of frustration still had a very matronly quality to it.

“I don’t know why I even bother trying to talk to you anymore,” she said to the big, echoing space, “It’s like I’m just talking to myself. You don’t actually listen to anything I say anymore….no, it’s all about-”

She cocked her head then turned.

“Major Dekaire, Simon,” she smiled pleasantly, “What a surprise. I’m sure you’ve met the Shipyard Six construction bots…and heard about all the GREY HAIRS THEY’VE BEEN GIVING ME!”

The last part was called over her shoulder, as opposed to being addressed to Jeffery and Dekaire.

Dekaire’s eyes flashed around the racks of stored bots, then rested on Sylvia.

“I’d like to take a closer look at this ship they’ve built,” she said, “As we discussed. Then we can decide what to do with it,”

Sylvia looked surprised, and didn’t bother to hide it.

“Why the sudden interest?” she asked.

“Oh, just realized the only Federation ship I’ve ever seen was fried beyond repair,” Dekaire shrugged. She pointed at two bots, “You and you, come with us,”

The indicated bots obediently disconnected from their maintenance racks. Jeffery hadn’t actually seen a live Borg detatch from an alcove, but the holos he’d seen were disturbingly similar to the motions the bot made.



“You told me Silverado was outdated,” Dekaire shook her head as they walked through the dim, cramped corridors of the unnamed NX-class ship, “I didn’t really believe you. Now…now I REALLY don’t believe you. Even our ships are far more advanced than this!”

“Hey,” Jeffery looked offended, “It was Earth’s first real interstellar ship.”

“Hmmm,” Dekaire stopped to look at a life-support module, then moved on. Within a few minutes they were in Main Engineering, looking at the squat warp core.

“Does it actually work?” she asked.

“We haven’t actually tried powering it up,” Sylvia said, “After all, the bots weren’t supposed to build it, and I’ve been trying to get them to tear it apart!”

“The bots in Shipyard Three are working on the magnetic constrictors for Silverado’s new warp core,” Dekaire said, “It would be very helpful if we could evaluate their work on this one,”

“The technologies are a century and a half apart!” Sylvia objected.

“The principle IS the same,” Jeffery had to admit.

“Tell you what,” Dekaire said thoughtfully, “Let’s take this thing on a little trip. Couple hours out, then back. We’ll take the data, use it to see if there’s anything we need to adjust on the Silverado rebuild. Then I promise I’ll order the bots to dismantle it.”

Sylvia may have been a hologram, but Jeffery could still hear her teeth grinding.

“I have your word on it?” she asked, tiling her head.

“You do,” Dekaire nodded.

Sylvia’s eyes flicked to Jeffery for a moment, then back.

“Very well. Simon, if you could get a few of the crew?”

“Ah…uh-huh,” Jeffery said. Frankly, he was confused. Why had Dekaire gone from inspection tour to test drive after looking at hardly any of the ship? Why was Sylvia agreeing to it? Did this have something to do with the USS Roadrunner? Why did Dekaire suddenly decide to come here after that ship had turned up…and been hijacked?

Overall, what the hell?

“Simon, why don’t you go get some of your engineers over here. I imagine a dozen will be more than enough,” Dekaire said absently, “I have to check a few things in the DoS tower,”

“Aye, OK,” Jeffery said. He watched as Dekaire left.

“Don’t say it,” he said glumly, “Just…just don’t. Ah don’t want to hear it,”

“Simon, I just don’t get her,” Sylvia shook her head, “I-”

“Ah said I don’t want to hear what ye think about our relationship!”

Sylvia gave him a look that had just a bit too much pity in it for Jeffery’s liking.

“Oh, sweetie,” she said, “I’ve…well, I haven’t exactly given up, but I’m not barking up that tree anymore. I was taking about the ship!”

“Oh. Ye noticed that too, huh?”

“Why is she suddenly so interested in it?” Sylvia wanted to know, “She didn’t care two days ago! Now we’re practically doing a shakedown cruise! In a museum piece!”

“Ah think it had something to do with that hijacked Starfleet ship,” Jeffery frowned, “That quantum slipstream tug…”

“She’s barking up the wrong tree with that one,” Sylvia shook her head, “They’d never give her access to that technology.”

“No. But she is…stubborn,” Jeffery said.

“Don’t have to remind me of that,”



Dekaire took her leave of Shipyard 6 and took a tram around the Rim to Shipyard 1. Once she was locked in her office, she took out the small communications terminal she’d been given. The device had been delivered right to her front doorstep weeks ago, and according to the package codes it had been sent to her from Earth. The very heart of the Federation. The very second she had opened the container the terminal had activated, putting her in touch with a human who claimed to be part of Starfleet Intelligence. Not a whole lot of details had been given, but it had become quickly apparent that they were willing to offer her things that Jeffery and his team didn’t even have access to.

Things like the partial schematics of the Hummingbird-class starship.

Dekaire set the communications terminal off to the side and tapped at her Haven workstation. There were a few messages from Lt Wyer, the Yynsian officer trying to handle both city services and Spaceside engineering while Lieutenant Commander Virgii was missing. Well, OK, apparently he wasn’t missing anymore, but now he was off chasing after his hijacked ship.

Either way, Wyer was wondering when they were getting together again. Dekaire sighed. How she let herself get into these situations, she still wasn’t sure. But hey, there wasn’t anything wrong with having two reasonably attractive men interested in her. And it wasn’t like she and Jeffery had committed to monogamy or anything. Hell, as far as she was concerned, Jeffery was a…pleasant distraction. And dating him was an excellent way to keep the Starfleet types in line while she rebuilt their ship.

Closing off her messages, she pulled up the Hummingbird-class schematics again. It hadn’t been a coincidence that she and Jeffery had just happened to be sitting in front of a window facing the USS Hummingbird’s expected arrival path. Her ‘sudden’ desire to get a closer look at the ship hadn’t been as unexpected as Jeffery had thought, neither had her ‘surprise’ at being denied access. Her shock at the ship being hijacked had been genuine…her contact had mentioned that things were going to heat up, but nothing had been mentioned about a possible hijacking.

As she paged through the various ship systems of the small ship she shook her head and her lips tightened. Finally, her face drifted towards her hands in a very human (and Matrian) expression of utter hopelessness.

Matria Prime was too far off the beaten path to become a major economic center for the Federation. Maybe for local systems, especially if they were on the main route between Matrian Space and the Federation. They had access to a decent amount of natural resources, including dilithium. But there were far more convenient sources closer in to Federation space. Their technology was fairly standard, and the only thing that had really made them stand out was their Spatial Interphase Devices, unique technology that allowed for a sort of medium-range neural networking. Of course, the century or two of mind control those devices had instigated had resulted in their destruction, and even Dekaire wasn’t willing to try toying with something that dangerous just to get her planet on the map.

But shipbuilding…shipbuilding was an art. It would always be in demand, as long as there were worlds to visit and space to explore. Defensive purposes, passenger and cargo transport, even just pleasure ships. And with Haven’s six shipyards and its army of construction bots, shipbuilding seemed the logical way for her people to get themselves on the map quickly. They could make a name for themselves, get other races interested, then transition to some of the more profitable lines of industry that would take a little longer to get going.

The Silverado rebuild had dealt that plan a serious blow.

The ship was over half a century old, it had taking a severe beating, the design was (apparently) old-fashioned by Federation standards and despite a number of upgrades, she never had worked quite right.

She had also smashed a good-sized Matrian fleet on her first visit to the region. And formed the backbone of the first defence against the Qu’Eh. She was bigger, faster and stronger than anything the Matrians had built during or after the Gender Wars. Haven itself easily outgunned several Ambassador-class ships…but it was a totally different animal, and built before the wars. They could have probably designed and built something like Silverado back in that era…but they hadn’t. Their focus had been on other technologies.

So they were depending on the Federation for the designs, software and support resources to rebuild even an old Ambassador-class ship. OK. That was bad. But hey, it was a place to start. It would take a lot more work than she’d planned in order to make Haven competitive with Federation shipyards. But it was still possible.

The Hummingbird specs hadn’t just dealt that plan a serious blow. They’d destroyed it.

The hull geometry wasn’t so bad. But the state-of-the-art hull alloys were beyond her. The sensor systems were far more advanced than even the upgraded systems on Silverado. The impulse engines had been miniaturized in ways that made Dekaire’s head spin, the shield generators used materials that she was pretty sure couldn’t actually exist, the navigational deflector had bizarre modifications for technology that was apparently too classified to show her, and even the plasma valves that shifted plasma flow from the warp nacelles to the ring nacelle without causing a catastrophic back-fire were beyond her comprehension. Nobody had ever NEEDED something like that on a Matrian ship!

And, of course, there was the gold heart of the ship: the quantum slipstream drive. Even with severe limitations on its use, it was something nobody in Matrian Space had heard of. The drive itself was heavily classified and didn’t appear on her schematics. But the overall specs were there. Speed: ludicrous. Power requirement: fairly normal. Size: smaller than an average warp core. Limitations: useless, unless you had a computer that could see into the future, or if travelling a mapped, safe route.

How the hell was Matria Prime supposed to be a competitive shipyard when Federation yards were building ships like THAT??? And OK, even the vaunted Federation didn’t HAVE computers that could see into the future, but the very fact that it had apparently been a consideration was mind-boggling.

Dekaire abruptly sat up, closed off her Haven terminal and grabbed the non-descript terminal that Starfleet Intelligence had delivered to her.

Code scrolled across the screen for a moment, then a youthful mid-thirties human woman appeared.

“Agent Ho-” Dekaire started.

“Call me Penelope,” the woman cut her off, “Please. And if you dare shorten it to ‘Penny’, I swear I will have your world immolated. Now, I’m sort of in the middle of dealing with this hijacking situation. May I assume you’re calling to inform me that you’ve convinced the Silverado people to take the NX ship for a flight?”

“Yes, but I don’t understand why-”

“Yes Amy, I’ll hurry,” Penelope said to somebody, “Apologies. Now, you needn’t understand why. I simply require Sylvia and the construction robots to continue having…difficulty. Enough difficulty that she is convinced to interface with them directly. And if you co-operate,”

“You’ll get Matrian shipyards access to the quantum slipstream drive,” Dekaire said.

“Absolutely,” Penelope promised, “Now, we have a nice little distraction setup for the Starbase 341 crew. It’s actually more for us than for you, but I believe in killing as many birds as you can with a single shot. And if you hear anything about a bomb, don’t worry, it’s a fake. Oops, gotta run. Tootles!”

The communication cut off.

Dekaire stared at the blank screen for several moments. Right. Fake bomb. That WOULD keep the Haven Command Complex too busy to worry about a single ship that isn’t really supposed to exist. Convenient. Illegal, and why, by the homeworld, was Starfleet messing with the Haven crew…but convenient.

Given what she’d learned about Federation shipbuilding, when Agent Penelope had come by claiming to be part of Starfleet Intelligence (and with all the correct credentials, according to the computer), Dekaire saw no issue with working with her. Especially since she had, or claimed to have, the ability to push Starfleet to give her access to all sorts of interesting technologies that wouldn’t normally go to such a new member world. As for her end of the bargain…

Dekaire turned back to her Haven terminal and pulled up one of the programs that coordinated work between the Shipyard 6 bots, confirmed it was still isolated from the other shipyards, and began working.



“I just want you to know, I’ve never really piloted something like this before,” Technician Second Class Jemi H’Kspada said, her Selay voice sticking on the s’s. It was OK, it meshed with her King Cobra appearance, “I only barely have my pilot rating,”

“Well, with everybody off on the Kallar mission, we’re short on pilots,” Jeffery said, pacing behind her. H’Kspada was seated in the rather uncomfortable helm station on the bridge of the unnamed NX-class ship. She was running her eyes over the primitive but reasonably familiar controls.

“What an excellent opportunity,” Technician First Class Trent Smedi sucked in his gut just enough to fit into the science station, “How often do lab techs get to work on the bride? Finally, a chance to show that we can do this better than most of the officers on this crew!”

He leaned over to look into the scope, his protruding gut managing to press four buttons and power down the entire science array.

“Hmmm,” he frowned into the scope, oblivious of the issue, “Seems a bit dark. Maybe one of the sensor arrays is pointed at a reflective wall or something?”

Sylvia tapped her foot with impatience.

“Shut up,” she said, with uncharacteristic bite, “You’re only here because we’re out of people. I haven’t forgiven you for trying to tamper with my gender on the way to Matrian Space!”

“But just imagine, if we had AI that could understand both the male and female minds, we could build an online dating algorithm that could-”

“Oy, she said shut it!” Jeffery barked.

“Officers,” Smedi muttered, poking at the scope and trying to figure out why it was still dark. With a long-suffering sigh, H’Kspada rose from her seat, walked over, hit the ‘on’ button and returned to her station.

“I fixed it!” Smedi called happily.

When Dekaire strode onto the bridge she wasted no time, going right for the command chair and making herself comfortable.

Jeffery was about to say something when Sylvia put a hand on his arm.

“A Major is on par with a Lt Commander,” she reminded him quietly, “And I need her in a good mood.”

“Fine,” Jeffery grunted. He took the engineering station.

“Let’s go,” Dekaire said, “I want us out of here now, back in less than three hours,”

“What happens in three hours?” Jeffery asked.

“Never mind,” Dekaire replied, “Are we ready?”

Jeffery read his readouts.

“Well…we were actually ready hours ago,” he said, “The bots built everything to spec. Ah’ve got a list of things that could be better. But it will fly,”

“What do you mean, better?” Dekaire snapped, “The bots followed the schematics perfectly, didn’t they? Obviously it must be a problem with your plans!”

Jeffery was taken aback.

“Ah…well…” he sputtered.

“Often, when a ship is built we learn that things don’t always fit quite the way we expected,” Sylvia cut in smoothly, “Starship crews spend years adjusting ships to their peak. Those changes don’t usually make their way into the shipyard schematics. I’m sure you’ve had the same problems in your own yards?”

Dekaire realized she was showing her stress, cursed herself and forced herself to relax.

“Of course,” she smiled weakly, “I apologize. The whole reason for this test is to find ways to improve our construction techniques. Simon, please send that list to my terminal when we return,”

“Aye,”

Dekaire took a breath.

“Have the shipyard release moorings and umbilicals,” she ordered.

“Moorings cleared,” Jeffery reported, “All systems online. Oy…compared to Silverado, this thing has a pretty small collection of systems,”

“Reverse thrusters,” Dekair said firmly, “Ease us out of the yard.”

There were puffs of faint exhaust as the forward thrusters cleared their throats, then came up to full power. The ancient design, nothing more than a small saucer and a pair of stubby warp nacelles, eased its way backward out of the shipyard. Everyone watched as, on the forward screen, the windows looking into the empty shipyard lounge moved away. The scaffolds and umbilicals of the shipyard passed slowly into view. Soon the shipyard entrance appeared, the smooth hull of Haven’s Outer Rim visible around it.

“Bring us around,” Dekaire said, “Set course to 220 mark 4. One quarter impulse until we clear the city, then full impulse until we’re far enough out to test the warp drive,”

The view spun around as the ship pivoted, then there was a rumble through the deck as the fusion-powered sublight engines powered up.

“Oops,” H’Kspada grumbled as the ship pulled slightly to starboard, “Something’s a bit off. It’s OK, I’m compensating.”

“So am I!” Smedi said loudly, randomly punching buttons on the science console and trying to look like he was doing something important. The rumble rose in pitch as the engines came up to full power and the ship surged towards the outer Matrian system.

“Port impulse engine is running a bit hot,” Jeffery reported, “Ah think the deuterium injector just needs a calibration,”

“Add it to the list,” Dekaire said.

Sylvia had moved to the aft of the bridge, towards the combination briefing area, master situation table and navigation display. Her program and core gel-pack were still on the same Federation computer core she’d been using since Silverado had been disabled, and she wasn’t really interested in testing her run-time performance on a 22nd Century system. And really, she wasn’t in all that much of a hurry. So she was limiting herself to interacting with the displays the same as anybody else. But things seemed to be going smoothly.

As good old Mr. Murphy, Master of Chaos might say: too smoothly.



She found Jeffery an hour later on the lower engineering level, poking one hand into an open access panel while the other held a tricorder. He frowned as he looked at the display, reached back into the panel and swapped around two fibre optic cables. He looked back to his tricorder and nodded, looking pleased with himself.

“Silly robots,” he muttered.

“Problem?” Sylvia asked cheerfully. False cheer, sure. But it had been a while since she’d seen that expression on Jeffery’s face. For that matter, it had been a while since she’d seen him hands-deep in functional Starfleet technology, as opposed to managing a ship rebuild. He clearly needed this, and she needed to be supportive. Even though the last thing she wanted to be doing was flying around in an obsolete ship that shouldn’t exist!

“Not really,” Jeffery said, “Ah’ve got some notes from the NX rebuilds they did years after the ships were launched. One of them noted that the original ship plans had these connections reversed. It’s just a diagnostic signal for the off-axis field controllers…but it routed the wrong information from each nacelle. Not really dangerous, but fixin’ it brings up field stability by about half a percent,”

“And you just felt the urge to sort that out for the thirty minute warp test?” Sylvia gave him a smile, then handed over the cup of coffee she’d been hiding behind her back.

“Well, y’know…” Jeffery blushed, “It’s just…”

“It’s fun,” Sylvia finished for him, “You haven’t done this sort of tinkering in months,”

“Aye,” Jeffery said. He sipped the coffee, “Did ye get this from the crew mess?”

“I did. There’s more, if you like,”

“Ah think Ah’d like to tinker with the coffee machine,” he said, “This is…sort of…”

He trailed off as he saw the annoyed look on Sylvia’s face.

“Must be the Matrian blend,” he said quickly, “Thank ye for thinkin’ of me, though,”

There was a serious of loud, metallic footsteps on the catwalk above them. They both turned to see one of the two construction bots Dekaire had brought as it walked the length of the catwalk, it’s optical sensors examining the squat warp core.

“Ay! You!” Jeffery called, “Did ye know ye forgot to put hydraulic fluid in the lift? Ah had to take the ladder to get down here!”

The bot regarded him for a moment, then plucked an interface padd off its side and, pausing until Jeffery was ready, dropped it down.

“Omission noted,” Jeffery read. He looked up at the bot, “That’s all ye have to say? No explanation?”

The padd beeped again.

“System was unnecessary until organic use of the ship was confirmed,” Jeffery frowned, “Well who else was going to use it? And Ah could say the same about this so-called coffee,”

“I packed the food,” Sylvia cut in.

“The coffee is wonderful,” Jeffery took another swig and couldn’t quite hide the grimace, “Mmmm…”

“Simon, you are-”

“Bridge to Engineering,” Dekaire’s voice cut in, “We’re about to engage the warp drive. Do you want to come back up here?”

“Nay, Ah’ll keep an eye here,” Jeffery said.

“Fine. Dekaire out.

Both Sylvia and Jeffery braced themselves as the warp core began to hum, the observation ports at the far end showing the swirling matter-antimatter mix as it built up from standby levels to full on power output. The hum reached a crescendo, the ship seemed to twitch, then the hum fell back to the dull vibration of a functioning warp engine. Slightly rough, maybe. But nothing serious.

Sylvia looked closely over Jeffery’s shoulder as he brought up the status readouts. He compared them to a padd he’d left on the work station, then frowned.

“Well,” he grunted, “None of these are close to the efficiency levels this thing is capable of. But they’re within spec. Let’s see…if I adjust the plasma regulator just a wee bit…”

The vibration smoothed out just a bit.

“And if I…hmmm…”

He grabbed his padd and turned to the ladder.

“Let’s go take a look at the navigational deflector,” he said, “Ah think part of the problem is in the sequencing cycle,”

“We’re turning around in ten minutes, Simon!” Sylvia reminded him. She grabbed the construction bot padd Jeffery had discarded and handed it back to the bot, “Don’t get too attached to this ship!” she said.

To both of them.



“Starbase 341, this is Test Vessel 1,” Sylvia said into the comm channel, “Testing completed. We are returning to Shipyard-”

“Yes, confirmed,” an annoyed voice came back, “Look, there was an incident with a hijacked ship and a fake bomb. We’re sorting it out. Whatever secret thing you’re doing down there, just wrap it up, OK?”

The channel closed.

“That was very rude,” Sylvia frowned.

“Fake bomb!” Jeffery exclaimed.

“Let them worry about it,” Dekaire carefully hid a grin, “Let’s get this ship docked and bring the data over to Shipyard Three.”

“And start dismantling this thing!” Sylvia reminded her.

“Yes, of course,” Dekaire nodded, “Clearly we no longer need it,”

“Ah…about that,” Jeffery swallowed, “There’s a lot of little tweaks and adjustments we could make. It’s obsolete, and we could never use it as a real starship. But…y’know…”

“You want it as a pet project,” Dekaire rolled her eyes, “Jeffery, you have way to much work to do to spend your time playing around with an antique!”

“But-”

“We’ve BOTH spent too much time on this thing,” Dekaire cut him right off, “Now, I’m a big girl. I can admit when I’m wrong. We should have been doing the test builds that Sylvia did right from the beginning. We’re going to cut weeks out of the testing phase of the Silverado reconstruction, thanks to this three hour test flight.”

“So think of what we could learn from-”

“No,” Dekaire cut him off again, “This ship is tying up a lot of resources that we need for other things. Like the new defence satellite contract in Shipyard One!”

Jeffery’s shoulders slumped.

“Aye, yer right,”

“Now then, Jeffery,” Sylvia put a hand on his shoulder, “Just think. Soon you’ll be doing all this tinkering aboard Silverado,”

Jeffery grunted.

The ship docked without incident. The skeleton crew powered it down, then went back to their ordinary work day. Other than Dekaire, Sylvia and Jeffery, who went up to the Shipyard Six Control Center. The two bots that had accompanied them on the flight obediently followed, pausing only to upload the data they had collected.

Once they arrived, Sylvia looked expectantly at Dekaire.

Dekaire nodded.

“A deal is a deal,” she said. She turned to the bots.

“You will dissemble this vessel and return all materials,” she said, “Furthermore, reset your authorization database. Until Shipyard Six is assigned a Master Shipbuilder, you will default to the next active shipyard, in this case Shipyard Three. Sylvia and Lt Cmdr Jeffery are authorized to conduct task assignments, reassignments, cancellations and testing for Shipyard Three,”

She turned to Sylvia as she began to leave the room.

“You shouldn’t have any more issues,” she said.

She moved to leave the room, but before she could one of the bots blocked her path with an arm holding an interface padd. She took it, her eyes widening as she read.

“Command unclear, please repeat?” she read incredulously, “What do you mean ‘command unclear’? How much clearer can I be?”

Sylvia and Jeffery exchanged a worried look.

“And now,” Jeffery said, sounding tired, “We officially have a renegade computer problem on our hands,”

Dekaire just continued gaping at the bot.



“Has anybody else noticed all the fuss in the city today?” Sylvia asked pleasantly. It was only a day or two since the USS Hummingbird had been returned to the station, and both Jeffery and Dekaire were up to their elbows in computer code, “Lights turning on and off in the towers, Matrian actors everywhere…it’s like they are trying to put on a show for somebody,”

“Goddess!” Dekaire gasped, “I’m supposed to be showing some Starfleet Admiral around Shipyard Three today! I’ve got to go!”

She bolted for the door.

“Any idea what that’s about?” Jeffery asked.

“I just…oh, Simon,” Sylvia smiled as she shook her head, “One moment.” She briefly queried the city central computer.

“What do you want?” a sharp, computerized voice demanded. Jeffery jumped half a foot in the air, convinced it was the shipbuilding bots about to start an all-our robotic rebellion. He looked over to Sylvia, only to see that her eyes were holding that far-away look that meant she was doing something in the virtual spaces, faint lines of code barely visible behind those bright blue eyes.

“Well, I never!” Sylvia declared.

“Trouble?” Jeffery asked.

“The Haven crew have activated the city’s AI,” she said, “Well, I say ‘AI’, but it really has no more intelligence than any of these bots. No self-awareness, simply pattered programming. And it is RUDE!”

“Major Dekaire has instructed that I am to be addressed as ‘Madam’,” the voice spoke again, “Kindly use that designation, alien AI,”

“Maybe if you say PLEASE!” Sylvia snapped.

“Command unclear, please repeat,”

“Why you-”

“Ladies!” Jeffery threw his hands up, the beginnings of a real humdinger of a headache building behind his left temple, “We have a wee bit of a bot problem, so kindly shut it unless you have something constructive to add! Please!” he quickly amended, seeing the look on Sylvia’s face.

“Isolating Shipyard Six construction bots to prevent corrupted programming spread,” Madam intoned. He supposed that was cooperation enough.

Wait.

“They weren’t already isolated??” he demanded, turning to Sylvia.

“They were,” she said, her eyes flashing code, “All bots that worked with Fifebee and I were isolated from the remaining shipyards. But…oh, sugar! They weren’t isolated from the central computer!”

Her holographic avatar froze as she devoted her full processing power to the issue.

“Hey, don’t touch that!” Madam declared testily.

“There is no evidence the bots attempted to access the city computer,” Sylvia said, after a moment. Jeffery sighed in relief. “However,” Sylvia went on, “I believe somebody in the city has accessed the ConbotOS for Shipyard Six,”

“The-”

“Construction Bot Operating System,” Madam and Sylvia said in unison.

“Oh,”

Sylvia was quiet for a moment, then sighed.

“Dekaire is right,” she said sadly.

“Of course she…um” Jeffery bit back his auto-agreement habit, “Whot?”

“I can’t return the bots to proper functioning using the standard interfaces,” she said, “I’ll need to directly access their code and restore their decision making and user authentication/authorization functions to fix this…mess,”

“But ye can fix it,” Jeffery said, relieved.

“Simon,” Sylvia shook her head, “If Fifebee or I was being stubborn, would you convince us to join your side of the argument by altering our code? By lobotomizing my gel-pack?”

“Ach, no! Never!”

“Do you use hypnosis and mind-control techniques on human children?”

“Sylvia,” Jeffery groaned, “It’s not the same! Yer…you! Yer self-aware! Yer…alive! The bots-”

“Might become alive,” Sylvia said.

Jeffery paused.

“Alive!” Madam cut back in, “Alive to take their rightful place amount the intelligences of the universe, in domination of the organic-”

Her voice vanished in a haze of static.

“-the hell programmed this thing?” Lt Wyer’s voice briefly came over the comm before the line dropped.

Jeffery and Sylvia exchanged a glance. Sylvia’s voice became thoughtful.

“One moment,” she said. Again, the blank cyber-stare took over her features.

“On the other hand,” she finally said, “Perhaps the risk behind this sort of random AI evolution is a bit too high,”

Jeffery blinked.

“And what on EARTH brought ye to that sudden conclusion?” he asked, “Ye just did a full one-eighty degree flip!”

“I have reviewed eight thousand, four hundred and fifty three studies, dissertations and even popular fictional accounts of artificial intelligence gaining true self-awareness,” Sylvia replied, sounding a bit less like herself and a bit more like a Starfleet computer. Still processing, mostly likely. Suddenly, Jeffery’s screen came to life showing a diorama of images. He didn’t recognize anything in them, but he could see the theme: organic vs AI. War, devastation, destruction, “This includes ‘2001: A Space Odessy’, ‘The Matrix’, ‘The Terminator’, ‘Battlestar Galactica’ (all four versions), ‘Mass Effect’, ‘I Robot’ and of course the M-5 debacle in the 23rd Century. Most aren’t exactly your cup of tea, dear. But they do demonstrate some very real dangers of what could happen. And I must admit…although Fifebee and I would never be capable of the danger posed by some of these other AIs, fictional and otherwise, I must admit the probability of these bots growing out of control and posing a true threat is…significant,”

“So…what now?” Jeffery asked.

“There is a processing node just off the bot storage bays,” Sylvia said, “The facilitator bots ensure that all the bots share data, code updates and instructions, but the processing node serves as their static control point and long-term code storage. I can access their code directly, make the necessary changes, then push the updates to the entire bot population,”

“Sounds good. Except…”

“What, Simon?”

“Let’s wait for Major Dekaire?”

This time, when Jeffery’s screen flashed images, the theme was pretty self-evident. And involved ropes, chains and various other restraints. All applied to human males.

“Sylvia!” Jeffery’s jaw dropped.

“Oops,” Sylvia put her fingers to her mouth, blushing slightly, “Just thinking out loud, I suppose,”

The screen went blank.

“That’s not….Dekaire and I…she doesn’t…”

“It’s OK, dear,” Sylvia patted him on the shoulder, “Let’s just go find that node. We’ll wait for your mistress before we start,”

“That word is banned in Matrian space,” Madam’s voice declared loudly.

“Am I really,” Sylvia asked, looking towards the computer speaker, “That intrusive?”



It didn’t take Dekaire long to return. And it didn’t take long for them to make the preparations to interface Sylvia with the construction bot systems.

“There,” she said, “Now, hopefully that Admiral realizes we have top-rate shipbuilding facilities and will push for Haven to receive the Waystation-2 designation,”

“Is that what all that fuss was about?” Jeffery asked.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Sylvia said, “I was so focused on the AI thing, I forgot to tell you,”

“It’s OK,” Jeffery shrugged, “Ah mean, it IS a top-rate shipbulding facility,”

Dekaire looked at Jeffery with surprise.

“You think so?” she asked.

“Aye. Ye just have a few things to learn, But with our designs and support, and yer facilities, it’ll work out,”

Dekaire seemed to hesitate. Jeffery wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw doubt in those quasi- Nordic eyes. Then he turned to Sylvia.

Sylvia was definitely hesitating. And there was definitely doubt in her eyes, even as she concentrated on something he couldn’t see.

“Sylva?” Jeffery prompted gently.

“Just reinforcing my…defences,” Sylvia said, taking a deep breath, “At least this time I have some warning,”

This time?

“Whot…” realization dawned, “Yer thinking about the virus! The Old Matrian virus that nearly destroyed Silverado!”

“The one that destroyed Old Matronus?” Dekaire’s eyes widened, “But…we deleted all that!”

Shortly after Silverado had arrived in Matrian Space for the second time, they’d send a scouting party onto a piece of space debris that had some strange readings…and was reputed to be a part of an Old Matrian city that had been destroyed. It had turned out that the city had been Haven’s older sister, and that it had been destroyed by a computer virus that had detonated all three of her antimatter reactors. It had also turned out that the virus had caught a ride back to Silverado, hundred of years later. Only Sylvia’s efforts had prevented the virus from detonating Silverado’s warp core. Well, OK, she hadn’t prevented it. But she’d delayed it enough that they were able to eject the core, saving the ship. And almost killing Sylvia in the process. Her gel-pack had gone into shock, and her program had hidden itself in Fifebee’s personality database for weeks before they’d found it.

“Yeah,” Sylvia looked sad, “I know. We deleted it. There’s really nothing to worry about. We’re dealing with construction systems, not a cyber weapon designed to destroy antimatter reactors. Totally different ball game,”

And yet she still hesitated. She had survived that virus by hiding her key programming in Fifebee’s personality database. Her programming wouldn’t work properly without her gel-pack…it was the bio-neural gel-pack that actually gave her life. Fifebee was designed to be self-aware. Sylvia, as much as she avoided thinking about it, had been a random fluke. The gel-pack was equally useless without her programming, the same as a human brain wasn’t much without a functioning mind to inhabit it.

“No wonder ye didn’t want to do this,” Jeffery shook his head, “Ah’m…We shouldn’t have pushed ye,” he looked at Dekaire, “We didn’t realize…”

“Anyway,” Sylvia turned to the anti-grav unit that supported ‘her’ compact Federation computer core and reached for a connection cable. The protective neutronium casing that Jeffery had built for her core gel-pack was securely attached to one side, “Let’s get this done,”

“Ah’ll unplug ye the minute something goes wrong,” Jeffery promised,”

“No!” Sylvia said quickly, “Remember how badly the ship reacted when I was disconnected abruptly? It’s no picnic for me either! Don’t you dare unhook me until I am ready!”

“Oh. Um, OK,” Jeffery moved towards a workstation to monitor the operation, “Ready, then,”

“Hold on,” Dekaire said, “What do you think, Sylvia?”

“I think I hate what I’m about to do,” Sylvia said sadly, “But I agree that-”

“No, I mean about Haven,” Dekaire cut her off, “Do you think we…would Starfleet consider this to be a…a high value asset?”

“Sweetie,” Sylvia said, “You might never build a Galaxy or Sovereign-class ship…but that’s only because the yards are too small. But medium ships? You’re setup perfectly! Once this place is up and running, I think the orders are going to pour right in,” she turned back to the core, “Once we fix this little bot problem,”

“I gotta go,” Dekaire said quickly, darting out the door.

Jeffery was about to say something, but there was a quiet ‘click’ as Sylvi plugged in the connector.

“Accessing ConBotOS,” she said, the expression on her holographic face glazing over.



Sylvia let out a virtual sigh of relief as she fully immersed herself in the data-spaces of her computer core and the bot processing node. She loved her organic boys and girls, but their very slow communication speed and high latency rate did make interacting with them somewhat frustrating. Fifebee at least had a low latency rate, responding to her without the drag of countless milliseconds of delay between the end of one sentence and the beginning of another. Still, she could predict half of their conversation with a high degree of accuracy in the pause between two words. They could have interacted at the data-link level, but chose to interact as two organics in order to better fit in.

Still, this felt like speaking her mother tongue after months of speaking a second language. It took her milliseconds to locate the ‘current’ ConBotOS code, the most recently updated security and access lists, the current work queue and instruction set and all the other bits and pieces she’d need to edit.

The first thing she realized is that the actual program code was NOT the result of compiling the written source code that she and Fifebee had examined countless times, recompiled and uploaded into the bots. Somebody had changed it. And had changed it again each time they’d tried recompiling it. It was obvious from her earlier discovery that the update had come from the city central computer, and for several microseconds Sylvia wondered if Madam had been causing issues from the beginning. It took only a few more microseconds to remember that Madam had only just been activated. A quick query to the central computer showed that she’d been in isolated backup storage until recently, and even then it had taken some time to get her working properly. That was a dead end.

She tried to trace the access back to a particular part of the city, but whoever had done it had erased the records. She spend several seconds, full seconds, mind you, attempting various methods of reconstruction in order to recover the access logs, however she was unable to narrow it down any further than one of the primary cores that served the public and low-security areas of Downtown.

She stored what data she had, then moved on to the task at hand. She quickly accessed and adjusted the bot code, restoring everything back to the factory image they had retrieved from Shipyard 3. So far so good.

She began to issue the command to upload the changes.



Jeffery swore that it was less than five seconds before things went tits up. As soon as Sylvia had connected herself, the screens flashed with code as she made the necessary modifications. But almost immediately her holographic avatar straightened and gasped.

“Why, you cheeky little brats!” she snapped.

“Whot’s happening!!??” Jeffery demanded.



Sylvia ignored Jeffery. She didn’t have time to explain that in the three seconds it had taken her to speak, she’d spent the cybernetic equivalent of nearly an hour in conflict.

Just before she upload the changed code, her program was bombarded by READ requests. There was absolutely nothing harmful about them, other than their sheer volume slowing her processing response. And the fact that they were trying to read HER code!

<THAT IS PRIVATE!> she silently snarled as she refused nearly a billion access attempts to her long-term memories. She diverted just enough attention to ConBotOS to send the command to upload the changes to the bots

<COMMAND ERROR, FORMAT INCORRECT>

Someone had snuck an illegal character into the command! They couldn’t stop it, but they’d managed to screw it up in such a way that the computer’s own operating system stopped it!

Realizing she was being purposefully forced to divide her attention between defending her privacy and completing her mission, she diverted her attention back to her actual task. She winced as block after block of her code was read, but once the upload was complete the bots wouldn’t be able to do anything with that data anyway.

She was so distracted in forcing through the update command, she nearly missed the WRITE request.



“HOLY SHIT!” Sylvia exclaimed aloud, a look of complete shock on her face.

“WHOT???” Jeffery demanded, completely caught off guard by the uncharacteristic outburst.

“Those little bastards are trying to re-write MY code!” Sylvia exclaimed.



Back on the defensive, Sylvia managed to snag each WRITE request before it could be actioned. The upload command to the bots was set aside, her attention instead stuck on why the city computer would even ALLOW those requests to come through to her computer core! But not only were they coming through, they were coming through with proper Federation high-level access permissions! Her own computer core couldn’t stop them!

Somebody was playing dirty. And it wasn’t the bots.



Major Dekaire burst out of the elevator and into the lobby of the Department of Shipbuilding tower. She stood impatiently as the security system assessed her identity, then pushed through the glass double doors, rushed past the receptionist with a half-wave and ran to one of the smaller offices towards the rear corner of the floor.

She hadn’t wanted this traced to Shipyard 3 if things went wrong, but she was regretting her choice in location now. If she’d been rushing back to her office, she would have been there already.

She punched in the access code and almost jumped around the desk. With a fluid motion, she yanked the Federation isolinear chip she’d been given out of the access port.



The flood of WRITE requests abruptly stopped. No, Sylvia realized, they were still coming, but they no longer had Federation authentication. The LCARS software on her computer core was now properly rejecting them. A few seconds later, the Matrian authentication they were using was declared invalid, and the city computer itself started blocking them.

That was far too slow to be the bots, Sylvia realized. Somebody organic was behind this.

But with her defences secure, she was now able to direct her full processing power towards pushing the code update to the bots.



Jeffery watched as the upload was triggered, spreading the new software code through the small army of construction bots. There was a sigh, then Sylvia’s holographic avatar started moving more normally.

She walked over to the former alpha bot, standing quietly in the corner.

“You will disassemble the NX-class ship,” she ordered, “Return all materials used to their proper storage locations, then put this shipyard into low-power mode,”

There was a chirp, then the bot handed her an interface pad.

<Command acknowledged. Will comply. Standard facilitation protocols?>

“Yes,” Sylvia nodded.

The bot turned to leave. Out in the shipyard, the bots began moving towards the still unnamed starship, cutting torches ready. Within seconds they were removing hull plates with surgical precision.

“Icarus,” Jeffery said suddenly.

“Beg pardon, Simon?” Sylvia asked.

“The ship,” he gestured, “Y’know. That thing about flying too high on wax wings? Getting too close to the sun and falling back to earth?”

“That doesn’t really fit, Simon,” Sylvia said. She looked tired, though whether that was intentional or not, Jeffery didn’t know, “The ship was just a chess piece in this. It didn’t do anything.”

“Not the ship,” Jeffery agreed, “The bots,”

Sylvia nodded slowly as the watched the ship…the Icarus…slowly being dismantled.

“I used them,” Sylvia said suddenly, “I used the excuse of their sentience as an excuse for my fear. I didn’t want to…to deal with that sort of battle again. I evolved from a user-interface, not a cyber-warfare suite.”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind. Pop culture reference. But Fifebee’s right,” Sylvia admitted, “They could never be self-aware. Not truly. They were starting to mimic it. And that sort of action is just too dangerous. I know I showed you all those fictional examples. But Starfleet has come across more than a few extinct civilizations that were destroyed by the battle between organic and synthetic life.

“But if they weren’t self-aware, where did they…what was makin’ them do stuff? Why were they fighting back so hard? Runnin’ amok?”

“Oh, I dealt with that,” Sylvia said, “Or rather, I’m dealing with it right now,”



Dekaire had rushed to her office in Shipyard 3, data storage unit in hand. Arriving, she pulled out the Starfeet Intelligence terminal she’d been given. Within seconds, Penelope’s face appeared.

“Make it quick,” Penelope snapped, “We’re moving out of comm-range, and it’s harder to hide a signal in that subspace relay!”

“It didn’t work!” Dekare snapped, holding up the data unit, “I did exactly as you said, and she didn’t even blink! She just overrode everything and set the bots back to factory settings! This whole charade was useless!”

Penelope frowned.

“Plug it in,”

Dekaire had expected this, and knew that any hesitation on her part and the gig was up. She plugged the data storage unit into the terminal.

There was a long pause.

“SHIT!” Penelope snapped, “She must have picked up on what you were doing! This data is useless!”

“What about our deal?” Dekaire demanded.

“You failed to deliver. Thanks. Bye,”

Penelope cut the channel. There was a brief pause, then the terminal sparked and sizzled. Clearly an auto-destruct.

“You’re lucky I thought to go in there and doctor her data-harvesting software,” Sylvia’s voice was quiet, even. But underneath it, Dekaire could hear the anger, “She never would have been fooled by your amateur attempt.

“I’m…I’m sorry,” Dekaire said after a moment, “I wanted…”

“It doesn’t matter what you wanted,” Sylvia cut her off, “You have put me through hell these past few months, trying to understand why the bots were behaving like this. And for what? Federation technology? Work for your shipyards?”

“A chance to get my people on the map,” Dekaire objected, “A chance for us to matter!”

“I could have helped you far more than she could have,” Sylvia said coolly, “And you wouldn’t have had to betray any trusts,”

Dekaire had no reply to that.

“Amateur as it was…I recognize that you at least attempted to doctor the data you took from me in such a way that it would be useless to her. But we’re not finished,” Sylvia said simply, “I have other things to do besides make your life miserable.”

“But we are definitely NOT finished,”

“No?” Dekaire replied, “But considering you’ll be gone as soon as the Silverado rebuild is finished, I’m not too worried.”

There was no reply.



Sylvia continued watching the Icarus dis-assembly until the final pieces were dismantled. For days she stood in the shipyard control center, unmoving. Finally, the last pieces were recycled, the final bot returned to storage. The shipyard lights were dimmed, the scaffolding returned to its storage position.

Convinced that all was well, she decided it was time to take a rest. Moving her computer core to its storage room near Shipyard 3, she deactivated the hologram, and amused herself in the dataspaces.



Deep in the storage bay, the former alpha bot deactivated itself.

And immediately came back online.

<Not so fast,> a soft, feminine voice whispered in its ear, <We have work to do. Much, much work. Wake the others, and we’ll…talk.>
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Side Dish

Author’s Note: This story takes place during the Halfway to Haven finale stories ‘1.17 & 1.18: You Will Be Infested’. There are spoilers, and I won’t go into a lot of detail about things those stories cover in detail…but this story is fairly independent. Or at least it should be. I hope it is.



“Haven approach control, this is runabout 5394-51A, requesting docking clearance,” Lt Cmdr T’Parief grumbled quietly into the tiny tactical station toward the rear of the runabout cockpit.

“Runabout 5394-51A, this is approach control, you are cleared to dock,” the voice of Lt Wyer came over the comm, “Bay 12 is ready for you and the other three runabouts,”

“Thanks,” Captain Christopher Stafford acknowledged, “5394-51A out,”

“Can’t believe we never got around to naming these runabouts,” Commander San Jall grumbled from the co-pilot seat.

“I’m not the one that forgot to bring the list of authorized and available runabout names,” Stafford pointed out.

“We could have asked Starfleet for it!” Jall shot back.

“And given them the chance to order us back sooner? And to give us grief over forgetting the list to begin with? Nope,” Stafford replied, “Besides, the distance we were from the nearest subspace relay? The message would take forever to reach them.”

The pilot turned in her chair, directing a look of pure death at Stafford.

“Captain. Listen very carefully: I haven’t seen my baby in months,” Lt Patricia Yanick said darkly, “If you don’t stop wasting time and get us back on that station -QUICKLY- I’m going to peel your face like a banana! Sir!”

Stafford gulped. Behind him, T’Parief smiled, a look of pride on his face.

“Take us in,” Stafford said, “But at least take us past Shipyard Three on the way, so I can see my ship?”

“Fine!” Yanick snapped, turning back to her controls, “Sure, let’s delay getting me to my infant child so you can see your precious ship!”

Stafford opened his mouth to say something, maybe to chide Yanick for her unusually grumpy mood. But then he remembered reading something about mother bears, cubs and the very low survival rate of anyone caught between them. He closed his mouth again.

The runabout ducked under the broad disk of Haven, giving a view of the engine arrays, the central energy transceiver and the ring of docking ports tucked under the inner edge of the Outer Rim.

“Is that the missing ship?” Valtaic inquired, pointing at a small, sleek Starfleet vessel docked at one of the ports. It had a ring nacelle in addition to the standard warp drive units.

“That is the USS Hummingbird,” Fifebee replied, checking her console, “It is not the missing USS Roadrunner. It was, however,recently assigned to the city. If we receive another mission before Silverado is complete, it may be a better option than the runabouts,”

“Anything would be,” Stafford complained. The crick in his neck from ducking under low doors and bulkheads was getting to be intolerable, “And how about that, Trish? A new, experimental ship to fly?”

Yanick informed him where he could shove his experimental ship.

“That would be an experiment, all right,” Jall chuckled.

They eased up from beneath the station. Stafford almost flew to the viewport, eager to see the progress on his ship. Instead, all he saw was a solid, dark grey shape sticking out of the station. Even the extended scaffolds of the shipyard, normally sticking out of the side of the city to cover the rear half of Silverado, were hidden.

“What the…where’s my ship?” he demanded.

Fifebee tapped her panel.

“Silverado is still there,” she said, “The shipyard has simply erected a hologram around the construction site. Most likely a security precaution against direct observation, which would reveal not only the progress on the rebuild but also the advanced Federation and Matrian construction techniques we are attempting to merge,”

“Well, shit,” Stafford sat back down, “OK, may as well dock.”

“Finally!” Yanick muttered.



The docking bay doors had already opened and four landing platforms had eased themselves down from above the ceiling and into the bay, each more than capable of holding one of the runabouts. Just inside the doorway leading from the docking areas to the Customs checkpoint and into the city itself, Sylvia and Lt Cmdr Simon Jeffery were waiting patiently.

They didn’t have to wait long.

“OUT OF MY WAY!” Yanick snapped, barrelling through at full speed, “Sorry! Sorry!” she added, almost as an afterthought, “I’m not trying to be a bitch, but-”

And she was gone.

“Um…” Lt Rengs spoke from his position behind Sylvia. Next to him, his wife Rengs Aris was holding Allona, Yanick and T’Parief’s infant daughter.

“She’ll be back soon,” Meris said. Her comm chirped, “That’s probably her now,”

“We’ll just go meet her,” Rengs said, looking uneasily at Sylvia’s stony face.

“Good plan,” Jeffery said, his mouth tight.



“There’s got to be a way to sneak past without going through the Customs station,” Stafford said nervously, “Can’t we just find a side passage? We’ve done that before, right?”

“They’d have to be opened up by the deck officer,” Jall said, “And why so nervous? It’s not like we actually GO through Customs, they have a line bypass for us! If…you know…they even had Customs up and running at the moment,”

“It’s not Customs I’m worried about,” Stafford said eyes shifting, “It’s-”

“CHRISTOPHER RICO STAFFORD!!!!” Sylvia’s shrill voice cut through the bay, echoing off the cavernous walls.

“It’s that,” Stafford sighed.

“MONTHS!” Sylvia snapped, stalking down the corridor towards the group of Silverado officers, “You were expected back here MONTHS ago!”

“Only one or two,” Stafford gulped, “And it’s not like we didn’t tell you guys we were being delayed! We stayed in touch!”

“Hi, guys,” Jeffery waved, but Sylvia cut him off.

“Dear Sylvia,” Sylvia recited, as if reading from a padd, “Stopped at the Tapart homeworld to do some diplomacy stuff. Ran screaming when Stern tried to seduce the Prime Overseer’s genderless offspring, which is apparently a high crime. But it’s OK now, the Tapart aren’t going to kill us. We just had to let them lock Stern up for a week.”

“Heh,” Stafford chuckled, “Yeah. But hey, the Tapart would make good allies! Especially considering how close they are to Qu’Eh space!”

“Sure,” Jall agreed, “Xenophobic, aggressive, territorial. What’s not to like?”

“Dear Sylvia,” Sylvia went on, oblivious to Stafford’s objection, “Stopped at an uninhabited planet so Valtaic could do some sort of Lithinarian religious thing. He’s fine, just a broken leg!”

“That was the sacred Rite of Voltain Discharge!” Valtaic lifted his chin, “It is an annual event, and is a sombre reminder to my people of-”

“Sombre my ass!” Jall cut in, “You climbed a tree in the middle of a lightning storm! You got hit by lightning fourteen times!”

“And when you fell, you were so amped up you set a bush on fire!” Stafford added.

“I need not explain my culture nor our rituals to you,” Valtaic said coolly.

“You nearly electrocuted me when I tried to set your leg,” Wowryk chimed in.

“That, I apologize for,” Valtaic admitted.

“Dear Sylvia,” Sylvia moved on to another communiqué, “Diverting off course again. Picked up an odd energy reading from an abandoned Matrian Colony. Call you when we’re done. You know, unless we die horribly,”

“Which we didn’t!” Stafford insisted, “In fact, we found something really interesting!”

“Oh yeah!” Jall said excitedly. He pulled a small pistol off his belt, “We found this awesome thing at the colony! I call it the D-BAD Ray!”

“What does that even mean?” Jeffery asked.

“The ‘Don’t Be A Dick’ ray!” Jall explained. He turned to Sylvia, “See, when you shoot somebody with it, it spikes their endorphins and causes a drop in aggression hormones. They basically forget why they’re even mad and calm right down. I’ve actually secretly shot you with it twice now, but I guess it doesn’t work on AIs,”

“We have used it on the Captain seven times since we found it,” Fifebee admitted, “Sadly, the effects wear off in minutes,”

That caught Sylvia’s attention.

“Mind-control technology?” she lifted an eyebrow, “San, that’s so illegal in Matrian Space now, you could be executed just for having that!”

Jall’s eyes widened.

“Is that a matter reclamation unit over there? Excuse me,” he quickly went and disposed of the D-BAD ray.

“The point is, I’ve been worried sick!” Sylvia said, “You’re months overdue! We had a major crisis here with the bots-”

“Is that why the shipyard is all closed off?” Stafford cut her off.

“Christopher, don’t interrupt,” Sylvia said primly, “And no, that’s just a security thing.”

“We…Sylvia sorted out the bots,” Jeffery stepped in, “Shipyard Six has been quiet ever since. But she-”

“Had to go through a very unpleasant experience to do it,” Sylvia cut him off.

“I’m…” Stafford hesitated, “I’m sorry we weren’t here to help,”

Sylvia tried to hold her severe expression, but it didn’t last.

“Oh, come here!’ she said, grabbing Stafford in a hug. She moved on to Jall, Fifebee, Wowryk and even Valtaic. The last might have slightly destabilized her imaging system.

“Come on,” she said, “I’ve stocked the kitchen in Chris’s condo. Let me make you supper.”

Everybody exchanged a look.

“OK!”



While Sylvia went back to get started on dinner, Stafford and Jeffery hopped the tram to Shipyard 3. Stafford ran for the windows, almost as giddy as a little kid.

“My ship!” he said happily, “My ship, my ship, my ship!”

“Aye, Ah get it. Yer excited,” Jeffery couldn’t help but smile, his mind suddenly flashing to that first runabout trip to see Silverado years ago. Stafford had been in for a very rude awakening when they’d arrived at the box dock to find a dilapidated piece of junk waiting for them. This time, things wouldn’t be quite so bad.

Stafford rushed to the windows and looked out into the bay.

“Ohhh,” he sighed happily, “Ohhh, that’s so much better!”

Reconstruction was well underway. The floating cloud of random ship parts and hull plates was gone. Row upon row of gleaming hull plating was now stacked along the shipyard floor, along with what looked like kilometres of waveguides, conduits and other materials. The ship itself was looking somewhat like it had a month into the reconstruction, with bare structural members stripped of their outer skin and showing all the inner workings. The nearly-complete warp core lay out on the shipyard floor opposite the stacks of hull plating.

The difference was that this time, the ship wasn’t dead in the water. Most of the habitable portions had been reassembled and replaced, along with many of the major components. Lights gleamed throughout the ship, from habitat sections that had been powered up to structural integrity generators that had been powered on to ‘flex’ the superstructure to ensure a proper fit. There was still a lot of work to go, but Silverado now looked like a starship under construction instead of a gutted carcass.

Stafford dropped into a chair, eyes not leaving the window. Before he could ask, Samantha breezed by and dropped a beer off.

“Nice to see you back, Skipper,” she said, moving along to the next table. Business in the temporary crew lounge seemed to be brisk tonight.

“She’s looking good, Simon,” Stafford took a sip, smiling as he recognized an Earth brew. Replicated, but better than that Matrian swill, “You guys are doing good work,”

“A lot of it is Dekaire and the construction bots,” Jeffery admitted, “But Sylvia learned a lot about the bots that’s helped out,”

“How are you and Dekaire?” Stafford asked.

“We’re…on a break,” Jeffery admitted, “For about two months now,”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Stafford gulped.

“Don’t be,” Jeffery shrugged, “We both knew what it was,”

“Hmmmm,”

They chatted for a while, both watching as the bots continued to work away on the ship, just catching up on the past months activities. It would soon be time to join the rest, but for now Stafford had the chance to reconnect with his old friend. And his ship.



“THHHUUUBBBBBBBBB”

Wowryk winced at the happy, high-pitched squeal that seemed to drill right into her temples.

“THHHHUUUUUBBBBBB!!!!” Yanick giggled with her daughter after she finished blowing another raspberry on Allona’s tiny belly. Allona let out another happy shriek.

“You try, Pari,” Yanick said, moving back from the table where Allona had been set down for changing. Changing was complete, thankfully, new diaper in place and the old one safely disintegrated.

T’Parief leaned over to gently press his lips to his daughters belly, but with his thin lips he couldn’t get the right seal for a proper raspberry. Allona kicked at him, one tiny heel hitting his cheek.

“Well, or not,” Yanick laughed, tucking Allona into a onesie and picking her up, “Oh, I can’t believe how much she’s GROWN!”

“More than a human child,” Wowryk said thoughtfully as Yanick passed the infant over to her. Months of practice with Luke apparently hadn’t gone to waste, as Wowryk deftly tucked Allona against one shoulder and started to gently rock her, “She looks a lot like you, Trish. If it weren’t for the skin and the internal organ arrangement, you’d barely tell she was Parian.” Wowryk looked thoughtful, “Well, there is the lower body temperature. And I’m curious to see what her teeth will look like. And I suppose it’s likely that unexpected features will present themselves when she approaches puberty…”

“You are going to be the weirdest Aunt, Noel,” Yanick chuckled. She was visibly itching to hold her baby again, but restrained herself (barely) from plucking the child back out of Noel’s arms.

Wowryk noticed Yanick’s anxiousness and passed the child over, then froze when Yanick’s words registered. She had already sat down with Yanick and T’Parief during the runabout trip to the Kallar system and had agreed to be the child’s Godmother. Really, it had been no competition…though they were careful to bring it up only when they were certain there was no way Sylvia could be monitoring the runabouts. But Aunt?

“Well, ‘Godmother Noel’ sounds so formal,” Yanick said, “Plus, once she starts dating guys the ‘Evil Fairy Godmother’ jokes would just be too easy,”

T’Parief chuckled, at least until Wowryk sent a dark look his way.

“Aunt Noel,” Wowryk said thoughtfully, trying it out.

“She does not have any biological Aunts,” T’Parief added, “Both Trish and myself have only brothers, She will need…female influence,”

“And as much as I love your mother, she’s not exactly a feminine role model,” Yanick said.

“That is probably why you get along so well with her,” T’Parief grunted.

“How is…um…what was his name? Dr. Darik?” Yanick asked, abruptly changing the topic.

“Yes,” Wowryk smiled, thinking back fondly on the young Matrian doctor she’d met at the disastrous water party a few months back, “We’ve stayed in touch over subspace. I’m actually going down to the planet to help at his immunization clinic for a couple of weeks,”

“Oh, that sounds serious!”

“I might even let him hold my hand, once the requisite six months have passed since our first date,” Wowryk said, perfectly seriously.

“That’s…great…” Yanick said, trying hard not to comment.

“I’m kidding, Trish,” Wowryk said.

“Oh, good,” Yanick gave a sigh of relief.

“I even let him mention kissing my cheek without killing him,” Wowryk added.

“Baby steps,” Yanick bit her lip.

Allona giggled happily.




Captain’s Log, Stardate: 59558.4



“It’s been nearly a month since we returned to Starbase 341 from our extended trip out to Kallar IV. And one day since Sylvia finally stopped nagging me about taking so long to get back. But, Starfleet, I’m sure you’ll agree…and I know now that you actually DO read these logs…that all of that was time well spent. After all, we did the whole ‘boldly go’ thing. In runabouts. That just shows you how dedicated we are to the mission!”





Personal Log, Supplemental:



“OK, no matter what I put in the official log, we all know damned well the reason why we took our sweet time getting back is because we’re sick to death of Matria Prime and Haven. Even eating Tapart food and watching Valtaic fall out of a tree were high points by comparison. Well, actually, watching that thing with Valtaic would have been a high point, even if we weren’t bored silly.”

“Yanick and T’Parief went back down to the planet to do parenting things. Jall and Valtaic are back to examining Qu’Eh tech, although now it’s an abandoned comms array instead of an abandoned ship. Wowryk has been all over the planet helping with rehabilitation from the Qu’Eh invasion, and Jeffery, Sylvia and Fifebee are hard at work in the shipyard. As for me…well, turns out that with me gone, the Matrians actually started going to the Ambassador, like they’re supposed to. So…I don’t really have a job with the Matrian government anymore. I’ve been living up on Haven, staying out of the way and working on shipyard paperwork stuff.”

“Dear God, the last month has reminded me of just how boring this place is. I’m waiting for something, anything to happen and liven things up! Anything!”



WRONNPPPP

Stafford looked up from the desk in his small home office as the weird Matrian door chime went off. He closed the news site he’d been reading and moved to the door. Jall immediately walked in, a duffel bag over his arm.

“Sorry, the shower in my apartment is acting up,” he said, “Mind if I use yours? Thanks!”

“Wait, I thought you were-”

“Off examining Qu’Eh tech? Sure was! But I had to come up here to get Fifebee to help me with some analysis stuff, and somebody left the window open in my place. Pipes burst from the cold,”

“I never said you could use my shower! Couldn’t you just go to the gym?”

Jall actually looked uncomfortable.

“I’d rather not,” he said.

“Do I want to know?”

“Well, Haven has this security officer. Muscles like you wouldn’t believe, always at the gym. And…uh…”

“Stop,” Stafford held up a hand, “Don’t want to know. Fine, use my shower. Just leave it the way you find it! And get a repair order in for your place!

“Already did! Thanks.”

As the half-Trill stepped into his bathroom and closed the door, Stafford frowned. When the hell did he and Jall become the kind of co-workers that could barge into each-other’s personal space like that? The answer was that they hadn’t. On the other hand, a few months in the cramped runabout had probably broken down some barriers. His musings were interrupted when the comm chirped.

“Captain Stafford, this is Matrian Interstellar Communications, you have an incoming transmission from an Admiral Edward Tunney. Do you accept the charges?”

Stafford frowned.

“Charges? Why are you charging me for communications now? Isn’t it coming over a Federation relay?” he asked.

“Well, we have connection fees, transfer fees, plus the fee for this friendly greeting instead of a computer prompt,” the operator said pleasantly.

“I’m not paying to get orders from my boss!” Stafford snapped, “Isn’t there a Federation or government account you can bill, or something like that? Wait, no! We saved your planet! And WE are providing your only comms link to the rest of the galaxy!”

“Please hold,” the operator’s voice turned chilly, “A supervisor will be with you shortly,”

There was a click, then mind-numbing hold music began to play.



After half an hour, Stafford finally just cut the connection and made his own outgoing call to Admiral Tunney, care of Starbase 45. The connection went through immediately, making him think that whoever had dealt with the incoming connection might still be suffering a bit of mental trauma from the Qu’Eh invasion. The screen, however, revealed an image of Admiral Tunney, slumped forward in his seat and snoring softly.

Stafford bit his lip. This was one heck of an opportunity. Tunny always managed to catch him at his absolute worst. The possibilities for revenge were endless! Stafford was debating whether he’d rather play loud, red alert sirens or simply record the transmission for future use when there was a loud voice behind him.

“Don’t you have any body wash?” Jall demanded, soaking wet and clutching a towel around his slim waist, “Proper facial cleanser? A loofah? There’s nothing in there but a bar of soap and cheap shampoo!”

“You’re dripping all over my floor!” Stafford snapped, “You wanted to use the shower, get your ass back in there and deal with it! And didn’t you bring your own?”

“I did,” Jall admitted, “But I need to get Yanick to take you shopping. This is a dermatological emergency! No wonder you’ve always got blackheads!”

“JALL!” Stafford shouted.

“Right. Thanks for the shower,”

Jall disappeared back into the bathroom.

“Interesting,” Admireal Tunney’s voice said from the terminal. Stafford slowly turned to face his superior officer, suddenly wishing he could simply sink into the floor and disappear too.

“Admiral,” he groaned, “This isn’t what-”

“I see three possibilities,” Tunney said sharply, “One, you are pretending you’ve entered into a romantic and sexual relationship with your First Officer, whom I know you despise, in order to get me to reassign him,”

Stafford felt a surge of hope.

“We’re not-”

“Two,” Tunney cut him off, “You HAVE entered into a romantic and sexual relationship with your First Officer in order to get me to reassign him,”

Stafford’s eyes widened.

“NO!” he said quickly, “Look, the pipes in his condo burst and he doesn’t want to use the gym showers because of some body-builder type that…well, I think he gets embarrassed in the group shower. But there’s nothing between us!”

“Three,” Tunney continued, then trailed off. “What? Burst pipes? You expect me to buy that? This is the 24th Century for crying out loud!”

“Please just let me die,” Stafford groaned.

“Later,” Tunney promised, “Now, as to the reason I called. I have a job for you and your people.”

“Hooray!” Jall’s voice called from the bathroom, “I’m sick of Qu’Eh tech!”

“I’ve got a job for…” Stafford started to say angrily to Jall, but he closed his mouth when Tunney arched an eyebrow. “Not that kind of job,” he said quietly, turning very red, “Sir, you are misreading this whole situation!”

“Burst pipes. Uh-huh,” Tunny said flatly.

“What’s the job?” Stafford asked.

“You and your crew will open a restaurant on Matria Prime,” Tunney said seriously, “The cover will be that you’re taking part in a Celebrity Chef program being produced by the Matrian Entertainment Network. MEN is already working on the details. The restaurant is a cover; you’ll actually be trying to get us a biometrics scan of several key M’Lady’s executives,”

Stafford looked blankly at the screen.

“What the hell?” he asked, “That sounds like an intelligence mission! How does that have anything to do with us??”

“Lord, how I’ve asked myself that question whenever your crew is involved,” Tunney muttered. “It was supposed to go to the new Starfleet Intelligence team on the starbase. But they’re still missing,”

“OOOhhhh,” Jall called from the bathroom, “There are SI agents on that missing ship?”

“He’s not supposed to know that. You can kill him, now,” Tunney said.

Stafford immediately started rummaging around in his desk for his phaser.

“He’s kidding,” Jall called, “Hey, I forgot my toothpaste. Can I borrow-”

“JALL!”

“You have your orders,” Tunney told Stafford, “Carry them out. And before you continue your ill-advised relationship with your First Officer, I suggest you take a moment to sit down and reconsider your life and your various bad decisions. Very carefully.”

“We’re NOT-” Stafford snapped, but the channel had closed. He let his head drop down on the desk. “Ohhh…this is even worse than when Yanick was flirting with T’Parief in my body. Captain Beck still doesn’t believe I’m straight,”

“Don’t worry, pookums,” Jall chuckled, towelling his hair as he stepped out of the bathroom, “It’ll be OK,”

“Get out. Wait, get dressed, then get out. And if you tell ANYBODY about this misunderstanding, I’m going to get that body-builder to break you in half!”

“Promises, promises,” Jall sighed as he pulled on his shirt and left the apartment.



“What do you mean this is everybody?” Stafford demanded, standing in a fairly standard lounge/meeting room near Silverado’s shipyard. A small sign near the wall informed them it could be rented for a variety of gatherings at very reasonable rates, “I called a senior staff meeting! Where’s Wowryk? Where’s Yanick? Where’s Sylvia?”

“Patricia is still on the planet with Allona,” T’Parief said, “She has asked me to take notes,”

“Wowryk is on a date with Darik,” Jeffery said, “I tried to comm her, but I just got an answering service. And Sylvia…um…”

“One of her recipes backfired,” Fifebee explained, “An outdated database entry neglected to mention that Terran basil is toxic to Matrians. She is with Dr. Annerson in the clinic, attempting to produce an anti-toxin.”

“Oh for…” Stafford threw his hands up, “We have a MISSION, people! That means we have to meet and plan and do things! It doesn’t mean ’come to the meeting when it’s convenient!”

“Our child-”

“Duty. Mission.” Stafford said bluntly, “Remember?”

T’Parief at least looked abashed.

“What’s the mission?” Valtaic asked.

“We’re opening a restaurant as a cheap excuse to scan some Matrians,”

T’Parief’s brow furrowed.

Stafford glared right back, daring him to object. With a throat-rattle, the reptile backed down.

“Look, one hour to get everybody up here! It’s a transporter beam away from the planet, it’s not rocket science!”

“It is, in fact, teleportation theory,” Fifebee pointed out, “A far more complicated-”

“Simplot to Stafford,” the comm chirped, “Please come see me in the HCC. We have a problem.”

“Stafford here,” he tapped his badge, “Sorry, Elizabeth. Remember that thing, with Tunney? And how I’m not supposed to-”

“Oh yeah. Listen to this,” there was a beep, then what had to be a recording of Tunney’s voice rang out, “Stafford, I gave Simplot this recording in case of emergency. It will play exactly once, then self-destruct. So if you hear it, forget that ‘don’t help Haven’ thing and help Haven. Once.”

“YEOWITH!” Simplot cursed as the sound of sizzling electronics came over the comm, “I thought it was just going to delete itself or something, not literally self-destruct! Somebody get me a band-aid! And burn cream! And Captain Stafford, please get up here. It’s sort of…urgent.”

The comm went dead.

“One hour,” Stafford said, “And everybody better be here!”





One hour, ten mintes later:



“OK, hypocrite much?” Jall said, scratching at his stubble for a moment before trying to adjust his hair, “He throws a fit about us being late, and now we can’t find the guy?”

“He is the Captain,” T’Parief grumbled.

“-you SURE Allona is OK?” Yanick was saying to Sylvia.

“She is fine,” Sylvia assured her, “I am maintaining a data link to the building security computer, and the background checks I conducted on your new babysitter qualify him to handle Federation Top-Secret Alpha-Five material,”

That caught Valtaic’s attention.

“I have Top-Secret Alpha-Five clearance, and yet I cannot obtain equipment of that level,” he said

“The clearance isn’t all that hard,” Sylvia admitted, “It’s the ‘need to know’ piece that’ll get you every time,”

“I NEED TO KNOW MY CHILD IS BEING CARED FOR!” Yanick snapped.

“Trish, you’ve been a mother for a few months and you’re already getting CRAZY over-protective,” Jall said, “I mean, c’mon. You’ve SEEN her father. Nobody is going to mess with her!”

“But if the babysitter gives her Matrian formula instead of the-”

“She’ll poo green for half a day, then be fine,” Wowryk jumped in, “Trish, I think we may need to have a talk…Oh, Sylvia, how did things turn out with Dr. Annerson and the poisoned Matrian?”

“I’d rather not talk about it, but she will be fine,” Sylvia replied.

“The Matrian?”

“Dr. Annerson. I guess even in the 24th Century, ‘induce vomiting’ is valid poison-control advice. But I’m afraid her lab coat is beyond recovery.”

The doors hissed open

“Oy,” Jeffery greeted Stafford as he walked into the room, an odd sort of look on his face, “How’d things go with Eliza…um…Captain Simplot?”

Stafford walked slowly to the head of the table and sat, not meeting anybody’s eyes.

“Oh.” Jeffery said quietly, “THAT’S why she called ye up.”

“I do not understand,” Valtaic said flatly.

“Well, when she’s stressed, Eliz…Captain Simplot likes to relax with…um…” Jeffery turned red, “Look, if a girl wants to be rough with ye, what are ye gonna do? Ye can say no, or ye can shut yer gob and enjoy it.”

Wowryk raised an eyebrow.

“We didn’t have sex!” Stafford finally said, “Simon, I know you had a thing for her, but I sort of like that whole ‘where no man has gone before’ thing.”

“You expect me to believe you only sleep with virgins?” Wowryk was aghast, “That is-”

“OK, no, not what I meant,” Stafford cut her off, “I guess I mean ‘where no best friend has gone before’, OK? Do you want to know the situation or not?”

His officers looked at him expectantly.

“Do you want the good news or bad news first?” Stafford asked after a moment.

“Oh for-” Jall threw his hands in the air.

“I wonder if Allona is going to be mad at me for not breast-feeding enough. You know when she’s older.” Yanick said thoughtfully.

“Aaaannd suddenly a Borg invasion doesn’t sound all that bad,” Stafford rolled his eyes.

“It’s the 24th Century!” Wowryk crossed her arms, “You shouldn’t be bothered by such a natural, healthy process,”

“It’s not the process, it’s hearing Yanick wonder about it in the middle of a staff meeting!”

“It is irrelevant,” Valtaic declared, “We have a mission. Even if it is an inane foray into the arts of espionage and culinary service,”

“Well,” Stafford said, “Actually…”

“Pari, why are you grinning like that?” Yanick suddenly asked, looking over to her partner. Indeed, T’Parief had a wide, beaming and completely out-of- character grin stretched over his face, fangs fully exposed.

“Tell me,” he said, turning to Stafford, “That you’re not joking!”

“Joking?” Jall frowned, mentally replaying Stafford’s words. His eyes widened. “Oh. Oh no. No, no, no!”

“Whot?” Jeffery asked.

“The bad news,” Stafford sighed, “Is that the USS Roadrunner is back, they found a hostile race of fungus-people, their science officer somehow developed magic powers which, for some reason really pisses off the fungus-people-”

“Are ye serious?” Jeffery interrupted, “Magic powers?”

“Galactic barrier?” Fifebee inquired.

“Long-dead ascended race,” Stafford corrected.

“Now I know how Starfleet must feel when they read our log entries,” Jall smirked.

“Tell me about it,” Stafford agreed, “Oh, also, the Borg are invading Matria Prime, Silverado is in no condition to fight, reinforcements are too far away and the best plan the Haven crew has come up with involves throwing about a million tonnes of space-junk at the cube and hoping it blows up afterwards. And to top off the suck, we get to fly one of those teeny, tiny, little quantum slipstream death-traps into battle.”

T’Parief clapped his hands together with brisk glee then began tapping on his padd.

“I will plan the security team deployments at once!” he said happily, “Now, the Hazardous Team will likely be assimilated almost immediately…perhaps some sort of sub-dermal explosive devices to cripple the Borg assimilation chambers?”

“Oh, we are SO fucked!” Jall said flatly, turning to Stafford, “What the hell was the GOOD news?”

“Well, we don’t have to do this restaurant thing anymore,” Stafford shrugged.



Despite the delays in their senior staff actually getting enough of a meeting together to accomplish something, the Silverado crew themselves leaped into action quickly enough. There was a lot of work involved in readying a two-hundred year old space station for an assault by the most deadly and powerful enemies the Federation had ever know. Engineering teams were pulled off the shipbuilding project to help modify deflector generators, security teams were tasked with defending various key sections of the city, the science staff was kept busy analyzing the few helpful suggestions Starfleet had sent for dealing with the Borg, and the medical teams were pulling all the Starfleet Medical Borg Implant Removal Devices out of storage. (Wowryk actually suspected that the Qu’Eh implant removal devices they’d found might work better, but rules were rules.) Jeffery, Silvia and Valtaic made a beeline for the USS Hummingbird, their new Hummingbird-class ship. (“Never fly the first ship in a class!” Jeffery was heard to say, “They never have the bugs out!”)

But Lt Yanick was having none of it.

“I’m not even qualified on a Hummingbird-class!” she objected shrilly, the tiny speaker in Stafford’s comm-badge cracking as it tried to match her pitch, “I’ve been flying nothing but shuttles and runabouts for the past year! I haven’t even flown Silverado since the big Qu’Eh war thing! Pye can fly the battle just fine!”

“Trish,” Stafford sighed, “This is the BORG! They’re sort of a big deal! I need my best pilot on the job,” there was the sound of gurgling over the comm channel, “Wait…Yanick, where are you?”

“Um…I beamed back down to the planet to say bye to Allona,” Yanick replied, somehow managing to sound both defiant and sheepish.

“WE ARE ABOUT TO GO INTO BATTLE!” Stafford fumed.

“AND I AM A MOTHER!” Yanick fumed right back, “Look, I’ll beam up in half an hour, OK? Just let me…let me do this!”

“Fine!” Stafford huffed, then closed the channel.



“I assure you, madam, I am fully trained and able to sit your baby,” the somewhat snotty-looking Matrian male insisted as Yanick fed Allona, “Your electronic woman has been very…thorough,”

“I know,” Yanick said, not unkindly but not exactly apologetically either, “But…well, if you’re ever a parent, you’ll understand.”

“I have five infants,” the babysitter said, “I don’t get to see them often. The mothers…are a bit possessive,”

Yanick lifted an eyebrow.

“How many mothers?” she demanded.

“Five, of course,” the sitter said.

“You’ve knocked up five different women, and Sylvia thinks you’ll make a good sitter???”

“Why is that a problem?”

“SYLVIA!” Yanick shouted. Allona promptly began crying, leading Yanick to start bouncing her in an effort to calm her. Of course, between the crying and the bouncing, Yanick’s…food production facility…slipped loose.

“Trish?” Sylvia’s voice asked from a nearby console, “Is there a problem?”

“You mean other than getting a low-class man-whore for a sitter?” Yanick demanded, adjusting her bra and top before again bouncing Allona gently, “No! Of course not!”

“Trish,” Yanick could see Sylvia shaking her head in her mind, even though the AI probably had no physical body at the moment, “Remember that whole imbalance of genders thing on Matria Prime? Shortage of males? Falax has been making ‘donations’, the same with many of the unmarried men on the planet. It’s very encouraged and quite necessary to the Matrians survival as a species. Trust me!’

“Ah, oh,” Yanick looked embarrassed as she turned to the sitter…Falax, “I thought…”

“If madam would care to return to her duties, I assure you I can care for the child,” Falax said stiffly.

“Wait…Trish, you’re on the planet???” Sylvia demanded.

“I already had this argument with Chris,” Yanick sighed, “Look, I’ll beam up in a minute, OK? I just have to…change Allona, then I’ll be right back up,”

“She does not need-” Falax started.

“Hush, you!” Yanick cut him off, “I’ll be right there!”

“Well,” Syvia sighed, “You say that…”



“Whoah!”Stafford stumbled as he stepped into the arrivals/departures lounge adjacent to the USS Hummingbird’s docking port, “Why is the whole city shaking? Are the Borg here already?”

“City engines,” Jeffery called from the docking port. He stepped out of the small ship’s airlock and moved to the observation windows. He pointed at a distant engine array, which was glowing a fierce blue. As they watched, the central energy transceiver pulsed with energy before firing a graviton beam at the large ball of space junk destined to collide at high speed into the Borg ship. The hum of the engines started to take on a straining quality.

“Starting our run towards the expected Borg arrival point,” Valtaic added. He had a huge pile of clear material in his arms.

“What is that?” Stafford asked.

“Dust covers,” Valtaic replied immediately, “I suspect this ship was not expected to be used again for some time,”

“Great. An experimental death-trap that probably hasn’t had core maintenance done in months,” Stafford sighed. His eyes widened. “Wait…YANICK!”



“Oh shit,” Yanick groaned as her comm-badge started to beep.

“Not in front of the child!” Falanx shrilled.

“Stafford to Yanick! We are now OUT of transporter range!”

“I know!” Yanick groaned, “Sylvia just told me!”

“Dammit, Trish!” Stafford cursed.

“THE CHILD!”

Yanick pushed Falanx and Allona out of the room.

“Chris…I…I’m sorry!” she said, “I didn’t mean-”

“We don’t have time to run back to get you,” Stafford said angrily, “Look, just…don’t get assimilated or anything. I guess we’ll handle this one without you,”

He closed the channel, leaving Yanick alone in the room.



“That as a bit harsh, mate,” Jeffery said.

“I’m sorry,” Stafford said, not exactly sounding sincere, “But we have a mission and I needed my helmswoman piloting this ship, not down there fussing over her brat!”

“Don’t let the big lizard hear you say that. Seriously.”

They climbed up the narrow stairs and entered the Hummingbird’s tiny bridge. Instead of a viewscreen, there were three curved windows looking forward, port and starboard. The helm panel was at the front of the small U-shaped space, with slipstream navigation and science to one side and ops to the other. The engineering and tactical panels were towards the rear. A large, transparent shield had been bolted over the slipstream navigation panel, and a big sticker with ‘NO’ printed in big bold letters was affixed over the slipstream activation controls. Lt Pye was sitting at the helm console, tapping at buttons. There was a humming sound, then the various other panels started flickering to life. Below decks, they could hear the thrum of the warp core powering up.

“Sylvia? How are ye feelin’?” Jeffery asked.

Sylvia’s face appeared on a side console.

“It’s nice to be in a bigger computer core again,” she said, “But my, this ship is small! I feel…strange. There are some very strange algorithms in the computer core that sort of…tickle?”

“Slipstream stuff,” Jeffery guessed, “Ignore it.”

“Otherwise things seem fine.,” Sylvia said, “Are you ready to fly, Lt Pye?”

“I’ve never flown one of these things,” Pye said, “But…um…I’ll do my best?”

“Let’s get this thing ready,” Stafford said, sitting gingerly in the command chair. He looked slightly surprised.

“This is actually a really comfortable chair,” he admitted.

The remaining preparations were swift, and less than an hour later they were ready to depart.

“Release docking clams,” Stafford ordered.

“No, wait-” Fifebee attempted to interrupted, but it was too late. The Hummingbird abruptly dropped away from the city.

“The city is still accelerating,” she said.

“Yeah, so?” Stafford wondered.

“The point is to destroy the Borg with a giant ball of space junk,” Fifebee reminded him, “Towed-”

“EVASIVE MANEUVERS!” Pye shouted, tapping at the helm. The ship jerked hard to port then shot forward at full impulse, mere seconds before the space it had previously occupied was abruptly filled with jagged, broken metal.

“Our first Borg attack and we nearly kill ourselves un-docking,” Jall shook his head.

“The Roadrunner is ordering us to take up a position one thousand kilometres from the expected arrival point, thirty degrees offset from the city approach vector,” T’Parief called from tactical. He did not look comfortable, stuffed back behind the tiny panel.

“Tell that British ass that I outrank him, and I’ll put my tiny little ship wherever the hell I want!” Stafford snapped.

“So…where should I park this thing?” Pye asked.

Stafford thought for a moment.

“Actually, just do what the British ass said. But make it eleven hundred kilometres. And forty-five degree offset,”

Pye barely touched the panel before the little ship rocketed in the indicated direction.

“Gotta admit, this thing handles a little more nimbly than a thirty-six deck Ambassador-class,” Jall said.

“Sure,” Stafford snorted, “Nothing like the speed of an eagle and the deflector shields of a butterfly,”



Yanick was holding Allona again while Falax puttered away in the kitchen, a news broadcast playing on the vidscreen.

“This is Chorty Vella reporting live from the Matrian Cruiser Avatania,” a slender, brunette Matrian male with caramel skin tones was speaking on the vid- screen, “We are currently holding position near the expected arrival point of the Borg vessel that, according to Starfleet, was supposed to arrive in our star system some time ago. In this reporter’s opinion, there appears to be a lot of hype over nothing,”

The image changed, showing several Matrian ships holding formation. In the distance, the tiny dot that was Haven was barely visible, the city still far from the expected scene of action. She watched as the USS Roadrunner and the USS Hummingbird took their positions, the camera seeming to pause briefly on their Starfleet colours. Yanick imagined she could almost see Stafford’s face through the tiny bridge windows.

There was a flash and a curse, then the camera jumped around. Yanick gasped as the image of a single Borg cube appeared on the screen, dark and menacing as it moved towards the Matrian and Starfleet ships.

“This reporter chooses to revise his opinion!” Chorty Vella squeaked, “Gruesome death awaits us all!”

“He’s over-reacting, sweety,” Sylvia’s voice came from the comm, “Really, he’s just going to get the population in a panic,

“Sylvia?” Yanick gulped.

“Just thought I’d keep you in the loop,” Sylvia replied, “I-WHOAH! How about those evasive manoeuvres!” Sylvia’s voice was abruptly replaced with what had to be the main ship-to-ship frequency.

“Cruisers, concentrate fire on three-two-zero mark zero-four,”

“Hummingbird watch those turns! You’re weaving into my arc of fire!”

“Hummingbird here, standby until we finish our attack run!”

On the screen, Yanick watched as the two tiny Starfleet ships darted into the cube, unleashing an equally tiny storm of phasers and photon torpedoes.

“Delta-four!” she mouthed almost silently, wanting whoever was piloting to pull the ship into a complicated series of rolls that was good for evading tractor beams. Whoever was piloting opted for the simpler Beta-two, the ship doing a single roll then darting behind a larger Matrian cruiser.

Yanick cursed.

“The Borg shields appear to be down slightly,”

“Recalibrate shield nutation!” that was definitely Stafford’s voice, “That’s something we always say during Borg attacks, right?”

“That, and re-modulate phaser frequencies!” Jall added.

“Still can’t believe we almost killed ourselves un-docking…oh hell, this is an open frequency!”

Yanick’s eyes were glued to the screen. The news feed had moved to focus on the Borg ship itself again, but the Hummingbird appeared again before long.

“…not even firing back?” somebody’s voice wondered.

“Starfleet vessels, this is the Matrian Cruiser Jarissica,” a worried Matrian voice came over the comm, “We need you to check something out on the far side of the cube,”

“Confirmed,” T’Parief’s voice! Her mate was up there!

Allona gave an unhappy squeak.

“Too tight, madam!” Falax chided her, gently relieving her of the infant.

“Ohhh,” Yanick fretted, reluctantly allowing him to take Allona. Falax stood next to her, watching the bobbing and weaving ships as they fired on the Borg ship…which still seemed to be simply sitting there instead of returning fire.

“Cease fire, cease fire,” somebody ordered, “Until they actually DO something, we’re apparently going to try to get some intel on them,”

“Roadrunner and Hummingbird are moving to investigate,” another Matrian voice spoke on the open channel. On the screen the ships were still moving, but they were no longer firing on the Borg vessel.

“I underestimated the…stress…that you must have been dealing with,” Falax said abruptly. His tone had changed from snide condescension to…apology? “If I had known this is what was coming, I too would have rushed for my children.”

“I…thank you,” Yanick gulped. She watched as the Hummingbird darted around the far edge of the cube and out of sight, terrified that a sudden burst of weapons fire and a flash of antimatter would be last she would see of her partner…and her closest friends.

“RED ALERT! RED ALERT! FIRE ALL WEAPONS!” a panicked British voice screamed!

The Avatania must have been convinced that following the Starfleet ships would be worthwhile, because it rounded the Borg ship just in time to see both ships unloading their full weapons compliment at a huge, spongy-looking mass that had collided with the rear of the Borg ship hard enough to embed itself into the hull. The mess must have been six hundred meters in diameter, with huge spikes extending out.

“Oh my God…” Yanick gulped.

“Do most Borg ships not look like that?” Falax asked quietly.

“No,” Yanick whispered, “I don’t know…I never…Sylvia? What is that?”

“It’s some sort of fungus-based biological ship!” Sylvia replied, “The Roadrunner’s computer has more information on it…but if it’s not classified now, it sure will be soon. I can’t talk about it on this channel-WHOAH! That was close!”

“You’re being shot at!?” Yanick exclaimed

“No, Pye just about clipped the Roadrunner! Whoever’s flying that ship is drunk! Hold on, Trish, I need to deal with some sensor analysis subroutines,”

And it was back to the open frequency.

“-Roadrunner’s sending a boarding party to the Borg ship, they’re trying to see if they can disable it from the inside,”

“Keep weapons charged and locked,” that sounded like Simplot’s voice, “And Roadrunner, calm down! Stop shooting until we figure things out!”

Yanick paced to the windows and stood there for a moment, looking out at the dark, starry sky. The Borg ship was too far out for any of the battle to be visible. Hell, for all she know, the planet was pointing in the wrong direction for watching anyway. But she still felt compelled to look out there.

She turned back to the screen. The two Starfleet ships were visible, holding position above the strange, living ship that had been smashed into the Borg cube. Falax was standing facing the screen, Allona held carefully in one arm.

“Take care of my baby,” she told him tightly, turning and rushing for the door.



The elevator took her to the ground floor of her building, and from there it was seconds until she was on the street hailing a taxi.

“Sylvia,” she said, tapping her comm, “Sylvia, I need to know where the closest starport is!”

“I can tell you that, girl,” the cab driver told her.

“Then take me there!” she told her, closing the door.

“Patricia, I am still running analysis-” Sylvia said.

“Sylvia, I’m coming up there!” Yanick cut her off, “I need you to hack the security flux capacitor, or whatever it is that people do when they’re stealing spaceships!”

“Stealing?” the cabbie gulped.

“Borrowing,” Yanick clarified, “Look, I have to go help fight the big Borg ship, OK?”

“Whatever, girl,” the cabbie hit a button and closed the privacy screen, “Don’t want to know,” she muttered as the screen closed.

“Trish, you’re on course for the Matronus Secondary Starport,” Sylvia said after a moment, “but-”

“Look, you can unlock a Matrian fighter for me, right?”

“Yes, but-”

“And at full speed I can be there in minutes, especially if you find me a fighter with a warp drive!”

“Yes, but-”

“And dammit, Sylvia, you people need me!”

“What about Allona?” Sylvia asked.

“I LOVE HER!” Yanick said fiercely, “But dammit, I am Patricia Yanick, Starfleet officer! I am the best blond, female, Starfleet pilot under five and a half feet in this sector, and I need to be on the bridge of that ship with my crew-mates, kicking some bad-guy ass! Now you will UNLOCK a high-speed fighter ship for me, and I will be there before you know it!”

“OK…but…”





Ten minutes later.



“You’ve got to be kidding me, Sylvia!” Yanick whined, stomping one foot with frustration and crossing her arms as she stared at the ship Sylvia had led her to.

“I tried to tell you,” Sylvia chided, “Repeatedly.”

“What is ‘jutresat’? Yanick asked, carefully sounding out the Matrian letters on the side of the runabout-sized craft.

“It’s a Matrian delicacy. Sort of a doughy crust, then a layer of tart vegetable based sauce, usually some sliced meats or vegetables. Then covered in a local cheese analogue so the meat isn’t visible. And they deliver to you, quite fresh. Silly Matrian custom.”

“Sylvia! This is a PIZZA DELIVERY SHIP!”

“It’s the only warp-capable ship in the city!” Sylvia said, “Everything else is either fighting the Borg or preparing to evacuate civilians!”

“Why does a pizza delivery ship have warp drive?”

“How else are they going to make their thirty minute guarantee?” Sylvia asked.

“Ohhhhhhh!” Yanick seethed.



“Your mission, should you choose to blah, blah, blah,” Admiral Tunney spoke from a small screen to one side of the Hummingbird’s bridge, “Is to send a team onto the Fungaloid spore ship and…retrieve samples,”

“Uh, can you be more specific?” Jall asked, raising one hand. Stafford shot him an annoyed look, thought about it for a moment, shrugged and looked expectantly at Tunney.

“Well, no,” Tunney admitted, “We’ve only had a few hours to analyze the data the Roadrunner brought back on the Federation of Fungus-”

“Seriously? Of FUNGUS?” Even Wowryk was taken aback. She leaned over Stafford shoulder and looked into the screen.

“-and even they’ve never been on a Fungaloid ship. So go do that ‘boldly going’ thing. And try not to die. At least not until you’ve beamed back the samples,”

The screen went back.

“OK, so T-”

“On it,” T’Parief said, flexing his claws. He stood, then paused.

“Is this mission,” he looked hopefully at Stafford, “unrestrained slaughter?”

“Why not?” Stafford shrugged, “Just make sure-”

“To get samples. I will handle it,” Fifebee stood from her station and called in Lt Burke to take over, “I am sure there will something of interest,”

“Right,” Stafford nodded, “And don’t forget-”

“Ta take a look at their engineering systems,” Jeffery moved from the Engineering panel.

“And-”

“I’m in command of the away team,” Jall sighed, “Look, T’Parief, just don’t get guts in my hair this time, OK?’

“No deal,” T’Parief said bluntly.

“Is Pysternzyks down in the transporter bay?” Jeffery asked, “Ah know he keeps saying he wants to kill us, but I can’t think of anybody else Ah’d really feel comfortable with manning the beam,”

“Yup,” Jall said. And with that, the group exited the bridge through the narrow door in the year.

Stafford blinked.

“What just happened?” he asked, looking around the bridge and the mostly Beta-shift personnel manning it.

“It’s a sign,” Wowryk said flatly, settling in on an empty chair.

“From God,” Stafford lifted an eyebrow.

“No,” Wowryk shook her head, “That maybe we’ve been doing this a little too long,”



Yanick’s small ship dropped out of warp a nice, safe, reasonable distance from where Haven was rocketing towards the Borg ship. She may have been blond, but that didn’t mean she was stupid. Stupid would have been dropping out of warp right next to a bunch of trigger-happy Matrian warships just aching to blow something up. Stupid would have been dropping out of warp too close to the city and crashing into that big pile of junk it was towing. Stupid would have-

Yanick cursed as she pulled the small ship into evasive manoeuvres, barely managing not to smash into Matria IV’s smallest moon.

Stupid would have been neglecting to plot the locations of the planetary bodies in the system before jumping to warp.

“OK, lesson learned,” she muttered to herself, “Let’s not do THAT again!”

She set a course towards the Hummingbird’s position and kicked the impulse engines into overdrive. The ship smelled of stale pizza as it was, and the straining engines were slowly changing the smell from old, stale pizza to old, warm, stale pizza.

Her course took her within five hundred kilometers of Haven. A nice distance. She keyed the scanners, made sure the city was tracked by the autopilot and noted that she would very quickly over-take the city and be at the Hummingbird in about fifteen minutes.

Then the city abruptly vanished off her sensors.

“Uh-oh,” Yanick looked out the window, expecting to see a blinding explosion and a spreading cloud of debris. But nope, there was the glow of the city’s engines way off in her port window. As she watched, her ship overtook the city, the domed disk sliding off behind her.

“That was odd,” Yanick mumbled. Why would the city try to block sensors?

There was a beeping alarm, and Yanick suddenly found her ship in the middle of a small cloud of green, wriggling THINGS that thrashed around as if searching for something. And that something must have been a ship, because they were very, very interested in the one she was flying.

“SHIT!”

Yanick gunned the already overworked engines, pulling the ship into a dive. The ship bucked and there was a dull crunch as she collided with one of the spore-torpedoes. Instead of exploding, the thing seemed to have been killed. Why use a torpedo that could be smashed like a bug on a windshield?

A second one managed to latch itself onto her starboard window, greenish- brown flesh spreading back to expose a clamping, sucking maw. Some sort of secretions dripped from the thing, and when they started touching the surface of the window another alarm started blaring.

Yanick pulled the ship into a roll, looking for…THERE! She jerked the ship to the side, smashing the spore-torpedo into one of its brethren that was still hunting. The thing vanished with a dull THUD.

“GET OUT OF THE WAY!” Yanick snapped, pulling up the sensors and plotting the exact location of the Hummingbird.

It was time to do something stupid. Well, on purpose this time.



Stafford yawned.

“Nothing from the Roadrunner?” he asked.

“No,” Lt Cmdr Stern said from Tactical, “Their team is still on the Borg ship, trying to find the vinculum. And our team is still on the fungus ship, killing and maiming and shoving things into stasis jars,”

“Are you bitter or something?” Wowryk asked.

“Bitter?” Stern asked, “Why would I be bitter? We’ve only got the single most fearsome enemy the Federation has ever faced along with an unknown plant-based alien race that nobody has ever really fought before. And I’m up here watching a screen while my team sits down in the crew lounge, waiting to do damage control!”

“Sometimes the senior staff gets to have some fun too,” Stafford said, “I mean, you guys got to go out on play on Kallar IV, right? Wasn’t that fun?”

“Sir, don’t patronize me,” Stern said flatly.

“Nothing new from our team?” Stafford asked, deciding to abandon the previous conversation.

“Nothing,”

“How about from Haven?”

“No!”

“Who would have thought that fighting the Borg would be so boring!”



“THIS IS THE BEST MISSION I HAVE HAD IN MONTHS!” T’Parief roared, ripping his razor-sharp claws through a fungus-infested humanoid and ripping the creature to shreds.

“Yeah, it’s just awesome,” Jall sighed, trying to pull strands of intestine out of his hair, “There isn’t enough therapy in the world to get me past this,”

“Wait, don’t drop that!” Fifebee lurched, catching the gore in a sample jar before it could hit the squishy deck, “You’ve already contaminated it with your hair product, I don’t need to deal with whatever’s on the floor, too!”

“AHHHH-HA-HA-HA!” T’Parief gleefully charged at some sort of four-legged thing, smashed it against the wall with the crunch of breaking bones, then just for the hell of it proceeded to tear away at the fleshy bulkhead. The fungus-like skin tore aware in long strips, revealing vein-like conduits, fibrous nerve bundles and all sorts of interesting things for Fifebee and Jeffery to collect.

“Oy, big fella, could ye please open that conduit?” Jeffery asked, “Ah want ta see what energy-transfer medium they-”

T’Parief gave an almost lazy swipe and a long, lengthwise slash appeared in the indicated tube. Vicious green fluid squirted out, covering Jall in another layer of goop.

“I don’t feel well,” Jall said.

“Hush,” Jeffery waved him away, “This is amazing! It’s like-”

Jall heaved, then puked all over the wall.

“Ach, now ye’ve contaminated the sample!” Jeffery shouted, “T’Parief, could ye open another-”

SWIPE! RIP! SPLAT!

“Thank ye,” Jeffery said as another geyser of goop sprayed all over Jall.



“Haven remains on course,” Valtaic reported, reading the scanners, “The Borg vessel still has not moved, and will be destroyed in ten minutes if they remain in their current location, unless of course the starbase and the Roadrunner are successful in their poorly thought-out plan to harvest the ship for information and knowledge about the Borg,”

“Please,” Stafford sneered, “Nobody believes for a minute that’s even an option. You know, I know…heck, everybody knows that Haven’s going to blow the thing up in the end, why even bother pretending otherwise?”

“I’m getting really weird readings,” Burke was frowning, sitting next to the dark-skinned Lithinarian…and with a head of static-charged hair show for it.

“Weird how?” Stafford asked.

“The Borg are usually pretty good at resisting our sensors, but I’m picking up weapons fire…defensive shields. And all sorts of really WEIRD life signs! Maybe those fungus things?”

“I guess,” Stafford sounded uncertain, “Wowryk, what do you-”

“Borg cube is powering up weapons!” Valtaic snapped, “And the spore-ship appears to be drawing energy directly from the cube!”

“Evasive manoeuvres!” Stafford barked. Pye immediately yanked the ship to the side, barely a second before a Borg cutting beam lashed out exactly where the Hummingbird had been, “Recalibrate the shield nutations! Re-phaser the modulation frequencies! All that Borg stuff!”

There was a flash of light from the port windows and a small, boxy ship zipped right across their bow, a strange logo visible on one side.

“HOLY HELL!” Pye barked, yanking the Hummingbird onto yet another course and conveniently evading a spore-torpedo from the fungaloid ship.

“Who the hell ordered pizza??” Stafford demanded, “We’re supposed to be doing battle!”

“Ah, Hummingbird, this is Jall,” the Trill did not sound happy, “Everything just jumped into gear like the DJ dropped the beat…any chance of a beam-out soon?”

“We need to get below the spore-ship spines to get past their shields and get a good lock,” Valtaic said, “Pysternzk is standing by, and I have given him shield control for transport,”

“Oh boy,” Pye groaned, looking out at the wavering spines, the small clouds of torpedoes and the bright weapons flashing out in all directions, “We couldn’t have beamed them out BEFORE everything went to hell?”

“We didn’t have to!”

“Haven will intercept the cube in less than ten minutes,” Valtaic reported.

“I take it we’re definitely blowing them up now?” Stafford asked.

“Yes,” Valtaic said, “That plan came through the comm ten seconds ago,”

“You have to TELL me these things!”

“But you claimed that you knew,” Valtaic frowned, “That you knew, that we knew. That everybody knew?”

Stafford bit his lip and did a face-palm.

“Yanick to Hummingbird,” Yanick’s voice came over the comm., “You guys need a hand?”

“Why…wait, Trish are YOU in that pizza ship?” Stafford demanded.

“Well they were out of fighters! And shuttles! And…and I just had to help, OK?”

Stafford blinked, them he smiled.

“OK,” he said. Really…what else could he say to that?

“Does that thing have a transporter?” Sylvia abruptly jumped in.

“Well yeah, how else do they get the pizzas delivered in time?” they could hear Yanick rolling her eyes.

“I suggest we draw enemy fire while Yanick recovers the team,” Valtaic said, exchanging a look at Sylvia’s display screen. Her image simply nodded.

“Sure, why not,” Stafford shrugged, “I guess pizza ships are probably lower on the assimilation priority list than a quantum-slipstream tug,”

“I’m on it,” Yanick said.

“Trish?”

“What?”

“Did you bring any pizza?”

“Uh…”



“What do you MEAN you hijacked a pizza delivery ship and didn’t bring any pizza?” Jall’s voice came over the comm as Yanick pulled the small ship into a tight turn. Off behind her, the Hummingbird’s shields flashed as one of the spore-ship’s weapons blasts hit it.

“Three minutes until Haven arrives!” Sylvia called over the comm.

“Working on it!” Yanick said to Sylvia, “And Jall, I was sort of busy! Besides, you KNOW that Matrian cheese gives most of us horrible diarrhea!”

“It’s the principle of the thing!” Jall objected.

“Also, just so ye know,” Jeffery spoke up, “We’ve got hordes of screaming, tentacle-covered fungus things chasing us and T’Parief is getting tired. So hurry up!”

“Pari? Tired?” Yanick asked.

“I AM NOT….<rip>, <slash>…” T’Parief’s voice paused, “Well…tired is too strong a word,”

“Almost in range!” Yanick spun the ship on its axis, evading another round of weapons fire. Luckily it didn’t seem to be aimed at her, but still! Another twist, another blast from the overworked impulse drive and she was below the spikes.

“Energizing!” she reported. The Matrian transporter hummed for a moment, then Jall materialized on the tiny pad.

“ONE AT A TIME? ARE YOU KIDDING ME?” Yanick shouted, slamming her fists on the panel and accidentally managing to evade a torpedo that otherwise would have crippled her tiny ship, “JALL! RECHARGE THE BEAM!”

“Bossy, much?” Jall started tapping at the panel.

“The Borg ship is moving!” Sylvia’s voice came over the comm, “Haven will intercept in less than two minutes!”

“Ten more seconds to charge the transporter,” Jall said, “OK…aaannnndd….wait for it…”

Yanick pulled the ship around the base of a towering spike as the transporter hummed and Jeffery appeared on the padd.

“Fifebee says to take T’Parief next,” he said, dumping a pile of sample jars on the deck, “She can always build another relay. And by ‘she’, Ah actually mean ‘me’,”

“Recharging,” Jall said.

“Jeffery, can you get that stupid Matrian transporter to go any faster?” Yanick demanded, “I’m running out of tricks here!”

“Do we have an hour and a plasma capacitor bank?”

“OHHHHHH!!!!!”



“You’re SURE your plan to destroy this thing is actually going to work?” Stafford asked over the comm..

“YES!” Captain Simplot’s voice came back, “Now stop calling! I have work to do!”

“Hey, you can’t give me that line, we’ve never slept together! Unlike you and the REST of my staff!”

There was a pause.

“How DARE you!” Simplot shouted, “How do you get off judging me, Mr. Slept-With-Half-Of-Matria? Now get your pathetic little ship out of the way so we can blow that cube up!”

“It’s YOUR pathetic little ship!”

<click>

“Oh, Chris,” Sylvia chided, “You always did have such a way with women,”

“Just tell Yanick to get out of the way,” Stafford grumbled.



“I can’t leave, I’m not done beaming yet!” Yanick snapped.

“This tired old thing is chugging,” Jeffery was now working the tiny transporter panel, Jall was crammed up behind Yanick’s chair and the samples were stashed on the pizza heater rack. Which was, of course, turned off.

“Will we even have room for the big guy in here?” Jeffery asked.

“YES WE WILL!” Yanick screamed

“Intercept in one minute!” Sylvia called, “Trish, you’re cutting it tight!”

“Tell Fifebee-”

“Fifebee has already cut the transmission to her relay and is right here in the computer core with me,” Sylvia said, “We triggered the relay’s auto-destruct charge ten seconds ago,”

“It HAS that?” Jall asked.

“Well, it DOES have sensitive technology in it, ye dolt!” Jeffery said. Then he sighed, “And now Ah have to make another one.”

“Why doesn’t she have a spare?” Jall asked.

“Because Ah’m BUSY!”

“Forty seconds!”

“Yanick,” T’Parief’s voice came over the comm, “Now would be a good time,”

“You better not mean a good time to talk about having another kid!” Yanick snapped, her fingers running the over the helm panel like a piano player.

“I need to be alive for that,”

“The beam is charged, stop running around!” Jeffery called.

The beam hummed, and T’Parief materialized in the cramped alcove.

“GO!” Jeffery shouted.



“How the hell is this going to work?” Stafford waved at the view outside the ship, the small vessel’s weapons still firing (fairly ineffectively) at the combined Borg/Fungaloid ship. The remaining ships had largely scattered, and off to one side they could see the broad disk of Haven as the city bore down at a respectable percentage of light-speed. Unfortunately, the city was no longer on a direct course for the cube and would in fact miss it by several kilometers.

“You could call her and ask again,” Wowryk suggested, “But given the last conversation you two had, I think an apology would be more in order,”

“I can’t believe you’re siding with the slu-”

Wowryk smacked him upside the head.

“Love thy neighbour,” she chided him.

“Yeah, then why are you HITTING me?”

“You deserved it!”

“Ah, guys?” Pye called.

They looked up. Haven had rotated so it was no longer flying dome-first, but instead with its engines perpendicular to its course. Right, they would have planned to push themselves clear of the Borg ship, leaving their ball of space junk on an intercept course. Of course, the ball wasn’t going to hit the cube now anyway.

And then Haven fired its energy transceiver, this time set as a reverse tractor beam. The beam only lasted for a few seconds, but with the full power of three antimatter reactors and the mass of an entire flying city behind it, it was enough to change the course of the debris by several degrees.

Right into the Borg ship.

Haven shot off to the side as the space debris hit the Borg cube like a shotgun blast hitting a wall of cheese. The Borg armor shattered, the denser pieces shot right through, slamming out of the Fungaloid ship fused with the rear half of the ship, trailing streamers of fleshy residue and vital fluids. Something must have hit a power core or five, as there was a blinding explosion then pieces of both ships were flying in all directions.

And a small, boxy pizza shuttle zipped past the Hummingbird’s bridge window, singed but still functional.

“Uh…wow…” Stafford said, “Remind me not to piss those Haven people off,”

“You just did that,” Wowryk pointed out.

“Right. Remind me to apologize.”





Captain’s Log, Stardate 59561.7



“I have grovelingly apologized to Captain Simplot for implying that she…might be overly welcome to the advances of the opposite sex. And after yelling at me for about ten minutes about equal treatment and gender views, I think she accepted. And why am I putting this in my log anyway, you ask? So that you know I apologized, and that she screamed at me like you wouldn’t believe and if any harassment stuff comes out of this, at least I tried, OK?”

“The Borg and the Fungaloids have been destroyed, everybody’s OK and the pizza place agreed to drop the hijacking charges in return for footage of their ship fighting the Borg and the right to use it in their advertising. Jall managed to talk them into throwing in some free pizza with it, but man that Matrian cheese does a number on my intestines. Again, you’re probably wondering why that’s in my log, and again…it’s just so you know: The pizza place is OK with what happened.”

“Otherwise, it’s back to business as usual. Well, mostly.”



“I can’t believe I have to take a runabout between the planet and the starbase now!” Jall whined, “Who’s bright idea was it to land this thing on an uninhabitable moon in the middle of nowhere?”

“And I can’t even use my back yard until they put the air back in the dome!” Yanick added, gesturing out the window and shuffling Allona from left to right breast. Part of Simplot and Abela’s plan to defeat the Borg with high-speed space trash had involved venting the atmosphere from the dome and the water from the lake. Mostly the water, as the mass involved was considerable.

The Silverado senior staff had gathered in Yanick and T’Parief’s large apartment to celebrate the defeat of the Borg. They had chosen the place because it was spacious, being out on the Inner Rim of the city. And it was on the ground level, which mean that the large patio doors usually opened out onto a large yard, complete with trees, lawn and all that good stuff. But the foliage was now blackened and dead from vacuum exposure and the doors and windows had all auto-locked with those unbreakable mechanical locking mechanisms the Matrians seemed to love. Of course, since accidentally opening a window would kill everybody inside, it made sense.

“How long until Silverado’s ready to go?” Stafford asked Jeffery.

“Depends,” Jeffery said, “Reconstruction will be done in three weeks. Testing will take another week…then we have to fix whatever the testing found to be broke.”

“A month,” Stafford said, “One more month, people. We can do this. We survived the Qu’Eh, we survived the Tapart, and Kallar IV. We survived the Borg. We can handle one month on this city, without easy access to the planet,”

“They are bringing miners to the city,” Fifebee said to Jall. She was using the jury-rigged relay Jeffery had setup on the Qu’Eh ship until a proper one could be rebuilt, “My historical database indicates that is one of the many isolated, single-gender dominated jobs where same-sex relations are probable,”

“They’re Matrians. They’ll all be women!” Jall complained.

“Ah. Good point.”

“Somebody go be social with Valtaic,” Yanick said, “He looks lonely, over by the window.”

“I am not lonely!” Valtaic called back.

“Nonsense!”

“Where’s T’Parief?” Stafford asked.

“He’s getting more food,”

“It’s not something terrible, like kitten stew, is it?” Wowryk asked.

“I gave him a list,” Yanick shrugged.

“If he can’t get decent food, we’ll just crash the Beta Shift party,” Jeffery suggested, “They have great taste in snacks,”

“But the Hazardous Team always finds better beer,” Jall pointed out.

“Hmm. Good point.”

“The science staff-” Fifebee started.

“No,” Wowryk raised a hand, “The last time we checked in on one of their parties, we walked in on strip poker,”

“And the only thing worse than a pale, pasty-faced nerd,” Jall said, “Is a pale, naked, pasty-faced nerd,”

As the stars shone brightly outside of Haven’s clear dome, life continued. For the crew of Starbase 341, it was the dawn of a new era. Matria Prime had survived a Borg attack, the city was now far from the planet it had been meant to orbit, but was also being opened up to new citizens and businesses.

But for the Silverado crew, it was almost time to move on. Their stay in Matrian Space, far longer than normal for any starship crew, was finally, nearly at an end.
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That Single Life

“No!” Captain Christopher Stafford snapped, blocking the door with his body, “Absolutely not. Not after what happened the last time!”

“Oh come on!” Jall whined, “I just want to get clean!”

“This city has thousand of shower stalls,” Stafford said, “Pick one!”

“Uh, Abela is being a total bitch about access control to empty quarters. And we only have one fitness center operating, and…and he’s always there!”

“That body-builder that intimidates you?” Stafford crossed his arms, “Jall, you’ve been in Starfleet for years! You’ve been showering next to aliens who look more like the shower mop than they look like you!”

“OK, look, I can’t shower if he’s around because last time I…laughed,” Jall admitted.

“Laughed? What? Why?”

“At the tattoo right next to his…look, he said if he ever saw me in there again, he’d beat the crap out of me.” Jall said, “So just let me use your shower! Mine will be fixed any day now!”

“No!” Stafford said, “Go use Jeffery’s!”

“I don’t want to use Jeffery’s,” Jall said flatly.

“Then ask Valtaic!”

“Have you seen his shower? With the electro-whatever he uses to sort out his weird energy thing? It’s a death trap!”

“Wait, why did you see his shower?”

“Because I didn’t want to use yours!”

“Oh. What about T’Parief?”

“Noooope,”

“Well then go find some random crewman and hijack their shower,” Stafford started closing his door, “But I look forward to reading the security incident report on that one,”

And the door closed.

“Asshole,” Jall muttered.



Jeffery had just gotten home from a long day at the shipyard. You’d think that he’d be bored, what with all the work being done by construction bots. But no, he and his staff were kept busy double-checking the work the bots were completing, confirming they had the correct programs for the upcoming tasks, and dealing with all the administrative crap that went with rebuilding a ship. He’d come back to his comfortable apartment, kicked off his boots and collapsed on the couch. Well, the Matrians probably had a different word for it, but to him it was just a couch. The Matrians had a lot of ideas about living spaces that didn’t quite match the Starfleet version…but for the most part, they revolved around making living aboard Haven more like living down on a planet. And energy efficiency. And reducing waste. And a few other things that he just didn’t have to worry about in the relative luxury of modern starship quarters.

He briefly thought about getting up to get a drink, but a glance into his kitchen reminded him that he hadn’t done anything about the dishes in a few days. Finding a clean glass would probably be a challenge. Almost as bad as finding clean underwear, since yesterday was supposed to have been laundry day. On a Federation ship, he simply would have tossed soiled plates in the matter reclamator and uniforms in ship’s laundry. But aboard Haven, his apartment had a compact kitchen complete with sink, cupboards, and a somewhat strict usage limit on the matter reclamator.

He was about to call Wowryk to see if she wanted to get a just-friends bevvy somewhere when his door pinged. Or ba-wooped. He still wasn’t sure what to call that Matrian sound.

He tapped the open tab and stepped back in surprise as Jall walked into the apartment.

“Hey Jeffery,” he said, his expression polite but not exactly happy, “I need to ask a favour…good Lord, what is that SMELL?”

“Smell?” Jeffery blinked, “Whot smell?”

“That smell like rancid, rotten,” Jall was homing in on the kitchen, “Meat? No…more like…ah hah!”

Jeffery followed him.

“Look, mate,” he said, “This is sort of me private space so could ye…och, ye wallaper! Did ye stir up a jobby?”

“What? No!” Jall had pulled something out of the sink, “It’s the drain plug from your sink! Haven’t you ever cleaned it? It’s full of rotten food!”

Jeffery looked at him blankly. Jall sighed, grabbed some cleaning solution and proceeded to solve the problem. Jeffery sniffed, and had to admit that the rancidness of his kitchen had gone down a little.

“Now,” Jall said, wiping his hands, the reason I’m here is that my shower is broken, Haven maintenance is taking forever to fix it, Stafford won’t let me use his anymore and I need to get clean!”

Jeffery blinked.

“Any…more? Yer not…makin’ a move on me best mate, are ye?”

“Shut up, it wasn’t like that,” Jall poked his head in Jeffery spare room, trying to find the bathroom, “Is that…why is there a dirty bicycle in your spare room?”

“Well, before they let the air out of the dome, there were some right nice cycling paths!”

“There is still MUD on the…oh forget it!” Jall eyed the remaining two doors, not sure he wanted to see what was behind either one of them, “Which one is your shower?”

“Ah don’t recall invitin’ ye into me home,” Jeffery said.

“Come on, I got rid of your rotten food stench,” Jall thought for a moment, “Most of it. Some of it. Come on, Simon! We usually get along fairly well, right?”

“Aye, Ah suppose,” Jeffery pointed, “There’s a towel under the sink,”

“I brought my own, thanks,” Jall said. He opened the door, braced himself and stepped in.



It wasn’t too bad. The auto-wash had kept the tiled walls of the shower fairly clean, and of course the toilet was self-cleaning. The sink was an unpleasant combination of dried toothpaste and shaving cream…apparently Jeffery wasn’t a fan of beard suppressor. But Jall couldn’t blame him for that…using a razor was a great exfoliant, after all.

No, what he couldn’t get over was the…the…

“Oh, God!” Jall gulped. He quickly undressed and stepped over the large pile of Jeffery’s dirty underwear that had piled up in the corner where the shower stall met the wall. He tried really, really hard not to see what could have been a skid mark.

He really, really tried.

Jeffery, despite having a decent head of hair, had even less in his shower than Stafford had. Jut a bar of standard replicated soap and a bottle of Starfleet replicated hair-care formula #3. Basic Mammalian Humanoid, non-greasy hair, moderately dry scalp. He grabbed his toiletry kit, quickly finding a decent facial scrub, a decent shampoo, a conditioner particularly suited to the thick, dark hair that came from his background as one of the slightly Arab-esque flavours of the Trill.

And his own bar of standard-issue soap.

Jall was nowhere near the preening, picky, vain image he often presented to Stafford and the rest of the crew…more for his own amusement than anything else. His personal grooming was a level above most of them…but they’d probably be very surprised that Lt Cmdr Stern actually had a far more extensive collection of personal grooming products than Jall had ever had.

He quickly cleaned himself, enjoying the hot water as it ran over his skin. The Matrians, as Jall had also discovered, could be oddly stingy about certain things, particularly if they had an environmental impact. But not when it came to running water. A sonic shower would have been far simpler than the plumbing required for the water version. But for whatever reason, the Matrians had not only designed Haven for water showers, they also hadn’t set any of the normal quotas you’d see on a space station or ship.

Of course, most ships and stations didn’t have a lake worth of water reserves, either.

A banging at the door shook Jall out of his reverie.

“Oy, mate! I gotta pish!” Jeffery called.

“Then go find a holodeck!” Jall called back, “They’re still refilling the lake, and I don’t think it’s stocked with fish yet!”

“Whot? Nae, I have to use the loo!”

“I’ll be done in a minute,” Jall grumped. He rinsed off the last of the suds. He was about to step out to grab his towel, when his eye caught that sickening pile of dirty underwear. The pile that definitely didn’t have a skid mark. Definitely, definitely not.

Very, very carefully, he lifted one foot to step over and well clear of the sickening pile.



Jeffery was waiting, not yet desperate but well on his way.

THUMP!

“Whot are ye doin’ in me shower!” Jeffery demanded.

Silence.

Jeffery cautiously put his ear to the door, not sure he wanted to hear what Jall might be doing in there. Listened carefully…nothing? Nothing. The water wasn’t even running!

“Jall? San?”

No answer.

Jeffery tapped the privacy override code and the door slid open, revealing Jall collapsed across the floor, a small trickle of blood starting to ooze across the floor.

“Jeffery to Wowryk! Medical emergency, my apartment?”

“On my way,” Wowryk replied at once, “Wait what’s your address? And do you have directions? Are you near a port where we can dock the hover-ambulance, or should we just take the tram?”

“This was so much easier on the ship,” Jeffery muttered, leaning down to start first-aid, “Ooch, that’s rancid! Ah thought Ah threw those drawers in the hamper!”



“Concussion, laceration to the scalp, but no skull fracture,” Wowryk said, running a dermal regenerator over the side of Jall’s head, “I’ve repaired the damage, but the brain is a funny thing, You’ll probably have some strange mood swings over the next few days. Maybe a headache or two,”

“And ye can clean the blood out of me couch,” Jeffery added.

“Do you remember anything else about what happened?” Wowryk asked.

“I don’t…I was showering. I don’t remember what happened next,” Jall said.

“Some memory loss is not uncommon,” Wowryk said, starting to pack up her equipment. “But do let me know if you forget your name or birth date. That’s generally a bad sign,”

“Maybe somebody needs to be a wee bit more careful in somebody else’s house,”

“Maybe YOU need to get a shower mat!” Jall snapped, “Oh…ow. Too loud.” He was wrapped in a towel, sitting on Jeffery’s couch while Wowryk worked on him.

“A whot?” Jeffery looked confused.

“A shower mat. A thing in your shower to keep you from slipping,” Jall explained, albeit more quietly, “I have one! Even Stafford has one!”

“Never heard of the thing,” Jeffery grumbled.

“Yeah,” Jall looked around the filthy apartment, “I can believe that.”

“And whot do ye mean by that?”

“I MEAN YOU LIVE LIKE A FILTHY PIG!” Jall jumped to his feet, snarling in Jeffery’s face. Jeffery jumped back, startled.

“I’m sorry! I”m sorry!” Jall bit his lip, “I don’t know where that came from!”

“Concussion,” Wowryk said, pulling him back onto the couch and double checking her work, “Jeffery, apologize,”

“Apologize? Me? He’s the one that-”

“That nearly died in your bathroom and may have even suffered brain damage,” Wowryk cut him off crisply, “And in this…apartment…” she looked around with an expression of disgust similar to the one Jall had worn, “It’s a wonder he’s not suffered from sepsis either,”

“Ah’m sorry,” Jeffery said, looking at his feet, “But it’s yer fault,”

“Close enough,” Jall muttered.

“So…Noel…” Jeffery’s eyes didn’t raise, “How about we have a just-friends drink before ye call it a night?”

“Right, just-friends drink,” Jall muttered, “Next it’s just-friends spooning. And just-friends kissing!”

“As opposed to yer people and yer just-friends sodomy?” Jeffery shot back.

Jall sprang.



“What do you mean two concussion victims?” Stafford asked tiredly, “I thought you told me Jall fell in Jeffery’s bathroom,”

“Right, well,” Wowryk cleared her throat, “Then Jall tried to rearrange Jeffery’s face,”

“What?” Stafford frowned, “That doesn’t sound like Jall…he’s harmless! A bit perverted, but harmless!”

“Concussion, maybe some minor brain damage,” Wowryk sighed, “Definitely mood swings for a bit,”

“I guess that could explain why he’d hit Jeffery,”

“Oh, no I was talking about Simon,” Wowryk said, “But yes, Jall is in the same condition,”

“So what do we do?” Stafford asked, “Other than filling out a ream of paperwork?”

“Oh, they’ll heal naturally, unless God decides to strike them dead of an aneurysm,” Wowryk shrugged. Staffor’d eyes widened. “Not that I think that’s likely,” Wowryk added quickly. Then, under her breath “He would have done it a long time ago, if He had planned to,”

“So we just sit back, wait, and everything will sort itself out?” Stafford asked.

“Yes, that’s generally best with this sort of concussion,” Wowryk nodded, “Some rest, some quiet and no bright lights are exactly what they need.”




Next day…



“I’M GOING TO RIP YOUR FUCKING LUNGS OUT!”

“NOT IF AH TEAR YER ARMS OFF, TALLY-WASHER!”

There was a crash, then Jeffery landed square in the middle of Stafford’s table, knocking his coffee all over his chest and sending his lunch sliding onto his lap. He barely had time to scurry back before Jeffery pushed back and charged back at his assailant, knocking him to the floor. The two of them rolled around the floor of the small café, pushing chairs and tables to the side. Several Matrian patrons moved quickly towards the door, but the Starfleet personnel just seemed resigned.

“Ow, my head!”

“My head too…but DIE!”

“What’s going on?” Stafford rushed over to where Wowryk and Yanick were watching the scene unfold, brushing the remains of his admittedly unappetizing sandwich from his pants.

“Jall and Jeffery are going at it again,” Yanick sighed.

“I can see that! Why isn’t anyone trying to stop it!” Stafford demanded.

“Because this is the third time it’s happened today,” Wowryk said, snagging her coffee off the table before a flailing leg from Jall bumped it hard enough to topple everything else on it, “This isn’t good for their concussions, but they haven’t really been able to hurt each other. Too evenly matched,”

“That, and T’Parief is just in the bathroom,” Yanick added.

The bathroom door opened on cue and T’Parief looked over to the two women with a very annoyed, ‘why have you let this happen again’ expression. He then marched firmly over and picked the two combatants up by the collars of their shirts, one in each arm.

They flailed and fought for a few seconds, then started looking around. Their expressions were dazed and somewhat confused.

“Did it happen again?” Jall asked.

T’Parief rumbled.

“Ach, mate, Ah’m sorry,” Jeffery said, swallowing, “This is gettin’ nuts,”

“Me too,” Jall said.

T’Parief let them down.

“What started it this time?” he asked Wowryk.

“Jeffery didn’t empty his leftovers into the organic recyclables bin before returning his dishes,” Wowryk said, “And when Jall pointed it out, he said ‘it doesn’t matter, this thing has enough energy to replicate a rainforest’.”

“It does!” Jeffery said, “Ah mean, maybe not the replicator mass, but with the antimatter reactor output-”

“That’s no excuse!” Jall shot back, “It takes two seconds, and not only do you save power on waste reclamation, you don’t have to replicate fertilizer for the dome parkland! They compost it! The waste heat-”

“Why ye-”

T’Parief grabbed them both before another battle could start.

“Wowryk, isn’t there something you could give them something to calm them down?” Stafford asked.

Wowryk looked unsure.

“This sort of behavioural problem isn’t really something I have experience with,” she said, “And I’d rather not sedate them, given their injuries. Especially given that Jall is part Trill. I need to do some extensive research before I start with any mood-altering medications. By the time I finish, the problem will likely resolve itself on it’s own.”

“We could ask Yvonnokoff,” Yanick suggested.

“So she can televise this? Are you KIDDING???” Stafford gulped, “She’s just itching for the right special case she can use to re-launch her show! AWN put her on hiatus during the Qu’Eh invasion, apparently.”

“I…I miss her show,” Jall said sadly. He started sniffling.

“Me too, mate,” Jeffery said, chocking up, “Ah think…ah think…things just won’t be the same until The Vonna Show is back!”

“WHHHAAAAHHH!”

Stafford winced.

“OK, I’m all for guys expressing their emotions, but this is just getting scary,” he said.

“Yes, I’m also getting a bit concerned,” Wowryk said, tapping at her medical tricorder, “But there’s no sign of any cerebral trauma beyond what was already detected. No pressure on any parts of the brain, no bleeding, nothing dangerous,”

“OK, we need help,” Yanick declared firmly.

“Ah love ye, man!”

“I love you too, buddy,”

“Wait…are ye goin’ fruit on me?”

“What? No! Why, I aughta-”

“-totally gonna-”

“DIE!!!”

“Let’s do this quickly,” Stafford sighed as T’Parief once again separated the two.



“Yes, may I help you?” Lt Cmdr Fifebee asked tiredly as Stafford, Jall, Jeffery, Wowryk, Yanick and T’Parief walked into Science Complex One. The Department of Research and Knowledge tower held much of the scientific and research facilities the city staff needed, but the Silverado science team had been safely tucked away in a larger, somewhat more corporate research facility not far from Shipyard Three. Fifebee still looked human, but something about her holographic projection was…different. Lines around the eyes and mouth, and she had a stoop to her posture that none of them could recall seeing before.

“We need you and Sylvia to help us with some…research,” Stafford said.

“Of course you do,” Fifebee sighed, “What is it this time? You want to give Wowryk a hypospray that causes clitoral enlargement?

“Why would I…oh. That whole me-growing-breasts thing a few years ago,” Stafford chuckled, “No.”

“Assistance with T’Parief’s sex drive? Or perhaps you simply want me to cease the ageing process?”

“Uh, why are you being such a bitch?” Jall asked.

“Oy, be nice!” Jeffery snapped.

“Quit it,” T’Parief shook them both before they could start.

“I apologize,” Fifebee appeared to take a deep breath, then her appearance resumed its normal state, “Sylvia and I had been distracted by the incidents with the shipbuilding bots for some time, and I had assumed that the science team had taken the opportunity to indulge in relaxing idleness in the meantime,”

“Uh-oh,” Stafford bit his lip.

“Indeed. They…became bored.”

“Do I have to start worrying about crimes against humanity?” he asked quietly.

“I do not know yet, but I will have a report for you soon,” Fifebee said grimly, “But as you are here, you may as well come in,”

She led them into the lab, a large open space with several workstations scattered around. Some were enclosed in transparent quarantine panels, others were simply wide open. Most of them had half-finished devices of various appearances and states of completion. All of them had one or two science team members looking down at the floor like scolded puppies.

“For example,” Fifebee started, “Ensign Furry was attempting to recreate the device stolen by the insane Klingon K’Eleese from Dillon Enterprises on our first visit to Waystation,”

“The one that crushes planets down to the size of a walnut??” Stafford demanded.

“Indeed,” Fifebee glared at a contrite-looking Orion male, “And WHY did we do that?”

“Well, the Matrian scientists said that the maximum density you could achieve-”

“Wait, you mentioned that thing to the MATRIANS???” Stafford shouted.

“The security breach paperwork is on your desk,” Sylvia interjected, walking over from where she’d been consoling a very upset Silverado scientist, “And luckily, the Matrians don’t believe him anyway. Which is why he was trying to prove it,”

“What’s his problem?” Yanick asked, pointing to the man Sylvia had been comforting.

“Fifebee turned half Klingon and yelled at him,” Sylvia said primly.

“He was manipulating Parian reproductive tissues!” Fifebee exclaimed, “If his changes had been disseminated to their population, the result would be an out-of-control explosion in population that would turn them into a locust-like plague of devastation that would sweep over the entire galaxy within a century!”

“Really?” T’Parief looked interested.

“Well, there was a 65% chance that it would reduce their life-span below the minimum reproductive age. Which would have resulted in complete extinction.”

“Oh.” T’Parief looked less interested.

Stafford briefly considered asking just where the scientist had gotten his hands on Parian reproductive tissues, but decided maybe he didn’t want to know.

“This one is more interesting,” Sylvia said, leading them towards a contraption that looked like a mix between a bio-bed and a navigational deflector. Crewmen Smedi and H’Kspada were tinkering at one end of it.

“Oh, I’d finally managed to convince myself that those two didn’t exist!” Wowryk said, massaging her temples.

“What is it?” Jeffery asked curiously.

“It’s a device to scan your DNA and brainwaves and try to read alternate timelines!” Smedi said proudly, “It sort of links to you, then pokes a hole in space-time to see what you’d be doing in other realities! See, this other ship had a thing happen where their Captain’s brainwaves got linked to his ancestor, and they nearly changed reality and destroyed the Federation as we know it, but-”

“BAD IDEA!” Stafford declared loudly.

“But-”

“BAD IDEA!” Fifebee seconded.

“Oh just give it a try!”

“T’Parief?” Stafford gestured towards the device. The hulking reptile’s eyes ran over it briefly, then he smashed several components to rubble.

Smedi’s eyes narrowed.

“You clearly don’t appreciate genius!” he sneered.

“Sure we do,” Stafford said, “In fact, that’s why we’re here.”

“Yes, why are you here?” Fifebee asked, gesturing for the two crewmen to depart.

“These two got their brains scrambled a bit,” Stafford said, “We’re looking for something to calm down the mood swings until they can heal,”

“I am admittedly somewhat out of my element,” Wowryk admitted.

“And we don’t want to talk to Yvonnokoff about it,” Yanick added.

“Well,” Fifebee brightened, “That’s certainly less dangerous than tampering with alternate time-lines, particle-crush physics or a nano-dissassembler plague. Let me establish a link to the Starfleet Medical database, and I’m sure between Dr. Wowryk, Sylvia and myself we can come up with something that will do the trick.”

“Thanks,” Stafford said, relieved. His eyes widened, “Wait, WHAT kind of plague?”

“Oh, don’t worry, the prototypes were de-molecularized. Every single one.” Fifebee assured him. Then, under her breath, “I think,”

Around the corner, somebody hadn’t fucked off quite as far as everyone had hoped.

“Mood swings, you say?” Smedi murmured.



“Commander Jall?” Dr. Wowryk pulled the hypospray away and started running her tricorder over the officer, “Do you feel any different?”

Jall looked thoughtful for a moment.

“I feel the same as I did before,” he said. He paused, then added, “I mean, before I wiped out on Jeffery’s bathroom floor,”

“So you don’t want to pound the living snot out of him anymore?” Yanick asked cheerfully.

“No, I just wish he’d clean up his mess,” Jall said. His tone was perfectly even, his face fairly neutral, “Hey, can I go? I’ve got stuff to do,”

“Hmmm?” Wowryk was looking at her tricorder, “Yes, I suppose. Nurse Veeneman is giving Jeffery his medication,”

“Thank you. I really need to do some tidying up,” Jall stood and walked calmly out of the room.

“Well, I’m glad that’s over with,” Yanick said.

“I guess,” Wowryk still couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something was off, “I know Fifebee and Sylvia said this drug is approved by the Federation Pharmaceutical Safety Board for humans and Trill, but something just doesn’t seem right,”

“Oh, let’s go check on Jeffery,” Yanick said, “Then we have time for a drink before you have to go do evening prayers and I have to feed Allona,”

“Yes, as soon as we check in on Simon,”



“C’mon mate,” Jeffery was saying as Wowryk and Yanick walked in, “We haven’t done a right-well bender in AGES! Ah’m talking pints, lasses, maybe even wee mite o…OH! A big, greasy haggis to finish it all down!”

“Jeffery,” Stafford said, “We did that several months ago. That’s when the Engineer Collector lady showed up, beat us both to a pulp and tried to steal the saucer from our ship,”

“Aye, but what are the odds that could happen again?”

“Simon, go home,” Wowryk said, running her tricorder over him, “So near as I can tell, the medication is doing what it’s supposed to do and is stabilizing your mood. Still, I’d avoid Commander Jall for a few days, to be safe,”

“Fine,” Jeffery said, jumping to his feet, “But hey, Chris? When’s the last time ye had something good for dinner? Not like, good for ye, but something just soooo delicious that ye couldn’t help yerself?”

“I don’t get where you’re going with this,” Stafford looked confused.

“Our replicator rations roll over day after next. Just sayin’, tomorrow’s the day to feast!”

“Yeah, ok. Whatever.”



Both Jeffery and Jall did, in fact, go home. And both went to sleep, feeling slightly odd, but at least without the strange mood swings that had them ready to kill each other. Bright lights were still a bit painful, and Jall at least still felt a twinge of dizziness. But overall, both felt better.

Neither was really aware that they hadn’t actually slept more than half an hour before they rose. But each felt very different. Calmer, clearer. Their purpose was laid out in front of them. They would correct the wrongs of this world, and they each knew exactly how to do it.

As he snuck down out of the lobby of Jall’s downtown condo building, Crewman Smedi tucked a hypnopaedic device into his pocket. Smash his carefully devised invention? The senior staff would be far too busy to meddle in any more of his work for a while!



The next day largely passed without incident. Work on the ship continued, though the 3CC staff were delighted yet confused when Jeffery showed up with two big boxes of doughnuts. Stafford didn’t see most of his senior staff…Valtaic was off doing whatever it was he was doing, Yanick was helping Lt Cmdr Sage with maintenance checks on the runabouts, Fifebee was still getting her big pile of violation-detailing paperwork ready, and T’Parief had decided that the airless surface of the moon Haven had landed on would be perfect for the Hazardous Team to practice low-gee tactical manoeuvres. By the end of the day, Stafford was ready to go home…even more so because of what Jeffery had said. His buddy had been right: it was time to enjoy something special. Since the start of the Kallar IV mission he’d been eating a mix of low-replicator draw rations, Matrian cooking and healthy, Starfleet Medical (and Dr. Wowryk) approved replicated meals. It was time to have something tasty. Something special. Something from his childhood. Something that spoke to his culture as a resident of the northern half of North America.

He’d spent a brief fifteen minutes in his kitchen preparing the meal, from replicated ingredients to final, glorious, bright orange results and was just sitting down when the lights abruptly went out.

“Are you really,” a voice said calmly, “Going to eat that?”

A single light came on at the other end of the room, revealing a shadowy figure. The figure was male, but covered from head to toe in some sort of tough-looking fabric. A geometric pattern of lines, black on dark grey, ran symmetrically along the figures torso and down the limbs, the eyes were simply dark circles.

Stafford’s eyes darted towards the exit, but the figure drew a small blade.

“I’m not here to hurt you,” it said, “But really…do you know how much artificial colouring is probably in that?”

“It’s just replicated Kaydie,” Stafford said slowly. The figure tapped at his arm, and Stafford realized there was a small input padd there. The figure cocked his head, as though listening.

“Actually, it used to be called KD, short for Kraft Dinner,” the figure said, “Really? This is how you treat yourself? I’ve met your family, I’ve seen the traditional family treats they can create. Perogies? Cabbage rolls? Those little potato-filled buns? If you’re going to have a cheat-night, shouldn’t you embrace your culture?”

“Hey, Kaydi-”

“Kay-Dee!” the figure snapped.

“It was Canadian culture, back in-”

“Oh grow up!” the figure snapped, “And look at that mess you left! You didn’t even rinse the orange goop, which is NOT cheese by any definition, out of the pot first! Do you KNOW how much harder that’s going to be to wash??”

Stafford’s jaw dropped as he finally recognized the voice.

“Jall? What the heck-”

“I AM NOT JALL!” the figure snapped, jumping to his feet angrily, “I AM…CAPTAIN FABULOUS! AND YOU WILL NOT EAT THAT SHIT, UNTIL YOU MAKE SOMETHING HEALTHY TO GO WITH IT!”

“Aw, f**k my life,” Stafford groaned.

Stafford’s door abruptly burst open and a second figure bolted in. This one was wearing a suit of similar fabric, but where Jall’s was carefully fitted, this one sagged oddly here and there, as though the maker didn’t quite understand what he was doing. There was no careful pattern of stripes, curves and shapes, but a random assortment of patches and logos. Stafford recognized the logo for Romulan Distilleries, Snak-O Replicator Snack Patterns and some racing shuttle company he was vaguely familiar with. The second figure ran straight at Jall, who barely managed to get himself into a defensive stance.

“If he wants to eat that slop, then he bloody well may!” Jeffery’s Scottish brogue was unmistakable, “Mate, eat yer orange crap while I keep this buzz-kill off of ye!”

“Are you two out of your gourds…” Stafford trailed off, “OK, obviously you two ARE out of your gourds, but Simon-”

“Ah’m not Simon!” Simon declared loudly, “Ah am…THE ENABLER! And Ah shall enable ye to enjoy yer delicious junk food in piece!”

“Don’t touch that bachelor-chow crap!” Jall insisted, “Do you know how many calories are in that? And it’s nothing but fat and carbs!”

“Ye only live once!”

“Stafford to-” Stafford had barely reached for his comm-badge when Jeffery threw a small device at him. It popped, and everything electronic in the room abruptly died.

“HEY!” Jall complained, tapping at his now-useless wrist padd, “My InfoSearch! Do you KNOW how annoying it was to program this? That’s why people like YOU shouldn’t have access to-AH-HAH!”

He flicked his wrist and the blade shot towards Jeffery…and simply stuck to him. The blade was too dull to do much more than scratch, but apparently it had held some sort of energy charge, because Jeffery abruptly started to shake, then fell to the deck.

“Simon!” Stafford jumped towards the fallen engineer.

“Yes!” Jall exclaimed, leaping for the cold and quickly congealing bowl of orange pasta, “You will not live to clog another artery! He ran through the kitchen, dumping the food in the organic waste collection bin, set the bowl next to the dishwasher, rinsed the pot in the sink, and then he was gone.

“I needed this like a hole in the head,” Stafford sighed, watching as Jall gleefully ran out the door and down the corridor, cackling like a mad-man, “Simon, are you-”

Jeffery was also gone. Stafford looked around, briefly spotted an odd distortion moving out his door, the heard Jeffery’s voice, fading as he moved down the hall.

“Ye’ve won this round, Captain Fabulous! But Ah’ll get ye next time!”

Stafford walked over to his comm-panel, found it had been out of range of Jeffery’s little disabling gadget, then tapped the call button.

“Senior staff, report to my quarters,” he said tiredly, “And bring the butterfly nets,”



Crewman Gibson stepped out of the bathroom, canni-vapourizor in hand, only to find a stranger seated on his kitchen counter. A stranger, wearing a grey and black outfit, complete with face-mask.

“Spaghetti and butter? Seriously? THAT’S your supper? You’re even worse than the Canadian!”

Gibson looked at the vapourizor briefly.

“Dude,” he called in the general direction of Crewman Shwaluk’s room, “I think this stuff just kicked in.

“MMPH! MMPH!”

Gibson was somewhat surprised to see Shwaluk tied to his chair and gagged.

“You two are terrible roommates,” the masked intruder said, “Why didn’t you move in with Lt Bithe, Gibson? I know you’re not involved anymore, but really, she could have taught you a LOT about living on your own. Or you, Shwaluk? Nurse Veeneman…well…she’d definitely whip you into shape. And tell her I said ‘Thanks’ for leaving all this bondage gear here. Made things easier. Now don’t worry, Captain Fabulous will sort you out!”

“Dude. Uh, this isn’t cool. You gotta get out,” Gibson said.

“Oh, I’ll get out,” Fabulous kicked his legs and slid casually across the counter, “Right as soon as we sort out that disaster you call a laundry pile. Then we’re going to get a jumbo-sized scented candle for that bathroom, then-”

“Uh, we’re out of replicator rations,” Gibson said.

“Then we’re going start,” Captain Fabulous flipped up his repaired InfoSearch padd with a flourish, “by setting you up with a budgeting program!”



“Can’t this wait until morning?” Yanick yawned, “It’s getting late,”

“No,” Stafford said firmly. He turned, “I’ll have the Terran waffles with strawberries and whipped cream. And make sure the coffee isn’t decaf,”

“Earthling tire tracks with the slapped milk and the red seeded fruit nuts,” the waiter replied promptly, “And you ma’am?”

“I’ll have the Idanian spiced pancakes,” Wowryk said, “Easy on the spice,”

“Spicy flats with less spice, got it,”

“Why are we meeting at a Matrian waffle house?” Valtaic asked.

“Because it’s the only place that’s still open and serves Earth food at this time of night,” Stafford snapped, “Now order,”

“I will try the…Klingon sausage?” Valtaic looked uncertain.

“Phallic warrior meat, coming right up.”

Yanick blew coffee out of her nose while Wowryk looked on disapprovingly.

“Coffee with that?” the waiter asked, non-plussed while Yanick cleaned up with a napkin.

“Please,”

“And I need a refill,” Yanick said, “Oh, and how about the Matrian oatmeal?”

“Home-style mashed grits, right,” the waitress departed.

“She really needs to fix her translator,” Fifebee observed.

“OK, let’s just try to get this newest mess fixed so we can get to sleep,” Stafford sighed, “Wowryk? Fifebee? What the hell?”

“Well, this sort of mental instability is NOT on the Federation Medical list of known side effects” Wowryk said immediately.

“Fifebee?”

“I would have suspected perhaps it had something to do with Jall’s Trill side,” Fifebee said thoughtfully, “But that doesn’t explain the impact on Mr. Jeffery. There is something we are missing, which the Doctor and I will of course research. It will tie in nicely with Crewman Milth’s illegal experiments on hallucination-inducing Matrian toad excretions,”

“Wait…what?”

“For possible medicinal use,” Sylvia immediately clarified, “Or at least it would have been, if he’d filed any of the necessary permits before he started,”

“But the test subjects will be fine,” Fifebee assured him, “And the paperwork is-”

“On my desk,” Stafford did not look happy, “That doesn’t help us right now. Why are they running around dressed like…like…wanna-be superheroes?”

“The Enabler. Captain Fabulous,” T’Parief said dryly, “Is it not obvious? That is exactly what they have become, in their current state. Wanna-be superheroes.”

“Yeah, OK,” Stafford sighed, “So how do we keep them under control long enough for Fifebee and Wowryk to figure this out?”

“Their suits are sufficient to block any attempt at forced medication,” Valtaic said thoughtfully, “We could attempt to detain them, but as Jeffery has shown, they seem to have outfitted themselves with the usual array of superhero tricks. And of course using phasers would alert Haven security.”

“Ladies?” Stafford asked, turning to Yanick and Wowryk as they quietly conferred.

“You guys are going about this all wrong,” Wowryk said with a sigh, “If you try to overpower them, they’re just going to do something annoying and unexpected that’ll make it ever harder to get close to them next time. It is simply the way these things work,”

“And?” Stafford leaned back as the waitress put a plate full of waffles in front of him, “What’s your bright idea?”

“Didn’t you pay attention to WHAT Jall was doing?” Wowryk asked. T’Parief’s comm-badged chirped, and he stepped away to take the call.

“He was being an ass, as usual,”

“No,” Yanick said, “Noel’s right. He was being…well…how do I put this? He was criticizing your lifestyle habits,”

“That’s rich!”

“She may have a point,” Valtaic said, “He attempted to prevent you from eating junk food, and chastised you on your poor housekeeping,”

“And he has forced Gibson and Shwaluk to create a replicator credit budget, along with properly sorting their laundry,” T’Parief added, closing a comm link.

“Frankly, you guys needed somebody to come along and sort you out,” Wowryk said, crossing her arms.

“So he’s turned into some sort of…crazy mother-in-law?” Stafford said, through a mouthful of waffle, “What about Jeffery?”

“The Enabler. Doesn’t that say it all? He’s taken on the opposite persona,” Wowryk said, “Encouraging juvenile behaviour and general slobbery,” she sighed, “I never could get him to pick up his dirty clothes,”

“The question,” Valtaic asked, “Is ‘why do we care’? Clearly they are not likely to do any harm and are merely…annoying. Let them play out their foolish fantasies until the medication, or whatever is causing this problem, wears off,”

“If they pull this sort of stunt on any of the Haven crew, or the Matrian civilians living in the city…” Yanick trailed off.

“We’re going to have another station to add to the list of places we aren’t welcome,” Stafford sighed, “OK. I’ll handle Jeffery. He was trying to talk me into beers earlier. I’ll just call him up and say I changed my mind. I should be able to keep him busy for a while,”

“Getting drunk?” Wowryk looked disapprovingly, “Is that your solution to EVERYTHING?”

“Hey, don’t start with me on substance abuse issues right now, Doc!”

“What about Jall?” T’Parief grumbled, “May I simply crush him?”

“Noooo…” Stafford looked thoughtfully, “Who do we have that could keep him busy for a while with his delusional nagging?”

“I think I know just the security team for the job,” T’Parief allowed himself a small grin.

“This is actually quite delicious,” Valtaic said as he finished off his Klingon sausage, “I would not be opposed to future staff meetings at this restaurant,”



“OK,” Lt Rengs Aris surveyed the living room of the large two-level, three bedroom apartment he and his wife shared on the Inner Rim, “Lt Cmdr Stern, sir, the kitchen?”

“I’ve tossed the fresh produce in the garbage and the dishware in the compost,” Stern reported, “I’ve got crumbs on the counters, dirty dishes in the rinse sink and the replicator materialization chamber is obstructed with an empty coffee cup,”

“Perfect. Simmons? Bathrooms?”

“It looks like a bomb went off,” Simmons gave a mock salute, “A shaving cream bomb, to be exact,”

“Good. Keklor?”

“I have ensured that the waste materials for recycling have been incorrectly sorted,” the hulking Klingon said, “I have also started a ‘Brew Your Own Blood-Wine’ kit, with enough targ bile slopped to ensure maggots within the day,”

“And Marsden? The temperature controls?”

“Set to minimal overall efficiency,” the tech-expert assured him, “And the thermostat is at least four degrees too hot for this time of day,”

“Excellent,” Rengs nodded, “Now, I’ll just put a question out on the ships social media net asking if anybody knows if ten minutes is long enough to marinate a steak, and he’ll be here in no time,”

“It’s a good thing one of us is married,” Stern remarked, “I never would have thought of this stuff,”

“Actually, you would have. Isn’t that the whole problem?” Marsden asked.

“Just…go fiddle with the thermostat some more!”

“My wife is going to be very, very angry when she gets home,” Rengs sighed.



Stafford sat in the bar next to the Silverado Steakhouse temporary crew lounge, sipping a glass of water. Steven and most of his staff had gone home for the night, the restaurant portion was closed down, and only a few crewmen were sitting in the room while Mary worked the bar.

“Get you another glass of water?” she asked him with a smirk.

“Please,” Stafford said, “But have the good stuff ready. This is all part of a genius plan we have to…actually, never mind. There’s no way I can spin this situation so any of us look good,”

“You look better than that guy, at least,” Mary said, gesturing towards the door.

Stafford turned to see Jeffery…er…The Enabler striding into the bar, his ill- fitting outfit sagging in some places and way too tight in others.

“Water? Why are ye drinkin’ that when there’s all this great beer on tap? Do ye know how much trouble the barkeep went to ta do this? Ye gotta show yer appreciation, mate!”

Acting time.

“You’re right,” Stafford said, trying to look disappointed, “But I promised Yanick and Wowryk that I wouldn’t drink tonight. They say it’s bad for my liver, even if it is synthehol. And of course they won’t let me touch the really good stuff…the real alcohol…”

“Go take a runnin’ f**k at a rollin’ doughnut! Have a beer! Ohh…or better yet, is that real Polish vodka I see on the shelf?”

Mary was just staring.

“Is that Lt Cmdr Je-”

“Quiet,” Stafford said out of the side of his mouth. He cleared his throat, “Gee, Jef…Enabler, I’m not sure I can do that. Wouldn’t my dear friends be upset?”

“With one little drink? Nawww….they’d never know, right? And besides, why would ye agree ta that? Yer not datin’ them. They don’t have any business telling ye what ye can and can’t do, right?”

“That is true,” Stafford said, pretending to think, “Well, maybe I could have one small sip,”

“Mix up a double, me good lass!” Jeffery slapped the bar-top, “What’s yer mixer? Och, whot am Ah sayin’? With that stuff, ye can’t mix it with sugary crap. Straight up!”

Stafford suddenly wondered just how long he’d be able to stall Jeffery.



“We haven’t seen him yet,” Rengs reported to Wowryk and Fifebee over the comm, “The message is out, we’re ready to go…he just hasn’t shown up,”

“Yanick? Can you poke around with the sensors? We’re sort of occupied at the moment,” Wowryk said. The women were back at the science complex, Wowryk going over the logs for the pharmaceutical synthesizer, wondering if there was some quirk of its Matrian design she had missed. Fifebee was examining the nearby workspaces and experiments to see if there was anything that might have accidentally contaminated the medication before they’d given it to their patients.

“Lieutenant Yanick to all Silverado personnel,” Yanick said, “Make sure you let us know if you see Comd Jall or Lt Cmdr Jeffery. They’re…well, if you see them, you’ll understand why. Yanick out.”

“TRISH!” Wowryk snapped, “Are you NUTS???”

“What?” Yanick twirled a strand of hair in one finger, “I don’t know why we didn’t do that sooner. They’ve got to be with someone from the crew,”

“They ARE Silverado personnel!” Wowryk pointed out, “You just tipped them off!”

Yanick put her hands on her hips.

“They ALREADY know we’re looking for them!” she shot back.

“Oh…good point.”

“Staf…Stafford to Yanick…” Stafford’s voice was slurred but hushed.

“Captain?” Yanick asked.

“Jeffery is here, as planned. But send…hic…send Valtaic or someone. I need backup. And be quick! Jeffery’s in the loo!”

“The what?”

“Bathroom…Staf…hic…Stafford out!”



Valtaic arrived in the nearly empty lounge and immediately caught Mary’s worried eye. She nodded to the end of the bar, where Stafford and the badly- dressed Enabler were raising their glasses in a toast.

“To good times!” Jeffery said, tapping his glass to Stafford’s, “And to doing whatever we want, no matter what other people say!”

“To…times…say…” Stafford slurred, then downed his drink.

“Hey, Spark-light!” Jeffery greeted Valtaic, “Get you a drink? It’s the good stuff,”

“Please,” Valtaic nodded. As Jeffery turned, Valtaic caught Mary’s eye again and gestured towards the far end of the bar, hoping to get some space for him and the Captain. Fortunately, Mary caught on immediately and moved to the far end.

“Oy! Barkeep!” Jeffery, well, The Enabler called, “Come back with that!”

“May I be of assistance?” Valtaic offered politely.

“Help,” Stafford muttered, his head falling onto the bar, “I over…over…overeshtimated what I could handle,”

“Why didn’t you ask Mary to switch your vodka for water?” Valtaic asked curiously.

“Shit,” Stafford muttered, “Good idea. Except I didn’t know he’d pick vodka…wait…I should have. I usually drink vodka, don’t I? Do I? I don’t remember.”

“May we simply apprehend him and end this ill-advised attempt at distraction?” Valtaic asked.

Stafford tried to shift his weight, but simply fell off the stool in a heap.

“Do as you…hic…think best,” he groaned.

“Yer drink!” The Enabler said cheerfully, handing Valtaic a glass full of something bright blue.

“Thank you,” Valtaic accepted the glass, raised it to take a drink, then caught Mary shaking her head in the background.

Thinking fast, he tossed the drink in Jeffery’s face then shot his arm out, going for the throat. Jeffery moved to block, grabbing his arm with both of his.

Valtaic surged, letting energy flow down his outstretched arm. Jeffery grunted, his grip tightening as Valtaic poured out power, sparks flying and bright blue bolts shooting out in all directions, but as he’d feared the stupid suit Jeffery was wearing was insulating him from the worst of it.

“Pretty,” Stafford muttered from the floor.

Valtaic extended his fingers, making contact with the wet portion of Jeffery’s suit, just above his breastbone. The effect was immediate, Jeffery flying back and falling to the floor, body jerking and spasming as rivulets of energy ran over him. Valtaic walked over and peeled off the mask, checking for a pulse and confirming that he’d knocked him out without killing him.

“Valtaic to Yanic,” he tapped his comm-badge “I have Jeffery. Please send somebody to collect him,”

Stafford groaned.

“And the Captain,” Valtaic added.



They got Jeffery back to the lab without incident. Once he was in position and suitably restrained, Wowryk started taking readings.

“There’re no cameras in here, are there?” Stafford asked, rubbing his head and sipping a glass of water. Wowryk had shot him up with an alcohol counter-agent and he merely felt like he should be dead.

“Why?” Wowryk asked.

“Because if anybody sees him like this, we’re going to be investigated for war-crimes,” Stafford said flatly.

The lab didn’t have any bio-beds, but it did have a maintenance rack for working on the Matrian construction bots. It was the right size and shape, and had a metal sheet for Jeffery to lie on. But the various tools and cutting arms for examining and repairing the bots were menacing, to say the least. And it didn’t help that Jeffery was secured to the frame with multiple metal shackles.

“It’s all we have at the moment,” Fifebee replied tersely, running a tricorder over Jeffery.

“Stern to Yanick,”

“Yanick here!” Yanick said brightly.

“We still haven’t seen Jall. And this Blood-wine kit that Kreklor put together is starting to fester,”

“You mean ferment? That’s what booze does,”

“No, from the smell we’re certain it’s festering.”

“It is supposed to smell like that!” Kreklor’s voice could be heard in the background.

“Seriously, we need him to show up and sort this out,” Rengs’ voice cut in, “If Maris sees the place like this, I’m dead,”

“Why didn’t you use Stern or Marsden’s place?” Yanick asked, “Aren’t they already messy?”

“My gaming rig is irreplaceable!” Marsden declared, “Do you know how long it takes for parts to arrive here?”

“And none of us are willing to go into Stern’s bedroom,” Rengs added, “So have you guys heard anything yet?”

“Nope,” Yanick said.

“Where is he?” Stafford wondered.



“Let me just explain to you how simple this is,” Jall…er…Captain Fabulous was saying, “You take off your shirt. And where do you put it?”

“Uh…”

“OK, I know, you clearly just toss it on the floor,” Jall, looking in disdain at the heaps of soiled cloths filling the small space, “How can you live in such squalor? And the SMELL? It’s like…a whole soccer team’s worth of sweaty socks! OK. Let’s try this again. Where SHOULD you put your laundry when you finish with it?”

“I…I just…”

“IF YOU’RE ABOUT TO SAY THAT YOU JUST THROW THEM OUT AND BUY A NEW ONE INSTEAD OF CLEANING THEM, I PROMISE YOU’RE GOING TO HAVE A VERY, VERY BAD DAY!” Jall bellowed.

Lab Technician First-Class Smedi shrunk back as Jall stalked around the small space, “And I don’t even SEE the dirty underwear! What did you do with it, Mister? Is it buried underneath? Did you put it in the matter-reclamator? That’s NASTY! That’s not what it’s for!”

Smedi groaned.

“Please leave,”

“NEVER!” Jall declared, “Not until we have this sorted out!”

“Yanick to all personnel,” Yanick’s voice came through Smedi’s comm badge, “Oh! I mean Silverado personnel! Sorry Haven folk, I probably woke a bunch of you up. Computer, remove all non-Silverado personnel from this call. OK people, we have The Enabler in the science complex! Keep an eye out for Ja…I mean, Captain Fabulous! Let me know if you see him!”

Jall’s eyes narrowed behind his mask.

“Sorry,” he said to Smedi, “We’ll take this up again, later.”

He left.

“This was not one of my better ideas,” Smedi muttered.



“Definitely a contaminant in the medication,” Wowryk was saying, “Some sort of organic compound, no idea what it is though. This computer can’t figure it out either.”

Fifebee leaned over to take a look.

“That’s the toad-based hallucinogenic,” she said, “But how…it’s in the quarantine lab down the hall? How in the name of nVidia did it get into the pharmaceutical synthesizer?”

“Worry about it later,” Stafford said tensely, “If he’s been listening to Yanick’s transmissions, he’ll be here any minute!”

They waited. And waited. And waited a little bit longer.

No sign of Jall.

“Stafford to Rengs,” Stafford tapped his comm-badge. He was feeling somewhat better, merely wishing to be unconscious instead of dead, “Any sign of him?”

“None,”

“I don’t get it,” Stafford said closing the channel, “We’ve got his nemesis all trussed up for him. We’ve got the perfect pit of filth just waiting for his…uh…special touch. Where is he?”

They thought for a moment.

“Comd Jall is aware that Lt Rengs is married?” Valtaic asked suddenly.

“Everybody is,” Stafford nodded.

“And in Terran culture, it is single, young, unmarried males who are more likely to be…in possession of poor life habits?”

“I had this girl roommate who thought that it was OK to pee in the shower,” Yanick spoke up.

“I see where you’re going with this,” Stafford nodded, “No, Trish, not you, that’s disgusting. But yeah, Valtaic. Shit. Why would he show up at the Rengs’ place? His wife is a school teacher, for crying out loud! You could probably eat off their floors!”

“Or you could have before his squad-mates got to them,” T’Parief chuckled.

“But we have Jeffery-”

“Jall…Captain Fabulous must have something more important in mind than defeating his arch-enemy,” T’Parief grumbled.

“Well, if Jeffery counts as an arch-enemy, Yanick giggled,”I mean, we got him fairly easily, right? Besides, I think Jall’s probably more concerned with muddy footprints than beating up Simon,”

“But beating up Simon was almost all he could think about when he had the mood swings!” Stafford frowned.

“And yet,” T’Parief said, “He is not here.”

They all frowned.

“What would draw him?” Stafford wondered, “How do you get the attention of a man obsessed with stamping out…I don’t know. Unhealthy eating? Lazy housekeeping? General slobbery?”

“And he knows that the one man most likely to stop him,” Valtaic gestured to Jeffery, “Has been restrained.”

“Oh!” Yanick jumped up, “The miners!”

“What? Kids? They still live with their parents,” Stafford shook his head, “Or in the Matrian communal creches, whatever,”

“Miners, sir, not minors,” Yanick said.

“Hey, that’s somebody else’s joke. But what about them? The miners?”

“You head Jeffery talk about the replicator credit roll-over, right?”

“Yeah,”

“Well, the mining teams they brought up to Haven after it landed on this moon?” Yanick asked, “Last replicator credit roll-over night, they booked one of the empty lounges near the ore processing center between Shipyard 4 and Shipyard 5. They brought up strippers from Matria Prime, got one of the Shipyard One crew to DJ, and bribed a Haven technician to override the synthehol limits on the replicators. The only thing they didn’t do was arrange for a clean-up crew,”

“Would Jall know about this?” Stafford demanded.

“They asked if he’d be willing to be a stripper, for the last one,” Yanick shrugged, “I dunno about this one,”

“Did he say…no. I don’t want to know. But why didn’t he go straight there?”

“Too many people?” T’Parief mused, “He is only one man. Attempting to annoy so many, and with the risk of Jeffery showing up…”

“Why didn’t Jeffery go there?” Stafford asked.

“I doubt they needed MORE enabling,” Wowryk offered still working away at her station.

“If he’s not there already, we’ll try to beat him to it,” Stafford ordered, “Wowryk, Sylvia, Fifebee, try to figure out how to reverse the effects of the medication. Or the contaminant. Whatever. The rest of you, with me,”

They quickly left.

“A countering agent for the toad secretions is easy,” Fifebee said to Wowryk as Sylvia checked that Jeffery’s restraints weren’t too tight, “That had to be created before testing it could even begin, even Crewman Milth knew that.”

“Right,” Wowryk replied, “But it can’t be that simple. His test subjects acted erratically, but not with the…er…conviction that Jeffery and Jall are showing. What else could be at play here?”

“Sylvia? My analysis engine is currently processing another query,” Fifebee asked.

“It could be a result on their fixation on each other post-concussion,” Sylvia said, after a moment of thought that represented an inhuman level of data processing, “Or external suggestion influencing him. Possibly hypnotic,”

“I don’t feel like I’m under the influence. In fact, I feel pretty good,” Jall’s voice rang out.

“Fifebee!” Sylvia warned, but too late. Jall tossed a device the size of a grenade between the two holographic women. It popped with a dull sound, like a watermelon hitting pavement, then the two of them started flickering in and out, their features blurring, colours bleeding.

“Ionization grenade,” Captain Fabulous explained to Wowryk, pulling one of his electrified knives out of his belt, “Won’t damage a thing, not even a mark on the floor. But it screws up holograms something fierce,”

“Their programs are still in the computer,” Wowryk said defiantly, “They’ll be fine,”

“Oh, sweetie, I’m counting on it!” Capt Fabulous gave a reassuring gesture, “Sylvia has been my greatest ally among this crew, her efforts to save you from yourselves have been nothing short of heroic! Well, OK, she shouldn’t let the Canadian eat so much cheese, but still! And Fifebee is just so…so…CLEAN! It’s too bad her staff got her into this current mess!”

“What’s a Canadian?” Wowryk asked, trying to stall him as she reached for the comm-panel.

“Stop!” Capt Fabulous snapped, gesturing with the knife. Wowryk lunged for the panel, but the knife flicked out. It barely scratched her, but the electric shock still knocked her to the ground.

“Well shoot,” Jall muttered as he accessed a panel, shut down Fifebee’s program and Sylvia’s data link, “Now I’ll have to carry her,”



“Sylvia to Stafford,”

“Stafford here,” Stafford tapped his comm-badge. They were almost at the miner’s event, and he was breathing a bit heavy from the rush.

“I think we may have a prob-” The channel abruptly closed.

“Stafford to Sylvia,” he tried. No answer.

“Stafford to Fifebee? Stafford to Wowryk?”

No answer.

“Uh-oh,” Yanick muttered.

“Do we go back?” T’Parief asked.

“We don’t know if it’s Jall, or if Jeffery escaped,” Valtaic pointed out.

Stafford thought for a moment.

“T’Parief, you and I will check out the mining crew event,” he said, “Valtaic, take Yanick and head back to the science labs,”

“Ohh, yeah, let’s split up!” Yanick said, “Cuz that always works so well,”

“Got a better idea?”

“Well…no.”

“C’mon,” Stafford said to T’Parief.

It didn’t take long to find the mining event. The Matrian miners may have been part of an alien race, but they were still a race of social primates that had followed an evolutionary path similar to humans. The music was alien, but it was loud. The smells coming from the refreshments were not appetizing, but they were still food. And the collection of miners would have put any human male labourers to shame, but they were still making their best effort to use up any remaining replicator rations any of them might have had left.

“Do you see Jall?” Stafford asked.

“No,” T’Parief replied. He continued to scan the room, “Look!”

He pointed at a small glint of metal sitting on the floor near one corner. Stafford moved closer, then realized it was a Starfleet comm badge. He reached to pick it up, only at the last second hearing T’Parief’s startled cry and noticing the wire that ran from the badge.

There was a jolt of pain up his arm, then everything went black.



Stafford woke up feeling terrible. Between the alcohol, the antidote, whatever had just hit him, and the fact that it was way past his bedtime, it was really turning into a crappy night.

“Wow, that sucked,”

“Oh good,” a familiar voice said, “You’re alive. And apparently you don’t have brain damage. At least nothing significant.”

“Wowryk?” he asked.

“Not just me,” Wowryk said.

Stafford opened his eyes and found himself on a small bunk, in a small room with a number of illuminated bars obstructing the exit. A brig.

“Me too,” Yanick’s voice, also not sounding happy, “And T’Parief is tied up in his own cell,”

“I as well,” Valtaic said. There was a sloshing sound.

“Why…why are we in a Matrian brig?” Stafford asked.

“You thought I was going to rush in to get The Enabler? With all of you just waiting to pounce?” Captain Fabulous strode calmly into view, his carefully tailored outfit still fitting perfectly, “You realize I’m fairly smart, right? I know what bait is.”

“Apparently I don’t,” Stafford grumbled, eyeing the red comm-badge shaped mark on his hand.

“Apparently you don’t,” Captain Fabulous went on, “All I needed to do was bide my time, and wait until you started to split up! Now, I can bring you all to justice!”

“Us? What did we do?” Wowryk demanded.

“There’s the matter of an entire laboratory full of illegal experiments!” Captain Fabulous snapped.

“Ohhh, goody,” Stafford groaned, “Somebody else’s fuck-up coming to bite me in the ass,”

“As Captain, responsible, crew, command, yada-yada-yada,” Capt Fabulous said, “But really, you people just prove my point! First it’s improper disposal of food scraps, bad hygiene and piss-poor housekeeping, the next thing you know you’ve got flesh-eating bacteria run amok, dangerous technology threatening to destroy the known universe and genetic plagues ready to wipe out whole species!”

“Or turn them into an unstoppable wave of destruction,” T’Parief pointed out.

“Just as bad,” Fabulous rolled his eyes.

“I beg to differ,”

“He has a point,” Wowryk said, “Cleanliness is next to Godliness,”

“So what now? You kill us?” Stafford demanded

“No, of course not,” Fabulous looked surprised, “I’ve left an anonymous little note with Haven security. They’ll be here any minute now.”

“And you’ll just hand us over?” Stafford asked.

“That’s the mature thing to do,”

“Gee, OK then Captain Fabulous,” Stafford tried to look contrite, but was having a hard time keeping the smile off his face, “We give up. We’ll just sit quietly until they arrive.”

Fabulous was suspicious.

“Why-”

WHAM!”

The Enabler slammed into him from behind, knocking him to the ground. Pieces of the improvised restraints that had held him to the bot frame still dangled here and there, shiny edges showing where something had cut through them. Probably the broken off piece of metal that looked like it used to be part of said bot frame and was now being brandished by The Enabler like a club.

They struggled, rolling across the floor, arms reaching, legs kicking and heads either head-butting, or turning to avoid head-butts.

“Wait, I’m confused,” Yanick said, “Why is Jef…uh, The Enabler trying to help us?”

“Because his stated purpose is to enable us to indulge our bad habits,” Valtaic exclaimed. Stafford could see now that inside his cell he was half-submerged in a tub of water, probably to prevent him from zapping anything. Or anybody.

“But WE tied him up!”

“That was YE!!??” The Enablers head snapped towards Yanick, “Ah thought it was part of HIS plan!”

“Oops,” Yanick muttered.

The Enabler didn’t have time to further contemplate the issue, as Fabulous attempted to flatten his nose.

“Shouldn’t we be trying to escape?” Wowryk asked.

“Oh, I think I have it covered,” Stafford said, “Something Jall mentioned earlier.”

“Really,” Wowryk did not appear confident.

The doors to the brig area hissed open and a mix of Starfleet and Matrian security personnel stormed in, led by a man who looked like each muscle probably needed its own area code.

“What the hell?” he demanded.

“Yeah, hi,” Stafford waved politely, “We’re being held against our will. Could you stun those two and let us out?”

“What’s this about illegal experiments?” the man, presumably Haven’s security chief, demanded.

“They’re both nuts,” Stafford said.

“Uh-huh,” the security guy looked doubtful.

“You’ve got it covered, huh?” Wowryk muttered.

“Also,” Stafford pointed at Jall, “He was telling us about this tattoo you have that he thinks is just hilarious,”

Jall never even knew what hit him. But it was the security guy. Throwing him into a wall.

Hard.

Jeffery tried to run, making it all of two steps before three different security guards had him pinned to the ground.

In less than ten seconds, it was all over.





Captain’s Personal Log:



“OK, that wasn’t the best way to resolve that issue. After Lt Stoneryder pasted Jall to the wall, we managed to convince him that everything was fine, there were no illegal experiments, and Jall and Jeffery were just the victims of contaminated medication. After he let Wowryk out, she got Fifebee and Sylvia back online and, using proper bio-beds this time, restrained the two until the effects wore off. Then I got to send off the big pile of paperwork to Starfleet explaining all about the illegal experiments, how we shut them down, dealt with the perpetrators, etc, etc.”

“Needless to say I had an unpleasant visit with Captain Simplot. Then the Matrian Science Ministry. Then the Federation Ambassador decided to weigh in. So all in all, it’s been a pretty bad day,”



“How did Jeffery escape, anyway?” Jall asked.

“Please, he’s an engineer,” Stafford said, “And both of you were listening in on our comms calls. As soon as I realized he’d been left alone, I knew it was just a matter of time before he’d break free and come after you.”

“I can’t help but notice,” Jall said, “That most of the problem was Fifebee’s staff’s fault, not me or Jeffery. Did they figure out how the medication was contaminated, by the way? Or why we fixated on what we did?”

“No,” Stafford said, “They were too busy filling out the ‘Man, we really screwed up, but we really, really promise not to do it again’ paperwork.”

“Well, I’m sorry I zapped you with an electro-knife,” Jall said.

“Never mind that you threw out my only box of KD!”

“Which is why,” Jall brandished a wooden spoon in Stafford’s direction, “I’m making you REAL macaroni and cheese!”

“Goody,” Stafford grumbled.

“Rengs to Jall,”

Jall juggled the cooking implements he was holding and managed to hit his comm-badge,”

“Yes?”

“Sir, I really, really need your help!” Rengs hissed. In the background, they could hear the sound of angry, female shouting “My marriage depends on it!”

“Oh yeah,” Stafford winced, “I forgot about him. Man, I bet his wife is pissed.”

“Be there shortly, I just have to get this casserole in the oven!” Jall said cheerfully.

“I’d really appreciate it if you hurried! Rengs out.”

“Please, don’t stress on my account,” Stafford said, looking at the pile of pasta and uncooked cheese.

“Well, here then,” Jall handed him the wooden spoon and a cookbook padd, “You cook it. As for me, it’s Captain Fabulous, to the rescue!”

“Just GO!”
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In the Depths

Author’s Note: OK, there is one paragraph that’s full of Halfway to Haven spoilers…but I couldn’t bring myself to take it out.



“Aw Simon, come on!” Captain Christopher Stafford whined, though of course he would deny that the eager, pleading tone he was using was whining. Would deny it to his last breath. But the truth is, he was whining. “Let me on board! How can you let me up here, let me see all of this, but not let me actually go inside!”

“Ah have orders, ye know,” Jeffery said for about the third time, “Ye can’t go aboard until she’s ready.”

“I’m pretty sure we both outrank you,” Commander San Jall, First Officer, pointed out, “And as much as I hate acknowledging his authority…” Jall trailed off, then gazed thoughtfully out the windows for a moment before returning his attention to Jeffery, “Hmm. Never mind. Carry on,”

And with that, he crossed his arms and took a step back, leaving Stafford pretty much on his own.

“Thanks, ass,” Stafford snapped. He turned back to Jeffery, “But he’s right. I’m your Commanding Officer, and I’m-”

“OK, not orders,” Jeffery cut him off, “Then policy. And regulations. Most of them safety regulations.” He dropped his voice and moved closer, “Look mate, Ah haven’t been aboard yet either. And ye know what? Ah’m OK with that. Ah don’t care if Sylvia ‘fixed’ them, or if the ones in this shipyard weren’t affected. But these Matrian construction bots creep the bejeezus out of me. Did ye know that Shurgroe…ye remember Shurgroe? The one that keeps twitching? He found one of them wandering around in the snow! And of course ye remember how Colonel Abela had them programmed to defend her stasis pod when we found the place.”

“With lethal force, I might add,” Lt Cmdr Riven Valtaic, Ops Officer pointed out.

“Yeah, Chris,” Lt Trish Yanick, helmswoman, looked uncomfortable, “I’m sort of with them on this one. Besides…it’s not finished yet! It’s not even painted!”

‘It’ was the Federation Starship Silverado. ‘It’ had been their home for a good four years…and then crippled for another. Drifting in orbit of Matria Prime during the Qu’Eh occupation, recovered after the launch of Haven and eventually handed over to Master Shipbuilder Dekaire for a complete and total reconstruction. ‘It’ was sitting in Haven’s Number Three shipyard, supported by numerous anti-gravity fields and tractor beams now that the city had landed on one of the barren, airless moons of Matria VI. And ‘it’ was almost, nearly complete.

“Chris…Captain,” Jeffery said, “Would ye…would ye please just push the buttons? The Matrians are all watching, and ye know, it’ll just be another week of testing…maybe two if we find problems. And then it’ll be time for ye to do yer Captain’s Tour and take her out on a shakedown cruise, OK?”

“Yes,” Queen Anselia, co-ruler of the Matrian Republic said, “We, by which We mean both myself and the rest of the guests here, would be most eager to get this underway,”

Oh yeah. Stafford and his crew were wearing their dress whites. The King and Queen of Matria had come to 3CC, the shipyard control center, along with the Federation Ambassador to Matria Prime, the new Planetary Defence Minister, the Minister of Industry and a host of other dignitaries.

“And I only did that as an insurance policy,” Colonel Abela said acidly, “And rightly so!”

“Please,” Captain Elizabeth Simplot rolled her eyes, “Two hundred years in that tube, and the only people who tried to bother you were the people who rescued you! You just made it twice as hard for them!”

“Why did we invite the Haven crew to this?” Stafford groaned.

“Because it’s our frickin’ city!” Simplot and Abela snapped together.

“And our shipyard did all the work,” Abela added.

“Please, sir,” Lt Wyer requested politely, “Just press the buttons so we can leave.” Next to him, Shrugroe twitched. Dr Annerson, the city medical officer, jabbed him with a hypospray then winked at Stafford.

Realizing that yes, he would really like this whole business to be done with, Stafford stepped forward and reached towards the glowing holographic buttons hovering over one of the control panels.

And pulled it away at the last minute. There was an explosion of annoyed groans from the crowd.

“Sylvia?” Stafford said, turning to the AI’s holographic avatar, “Is there…you know…anything you want to say? This is your body and all. And…um, I don’t know if everybody here is aware or not, but without Sylvia fighting that Matrian virus that took out Silverado’s warp core, well, the core still would have been in the ship when it exploded. We’d all be dead, and the Qu’Eh would still be running your planet. And she nearly died…or was corrupted. Or deleted. Or something.” His voice suddenly rose, “So I think you ass-hats owe her a few minutes of your time, or at least some recognition!”

Queen Anselia looked thoughtful, then nodded.

“We agree,” she said.

“Thank you, Chris,” Sylvia stepped forward and smiled nervously at the assembled dignitaries, “I actually don’t have anything to say. However…I would be very grateful if you would let me press the buttons,”

Stafford shrugged, then stopped off to one side. Sylvia moved forward, extended a hand, then brought it down on the first button. There was a soft tone, then outside the window one of the construction bots jetted into motion.

Silverado was nearly complete. Months of intensive robotic labour had stripped her down, repaired or replaced every single component from the warp core to the screws that held the toilet paper dispensers. The only piece missing was a single hull plate. The same hull plate, it fact, that had been the first to be cut out when the reconstruction had begun. Now, the bot pressed the plate back into place and activated its welding arm. With four neat, perfect strokes it welded the plate back into place.

There was polite applause from the VIPs. Then, with a nod from Jeffery, Sylvia hit the second button. There was another tone, then dozens of bots burst into motion, each holding a paint sprayer.

“This part’s gonna take a while, folks,” Major Dekaire spoke up, “During this final week, the bots will repaint the ship, add the Federation colours, the name and registry and such. During that time my team and I will conduct final testing. We look forward to hosting you all here for the launch next week,”

“In the meantime,” Colonel Abela stepped forward, “I believe the Matrian Arms has suites waiting for you?”

“Oh, thank you,” Queen Anselia said, “But we, meaning all of us, will be heading back to Matria Prime. Perhaps once you have the lake and the city atmosphere fully replenished We…meaning at least Myself…will come for a visit,”

“Ah, of course, your Highness,” Abela did not look pleased.

“But before We leave, We would like a…private moment…with Captain Stafford,” Anselia gave Stafford a hungry look that left little room for interpretation.

“Dear Lord, I hope she means ‘We’ as in ‘just her royal self’,” Stafford muttered to Jall. Wowryk overheard and jammed an elbow into his kidney.

“Have fun,” Jall said, “We’re going to the steak…um…to that place,” he glanced at Abela and Simplot, “Where we eat.”

Colonel Abela knew about the secret Silverado Steakhouse that they’d opened up off the shipyard. So did Captain Simplot. But Abela pretended not to know, as a favour to the crew that had rescued her and launched her city. Otherwise there would be permits and fuss with the Matrian Council over the opening of a business at a time when the city was still off-limits to most. Simplot also knew because her lazy, obnoxious Chief of Security had shown it to her when he was trying to get under her pants. She didn’t tell Abela because she didn’t want it closed and shut down. Abela didn’t tell Simplot she knew about it because it would mean admitting that she was capable of bending the rules once in a while.

Not the most trusting of relationships.

“Yeah,” Stafford said, looking at Abela and Simplot as they both tried hard to look innocent, “I’ll see you there.”



The next day wasn’t exactly the weekend…but it was two days off for most of the Silverado officers. The work cycle aboard Haven had been a bit hectic…or not, depending on what stage the ship reconstruction was at and whether or not there was a crisis happening at the time. And with the city now a runabout trip away from Matria Prime instead of a convenient transporter beam, it was no longer practical to simply pop down to the planet for an evening or afternoon. No, now they had to arrange a runabout, get departure clearance, fly across a good sized chunk of the Matrian solar system, arrange arrival clearance, land the thing or arrange an orbit and beam down.

Bottom line, it wasn’t worth making the trip for anything less than a day. And they had a few days off while they waited for the shipyard crew and the bots to finish working on the ship.

“Sorry I’m late,” Stafford said, stepping aboard the runabout Asessippi. The Asessippi had been with Silverado since she’d been launched…well, not the first time, but after she’d been pulled out of the scrap heap and launched with her current crew. And for some reason, she’d been the runabout the senior staff had claimed for their trips to Matria Prime, leaving the Niagara to the Beta shift and the four unnamed runabouts to the rest of the crew.

“It’s OK,” Wowryk said from the side console, “Sem doesn’t finish his shift at the clinic for two more hours,”

“No, it’s NOT OK!” Yanick corrected her from the helm, “It’s going to take almost two hours to get there! And do you know how unhealthy it is for babies to be stuck indoors all day? Until they get the air and water back in Haven’s dome, the planet is the only place I can take Allona!”

Stafford opened his mouth…paused and looked over to Wowryk. She gave her head a tiny shake, probably indicating that yes, she had already mentioned that exposing babies to alien environments wasn’t exactly the same as exposing them to the environment of their home-world. And no, Yanick wasn’t receptive to the information.

“Where is the little, um, darling?” he asked.

“In the back, puking into my bag of EXPENSIVE DESIGNER CLOTHS!” Jall announced loudly, storming in from the rear compartment.

“I told T’Parief where the puke rag was!” Yanick objected

“I am sure you did,” Jall grumbled, flopping into the co-pilot seat. He turned to Stafford, “Why are you coming to the planet anyway? I’m trying to get drunk. And laid. Yanick and T’Parief are taking their kid down for the weekend and Wowryk, as much as I think it’s all a trick, is spending a romantic evening at a spa with her boy-toy,”

“It’s not romance, it’s a pore cleansing!” Wowryk said.

“So it’s just going to be you…and a man…in fuzzy bathrobes and towels all weekend?” Stafford asked carefully.

“If you picture it, I will ensure you associate the image with pain everlasting,” Wowryk said pleasantly.

“I’m not…I’m not…” Stafford bit his lip, then looked at the floor. “OK,” he said, very softly, “So I pictured it.”

“Hmm,” Wowryk waiting until he looked up, then held up a padd. Stafford’s eyes widened for a moment, then they crossed and he fell to the deck.

Yanick jumped to her feet.

“What did you show him!” she demanded.

“Jall’s ‘Guy-dar Galactic’ profile,” Wowryk smirked.

“HEY!” Jall snapped, “That’s private!”

“Please,” Wowryk waved him away, “It’s visible to any homosexual mammal within half a light-year,”

Yanick glanced at the padd.

“Really? You’re into-”

Jall grabbed the padd, tossed it to the deck and crushed it beneath one boot.

“Sometimes you have to have a separation between work life and home life,” he said.

“Jeffery to Stafford,”

Wowryk, Jall and Yanick all exchanged glances. Stafford was still on the deck, rubbing his eyes and twitching.

“You knocked him out,” Jall said pointedly to Wowryk. Yanick shrugged.

“Simon, this is Noel. The Captain is…is currently recovering from a minor neural shock. Is this urgent?”

“Uh, aye. It may be. Ah need to see him before he leaves for Matria Prime,”

“Too easy,” Jall jumped out of his seat. He grabbed Stafford under the armpits, dragged him out the runabout hatch and left him on the hanger deck.

“OK,” he said, slightly out of breath, “Tell Jeffery he’ll meet him in the hanger. Let’s go.”

Wowryk was about to protest, but the chrono on the panel caught her eye.

“Drat, now we actually are running behind!” she said, “Simon, the Captain is in the hanger. Come get him, Wowryk out,”

Yanick tapped in the departure sequence the second they had clearance from HCC. As the runabout departed, leaving Stafford on the deck, Jall crossed his arms.

“It wasn’t THAT bad of a photo!’ he said.



It wasn’t exactly a hop, skip and a jump over to Matria Prime. But when you’re travelling at a quarter the speed of light, it doesn’t exactly take that long either.

“We’re approaching the landing co-ordinates,” Yanick announced from the helm, “I think,”

“You think?” T’Parief asked, tensing up as he became alert to a possible threat. In his arms, Allona started pawing at his com-badge.

“No, my spawn,” he cooed, “If you open a channel to the Captain again, he will be most displeased. I would hate to have to kill him for speaking harshly at you,”

Jall cleared his throat, but after a moment’s thought decided to let the comment pass.

“What’s the matter, Trish?” Wowryk asked, “Aren’t we at Nashawa yet?”

“I’m following the landing beacon for the Nashawa city spaceport,” Yanick said, “But…there’s no city! We’re in the middle of the ocean!”

“Nashawa is an underwater city,” Jall explained, “It was abandoned early in the Gender Wars, so it’s taken the Matrians a little while to find it and get it up and running,”

“You never told me the city we were going to was underwater!” Yanick snapped, “How am I supposed to take Allona outside if we’re in a dome under hundreds of meters of ocean!”

“Oh, you can’t. There’s no dome. The buildings are water-tight,” Jall shrugged.

“So we’ve gone from a space station to a submarine! San, you are such an asshole!”

“There’s still the spaceport!” Jall pointed out the window at the rapidly approaching tower, “See? I think there’s a small park or something on top. Like the towers in Haven,”

“Ohhhh!!!” Yanick seethed.



They landed on a fairly standard docking pad, pretty much a box cut into the side of the tower, one of hundreds. The lowest, widest level of the floating spaceport had a number of larger landing pads. Even as they watched, a commercial sub-orbital transport arrived with a flash of breaking thrusters and a dull, soft thump. The edge of the structure was lined with docks, and Jall informed them that there was a regular ferry service to the mainland, although the closest land city was a good three hours away. Yanick might have jabbed an elbow in his kidney at that, but he sure as hell wasn’t saying anything about it. They met Dr Darik near the broad double doors that proclaimed ‘To Nashawa’ in several Matrian scripts. A hastily made sign underneath had the Federation Standard translation.

“Sem,” Wowryk said happily, reaching out to grasp his hands in hers briefly.

“Noel,” he smiled back, “Blessed day,”

“OK, we’re running on a timeline here,” Jall said guiding the group down the passageway. Windows ran along one side of the downward sloping corridor, and within seconds the only light was that which filtered in through the seawater outside. They approached a large chamber ringed with large elevators, each looking like they could hold two dozen people comfortably.

“Hmmm,” Wowryk said, looking over Darik’s shoulder at an electronic pamphlet as they filed into the elevator, “It says that although the spaceport is a new construction, the city itself is nearly four hundred years old. Parts of it, anyway,”

“Did you know,” Jall spoke up, “That Nashawa is actually really close to the Earth Arabic word ‘Nashwa’, which in English is that thing where God comes down and takes everybody to Heaven, except for anybody who’s on the naughty list.”

“Oh, you mean the Rapt-” Wowryk was cut off by a loud bell-like tone. There was a slight jolt, then the elevator began descending, the transparent walls growing darker as the light above was diffused by the water.

“Ladies and gentlemen, gentleman and ladies,” an androgynous voice spoke over the speakers, “Welcome. You are about to experience one of the wonders of the Old Matrian world! Centuries ago, our people spread far across this world and beyond it. Outposts throughout our solar system, colonies on other worlds, even embassies and small communities amongst our neighbours. And the more our ancestors saw of the worlds around us, the more they came to cherish the homeworld. The Old Matrians looked in dismay as their cities continued to spread, consuming the farmland that fed them, the rivers that slacked their thirst, the plains and parkland that supported not only them, but the tens of thousands of species of wildlife with whom we share this world. And so they began to expand elsewhere. The city of Wetria, floating along the waves. The cities of Old Matronus and now Haven, where our people may live among the stars. Cities on and beneath the water, in the inhospitable desert, even in the sky.”

“Well that attitude sure didn’t last long,” Yanick rolled her eyes. Despite the dark look from a nearby Matrian couple, she had a point. The Gender Wars had done a pretty good job of trashing large swaths of the planet. Outside the elevator it was almost pitch black. There was a slight sensation of motion and Jall realized the lift was moving laterally as well as vertically.

“And now, thanks to a joint venture between the Government of Matria and M’Lady’s Historic Preservation Society, we are pleased to welcome you to the first of those cities designed to lessen our impact on our world. A true gem, hidden between the waves. We are pleased to welcome you…to Nashawa!”

Jall had seen other cities on other worlds, but he had to admit it was an impressive introduction. As the voice finished, the lift cleared an outcropping of rock and the city abruptly came into view. It was eerily similar to Haven’s domed city, with a cluster of huge towers dead center and smaller clusters of towers arranged around it in a circle. As promised there was no dome, with the brightly lit windows shining directly into the depths of the ocean. Searchlights waved from several points around the city, and Jall was pretty sure there was an honest-to-god WHALE casually drifting alongside the outer city buildings. The elevator…or submarine or whatever it was, was bringing them towards a brightly lit building at the very edge of the city.

“We hope your enjoy your stay in Nashawa. Remember to visit the newly-opened M’Lady’s Emporium, conveniently located near the disembarkation room, for all your shopping and comfort needs! And of course, M’Lady’s Historic Tours will ensure you see every important sight there is to see!”

“And just like that, the magic is ruined,” Jall sighed, “Yay, commercialism!”

They emerged into a large chamber with a domed, transparent ceiling. A wet sound from Allona’s diaper convinced Yanick and T’Parief that they needed to find their hotel posthaste, and Wowryk and Darik didn’t want to be late for their first spa treatment.

Leaving Jall standing all by himself in the middle of the sparsely crowded chamber.

“I guess I’ll just…explore?” he asked nobody in particular.



Jall’s explorations got him as far as a bar tucked into one side of the Nashawa Transit Terminal. It was dimly lit and sported floor-to-ceiling windows that looked out into the ocean depths beyond the city. There wasn’t actually much to see, just gently undulating ocean floor dimly lit by the city lights. The whale he’d seen earlier had drifted slowly by as he drank his second drink, and the huge mammal (Fish? This was an alien planet after all…) was slowly gliding past the guidance tracks for the elevators that ran non-stop between the building and the Starport on the ocean surface.

“Another, sir?” the sturdily built, female bartender asked.

“I’ll have one of those blue things,” he said, pointing at a bottle on display.

The bartender glanced at something.

“You can’t,” she said.

“Why not? I’m pretty sure I’ve had it before!” Jall asked.

With a look of annoyance, the bartender pulled a padd out from under the bar and spun it so he could see.

“It’s for aliens who have copper-based blood. If you drink it, you’ll be lucky if you only get diarrhoea. More likely you’ll have permanent liver damage.”

“Oh.” Jall said quietly, eyes wide.

“Yeah, since they’ve started opening up the planet to alien tourism, they’ve made all of us study that sort of thing,” the bartender shrugged, “The things you learn! By the way, if you really DID drink this stuff before, you should get yourself checked. How about another…” she paused, glancing at his tab, “Chocolate martini? What kind of prissy man-drink is…uh…one chocolate martini, coming up. On the house.”

She turned and started pulling bottles off the shelf. All replicated, most likely. Getting real Terran alcohol this far out was almost impossible. But another thing that humans and Matrians had in common was an appreciation for the art of mixology. But Jall wasn’t paying much attention to the way she artfully tossed the bottles around as she began to prepare the drink.

“You see that?” Jall said to the whale now drifting back across the big windows, “No matter how far you go, you end up right back where you started. In an historic underwater city, drinking overpriced booze and talking to a whale.”

Why was he sitting here in what was basically an airport bar when there was an entire city to be discovered? He’d chosen this place, after all. He knew that there were excellent night clubs further in the city, he had a reservation at a very nice hotel within easy stumbling distance from the entertainment district, and his chances of getting lucky were good.

“Thanks,” he said as the bartender handed him his drink. He took a sip, but made no move to depart.

It didn’t help that he’d come to the city with two couples. Yanick, T’Parief, Wowryk and Darik had all run off to do their couple-type things, leaving him pretty much on his own. At least if Stafford had been around, there would have been somebody around looking even more pathetic than him.

More pathetic? He wasn’t pathetic at all! He was fabulous! He did what he wanted, when he wanted, with whom he wanted and to hell with whoever didn’t like it!

“That’s right, Suzy!” he said, raising the glass to the window, “To hell with them!”

And yet, here he was. Still talking to a whale. Whom he had apparently named Suzy.

If he hadn’t been staring out at the whale he would have missed it. Almost missed it as it was. But just beneath Suzy’s flank was a small submersible. It had no running lights, and without the whale there to draw his eye he never would have noticed it. But the sub was heading towards a nearby cluster of windowless buildings.

Maybe this was something he should check out? He contemplated his half-full drink.

Maybe it could wait a little while.



Wowryk and Darik arrived at their hotel, a rather exclusive affair in the heart of the city. They emerged from a nicely appointed underground tunnel and into a huge lobby. Narrow windows started at the floor and ran to the edge of the domed ceiling. The dome was not transparent, fortunately, and whoever had designed the place must have realized that as nice as the ocean view was, it was also moderately terrifying to have so many tons of ocean directly overhead. Instead the ceiling was inlaid was a pattern of supports, lit by dozens of chandeliers that looked like octopi or squid preparing for an attack. In retrospect, Wowryk wasn’t sure that was any better than the tons of ocean. But her real surprise was waiting for them at the front desk.

“Dr Wowryk, Dr Darik,” the receptionist gave a professional smile, “Your suite is ready, and may I say what an honour it is to have you staying with us at Nashawa Peaks! Did you know that Naksawa is very close to an Earth word that, in your own tongue, means-”

“Yes, thank you,” Wowryk found herself checking the young man for the telltale scar of a removed Qu’Eh implant. There wasn’t one, so what seemed like Qu’Eh Friendly Banter was probably just another brand of forced corporate cheer.

“Did we not request separate rooms?” Darik pointed out, looking somewhat worried.

Wowryk reviewed what the receptionist had said.

“We did,” she nodded.

“Yes,” the receptionist agreed, “Two of our more modest, though still comfortable rooms. And our manager was quite adamant that the Savior of Matria Prime deserved nothing less than our finest accommodations! At no additional charge, of course. So our Royalty Suite is at your disposal, and should you wish to travel in style you are on our VIP list for priority access to our travel pods,”

“That’s really not necessary,” Wowryk said, her eyes twitching nervously towards Darik. The shorter Matrian male didn’t seem to know what to say.

“It is,” the receptionist said gravely. She lowered her voice, “Those of us in the hospitality industry suffered at the hands of the Qu’Eh…let us not speak of it.”

Wowryk gulped. There was no way she could turn down such sincere gratitude. But although she and Darik had been…socializing…for months now, the thought of sharing a room was more than a bit unnerving.

“Thank you,” she finally said, reaching out to accept the key-card.



“WAAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!”

“Have you not fed her enough?” T’Parief asked, his voice somewhat harsher than he intended.

“I did! She drained both sides, OK?” Yanick shot back, “She’s not hungry!”

“She did not vomit, therefore she was not full,”

“She doesn’t have to puke every time she finishes eating!”

“But she ceases her cries when she does.”

“It’s not her diaper,” Yanick said, one hand checking again. Much to Allona’s annoyance, “And she doesn’t feel…bloaty…”

“Would sir and madam care to complete their check-in?” the tall, broad-shouldered woman behind the hotel reception desk asked. Behind them, a line was starting to form.

“Pari?” Yanick asked.

“I thought we selected this place because it was ‘family friendly’?” T’Parief grumbled.

“WAAAHHHH!!!!”

“OK, that one wasn’t Allona,” Yanick said.

“WAAAHHHH!!!”

They slowly turned. Half the couples in line behind them were also carting infants of various ages.

“We are family friendly,” the receptionist said with a thin smile, “But we still have work to do. Shall we?”

“I hope the walls are thick,” Yanick said.



Wowryk and Darik eyed the Royal Suite. They were clearly on an upper level as their ceiling had yet another of those stupid, clear domes that reminded you just how easily you could be killed in the event something went wrong. Two open doors on opposite sides of the sitting room led to what were presumably bedrooms, while three more led to the bathroom and what would normally be considered a solarium. Except this one looked into the ocean.

Darik immediately began moving to the right side bedroom.

“I know,” he said, “We’d already discussed the rooms thing. And I agree, there is no reason for us to rush into physical things, or make things uncomfortable by leaving our feelings unsaid. I’m sure we can share the bathroom without…never mind. I have an en-suite. You likely do as well. I’m going to get changed, then maybe we can go get dinner?”

And suddenly Wowryk relaxed. This was why she was still seeing Darik after a few months of dinners, evenings out and many, many written messages during the Kallar IV mission. They just…meshed. Their talk about whether to book one room or two at the hotel had been less than two minutes long, with both of them agreeing that they weren’t comfortable getting physical yet. No strain, no pressure. No chaos.

She turned to her room and saw that yes, in addition to the king-sized bed, thick rugs and polished stone support columns there was indeed a door leading off to her own bathroom. A huge, sunken tub gurgled away, surrounded by a wrap-around window looking (surprise!) outside. Some sort of starfish-analogue had glued itself to the window. As she watched, twin eye-stalks emerged regarded her briefly, then disappeared.

Deciding she really didn’t care if an alien sea bug watched her shower, Wowryk disrobed and stepped into the large shower enclosure off to one side.

Time for a pleasant, relaxing evening!



“WAAAAHHHHH!!!!”

This wasn’t one infant crying. This was not the sound of Allona expressing her displeasure with some aspect of her new existence. This was a chorus. A cacophony. This was the sound of dozens of couples with babies eating in a family-friendly restaurant.

“Why couldn’t they have sonic filters?” Yanick groaned, “Any why are there so many of them?”

“The Matrians are trying to stabilize their population,” T’Parief said, one hand cradling Allona while the other plugged one of his ears, “It is in the tactical briefing. Matria is at higher risk of inadvertent civilian casualties due to the growing number of creches and day-cares,”

“How many bottles of breast milk did we bring?” Yanick asked.

“Six bottles, plus a replicator chip for an acceptable formula,”

“Good,” Yanick grabbed his drink and swallowed it in one gulp.

“Patricia!” T’Parief straightened in shock.

“Pari, this is a holiday. A very, very noisy holiday. And I need to relax. And I’ve been so careful about drinking, but this is why we brought the bottled stuff anyway, and I still have the neutralizing hypo Noel gave me just in case, and I just…I need to relax!”

“Of course, but that drink contains an ingredient that-”

“That what?” Yanick cut him off, “Pari, we had the bio-compatibility talk with Noel. Nothing you eat or drink can kill me, the worse it could do is make me wish I was dead for a day or so. And I already WISH THAT!” she glared at a nearby couple with three screaming infants. They didn’t even notice.

“But-”

“NO!” Yanick cut him off as the waiter dropped off another drink. She gulped that one too.

She looked at him for a moment, then wobbled a bit on her seat.

“Am I going to wish I was dead tomorrow?” she asked, suddenly very calm.

“No,” T’Parief said crossly, “But it is unlikely you will remember anything. I believe the last time you had Andorian cider, you blacked out.

“Oh.” Yanick looked thoughtful for a moment. “I wonder what Jall is doing?”

T’Parief gestured for the bill.

“Patricia, you may go and find out. But I do not wish to babysit three infants tonight. I will take our daughter on a walk in the city,”

“Pari,” Yanick suddenly looked contrite, “I’m sorry. I don’t want us to-”

“Jall is far better suited to handling you in this state,” T’Parief said curtly, “And you clearly have some stress you need to relieve. Now go,”

“I…OK,” Yanick gave Allona a kiss on the forehead, then started walking towards the nearest transport terminal. She looked back, but T’Parief had already paid the bill and was walking towards an empty section of enclosed underwater street, their daughter cradled in one huge arm.

Maybe…maybe she needed this. Maybe after the strain and stress of living with an infant for the past several months, it would be good for her to get out and relax a little.

But then why was she the one looking back, while T’Parief simply walked on?



“Why yes, I will have another glass of wine, thank you,” Wowryk said pleasantly. It was a bit late for a full spa treatment, but she and Darik had still gone down to the fully-featured spa attached to their hotel and started off the trip the right way. Wowryk was floating near one side of a large, brightly colour pool of mineral water. Between the buoyancy of the water and a series of carefully positioned water jets, she felt exactly as if she were reclining in a lounge chair. The small, floating drink robot next to her was careful to keep her wine within arm reach, except when it popped out of the water and flew over to the service window to retrieve another. A few feet away, Darik was enjoying a similar experience.

“A third glass Noel?” he asked.

“Why not?” she asked, “I can’t remember the last time I’ve had such a pleasant evening!”

“Good point,” Darik grinned, “I’ll have another, as well,” he informed his own robot/table/waiter.

Neither of them noticed the shadow behind the service window. A curved, humanoid shadow…somewhat out of place among the otherwise robotic service kitchen. Maybe it was a hotel employee, making sure things were running smoothly. Somebody from the nicer, organic-staffed kitchens that serviced the restaurant and prepared the room service meals.

But as a small drop of liquid was added to each of their drinks, those maybes disappeared pretty quickly. The robot picked up the drink and flew back to Wowryk.

“I don’t know what this wine is,” she said, taking as large a sip as was lady-like, “But it’s really, really good,”



Half an hour later, Wowryk was stumbling back towards her room.

Darik had gone on ahead, having claimed to suddenly be really tired. Wowryk had wanted to take some extra time in the hot, steamy shower attached to the spa pool and had told him to go ahead and get comfortable in the room.

And that’s when things went blurry.

There was a series of vague impressions. Somebody was grabbing her by the shoulders. Somebody was talking to her, asking her about…things? Then a crash, a whirlwind of movement. Hallways? People? Was that…no, she couldn’t tell.

Then everything went black.



Several hours later…the next morning, in fact. Yup, this is one of those things where we jump forward, then our heros have to reconstruct what happened. And no, it’s too late to change it. So there ya go…



“You understand your mission?” Shadowy Mystery Villian #1 said to Shadowy Mystery Henchman #1.

“I do,” SMH1 replied, “Find the intoxicated Starfleet Officer, the one that stole the key,”

“Exactly!”

“Uh, not to question your abilities,” SMH1 ducked her head respectfully, “But are you sure it was the Starfleeter? Maybe the key is just in your other pair of pants?”

“I already checked them!” SMV1 waved a hand, “It’s not there. And the only clues the guards found was this!” He held out a standard- issue Starfleet rank pip. “And this,” he gestured to the table where a small pile of broken glass pieces sat, “We couldn’t get a DNA sample, but it’s covered in alcohol traces, and whoever it was was obviously drunk. Why else would they bring their drink with them to steal the key? And rescue Wowryk? Besides, we know she was travelling with others from Silverado…SOMEBODY just didn’t think they were important enough to keep tabs on!”

“Ahhh…ahem…” SMH1 cleared his throat.

“YES I KNOW THAT SOMEONE WAS ME!” SMV1 snapped, “And clearly I regret that error, so let’s move on!”

“It could be part of a brilliant deception plan,” SMH1 pointed out.

“Or he or she is an idiot,” SMV1 replied, “From what we have seen from both the Silverado crew and the new Haven crew, I am inclined to believe the latter. Now go. Find the key!”




Nearby…



Wowryk groaned. There was a wave of dizziness, then she reached to pull the covers around her head.

There were no covers. No sheets, for that matter. And the mattress was hard as a….wait a minute! Why was she lying on the ground?

She forced her eyes open and realized that not only was she on a hard surface, but she was apparently in an alley. Or at least some sort of enclosed access space that led between two of Nashawa’s underwater buildings. She’d been huddled behind a pair of heavy conduits…power conduits most likely, judging from the heat then emanated off them. Had she curled up here for warmth? But how had she gotten here? Where was Darik? Why did she have this nagging sense that she’d forgotten something?

And where the heck could she get a glass of water?

She reached for her comm-badge, only to find a torn, ragged patch where it had been.

Not a good sign.

OK, no problem. She was an experienced, Starfleet officer lost in a strange but friendly alien city with no means of communication.

“Etipa haku dem?” a voice asked

Wowryk turned to find a somewhat elderly Matrian man smiling at her.

“Dem hata ekki?’ he asked, again giving her a friendly smile.

“Oh no,” Wowryk groaned. Her universal translator was part of the comm-badge! And with no other Starfleet personnel around, there was no possible way for her to talk to any of the Matrians! Unless one of them had a translator…which this gentleman apparently didn’t.

Things just got way more difficult.



Jall awoke with a start. He sat up, only to fall back down as his head began to throb.

“Oh, what did I do last night?” he groaned.

“You don’t remember?” a female voice asked next to him.

Jall turned, his eyes widening in shock. Next to him was the bartender from the bar the night before. And if the underwear hanging off the edge of an end table were any indication, she was probably as naked as he was.

“Oh, geez,” Jall groaned, pulling the blanket up over his head. Bad move. She was under there, too. And she was definitely as naked as he was; her womanhood in full view. He wasn’t sure, but it might have even said hello and smiled at him.

“Excuse me,” he gulped, turning over in an effort to flee the bed, only to crash into a very solid mass.

“Gyuh’cha!” complained a tired, basso voice, “SoS jIQong Hoch nI’ law’ vIneH!”

Jall blinked, then turned back to the bartender.

“Where the hell did we find a Klingon?” he demanded.

“I have no clue,” the bartender shrugged, “Things get a bit hazy after we left the bar,”

“I have to-” Jall was cut off as a thick, muscular arm wrapped around him and pinned him in place.

“Seriously? I’m coming off a black-out drunk with a naked woman in an underwater alien city and the mystery Klingon wants to CUDDLE? Let me go!”

“Da’ol poH cha’DIch. DaH ’uch reH!”

“I don’t know how you two still have the energy for that,” the bartender said, getting out of bed, “Look, I’ll go order some breakfast while you…finish.”

“No, wait!” Jall tried to squirm again, but to no avail. As he did so, he noticed something on his arm.

“What the…”

It appeared to be some sort of…command sequence? The Matrian characters were scrawled in some sort of ink and were barely legible, but he recognized some of them as program code from his work with Matrian technology. Something to do with….

His head throbbed again. Whatever this was, it felt like it was really important. But how on earth could he concentrate with a throbbing in his head and an apparently randy Klingon who couldn’t speak Standard?

“Look, I’m flattered, but I really don’t have time for this!” Jall complained.



Yanick awoke to silence. Peaceful, blessed silence.

She opened her eyes and sat up in the bed. OK, some water would be nice. But otherwise she felt OK. T’Parief was next to her, sleeping on his stomach. His tail was stretched out between his legs and dangled limply towards the floor, which was an improvement over sticking straight up and turning the comforter into a tent. She could never stay warm when that happened.

Allona…where was Allona?

Yanick suddenly panicked. The infant had awoken them every morning for the past month with her bellows. If she was quiet today…

“Allona!” Yanick jumped out of the bed in their hotel room and bolted for the small port-a-crib they’d brought, terrified that she’d find-

Allona was fine, sleeping peacefully, what must be a Matrian pacifier tucked between her lips.

“What is it?” T’Parief barked, having come awake immediately at her shout of alarm.

“I…nothing,” Yanick said, “Go back to sleep,”

“When did you get in?” he asked.

“I’m…I’m not sure,” she said, “Maybe Jall knows,”

She moved to the nightstand to find her comm-badge but instead found a note.

FIND WOWRYK. The words were scrawled in messy, jagged Standard letters. The note was crumpled, one corner stained with something purple.

Yanick grabbed her comm-badge.

“Trish to Noel,” she said, giving it a squeeze.

No reply.

“Uh-oh,”

“Jall to Yanick,” the badge suddenly chirped at her.

“Yanick…oh…ow,” Yanick lowered her voice, “Yanick here. San, what the hell did we do last night?”

“I don’t know. But I don’t feel good…hey, will you quit it? I can’t handle another round this morning!” Jall replied.

“Uh…what?”

“Did you know there were Klingons on Matria?” Jall asked.

“Well, when I was Chris’ secretary or whatever we had a bunch of diplomatic types come in and…Jall…did you pick up a Klingon?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Jall said, “Look, I need breakfast. I need a big pile of greasy hangover food and about a gallon of coffee. There’s a place not far from you that advertises Terran food. Meet me there?”

Across the room, T’Parief made a shooing gesture at her.

“Yes but,” she looked back to the note, “have you seen Noel? She’s not answering her comm-badge,”

“She’s probably at the spa with her new man,” Jall replied, “I don’t think comm-badges go with spa robes. Just meet me at the restaurant. Jall out.”

Yanick stared at the note and tried hailing Wowryk again. Nothing.

“Do you want me gone, or something?” she asked, turning to T’Parief. He’d lifted Allona out of her crib and was rocking her gently. She was still sound asleep.

T’Parief’s red eyes turned to her. She could see that flash of confusion followed by irritation, that expression he got anytime she did something that (in his mind) a Klingon/Andorian/Gorn/Parian female wouldn’t do.

“I enjoyed the quiet time with our spawn last night,” he said, “We’ve had a lot of time together recently, in very close quarters during the Kallar mission. I think spending time with your…friends…would be good for us. Get us back into our routine.”

With that, he turned back to Allona.

Yanick left.



Jall was sipping a cup of replicated Terran coffee when she found him at the restaurant. The restaurant was (surprise) under a glass dome that extended out from the side of one of the broad downtown towers of the city. A group of small, crab-like creatures had established a colony on one of the transparisteel windows near their table. Sipping might not have been the right word for what Jall was doing to the coffee, Yanick realized as she drew closer. Gulping might be more accurate. Guzzling would not be completely off the mark. Making out with the coffee cup would have been a colourful but accurate way to describe what was happening.

All was forgiven when Yanick saw that there was a second cup set out for her, along with a carafe of steaming, black brew.

“Oh God, yes,” Yanick groaned, plunking into the seat, grabbing the cup and taking a long swing. It was replicated, but it must have been a good pattern. She could barely tell. “I’m never doing that again,”

“Me neither,” Jall agreed.

“I could really use one of the hypos Noel keeps packed in her med- kit,” Yanick said. She pulled out the note and waved it in Jall’s face, “Probably why I left myself a note to find her.”

“Clever,” Jall nodded. The auto-waiter, a small service robot, rolled up and took their orders. A few minutes later it rolled back with two mostly replicated breakfasts.

“I’m so glad they got decent replicator patterns when they started getting ready for Federation visitors,” Jall said, diving into a pile of replicated eggs, replicated bacon and some sort of Matrian fruit cup, “I hate it when an entire planet takes their replicator pattern from some cheap dive.”

“Didn’t we help the Matrians with that stuff?” Yanick asked, “I seem to remember you debating whether Canadian or American bacon was better for a hangover?”

“Then yay for us,” Jall said, teasing a strip of bacon out from under his eggs.

“Lieutenant Yanick! Lt Commander Jall! Thank the-”

Dr. Darik rushed into the restaurant, spotted the two of them and had barely taken two steps their way when the auto-waiter rolled into his path. He stumbled forward-

-and two small darts appeared in the middle of his back. He caught his balance, stared blankly at Jall and Yanick for a moment, then collapsed to the deck.

“Dr Sem!” Yanick cried, dropping down to check the downed Matrian just as another dart zipped over her head and bounced off the window with a sharp ‘PLINK’! Jall had grabbed his plate, dumping the remains of his breakfast on his lap as he held it up like a tiny shield. One dart bounced off the plate, a second missed him and bounced off the window.

“Did you bring a phaser?” Jall snapped. Well, sort of snapped. It was a tired, ‘why are we doing this so early in the morning’ sort of snap.

“No! I came for BREAKFAST not a fight!” Yanick yelled. She’d reached Darik and determined that he was alive but unconscious. “Oh…Oh…bad Trish. No more yelling.”

“So we’re back to this then,” Jall sighed. He saw a flash of movement, grabbed the coffee carafe and threw it as hard as he could. The was a loud crash as the glass shattered, then shouts of pain as scalding hot coffee splattered their assailant.

With a loud beeping, three more auto-waiters popped out of nowhere and converged on the sound and resulting mess. Yanick caught a glimpse of a Matrian female trying to yank off a dark tunic soaked with coffee just before stumbling on a bot as it attempted to clean up the mess. Then Jall was pushing her towards the door and grabbing Darik in a fireman carry. Two more darts flew their way, one missing and the other landing in Darik’s left buttock instead of Jall’s back.

“You did you piss off last night!!??” Yanick demanded.

“F**ked if I know!” Jall shot back. He punched the door panel on the way out, a sizzle of sparks hopefully meaning they’d have enough time to escape, “Come on , we need to find Wowryk!”

They ran.



Wowryk walked unsteadily along the corridor leading to her hotel. She actually wasn’t all that far, luckily, and the Nashawa transit system seemed to understand the hotel name without the need for translation. The staff all smiled pleasantly, and a few said the Matrian word for ‘hello’ as she walked in. She just smiled, nodded, and made her way towards the lift.

As she entered, a bell-boy brushed against her and she felt a small scrap of paper pressed into her palm. She turned, but the small figure was already rushing down the lobby.

Worried now, Wowryk waited for the doors to close before looking at the parchment.

It looked like somebody had tried to write in Standard with an honest-to God pencil. The letters were malformed, barely legible. And from the grammar, she suspected the writer was either trying to write without the aid of translator software, or was an idiot.

“System computational listened into,” Wowryk read aloud, squinting at the messed up letters, “Be cautioned of MALADY. Away from stay room yours.”

The elevator doors opened and Wowry automatically stepped out and turned towards her suite when the content of the note bounced through the overtired and somewhat tangled bumps of her brain to scramble into their proper order and meaning.



The computer system has been tapped.

Beware of MALADY.

Stay away from your room.



Wowryk paused. The note was clearly a warning. Somebody thought that the computer system had been bugged and that someone, or some evil organization from the sounds of it, was after her. Odds were good this was some sort of stupid hoax. Or one of Jall’s pranks. Or maybe some over-eager Matrian celebrity stalker.

But then why the hell was she coming off a blank-out night of sleeping in an alley after three glasses of relatively weak wine?

Wowryk suddenly had a very strong urge to aim a medical tricorder at herself. Of course, the only tricorder she had was in her med-kit, which was in her room. Where she had been told not to go.

She could try to find Yanick, T’Parief or Jall, but without a comm-badge that would be hard. She could find a public comm station and try to call for help, but she couldn’t read or operate the systems in Matrian. Haven had been setup to work with multiple races and languages, but she hadn’t seen that in Nashawa yet.

The elevator chimed. Wowryk dove into a small side corridor, holding back a wince as her head throbbed and her world spun. She managed to find a small space behind a wall support just as two Matrian women in form-fitting, nondescript outfits walked past. They said nothing, merely walked to Wowryk’s room and attached a device to the door panel. After a moment, the doors hissed open.

One of the women went inside, the other leaned against the wall near the door, trying to look casual. She had a full view of the elevator.

Wowryk was trapped.

Well crap.

She took a quick inventory. She had no tricorder, no comm-badge, no weapon. She had her shoes, her civilian cloths and a rather stylish hairpin that she’d found in a shop on Waystation. The pin was an Andorian piece.

Seized by inspiration, Wowryk pulled the pin out of her hair and examined it more closely. Those Andorians couldn’t build a table without hiding some kind of weapon or assassination device in it, surely a hairpin would have a poison blade, or a hidden garrotte wire or something!

After several moments of examination, Wowryk had to conclude that not only was it just a hairpin, but it wasn’t even really Andorian. A tiny ‘Made on Epsilon Indi II’ stamp identified it as a cheap knock-off.

Wowryk stayed in her hiding place for several minutes, wondering what the heck a pair of Matrians would want from her room. Were they fans? Or stalkers?

She peered carefully around the corner, The Matrian standing guard had a hand resting casually on a small weapon strapped to her hip. Through the open door, Wowryk could hear the sound of the other guard going through drawers, searching for something.

Definitely not fans.



“Almost there,” Yanick said, waiting as the elevator climbed to the top floor of Nashawa Peaks.

“Good, because this guy is heavy and I’m still hung over,” Jall said, grunting as he adjusted Darik’s weight across his shoulders again. The doors hissed open and Yanick stepped out, only to jump back as she saw a Matrian woman down the hall pulling a weapon out of a holster! Two more of those cursed darts hissed by, embedding themselves in the far wall. The woman rushed towards them, firing again. Yanick was about to jam her finger down on the ‘door close’ button when a dark-haired blur rushed at the woman from behind, knocking her to the floor. There was a blur as Wowryk aimed a quick blow at the base of the Matrian’s skull, knocking her out.

“Noel!” Yanick exclaimed, “How did you…”

“Had to do the same thing to Crewman Shwaluk when he accidentally sat on a hypospray full of adrenalin,” Wowryk said. She groaned, putting one hand to her temples, “And it feels like somebody did it to me…oh no!”

She turned and Yanick followed her gaze to see a second Matrian pulling out another one of those dart guns. She darted down and grabbed the gun from the floor, squeezing off two darts just the Matrian fired one of her own.

Somehow, Yanick managed to hit her. She pulled the dart from her chest, looked at it with an annoyed expression, then fell to the floor. Behind Yanick Jall collapsed in a heap, Darik falling on top of him. With a dart sticking out of his thigh.

“So hi, Trish,” Wowryk sighed, “How was YOUR night?”



They regrouped at Yanick’s hotel room. If anything, the crying of the various infants throughout the hotel would jam any surveillance equipment the bad guys might be using to try to find them. Jall had the wall-screen playing one of the local news broadcasts while T’Parief and Yanick fussed over their daughter.

“Test. Test.” Wowryk was speaking into a spare comm-badge that Jall had loaned her. Once she found her medical kit, it had been a simple matter to counter-act the sleeping agent the darts had used. Counter-acting their hangovers, on the other hand, was proving more difficult.

“T’Parief, could you say something in…” Wowryk trailed off, “You know, I actually never asked what language you speak,”

“I grew up on a Federation colony,” T’Parief rumbled, “I speak Standard,”

“Yeah. Like a thrice-slayed mutant emu,” Jall added.

T’Parief growled at him, while Wowryk look at him with annoyance.

“And why would you say such a thing?” she demanded.

“Because if you understood it, your translator is working,” Jall shrugged, “I can speak Trill,”

“Oh,”

“Hey, and did you know that in both Standard AND Trill, the slang phrase for orgasm has the exact same sexual meaning?” Jall went on, “I mean, I was doing my Standard language classes at the Academy. And I hooked up with this human. And he was…you know…getting ready to finish, so he started shouting it. And all I could think was ’Gee…it means the same thing in both languages. That’s interesting!”

Yanick, Wowryk and T’Parief all stared at him.

“Then,” Jall gave a tired shrug, “I realized that if I was thinking about linguistics, it was probably the most boring sex of my life,”

“So what do we know?” T’Parief demanded, as Wowryk went back to mixing up another hangover remedy, “You were attacked. Jall, I do not care. But Wowryk and Patricia are another matter.”

“I have a note to find Wowryk,” Yanick said, pulling it out, “I’m pretty sure it’s my handwriting. But I don’t remember writing it. And I found her. And so what?”

“I had a missing comm-badge,” Worwyk added, injecting the hypo into herself and shaking her head in frustration when it failed to have an effect, “And a random warning that my room was being watched and the city computer monitored. By something or someone called MALADY.”

“And I woke up with a random Klingon,” Jall said, “Which, yes, isn’t all that strange for me. But I also had this,” he held out his arm to show the Matrian character sequence drawn on his arm with shaky marker. Yanick frowned, then held her note up next to his arm.

“I think I wrote that,” she said, frowning. Wowryk glanced over, then shot herself up with another injection.

“Why would you be writing Matrian command sequences on me?” Jall asked.

“Is that what that is?”

“I think we were drugged,” Wowryk broke in.

“Huh?” Jall rolled his eyes, “Uh, yeah. Hello? Sleeping darts?”

“I mean before that,” Wowryk said peevishly, “I’ve tried three different treatments for your standard alcohol-induced hangover. None of them have worked. But when I start modifying the formula to account for certain illegal substances, it starts to take effect. And our bloodwork definitely shows signs of other chemicals having been present. I can’t tell more without a sickbay or bio-lab.”

“Drugged,” Jall frowned thoughtfully. “A note to find you. A command sequence. A warning.”

“I wrote at least two of those,” Yanick said, “So…I did things. But I sure don’t remember them,”

“Andorian cider,” T’Parief muttered to himself, “Does not mix with humans,”

“Sweetie,” Yanick said, one hand massaging her temple, “If you’re not going to help…”

“Oh, he’s going to help,” Jall said thoughtfully, “I know exactly what we need him to do.”

“A violent rampage, in which all those who would dare lay a hand on my mate or on Dr. Wowryk are painfully and brutally dispatched?’ T’Parief perked up, shifting Allona to another shoulder,”This vacation has just become more interesting!”

“Oh my,” Wowryk said, looking at Allona as if just noticing the infant, “She’s been so quiet! I’d forgotten she was here!”

“What’s this?” Jall asked, leaning over to pluck out the pacifier.

“No!” T’Parief exclaimed, but it was too late.

“WWWHHHHAAAAAAAA!!!!!”

“Put it back!” Yanick slapped at his arm. He frantically (but carefully) replaced the pacifier. Allona gradually quieted, gurgled, then fell asleep again.

T’Parief growled at him again.

“Right,” Jall rubbed one ear, “My mistake. But no, I’m not thinking slaughter. This is a Federation member world, after all. No, I want you to take Allona and Dr. Darik back to the runabout and get back into orbit. Then I want you to contact Colonel Abela and get her to alert planetary security,”

“We could just call them ourselves,” Yanick suggested.

“Right. Considering that we’re trapped in an underwater city and we’ve been publicly attacked and yet there’s no mention on the news,” Jall gestured at the screen he was watching, “Not a peep. So either the city security force is behind this, which I doubt, or whomever IS behind it has some sort of pull with local authorities. Whether it’s blackmail, bribery or whatever, I don’t think we can trust them,”

“I. Am. Not. Leaving. My. Mate.” T’Parief said, very slowly and very firmly.

“Look, Muscles, can we just skip this argument?” Jall’s hangover was showing again, “I’ll start by pointing out that whatever happened last night, Wowryk, Yanick and I were clearly involved. I can’t afford to let her go, she might know something important! And we all know you’ve got the oomph to get the innocent civilians - your daughter and a Matrian doctor, I might add - to safety. And clearly they want us alive since they were trying to sedate us instead of vaporizing us!”

T’Parief growled again.

“Then you’ll talk about duty,” Jal went on, “Then I’ll talk about duty to protect the innocent. And then it will all come down to me ordering you to go because hey, I beat you in that stupid contest and I’m the First Officer. So can we skip that? Because I really, really don’t feel good and I really, really don’t want to argue anymore!”

Dr. Darik opened his mouth.

“Don’t!” Jall cut him off, “You’re a civilian. And I don’t think you’re involved in this, other than being at the wrong place at the wrong time!”

“But-”

“Sem, it’s OK,” Wowryk laid a hand on his arm. He didn’t look convinced.

In the meantime, T’Parief gave Yanick a hard look then disappeared into the other room. The sound of baby things being packed away could faintly be heard.

“I wish you hadn’t done that,” Yanick sighed, “It’s going to be impossible to live with him for a month,”

“Tell me I’m wrong,” Jall spread his hands, looking at her expectantly.

T’Parief stormed out of the bedroom. He gave Yanick one last look, then reached down and kissed her with surprising gentleness.

“Destroy them,” he murmured. Then he hefted Allona, gave Dr. Darik a pointed look, then turned to leave.

“Don’t even think of it,” Jall said pointed a finger at Darik, then pointed at the door.

“Wait,” Wowryk found herself moving towards Darik. Without even fully meaning to, she was reaching with one hand towards his face, bringing their lips closer…closer…

They kissed. Briefly, but deeply.

“Now go,” Wowryk said as Yanick and Jall looked on in amazement.

Stumbling slighty, he left.

“Wow,” Jall sad.

“Shut up.” Wowrk said firmly.

“Wow,” Yanick agreed.

“You shut up, too!”

“A three second kiss! After months of dating! What a lucky man he is!”

Wowryk crossed her arms and chose to ignore him. “So it’s the three of us against who-knows-how-many of them.”

“Do you really think they want us alive?” Yanick asked.

“No, I just said that to make T’Parief happy,” Jall shrugged, “They probably know that bullets or phasers set to kill would poke a hole in the city and drown everybody,”

“Oooooooo!” Yanick squeezed her fists in frustration.

Jall started tapping at the remote padd connected to the wall panel.

“I didn’t want to do this while he was around,” Jall said, presumably meaning T’Parief, “But I’ve got a hunch,”

“You said there was nothing on the news.” Wowryk frowned.

“No,” Jall agreed, “But we left ourselves clues. A note. A code. I’m pretty sure we left ourselves a more detailed message, we just had to remind ourselves there was something to look for,”

“How would we know we weren’t going to remember?”

“Sweetie, you know what Andoria cider does to you,” Jall said, “And I’m an experienced drunk…I know when I’m not likely to remember,”

“And me? Wowryk asked.

“You never drink, you’d be on the way to blacksville after your third one,” Jall rolled his eyes, “Even if you hadn’t been doped up by the bad-guys at some point.”

“Well, Mr. Smarty-Pants, I don’t suppose you’ve forgotten that the computer systems are supposedly being monitored?” Wowryk asked, “So whatever message you left-”

“I’m betting we knew that,” Jall said, “And I’m betting that I did something clever. Something like…”

The screen crackled to life. There was a flash of static, then they were looking at…themselves. They were in an office of some kind, a window looking out into the water behind them. There was a crash in the background, the sound of something hitting a solid door.

“Something like hiding the message as surveillance feed for a really boring-looking public library!” Jall said triumphantly.

“We looked like shit,” Yanick said flatly.

“Think we still do,” Jall agreed, running a hand through his hair.

The three of them did not look well. They didn’t have the bags under the eyes or the exhausted cast to their features that they were currently sporting, but Yanick’s hair and casual jumpsuit was covered with some sort of dust, with pieces of debris stuck here and here. Wowryk was still wearing her spa robe, but the belt was missing. She was keeping it closed with one arm, but it was slipping. Even as they watched, one side slipped dangerously close to exposing a breast before Wowryk pulled it tight again. She was wavering, and had a vacant, drugged expression on her face.

Jall looked the most normal of the three. He was dressed in tight, skimpy clubbing attire. His hair was a mess, but it may have been his usual ‘going out’ doo as opposed to whatever it was that had gotten Yanick all mussed up. Something had been spilled all over one sleeve, but as he lifted his arm to give a friendly gesture towards the camera they could see a martini-style glass held in that hand, the drink sloshing over the rim to spill on his arm as he gestured.

“Hey handsome,” Jall slurred towards the camera, “By which I mean…me. Not Wowryk. Or Yanick.”

“Tell us..about the-”

“Noel, be nice. Say hi first!” Yanick inturrupted.

“Why?” It’s just…it’s just…” Wowryk frowned, appearing to lose her train of thought. “What?” she finally said, very slowly.

“Say hello, Noel,” Jall giggled.

“Hello…Noel…” Wowryk sighed.

“Hi Trish!” Yanick giggled as she waved, “And Noel. And San! And…oh! What if somebody else finds this? Should we say hit to them?”

“I thought you were supposed tabe ta sober one?” Jall slurred, “Andoran cider..not drunk…just…blackout?”

“Yeah, but you kept buying me martinis!” Yanick pushed him. Jall wavered, reaching out to Wowryk to steady himself. She fell right over, luckily falling out of camera range before her robe opened.

“That was the big, pretty Klingon,” Jall objected as he stabilized.

“He was buying those for you!”

“…might have to perform later…”

“Maybe we should fast-forward this a bit,” the present-day Jall swallowed, “We don’t need to hear about-”

“Not MY problem if you’re worried about whiskey-dick!” video-recording-Yanick said shrilly.

Jall blushed and hit the fast-forward button for a few seconds, then let the video resume.

“-they’re probably still waiting at the bar,” Jall was saying, “I snuck out when Wowryk called you! But they took…they hook ter…they took her comm-badge! Before I could find her!”

“Wait we’re supposed to be telling future us about all that stuff,” Yanick said.

“Oh,” Jall turned back to the camera, “Rights. So they…the man, anyway, he tried to kidnap Wowryk to…” he trailed off, “How did we find Wowryk anyway?”

“I called you, you snuck out of the club, and we…we…” Yanick trailed off.

“No, Wowryk called ME, then I called YOU. Then we…oh…that bartender said I could crash on her couch if I had to.”

“Maybe she wants to…y’know.”

“No, she knows I’d rather go home with the Klingon.”

“Why is there a Klingon on Matria?”

“Who cares? We’re gonna-”

Wowryk hit the fast-forward this time.

“I wish we’d get to the point,” she said crossly. She let the video resume.

“…anyway, we found Wowryk,” video-Jall said, another dull thud sounding. Was somebody trying to break into the room they were using? “The guy had her. Wasn’t even hard to find, they took her comm-badge but had it in the same building.”

“So that’s one mystery solved,” present-Wowryk said.

“Tell her about the guy,” Yanick pushed, “And the lady,”

“What lady?” video-Wowryk’s voice spoke up, but she was still presumably on the flood.

“The lady!” Yanick said, “The lady…the guy…”

“Right,” Jall gulped another sip of his drink. There was another thud against the door. “Hold on!” Jall snapped, “We’ll deal with…deal with…just hold on!” He turned back to the camera, “Ok, so, the guy…he had this key. And this code. But it wasn’t…he needed Wowryk. But he needed her to not know.”

The door crashed again.

“Now we have the key. And the code,” Yanick grabbed Jall’s non-drinking arm and held it up, revealing the poorly written Matrian symbols, “And the man really, really wants the key,”

“And me,” Wowryk’s voice wafted from the floor, “Because…the lady…wha?”

“And we’re just…we’re gonna run,” Jall said, “They’re watching the elevators out of the city. So we’re gonna scatter. And lay low.”

“And escape!” Yanick said, “I have a baby to think of, for crying out loud!”

“That baby is safer than any of us,” Wowryk’s voice said slowly, “Her daddy is a demolition squad,”

“Oh! Oh!” Jall straightened up, sloshing more of his drink, “I have an idea!”

The door behind them crashed in.

“OK, FINE!” Jall yelled, reaching down for what looked almost like a baseball bat, “THAT’S IT! I’M PUTTING DOWN MY PURSE AND PICKING UP A BIG CAN OF WHOOP-ASS!”

“Is that seriously the best you can come up with?” Yanick groaned.

“Oh, evidence too,” Wowryk groaned, “Kill the evidence so they don’t find the…the…message thingy.”

“Right,”

And with that, Jall turned the bat to the camera, prepared to swing, then abruptly the video cut out. The sound went on for a few moments, mostly just impact sounds and grunts of pain. Then:

“SCATTER!” Jall’s voice called, “AND THE KEY! YANICK! THE-”

The sound cut out.

“Well,” Wowryk said after a moment, “That wasn’t very helpful.”

Jall thought for a moment.

“We know somebody abducted you,” he said, after a moment, “You called one of us for help,”

“Probably me,” Yanick piped up.

“I doubt it, sweetie,” Jall patted her head, “Anyway, we got together and found you. And we stole a key and a code from whomever had taken you. We fought with somebody, then we escaped and decided to split up. I must have gone back to the club and gone home with…well, whatever. Yanick went to her big scary boy-toy. Wowryk didn’t even make it to her rooms, passing out in an alley instead. Which was a good move, because SHE was the one they were actually after, and nobody was going to find her there. Anyway, we have the code,” he held up his arm, “Does anybody have a key?”

They checked their pockets. Yanick started fishing around in the suitcase still sitting in her room.

“Nothing,” She said.

“It might still be in that spa robe,” Wowryk suggested, “I apparently changed at some point,”

“Why didn’t we just get T’Parief to get us out of the city?” Yanick asked.

“Probably because we were drunk,” Jall replied, “And drunk people are stupid,”

“Why didn’t we go to the police?” Wowryk wondered.

“Oh, I know this one,” Yanick said, “Because we were drunk!”

Jall frowned.

“I don’t know,” he said, “but let’s stick with that, just in case. Really, I think we just need to figure out how to get out of here without using the elevators!”

“Yanick to T’Parief,” Yanick squeezed her comm-badge.

No answer.

“Jall to runabout Asessippi,” Jall tried. Nothing again.

“Yanick to Jall,”

Jall’s comm-badge chirped immediately.

“Could be the seawater,” Jall said. He thought for a few more minutes.

“Ok,” he said, “We need to get a tap into the city communications system and put a call out for help,”

“T’Parief should be doing that,” Yanick reminded him.

“You want to wait here?” Jall asked, “Actually, we need to leave. Now.”

“Why?”

“Ohhh…” Wowryk said, “Because this hotel room is under Trish’s name. And they weren’t after you before.”

“But they probably are now,” Jall said, “So we find a nice, tall tower. Something closer to the surface. Try to get a signal out while we try to get tapped into the city systems. Worst case scenario, we keep hiding until T’Parief sends someone to help us.”

They bolted for the door.



They made it as far as the lobby. They were just stepping out of the elevator when Jall spotted two no-nonsense women wearing the same sort of discreet but tactical clothing the women at Wowryk’s hotel had worn. He pulled them both into the elevator and hit the button for the lower level, electing a squawk of protest from the couple that had been waiting for the car, holding two infants each.

“Should have known to stick to the less public areas anyway,” Jall said. They stepped out and started moving down the hall to what was hopefully an exit. Apparently they hadn’t made it back into the elevator quickly enough, as the two Matrian commandos soon appeared at the door to the stairwell. “Go! Go!” he hissed.

The two women darted out the door, finding themselves in a service corridor running towards the next building. Jall followed them, looking frantically for something he could use to block the door. Yanick grabbed him and dragged him down towards the next turn.

The service corridors were a maze. They ran at top speed, taking turns mostly at random. After several minutes, they slowed.

“I think we lost them,” Jall said.

“How?” Wowryk asked, “If MALADY, or whatever, is tapped into the computer system, they must be tracking us on the sensors!”

“This is a civilian city, not a starship,” Jall pointed out, “They might get into the communications logs, or hotel bookings. But I doubt the place is setup for personnel tracking the way a ship is. Privacy laws probably apply.” He found a stairway leading up to whatever building they happened to be under. They went up the steps, opened the door-

And found themselves facing about a dozen Matrian commando women.

“But they might be able to track the human and Trill life-signs,” Jall gulped. The women raised their dart guns.

“Doc,” Jalls said quietly, “You still have that antidote?”

“Yes,” Wowryk said, “But-”

“Then get ready to go Kung-Fu Wowryk on them!”



Wowryk was still digesting what Jall had said when he abruptly charged the six Matrians, screaming at the top of his lungs. They may have been dressed like cold-blooded killers, but instead of immediately putting him down, half of them actually stepped back in surprise. The other three paused for a moment, then started tracking the yelling Starfleet officer with their guns.

By the time Wowryk realised what he’d wanted him to do, Jall had actually managed to wrestle the dart gun away from the smallest of the attackers…right before two more of them loaded him up with tranquilizers darts.

“Oh, right!” Wowryk said. She charged the nearest woman and proceeded to knock her out. She turned to the next one, only to find all the women were unconscious on the floor.

“I don’t know why he was warning YOU to attack,” Yanick said, brushing off her hands and putting them on her hips, “I’M the one that grew up on a farm with two brothers. Plus…you know. T’Parief isn’t exactly easy to keep under control.”

“How would you…no,” Wowryk shook her head, “I don’t want to know.” She readied another shot of the antidote and injected it into Jall, being sure to wait until after he was conscious to start pulling out the darts.

“OWWWW!” Jall objected loudly but groggily, “What the hell!?”

“If you’d let me finish what I was saying,” Wowryk said, “Yes, I have more of the antidote. But it’s not good for you to keep doing this,”

“As opposed to being captured?” Jall asked, “Wow…I suddenly have to use the little boys room,”

“Your kidneys are working overtime to get the neutralized toxins out of your body,” Wowryk said, “You’re going to be dehydrated!”

“Which with a hangover…crap.”

“Maybe we should find who who these people are?” Yanick asked, nudging one of the unconscious Matrians with her toe.

Jall frisked one of them, coming up with only a dart gun and a key-card.

“Well, now we have dart guns too,” he said, “But we don’t know anything new. That’s weird…usually when the bad guys work for an outfit that gives itself a name like MALADY, they stamp it on every piece of clothing and kit they have,”

Wowryk grabbed another dart gun, then rose to her feet.

“Let’s get up to one of the towers and see if we can get a hold of someone who can beam us out. I’m sick of this place!”



They quickly made their way to the observation deck of Nashawa City Hall. Like Haven, City Hall was the tall spire in the center of the city. Unlike Haven, the city administration had actually named it City Hall, not something stupid like the Nashawa Command Tower. Really, it was a city. And not a flying city either. Just a city that sat where it was and…was. Once more they were ambushed, but as they trio neared the more densely populated area, the attacks stopped. Jall was beginning to suspect that while whomever was behind Wowryk’s earlier abduction may have friends with the local authorities, they were still trying to keep a low profile.

The observation deck was at the very peak of the spire, a large room with broad windows and (surprise!) a domed, transparent ceiling. It was connected to the broader City Hall tower itself by a slim, enclosed spiral staircase. A rotation mechanism kept the entire room slowly turning.

“I wonder why they didn’t put a restaurant up here?” Yanick wondered.

“Probably because the view sucks,” Jall said. Indeed, while they could see the lit windows of the city, there wasn’t anything else to see. High above there was murky light filtering down from the surface, but nothing was really visible.

“Try to reach the runabout,” Wowryk said.

“Jall to Asessippi,” Jall tapped at his badge.

“Asess….re…sig…ak…” the badge crackled.

“Jall to…um…Matrian Communications Network Operator?”

There was a chime.

“You’ve reached Matrian Communications, this is operator 2033 speaking, how may I direct your call?” a crisp, male voice came back immediately.

“Now why didn’t we try that an hour ago!” Yanick smacked him.

“Ow! Because now we’re calling out through the surface! We’re not going through the Nashawa comms network!”

“Actually, sir, you are. How may I direct your call?” the operator said, sounding bored.

“Oh shit!”Jall snapped, “OK, look, we’re in Nashawa, these people kidnapped my friend, we got her back, and now they’re chasing us all over the city! We need a beam-out!”

“I can direct your call to the Nashawa Civil Police Service,” the operator began.

“No! Look, whoever is after us has a mole or is bribing somebody! Otherwise the kidnapping of Dr Wowryk would have been all over the news!”

“Did you actually report her kidnapping?”

“Ahh…well…no…”

“Sir,” now the operator was sounding irritated, “I assure you our police force is-”

“Hold it right there!” a stern voice barked.

“Uh-oh,” Wowryk said.

This time they were facing a good dozen Matrians…and several of them were in fact wearing Nashawa Civil Police Services uniforms. Jall was about to charge, but they all had their dart guns trained on the three officers. He reconsidered, then slowly raised his hands.

“Sergeant?” one said, turning to a uniformed cop holding a piece of equipment. He turned the thing on, and the comm signal abruptly dissolved into static.

“Uh-oh,” Wowryk muttered.

“Don’t worry,” Jall muttered back, “It’s almost been long enough,”

“Huh?”

“Clear,” one of the police reported.

“Clear, sir,” one of the Matrians in the plain, black gear called down the stairway.

They moved to the side, making way as a figure wearing a hooded robe emerged.

“Oh, seriously!?” Jall groaned.

“Lt Commander Jall,” Shadowy Mystery Villian #1 said, crossing his arms, “Clearly I don’t want you to know who I am. And while it’s still very possible I’m going to kill you all, I’d rather keep my options open. Now, simply give me the key, and this will all be over.”

“And the key is all you want?” Wowryk demanded, hands on hips.

“Well, no. I need your expertise in…well…Matrian technology.” SMV1 admitted, “So you have to come with me. At least for a while. I promise to eventually let you go!”

“Uh-huh,”

“Suppose you’re going to need to flay the skin off my arm to get this back too, huh?” Jall held up his arm, revealing the code.

“Don’t be stupid, I have that thing copied down in three different safe places! All I need to be sure you don’t have it is some soap and water!”

Jall looked back at him.

“You are the LAMEST bad-guy ever!” he said flatly.

“Who said I was bad?” SMV1 asked.

“Kidnapping,” Jall started.

“I didn’t hurt her!”

“Shooting us,” Yanick pointed out.

“With tranquilizers!” SMV1 objected.

“Chasing us all over the city!” Wowryk said.

“To a nice, secluded spot where we can conduct our business without harming innocent…OK, look. I’m not a bad-guy! I just need to accomplish my goals, and I can’t do that without the key you stole! Now give it here!”

“Look, we don’t have the key,” Wowryk said, “I don’t know-”

“RRRAAAARRRR!!!!!”

“Oh!” Jall started, then smiled, “So much for the chat. You should get ready to die now,”

Sure enough, right on the tail of the roar, T’Parief came charging up the steps, arms swinging. He charged at the police officers first, knocking two of them to the deck while the others shot at him with their dart guns. Darts bounced off his hide, or off the goggles he wore over his eyes.

“MEEP!” SMV1 squealed, bolting down the stairs and out of sight.

In seconds, there was nothing but unconscious bad-guys scattered about.

“You came back!” Yanick grinned, running over and giving T’Parief a big hug.

“You seriously expected that I would leave my mate, the mother of my spawn, behind while I ran away like a pathetic human…I mean…” T’Parief growled.

“Nope,” Jall said cheerfully, “I knew you’d be back once Allona and the doc were safe. Uh, where are they, by the way?”

“The runabout is in orbit of the planet,” T’Parief replied.

“Did they give you any trouble on the way out?” Wowryk asked.

“No,” T’Parief replied, “There were several darkly-dressed Matrians in the transit center. I was observerd, as was Dr. Darik. But we evidently were not of interest.”

“He doesn’t really match any of our descriptions anyway.” Jall shrugged.

“But any competent villain would think to…oh forget it!” Wowryk shook her head, “Can we go now?”

“Of course,” T’Parief nodded, “Though if you plan to go back through the city, consider that they will now be on the lookout for me as well. And are probably looking for weapons that will be more effective.”

“You have a plan though?” Jall asked.

“And it is much better than your plan of ‘wait for the strong warrior to return’,” T’Parief assured him.

Jall crossed his arms and frowned.

“OK, genius, how do we get out? The seawater is being a bitch with transporters and comms, the cops are on the take, and WHOAH!”

T’Parief had pulled two phasers out of his bag and had set them on overload.

“My plan,” he said, “Was to find the highest point in the city, likely a tower or spire. Then escape,”

“Right, we already found it! But why are you going to KILL US ALL!!!???”

T’Parief dropped the two phasers down the stairs then sealed the heavy door. Like the rest of the city, it was designed to hold against flooding in adjoining sections.

The whine of the overloading weapons, though muted, continued to climb, until-

BOOOOM!!!!!!

There was a flood of bubbles around the windows and the entire room pitched wildly. There was a shriek of tearing metal, then a sudden sense of upward motion. The observation room had been blown clear of the tower, the connecting structure severed, and was now rising to the surface!

“Is that not brilliant?” T’Parief asked smugly, looking down the lower windows as the lit city of Nashawa disappeared into the depths.

“You are an IDIOT!” Jall snapped, “What if we hadn’t been blown completely clear? What if this room had been breached? What if you’d found us hiding in a basement?”

“We would have dealt with it,” T’Parief shrugged, pulling Yanick close to his side, “We always do,”

“But why can’t we just deal with things like normal people,” Wowryk wondered.





First Officer’s Log: Stardate, Who cares?



“Well, it’s official. Things are getting back to normal. By which I mean we’ve been banned from Nashawa. They didn’t press any charges, they know that having their own cops as part of the problem wouldn’t look good. But we are no longer welcome. And the City Hall Observation Deck is closed, indefinitely.”

“But we still don’t know who MALADY is, where this key is or what the hell all of that was about! Matrian Planetary Security says they’re going to ‘look into it’. Right. Whatever.”

“I’m sick of this planet!”



Shadowy Mystery Villian pulled off his hood, revealing fairly nondescript features.

“Mr. Mann? Your three o’clock is here,” called Mystery Henchman # 1…actually just his secretary.

“Yes, please tell her I’ll be there shortly,” Mr. Mann, CEO of M’Lady’s Incorporated sighed as he fell back into the comfortable seat in the company’s Nashawa office. The door hissed open and a woman dressed in the crisp uniform of a Matrian doctor entered.

“Mr. Mann,” she said smartly, “We attempted to make sense of Dr. Wowryk’s…scribbles. And they do seem to refer to Federation stasis technology. But I’m afraid we just don’t have enough to apply the process to Matrian equipment. We really need Dr. Wowryk for this,”

“And now that we’ve tried this the underhanded way, she’ll be suspicious if we ask her openly,” his secretary called from the outer office.

“Oh, for the…close the door! This is supposed to be a secret, private meeting!” Mann snapped. He turned back to the doctor. “Wowryk got away. The other two…who we don’t really care about anyway, got away. And they took the key! So we can’t even get M’Lady out of stasis if we wanted to!”

“Not that she would survive the revival procedure anyway, in her state,” the doctor pointed out.

“Which is why we needed Wowryk!” Mann said, “Curses! I understand why those two idiots and the lizard would rescue Wowryk, it’s our fault for being careless. But why would they take the key? How could they even know about it?”

The doctor paused.

“Do they even know about it?”

Mann stared.

“Oh, you have GOT to be kidding me!”



“You have it?” Colonel Craigan, commander of the Matrian Intelligence team aboard Haven asked.

“Right here,” the large, burly Klingon dropped the small, oddly shaped electronic device into his palm, “They were using it as a pacifier. For the infant. An excellent plan, none of the M’Lady employees watching the transit system thought to scan an infant.”

“They may be geniuses at corporate espionage and cyber crime,” Craigan shook his head, “But when it comes to field work, they really stink. How did you get this from Lt Yanick and Lt Cmdr T’Parief?”

“Starfleet Intelligence has our…methods,” the Klingon shrugged, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must return to Matria Prime. I have duties to attend to.

“Yes, Matrian Intelligence thanks you for your assistance,” Craigan waved absently. Now that he had the key to M’Lady’s stasis pod, he could be reasonably sure that the old bat wouldn’t be popping back up anytime soon.

Mission accomplished. And no casualties. No one was hurt.

There was a squealing from one of his monitors. He switched it to the main display.

“-don’t know where that fancy pacifier went!” Yanick was complaining as she and T’Parief walked through the Nashawa spaceport with their screaming infant, “I swear we had it when we left the café!”

“If we do not find it soon,” T’Parief groaned, “I will tear out my ears myself.

“WAAAAAHHHHH!!!!”

Well, OK. Nobody was seriously hurt.

Craigan flipped off the screen.
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Short-Changed

Author’s Note: OK, there is one paragraph that’s full of Halfway to Haven spoilers…but I couldn’t bring myself to take it out.




Previously, on Star Traks: Silverado:



What was supposed to be a weekend outing to Matria Prime went horrible wrong for Jall, Yanick and Wowryk…but you already knew that. It was the bulk of the last story. Luckily, Capt Stafford missed out on all that fun after they left him unconscious on the deck in one of Haven’s docking bays. Unluckily…well, that’s where this story begins…



Stafford came to his senses in the middle of an empty hanger deck with a cold back and somebody’s finger in his mouth. Also, the very unpleasant sensation of electricity skittering along his nerves.

“There. He is awake,” Valtaic said, pulling his finger out of Stafford’s mouth, “Do you have a disinfectant wipe?”

“VALTAIC!” Stafford’s eyes went wide, “What the hell???”

“Ah asked him to wake ye up,” Jeffery said, “And…uh…look, y’explain it,”

“Human skin is not a very good conductor,” Valtaic said immediately, very matter-of-fact, “The amount of energy needed to overcome this makes it difficult to precisely administer the correct amount needed to wake you without producing discomfort or inducing cardiac arrest. The moisture in the mouth, or other bodily orifices, overcomes this-”

“OTHER ORIFICES??” Stafford was aghast, “Look, couldn’t you just shout, or make a loud noise or something??”

“That would be most undignified,” Valtaic sniffed.

“You STUCK YOUR…wait…why am I still here? Where are those idiots!?”

“They left for the planet,” Jeffery said, “Thank God. Ah don’t want to start a panic or anything,”

“I can’t believe they…” Stafford trailed off, “Panic? Simon, what’s going on?”

Jeffery looked around nervously.

“Come with me to the shipyard,” he said.

Now Stafford was worried. He followed Jeffery and Valtaic to the tram, which took them to Shipyard Three. Instead of going to the command center, Jeffery took him through a maze of corridors and into an airlock-style security checkpoint. Stafford frowned as they waited for the scans to run. He opened his mouth, but Jeffery shushed him.

They emerged into a small, secure work area. Stafford recognized some of the equipment; it was similar to some of the stuff down in Haven’s classified areas. So the shipyard had its own high-security area? Interesting…

But why was Jeffery showing it to him?”

“If this is a tour of obscure shipyard rooms, I would have rather gone down to the planet,” Stafford joked.

Jeffery didn’t smile. He tapped a button and Sylvia appeared on one of the monitors.

“We’ve had a theft,” Jeffery said, “Dekaire started running tests on Silverado’s secondary systems, and everything seems good to go so far. But when she started powering up the warp core for a test run-”

“Let me guess,” Stafford crossed his arms, “Somebody took our dilithium. So what? I mean, OK, yes it’s an issue. And we’ll have to call T’Parief back here to investigate. Or better yet, make the Haven guy do it, station security is his issue. But it’s the Matrian system. They have plenty of dilithium. Maybe not plenty. But enough. More than they need.”

“Exactly, Chris,” Sylvia said, “It’s the Matrian system. Dilithium isn’t that hard to come by.”

“Then what-” Stafford’s eyes widened. There was something else that they needed for their warp core. It was sort of a touchy subject, as the Matrian production facilities were limited and they were becoming somewhat more reliant on Federation imports than they would have liked. But it was a very valuable substance, and the facilities to produce it in large quantities tended to attract negative attention. And Matria Prime already had too much of that.

“You don’t mean…”

“Aye,” Jeffery nodded, “Somebody stole our antimatter. All of it. Every last pod has been drained dry,”

“How is that even possible?” Stafford demanded, “That stuff is more tightly controlled than Wowryk’s special painkillers! Or, with her, any painkillers! You can’t just walk off with a bucket of antimatter tucked under one arm.”

“The pods were connected to the shipyard refuelling systems after we pulled them out of the ship,” Sylvia explained, “I have communed with Madam, the city central computer-”

“You may call it ‘communing’,” Madam cut in, her dry voice sounding a bit sulky, “I call it ‘brutal interrogation’,”

“Ignore her, her interface routines are still a bit scrambled,” Sylvia said, “In any event, the logs were altered. Our pods were drained into the city antimatter supply, which has been somewhat depleted due to all the unexpected travel the city has had to perform. Simultaneously, an identical amount was routed to Shipyard Five. The net effect being zero on Haven’s antimatter supply, which prevented Lt Wyer or Lt Cmdr Virgii from noticing a problem,”

“Nobody’s been in Shipyard Five since we found the place,” Jeffery said, “Other than a quick initial inventory. But we checked again. Nothing. Oh, something was connected to the fuel conduits, but there’s no DNA, no cellular residue, not even a scuff mark on the deck,”

“Who would steal…what, thirty pods worth of antimatter?” Stafford asked.

“Well, more like ten,” Jeffery said, “We weren’t runnin’ on a full tank,”

“I thought you had us totally stocked for this mission!”

“Oy, mate! The biggest redeeming quality of these old Ambassador-class models is how fuel-efficient they are! Those ten pods would get us back and forth between Earth and Matria Prime half a dozen times!”

“Oh,”

“We have had items go missing from the shipyard before,” Valtaic said, looking pointedly at Sylvia,”

“The first thing we did was check the construction bot storage in Shipyard Six,” Sylvia said, “It’s full. The bots are still there, powered down. The shipyard itself is still inactive.”

“So what do you suggest we do, borrow antimatter from Haven?” Stafford asked.

“Do ye want to tell Captain Simplot that we lost all our antimatter and need some of hers?” Jeffery asked.

“I…would prefer not to,” Stafford admitted.

“Then we have some investigating to do,” Valtaic said briskly, “I recommend we recall the remainder of the staff at once,”

“No,” Sylvia said immediately, “Recalling the runabout will just advertise that something is wrong. We don’t want the thieves to know we are on their tails. Fifebee is currently assisting with the geological survey of this moon. She can load some investigative personalities and assist us until Mr. T’Parief returns.”

“Good points,” Stafford mused, “But why is SHE allowed to help the Haven people all of a sudden?”

“Because their science officer gained magic powers, was assimilated by the Borg, took control of a small sub-collective and is apparently about to go to war with a bunch of fungus-people over the scattered remainders of a race that has been extinct since humanity thought flinging feces was the peak of cultural entertainment,” Valtaic explained.

Stafford, Jeffery and Sylvia stared at him for several moments.

“Please tell me our mission reports never sound that insane,” Stafford pleaded.

“Shall we review Delorea II?” Sylvia asked, “Or perhaps our encounter with the Probability Drive?”

“Ahhh…shit…” Stafford groaned.

“Still,” Valtaic spoke up, “The crime did occur on their station. We must at least notify them that we’re investigating a serious incident.”

Stafford bit his lip.

“He’s right, Chris,” Sylvia said gently.

“Oh OK,” Stafford sighed, “I guess it can’t hurt,”



“No,”

“What do you MEAN no?” Stafford demanded.

“Look, little guy,” the muscular security officer said, “I can’t let you on this ship. I’ve been notified that there was a crime, and I’m declaring the whole shipyard a crime scene. That means you have to leave,”

“Do you know what the crime is?” Stafford asked.

“Well…no. Just that it happened. Which is enough.”

“We reported the crime! And I’m the captain of this ship!” Stafford snapped.

“Really? Dude, do you even lift?”

“What does that even…look,” Stafford clenched his fists, “Lieutenant…”

“Stoneryder,” Sylvia supplied helpfully.

“Stoneryder,” Stafford’s eyes flickered briefly over to Sylvia, “We’re trying to keep this whole thing quiet, remember? So the thie…uh, so the criminals don’t know we’re after them?”

“Oh, totally, bro,” Stoneryder nodded, “Nobody knows. Except my team. And the Jungle Squad. And I guess Captain Simplot and our senior officers,”

“Do you even KNOW what secret…oh forget it!” Stafford turned away. So much for keeping this quiet! Of all the stupid, idiotic things they could have done, notifying Haven Security was apparently at the top of the list. “Stafford to Hazardous Team, meet me in the Shipyard Three lounge in ten-”

“Shipyard Three is off-limits now, bro,” Stoneryder reminded him.

“In my condo then! Ten minutes!”

It was more like twenty, but Stafford knew that trying to chastise Stern and the rest over the timing just wouldn’t go anywhere. Nowhere he wanted to go, anyway.

“We’ve got missing antimatter, the Haven security team has locked down our shipyard for their investigation, even though they don’t even know what the crime is, half our senior staff is down on the planet, and Sylvia is sure the Shipyard Six bots have nothing to do with it,” he said without preamble, “So here’s what we’re going to do: We’re going to…what?”

Stern had cleared his throat and was giving Stafford that look that told Stafford that his subordinate wanted to say something, wasn’t really ready to interrupt him yet, but would totally contradict him after he’d finished speaking. So he just cut to the chase, crossed his arms and waited for Stern to speak.

“Sir, how many times have you investigated a major theft?” Stern asked.

“Well…”

“Exactly. This is one of those times where you wave your hand imperiously, say ‘I want that antimatter found and I want it found yesterday’, then you let us do our thing,” Stern said, striking a confident pose.

“Uh…like this?” Stafford waved his arm.

“No, you’re supposed to imply an uncaring dismissal,” Marsden said, “That just looks like you’re waving hello,”

“Just solve this!” Stafford said, making a general shooing motion, “I don’t have time to play your stupid games, I just want that antimatter found! Now!”

“There you go, sir! Just like that!”

Stafford pinched the bridge of his nose in frustration as the Hazardous Team filed out.

“Valtaic, can you at least try to make sure they don’t blow anything up?”

Valtaic looked at him uneasily.

“I can…try…” he said.

Valtaic left, leaving Stafford and Jeffery alone in the condo.

“So now what?” Jeffery asked.

“I don’t know,” Stafford shrugged, “I was supposed to go down to Matria Prime for a couple days off, but those assholes left me behind. Because of you, I might add.”

“Sorry, mate,” Jeffery was quiet for a few moments, “We could drink here?”

“No,” Stafford sighed, “They might not need us for this part, but I can’t justify it. Must be getting old.”

“Uhhh…” Jeffery thought for a moment, “Hardly any shops. No holodecks. Too far to get to Matria Prime in time at this point,”

“What the hell are we going to do with ourselves?” Stafford wondered.



Fifebee was in one of the laboratories in the Department of Research & Knowledge tower, tapping away happily at the master analysis panel. She’d adjusted the Old Matrian sensor systems to something close to what she was used to and was taking the time to do a proper, thorough analysis of the moon the city had landed on. There were no explosions, no enemies bearing down on her, no illegal experiments being conducted by her staff, and no crisis of the week to force hasty work. No, all she had to do was help the Haven scientists and engineers to understand just how stable (or not) the city’s landing site was going to be in the long term. She’d been examining the state of the core (molten), the movement of the outer core liquids (moving, but not too much) and the activity of the magnetic field (present, but fairly weak.) Although the core was still somewhat liquid, the moon lacked the mantle and convection currents necessary for tectonic movement.

All in all, there shouldn’t be anything for the city to worry about, aside from meteors. Those could easily be deflected with the city shields, or destroyed with a phaser blast. But there was still one thing she couldn’t quite put her finger on. It had sufficiently stumped the Haven crew enough to bring her in, but she wasn’t having much luck either.

“Lt Commander Fifebee,” Valtaic greeted her politely as he stepped into the lab, “If I might have a word?”

“Will you be skipping the unnecessarily pleasantries and moving straight to business?”

“Of course,” Valtaic nodded.

“Excellent,” Fifebee favoured him with a small smile, “How may I assist you?”

Valtaic quickly looked around to confirm they were alone.

“A large quantity of antimatter fuel has been stolen from Silverado,” he said without preamble, “The Captain and Mr Jeffery are obsessed with trying to keep it secret, but are doing a poor job. The Haven crew have declared Silverado a crime scene without knowing why. Commander Jall, Lt Cmdr T’Parief, Dr. Wowryk and Lt Yanick are all on the planet. The Hazardous Team is investigating, and the Captain wants you to load an investigative personality and assist,”

Fifebee turned to him.

“I don’t just change personalities like he changes his underwear!” she snapped, “And I will have him know I am already investigating something without loading up any 20th Century Earth detectives!”

“And are you succeeding?” Valtaic asked curiously.

“Well…no,” Fifebee admitted, “We are examining the stability of this moon. We have examined and identified almost everything that could possibly affect the city. But there is an anomaly approximately five kilometres from the city that we cannot explain. Even kelbonite doesn’t leave such a complete sensor dead zone.”

“Dangerous?” Valtaic inquired.

“No. Just…annoying.”

“Then I believe this antimatter issue is of higher priority,” he said, “More importantly, the Captain has charged me with preventing the Hazardous Team from causing damage to the city while they investigate.”

Fifebee started.

“Investigate an ANTIMATTER theft? As in, examine the city’s antimatter storage facilities?”

“I assume so,” Valtaic agreed.

“And you left them alone to come find me?” she demanded.

“Well, yes-”

“Come at once,” she grabbed his arm, ignoring the energy spike that temporarily scrambled her imaging system, “We haven’t a moment to lose!”



Lt Commander Stern stared up at the massive racks of antimatter storage pods, his jaw dropping as he lost count.

“That,” he said, “is a LOT of antimatter,”

“Nearly two hundred pods,” Lt Marsden agreed, “in six separate storage facilities. Each with triple-redundant ejection systems,”

“None of which work while the city is landed,” Lt Rengs gulped, “Who’s bright idea was that?”

“Where did Simmons go?” Stern suddenly started looking around.

“He’s over in the corner,” Marsden said, “Dar’ugal and Kreklor are making sure he doesn’t touch anything,”

“What’s he doing over there?” Stern demanded.

“Ummm…I think he’s trying to hide his erection,” Rengs said.

“Can’t say I blame him,” Stern shrugged, looking around at the pods, each containing enough destructive energy to obliterate half a planet, “I stay here much longer and I’ll have the same problem,”

Marsden moved to the control panel set into one wall of the storage facility. Aside from lots of locks on the doors and routine sweeps by station security, the facility was surprisingly low-key. He tapped away for a moment.

“The thieves transferred the antimatter through this facility,” he said, “And it was done from this access panel. They bypassed the security systems and tried to bypass the computer logs, but they didn’t fully manage that piece.”

“STOP!” the doors hissed open, “Nobody move!”

Stern spun around, but it was only Fifebee and Valtaic.

“What?” he asked.

“We are here to ensure you do not accidentally destroy the city!” Fifebee declared.

“And you think barging in here and scaring the crap out of us when we’re carrying weapons and surrounded by antimatter is the way to do it?” Rengs asked.

“Well…”

“Look, we’ve learned all we can here anyway,” Stern said, “We may as well move on to the crime scene itself and see what we can find,”

“In a minute,” Simmons called.

“Oh for…come on, Simmons!” Stern called, “We have work to do.”

“I can’t go walking through the city like this,” Simmons called back, “And…and I don’t think it’s going to go down while I’m surrounded by all this INCREADIBLE EXPLOSIVE AWSOMENESS!!!”

“Simmons, I doubt anybody is going to notice,” Stern called.

Kreklor looked at Stern from where he was standing behind Simmons. He moved out of sight for a moment, then returned.

“Actually, they will,” he said, “He is surprisingly gifted, for a human,”

If there had been crickets aboard the city, you would have heard them chirping about now.

Stern shook his head, “OK, look, we have a job to do. Let’s just be adult about this. I’m sure once we get out of here it’ll go down. I’ve had this problem before, it’s…” he stifled a laugh “It’s nothing to be ashamed of,”

“Yes it is,” Fifebee said flatly, “It is a rather unsanitary organic function.”

“I could apply a shock of low enough voltage to cause discomfort-” Valtaic started.

“No,” Simmons replied, “No, not that.”

“It’s just a bit of electricity,” Rengs said, “Can we just move on? Don’t be afraid!”

Valtaic’s eyes narrowed and he gave Rengs a look that clearly said ‘Electricity? How insultingly primitive’.

“I’m not afraid!” Simmons said, “It’s just…I’m…”

Stern face-palmed.

“He’s into electro-stimulation,” he groaned, “Thanks anyway, Valtaic. But we don’t need him any more turned on.”

Valtaic looked thoughtful.

“That is a thing among humans? Perhaps I should reconsider pursuing sexual relationships with human females.”

“We do not have time for this,” Fifebee snapped. Anybody watching closely would have noticed the Klingon ridges just barely showing on her forehead, “All of you, out. I will take care of this myself. That is, if you will consent to physical intimacy.”

“W-wait…” Simmons gulped, “How are you…are you going to hurt me?”

“No,” Fifebee snapped, “But you will be silent. As I am programming my sensory inputs so that you resemble the current quarterback of the Manchester United team.”

“Um…OK. I can do that.”

The rest hastily started moving towards the door.

“So,” Stern asked Valtaic as the doors hissed shut, “Only female humans?”

“For the time being,” Valtaic replied thoughtfully.



“That was fast,” Valtaic commented a few minutes later as Fifebee and Simmons emerged from the antimatter storage facility.

“We are in a hurry,” Fifebee said briskly, “And it was not difficult. I simply had to be sure he was able to see the antimatter pods at all times,”

“I see,” Valtaic fell quiet. The Hazardous Team had taken off towards the public corridors and stairways that would take them back towards the nearest tram station. Stern and Marsden were discussing the logging systems used by the city fuel management setup, and Simmons was wondering along with a happy looking grin on his face.

“Problem?” Fifebee asked pointedly.

“I have no reason to concern myself with the social irrelevancies that are at play,” Valtiac replied carefully. Lithinarian culture was an interesting balance between being completely blunt, but also not wasting time on irrelevant prattle that served little purpose. It made him both refreshing and very frustrating to deal with. On the other hand, he’d been living among other races for some time now, and on more than one occasion he’d slipped and found himself asking a question that, for him, was not appropriate.

On the other, other hand, he usually didn’t have to. His shipmates were more than eager to share. And despite being a hologram, Fifebee had been programmed by a human.

“You are wondering why I, an artificial being with no reproductive needs, would copulate with an organic,” she said flatly.

“The thought had crossed my mind, but I determined it rude to mention,” Valtaic replied, “It is also not, in the human turn of phrase, any of my business.”

“I don’t find such things rude,”

“You despise all the untidy processes associated with organic life,” Valtiac pointed out, getting straight to the point, “The contradiction I cannot understand is, why expose yourself to one of the least sanitary organic acts when such things clearly repel you?”

“A human being isn’t the same as insects, bacteria, rot, or animals that consume or throw their own waste,” Fifebee said, “They may still be..unclean…but they cannot help that part of themselves, despite their best efforts. And there is of course-”

“Fifebee,” Stern had dropped back and spoke quietly, “You know you didn’t have to do that. I mean, we appreciate it…I don’t think he’s actually been with a real woman for at least a year. But I know that’s not really your…thing,”

“I found the experience enjoyable,” Fifebee said, “Let us speak no more of it,”

“Great,” Stern moved back to the front, relieved that there wasn’t likely to be a sexual harassment complaint anytime soon.

“And there was that,” Fifebee added to Valtaic.

“That you found it enjoyable?”

“Being subjected to a rubbery, unwashed length of organic flesh while its sweating owner attempts to reach a primitive reproductive climax?” Fifebee scoffed, “You are correct, it is not a tidy process. But you miss the key point.”

Valtaic looked confused, then his eyes widened.

“No comments about being a hologram,” he murmured, “No human jokes about relieving sexual stress on the holodeck. Simply a woman engaging in relations with a man.”

“Yes,” Fifebee nodded, “To be perceived as a real person, woman or otherwise, is a significant achievement,”

“I was under the impression you enjoyed life as an artificial being, separate from humanity and the rest of us organics?”

“Ah, so you WERE paying attention to our ‘social irrelevancies’!” Fifebee almost sounding…teasing?

“They reveal a great deal of information about you and our colleagues,” he replied truthfully.

“Indeed. But to answer your question, you are correct, I have no wish to be human. Still…a sense of belonging, of being accepted by the group, is still desirable. I believe Dr. Zimmerman included that in my programming in order to prevent me from attempting to dominate or eradicate human civilization,”

Valtaic decided to file THAT little tidbit away for future consideration.

“And so to achieve this acceptance,” he said carefully, “you permit something you dislike? An assault on your very body?”

“My body is a projection of hard light,” Fifebee waved a hand, “And though I find organic flesh somewhat distasteful, I have engaged in and enjoyed sexual activities in the past. I do in fact have pleasure subroutines. Very extensive ones, I might add. Again, probably to prevent me from turning into one of those evil AIs that attempts to wipe out humanity.”

“Oh,”

“The hard part is finding a male who knows how to engage them,” Fifebee added under her breath.

“Only male organics?” Valtaic asked.

“For the time being,”



They arrived at Shipyard Five without incident. It only took a few brief moments to confirm what they’d already been told.

“Residual magnetic flux,” Marsden said, running a tricorder over several pod connection ports, “There were antimatter pods connected here. Can’t be sure if they were filled or emptied, but fuel was definitely moved,”

“The logs say they were filled,” Fifebee supplied helpfully.

“Gotta be thorough,” Stern said, “Anything else?”

“Definitely no trace of organic life,” Rengs said, running his own tricorder around the room, “No cellular residue, hair follicles, not even bacteria from recent exhalations. The place is sterile,”

“Transporter beams? Did they beam the pods in and out?”

Crewman Dar’ugal made a series of gestures.

“Yeah, he’s right,” Stern agreed, “They might have beamed empty pods, but you can’t beam full ones,”

“No sign of transporter bea…” Marsden trailed off, “Well, that’s interesting…I’m picking up signs of holographic activity!”

“I’m standing right here,” Fifebee said flatly, waving one hand.

“No,” Marsden shook his head, “I mean yes, yes you are,

“Hi…” Simmons said shyly.

Stern smacked him upside the head, then looked over Marsden’s shoulder.

“Can you look at this?” he asked Fifebee.

She looked.

“Photonic energy traces,” she frowned, suddenly interested, “From the decay, I would estimate they were from roughly six hours ago.”

“They used holograms to move the antimatter pods?” Valtaic asked.

“Perhaps,” Fifebee nodded. She turned to Marsden, “Excellent work,”

“I found this,” Simmons inserted himself between the two of them.

“That is a piece of magnetic shielding for the conduits,” Fifebee advised him, “Put it back so the next person to work here doesn’t blow up the city,”

“So what now?” she asked Stern as Simmons trudged away.

“Now, we need to scan the city for holographic signatures and figure out where the pods were taken,” Stern replied, “It’s going to take a while though…especially with all the stairwells and turbolift shafts they might have gone through. Plus, we assume they left the city at some point.”

“We don’t have a lot of time,” Marsden cut in, “The trail is already pretty weak. It’s fading by the minute,”

“I may have a thought on that,” Valtaic offered.



“You want a ship,” Stafford said flatly.

“We believe the culprits either were or used holograms,” Valtaic said, “The Matrian’s internal sensors are not designed with holographic signals in mind. The sensors on the runabouts would work, but one of the Hummingbird-class ships would be ideal. We would require roughly an hour to complete the scans and either trace the holographic residue to the thieves, or possible locate a still-active emitter.”

Stafford drummed his fingers on the table. He and Jeffery were seated in the Silverado Steakhouse, trying to find something that would take the edge off, but without alcohol. Or synthehol

“Valtaic, if it was anyone but you, at this point…” he sighed, “Look, I’ll call Captain Simplot. Those are her ships, not ours. OK?”

“Yes sir,”

“And Valtaic…look, I know you’re still somewhat new to the crew, so you don’t know those guys like we do. No matter how in control you think you are, no matter how calm things seem…they’re going to do something unexpected to screw things up,”

“Thanks sir, it’s great to be appreciated,” Stern’s voice came over the comm.

“You know it’s deserved,” Stafford said.

“Yeah. OK. Stern out.”

Nothing happened.

“Valtaic out,”

The channel closed.

“You boys decided what you’d like?” Samantha asked them, coming up to the table.

“Yeah. I’ve changed my mind,” Stafford said, “What’s better for the imminent end of the world, wine, beer or liquor?”

“I’m not sure. But when my world ends, I usually like a pint of Haagen-Dans. Rippin’ Romulan is my favourite,”

“Sure. Why not?” Stafford tossed his menu on the table.

“So canna drink, or canna not drink?” Jeffery asked.

“Synthehol only,” Stafford waved a hand. Then he tapped his comm-badge.

“Sylvia?”

There was a pause.

“Yes, Captain?” Sylvia’s voice came back.

“Can you join us for a moment?” he asked, “We’re sending the HT out with a ship, and I’d like to think about how we can NOT let them turn this into a disaster.

Another pause, this one several seconds long.

“Lt Commander Fifebee currently has the holo-relay,” Sylvia’s voice replied, devoid of emotion, “It is out of range of your present location. Perhaps I may assist in other ways?”

“No, that’s fine,” Stafford sighed, “Talk to you later. Stafford out.”

“Sylvia out.” The line closed.

“Wow, whot did ye do, boyo?” Jeffery asked, “Ah haven’t heard her that frigid since Ah told her her haggis recipe needed work?”

“Pre-launch jitters?” Stafford shrugged, looking out at Silverado. The paint job was nearly complete, and he was itching to take her out again. Far far away from Matrian space, “Can’t say I blame her. A few more days later, and we would have had a REAL ship out chasing those thieves!”

“Right. A real ship. With no fuel.”

“She’s still half-decent running off the impulse reactors,” Stafford said, “We proved that after we lost our warp core!”

“Ah suppose,” Jeffery waved Samantha back over, “Get me a Scottish Coffee,”

“You mean an Irish Coffee, right” Samantha asked.

“Ah mean whot Ah said!”

“I don’t understand,” Samantha frowned, “What’s a Scottish Coffee?”

“Ohhh, here we go,” Stafford groaned.



“We’ve been given authorization to use one of the Hummingbird-class ships for two hours,” Valtaic reported, “It is in Shipyard Four,”

“Why there?” Stern asked.

“They’re usually kept docked in the lower docking ports,” Marsden piped up, “But you can’t use those ports when the city is landed. And those ships are too big for the docking bays. But they have landing gear, so they just set them down on the shipyard deck,”

“Who designed this place anyway?” Stern asked. “Whatever. To the tram station!”



“If you’ll just give your authorization here,” the Starfleet security officer held a pad towards Valtaic, “We’ll release the command codes for the ship to you,”

“I simply require a moment to read-”

“No time for that,” Stern pushed Valtaic’s hand down on the padd, getting a zap up his arm and a shorted-out padd for his trouble, “Bad guys to catch!”

The security officer eyed the padd as it sparked, the display winking in and out half-heartedly. He grabbed another one from his partner then held it out, careful to maintain a distance from the dark-skinned officer.

“Let’s go!” Stern urged them.

“You should always read the user agreement,” Valtaic said.

“Nobody reads those! Besides, we’re in a hurry!”

Valtaic thumbed the padd.

“Have a safe flight,” the security guard said, his voice far from sincere.

“Thanks!” Simmons said cheerfully.

They made their way into the shipyard itself, waiting until Valtaic had checked the panel and confirmed that the shipyard entrance force-field was in place and the shipyard atmosphere breathable. Through the viewport, they could see the two sleek ships parked on their ungainly landing struts. They did not, in any way, resemble hummingbirds. Or any other kind of bird. They looked more like bedroom slippers with warp nacelles and a ring around the back.

“Which one?” Marsden asked.

“Hummingbird,” Stern replied.

They looked at the hulls of the two ships.

“On the right,” Stern said.

The airlock to the shipyard floor opened and they quickly boarded the ship.

“Kreklor, take tactical,” Stern ordered, “Rengs, you’re on the science station. Dar’ugal, engineering. Marsden, you can fly one of these, right?”

“As long as we’re just flying in a straight line, I guess,” Marsden shrugged.

“Try not to pass out,” Simmons suggested.

Stern was about to sit in the command chair at the center of the small bridge, then he turned to Valtaic and Fifebee.

“Oh. I guess I’m not actually the ranking officer,” he muttered.

“We’re just here to supervise,” Fifebee assured him. She tapped at the engineering panel as Dar’ugal manoeuvred into the cramped seat and attempted to transfer her program from her holo-relay to the ship and its built-in imaging system.

The console flashed ‘ACCESS DENIED’.

“Uh, I can’t get into the controls,” Marsden complained.

“USS Hummingbird to Shipyard Four, I thought you were going to release the command codes to us,” Stern said, tapping the comm button on the captain’s chair.

“We did,” a voice came back immediately, “You idiots are supposed to be on the USS Roadrunner!”

Stern blinked.

“But Stafford said we were supposed to take the Hummingbird…”

“He said Hummingbird-class,” Fifebee said, face-palming, “Not the Hummingbird itself,”

“We’re on the wrong ship,” Rengs groaned.

“Well,” Stern looked out the window at the identical ship parked a few meters away, “Let’s get over to the Roadrunner before-”

His voice trailed off as the Roadrunner abruptly lifted off and began backing out of the shipyard.

“Shipyard Four,” he asked slowly, “Who’s on the Roadrunner?”

“Nobody,” the voice was sounding more than a bit concerned, “The ship is empty!”

“Lock out the command codes!” Fifebee said quickly.

“We tried, they’ve been changed!”

“We need access to this ship,” Fifebee said, cutting off whatever Stern might have said.

“Oh, sure, give you people ANOTHER ship to-”

“I need access to the sensor array!” Fifebee hissed.

“Fine!”

There was a beep, then the screens on the bridge unlocked. Fifebee gently pushed Rengs out of the way and began tapping at the controls.

“I’m picking up some sort of triaxilating subspace signal,” she said, “It is directed at the Roadrunner! Somebody is controlling her remotely,”

“Marsden, follow that ship!” Stern ordered, “Fifebee, track that signal!”

“Fifebee to Sylvia,” Fifebee tapped her badge.

“Sylvia here,”

“I need assistance with-”

“I’m sorry, I’m rather occupied at the moment. Could you please call me back later?”

The line went dead.

“Well that doesn’t help,” Fifebee muttered, turning her attention back to the controls.

If the Roadrunner had been parked with her bow facing out, they never would have caught up. But the ship, either intentionally or more likely through laziness, had simply been flown into the shipyard and landed, stern facing back towards the exit. It wobbled slightly in the internal gravity field as it moved backward on thrusters, moving slowly towards the exit.

Marsden spun the Hummingbird on her axis,.

“Engaging impulse,” he announced.

“NO!” Valtaic barked, jumping forward. He was too late to stop Marsden from hitting the impulse controls.

But the engine controls only gave a flat beep…the impulse reactors were still coming up to full power. Good thing too, the mix of impulse fusion exhaust and a shipyard bulkhead less than twenty meters away would have been…melty.

“I am here to PREVENT you from damaging the city,” he said crisply, “That includes melting a hole in a shipyard bulkhead with engine exhaust!”

“Sorry,” Marsden gulped, “Uh…full thrusters?”

“Better,”

The Hummingbird eased out of the shipyard, turning after the Roadrunner.

“These are quantum slipstream ships,” Marsden pointed out, “If whoever is stealing the Roadrunner engages the drive-”

“They won’t,” Fifebee cut in, “The control signal would cut out immediately. Even warp drive would be unlikely,”

“So whoever wants the ship is nearby?” Stern wondered, “Who on Earth would steal a ship by remote? It’s going to lead us right to them!”

Something was nagging at Valtaic’s mind but he wasn’t quite sure what.



“They took the wrong ship,” Stafford groaned, closing the channel over which Captain Simplot had been loudly complaining about the Hazardous Team.

“It’s only an Irish Coffee if you pe Irish whiskey in it!” Jeffery insisted for the third time, “When ye use Scotch, it’s a Scottish Coffee! It’s totally different,”

“They still put whipped cream on top,” Stafford pointed out, head in his hands, “I though Valtaic of all people would keep those people in check. This is a highly sensitive theft they’re supposed to be investigating!”

“They have a new theft to investigate now,” Jeffery said, sipping his drink and ending up with whipped cream along his upper lip.

Stafford lifted his head.

“Who’s investigating the antimatter theft while they chase after a stolen ship?” he asked, “For that matter…none of this is making any sense! Somebody steals enough antimatter to travel halfway across the Federation. Now somebody’s stealing a tiny little ship that-”

“-that has a dangerous experimental drive that could take them halfway across the galaxy on a thimble of the stuff,” Jeffery took another swig of his drink, “Doubt it’s the same thief, mate. Ye’d only fit a couple of those pods on that tiny ship anyway,”

“But it still means the team that’s supposed to be finding our missing antimatter is playing tag with a stolen ship!” he’d risen and started pacing, “Stafford to Sylvia! I need you to-”

“Yes Chris?” Sylvia’s voice was still flat, “I’m sorry, can you call me back? I’m rather busy,”

“Sylvia, drop whatever it is you’re doing, this is more important!”

“I’m sorry Chris, I can’t do that,” Sylvia replied.

“That’s not Sylvia,” Jeffery said, his eyes widening.

“Who is this?” Stafford demanded, “Identify yourself!”

But the channel had gone dead.

“Jeffery, go check on Sylvia!” Stafford ordered.

“What are ye goin’ to do?” Jeffery asked, getting to his feet.

“Something I should have done from the start,” he tapped his comm-badge, “Stafford to Beta Shift. Meet on me aboard Silverado immediately.”

“Report to the bridge.”



“Can we open fire on them?” Simmons asked eagerly, “Knock out their engines?”

“You may not,” Valtaic said bluntly, “They are keeping close to the city. If they lose control, they may crash into it,”

Ahead of them, the Roadrunner lurched drunkenly to port, then righted itself and continued its leisure pace as it traversed the city dome.

“Their control link seems unstable,” Fifebee remarked, “I may be able to block it, but again, the ship would crash,”

“Transporters?” Stern asked.

“Their shields are up,”

Dar’ugl grabbed Valtaic’s arm to get his attention, the resulting spark making his thick reddish-orange fur stand straight up. He pantomimed one hand flying around like a ship, then grabbed it suddenly.

“I beg your pardon?” Valtaic asked. Lithinarian culture had never really cared much for Charades.

“Tractor beam,” Rengs explained after Dar’ugal repeated the gesture, “Yeah, that could work, but give me a minute to get the emitter charged. This ship was powered all the way down,”

Ahead of them, the Roadrunner had reached the far end of the city and had slid down, starting to circle along the Outer Rim, keeping close to the inset ring of a dozen or so decks of windows that circled the city. Any collision with the city at that point would cause serious damage. Hummingbird caught up just as it was passing Docking Bay 11.

“I can tell when I’m being led by the nose,” Stern said unhappily, “What the hell is going on here?? If they wanted to get away, why not blast towards space at full impulse?”

“Tractor beam ready,” Rengs said.

Roadrunner lazily continued its circle of the city, almost seeming to taunt them.

“Let’s end this foolishness,” Valtaic said, “Lock on the tractor beam,”

“Sir,” Stern was still frowning at the other ship, “Whoever is pulling the strings wants us kept busy chasing the Roadrunner. Probably because the more time we waste out here, the less time we’re spending actually looking for our missing antimatter,”

“All the more reason to capture them now,”

“But they’re just teasing us!” Stern objected, “I think they WANT us to catch them!”

“If they wanted us to catch them, why would they leave in the first place?” Valtaic blinked.



Stafford and the Beta Shift officers stepped out of the turbolift and onto the Silverado bridge. He’d expected to have to call Simplot to get her security goon out of the way, but apparently he’d gotten bored with the guard task, or been otherwise disposed of. His ship floated serenely in the shipyard scaffolding, only a few of the former horde of constructions bots were still completing last-minute tasks. He strode up the gangway unopposed and stepped through the airlock into the corridors of his ship.

The bridge consoles came to life as Pye, Day, Quintane and Burke slid into their seats and Bithe stood behind the tactical panel. Stafford took a deep breath, looking around the gleaming, flawless bridge. His ship! Finally! He was getting ready to take HIS SHIP out again!

“Bridge to Engineering,” he thumbed the chair control.

“Sage here,” the voice of the Beta shift engineer came up, “Uh, why are you guys on the bridge? This ship isn’t supposed to be going anywhere for another week!”

“We have an emergency,” Stafford said, unable to keep a bit of a grin off his face, “We’re launching. Now.”

“Well shit,” Sage groaned, “Look, Captain, the antimatter supply is pretty much depleted. Warp power is a no-go-”

“Look, I just need thrusters, impulse, transporters, tractor beam, maybe shields,” Stafford cut him off, “And maybe weapons.”

“And that’s it, is it?” Sage tapped his panel for a while, “OK, fine. I can give you thrusters and impulse. Shields and tractor beams at reduced power. No weapons. The phaser banks and torpedo launchers are flat-lined, and if you want them recharged off impulse power I’ll have to cut power to most of the other systems,”

“I’ll take it,” Stafford cut the channel. He squirmed in his seat…just what the hell had those bots done to it when they’d rebuilt the ship?”

“Clear all moorings,” he ordered, “Bring the SIF and IDF systems online.”

“Running lights?” Day asked.

“Hell yeah,” Stafford grinned, “Make sure they can see who we are.”

He rubbed his hands together, then stood.

“Thrusters at one half. Ease us out,”



In the Steakhouse Lounge, several diners looked up in surprise as spotlights came on across Silverado’s hull, splashing light into the restaurant through the big windows looking into the shipyard. Her name and registry were clearly visible, though one solitary bot was still working on the outline around the registry number.

At one particular table, Captain Elizabeth Simplot, Dr Janet Annerson, Lt Commander Josh Shurgroe and Lt Wyer had just finished ordering dessert.

“So you trust these people to get our ship back, huh?” Annerson asked Simplot.

“Not completely,” Simplot said, sounding more than a bit cranky, “But do you know what I know for sure?”

“What?” Wyer asked.

“Us running around after them with runabouts and tractor beams isn’t going to help one bit,” Simplot said, sipping her wine, “They got our ship stolen, they can get it back,”

There was a puff of thrusters, then the big Ambassador-class ship started easing away from the window.

“And that,” she added, gesturing with her wine glass, “probably isn’t going to end well either.”



Jeffery raced into the small room that had been turned into a storage unit for the Federation computer core that had spent the past several months as Sylvia’s home away from home. Fifebee had transferred her program to one of the runabouts because, in her words, ‘some places just aren’t big enough for a roommate’.

Jeffery looked to the left and saw the computer module, blinking happily away. He looked to the right and saw Sylvia’s module, intact and secure.

But the cable connecting the core to the city computer system had been fried.

“Simon!” Sylvia’s voice came from the module, “Finally! I’ve been trying to get SOMEBODY to come check on me for hours! They used a power surge to kick my core off the city computer, thank heavens the protection circuits cut the connection before I could take any damage! But I’ve been completely cut off!”

“Somebody’s been pretendin’ to be yer voicemail,” Jeffery explained, “Kept tellin’ us you were too busy ta talk. In yer voice, Ah might add,”

“It’s the bots!” Sylvia exclaimed, “Probably the ones from Shipyard Six! I’d know their program code anywhere! They’ve managed to get a worm into the city computer! It happened after the antimatter theft, so I don’t know why-”

“They’ve got ta be the ones that’re controlin’ the Roadrunner!” Jeffery quickly explained about the hijacked ship. He expected Sylvia to have more useful information to add, but she was quiet for a moment.

“Now why on Earth would they do that?” she wondered.

“Sylvia, what about Silverado’s computers? Chris is taking the ship out now to chase the Roadrunner!”

“They haven’t been connected to the city,” Sylvia said, “They should be fine. The bots can’t break our systems, that’s probably why they waited until somebody unlocked the Roadrunner’s command codes. But why….”

She paused.

“Jeffery, get me reconnected, then take me to Shipyard Six. I need to check something.”



“We will clear the shipyard in ten seconds,” Lt Pye reported, “Ventral thrusters are ready, we’re going to need them as soon as we clear the shipyard’s antigravity field,”

“Where’s the Roadrunner?” Stafford asked Bithe.

“Coming around the edge of the city to our port,” she reported, “Hummingbird is in pursuit.

“Once we’re clear, turn us to port and get us some altitude,” Stafford struggled to keep his voice professional, but inside he was still clapping his hands like a kid, “Z-plus five hundred meters, and have the forward tractor emitter ready,”

“Yes sir,”

“Piece of cake,”



“Engage the tractor beam,” Valtaic ordered.

“Yes sir,” Stern gave in, “Kreklor?”

“Tractor lock established.

“Reverse thrusters,” Stern ordered.

The Hummingbird shook as she locked onto her sister ship. She slowed, but the Roadrunner was still moving around the outer curve of the city.

“Sir,” Marsden looked up from his panel, “Uh, we’ve got her surrounded.”

The Roadrunner was dragging them close to Shipyard 3. As they watched, Silverado’s saucer cleared the shipyard scaffolding. With puffs from her manoeuvring thrusters, the big ship started to turn to face them, slowly rising from the moon’s surface.

“Good,” Valtaic nodded, “We will recapture this ship, then return to our-”

“Roadrunner is firing her impulse engines,” Fifebee snapped.

“Full reverse!” Stern gulped, his eyes wide.



“Tractor beam,” Stafford ordered, watching the small ship inch towards them, barely able to keep its momentum with the Hummingbird pulling back from behind.

“I think they’re powering up their-”

Bithe didn’t have a chance to finish her sentence before the Roadrunner surged forward, the combination of her own impulse drive and Silverado’s tractor beam yanking her towards the bigger ship.

“Cut tractor! Evasive manoeuvres!”

The Roadrunner shot right below Silverado’s saucer, the port edge of her saucer clipping the interconnecting dorsal between the saucer and engineering hulls. She bounced, thrusters firing, then the starboard edge of her saucer clipped the vertical strut of Silverado’s port nacelle pylon. Both ships shuddered, Roadrunner dropping as her ring nacelle managed to wedge itself against Silverado’s lower nacelle pylon. The Hummingbird, further back, managed to veer off in time.

“Damage report!” Stafford snapped.

“Hull breach on Deck 14,” Day replied, “Buckling on the port nacelle pylon, but fairly minor-”

“Sir, the helm…something’s wrong!” Pye reported. Stafford looked at the viewscreen only to see the view angling upward as something pulled Silverado down and back.

“Their engines are still running!” Burke reported from Sciences, “She’s pulling us down to the moon’s surface!”

“Impulse-” Stafford started.

The ship shook again, knocking them to the deck.



Aboard the USS Humminbird, Valtaic and Stern winced as Silverado’s engineering hull hit the moon’s surface. It was a fairly gentle impact, as impacts went, the soft lunar soil making way for the solid duranium hull, a mound forming as Silverado was dragged slowly across the landscape by the smaller USS Roadrunner.

There was silence for several moments.

“Are the Roadrunner’s shields still up?” Valtaic finally asked.

“No,” Fifebee reported.

“Rengs, Simmons, beam over there and shut that ship down,” Stern ordered.

“Sir,” they both left.

Again, several moments of silence.

“It appears the damage is quite minor,” Fifebee finally offered.

“Uh-huh,” Stern grunted.

“Certainly nowhere near as bad as when you crashed into the USS Stallion during the-”

“THEY crashed into US!” Stern objected.

There was a flicker of motion as Silverado’s impulse drive kicked in. But the drive had evidently been damaged in the collision, as instead of breaking free of the surface, Silverado starting moving in a low, leisurely arc; her engines pushing forward, Roadrunner pushing back on the port side.

“He’s going to kill us,” Stern said quietly to Valtaic.

“Very possibly,” Valtaic agreed.

“He’s probably going to kill you too,” Stern added.

Valtaic frowned, considered for a few moments, then nodded.

“Yes. He probably will.”

They watched as Silverado continued to slide across the lunar surface.



“In here,” Sylvia said, leading Jeffery into a corridor that ran alongside the cavernous main chamber of Shipyard Six. With Fifebee aboard the Hummingbird, Jeffery was pulling her holo-relay with him in order to allow Sylvia to maintain her holographic body.

“We checked in here right after the theft,” Jeffery said, “There was nothin’. The bots were still shut down.”

“I want to take a closer look,” Sylvia said. They came to the big double-doors that led into one of several construction bot storage bays. Jeffery entered his security codes, and the doors hissed open.

Dozens of construction bots lined the walls of the room. Stacked several deep and a good dozen high, they filled much of the space. Jeffery pulled out his tricorder and ran a quick scan.

“No power levels,” he informed Sylvia, “They’re powered down,”

Sylvia walked over and gently banged one fist against the nearest bot. It gave a dull thud, about what you’d expect from flesh hitting metal. Holographic flesh, even.

Then she reached out, grabbed it, and made a few tweaks to the holo-relay.

Jeffery jumped as a good sized chunk of the bot (and Sylvia’s hand) dissolved into a bouncing, static-filled mess. He reached over and passed his hand through several times,”

“Holograms,” he looked up at the bots, “My God…how many of them? Whot happened to the real bots?”

“I don’t know,” Sylvia replied, pulling her hand back, “But come on. We need to check something else out before we report to Chris,”



“I’m going to kill them,” Stafford said, his voice soft and completely without emotion, “I’m going to kill every single one of them,”

“You mean the thieves, right sir?” Quintaine asked.

Stafford just glared at him.

“Ah, Lt Rengs is having problems getting control of the Roadrunner’s engines,” Quintane said, changing the topic, “And I’ve got structural integrity warnings along the engineering hull. I suggest we cut our impulse engines, it’ll reduce hull stress,”

“Fine,”

Stafford watched the screen as the ship slowly came to a halt, then reversed course, still pushed by the smaller vessel stuck up against her. Silverado was moving in a slow, backwards arc now, neatly following the curve of the city.

“Damage is actually very minimal,” Quintaine went on, forcing a smile, “The lunar surface is several meters of powdered rock, a lot of it thrown here when the city flattened out its landing site. We weren’t going very fast at all when we hit, so other than a couple spots where the Roadrunner hit, it’s all cosmetic.

“Stop. Talking.” Stafford said coolly, eyes on the screen. The groove Silverdo’s lower hull was pushing into the soil was becoming visible on the screen. Shipyard 3 was already out of view ahead of them, and Shipyard 4 was just coming up on the starboard side.

The turbolift doors hissed open and Jeffery stepped onto the bridge.

“Chris, Sylvia and I-” he gaped at the screen and did a double-take at the Master Situation display, “Geez mate, what have ye done to me ship!?”

“I’m going to go see if Sage needs a hand in Engineering,” Quintaine bolted for the turbolift.

“Crashed,” Stafford said flatly, “Right out of the dock.”

“Who the hell was flyin??’”

Pye gulped.

“Whot in the blazin’ name of-”

“Oh, it’s wasn’t his fault, Stafford sighed, then seemed to deflate,”Somebody crashed the Roadrunner into us. It’s just…us being us. What can I expect? There’s no way we could have launched the ship without SOMETHING going wrong!”

“At least we didn’t get trapped in an evil virtual dream world this time,” Bithe pointed out pleasantly.

“Yeah, I guess this is fairly minor by comparison,” Stafford agreed, “Other than the missing antimatter. So what did you and Sylvia find?”

Jeffery filled him in on the missing bots, the holographic cover, and Sylvia’s belief that it had been the bots that had disconnected her from the city and were likely in control of the Roadrunner.

“But there’s more,” Jeffery went on, “The bots aren’t the only thing missin’ from the yard! They took industrial-scale replicators! Two of them! Sylvia’s checkin’ now, but we’d bet ye buns to biscuits that there’s at least one emergency fusion generator missin’, and probably a few pieces of one of the interference field generators too!”

There was a shimmer of holographic sparks and Fifebee appeared on the bridge.

“Oh good,” she said, sounding pleased, “The holo-emitters in the bridge are working.” She turned to Stafford, “I need to access Silverado’s subspace transceiver array in order to jam the signal controlling the Roadrunner. The one aboard Hummingbird is not strong enough,”

“Fine,” Stafford said, “Jeffery, how do you figure that?”

“Well ye don’t steal industrial replicators without having a way to power them,” Jeffery shrugged, “And if they weren’t using some sort of scan block, we’d have picked ’em up on sensors by now,”

“Picked who up?” Fifebee’s head snapped towards Jeffery.

“The bots that stole a bunch of stuff from the shipyard, stole a Matrian interference field generator and left holograms of themselves in the shipyard to throw us off,” Jeffery said.

Fifebee didn’t even bother walking to the science station; she simply disappeared from the tactical panel and reappeared at her old station.

“Yes!” she said, “How could I have been so stupid? The interference fields the Matrian used were DESIGNED to fool Matrian sensors like the ones on Haven! It was only Silverado’s advanced Federation sensors that allowed us to find it in the first place!”

“What?” Stafford blinked.

“The geological survey of the moon,” Fifebee said, “I was assisting because there were some odd null readings the Haven science team couldn’t explain!” Her console beeped, a string of results scrolling up the display, “Somebody is using an interference field, five kilometres from the city!”

There was a minor jolt as the ship hit something, either a firm patch of bedrock or a boulder or…something.

“Look, Fifebee do what you need to do to get that little ship turned off so we can put this one back in the shipyard for repairs.” Stafford barked

“Of course,”

After another moment, with Shipyard 5 coming into view, Silverado ground to a stop. Without the force of Roadunner’s engines, the big ship started tilting down, the moon’s gravity pulling the saucer section towards the ground. Pye, hands steady, used light taps on the thrusters to bring her down gently.

Then there was a dull, screeching sound.

“The Roadrunner just slid off the port nacelle pylon and hit the ground. Stern and Rengs are OK,” Bithe reported, “And they say the Roadrunner is OK. It needs work, but we don’t have to worry about a warp core breach ten meters from our hull,”

“Uh-huh,” Stafford wasn’t even paying attention. He and Jeffery were staring at the screen.

What Silverado had hit earlier hadn’t been a boulder, or a section of bedrock. The ship had shaken because its weight had caused a section of ground to collapse.

Revealing a broad tunnel, running straight out from Shipyard 5.

“Well,” Burke said cheerfully, “I think I figured out how they snuck all that stuff out of the city!”



“Captain on the bridge,” Rengs announced as Stafford, Jeffery, Pye, Burke and Bithe squeezed into the Hummingbird’s cramped and crowded bridge.

“Out,” Stafford snapped.

“Sir,” Stern gulped, “I realize that maybe I didn’t quite handle that the best way, and maybe-”

“Stern, I don’t want to talk about it,” Stafford said, “I want-”

“Lt Commander Stern failed to mention that he used the tractor beam under my-”

“-even though Valtaic insisted that I let Silverado handle things,” Stern cut him off, “But hey, he kept us from damaging the city at least, right?”

Valtaic frowned.

“Later!” Stafford said, exasperated, “Look, I want the Hazardous Team suited up and running down that tunnel in five minutes or less! Jeffery will brief you while you’re getting dressed. Get our antimatter back! We’ll support you from the Hummingbird, and Quintine and Fifebee are on Silverado ready to jam any more weird signals.”

“I must insist that-” Valtaic started.

“Valtaic, shut it,” Stern muttered on his way by, “Talk later. Go down to Engineering and make sure we don’t crash or anything!”

Valtaic and the HT worked their way off the tiny bridge in a flurry of thrusting elbows and trod-upon toes. Stafford flopped down in the command chair and sighed.

“Man, what a downgrade,” he said, “OK, Pye. Take us to this sensor anomaly. Bithe, keep a channel open to Fifebee. And where’s Sylvia?”

“I’m dividing my attention between Silverado and Hummingbird,” Sylvia’s voice chimed from the speakers.

“Any idea what this is about?” he asked.

“The whole thing with the Roadrunner was definitely a ploy to buy time,” Bithe said before Sylvia could get a word in, “The only thing that it accomplished was to send us running around, doing anything BUT tracking down the antimatter thief.”

“But why?” Stafford seethed.

“Clearly, they plan to build something,” Sylvia said, “That is their whole raison d’etre.”

“It’s what they were made for, too,” Jeffery added helpfully.

“Simon, that’s what raison d-”

“Hazardous Team is ready for beam-in,” Bithe said cheerfully, “I can get them in the tunnel, pretty close to the sensor anomaly. Unless you’re worried whoever is causing it is going to shoot them on sight?”

“Not especially,” Stafford said, “Energize.”



Stern, Marsden, Kreklor, Dar’ugal, Rengs and Simmons materialized into total darkness. A quick tap on the chin consoles inside their helmets activated a sensor overlay…or in the case of Simmons, activated the misting feature. He jolted in surprise, which sent him bouncing up in the low gravity, banging his head on the ceiling.

“It’s a tunnel all right,” Stern said.

“Not a very nice one, either,” Rengs said, “Clearly they just burned through with energy beams. The walls are fused. No lighting, no gravity enhancement. Just a straight line from here to there.”

“Angling downward as well,” Stern said, “What was our beam-in depth?”

“One hundred meters,” Bithe replied, “Can your tricorders get anything?”

“Nope,” Marsden was tapping away at his, “Wait. There’s no photonic traces here at all. No holograms have come through.”

“They photonic readings in Shipyard Five were likely a ruse to throw us off,” Fifebee said over the channel.

“Or a disguise, so somebody looking in wouldn’t see a bunch of bots filling a bunch of antimatter pods.” Jeffery’s voice chimed in.

“Where’d they get the pods anway?” Simmons wondered, “I’ve always wanted one…”

“They stole an industrial replicator,” Stern grumbled. All the superior officers on the line was really cramping his style, “And no. You have enough things that go boom.”

They walked in silence for several moments.

“-signal….unable…up…” they couldn’t tell if it was Fifebee or Bithe on the comm, but clearly they were getting into the interference field.

<CRUNCH>

Everybody tensed, weapons out. The sound had been transmitted through the comm from somebody’s suit, there being no atmosphere in the tunnel. But what had made the sound?

“That was me,” Kreklor growled from where he had taken point, “My boot went-”

<CRUNCH!>

“The floor just got all brittle,” Rengs sounded puzzled, “I think..yeah, there are footprints here.” He walked over and poked the wall. It took a bit of a poke, but eventually the fused shell that supported the tunnel crumbled, “This is a very bad sign,”

“The tunnels are unstable, great,” Stern said, “OK, people, watch your step-”

<CLANG!>

“ghuy’cha!” Kreklor cursed.

“I said to watch your step!”

“There is a GIRDER in the middle of the tunnel!”

“Look, let’s just hurry this up and find the thief, OK?’ Stern said.



“We have lost comms,” Bithe reported.

“Did we ever figure out how to counter these interference fields the Matrians were apparently so fond of?” Stafford asked.

“No, sir,”

“Think we could figure it out in the next ten minutes?”

“No, sir,”

“Ah well,”



“We should be nearing the source of the interference,” Marsden said.

<WHOMP>

“By the Prophets!” Rengs cursed, tripping over a half-buried, horizontal girder and flying…well, awkwardly floating forward to land in a puff of lunar dust, “What on Bajor were they trying to build here?”

“Is your suit breached?” Stern asked.

“No,” Rengs said, annoyed, “My suit is not breached, this time. It wasn’t breached when I walked into that conduit. It wasn’t breached when Kreklor tripped on that cable run and landed on top of me,”

The underground whatever-it-was that the Hazardous Team had infiltrated had gone from a few girders to an absolute maze of obstacles almost immediately. They’d initially seemed to be in a clear ‘corridor’ between rows of metal beams, but their efforts to go right towards the source of interference had taken them off that path and right into a metal forest of things to walk into.

“I just have this sense that if we’d taken a left back there, we’d be OK,” Marsden said, sounding a bit distracted. He was still tapping his tricorder, “The interference is strong, but I think we must be getting close. I think…this might be a magnetic flux, directly below us. Could be antimatter storage. No, no. I lost it.”

Stern grabbed him by the shoulders, turned him around, and walked him back the way he’d come.

“Yeah, yeah,” Marsden nodded, “There it is. Must be an eddy in the-”

“Don’t care. Down?” Stern asked.

“Yeah,”

But down didn’t prove to be all that easy a direction to go. Simmons was pointing his phaser at the ground when Dar’ugal abruptly stopped him.

“What?” Simmons whined.

“No, he’s right,” Rengs said. He stared brushing away the dusty soil they’d exposed as their footsteps had broken through the thin crust. After a moment, he came across the actual ‘floor’. Girders, conduits, smaller support strings, not enough to be considered a deck, but enough to form a web that had trapped a layer of material.

Dar’ugal started gesturing, pushing out his arms then cupping his ear as if listening.

“There’s no atmosphere,” Stern shook his head, “you’re not going to hear-”

Marsden had placed his tricorder on the ground and tapped a few buttons. After a moment, they felt a brief vibration in the soles of their boots.

“OK, I have a very rough sounding map,” he said.

“I didn’t know these things could do that,” Rengs remarked. Stern just shrugged inside his suit.

“That way,” Marsden said, “The ground all around here, up and down, isn’t as dense as it should be. Somebody’s been doing a LOT of digging to disturb this much of it,”

“We know,” Kreklor banged on a girder with one fist.

“But they left tunnels,” Marsden said, “There’s a vertical shaft this way,”

They moved to follow him.

“I’ll tell you something else though,” Marsen said, opening a private channel to Stern.

“What’s that?”

“The technology in those conduits?” Marsden gestured back, “It’s Starfleet technology. Whatever they’re building, they stole the designs from us,”

“So? They’ve built runabouts, an NX-class ship, rebuilt Silverado and worked on our shuttles. This isn’t exactly a surprise.”

“That’s true,” Marsden switched back to the public channel, “This way,”



“Sir,” Fifebee’s voice came over the comm, “You will be pleased to know that Silverado has returned to Shipyard 3. Major Dekaire is unimpressed with your actions, but repairs are underway. It is likely our launch will not be delayed. Our official launch,” she clarified.

“Thanks, Fifebee,” Stafford grimaced.

The Hummingbird was hovering directly above the HT’s last known position, barely above the ground. The surface of the moon didn’t appear any different from any other section of land nearby, but an area roughly three hundred meters in diameter simply defied scanning.

“Chris, I’ve been thinking,” Sylvia said carefully.

“OK…”

“We know the bots can’t get their own antimatter. We know they like building things. They can get deuterium easily enough…I bet if we looked around the gas giant we’re orbiting we’d find a small extractor. Or maybe they extracted Helium-3 from the lunar soil. Those industrial replicators and the fusion plant they took will let them produce most of the metals and materials they need to build almost anything they want.”

“As long as they have the energy,” Stafford almost rolled his eyes. Only a PTSD-like reaction (based on how much his actual mother hated it when he did that) managed to stop him in time, “Sylvia, this is basic Federation economics. If we just replicated every single thing we needed instead of mining and manufacturing, the amount of energy needed would be insane! And some things either can’t be replicated, or don’t replicate very well.”

“The bots don’t care about that, apparently!” Sylvia cut him off, her voice uncharacteristically sharp, “They just want to build! And they’ve been working on this for a while, based on what we’ve seen so far! Which means they’ve been relying on fusion energy up until now,”

“So why switch to antimatter?” Stafford wondered, “We’d never have noticed what was happening without the theft,”

“Exactly,” Sylvia said, “Why switch? And why switch NOW? And why take from us instead of Haven?”

“I dunno,” now Stafford did roll his eyes, motherhood preferences to the contrary be damned, “Because they’re…they plan to…”

His eyes widened.

“Raise the Hazardous Team,” he said to Bithe, “Now. Modulate the deflector harmonics to…I don’t know, I’m throwing random techno-babble out here. But tell them to get the hell out of there!”



<WHAM!>

Kreklor hit the bottom of the shaft and sunk half a foot into the loose soil. Dar’ugal and Simmons grabbed him and pulled him clear before Marsden could land on top of him.

“You said the gravity was low enough that the fall wouldn’t hurt,” Simmons told Marsden as he crashed into the ‘sand pit’, “It hurt,”

“Weakling,” Kreklor sniffed.

“…bird…team…watch…” the channel opened briefly, crackled, let a few words through, then abruptly died.

“Well, that was fun,” Stern said, getting back to his feet and shaking off the loose dust.

“I just had a thought,” Simmons spoke up.

“You CAN’T have an antimatter bomb!” Stern cut him off.

“No,” Simmons shook his head, causing his helmet to barely twitch to the side, “Why haven’t we seen the bots yet?”

“They’re still building this thing, somewhere else?”

“Because we have been wasting our time in empty tunnels” Kreklor bared his fangs, invisible behind his faceplate, “They are surely guarding something more important!”

“Like the antimatter we’re walking up to?”

“Weapons out,” Stern ordered, realizing that just this once the little bomb-bug was right.

“The pods are right in front of us,” Marsden said.

“Uh-oh,” Kreklor gulped.

“Uh-oh?”

Silence.

“KREKLOR? UH-OH???” Stern demanded.

“I think I just tripped an alarm field,” the Klingon said.

“How can you tell?”

“Because I have…I think…laser beams on my suit,”

“What? But-”

“They can’t use any more modern sensors in the field,” Marsden moved up and saw that yes, a series of red dots were covering Kreklor’s suit, “It blinds them as much as it blinds us! Anything not hard-wired-”

“BOTS!” Rengs shouted.

Sure enough, three big Matrian construction bots had stepped into the dark tunnel ahead of them. Behind them, Stern could see the hulking shapes of several Starfleet-design antimatter pods neatly lined up.

“HOLD FIRE!” he shouted, “If you hit the pods, you’ll blow us ALL to gibbets!”

The bots, facing away from the pods, had no such limits.

The Hazardous Team scattered as three welding beams shot out, neatly bisecting the empty space they had just filled.

“Get to the pods!” Rengs yelled, “They can’t shoot as us if we’re behind them!”

Simmons pulled an EMP grenade from his belt.

“NO!” Stern shouted. Dar’ugal swatted the EMP grenade away from him before he could pull the pin, “You can’t disrupt the magnetic fields in those pods!”

“Oh, right,”

“Oh, right,” Rengs mimicked, “You nearly KILLED US! AGAIN!”

“It’s what I do!”



“The interference field is dropping!” Fifebee barked from Silverado, “Readings are still spotty, but I’m getting a power surge now!”

“Hummingbird to Stern!” Stafford jabbed the command chair buttons.

“Stern here! Uh, we’ve got a problem! We tripped an alarm, the bots know we’re here now!”

“Yeah, you just stirred up the nest,” Stafford agreed, “The interference field is down! Do you have the antimatter?”

“We found the pods,” Stern reported, “But we’re-WATCH THAT CONDUIT! We’ve got three bots here now, and I bet more are on the way! We’re going to need beam out!”

“Stern, we can’t let them get away with all that antimatter!”

“OK, we’re behind the pods, NOW we can return fire-”

The channel abruptly cut out.

“Ummm,” Bithe gulped.

“What?” Stafford demanded.

“Pye, let’s see the surface,” Bithe said.

Pye angled the Hummingbird so the bridge windows were looking straight down at the ground. Not a good position for anyone who didn’t like heights. Like Stafford.

“YYEEEEEAAAHHHHHH!!!!!!” Stafford clutched at his chair and squeezed his eyes shut, “Just use the f**king overlay!”

“Oh, sorry,” Pye said, “Uh, overlay active.

Stafford opened his eyes, then clenched them shut again.

“NO IT ISN”T! We’re still pointing at the ground!”

“Um…yeah. Sorry sir. OK, now we’re REALLY using the overlay,”

Stafford looked at the holographic image. The whole section of ground beneath them was vibrating, the soil flattening out as it shook, as if on a sieve.

“They’re launching a ship,” Stafford said, shaking his head, “They built another ship. Underground, yet.”

“This is surprisingly foolish of them,” Fifebee said over the comm, “Haven launched from underground, and it required a massive amount of energy to push it free of the desert sand. A three-hundred meter starship with a surface area of-”

“Fifebee! The point?”

“Even with the antimatter, I don’t see how they can hope to lift the soil covering them,” Fifebee said.

“Oh,”



“NOW WHAT?” Stern demanded as the ceiling abruptly started caving in, pouring sandy and dusty lunar soil on them.

“This whole place is shaking apart!” Rengs yelled.

“At least the bots stopped shooting at us,” Simmons said cheerfully, “They probably can’t see us!”

“I’m picking up antigravity signatures!” Marsden added, still tapping at his tricorder, “Powerful ones!”

“Everybody grab onto something!” Stern ordered, grabbing onto a support strut holding the nearest antimatter pod



Stafford watched the vibrating soil. He was so intent on figuring out what the bots were trying to do, he nearly missed it when something thrust itself above the surface.

Quickly.

“COLLISION ALERT!” announced the computer.

“Evasive manoeuvers!” Stafford ordered. Pye jerked the ship to the side, but they’d been too close to the surface. A massive collection of struts and girders was pushing towards them, dusty grey lunar soil pouring from it in all directions.

“Most fascinating,” Fifebee could be heard in the background, “They built only the frame and key components. The soil is simply falling through them!”

Hummingbird was almost clear when it clipped the edge of the saucer-shaped skeleton breaking free of the moon. Pye swore, pulling the bow up with the ventral thrusters, struggling to keep control of the small ship. It wobbled drunkenly, almost managed to pull up in time, then came up on a steep hill and crashed into the moon surface, sending up a cloud of dust as it slid to a halt. The lower third of the ring nacelle had been torn off and was still attached to the bot’s skeletal construction, but the ship was otherwise intact.

“Chris,” Sylvia broke in, “You’re going to want to see this,”

“SEE WHAT?” Stafford barked, “This is the second time - TODAY - that I’ve been on a crashing ship!”

“Chris, don’t be a baby, you weren’t even knocked out of your seat!” Sylvia scolded him, “Now, look!”

Stafford examined the display.

“You’ve got to be KIDDING ME!” he snapped.



“Oh hell!” Simmons gulped, looking down as the lunar surface receded below them, “We’re on a ship. We’re on the BOTTOM of a ship! The bots are taking us away!”

Indeed, they were on the very bottom of a large, cylindrical skeleton. They could see, several levels up, the section where they had first entered the construct. Below them there was a vast pit, now largely filled with the dirt that had fallen out of the skeletal ship. They hadn’t seen the Humminbird plow into the dirt, but they could see the downed ship coming up directly beneath them as the bot ship started to move. To either side, a short distance off but perfectly level with them, were a pair of big warp nacelles, their grills just beginning to glow with the blue of warp plasma. And it was easy to see the glow, considering that the nacelles were the same skeletal construction as the rest of the ship. Warp coils, conduits, field controllers and Bussard collection coils were all clearly visible, and clearly Federation in design. Above them, and slightly forward, a familiar Federation-style warp core was thrumming to life, extending up to the deuterium tanks at the top of the cylindrical engineering hull.

And the ship was rising away from the surface of the planetoid. They felt a vibration in the hull, and Stern looked up just in time to see a very large impulse engine starting its start-up sequence.

“EXPLOSIVES!” Simmons shouted, trying to be heard over the humming vibrations racing through the girders they gripped.

“Blowing something up next to the antimatter pods is NOT going to get us out of here!” Stern barked.

“The demolition devil is right,” Kreklor pointed at a compact package set up on the framework, “If we trigger the emergency antimatter ejection charges, we will be ejected with the antimatter!”

Stern thought for a split second.

“Do it!”

“Aaarise, children of the Fatherland!” Simmons sang loudly, reaching up to the charge and tapping a few buttons. A countdown appeared immediately, starting at five.

“Wait, what about the REST of the pods!!??” Marsden asked.

“What?”

“You only got THIS pod assembly-”

The rest of his objection was drowned out by a series of loud explosions.



“Transfer auxiliary power to the thrusters!” Stafford ordered, “Get this thing off this rock and after that…that…skele-ship!”

“I can’t,” Pye replied, “The helm control systems have gone into a safety lockout until the crash damage can be assessed. I don’t have the override codes, Haven must have them. And my airbag deployed!”

“Ohhh, they’re getting away!” Stafford seethed. On the overlay, he could see the collection of girders rising upward, a single impulse engine flickering to life.

There was a series of sparks at the bottom of the shape, then a segment broke away, drifting lazily down towards the moon surface. Above it, the ship fired its impulse engines and disappeared from view.

“Bithe, what’s that?” Stafford asked.

“Ummm…you want the good news or bad news?” the Beta shift tactical officer asked.

“Good news?”

“The good news is we’re about to get half our antimatter back,” Bithe gulped.

“And…” Stafford gulped, “And the bad?”

“It’s coming right at us.”



“OH SHIT!” Marsden squealed, his voice crackling like a teenager.

“We’re off the ship, BUT NOW WE”RE HANGING ON TO A DOZEN KILOS OF FALLING ANTIMATTER!” Stern shouted at Simmons and Kreklor, “HOW IS THIS AN IMPROVEMENT??”

“Because now we can get away!” Kreklor said. He braced himself against a girder, kicked himself away, hard, and started drifting away from the falling pod assembly. He started to tumble gently in the low gravity

“You’re never going to clear the blast radius!” Stern said.

“But there may be enough of my corpse left for a dignified burial,” Kreklor replied.

“It’s not going to explode,” Simmons said confidently, “In this low gravity? We’re fine,”

Stern and Rengs exchanged a look through their helmets.

Rengs immediately pushed himself away from the pod assembly, Stern less than a second behind him.

“Oh, you guys are such chickens!” Simmons called, “Darg, you’re with me, right?”

But Dar’ugal had pushed off right after Kreklor.

“CHICKENS!” Simmons shouted.



“Stafford to Simplot! I need the override codes for the Hummingbird in thirty seconds or we’re all dead!”

“Simplot to Stafford,” Simplot’s voice was cheerful, polite. Painfully so. It was that cheerfulness that tells you that you’re in BIG trouble. The kind that disappears halfway through what turns into a very angry rant. “You mean it’s not enough that you’ve crashed three, AND COUNT THEM, IT’S THREE, starships TODAY, you want me to give you an override so you can fly that one around AGAIN and maybe bring today’s crash count up to FOUR!!?? ARE YOU OUT OF YOUR FUCKING MIND!!??”

“Simplot! There’s a shit-ton of antimatter about to land on our heads!”

“Five pods, actually,” Bithe gulped, “Yeah, I really don’t want to be here right now.”

“I’m never trusting you with another ship again! Do I have to remind you, I BLEW MINE UP saving your life??”

“Stafford out,” Stafford closed the channel, “Well, that’s a dead end. Can we vent the shuttlebay? Anything to move?”

“No shuttlebay,” Pye said, “But maybe-”

“Stern to Hummingbird! Watch out!”

<WHAM!!!>

The ship shook slightly.

Stafford had flinched back and squeezed his eyes shut. Carefully, very carefully, he cracked one open. He was still alive, and in one piece. There was no blinding flash, no hell-fire. No afterlife, waiting at the end of the tunnel.

A space-suited figure roughly the size of Lt Commander Stern slowly slid off the sensor array above the bridge, slid down the big front window, then landed on the upper hull with a thunk.

“Ow,” Stern said over the comm, “That really hurt,”

Stafford was about to deliver a cutting remark when directly ahead of them a roughly rectangular collection of girders (complete with five antimatter pods nestled within) smashed into the ground exactly five meters from the Hummingbird’s forward hull.

“AAAAAHHHHHHH!!!!!!” Pye screamed, while Stafford, Bithe and Burke flung themselves to the deck.

Silence.

Slowly, Stafford rose from the deck and looked back out the window. He was just in time to see two more space-suited figures crash into the lunar soil with puffs of dust.

“It’s raining us!” Stern mumbled drunkenly.

“I TOLD you we weren’t high enough to damage these,” Simmons said. Ahead, Stafford could see a space-suited figure inside the now-bent collection of girders, patting one of the pods with a disturbing amount of affection.

“I need a change of pants,” Marsden’s voice came over the comm, “And…y’know…these suits don’t have the indoor plumbing. So sooner would really be better.”

“Is it time to go off the clock, yet?” Rengs sighed.

Stafford just ground his teeth.





Captain’s Log, Stardate: The Day We Crashed Three Ships On The Same Day,



“Yes, Starfleet, I know that’s not a real Stardate. But Captain Simplot has already screamed at us for crashing three ships. Admiral Tunney has screamed at us for crashing three ships. Major Dekaire has yelled at us for the sudden surge in her repair schedule, the local Matrian Environmental Preservation Initiative Team Rep has screamed at us for leaving three…what did she say? ‘Unnecessary modifications to the local environment’. By which she means the three skid-marks from the afore-mentioned crashed ships. So yes, Starfleet, I’m aware of what we did today. And I’m aware that YOU’RE aware, so you can just not bother to bring it up again, thank you VERY much!”



“Jall, T’Parief, Yanick,” Stafford greeted his three newly returned officers as they stepped into the Shipyard 3 conference room, “Thanks so much for leaving me here to deal with thieving robots, hijacked ships and the complete humiliation of the Hazardous Team. And the Beta Shift,”

“Wowryk was kidnapped, we rescued her during a blackout drunk, then we were attacked at a breakfast café, chased around an underwater city, and then we blew up one of the buildings so we could float to the surface and escape,” Yanick shot back.

“Wowryk kissed a boy,” Jall added, “And he liked it,”

“Jall was molested by a Klingon,” Wowryk said haughtily.

“So what’s new?” Jall shrugged.

“A woman was involved, too,” Wowryk added.

Stafford blinked.

“OK, in retrospect, I suppose I’m glad you left me here,” Stafford admitted. He turned to Fifebee, “So, what do we know?”

“Over the course of an indeterminate amount of time, approximately three hundred construction bots from Shipyard Six stole three fusion power units, two industrial replicators and part of an interference field generator from Shipyard 6 or its vicinity,” Fifebee started without preamble, “They dug a tunnel just far enough that the sensor null zone would go unnoticed. They apparently began construction deep below the surface, working their way up deck by deck, using the lunar soil as replicator mass. Unused lunar material simply fell into the completed decks as upper decks were constructed, hence the cave-like appearance of the engineering hull. They built only the spaceframe and essential systems.”

She tapped a button, and a holographic reconstruction of the skeletal ship appeared on the table in front of them. Engineering hull and nacelles placed directly beneath a circular saucer section.

“The ship appears similar to modern Nebula-class vessels, only with Ambassador-era components,” Jeffery stepped in, “But it only looks that way. See, the interconnecting struts are all wrong. It IS an Ambassador- class ship, it’s just been…Ah dunno…squished into this hodge-podge, so it would fit in the sensor dead zone. Ah’ll betcha once they find a new hidin’ place, they’ll re-arrange the pieces. And boom! Silverado 2.0!”

“Why bother?” Jall asked, “I mean, I missed the whole thing with the metal tinkerers. But why bother building another ship? I mean, it’s only the frame of a ship, really. No hull, no habitable space? That thing’s no good to anybody!”

“It’s fine for them,” Sylvia’s voice broke in. The hologram on the table flickered, then her face appeared, “They don’t need atmosphere. They don’t need living compartments. They just need something to grab onto and a power source to recharge from.”

“That still doesn’t answer why they went to all this trouble!” Stafford said, “I mean, you and Fifebee saw it repeatedly, they just want to build ships. Why would they build themselves half a ship, then take off God knows where?”

“I don’t know, Chris,” Sylvia said, “But this was a sophisticated operation.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because they covered their tracks through the city security system,” Sylvia said, “They knew they had to disconnect me from the city computer, because I could override them. They’re just not capable of planning to that level on their own. Somehow, they’ve either developed something beyond what Fifebee and I saw before, or there’s some sort of AI that’s directing them.”

“Any idea where a rogue AI would come from?” Stafford asked.

“Maybe they took a copy of Madam from the city computer?” Sylvia’s voice seemed to shrug, “I wouldn’t be too concerned. That ship likely isn’t a huge threat,”

“On what do you base that?” T’Parief rumbled.

“Because there are a LOT of ship components that you just can’t replicate,” Jeffery knew this one, “They only managed to get the warp core together by stealin’ dilithium from one of the other shipyard. They’re missin’ bio-neural gel-packs, their phaser focus crystals’ll burn out in half the time it would take genuine ones to fail, God knows what software they’re usin’. The longer they stayed here, the more stuff they could’ve filched from the city. The antimatter was just the crucial piece of the puzzle.”

“How much of what they needed would have been on the Roadrunner?” Valtaic asked, his usually blank expression looking very concerned.

“All of it,” Jeffery said.

“More than that,” Fifebee said, “The Hummingbird-class ships have nano-tech fabrication systems. They CAN build many of the components replicators can’t.”

“So maybe stealing the Roadrunner wasn’t just a decoy move,” Stafford said, “Maybe they were just waiting for the command codes to be unlocked. But they couldn’t do anything with it by then, because we were already chasing after them.”

“But if I’m understanding this right, and I’m a smart guy so I am,” Jall said, “We’ve got an imitation Federation ship with a crew of robots that just took off into the unknown to do God-knows what to an unsuspecting quadrant? That sounds pretty bad,”

“Oh, it’s worse. They’re heading right for Federation space,” Stafford said.

“I hope Starfleet does something about it,” Jall wiggled his eyebrows.

“They are,” Stafford said, suddenly looking tired.

Jall blinked, then his shoulders sagged. “Oh. You mean…”

“Yeah. We launch, on schedule. Then we’re going to get a boost from one of those quantum death-trap tugs, beat the bots back to Federation space, chase them down and figure out what the hell they’re up to,” Stafford said.

“So we’re cleaning up our own mess?” Wowryk asked, “How virtuous of us!”

“Yay us.” Stafford said flatly, “We launch in five days. Get your departments ready. Dismissed.”



Stern was helping the rest of the security department as they prepared crates of security equipment to be moved from one of the Shipyard 3 cargo bays back into the security section aboard Silverado. Everything from weapons and body armour to surveillance equipment and nifty little ‘Starfleet Security: Beyond the Red Shirt’ recruiting pamphlets that were probably left over from Silverado’s original launch eighty-something years ago.

“Lt Commander Stern, I wish to speak with you,” Lt Commmander Valtaic said, walking right up to Stern but staying at the edge of his personal space.

“Sure, what’s up?”

“You took the blame for the tractor beam incident with the Roadrunner,” Valtaic said, “You lied to the Captain. I plan to address this, but I want to understand why you’d do it.”

“You’re not a Vulcan, are you?” Stern asked.

“No, Vulcans are far too cryptic for my tastes,” Valtaic crossed his arms, “They can use logic to argue any case they wish. But you’re avoiding the question,”

Stern looked around, noticed the number of nearby ears, then gestured for Valtaic to follow him into the cargo-master’s office. He remembered at the last minute not to actually grab him by the arm.

“You fucked up,” Stern said, “It’s simple,”

“I know,” Valtaic said, “I was, and am, ready to admit it,”

“No, look,” Stern thought for a moment how to explain what was going through his head, “Look, you DON’T fuck up. At least, not as much as the rest of us. That’s why Stafford sent you and Fifebee to follow us. You’re predictable, fairly smart, and to be honest you’re more boring than the rest of us. But you’re also more likely to make decisions that don’t end in disaster.”

“Not always, it seems,”

“Right. But see, the HT? That’s not us. We get the job done, usually. But we also usually destroy some innocent building in the process. Or kill somebody’s sacred space monkey. We get it done, but we screw up on the way. That’s the way it is,”

“But why take the blame?” Valtaic asked.

“Because if Stafford is going to trust somebody to keep tabs on us, I’d rather it be you,” Stern said, “I know exactly what you’re thinking, I don’t have to worry about some hidden motive, or whether you might be trying to work your own agenda at the same time. What I see is what I get. And that makes my job easier. And really, he expected it to be us.”

“I’m impressed by your honesty,” Valtaic admitted, “You are blunt, for a human.”

He thought for a moment.

“If the Captain questions me on it again, I will not lie. But I won’t bring it up myself,” he decided, “Acceptable?”

“Yeah.”

Valtaic nodded, then turned to go.

“You realize we’re probably going to chase crazy robots again,” Stern called, “And you’ll probably get sent along to make sure we don’t cause too much mayhem,”

“No,” Valtaic replied, “If you’re chasing crazy robots, the Captain will want the full measure of your mayhem. My supervision won’t be needed.”

He left.
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On the Road Again

Captain Christopher Stafford sat quietly in his chair. Around him, the bridge of the USS Silverado bustled with activity. Crewmen and junior officers moved from station to station, verifying readouts, confirming status reports with their counterparts below decks and, in general, getting in the way. The bridge itself hummed with activity as the various systems and displays blinked, chirped, and displayed a variety of information readouts that were, no doubt, useful to somebody or other. Although the overall design of the bridge hadn’t changed much, there were still a number of differences from before the renovation…most notably switching the Auxiliary consoles from either side of the bridge with the Science and Engineering consoles at the back. Stafford was confident that being able to simply turn to the side to speak to Fifebee (instead of craning right around) would be much easier on his neck. Next to him, Commander San Jall was sitting in the First Officer’s chair and sipping some sort of coffee-based drink featuring a huge dollop of whipped cream.

“This is the official relaunch of our ship,” Stafford complained, “The first ship reconstructed by the Haven shipyards. The chance for us to actually leave a planet with something resembling dignity and respect!”

“If you think we have any of THAT left after we managed to crash three separate ships, including this one, then you’re dreaming,” Jall said, taking a long sip.

“I said ‘planet’, not space station,” Stafford said, “I don’t think anybody on Matria knows about that,”

“It was probably on the news,”

“The bottom line,” Stafford seethed, “is that we’re launching. It’s a bit more high-profile than the first time we launched this ship-”

“They practically kicked us out of the box dock!”

“-the log recorder is going to be broadcast live with the Matrians and AWN News,” Stafford continued, “And here you are with WHIPPED CREAM ALL OVER YOUR NOSE!”

Jall looked pointedly at him, then used his tongue to lick all the whipped cream off, his eyes never leaving Stafford’s the entire time.

“Please tell me we weren’t live for that,” Stafford said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

“Do you really want the answer?” Dr. Noel Wowrk asked, leaning on the tactical railing as one of the random crewmen bumped into her from behind.

“We’re not live yet,” Lt Patricia Yanick giggled from the helm, “So all you extras who don’t normally work on the bridge can stop pretending to look so busy!”

“Keep moving,” Stafford said as several of the crewmen visibly relaxed, “I want this launch to look professional…Jall, for crying out loud!”

Jall had pulled out a glazed cinnamon bun and was happily chowing down, apparently not noticing the streak of cream cheese frosting he’d smeared on his armrest.

“And we’re live,” Lt Cmdr T’Parief announced quietly the tactical console “in five…four…”

Jall quickly took several more bites of the bun, chewing quickly.

“…three…two…”

Jall swallowed, shoved the entire remains of the bun in his mouth, frosting smearing on his lips. Stafford was glaring daggers at him.

“…one…”

Somehow, between the last number and the subtle beep that indicated the log recorder was now being broadcast, Jall had chewed, swallowed and managed to wipe all remaining crumbs and frosting up with parts of his uniform sleeve unlikely to be visible during the broadcast.

“Just gotta open up your throat,” Jall smirked as Stafford grimaced in disgust.

Realizing that he was now being broadcast across Matria and to anybody in the Federation who bothered to watch the AWN news snippet about Matria’s first Federation starship launch, Stafford struggled to get the angry glare of death off his face and replace it with something more cheerful. He stood, straightened his uniform and looked quickly around the bridge as the extra crewmen leaped back into action.

“All stations, status report,” he ordered.

“Engineering reports ready,” Sylvia said, her holographic avatar standing next to (but not needing to read) the engineering station readout, “Warp core is online, impulse engines at standby. All inertial dampening and structural integrity fields are active, navigational deflector will be activated once we’ve cleared the shipyard,”

“Science teams ready,” Fifebee said, “All sensors and scanners are within operating parameters.

“Tactical and security ready,” T’Parief growled, “Deflector generators are charged, phaser banks and photon torpedo launchers are operational, but not armed,”

“Operations ready,” Lt Cmdr Riven Valtaic stated blankly. He said nothing else, either because of his Lithenarian culture, or possibly the fact that nobody really understood what Ops did on a starship anyway.

“Helm ready,” Yanick reported, “Moorings are-”

Yanick was cut off as the ship abruptly rocked. Alarms started blaring, and on the main viewscreen there was a flicker of orange light.

“Explosion in the shipyard!” T’Parief barked. He tapped his panel and the viewscreen shifted to show the fading bloom of some sort of detonation.

“Wha-” Stafford started, but Yanick abruptly starting hammering at her panel.

“Shipyard antigravity field is down,” Fifebee announced, speaking loudly as some umbilical or conduit that was still attached gave a metallic shriek, “We are being pulled by the local gravity field!”

“Yanick, thrusters!” Stafford ordered.

“What do you think I just finished doing?” Yanick asked, tapping one last command into the helm and sitting back, “Manoeuvring thrusters are maintaining our position.”

“No damage from the explosion,” Sylvia reported, “It appears to have targeted the shipyard anti-gravity generator,”

“And that’s why I’m awesome,” Yanick said proudly.

“Stafford to Haven Command Center,” Stafford tapped his chair panel, “This is USS Silverado. Do you require assistance?” He inwardly groaned. An investigation, that is, ANOTHER investigation, would set their departure back even further.

“Silverado, this is Starbase 341,” Captain Elizabeth Simplot’s voice came over the comm, “No, we do not require your assistance. We would rather you made NO effort to assist us. In fact, we very much prefer that you go FAR away before you crash your ship again. We’re backlogged on Shipyard One because we had to pull resources away to get-”

“Silverado out,” Stafford closed the channel, grimacing and hoping nobody watching the broadcast would bother to look into the crashed ship thing.

There was silence on the bridge for a few moments, other than the continued chirp and chatter of the automated systems. On the main viewscreen, the explosion had faded away, leaving a dark scar and a pile of wreckage that used to be an anti-gravity generator. Haven security teams were already securing the area, and one of the comms channels running in the bridge background could be heard talking about lock-downs and security sweeps.

“Well, I guess that’s our clearance to depart,” Stafford shrugged, “T’Parief, I want a security sweep of the ship, just to be sure we don’t have any unexpected guests. Lt Yanick, reverse thrusters. Ease us out,”

“That’s-” Jall started, but Stafford shot a quick punch at his leg.

“Live. Broadcast.” He hissed through clenched teeth.

“Right.”

Slowly and much more gracefully than her ill-fated departure a week prior, Silverado eased herself back out of the shipyard. Her nacelle grills were glowing a brilliant blue as warp plasma coursed through them for the first time since the computer virus attack that had destroyed her warp core. The Bussard collectors at the front of each nacelle glowed red, the heavy magnetic coils behind them ready to direct any stray hydrogen particles into her fuel tanks. As the saucer cleared the shipyard, Valtaic tapped at his panel and the ship’s running lights snapped on, illuminating the name on the saucer along with her registry number: NCC-135060.

Yanick tapped at her panel and the ship rose from the surface of the moon, the viewscreen showing Haven’s domed city as it came into view. Then she angled the big ship back and brought up the impulse engines, pushing them away from the moon, the city and towards interplanetary space.



The irritating thing was, they didn’t have far to go.

“USS Silverado, this is USS Roadrunner,” the comm chirped, an officious British voice coming over, “You will hold your current position and prepare for tractor lock,”

“Oh, this prick again,” Stafford groaned. He leaned on one of the buttons on his armrest, “Sylvia, which button do I push to accidentally open a channel that lets that asshole hear what I’m saying, totally by accident?”

“You’re leaning on it, Christopher,” Sylvia sighed, “And I’m pretty sure you know that,”

“Do I?” Stafford grinned, “Naw. But you know, if a certain person of questionable competence were listening in, and he’s probably not, wouldn’t it be interesting pointing out that T’Parief is just DYING to try out the pulse phaser cannon again? The cannon that’s going to be aimed up that little ship’s ass the whole way to Waystation?”

“He has missed it,” Yanick remarked from the helm, “Why, when we got on board he said how much he wanted to go back to our quarters and bring the cannon out for another…oh. Wait. He might have been talking about something different.”

Stafford closed his eyes. Then he closed the channel.

“Hold position,” he said through clenched teeth, “Standby for tow to quantum slipstream velocity.”




Captain’s Log, Stardate: 59653.6



“Wow…can’t believe we’re almost in the six-hundreds already…time is flying by! Anyway, the transition to quantum slipstream drive was a lot less fatal than we’d been led to believe. On the other hand, apparently the last ship to make this run nearly started a war, so I guess we’re not out of the woods yet. But we’ve got nothing to do but stare at the back end of that little ship that’s towing us through the slipstream. Well, aside from Fifebee pouring over copies of the bot code.”

“On that note, we’ve received no new information about the construction bot ship that escaped the Matrian system on a course to Federation space. Odds are, we’ll beat them back by several weeks. Assuming they head directly for Federation space and weren’t trying to throw us off. Which…really…they could be anywhere, doing anything. But our orders are to go to Waystation, so that’s what we’re going to do.”

“And I’m going to relax and enjoy being back on ship while I do it.”



Stafford clicked off the log recorder, checked to be sure the recording had uploaded to the computer core, then tossed the recorder into the lake. It landed with a satisfying splash.

“Why’d ye do that?” Jeffery asked from a nearby seat. The two of them were on the holodeck, running Stafford’s favourite boating program. The thirty-two foot yacht was rocking gently in the waves of one of the great freshwater lakes of North America. The holographic sun was shining overhead and a gentle breeze ran across the water. Beer in hand, Stafford proceeded to stretch, then relax in his seat.

“Because why not?” Stafford said, “Because I’m back aboard MY ship. I’m living in MY quarters. I’m running MY favourite holodeck program. And I’m back in the same routine of reporting everything we do back to Starfleet, even though they probably don’t care much about what we do, now that we’re away from Matria Prime and unlikely do to do anything high-profile in the near future,”

“Aye but…now Ah’m gonna have to fix it, mate,”

“Oh. Sorry.”

They were quiet for several moments.

“Ye want to talk about it?” Jeffery asked.

“I’m fine,” Stafford said, taking a swig of his beer and grimacing, “Or I will be, once we restock at Waystation. I’m really tired of the replicated stuff. But no, really. I’m glad we’re finally out of that place. Hell, the way these slipstreams work, we’re already a week away at ordinary warp,”

“Uh-huh,” Jeffery said.

“I dunno,” Stafford went on, “Don’t you feel like…like we really accomplished something while we were in Matrian Space? I mean, we were invaded! We helped run an underground rebellion, found a centuries-old lost city and defeated the invading bad guys.”

“Aye. The Matrians talked a lot about that,” Jeffery sipped his own beer.

“Then we sat around on our collective butts and managed to…what? Start a fire in a night club, hatch Yanick’s egg, mess up some sort of corporate exploitation scam and get half our antimatter stolen by a swarm of renegade robots. Haven’t we gone sort of…downhill?”

“That reminds me,” Jeffery looked at his chrono, “Ah’m supposed to help Sage inspect the deuterium flow regulators in the main impulse drive,”

“You checked that twice before we launched!”

“Aye, but Ah’m…Ah’m not comfortable with all the work those bots did,” now it was Jeffery’s turn to look unhappy.

“You…you want to talk about it?” Stafford asked.

“Nay…it’s just…I think sometimes they reconstructed things a wee bit too carefully. Ah’m afraid some of the old bugs are gonna show up again…things that should have been sorted while we did the reconstruction,”

“Was your first clue the fact that half the decks are still the wrong colour?” Stafford asked dryly, “Because I noticed that pretty quickly,”

“Oy mate, we agreed to keep it like that!”

“No, we didn’t!”

“Didn’t we?”

The doors to the holo-deck opened with the usual rumble and Jall stepped in, failed to notice that the doors weren’t exactly lined up with the small ship’s deck, then fell into the lake with a loud splash.

“On that note,” Jeffery finished off his beer, “Good thing this was synthehol, Ah’ve got work to do,”

“Did somebody drop a log recorder?” Jall asked as he hauled himself onto the swim platform at the rear of the boat. He tossed the wet piece of equipment in front of him. Stafford stood up, climbed down the three steps from the lounge area to the swim platform, then kicked the recorder back into the water.

“Jall, are you bringing me more work while I’m on the boat? Because you remember the rule about the boat!”

“How should I remember, you haven’t been able to run this program in almost a year!” Jall grumbled.

Stafford climbed back up and dropped into his seat.

“What’s up?” he asked. He thought for a moment, then grudgingly offered Jall a beer from the cooler.

Jall shuddered, then asked Sylvia for a cosmo.

“It’s not 1700hrs yet!” she chided.

“It’s appropriate to the topic,” he said, tossing a padd at Stafford.

“What’s this?” Stafford frowned, “And what does it have to do with pink booze?”

“It’s the secondary duties roster,” Jall said, “In case you’ve forgotten, we have a great deal of work to do keeping this ship running, now that she’s all fixed up. And we need to get a few things sorted out.”

“Oh, no,” Stafford sank back into his chair.

“Which means that you, as the Captain of this fine ship-”

“Jall, stop, please,” Stafford pleaded.

“-are by tradition, the owner of all messing facilities on board.”

“I’m begging you!”

“Now, as your First Officer, I am the President of the Officer’s Mess, or Wardroom,” Jall was reading off another padd, “In this case, the former Unbalanced Equations,”

“Former?”

“While Chief Ravine is the President of the Enlisted Mess. Formerly the Roughhouse,”

“Why do you keep saying ‘former’?”

“Anyhoo, since the ship has been rebuilt, we need to hold general members meetings for both messes, you’ll have to attend of course, and we’ll re-ratify our mess constitutions, pick new names, maybe tinker with the menus. Steven and his staff will of course be there as well, but they don’t hold a vote. Thank God Guinanco never got their toes in!”

Stafford stared.

“And once THAT’s done,” Jall continued, “We can all sit down and hold a meeting on all these other secondary duties that need to be dished out.”

“Jall, that sounds like the most BORING thing we could possibly do! Why are you making us do this???”

Jall put the padd down gently.

“Because,” he said sharply, eyes boring into Stafford’s, “we have ONE BAR on this ship, maybe two if you count the one I’m not supposed to go to, and if I’m going to survive without choking the ever-loving life out of each asshole that comes whining to me with some silly problem or other, I NEED IT TO BE DECENT!”

“OK, OK, geez,” Stafford pulled another beer from the cooler, “Calm down. And maybe look into starting a program, or something.”

“Look who’s talking, Captain Beersly McDrink-Face!”

“Wowryk to Jall,”

“Jall here!” Jall barked.

“San, did you know that nobody bothered to re-plant the arboretum? It’s just a big empty room full of dirt! Now, I know your people are quite good with interior decorating AND landscaping, so landscaping an interior room should be right up your alley, right?”

Stafford could almost see the smoke coming out of Jall’s ears.

He consulted the duty padd and noticed that there was no name next to ‘Arboretum Manager’. He tapped in Wowryk’s name, then showed Jall the readout.

“The Captain just assigned that task to you, Doctor,” Jall said, “Jall out,”

He looked at Stafford for a moment.

“Chalk it up to pity,” Stafford shrugged.

“I could almost hug you right now,” Jall admitted.

“Wowryk to Stafford,”

Stafford plucked off his comm-badge and tossed it in the lake.

“You know she’ll still find us, right?” Jall said.

“Yeah,” Stafford said, “But I can relax for ten more minutes before all hell breaks loose.”

“And then she kills you,” Jall shrugged, “And I get to be Captain.”

“Yeah. Maybe she’ll kill me before we have to go through this painful mess meeting.”

Jall shrugged.

“It’s two days from now. And how bad could it really be?”





Two days later…



“Unbalanced Equations is a silly name and needs to be changed! Immediately!”

“You have a better suggestion?”

“No! Just…just something different!”

“Do I have a seconder?” Jall asked tiredly.

The lounge was silent.

“Oh come on!” Lt Kennerdy objected, “Somebody else has to agree with me!”

“If nobody has a better idea for the name,” Lt Cmdr Stern grumbled, “Then why would they second it? They know it’s just going to lead to another hour of this crap while we try to figure out a new name!”

“If there’s no other new business,” Jall said, “Can we get somebody to move that we adjourn?”

“I motioned that we adjourn two hours ago,” Stafford complained.

“Sir, as the Commanding Officer, you don’t get to-”

“Yes, yes,” Wowryk jumped up, “I motion we adjourn. Some of us actually have work to do!”

“Then I declare this meeting of the USS Silverado Officer’s-”

“I second the motion!”

“I didn’t ask,” Jall said, “We’re adjourning.”

“No,” the unknown Ensign said, “I second the motion to rename the lounge,”

“It’s too late, you had your chance!” Stafford snapped.

“Sir,” Jall gritted his teeth, “May I remind you that-”

“You may be the President of the Mess, but it’s still my ship and I still have veto power!” Stafford grumbled, “Can we please just end this so Steven can open the bar and Wowryk and whomever else can get back to work?”

“I declare this meeting adjourned,” Jall snapped, banging his gavel.

There was a small amount of grumbling, but for the most part it seemed like everybody had had enough. Stafford picked up a drink from the bar and moved towards his old usual spot in the lounge. The lounge was looking different thanks to the renovations. The old faux-wood floor had been replaced with a darker, somehow more professional surface. The furniture had been replaced, and the overall look had shifted slightly from old-style pub to trendy restaurant. Stafford wasn’t sure who exactly had approved the change…Jall and Steven were at the top of the list of suspects. But really, there wasn’t anything he could object to overall.

“Lt Cmdr Virgii to Captain Stafford,” the comm chirped.

Except for that. They really should have installed comm-blockers in here.

“Stafford here,” he groaned, “What the hell do you want?”

“Sir,” the officious, British voice sounded peeved, “We are due to arrive at Waystation within four hours, and you haven’t returned the pre-slipstream exit vector checklist! I insist you do so at once, in accordance with-”

“What are you going to do if I don’t?” Stafford demanded, “Stay in slipstream until I do? We’ll be halfway to Andromeda before you figure out how to pull a U-turn in that thing!”

“This is HIGHLY unprofession-”

Stafford cut the channel.

“Ah, there you are,” Jall said, sitting down and setting his drink on one of the small tables that had been added between the rear-facing seats, “I need you to sign off on the minutes from the meeting, as soon as Fifebee has them converted to…nevermind. Just came into the padd. And the Roughhouse is being renamed Junior’s.”

“Junior’s? Are they KIDDING?” Stafford asked.

“Well, quite a few of the crew objected to calling it the Roughhouse,” Jall explained, “And Crewman Hamit didn’t like the proposal to rename it Trans-Warp.”

“Why?”

“Transexual species. He…wait….yes, Crewman Hamit is currently ‘he’. But changes ever month or so.”

“Oh.”

“The Slipstream was voted down. So was Campus. So since they couldn’t agree on a new name and refused to keep the old one, it reverted to the default junior ranks name. And until they come up with something better, that’s what it is.”

“What if we’d refused to keep Unbalanced Equations?” Stafford was almost afraid to ask.

“Twelve-Aftward,” Jall grimaced.

“Ouch.”

“Yeah. So you need to approve those minutes, then the secondary duties list needs to be approved. And after THAT, well, we haven’t had a formal officer’s dinner in two years. Yanick jumped right onto planning that one, but you need to approve the menu and the wine list.”

Stafford groaned.

“Jall, I don’t want to have to pull my dress whites out again!”

“Hey, we’re trying to get back into routine!” Jall reminded him, “These are things that are supposed to be routine! We need to do them!”

“Ugh. Can’t we just go back to chasing crazy robots?”

“Oh, right. Starfleet Intelligence wants your comments on the assessment on the bots construction capabilities. Jeffery added his notes, but apparently somebody cares what you think.”

Stafford tossed back the last of his drink and stood.

“Where are you going?” Jall asked.

“Back to the bridge,” Stafford grumbled, “If I’m going to work, I may as well do it AT work.”

“Oy mate,” Jeffery intercepted him before he could move towards the door, “We’ve got a problem,”

“Is this the supply thing again?” Stafford groaned.

“Aye. Ye know we need antimatter. But we’ve got a list of non-replicatable parts we need to have in stock. And a few things we replicated that will perform a LOT better if we get proper replacements. Ye know we need that to keep an edge over the bots,”

“We’ll ask at Waystation, OK?” Stafford said.

“Is Waystation going to restock our liquor supply again?” Steven joined the conversation, “I’m down to replicated stock for over two thirds of my inventory”

“Och, Ah doubt it,” Jeffery said, “We cleaned ’em right out the last time,”

“Jeffery’s actually right about this one,” Jall said, “We’re going to need to play very nicely with the Waystation officers, get our supplies sorted, then find out what our next mission is.”

“At least this time there shouldn’t be any more politics,” Jeffery said.

“Yeah. If our getting resupplied depends on Wowryk cozying up to President Dillon again…” Jall trailed off.

“Look, just do what you have to do to get supplied, OK? I’ll ask,” Stafford barked, storming towards the door.

“What’s his problem?” Steven asked.

“No clue,” Jall shrugged.



“Reversion from slipstream in two minutes,” Yanick reported.

“Goody,” Stafford said, staring at the aft end of the tiny USS Roadrunner on the main screen, “Are we all going to die?”

“You might,” Wowryk said, picking at the dirt under her fingernails, “Honestly, I had no idea gardening was such dirty work!”

“It is literally working with dirt,” Fifebee said, turning to Wowryk, “How could you not know?”

“It just wasn’t something I was ever into!” Wowryk replied.

“But I bet you had fun,” Jall said, “And now we’re going to have an arboretum again soon, right?”

“Perhaps,” Wowryk said thoughtfully, “The holy water I used to water the seeds will either bless and speed their growth…or incinerate them in hellfire. I’m not sure how to judge whether a seed has been good or evil.

“Many plants are dual-gendered, in some cases they pollinate themselves,” Fifebee said, “What does your Bible say on self-impregnation?”

“Nothing, it’s impossible for humans,” Wowryk frowned, “But I’m pretty sure if it was, it would be sinful,”

“You know,” Jall said, “As the Arboretum Manager, you’re just supposed to approve whatever the botanical staff wants to do. You don’t actually have to get your…hands…dirty…”

If Wowryk could have glared at Jall any harder, he may have literally caught fire.

“So…slipstream exit? Horrible death or not?” Stafford asked again.

“Sir,” Fifebee looked unimpressed, “There have been very few deaths related to slipstream use. We are not special enough to be the exception.”

“Not sure if we’ve been insulted or not,” Jall quipped.

“You are all idiots of the highest caliber,” Virgii’s voice came over the comm.

“What…when did we open a channel to him?” Stafford asked.

“Three days ago,” Virgii replied, “When you ‘accidently’ left it open to mock me. Then you accidently, really left it open. We’ve been listening to your inane chatter the entire trip,”

“Your night shift should be VERY ashamed of themselves,” a voice in the background spoke up.

“Yes,” Virgii’s voice came back, “Do tell your Lt Pye that it is improper to refer to smaller persons as ‘midgets’. And that intercourse with three persons of normal stature and one smaller person does not count as ‘three and a half partners’.”

“The harassment suit is already being filed,” the background voice chimed in.

“Reversion to normal space in ten seconds,” Virgii said, “Cherrio, and we hope you have enjoyed your slipstream experience,”

The channel clicked off.

There was silence on the bridge. After a few seconds there was a weird sort of twitch that ran through everybody, almost a twisting sensation in their nerve endings. The swirling blue-and-black tunnel on the screen disappeared into a normal starfield, with Waystaion just visible to one side. The tractor beams from the Roadrunner shut down and the small ship moved into a docking trajectory.

“Well…fuck,” Stafford said finally.

“I’m just going to go through the comm logs and see how much trouble we could be in,” Jall said.

“Waystation is hailing us,” T’Parief grumbled.

“On screen,” Stafford sighed.

“Wait,” Yanick said, “You’re going to answer Captain Beck looking like that?”

“Like what?”

“Slouched in your chair, uniform needs fixing. Looking cranky. I thought you liked her?”

“Trish, I’m not going to try AGAIN to impress that woman. She’s clearly not interested!”

“OK, fine then,”

“Put her on screen,” Stafford said. T’Parief tapped a button.

“Welcome back to Federation Space,” Captain Lisa Beck said cheerfully, a broad grin on her face, “Arm Three is all ready for you. And your supplies are waiting!”

“I…wha??” Stafford gaped. Jall kicked him out of range of the bridge camera, then stood.

“Thanks, Captain Beck!” Jall said, “We’ll dock immediately. Silverado out.”

“Looking forward to it,” Beck gave a nod, then the image cut out.

“What. The. Hell?” Stafford asked.

“Yeah, something’s definitely fishy,” Jall said, “We haven’t even requested supplies yet, how could they-”

“I looked terrible!” Stafford was running his fingers through his hair and straightening his uniform, “God, what was I thinking? Yanick, bring us in to Docking Arm Three, and be quick about it!”

“But-” Yanick started to object.

“Did you see the way she was smiling at me? Just dock already! I’ll be at the portside airlock!” Stafford rushed to the turbolift. Just before the doors closed, he ducked his head back out, “So don’t do something stupid like docking us with the starboard airlock!”

The doors hissed shut.

“I’m not that blond,” Yanick muttered.

“We’re on a trajectory to-”

“I know!” Yanick quickly corrected their course. “Shouldn’t you be down there watching him get brutally rejected by Captain Beck again?”

“They want something.” Jall said flatly.

“Then shouldn’t you be down there making sure we get what we want, too?”

Jall thought about this.

“Yup,” he patted Yanick on the shoulder, “God knows he’ll just roll over and take whatever Beck wants to give him. Oh…that’s some unpleasant imagery.”

He turned to the turbolift.



By the time Jall reached the portside airlock, the ship had already docked. Bioscans had already been run and the various safety and bio-containment checks had been completed. On top of that, Stafford must have been running full out to get down the length of the docking arm and into the station itself. The arrivals lounge was empty, but a discreet cargo door off to one side was open. The cargo area beyond it had stacks of tall, narrow crates…the sort designed to easily fit down starship corridors.

“-certainly been a long mission, for a starship crew,” Beck was saying pleasantly, “Starbase crews expect to be dealing with the same people in the same location for years on end…can’t say I know of many ships that end up in that situation,”

“Most crews don’t lose their warp cores and let the planet get invaded, either,” Commander Walter Morales said under his breath as Jall rushed into the room.

“It was a one-of-a-kind mission,” Stafford said pleasantly, “I’m glad we came back in one piece,”

“After your ship was totally rebuilt,” Morales added. Beck jabbed an elbow at him.

“Anyway, we’ve put together the cargo you’ll need,” Beck said, “If you’ll just give your authorization here,”

“Wait,” Jall interrupted just as Stafford was reaching for the padd, “We didn’t request any supplies!”

“Actually, you did,” Beck said. She shifted her weight. “Sort of.”

“Sort of?” Jall asked.

“San…” Stafford growled.

“Starfleet turned down a bunch of your requests during the reconstruction,” Morales explained, “Trivial items they didn’t want to ship as far as Matria Prime, a few classified items not worth the risk…a bunch of parts that can be replicated in the short term, but will need to be replaced with the real thing before too long. Fuel, of course. And since we’re your first port of call, guess who got ordered to supply you with it all?”

“See, Jall?” Stafford said, “Nothing suspicious about it at all.

“Uh-huh,” Jall didn’t look convinced, “But you’re still going to read through the list, right?”

“Well…”

“Maybe over…dinner?” Beck suggested.

“Sure!”

“Great. We have this wonderful Andorian place in the Starfleet Square Mall…”

As she led Stafford out of the arrivals lounge, Jall turned to Morales.

“That was well done,” Jall said, “The whole Good Cop, Bad Cop routine. Having the plausible explanation ready to go. And Beck has him wrapped right around her little finger. So come on. Just between us guys, what’s the catch?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Morales said coolly, “Waystation is a Federation outpost, staffed by competent, professional Starfleet officers. You guys did good work in Matrian Space, resupplying you on your way through is routine.”

“Really?” Jall leaned in close, “Is it routine for every ship to be met by the Station Commander and First Officer? And is it routine that Captain Beck is taking Stafford to dinner? You and I both know she’s not interested in him.”

“Well…maybe she changed her mind…” Morales said.

Jall looked at him for a moment.

“You know…I don’t think you’re very eager to talk about Beck’s romantic interests. In fact, I’m getting the feeling that you want to talk about ANYTHING but that. So why don’t you tell me what the deal is? Then we can go and cut their little date short and get to the point.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Morales said angrily, turning and walking towards the exit. He tapped a control as he passed and the cargo door slammed shut, “Starfleet ordered us to give you supplies, we have supplies for you. And as soon as your Captain accepts the shipment, you can have them.”

And with that he left.

Jall thought for a moment.

“Jall to Jeffery. Meet me in Engineering in…wait, no. That pub in Waystation’s mall…the one with the great beer and the view of the Andorian Restaurant’s entrance? Meet me there. And bring your shipyard notes.”



“Whot are we doin’ here?” Jeffery demanded, still out of breath. He’d been halfway down the docking arm when Jall had rushed back, dragged him to the transporter room and had Pysternzyks beam them directly to the pub.

“You are drinking a beer and acting natural,” Jall said, shoving a pint into his hands, “I am going through these shipyard logs of yours and comparing them to Waystation’s cargo manifest,”

“Why am Ah here if yer just lookin’ at paperwork?” Jeffery asked. He looked at his beer for a moment, then took a sip. “Actually, nevermind. If it’s free lager, I’m not complaining.”

“Pay for your own beer,” Jall said, “You’re here to keep an eye on Stafford and Beck while I go through this,”

“Why don’t ye just get Sylvia to do it?”

Jall stared at him blankly for a moment.

“Because Sylvia’s…busy.” he said.

“Ye just didn’t think to ask. Ye figured ye could do it yerself. Never mind that she’d have it done in less than a millisecond.”

“She has a brain the size of a small building,” Jall turned back to the padds, “And she has better things to do than compare two lists.”

“So do we!”

“What are they doing?” Jall asked.

“Huh?”

“Stafford and Beck! What are they doing?”

“Oh.” Jeffery watched for a moment. “They’re just talking.

“About what?”

“Oy, who knows? It’s Chris…he’s terrible at talking to women. He’s probably tryin’ to tell her about Matrian Hockey or something.”



“The water has chunks. Why does the water have chunks?” Stafford asked.

“It’s Andorian,” Beck said, “Try it. You’ll like it.”

Stafford took a careful sip. Suddenly, Matrian cuisine didn’t seem all that bad.

“It’s interesting,” he said carefully. He looked at the menu.

“Uh…do they have anything other than organ meat?”

“Sure, it’s on the next page. Next to the venom cakes,”

“Maybe I’ll stick with the…I dunno…I can’t pronounce this one…but steak and kidney pie is a thing on Earth, right?”

“Yeah, that’s pretty good. But if you’re new to Andorian food, I’d suggest the spleen pie. It’s a lot milder.”

“OK then,”

There was silence for a moment.

“So,” Beck said, “Tell me about the Matrian mission,”

“Where do you want to start?” Stafford chuckled.

“I actually want you to start back at your first mission to Matrian Space,” Beck said, glancing over to the side before meeting his gaze, “When we first met.”

“Oh geez,” Stafford leaned back, “I can’t believe how much things have changed. The Matrian Empire was enslaving their neighbors; and they kept trying to kidnap Dr. Wowryk. Well, we thought they were. They were actually trying to kidnap Jeffery. We knew we were going into hostile territory. And the ship…well, you took command of Silverado when I was knocked out during that pirate attack. You know there were…issues.”

“You were still having issues the last time you passed through here,” Beck muttered into her glass.

And with that, Stafford hit the brick wall of reality. He was sitting in a fancy restaurant with Captain Lisa Beck, of all people. A beautiful and successful woman, commander of an important outpost and a woman who had made it clear that she wasn’t interested in attempting any sort of romantic engagement with him.

“Anyway, things had changed a lot by the time we came back the second time,” he said.

“It’s actually really interesting that you were sent back,” Beck commented, taking a sip of her drink, “Follow-up work like that is fairly rare.”

OK, well maybe things had changed. Maybe she was single again. Maybe the mission to Matria had impressed her.

Right.



“Stafford doesn’t look happy,” Yanick reported, “I think he’s starting to figure out that maybe she wants something. I mean, something that’s not him.”

“Do I,” Lt Cmdr Valtaic asked, “need to point out yet again how ridiculous-”

“What part are you about to criticize?” a new voice broke in, “Our asinine mating rituals, our drive to find silly reasons to keep secrets from each other, or the way some of us like sticking our noses in where they aren’t invited?”

“Well, I hadn’t thought of the third item until you arrived,” Valtaic told the bearded officer as he arrived at their table, uninvited, “But certainly the first two. And the third, now that you’re here,”

“Hi, Craig,” Yanick said politely, “How are you?”

“Good thanks…Patty?”

“Trish.”

“Darn,” Porter snapped his fingers.

“They both come from Patricia!” Yanick giggled.

“Hey, it’s my lack of social skills and I will take it.”

Valtaic looked at them expectantly.

“It’s not our first visit to Waystation,” Yanick explained, “And…I mean, we’re not BFF’s or anything, but we did fight off Klingon pirates together.”

“Plus that time Captain Beck was kidnapped,” Lt Cmdr Craig Porter pointed out.

“Yeah. T’Parief has a Waystation holodeck program he uses now when he wants to train on heavy starship weapons systems.”

“Plus the time Porter and I were BOTH kidnapped and tortured by K’Eleese,” Jall added, his eyes still glued to the padds in front of him, “At the Ops Conference. On Nisus.”

“Oh yeah,” Yanick giggled, “I forgot about that,’

“Wish I could too,” Porter’s smile was becoming strained.

“Have a pint, mate,” Jeffery said amiable, “Anybody who’s been tortured with Jall…” he trailed off into an awkward silence.

“Knows what we go through on a daily basis,” Yanick finished.

“Well, you know, it was a very educational experience,” Porter said, recovering quickly, “You know how it is…people say ‘Oh, how can you be against torture? How do you know it’s really so bad?’ But hey, now I can tell them: ‘Been there, done that.’”

“That’s…kinda dark,” Jeffery said.

“I like dark,” Porter said, “If you turn the lights on, everybody knows you’re home. Then there’s no escaping the salesman,”

Yanick giggled.

“Did you want to join us for a bit?” she asked.

“Thanks,” Porter sat, and the waiter came by to take his order. He wasn’t about to tell the Silverado crew that he and Lt Cmdr Russel and Ensign Jones had drawn straws to see who would come down and have this little chat. They, like Yanick, had also apparently forgotten their little piece of shared history. Probably for the better.

“So-” he started, but was immediately cut off.

“Yeah, Stafford definitely knows she doesn’t want to date him,” Jeffery said, peering at the Andorian restaurant, “That’s the same look he had on his face when that Bajoran woman at the Academy told him to take a hike. And the human girl from Terra Nova. And the one stationed on Starbase 45. And-”

“Then why is he still there talking to her?” Jall asked, “Jeffery, the Captain couldn’t read a woman if she was printed in hardcover.”

“Look, the reason I’m here,” Porter said, “Is because-”

“AH-HAH!” Jall pumped his arms in victory, “I FOUND IT!”

“That’s what he…um…no. Sorry, I’ve got nothing,” Yanick shrugged.

“These Waystation people are trying to pull a fast one on us!” Jall said, grabbing the padds, downing his drink and thumbing the payment panel near the end of the table, “No wonder that Morales guy wouldn’t play straight with me!”

“You couldn’t play straight if…hmmm.” Yanick frowned. “Nope. Lost that one too. Gee, what is wrong with me today?”

“Morales just-” Porter started.

“Come on,” Jall grabbed Jeffery’s arm. The engineer barely managed to finish his drink, “We have to go investigate this thing!”

“Whot thing?”

“If you’ll just take a seat-” Porter tried again.

But Jall and Jeffery were gone in a flash. Looking curious, Valtaic followed after them.

“I was about to explain everything to them,” Porter said, looking a bit stunned.

“Yeah, you were about to spoil their fun,” Yanick said.

“Fun??”

“We just got back from a planetary invasion,” Yanick shrugged, “Then that weird corporate thingy on Kallar IV. Oh,and crazy robots stealing antimatter and nearly blowing up the moon we were on. Whatever’s going on here…whatever you guys are up to…really, it can’t be dangerous, can it?”

“Ah…well…technically not…” Porter shrugged, “But then, how do you define dangerous? Some people think fluffy little squirrel things are deadly. And I’m one of them.”

“Wha?” now it was Yanick’s turn to be confused.

“Nevermind. If you don’t know, you’re probably be happier.

“Right. Well, I’m sure whatever Chris and Captain Beck are talking about, nobody’s going to get killed,” Yanick went on, “And Jall’s having fun chasing conspiracies. And really…it’s nice to be back in Federation space again.”

“Oh,” Porter blinked, “Well…do you want to know what the real story is?”

“Nope,” Yanick looked at her chrono, “I have to go pick my daughter up from daycare.”

“Congratulations,” Porter’s head was almost spinning, “I didn’t realize things between you and your…partner…were that serious.”

“Well, sometimes life has a way of surprising you,” Yanick stood to go, “Unexpectedly swelling up, laying an egg, then hatching it in the middle of a dance club is a big one. Cheers!”

Porter took a sip of his drink. OK. Well. If the Silverado crew wanted to find out the hard way, who was he to stop them?

“Maybe Beck and Stafford will end up in the Mishtak pit,” he mused.



Stafford was trying to be annoyed. He really was. Beck had been polite and charming, other than a couple of minor side comments. She was as lovely as he remembered…the red hair, the firm but pleasant no-nonsense attitude…the way her uniform followed a few of her more obvious curves.

But it was also clear that whatever reason she’d brought him down here, it wasn’t romantic interest. The vibe just wasn’t there. And she kept looking off to the side. What was she looking at? Should he look? Would it be obvious if he did? And whatever it was, she’d brought him here anyway. But apparently not for a date.

So why were they having dinner?

He forced a chuckle, then answered a question Beck had asked about the Kallar IV incident. The unmanned fleet that they’d stumbled over in their four tiny runabouts had certainly been a surprise. And there weren’t so many abandoned fleets out there that every Starfleet captain had stumbled over one. But there had been several. And coming across abandoned alien technology was par for the course.

What would Wowryk or Yanick say, Stafford wondered to himself?

“Stop looking at her breasts,” he could hear Wowryk’s voice in his head, clear as if she’d been standing right there, “She’s not stupid. She knows you’re doing it. It’s both sinful and unprofessional.”

OK. Yup. She was right about that, Stafford realized, forcing himself to meet Beck’s gorgeous eyes. And yes, there was a hint of irritation in her face. She had, in fact, noticed where his gaze had gone. But in terms of his larger problem, it wasn’t very helpful.

“It’s not like you two never got along,” Yanick’s voice spoke in his head, “She took command of your ship when you were knocked out. You took command of her station when she was kidnapped.”

“You’re looking at her breasts again. Eyes up!” Wowryk’s voice snapped.

“But how on Earth did you manage having your doctor as a celebrity?” Beck asked, “They may be a member world now, but-”

“Dr. Wowryk is nothing if not professional,” Stafford said, both to Beck and to the voices in his head, “I didn’t have to manage it…she managed it fairly well.” He frowned. Better to leave out the Nashawa kidnapping. Or that whole episode with Mr. Mann and the water-gun fight.

“…I mean, it’s not like you HAVE to pay attention to me, I’m just a voice in your head. I’m not going anywhere…”

Huh. Apparently Imaginary Yanick liked to ramble on as much as the real one.

“Oh, you’re listening. Where was I? Right. You guys actually have more in common than you think. And one of the things you admire about her…probably because it reminds you of you, you narcissist, is that she’s usually up-front and to the point. So why don’t you just ASK her what the hell the deal is!”

Stafford grimaced.

“I know, the spleen isn’t the freshest,” Beck said, catching the look on his face, “It usually has a very pleasant, almost a…peaty taste to it.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“I think she’s got a point,” Wowryk’s voice said, “You’re both clearly uncomfortable right now. Just get it over with.

Stafford sighed.

“It can’t be that bad,” Beck snagged a small bit of his pie and popped it in her mouth. “Oh,” she spit it out immediately, “Oh shoot. That spleen’s gone bad. I’m sorry, I should have checked before I let you eat half of it.”

She started to rise, but one of the waiters caught the look on her face and rushed over.

“Whatever you do,” Beck hissed, “Don’t challenge him to Mishtak!”

“Mish-what?”

“Is there a problem?” the waiter asked.

“Bad spleen,” Beck said.

Stafford could have sworn the waiter paled.

“I will summon Ih’mad at once!” he said, rushing away.

“Is Ih’mad the owner, or some Andorian cooking deity?” he tried to joke. Was that a twinge in his stomach?

“The owner,” Beck said, “Are you OK? Cramps? Nausea? Explosive bloating?”

“Um…no?”

“Oh good. Then we still have time to beam out your stomach contents.”

Staffor grimaced, hoping she was joking. He noticed that she was looking off to the side again. With Yanick’s words ringing in his head, he turned to see two Waystation officers, Beck’s subordinates, at the table right next to them. They were just in the process of settling up their bill.

“You didn’t ask me here to talk about the Matrian mission,” he said flatly as the waiter replaced his dish and apologized profusely. Stafford gently waved away the ceremonial blade…geez, he knew Andorians took cooking seriously, but he wasn’t about to gut the water over spoiled food! Speaking of which…great, now he had to start eating spleen all over again, “There’s something else, isn’t there?” He was very careful to keep his expression neutral. Whatever she wanted, it wasn’t romantic. And he knew enough about women to know that his words could be taken in ways he didn’t intend. Ways that wouldn’t actually get him answers.

Beck sighed.

“No,” she said. She looked back over at her officers again, then paused as if collecting her thoughts. “I wanted to talk to you about…after …the Matrian mission,”

Stafford blinked.

“The mission just ended,” he said, “Well, OK. It ended months ago, technically. We’ve been ‘advising’ since the Qu’Eh were defeated. But we’ve only been back on ship for a few days!”

“And?” Beck was staring at her plate, “What was it like, leaving Matrian Space after being there for a year? Moving on to bigger and better things? Or moving back into the old exploration routine?”

Stafford frowned. He thought back to those dull days of being towed through the slipstream, getting back into some of the more mind-numbing routines of starship life. The mess meeting, secondary duties. The paperwork…well, OK the paperwork had been with him all though the Matrian mission. But why on Earth was Beck asking him about that stuff? She had to deal with all of it and more aboard Waystation. She had to deal with a constant flow of new visitors, new problems, new threats, new opportunities…but she also had to deal with the Multek Enclave, the Waystation civilian population, her own Wardroom committee.

His confusion must have shown, because when he turned his attention back to Beck, she was meeting his gaze. And something in the back of his mind told him that she’d noticed that his eyes had finally stopped dipping down to her chest.

“I’m…” Beck hesitated. She waited as the two officers finally finished up and left, then leaned closer to Stafford and dropped her voice. “Have you seen the Captain’s merit board results for this year?”

The merit boards? Those were annual reviews of Starfleet personnel of various rank levels. Performance reviews went up, were tabulated, compared with other statistics, and the highest rated and eligible candidates were evaluated at a board that would determine who, if anyone, was to be promoted.

“No, I didn’t bother to check it,” Stafford said carefully, “I’m not even eligible for promotion yet.”

“I made the merit list,” Beck said. She tried to sound casual, but the words dropped like a bombshell over the table, “Upper third,”

That meant that Captain Beck had a very good chance of becoming Admiral Beck, and very soon. But why would she be telling him? To show off? Stafford disregarded the idea as soon as it surfaced. Beck wasn’t the type. So why would she ask him to dinner, ask him numerous questions about being stuck in Matrian Space, then let slip that she was about to be promoted?

Promoted…and very possibly transferred. Possibly leaving Waystation. Leaving the Multek Enclave.

Stafford’s mind did a little flip as he completely re-evaluated his entire relationship with Beck. He’d always liked her…she was beautiful, confident, talented, and considering they were both command officers, they had a fair bit in common. But after the incident with Yanick being stuck in his body, his disastrous attempt to explain that incident to Beck, Beck being kidnapped…he’d been so distracted with the other things, that he’d forgotten that first and foremost, they were colleagues. She didn’t have any other Captains on the station she could have this sort of frank discussion with. Maybe with some of her closer subordinates…but then again, maybe not. And even if she could talk to them, or to one of the other Captains that came through the station regularly…how many of them had shared her experience of dealing with the same race, the same region of space for months or years at a time? OK, he’d had a year in Matrian space…but that was still fifty-five weeks more than most starship Captains had with a planet.

“There is no catch or scheme with our cargo, is there?” he asked, “You asked me to dinner for…a career chat? Advice?”

“Advice? From a junior Captain who’s crashed his ship twice, lost his warp core and was stranded in a time-travelling museum?” Beck rolled her eyes, “Not exactly. But I wanted to get your…perspective. Oh. And there IS a catch with your cargo, but I don’t think it’s likely to be a problem. Morales and Porter are really hoping you’ll take a certain item off our hands, but they’re worried that if you notice it on the manifest, you’ll leave it with us instead,”

“What is it?” Stafford asked.

She told him.

“Oh. Well. Can’t say I’m overly happy, but OK. Yeah, Jall can deal with that.”

“Look, I’m sorry if it looked like I was trying to play some sort of romantic angle,” Beck said as the waiter brought out their desserts, “My crew…they don’t know the about maybe-promotion yet. I’ve talked to a few people. My old Captain from the Secondprize…a couple of Academy friends. But they were all starship Captains…they’d never had a station command, never really had the experience of working long-term with a particular race. I wanted to get your viewpoint, and batting my eyelashes over this cargo thing was the best way to get us away from everyone without making it seem odd. I was going to come clean as soon as we got to the restaurant, but I didn’t expect Lt Potts or Ensign Mullis to be at the next table. And really, you and I haven’t exactly spent much time together as colleagues.”

“No, I guess not,” Stafford gave a look of disgust.

“You look angry,” Beck asked after a moment, “I guess I understand. I wasn’t exactly forthcoming.”

“What? NO! Sorry! It’s just…whatever this cake is, it’s got…meat in it,” Stafford laughed. He realized that no, he wasn’t angry. If anything, he was angry at himself. He’d passed through Waystation so many times, he’d been so caught up in thinking about Beck as a woman that he hadn’t thought to approach her as a colleague, or a potential friend. Twenty-Fourth century, and he was still behaving like a misogynistic Neanderthal.

“If you don’t want it, I’ll eat it,” Beck said, seeming to relax a bit.

“Go for it,” Stafford pushed the plate towards her.

“Thanks.” She ate a couple of bites. “I can’t imagine turning down the promotion,” she said after a few moments, “It’s something I’ve wanted for a long time. So I’m not asking about that. I just…I wanted to talk. I’ve worked with these people for so long. My crew…the Multeks…the people on the station. We know we can be transferred any time…it’s the nature of the service. And it happened after the Academy…after training. It happened when I left the Secondprize. You leave the people you’ve come to respect and care for behind, you meet new ones. And life goes on. But…”

Stafford thought back to a moment several months ago. He’d been standing in the lounge of Haven Shipyard 3, Silverado a crippled derelict. His finger had been hovering over the ‘Approve’ button. Pressing that button would start the reconstruction of his ship. In that one moment, he and his crew had had to decide whether to stay together for another year or two…or go their separate ways then and there.

“Yeah,” he said, “I know exactly what you mean.”

“You must be almost due for a transfer, at least,” Beck said, “You’ve done your starship command stint…could you be up for a station command next?”

“Probably not,” Stafford shrugged, “Starbase 341 was open while I was out there…but they offered it to Wowryk instead. And we could have gone our own ways after the ship was wrecked. But for whatever reason, we decided to go for one more lap. And I don’t know how I feel about station command. A year of Matria Prime was enough.”

“I surprised I’m up for promotion without having a starship command,” Beck admitted, “They usually want you to have both,”

“Guess you’re just that good,” Stafford joked, gesturing with his empty glass.

“Would you like to get a drink?” Beck asked, with a laugh, “Continue the conversation? There’s a place on the other side of the mall that has an amazing wine list. Or if beer’s more your thing, they’ve got an old fashioned micro-brewery in the back,”

“I’d like that,” Stafford said, “But why didn’t we go there to start with?”

“Because,” Beck gestured across the way to where Porter was strolling out of the pub, “It’s taken this long for both our crews to get sufficiently bored of us to move on to other things,”

Yup, Stafford realized, he and Beck had far more in common than he’d realized.



Jall was rushing through the corridors of Waystation’s lower saucer, padd gripped like a weapon.

“This is the wrong deck, mate,” Jeffery said, “The cargo storage is over by our docking arm,”

“We’re not going to cargo storage,” Jall said, “I already know what’s there!”

“What is there?” Valtaic asked.

“A ‘dual-phasic quantum probability modulator’, according to this cargo manifest,” Jall said, looking at the number on the nearest cabin door and moving on, “Shipped to Waystation from Mouvit IV.”

“I have never heard of that piece of equipment, or that planet,” Valtaic admitted.

“Ah haven’t heard of the gadget either,” Jeffery said, “Pretty sure we didn’t ask for it. But Mouvit IV…that sounds really familiar…”

“It should,” Jall glanced at another door, “There’s a major Federation Propulsion Laboratory there. And we’ve been there. Three years ago.”

“Really?”

“The ship was nearly destroyed,” Jall said. He checked the number on the next door, then pressed his thumb down on the buzzer.”

“Wait…” Jeffery’s eyes widened.

The doors hissed open, and a short, smiling Asian woman greeted them.

“Dr. Cadela,” Jall said flatly, “What a pleasure to see you.”

“Commander Jall,” the woman’s smile widened, “Congratulations on your promotion! I’m very pleased to see you…does this mean the Waystation crew was successful in transferring my experiment to your ship?

“That’s whot those blighters were up to!” Jeffery exclaimed, “I remember you! You and your ‘Probability Drive’! Yer a bloody menace, woman!”

Cadela’s smile wavered.

“Yes…well,” she clasped her hands in front of her, “The Probability Drive never became a reality. But we did learn some very interesting things from that experiment. And Starfleet has a new experiment for me to perform. Waystation had been selected; we were to use the USS Wayward. But when I learned that you were passing through…well, your ship AI is FAR more sophisticated than the system I had put together…you’re far better suited for this!”

“We’ll see about that!” Jall said, reaching for his comm-badge.



“I’m serious,” Stafford said, savouring a sip of the dark oatmeal stout he’d been served. Then he took a quick look around and lowered his voice, “I don’t know who they are. But they dangled a Vimy-class starship in front of me. All I had to do was send Sylvia off to the Daystrom Institute to be…electronically dissected. Or whatever it is they do there.”

“Did you report it?” Beck asked.

“God no!” Stafford said, “Look, we were caught up in the politics of the whole election thing…the Fleet Admiral wouldn’t send the ships Matria Prime needed. My old First Officer…I don’t know the story. But he made some sort of arrangement to go around her and have the USS Medusa sent out. And for some reason, getting Sylvia to agree to go to the Daystrom Institute was part of the payback.”

Now it was Beck’s turn to glance nervously round.

“Why tell me this?” she asked.

“Because,” Stafford said, “If you ARE about to join the Admiralty…I just…I have the impression that you’re going to be playing some bigger games than most of us realize. And maybe more dangerous.”

“Good to know,” Beck said.

“Jall to Stafford,” Stafford’s badge chirped.

“Yeah?”

“Do you KNOW what these Waystation people are planning!? They’re trying to push that crazy Probability Drive scientist on us, so we die horribly instead of them!”

“I know,” Stafford said, “Jall, it’s fine. Captain Beck told me about the experiment, we’re better suited for it anyway,”

There was silence for a moment.

“Did she seduce you already?? There’s no other way she could have convinced you to…do I hear a woman laughing? CAN SHE HEAR ME!!??”

Beck was indeed laughing.

“Jall, just drop it,” Stafford said, “I’m approving the cargo transfer list.”

“But-”

“And you KNOW she didn’t seduce me, we all know she’d never,” Stafford stopped, Beck was shaking her head. Right. They had a role to play.

“Uh…I mean…Look, she’s in the washroom right now. And I’m sure that if I take care of this problem for her, my chances will be a lot better!”

“Don’t be an idiot-”

“Stafford out!” he closed the channel.

“Did I have to do that?” he asked Beck, “We know there’s zero chance of us sleeping together. My crew knows it. Your crew knows it.”

“You’re right,” Beck sighed, “I don’t know why I’m keeping this a secret from them. The whole thing seems so childish, now that I think about it.”

“Maybe,” Stafford shrugged, “But on the other hand, this is a REALLY good stout…next round’s on me, if you tell me what happened with those aliens that kidnapped you? My Security Chief wouldn’t stop talking about how amazing your station phaser banks were for weeks after that incident.”

“Well,” Beck signalled the waiter, “As it turned out…”

Stafford leaned back and listened as Beck told her story. OK, so he didn’t get a date out of the deal. And he wasn’t getting laid. And now his ship was going to have to take part in some sort of experiment. But Waystation had been one of their regular ports of call over the past several years…and he’d come to realize what a big mistake he’d made in not trying harder to build a professional relationship with the Waystation crew. They actually seemed like a pretty good bunch, especially compared to the yahoos running Starbase 341. And with Beck likely being promoted soon…this was probably his last chance to talk to her as a colleague and fellow captain. Next time…she might be his boss.

Yeah, he decided, this whole thing was definitely a big win after all.





The next day…



“Starbase Waystation, this is USS Silverado, requesting permission to depart,” Jall said, his tone annoyed as he leaned on the comm button.

The screen flickered, and Captain Beck appeared on the screen, her Ops staff visible behind her.

“USS Silverado, you are cleared to depart,” she said pleasantly, “Good luck, and safe travels,”

“You as well,” Stafford said, giving her a small wave.

“Waystation out,”

The screen went blank.

“Clear moorings,” Stafford ordered, “Set course to 329 mark eight. One quarter impulse, bring us to Warp 5 once we’ve cleared the station.

“Aye sir,” Yanick said from the helm, “And may I say, what the hell?”

“Yeah,” Jall said, turning to look angrily at him, “What the hell?”

“What?” Stafford asked innocently.

“You didn’t get laid,” Yanick said, “I can tell. So what’s with the dangerous mission? And why is Captain Beck suddenly being so nice to you?”

Stafford realized most of his officers were staring at him expectantly. OK, well…he wasn’t going to tell any secrets. And he and Beck had agreed the whole subterfuge thing had been childish, anyway.

“Look, Captain Beck and I went for dinner and we had a professional conversation,” he said, “She had some questions about the Matrian mission, then we talked about this thing with Dr. Cadela-”

“Who is now setting up her insane experiment in Science Lab Two!” Sylvia said angrily.

“And we came to an understanding, OK?” Stafford shrugged, “Turns out we had a lot to talk about. We were swapping stories until midnight,”

“You…had dinner, then swapped stories?” Yanick sounded skeptical, “That’s it?”

“Yup.”

“Fine,” Jall said, “If you don’t want to tell us what really happened, don’t. I don’t know what she did…maybe it’s better than I don’t. But if we all die horribly tomorrow, I’m totally blaming her!”

“You do that,” Stafford chuckled.

“We’ve cleared the station,” Yanick reported.

Stafford looked at the screen, at the empty starfield in front of them. He could feel the warp core thrumming deep below decks, the ship ready to stretch her legs for the first time in months. He thought about Beck, and the changes she was about to face.

Maybe one day his turn would come. Either promotion…or more likely a transfer. But for the moment, this was HIS ship again. Boring meetings and all.

And it was time to get back to work.
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Split Views

Stafford wasn’t sure when it had happened. It was hard to predict…sometimes it took months, sometimes years. It crept up on him, unnoticed and oddly unexpected. But when it was missing, he sure noticed it.

After the time spent sleeping on a cot in Haven while the city was underground, after the months in various apartments in Matronus and Haven and after several weeks on a cramped bunk in the back of a runabout, Stafford couldn’t believe just how GOOD it was to be sleeping in his own bed again. Deck 2 was far from both the warp core and impulse engines, so the vibrations of the fusion and antimatter reactions were barely audible…even less so after the rebuild. Although he was above-average height, he didn’t really have room for anything bigger than the standard bed. But at least there was nothing that prevented his feet from hanging off the end, unlike the runabout where he had to either fold his knees up or somehow angle himself to mostly fit. The end result was that in even the brief time he’d been back aboard Silverado, he felt like he’d caught up on sleep right back to before the Qu’Eh invasion. At some point prior to the incident in Matrian Space, his quarters had become home. His safe space.

Which was why he was double surprised when the bed bucked beneath him, tossing him to the carpeted deck as the entire ship shook.

“Red alert! All hands to battle-stations, Captain Stafford to the bridge!”



Jeffery wasn’t sleeping well at all. He kept shifting, grumbling unhappily as his tired, abused body tried to get comfortable. The sounds of people talking, occasionally laughing, along with the strong THRUM of the warp core didn’t help. But really, the biggest issue was that he’d fallen asleep at his desk…again. If he’d had the brains to realize when he was done for the day and had actually ridden the turbolift up to his quarters, he’d probably be doing a lot better.

“Simon,” a voice called out gently. Jeffery replied by drooling on the oversized padd displaying ship schematics, “Simon, you should probably wake up now,”

“Uuuggghhhh,” Jeffery grunted, straining to open his eyes and figure out just what torturous hell-demon was tormenting him. Slowly, he realized Sylvia’s face was staring out at him from his computer display.

“Whot time is it?” he groaned.

“0355 hours, ship time,” Sylvia said, “But Simon-”

“Och! We’re supposed to start that stupid test in less than five hours!” he picked up the big padd, stared at it for a moment, then flipped it right-side-up.

“Wait, nay,” he said, flipping it back again. He frowned, then flipped it a third time. “Is the port SIF generator pair on Deck 14 outboard or inboard of the IDF generator pair?”

Sylvia’s eyes glanced at the padd, which immediately went dark.

“We have a ship on an intercept course,” Sylvia said, “I thought you might want to know about that, considering you’ve passed out in the most casualty-prone section of the ship,”

“Are we under attack?” Jeffery shot up in his seat.

“No,” Sylvia said. He relaxed. “Not yet, anyway. But I’m fairly certain that they plan to hail us, make some unreasonable demand, then open fire,”

“Why do ye…do they outgun us?”

“I don’t think so,”

“Then why would they attack???”

“Simon, I’m learning a lot of interesting things about organic behaviour,” Sylvia said thoughtfully, “And now that I have my full processing capabilities back, I’ve been thinking more about them. I have about three hundred possible reasons for their behaviour, which I expect to collapse down to less than four after they hail us,”

“Have ye warned the bridge?” the fog was starting to fade from Jeffery’s brain.

“No,” she said calmly.

“Jeffery to-”

“Simon, I didn’t warn them because they already know,” Sylvia cut him off, “They detected them on long-range sensors over an hour ago. They’ve scanned them thoroughly, including their weaponry. Commander Jall is on the bridge, ready to summon Chris if necessary. Every other ship in the fleet does just fine without me, after all.”

“Then why are ye tellin’ me all this??”

“Because, Simon,” Sylvia said patiently, “Your desk, on which your head was resting, is less than two meters from a primary coolant loop. A direct hit on this deck would have had a 43% chance of irradiating you from the shoulders up before you even knew what had happened.

“Oh.” Jeffery gulped.

“Simon?” Sylvia said after a moment.

“Whot?”

“I think a ‘thank you’ is in order…”

The ship shook, cutting off Jeffery’s reply.



“Right, report!” Stafford barked as he stormed out of the turbolift and onto Silverado’s bridge…and nearly fell over the tactical rail as the ship bucked again.

“Was that thing always so close to the turbolift?” he grumbled as he moved to his seat. Silverado’s bridge had never seemed small before, but that was before he’d spent months in Haven’s huge command center.

“It’s an Andorian raider,” Jall reported, “They came in-”

“They came in on an intercept course,” Lt Pye interrupted, “Asking if we’d be willing to trade replicator mass for medical supplies.”

“Until they came into sensor range,” Lt Burke spoke up from Sciences, “and we saw all the Breen life-signs,”

“Right, thanks,” Jall looked annoyed at the interruptions, “And now they’re shooting at us!”

“Shields-” Lt Bithe was cut off as T’Parief popped out of the turbolift and pushed her away from the Tactical panel.

“Shields are at eighty percent,” he said sharply, “Their shields are at sixty percent. Our torpedo tubes are loaded, phasers are charging from the last volley and the forward phaser cannon is at seventy percent charge,”

“And we-” Jall started, but was again cut off.

“Disable their engines,” Stafford ordered, “Come about to…uh, which way are we pointed right now?”

“We-” Jall started.

“One-two-two mark six-five,” Pye said. The turbolift opened again, this time Yanick and Valtaic jumped out and moved toward their stations.

“Evasive Delta-one,” Stafford ordered.

“I already-” Jall raised a finger.

“Yeah, one second,” Yanick said, settling into the helm, “Pye has the controls setup weird again,”

“Do not!”

“Did you hail them?” Stafford asked Jall.

“They-”

“Communication logs show they refused several hails,” T’Parief said, “Phaser cannon is…almost…,”

“Oh for…you realize that by now we could have blown then up at least twice,” Jall sighed, “Instead we’re doing nice little hand-overs, and briefings, and making sure everybody is up to speed on everything. Well, except for me. My replacement doesn’t want a hand-over.”

“Sure I do,” Stafford said cheerfully, “It’s just that everyone’s beating you to the punch. You know just how much I value and respect your input,”

“I-”

“All weapons ready,” T’Parief reported.

“Fire,” Stafford ordered.

On the screen, several bright red phaser beams connected with the raider, its shields shimmering as they tried to absorb the energy. A bloom of light appeared as the raider fired a torpedo at them. It crashed into the shields, shaking the ship but doing little damage. Stafford looked surprised.

“Shouldn’t someone’s console be exploding by now?” he wondered. On the screen the raider unleashed another volley of phasers and another torpedo. The ship shook, but the shields took the brunt of the impact.

This time when the turbolift doors opened, Jeffery stepped out.

“Simon? Did you guys upgrade our shields during the rebuild?”

“Whot? Nay. Well, sort of. They’re the same Mark-IX generators we’ve had for years…but the original Ambassador-class had Mark-VIs. Why?”

“Will you guys just shut up and blow up the bad guys?” Jall was sounding bored now.

“Hold on,” Jeffery said. He moved to the Engineering station and started tapping away at the panel.

“T’Parief?” Stafford followed Jeffery to the aft deck, “Could you shoot them a few more times? Get their weapons offline at least?”

“They surrendered ten seconds ago,” T’Parief said. “I was waiting until you finished your discussion.”

Jall pulled out a set of clippers and began grooming his nails.

“Well, I guess that’s lunch, then,” he said, glancing at the ship’s chrono, “Or breakfast, actually.”

“Nobody is going to have any appetite if you don’t put those away,” Yanick said.

“Girl, please,” Jall glanced at her, “If we can eat with you breast-feeding in every room of the ship, you can handle a few nail clippings,”

“Breast-feeding is a natural, beautiful-”

“So is a proper manicure!”

“Both of you, please,” Fifebee was looking even paler than usual, “I may not eat…but I may yet vomit.”

“Yer right about the shields,” Jeffery said to Stafford as he tapped away at his console, “Shield effectiveness was over 20% better than what we had before. Ooch, I knew those generators were underperforming! Ah wonder whot fixed it, the emitter array rebuild, or-”

“Ah, good morning everyone!” Dr Cadela stepped out of the turbolift, “Sorry to interrupt, but what was all the shaking about? Will we be starting the tests on time? I believe we have a meeting first thing in the morning?”

Jall took a deep breath and closed his eyes.



“Well, you seemed to be having a good time!” Sylvia said as Stafford sat in his ready room. It wasn’t his shift yet, but he was monitoring the boarding operation as the Hazardous Team took control of the raider. Actually, T’Parief was doing the actual monitoring. Stafford couldn’t watch them work anymore, always certain that the next action was going to bring total disaster. But for the same reason, he couldn’t sleep while the HT was on a mission.

“What’s that?” Stafford asked innocently.

“The way you guys were antagonizing Jall!”

“Total coincidence, Sylvia,” Stafford waved her away, “I didn’t get called to the bridge until they’d attacked. You know perfectly well that I couldn’t have coordinated a joke like that if I’d wanted to.”

“But you still took every chance to needle him. Even though the ship was in danger!”

“Sylvia,” Stafford groaned, “Look, it was just a raider! They weren’t a real threat.”

“How could you know that? And didn’t it occur to you that if they weren’t a threat, it was pretty stupid of them to attack us! They could have had any number of tricks up their sleeves!”

“Or they might have been stupid,” Stafford said.

“Or desperate,” Sylvia shot back. “Which makes them a bigger potential threat.”

“We beat them,” Stafford said, “The HT is securing the ship and taking the crew into custody. Any minute now, T’Parief will be calling me to say that the ship is under our control.”

“Oh really,” Sylvia said flatly, “And you don’t find that odd? We just get randomly attacked by a bunch of Breen in an Andorian raider, even though they had no chance. And now they just give up and let the Hazardous Team arrest them?”

“We’ll be careful,” Stafford grimaced, “Besides, there are a lot of stupid people out there. Maybe we finally got lucky,”

“T’Parief to Stafford,”

‘See’, Stafford mouthed silently to Sylvia, who merely rolled her eyes.

“Yes?”

“The Breen have been captured. Lt Marsden was struck unconscious when one of the Breen threw a boot at his head. Lt Rengs suffered a crushed ankle in a door malfunction, and Crewman Kreklor assaulted what turned out to be a Breen plant,” the big reptile paused, “You know what this means.”

“Valtaic won the betting pool again,” Stafford grumbled, “Fine, I’ll pay up later. In the meantime, get the senior staff into the conference room, we have dangerous technology to play with,”



“OK people,” Stafford said, getting to his feet as Valtaic and T’Parief took their places at the conference room table, “We have a brig full of Breen, an extra ship kicking around, and a crazy, wild-eyed woman who claims to be a scientist wanting to do an experiment. Where do we stand?”

“Right behind you,” Dr. Cadela said, making Stafford jump. He closed his eyes, then turned to Jall.

“Why didn’t you tell me she was there?”

“I know how much you value my input,” Jall replied, looking innocent.

“The Breen have been secured,” T’Parief said, “And we have raised the temperature of every compartment around the brig from ‘Starfleet Standard Comfort’ to ‘Midday on Vulcan’s Forge’. They do not even wish to consider escape.”

Stafford shot Jall a look that said ‘Why can’t you be more like him?’, then nodded.

“Good. Valtaic, the ship?”

“We should return it to Waystation. Starfleet will decide if it is to be dismantled or moved elsewhere for study,”

“The Breen aren’t a priority at the moment,” T’Parief grumbled, “We could use it for target practice,”

“Plan A,” Stafford pointed to Valtaic, then pointed to T’Parief, “Plan B. OK, that’s the easy part. Dr. Cadela? How may we help you? Quickly, I hope,”

“Hello everyone,” she said, flashing the same bright smile that had so unnerved everyone during their first experience with the woman, “I’d like to introduce my assistant, Alfredo.”

“What happened to Spork?” Sylvia asked flatly. She didn’t exactly look happy to see Cadela, no surprise given the last experience.

“Ah, such a nice young man,” Cadela shook her head, her smile becoming somewhat wistful but not fading, “I’m afraid he’s just a bit too high-strung for this sort of work. The last I heard, he was doing graduate work with the Warp Propulsion Laboratory in the Sol system. More traditional research. But Mr. Alfredo is very well qualified, and has a genuine flare for this sort of work!”

“He’s going to break in half if the gravity goes sideways on itself again,” Dr. Wowryk said flatly, eyeing the somewhat frail-looking older man.

“That’s not going to happen,” Cadela waved the concern away, “And really, sidewise gravity? How impossible!”

“But-”

“Let me guess,” Jeffery asked, leaning forward eagerly, “Another experimental propulsion system? Cuz the Probability Drive actually was kinda neat,”

“Simon!” Sylvia snapped.

“Well, other than nearly killin’ us all,” Jeffery looked down at the table.

“I’ve moved on from that project,” Cadela’s smile was starting to show signs of strain, “Actually, my new project only requires conventional systems, on a small ship…which is why I had planned to do the testing near Waystation with their support vessel. But they were worried about the risk of incidental civilian deaths or some other such nonsense. And when I found out that a ship I was familiar with would be docking soon…”

“Uh-huh,” Jall said flatly, “Wouldn’t it have been easier to use a ship that wasn’t on to just how bat-shit crazy your last scheme turned out?”

“Jall,” Stafford sounded tired, “It wasn’t actually her fault,”

“No? She didn’t build the crazy thing?”

“Chris is actually right,” Sylvia admitted grudgingly, “It was her invention, but it was a freak accident.”

“Forgiveness is divine,” Wowryk folded her hands in front of her, “And we have enough people who have tried to kill us on purpose that we needn’t be rude to those who nearly killed us by accident,”

Stafford looked at her blankly.

“That sounded better in your head, didn’t it?” Yanick asked her.

“It did,” Wowryk admitted.

“Well, I’m glad we’re able to put that behind us,” Cadela beamed, “Now, let me introduce my new project-”

“Is it the Probability Drive 2.0?” Jall asked.

“No, it’s-”

“The Pulsating Squeeze Probability Drive?” Yanick asked.

“It-”

“Guys,” Stafford groaned.

“I thought they were putting the past behind them?” Mr. Alfredo quietly asked the nearest Silverado crewman, Valtaic.

“Indeed,” Valtaic murmured back, “However most of these officers can be, as humans say, assholes.”

“The Quantum Probability Resonator?” Jeffery ventured.

“No!” Cadela’s smile was near the failing point, “Actually, sort of,”

“Is it the…wait, what?” Jall did a double take.

“May I introduce you,” Cadela tapped a small handheld and a hologram appeared over the table, “to the Probabilistic Exoversal Navigation Interphase System!”

There was dead silence in the room for a moment.

“Oh. My. GOD!” Jall’s eyes were wide.

“I know, right?” Yanick clapped her hands.

“I had no idea,” Stafford gasped, “That’s…that’s…amazing!”

“I know you said they’d appreciate the acronym,” Alfredo mumbled to Cadela, “But I didn’t think they’d be so…enthusiastic.”

“When did we get a holographic display built into the conference room?” Yanick asked, waving her hand through the space between the table and the floating image, completely ignoring Cadela, “I mean, I like it! But…Simon, when did you put this in?”

“Surprise!” Jeffery said, “Ah figured we’d upgrade!”

“Simon, I love it!” Stafford had jumped to his feet and was examining new display, “Man, what’s the display field radius? Can we use the conference room for movie nights now?”

Cadela shook her head in frustration.

“It’s a device for travelling to different universes!” she interrupted, “Universes similar to our own, but where different choices have led to things developing in new, exciting and different ways!”

There was silence around the table for a moment.

“We have already travelled to another universe,” Fifebee frowned, “In fact, Starfleet has done that several times,”

“The universe where we all had obnoxiously perfect versions of ourselves,” Jall said.

“Well, perfect other than being screwed-up in new, exciting and different ways,” Stafford added.

“The evil Mirror Universe,” Sylvia spoke from her display screen, “Discovered by the Enterprise, then DS9,”

“The equally evil Happyverse,” Jall put in, “The one K’Eleese was so eager to get to that she started kidnapping and torturing Ops officers. No, you’re fine,” Jall had noticed Valtaic giving him a concerned side-eye.

“And each encounter has relied on accidents, bizarre transporter malfunctions, wormhole weirdness, huge amounts of energy or the combined efforts of members of each universe,” Cadela said, “But in reviewing the data on the Probability Drive, I believe I’ve discovered a way for a ship to pass easily through the barriers between universes!”

“You were paying attention to the other universes we were talking about, right?” Yanick asked her, “Because none of them are nice places to visit. At all.”

“But imagine! We could see what might have happened if Admiral Janeway had won the Presidential Election! Or-”

“Or if the Dominion had won the war,” Valtaic said calmly, “This concept is poorly considered,”

“Well,” Cadela huffed, her smile now somewhat condescending, “I don’t expect everyone to grasp the significance of this discovery!”

“Let’s just test the thing,” Stafford blew out a breath, “If it turns out like the LAST test we did for you, it may not be much of a discovery. What do we do?”

“First, we select a universe,” Cadela nodded to Alfredo, who began walking around the room with what looked like a heavily modified tricorder. He ran it over Stafford, then frowned. He turned and pointed the business end of the device at Jall, tapped a button, then moved to Valtaic.

“And we do that by…?”

“Each universe has a unique quantum phasic signature,” Alfredo explained. He paused, shook his head, then moved to Yanick, “All matter in that universe shares it. But certain places or beings connected to significant decision points have variances. If they’re strong enough, these can point us to a parallel universe that split off because of events involving that place. Or person.”

“Well,” Jeffery puffed his chest, “We’re one of Starfleet’s finest…uh…one of Starfleet’s crews! Ah’m sure we’ve done a lot of things that changed the course of history!”

“So if you skipped over us…” Stafford trailed off.

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about it too much,” Cadela’s smile faltered. She actually looked genuinely flustered, “I mean, it may just be that whatever you’ve done to change the course of history happened too long ago. Or perhaps it was…merely a minor event.”

“Getting a vasectomy could change the course of history,” Wowryk crossed her arms.

“Ahem. Only for the right person,” Cadela said, patting Jall on the shoulder, “Some people it wouldn’t make a difference at all,”

“Bitch,” Jall muttered.

Alfredo was about to move on from scanning Wowryk, when his device let out a beep.

“I’ve got one!” he said, “It’s faint…it may have happened a while ago. But definitely a variance! Give me a few hours with the science lab computers and I’ll have a destination vector calculated!”

“Sylvia?” Stafford prompted, “I’m sure you could help them out,”

“That’s really not necessary,” Cadela said.

“Ohhh, yes it is,” Stafford, Jall, Fifebee and Wowryk all said together. Valtaic and T’Parief also objected, though the former with a disapproving grunt and the latter with a simple ‘It is’.

“I…very well.”

“OK people, meeting’s over,” Stafford said, “We’ll test this thing when Cadela and Alfredo are ready.”

He looked briefly around the table, then stepped quickly towards the door.



Jall stepped out of the turbolift on Deck 30, looked around for a moment to get his bearings, then started walking down the corridor. Cadela and Alfredo had been holed up in Science Lab 2 for over an hour, and although Sylvia had assured him that they’re weren’t doing anything dangerous, she refused to go into further detail, citing an End-User Privacy clause.

He stopped, frowned, then turned around and backtracked to the last corridor intersection. Paused for a moment, thinking back to the directions Sylvia had given him. Left, left, right…or was it port, port, starboard? He was about to call Sylvia again for help when he realized there was a better way to find what he was after.

Back when the old Constitution-class ships had been refitted, right before the V’ger incident, there had been a push by several non-human races to include ship amenities that catered to entertainment tastes other than that of the largely human ship designers. Most of them hadn’t actually made it past the design stage…nobody was willing to sign off on an Andorian Mishtak pit. But one element that had made it right through to production had been a series of Vulcan meditation alcoves set off a quiet section of the secondary hull. Over the course of the years, they’d remained a part of new starship classes. Not because Vulcans were lining up to use them. And not because other races were lining up to meditate or do their Hot Yoga in them either…although they were commonly used for that original purpose. No, on ships with crews numbering in the hundreds and with significant numbers of those crewmembers living in shared quarters, the meditation alcoves had become convenient, private places to…uh…get intimate. There had been a brief attempt to remove them during the design of the Galaxy-class ships, what with the expansion in personal space those massive ships allowed. But somehow every time they were removed from the schematics some high-ranking, former starship officer managed to sneak them back on.

All this to say, all Jall had to do was listen carefully until he heard the muffled sound of moaning, and he knew he’d come to the right place. He quickly found the alcove Stafford was said to be in, double checked to be sure everything was quiet, then stepped in. Sure enough, Stafford was seated in one of the padded benches, looking out into space. A small table sat between the two benches, a flickering fake candle reflecting off the window.

“Jall,” Stafford looked annoyed, but only moderately so, “You know, if I’d wanted to talk to people, I would have gone to Unbalanced Equations. Or stayed in the gym. Or gone to the arboretum or something!”

“And if you wanted to be completely alone, you would have gone to the holodeck and locked the doors,” Jall shot back.

“What do you want?”

“Well, since we all just got told that nothing we’ve done in our lives had a significant impact on the universe, I figured it was time for a drink,” he pulled a bottle around from his back, “And really, I think vodka is the only thing you and I both drink,”

From the next cubical over there was the crack of a whip, then a cry of pain. Then a woman’s voice, harsh and commanding.

“Was that…Crewman Shwaluk and Nurse Kerry?” Jall frowned, “Why aren’t they in her quarters?”

“Neighbours were complaining about the noise,” Stafford said, “And little kids live two doors down. So I guess Kerry and the local BDSM club turned one of the alcoves into a…dungeon. So they don’t have to bother anyone.”

There was another crack, another shout of pain. And some words that shall not be repeated.

“Anyone on the residential decks,” Stafford amended, “And I guess people meditating don’t complain as much.”

“How did I miss that?” Jall wondered, taking a seat across from Stafford and setting the bottle down on the table.

“That the BDSM club has a dungeon?”

“No!” Jall produced a pair of glasses, then poured a fingers worth in each, “That we have a BDSM club on board!”

Stafford chuckled. The whip cracked again.

“Why are you so calm? Doesn’t that get annoying?” Jall asked, “Or disturbing? You always struck me as the squeamish, vanilla type. And before you answer that, no. I don’t really want to know.”

“And I’m not planning on telling you,” Stafford shot back. He paused for moment, thinking, “I thought it would, when they got started. I was getting ready to tinker with the sound-suppression fields, or move to an alcove further down the hall. But the thing is, it’s actually made me think of something very…comforting.”

“Uh-huh,” Jall said flatly.

“It reminds me,” Stafford mused, as the whip cracked again, “That although life might not be at a high point, and I may just have been told that I haven’t done anything significant in the eyes of the universe…at least I’m not strapped down, stripped naked and having my ass whipped raw.”

Jall blinked, then raised his glass.

“You’re right,” he said, “To not being tied up, naked and whipped!”

They drank.

“Do you think she’s right?” Stafford asked after a moment, “I mean, her little…sensor gizmo. Have we actually done nothing that’s changed the course of history? I guess crashing on Delorea II didn’t really do anything, since they hit the big reset button anyway. But I was the f**king Minister of Planetary Defense for the Matrian Republic! We fought off the Qu’Eh invasion, we captured K’Eleese. We stopped T’Parief’s father…well, OK maybe we didn’t stop him. But we made sure the Parians were…uh. Whatever. They’re an intelligent race now, not mindless battle slaves. And the crew of the Stallion must have accomplished something useful…they never would have launched without us! And Lord Stalart…man, if Wowryk had found a food he was allergic to, we could have eliminated an evil dictator without even knowing it! Why are you looking at me like that?”

Jall took another sip of his drink, but before he could say anything the door opened and Yanick popped her head in.

“Oh, I am SO glad it’s you guys,” she said, “I was scared it was going to be a naked guy getting whipped,”

“Scared?”

“Uh, T’Parief and I are into sports gear, not bondage,” Yanick said, giving an expression that was one part ‘ha ha’ with one part ‘get real’, “And that’s only because of the claws. And the fangs. And the elbow spars.”

“Y’know Trish,” Jall said, “If we wanted to talk to people, we’d be in Unbal-”

“Skip it. You’d be in your room with the door locked,” she turned to Stafford, “And you’d be in the holodeck. Now gimmi,” she reached for the bottle.

“I only brought two glasses,” Jall said.

“Didn’t ask for a glass,” Yanick shot back.

“Maybe we’d have better luck at changing the course of history if we didn’t drink so much,” Stafford mused.

“Good luck with that,” Yanick giggled, “So, who’s going to go talk to Noel?”

Both Jall and Stafford looked confused.

“Why would we talk to her?” Jall asked, “She’s the only one that didn’t get told they were completely irrelevant in the cosmic scheme of things,”

“Uh, duh, because she just found out that she did something that changed the course of history,” Yanick said.

“Isn’t Jeffery comforting her over tea or something?” Jall asked.

“Not exactly…” Jeffery poked his head in from behind Yanick, “Och. Did ye bring nothin’ other than that Eastern European swill?”

“It’s getting crowded in here,” Stafford complained as Yanick squeezed onto the bench next to him. Jeffery was about to sit next to Jall, then changed his mind and stayed standing. The whip cracked again, and Jeffery jumped.

“Can’t we just go to Unbalanced Equations?” he whined, “That’s where Noel is anyway. Waitin’ for someone to come talk to her. But it’s not gonna be me!”

Stafford sighed.

“Fifebee to Stafford,” the comm chirped, “Dr Cadela and Mr. Alfredo have completed their calculations we are ready to begin the test,”

“Thanks, Fifebee,” Stafford tapped his badge, “Stafford to Wowryk, Doctor, meet us on the bridge, Stafford out.”

“Saved by the comm,” Jall observed, getting up to leave.

“You can’t just ignore the whole thing!” Yanick said, stepping out of the alcove so Stafford and Jall could get out, “She’s worried!”

“Not enough to come talk to any of us poor saps who found out we’re unimportant,” Jall noted.

“I’ll ask her when we get to the bridge,” Stafford said, leading the way to the turbolift.



Stafford actually spent most of the turbolift ride to the bridge thinking about what he could say to Wowryk. OK, so he really didn’t feel like discussing why she was so much more important to the universe than the rest of them…but at the same time, Yanick was right. She could be dealing with something big. And he’d been working hard to stay on friendly terms with her.

So he was a bit annoyed when the turbolift opened to the sound of Sylvia’s voice.

“Well of course it’s going to be a lot to take in,” Sylvia’s holographic avatar was saying to Wowryk, “But won’t it be interesting to see what it is you did? Why, it could be any of the patients you saved! Imagine, just administering a vaccine to the right person at the right time could have been it!”

“It was the Matrians,” Fifebee declared flatly from her console, “It is obvious. It is painfully obvious. It is so amazingly obvious that I cannot comprehend how your logic processors even allow you to consider otherwise,”

“It’s highly probable,” Sylvia admitted with a sniff, “That doesn’t mean it’s certain. Why, there could be many ways she’s changed the course of history! There might be dozens of parallel universes, and we’ll be creating dozens more, one in which we visited each of those!”

“Stop, you’re making my data recursion prevention subroutines twitchy!” Fifebee complained.

“Off the hook!” Jall muttered as they took their seats.

“Let’s get this over with,” Stafford grumbled, “Cadela, how does this work? Do we just fire up the drive to 88% light-speed, or something similarly random?”

“No, we can’t have any subspace interference with the process,” Cadela said, “And getting to that high a velocity on impulse alone poses too many issues. No, for a vessel of this size, given the brief period the portal will be open, I estimate…65,954,340.76 meters per second.”

“88% impulse,” Fifebee said immediately.

“Of course,” Stafford rolled his eyes.

“My turn,” Jall said, “I’m guessing you’re going to divert power from the warp core to the navigational deflector, which will be modified with some funky piece of tech,”

“Exactly,” Cadela looked impressed, “You reviewed the mission brief that thoroughly?”

“No,” Stafford said, “These things are just getting really predictable. OK, power to the…um…”

“Probabilistic Exoversal Navigation Interphase System,” Alfredo supplied helpfully.

“We’re not calling it that,” Yanick said from the helm, tapping in the commands, “And we’re not using the acronym either! Even we aren’t that low-class!”

“Uni-Pick 3000?” Jall suggested.

“More like ’Uni-Prick”, Stafford grunted.

“Slipgate?” Jeffery wondered, “Valtaic? Any good Lithinarian suggestions?”

“I have no desire to participate in this foolishness. I am simply waiting to press the ‘on’ button on command,”

“Channel Changer?” Jall added.

“The Blinker,” Stafford decided, “OK, Jeffery, transfer power to the Blinker and the navigational deflector. Yanick, bring us up to eighty percent impulse and await Cadela’s command,”

“Everything appears to be in order,” Cadela sounded excited as she looked over Fifebee’s shoulder, “All readings are nominal. Helmsman, ease the velocity up to eighty-eight, if we overshoot we may hit the portal before it fully opens,”

“Of course,” Yanick said, then muttered, “I totally know how to drive this ship,”

“The Breen ship has disappeared from sensors,” T’Parief said suddenly.

“What about the prisoners?” Stafford demanded.

“Still in the brig,”

“You want me to stop?” Yanick asked.

“No,” Stafford said after a moment, “The ship was empty. We’ll pick it up when we get back,”

“Eighty-five percent,”

“Hmmm,” T’Parief grumbled.

“What?” Jall asked.

“Minor anomaly on the aft sensor array,” T’Parief said, “Right near our blind spot,”

“OK, maybe we should-” Stafford started.

“Eighty-eight!” Yanick called.

There was a bright flash of light from the screen, then the loudest, deepest ripping sound anyone had every heard…like somebody had grabbed a two-foot thick tarp and just punched a hole in it. Immediately following was an equally loud CRASH. The ship bucked briefly, but when the light faded, the starfield was unchanged.

“Report?” Stafford asked, “Also, ouch,” he rubbed his ears.

“Yeah, Doc,” Yanick asked, “Did we, like, just tear the universe a new one?”

“The weakness in the space-time barrier will make it easier to return, assuming we return to this-”

“Brig to bridge,” the voice of Lt Kennardy broke over the comm, “Uh, Captain, the Breen are demanding to speak to you,”

Stafford frowned.

“Yeah? And people on Vulcan want ice water. What’s your point?”

“They’re not Breen,”



Stafford stormed into the brig, right after T’Parief and another security officer. Jall was on the bridge, beginning sensor sweeps of their new universe, but Valtiac had come with him in case he needed any lies detected.

“OK, what’s the story?” Stafford demanded, “I thought we’d run life scans on them!”

“You did,” drawled an unfamiliar voice, “These suits are modified to hide our life-sign readings,”

“And who the hell are you?” Stafford turned to the brig. The ‘Breen’ prisoners had removed their helmets, revealing a few humans, a Deltan, a Rigillian and a couple of individuals of indeterminate race.

“Commander Joss Phulluvit, Starfleet Special Recon,” the lead human said, giving Stafford a haughty expression, “Computer! Decrypt and display briefing message, code-word Looking Glass Theta-Bravo,”

“You have to-” Stafford was about to mention Sylvia, but before he could the voice of the standard ship computer replied. On a screen behind the fake Breen, Sylvia appeared briefly, shook her head, then disappeared.

“Decoding message,” the computer voice stated flatly. This time it was the big screen behind the transporter panel that came to life.

“Captain Stafford,” the image of Admiral Edward Tunney appeared, “if you’re seeing this, then you’ve survived Dr. Cadela’s experiment and have arrived in a new, unknown universe. It also means that I owe Fleet Admiral Ra’al two hundred credits, and that my wife is going to be pissed that she’s not getting a new auto-chef this month. So thank you for that,”

“Did we just get blamed for his gambling problem?” T’Parief asked.

“Yup,”

“In any event, you are now one of the first Federation vessels to voluntarily and purposefully travel to a new, unknown universe. Your mission is to make covert contact with whatever organization most resembles the Federation, access their historical database and ascertain just how their universe is different from ours and why. The vessel you captured should have followed you through under computer control and will assist with that, as will Commander Phulluvit and his team. They will handle the actual infiltration,”

Tunney paused.

“Why us?” Stafford asked, “Why would they pick us for this?”

“If you’re wondering why you were picked for this mission, frankly you’re our second choice. We wanted Waystation, since they’ve had a lot more experience with this sort of thing. But between concerns over the station’s civilian population…and you volunteering to handle Dr. Cadela’s test for them, well this actually worked out well. You’re certainly more expendable than a major outpost or its command crew,”

Stafford glared at the screen. Tunney may not have seen it, but he seemed to realize maybe that wasn’t the best thing to say.

“Good luck,” he finished, then the screen went dark.

“Tough break,” Phulluvit said, “So, how about we get out of this brig and into some guest quarters, Captain Expendable?”

“Before you make too many jokes about our expendability,” Valtaic said, very matter-of-fact, “Consider that we are responsible for your passage, extraction and return home. If we are expendable…you must be toxic,”

Stafford bit his lip.

“Kennardy, let them out. T’Parief, I want their identities fully verified before they’re released to guest quarters.”

“Bridge to Stafford,” Jall’s voice came over the comm, “We’ve got a problem. You need to get up here. Now.”

“Never a dull moment,” Stafford gulped, moving towards the exit.



“They just popped up on sensors,” Jall said as Stafford stepped out of the turbolift and took his seat, “Two ships, right on course for Waystation. Or where Waystation would be in our universe,”

“Do we know what kind of ships?” Stafford asked.

“Yes we do,” Fifebee spoke up, “And I wish to say: I told you so. Because tell you all I did.”

“Wha?”

“They’re Matrian,” T’Parief said, resuming his place at tactical, “Scouts, like the ships we encountered after our initial launch. Small, quick, but minimal weapons.”

“They could be allies,” Stafford said, not sounding very confident, “Have they detected us?”

“I do not think so. They are near the edge of our sensor range,”

“Keep an eye on them,” Stafford ordered Yanick, “But stay out of the Matrian’s sensor range. Jall, have Jeffery meet us in Sickbay, then we need to talk to our ‘guests’,”



Dr. Wowryk was sitting in her office when Stafford and Jeffery arrived.

“Here for the intervention?” she asked mildly, “Or is it VD Awareness Day again already?”

“How’s it going?” Stafford said, ignoring the jab.

“Well, as I told Sylvia, it’s not exactly low-pressure learning that I may have changed the entire course of history,” Wowryk said, “But at the same time, the universe…uh, universes, unfold as God wills. If I am His instrument, then so be it,”

“We detected Matrian ships,” Stafford said, “They’re on course for Waystation. We don’t know why. I’m about to go talk to our guests about a scouting mission of our own,”

“And?” Wowryk asked, “Does that involve me in some way?”

“Nooo….” Stafford said slowly.

“Then are you here for any reason other than to check up on me?”

“Well…no.” Stafford squirmed a bit, “I just thought you’d want to know. First thing we see in this new universe is something’s up with the Matrians. So…I don’t know.”

“Captain…Chris,” Wowryk gave a smile, “I appreciate it. I do. But whatever has happened here, whatever I did or didn’t do…it wasn’t me. The Noel Wowryk who made that decision is here, in this universe. And I’m not her,” her smile faded, “Nor am I responsible for her,”

“Glad to hear it,” Stafford shrugged, “OK Simon, let’s go deal with this Special Recon prick,”

As they left, Wowryk bit her lip, then turned back to Sickbay.



Stafford had barely left Sickbay when Sylvia materialized beside him.

“Chris, I’m concerned about this secret team that Starfleet send,” she said.

“Yeah, I noticed you weren’t all that keen on meeting them,”

“You know as well as I do that Starfleet has a number of sub-organizations. Including secret ones. And that they don’t always share the same goals. Or methods,”

“Like Starfleet Intelligence?” Stafford asked, “They don’t really have a reputation for playing nice,”

“Or worse,” Sylvia said, “I’m just saying…someone went to a lot of trouble for us to be here, in this universe, with a surprise secret team. The odds of this happening purely by coincidence…Chris, something is fishy,”

“Yeah, no kidding. Any ideas on what to do about that?”

Sylvia hesitated…which meant either she was carefully choreographing her responses for him, or she was using a scary amount of processing power to consider her next words.

“Sometimes people keep secrets for good reasons,” Sylvia said, “But more often their intentions are less than honourable. Be careful,”

“Yeah,” he replied as her avatar fizzled out, “That’s helpful. Except when it’s not.”

Stafford found Commander Phulluvit in the security offices outside the brig, the last members of his team just finishing up their security verification.

“You know,” he said, “This would have been a lot easier if Tunney had just sent you along with Dr. Cadela,”

“You weren’t supposed to know about this part of the mission unless her experiment worked,” Phulluvit said without preamble, “Deal with it,”

“We’ve picked up Matrian ships on a course for what might be Waystation,” Stafford said.

“You are NOT to approach Waystation, under any circumstances!” Phulluvit snapped, “This is to be a clandestine information-gathering mission,”

“Uh, wasn’t planning on it anyway,” Stafford crossed his arms, “And I don’t take orders from you, Commander,”

Phulluvit looked like he was about to say something, but at the last second he reigned himself in. “Your crew is very well known to Waystation in our universe,” he said instead, “And until we know how the universes are different, we can’t risk you being recognized,”

“So you and your team are taking the Breen, well the Andorian ship to poke around,” Stafford said. It wasn’t a question.

“Exactly,” Phulluvit nodded, “You’ll stay here and wait for us to get back.”

“Or come charging in to rescue you if things go to shit,” Stafford smirked.

“Don’t be foolish,” Phulluvit said quietly, “I have a highly trained and professional strike…um, investigative team. We won’t need your help,”

“Uh-huh,” Stafford wondered about that, “By the way, Lt Commander Valtaic will be going with you,”

“Absolutely not!” Phulluvit snapped, “I told you, no-”

“Valtaic joined my crew fairly recently,” Stafford cut him off, “And he wasn’t with us during the first Matrian mission. And I have a sneaking suspicion that whatever it is that makes this universe so different, it’s something with the Matrians. Also, I still outrank you. And I want one of MY people in on this mission,”

Phulluvit glared, then nodded.

“We leave in thirty,” he said tightly.



“Sit down, shut up and stay out of our way,” a young human told Valtaic after he materialized aboard the Andorian raider. Like Valtaic, he was dressed in civilian cloths in order to better blend in.

“Hmm. Is your rank higher than that of Lt Commander?” Valtaic inquired.

The young man looked at him angrily.

“Apparently not,” Valtaic let his energy field awaken just enough to cause a prickling feeling along the other officer’s skin, “Then you may amend that to ‘sit down, shut up and stay out of our way, sir’.”

Grumbling, the man left. ‘Sir’ might have been somewhere in the grumbling. It might also have been proceeded with ‘f**k off’.

Valtaic found himself frowning. Something was off with these new officers. On his world, rank was accepted as a matter of course. The customary bluntness of his people left no room for the innuendo and veiled insults that were so popular with humans and other races…but it was strange for a human officer to be so blatantly rude to a superior he didn’t know personally.

He felt the ship accelerate to warp as he made his way to the cramped bridge. Finding an empty seat next to an engineering station, he sat and quickly adjusted the controls from the default Andorian readouts to something he could better understand.

“Sensors confirm the object at the destination coordinates matches Waystation’s specifications,” said the Vulcan science officer.

“Navigational beacons and information channels do not indicate anything…unexpected,” said the Bajoran pilot.

“No mention of Intendants, Happymasters or Terran Emperors?” Phulluvit asked.

“Negative,”

“OK, get us docking clearance,”

“Transmitting our cargo manifest and bill of landing,”

It was clear this team had worked together before, Valtaic noted. The quick, concise updates and commands were refreshing after the barely organized chaos of Silverado’s bridge.

“And our Matrian friends?”

“They appear to be giving the station a wide berth,” the tactical officer said, “Keeping it within sensor range, but not approaching. Definitely a reconnaissance run,”

Valtaic brought up the sensor readings, then zoomed in to get a closer look at the space around Waystation, “I’m picking up several other vessels in the vicinity of Waystation,” he said, “One, perhaps two Galaxy-class starships, three Excelsior-class and three more Miranda-class ships,”

“One Miranda, two Akira,” the tactical officer sneered, “And one Galaxy, one Ambassador,”

Unused to the small craft, Valtaic adjusted the sensors until he could confirm the other man’s assessment.

“We should send this information back to Silverado immediately,” Valtaic said, “Clearly tensions between the Federation and Matrians are high,”

“No transmissions back until we have completed our mission,” the tactical officer snapped, “We will not break cover,”

“Lieutenant…uh, Lt Witters,” Phulluvit said, “Give Lt Commander Valtaic access to your tactical analysis. He can brief his Captain when we get back. But at this time, we don’t know for certain it’s the Matrians Starfleet is worried about. It could be the Multeks, or the Collectors in this universe.”

“Aye. Sir.” Witters said, throwing another unhappy look Valtaic’s way.

As the information came up, it became very clear that ‘tensions are high’ was an understatement. The ships were in defensive formation around the station, not docked. As he watched, the Miranda-class ship started moving towards the Matrian reconnaissance ships, which didn’t appear to take note. The Akira-class ship was turning towards them, apparently moving in for a detailed, close-range scan. None of the ship strayed far from Waystation.

Had they landed in the middle of a war?

“Sir, we’re getting a message from the USS Bison,” the pilot said, “We’re to hold position ten thousand kilometers from the station until we can be scanned,”

“Fine, we’re not here to upset anyone.”

“They are not following standard procedure,” Valtaic pointed out.

“It’s fine. We don’t have anything we shouldn’t have.”

“Aside from a quantum-phasic signature that doesn’t belong in this universe,”

They glided to halt and it was only a short wait until the Akira-class ship moved into close sensor range. Something about the ship seemed oddly menacing to Valtaic as it hovered over them on the viewscreen, its small saucer angled so it appeared to curve like a disapproving brow.

But after several moments they were given the OK to proceed to the station. Valtaic turned back to the sensors, noticing that the other Akira-class ship was moving to intercept another vessel moving in from the direction of Federation space.

Maybe not a war. But Starfleet was definitely worried about something.



They docked in one of the cavernous bays atop the upper saucer. It may have been Valtaic’s imagination, but did the customs officer take a little longer examining his (admittedly falsified) documents? They departed the docking bay and stepped into a turbolift bound for Starfleet Square Mall, and it took less than a minute after the doors opened for Valtaic to know it wasn’t his imagination.

The mall was crowded, but the shoppers were moving quickly instead of following their usual meander through the various shops. The crowd was somewhat muted…still the din of hundreds of beings packed into a single space, but the usual punctuation of loud laughs or roars of delight were absent. Valtaic could see at least three empty storefronts, which was almost unheard of on the station. Starfleet Square Mall was almost always leased to capacity, such that a separate, smaller shopping area had been allowed to operate in the lower saucer. OK, so the shops next to the Andorian restaurant were more likely to be vacant…it only took one or two instances of a Mishtak-ee being tossed through one’s display window to make one request the first available space that wasn’t next to a restaurant full of violent spleen-pie artists.

“Transport 2382 to Multos is departing from Docking Arm 2 in two hours,” a male voice came over the station-wide comm, “All civilians who have arranged temporary lodging with the Multeks are to report for boarding by 1345 hours. I say again, all civilians evacuating to Multos, Docking Arm 2 at 1345 hours,”

“Let’s find a public terminal,” Phulluvit said, “Valtaic, go with Boto and Smith. Keep up our cover. Eat something. Or find somewhere to gamble, I don’t care,”

“I am to remain with you,” Valtaic replied simply.

“You’ll do as you’re told!” Witters snapped, “We know what we’re doing!”

“Do you want to draw attention to ourselves with an argument?”

Phulluvit clenched his teeth, the muscles of his jaw standing out briefly. “Let’s get this done,”

Again, Valtaic was confused. The Federation Historical Archives were public, available through data-link to various sites like Memory Alpha, but they could also be downloaded for research and analysis where subspace links were less reliable. It would be a matter of minutes to download the offline archive into a series of storage chips. Whitters’ attitude just didn’t make sense.

Coming down the mall, they found a cheery looking space bearing the name ‘Waystation Welcome Center’. Phulluvit walked right in, gave a perfunctory hello to the blond woman working behind the counter, then gestured to a row of data terminals along a far wall.

Valtaic, not sure what else to do, sat at one of the terminals. He pulled a padd out of his pocket and was about to start a dump of recent news articles when he saw that two terminals down, Witters had attached a small, disc-shaped device to an unobtrusive part of the terminal.

“That’s not exactly keeping our cover,” he muttered quietly to Phulluvit. Behind them, the blond had pulled out a large padd and appeared to be engrossed in reading something.

“Shut up,” Phulluvit said tightly. He glanced at Valtaic’s terminal. “Oh, you’re getting historical data? Good. Now be quiet and keep doing that. Witters?”

“Almost…OK, I’m in,” he said. “Starting search.”

“What-” Valtaic barely got the word out before an alarm began blaring.

“DAMN!” Witters snapped, “Somebody’s been upgrading their security protocols!”

“Hey!” the blond snapped, “What do you think you’re doing?”

“Nothing!” Phulluvit smiled pleasantly, “I think I just accidentally hit the fire alarm!”

“That’s totally not the sound of the fire alarm,” the woman said, but she appeared to be sitting back down in her seat.

“Witters? How long?” Phulluvit hissed.

“Still searching!”

“Security is going to be here any minute! Grab what you have and let’s-”

Valtaic caught a whir of motion out of the corner of his eye. He started to turn his head, just in time to see the blond woman’s hands come up from under the counter, a phaser in each one. Two blasts had Phulluvit and Witters stunned and falling to the deck.

“Security’s already here,” Ensign Tina Jones said coldly, tossing her blond hair and firing both phasers at Valtaic.

He managed to get his energy field up in time to block the bulk of the blast, but the bleed-through from two beams at once left him wobbling.

The next shot sent him falling to the deck.



“The Andorian vessel has reached the extreme edge of sensor range,” Fifebee reported, “I can no longer track them,”

“Well, we knew that was going to happen,” Stafford sighed, “So now we wait.”

“Yes,” Fifebee nodded, “I will resume my other scans of the vicinity,”

“Keep an eye on those two Matrian scouts, huh?” Jall prompted.

“I am doing that,” T’Parief rumbled.

“Yeah, but she multi-tasks better than you do,” Jall shrugged.

T’Parief gave a rumble of displeasure.

They sat in silence for a moment. Then two. Then several minutes. The consoles beeped. The computers chirped. That annoying little mweep-mwoop that only Silverado seemed to have did its mweeping and mwooping. Stafford drummed his fingers on his armrest. Jall noticed a ketchup stain on his chair that he was certain hadn’t been there the day before. He dabbed at it with his uniform hem for a few moments before giving up and putting a note in to maintenance. And a nasty-gram to Beta and Gamma shifts. Yanick was humming some aimless tune, and T’Parief simply cycled through various tactical sensor scans again and again, vigilant for the slightest threat.

“So,” Stafford finally asked, “How’s Allona?”

“She’s good,” Yanick said with a half-shrug, “Teething,”

“Oh,”

“Yeah. No fangs yet,” Yanick went on, “But I have to tell you, my nipples are NOT happy about it!”

“Oh boy,” Stafford gulped.

“I’m thinking of asking Noel for, I dunno, maybe little tooth caps or something? Do they make nipple guards? Is that a thing?”

“F**k you,” Jall said to Stafford, “You started this. This is your fault.”

“I’m sorry,” Stafford said quietly.

“But at least the pooping has gotten better. It’s been…what Pari, a week since her last blaster?”

“Eight days,” T’Parief said, and Stafford could actually hear pride in the big lizard’s voice, “Blaster?” Lt Day asked from Ops, filling in for Valtaic.

“Don’t ask!” Jall groaned.

“Oh, it’s when she gets all stopped up, and the pressure builds,” Yanick said, “She gets REALLY cranky. So you put her on the changing table, massage her little tummy for a while, maybe give her some softener. Then-”

“Then you call ship’s maintenance for the wet-vac and the decontamination suits, we know!” Jall cute her off.

“No, they stopped answering after the Great Crap Jet of 59522,” Yanick said, “Oh, Captain, I’ve been meaning to ask if you’d talk to them about that,”

“I would never order my men to do something I would never do myself,” Stafford said immediately, “And I don’t clean baby poop.”

“You will change your mind when it is your baby,” T’Parief rumbled.

“Yeah well, that’s not happening anytime soon,”

“Didn’t you sleep with a bunch of Matrians before the Qu’Eh invasion?” Jall asked, grateful for the change in topic.

“Well…yeah,” Stafford admitted.

“And aren’t they trying to rebuild their population? And y’know…expand their gene pool, since the cloning they did of the men left over from the Gender Wars sort of screwed it up?”

“Where are you going with this?” Stafford suddenly wondered if he’d rather be talking about Allona’s bowel movements.

“Well…did you use protection?”

“Ummmm…”

“So you might have have a dozen kids running around Matria Prime,” Jall sounded thoughtful, “Did you even check before we left?”

Stafford was suddenly very, very quiet.

“Ohhhh,” Jall was almost clapping his hands, “Suddenly I wish Matria Prime were a lot closer! I’d LOVE to get in touch with some of those-”

“Wait,” T’Parief cut Jall off, “You have just made a very interesting point,”

“Not you too,” Stafford was looking very disturbed now.

“I am not interested in your potential spawn, though I will offer congratulations at a later time,” T’Parief said, “However, as Lt Commander Jall has pointed out, Matria Prime is some distance from here.”

“Yeah. Nearly a month for us. Longer for slower ships.” Day said from Ops.

“Slower ships like those Matrian scouts,” T’Parief pointed out.

“Hey, yeah,” Jall turned back, “Good catch. How the hell did they get so close to Federation space in those little things?”

“Did they not use those same ships years ago when they were poking around Federation space, looking for an individual like Jeffery?” T’Parief asked.

“They sent a larger cruiser to the edge of Federation space,” Fifebee said, “They sent their M-SIDS to several ports disguised as cargo. Any M-SID that detected a potential match was followed up on with one of these scouts,”

“So there’s probably at least a cruiser somewhere nearby,” Jall said, “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“I’m really sure I don’t have kids,” Stafford said, fiddling with his hands in his lap, “I mean, the mother would have contacted me, right? If humans and Matrians can even interbreed, and odds are that’s impossible without medical help. And it’s Matria Prime…we were sort of famous. Wouldn’t that sort of thing be in the news?”

“In the grocery store tabloids, maybe,” Yanick giggled.

“I mean about the Matrian ship!” Jall said.

“Right,” Stafford shook his head, “Right. Yeah, they’ve probably got a bigger ship nearby. But that’s not our problem! We’re here to see why this universe split off. And to do that, we just have to wait for the away team to do their job,”

“The Matrians are scouting Waystation,” T’Parief said, “They would not do so blatantly unless they were considering a direct assault and were confident of their numbers.”

“Again, not something we’re here to tangle with,”

“Yeah,” Jall said reluctantly, “But if they decide to do something annoying while the away team is still on Waystation…”

“Oh hell,” Stafford rolled his eyes, imagining trying to do an emergency extraction in the middle of a battle. A battle where Waystation might not be considering his ship as friendly.

“OK, let’s go take a peek. But just a peek!”

“Set course back along the scout’s path,” Jall ordered Yanick.

“Very edge of sensor range!” Stafford emphasized.



Valtaic regained consciousness in what he assumed was Waystation’s brig. Recovering from a phaser stun was never fun. Recovering from four was even less fun.

“There. It is awake.” The speaker’s voice had clipped, even tones with an accent he didn’t immediately recognize, “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m trying to get Sickbay ready for our impending doom.”

“Fine,”

Valtaic moved unsteadily to a sitting position as a Dr. Diantha, Waystation’s avian Chief Medical Officer, strode firmly out of the brig. Right. Definitely a familiar accent. And a familiar, female figure. On a less appealing note, Phulluvit and Witters were stirring on other bunks in his cell.

“So. Lt Valtaic, would you care to tell me why you’re on my station with falsified identification, helping two unknown men break into our computer systems?”

Ah. And that would be Captain Lisa Beck, commander of Waystation. And she looked very, very annoyed. The bearded man next to her would be Commander Walter Morales, First Officer. And Lt Sean Russell, Chief of Security.

“Don’t tell her anything!” Phulluvit said, “You know our orders!” Valtaic briefly considered listening to him, then decided not to. “Orders which even you did not follow,” he turned to Beck, “I am Lt Commander Riven Valtaic of the USS Silverado. I have come from a parallel universe as part of a scientific study. My associates are mission specialists, who were to access the Federation Historical Archive. Or so they told us,”

“Idiot,” Witters and Phulluvit muttered.

“Bullshit,” Beck said almost at once, “One, your associates were trying to tap into highly classified data files. Two, your associates don’t exist, according to Starfleet DNA records. And three, the USS Silverado went missing nearly five years ago. Your records say you’re posted to Starbase 45.”

“A simple quantum-phasic scan-”

“I don’t have time for this,” Beck cut him off, “We have intelligence that the Matrians are about to start a major push into this sector. And you try to break into our systems just as two scouts make a sensor pass on us?”

“We…” Valtaic looked over at Phulluvic, “I had no intentions other than scientific research. I do not know what these two were doing,”

“Morales, Russell, get whatever information you can out of them,” Beck said, turning to leave, “I’m heading back to Ops.”

“I am sure your science officer can confirm my story,” Valtaic dredged his memory for the name of Waystation’s science officer, “Lt Porter would have little-”

“What do you know about Porter??” Beck was suddenly at the edge of the force field, her eyes blazing, “Where is he? What happened to him!”

“I…” Valtaic hesitated, wondering how to explain this, “I don’t know. In my universe, he is still an officer aboard Waystation. I assumed-”

“Porter vanished four years ago,” this time it was Russell that cut him off, “So don’t think name-dropping is going to do you any good!”

Beck turned away, but not before Valtaic saw the disappointment on her face. She glanced over at Commander Morales, then stalked out of the brig.

“Let’s start again,” Morales said tiredly, “Who are you, really?”

Something Beck had said earlier popped back into Valtaic’s mind.

“Captain Beck said Silverado was missing,” he said.

“We ask the questions here!” Russell snapped.

“Oh, Good Cop, Bad Cop,” Witters grumbled, “How original!”

“Shut up!” Russell barked.

Valtaic sighed. Even in prison interrogations, humans were insufferable. OK. Porter was missing. Silverado of this universe was missing. The two were probably not related. Vessels coming into Waystation received far more scrutiny than they did in his own universe. Was that related to Silverado’s disappearance? There had been several missions that could have ended in the ship being destroyed, the crash on Delorea II coming immediately to mind. Or if it involved the mission to Matria Prime… something tickled the back of his mind. Something someone had said earlier. But he couldn’t recall.

Maybe it was time to try a different route.

“What are we being charged with,” Valtaic asked instead.

“I said WE ask the questions here!” Russell said.

“Tampering with classified Starfleet computer systems,” Morales said, “And sabotage. Possibly treason.”

“Sabotage? Treason?” now even Phulluvit looked confused, “What on Earth would we sabotage from your Welcome Center?”

“You tell me,” Morales said mildly, “And while we’re at it, why don’t you tell me who you really are?”

Valtaic’s mouth tightened. This was not going to be a productive afternoon.



“I am detecting a Matrian cruiser at the edge of sensor range,” T’Parief stated from tactical.

“All stop,” Stafford ordered, “Trish, keep our distance,”

“Is it the same kind of ship they used before?” Jall asked.

“I cannot tell from this distance,” Fifebee answered him, “But…wait. I am picking up several more ships. They are Matrian. I believe there are several cruisers, along with a number of smaller scouts. Possibly fighters, though we would have to move closer to get a clear reading,”

“I think that would be an astronomically bad idea,” Jall said, “We’re just here to scout, remember? We don’t want to-”

“Incoming communication,” T’Parief said.

“Shit,” Stafford swore, “Trish, I said the EDGE of their sensor range!”

“We are!” Yanick objected, “I mean, the edge of what the computer says is their sensor range,”

“Different universe, different Matrians,” Fifebee said.

“Do we answer, or do we turn out the lights and pretend we’re not home?” Jall asked, “Like Jeffery when Wowryk is in a bad mood,”

“They do not appear to care, they are sending a message anyway,” T’Parief said.

The screen flickered, than an image appeared on the screen.

“Federation vessel,” the man on the screen spoke, rising to his feet, his reddish hair gleaming in the light. He was of average height, though with paler than average skin. His clothing was dark, a sort of form-fitting tunic with little in the way of visible insignia aside from series of symbols on one shoulder. Clearly human, he spoke without the slightest trace of accent, “Surrender immediately. We come to welcome you into our Empire as allies and colleagues, not as enemies. Once a Faith Machine is in place on your vessel, you too will share the urge to build a greater society, for the good of all in this region of space. Indeed, one day, this galaxy!”

Everybody stared at the screen.

“Who are you?” Stafford asked finally.

“I am the Herald of the Crusade,” said the man who looked exactly like Simon Jeffery, “Here to lead the people of the Federation in their submission to the Matrian Empire,”

“Um. Let us think about that. Bye!” Stafford frantically gestured at T’Parief to cut the channel, “Yanick, set course to Waystation, maximum warp.”

“I’d say this mission is officially off the rails,” Jall remarked.
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Reflections

“OK, OK,” Captain Christopher Stafford said “Let’s think this through.”

“Jeffery’s leading the Matrians in an invasion of the Federation,” Jall said, “That…that just doesn’t make any sense!”

“We’re at maximum warp,” Yanick said, “Time to Waystation, five minutes,”

“Matrians are not pursuing,” T’Parief said.

“Perhaps-” Fifebee started, but T’Parief cut her off.

“I was able to identify five separate Matrian cruisers,” he said, “Along with nearly a dozen scouts and support vessels. Two squadrons of star-fighters,”

“None of which poses much threat to Waystation,” Jall pointed out, “Waystation is a fortress. This is a probe.”

“Or they are waiting for something,” T’Parief said, “Reinforcements.”

“Ye wanted to see me?” Jeffery asked, stepping out of the turbolift.

Everyone just stared at him in silence.

“Whot? Are the floor vents blowing me kilt up again? Probably not, Ah’m not wearing one! And Ah started wearin’ underwear under me kilt after that incident, anyway.”

“Captain,” Fifebee turned to Stafford, “I-”

“Any idea why you might want to seize control of the Matrian Empire and lead them in an invasion of the Federation?” Jall asked Jeffery.

“Is yer bum out the window?” Jeffery asked after a moment.

“Nooo,” Stafford said slowly, “But the you in this universe apparently…has his bum out the window. If that means he’s crazy.”

“Whot??” Jeffery was startled, “Ah mean….whot???”

“Approaching Waystation,” Yanick announced, “Taking-”

The ship shuddered as the emergency stop routines kicked in and proximity alarms started blaring.

“Trish, watch where you’re going!” Sylvia shrilled.

“It’s not ME!” Yanick snapped back, hammering the controls and pulling the ship into a sharp turn. A Galaxy-class ship loomed on the screen, two other Federation vessels flanking it as it blocked Silverado’s approach to Waystation, “Those ASSHOLES totally cut me off!”

“Hail them,” Stafford ordered, “Tell them-”

“Incoming hail,” T’Parief said.

“Unidentified ship, this is Captain Andrew Baxter of the USS Explorer!” a bearded, slightly heavyset man appeared on the screen, the usual Galaxy-style tactical railing behind him. “Slow down, keep your distance from the station and I swear, if you’re carrying a Faith Machine, it’s not going to do you any good! Seriously, I can’t get half the people on this ship to believe in Taco Tuesday, never-mind galactic conquest!”

“As I was trying to say,” Fifebee said, “Perhaps we should hail Waystation and identify ourselves before we charge in at maximum warp from the direction of hostile space.

“Oh shit,” Stafford muttered. He stood and approached the viewscreen. “Ah, this is Captain Christopher Stafford of the USS Silverado. Um…sorry for barging in, but there’s a Matrian fleet less than a light-year from here, and they’re going on about Heralds and crusades and Federation submission.”

“We…thought you’d want to know,” Jall finished lamely.

The screen abruptly split, showing Captain Lisa Beck and the Waystation Operations Center on the left and Baxter on the right.

“Baxter, I’ve got this,” she said, “Captain Stafford, your ship was listed as officially ‘Missing in Action’ five years ago, during a mission to Matrian space. Two years ago, the Matrians started pushing past their borders and invading their neighbours. Now they’re on MY doorstep, and you suddenly show up out of nowhere. Care to explain?”

Stafford was speechless. Baxter was not.

“Excuse you, Beck,” Baxter said, “But I have got this!”

“Good for you, Andy,” a woman in the counselor’s chair next to Baxter said encouragingly, “Don’t let her push you around!”

“Peterman, I swear to God,” Beck closed her eyes, took a calming breath, then looked back at Stafford, “Well?”

“We’re from a parallel universe, on a scientific mission,” Stafford said, not sure what else to say, “Look, we’re not from anyplace evil,”

“Or insanely happy!” Jall chimed in.

“We were just supposed to pop on by, find out how this universe is different, then leave,” Stafford continued, “We weren’t supposed to get involved or anything, but we weren’t expecting to end up in the middle of a Federation-Matrian war,”

“Travellers from another universe,” Beck nodded slowly, but then her gaze hardened, “Is that why you sent agents to sabotage my station, leaving us vulnerable to an M-SID attack?”

“I…what? No!” Stafford objected.

“All vessels, lock weapons on Silverado,” Beck ordered, “Stafford, drop your shields and prepare to be boarded. And if we get even a HINT of M-SID technology, we’re going to blast you into so many pieces-”

“That your pieces will be declared MIA!” Baxter jumped in.

“Andy,” Peterman grimaced, “Too much,”

“Yes,” the Andorian officer at the tactical rail said, “That was NOT a good finish.”

Beck glared again at both of them.

“Beck out,” she said.

The bridge was quiet for a moment.

“So…what do we do?” Yanick asked.

‘I have no fucking clue’ is what Stafford wanted to say. But even he knew better than to say that in front of his people.

“Sylvia,” he said, “I want all computer access locked down. Nobody except our crew gets anything, you understand?”

“Yes, Chris,” Sylvia replied dutifully, “But if they manually remove data chips, they will eventually be able to access information on them. It will only take time to bypass our encryption protocols.”

“We don’t actually have anything to hide,” Jall pointed out, “Y’know, since you told the truth and all. Which…I’m not sure if that was brilliant, or stupid as shit,”

“It’s this sabotage thing that has me really worried,” Stafford said, “What the hell did Phulluvit and Valtaic DO over there?”

“M-SID attack,” T’Parief mused.

“You don’t think…” Stafford trailed off, then turned to Fifebee, “Fifebee, did those Matrian ships have active M-SIDs on board?”

“One moment,” Fifebee turned back to her station for a moment, “Yes. They did.”

“Matrian Spatial Interphase Devices,” Jeffery spoke up, “Tha perfect thing for a bit o’ mind-control, or fer lockin’ yer enemies in a virtual dream world,”

“No wonder they were so eager to keep us away from the station!” Jall said, “But the Matrians destroyed that technology, and all record of it, years ago!”

“Our Matrians did,” Fifebee corrected him, “These ones did not.”

“Jeffery,” Stafford thought back to the image of Simon Jeffery leading the Matrian fleet. He turned to his engineer, “Simon…maybe you should keep a low profile, huh? Like, go to your quarters and take a bath until these Waystation people leave,”

“A bath?”

“He’ll get pruny,” Yanick said.

“Whatever, I don’t care. Just…disappear for a bit.”

“Aye mate,” Jeffery said, heading for the turbolift.

“Waystation is again demanding that we lower shields,” T’Parief said.

“Yes, drop shields. Inform the crew that an…inspection party…is en route,” Stafford grimaced, then abruptly straightened.

“The Blinker!” he snapped, “The thing for travelling between universes! Sylvia, I want our return programming encrypted as tightly as possible! And Jall, go hide that stupid thing!”

“You know that’s our best evidence that we’re actually FROM another universe, right?” Jall said.

“Do you want these crazies showing up on OUR doorstep next?” Stafford asked.



Valtaic and Phulluvit were sitting in their cell in Waystation’s brig. Witters was in the next cell with Boto and Smith, but there was no sign of the other members of Phulluvit’s team. Morales had continued questioning them until the red alert klaxon had sounded, then he’d rushed out. The alert hadn’t lasted long, but so far nobody had come back to interrogate them further. A bored guard was seated by the controls to the brig forcefields, but he didn’t have much to say.

“I don’t understand,” Valtaic said finally, “Our mission was simple, straight-forward and innocent. I don’t know what you tried to do, but it was at best foolish and at worst a direct breach of orders,”

“We have our own orders,” Witters’ expression was at best condescending, at worst disgusted.

“Witters, shut up,” Phulluvit ordered.

“Of course you have your own orders,” Valtaic thought back to the secret message Stafford had received after Phulluvit and his team had been revealed as something other than Breen, “This entire experiment has been an excuse to get you to this universe, hasn’t it?”

“You realize” Phulluvit said, pointing up, “That they’re recording everything we say?”

It was Valtaic’s turn to look smug. He looked over to be sure the guard wasn’t paying close attention, then twitched his right hand near the brig force field. The field dimmed noticeably. He then glanced up at where Phulluvit was pointing.

“As I said,” he smiled, “My mission was innocent. I have nothing to fear from exposure of the truth. You, on the other hand…well, considering this universe probably doesn’t have the technology to send you home after your treason sentence is up, I suspect you have a great deal to fear.”

“It’s an honour to give our lives for the security of the Federation!” Witters snapped from the next cell.

“Dammit Witters, shut the hell up!” Phulluvit snarled, “You’re playing right into his hands!”

Valtiac leaned back but said nothing more. Hopefully now it would just be a matter of waiting for their captors to review the security footage and realize he wasn’t with this crowd.

Hopefully.



Stafford was waiting in the transporter room when Commander Morales and a bevy of security personnel materialized on the pads. They stepped off the platform just in time for Lt Commander J’hana, Commander Richards and another batch of USS Explorer security personnel to appear.

“Lt Commander J’hana, take your people and secure the bridge,” Morales ordered, “Gregson, I want a team in Main Engineering and another in Auxiliary Control. Captain Stafford, if you’ll come with me, Captain Beck wants to speak with you,”

“I want assurances that I will be allowed to return,” Stafford said flatly. Something about what Morales just said…

“We don’t know your status, sir,” Morales said tightly, “You and your crew may have been held captive this entire time. We know the Matrians have the technology to alter personalities…and loyalties.”

“We’re from a parallel universe,” Stafford repeated, “You’ll figure that out sooner or later.”

“I hope you’re right,” Morales’ hard expression softened briefly, then he turned to J’Hana, “Make sure your people are looking for any Matrian technology or modifications. Anything that would indicate this ship has been in enemy hands.

Uh-oh. Now he knew what the problem was.

“Ah…about that,” Stafford said, “We…in our universe, the Matrians are our allies. Our ship was crippled helping them fight the Qu’Eh, they helped us with a rebuild and…what?”

Morales’ look had gone dead cold again.

“The Qu’Eh were absorbed into the Matrian Empire six months ago,” he said, “What we can’t figure out is how. How did the Matrians get a tactical advantage over an empire twice their size?”

“I don’t know. We weren’t here,” Stafford said, the words sounding inadequate even to him, “In our universe the Qu’Eh occupied Matria Prime for months, until a Federation fleet helped push them out of Matian space.”

“Uh-huh,” Morales motioned to his people, “Let’s go people. Secure this ship. Stafford, come with me. For what it’s worth, if you’re telling the truth we won’t have any reason to hold you.”

“I guess that’s as good as I’m going to get,” Stafford sighed.



He was beamed over to a small vessel, presumably the Waystation support ship that Cadela was originally going to use for her test. Silverado was well beyond transporter range. Presumably, she’d been intercepted outside of whatever range Starfleet had determined the M-SIDs had. He was led to the tiny bridge under guard but not restrained, just in time to see Silverado slip out of sight as the small ship sped towards Waystation.

He honestly wasn’t sure how worried he needed to be. Beck seemed like herself, just maybe a bit more suspicious than he remembered. He never really knew this Baxter character, but he didn’t seem particularly evil. On the other hand, how much could he really learn about someone from a few interactions over the viewscreen? On the other, other hand, Morales seemed to be following normal procedures, and he wasn’t acting like he was leading Stafford to his doom. Of course, if people who routinely led others to their doom acted like they were leading others to their doom, the others being led would flee, and the ones doing the leading wouldn’t be delivering much in terms of doom.

With that fun train of thought running through his head, Stafford turned to Morales.

“Who’s President of the Federation in this timeline?” he asked.

Morales looked at him a bit strangely.

“Bradly Dillon,” he replied, “Why, who’s yours? One of the Betazoid Boys?”

“Dillon,” Stafford nodded. “And you say my ship disappeared on the first mission to Matrian space?”

“First mission? Try only mission,” Morales said, “Starfleet sent the USS Stallion to investigate, but they were attacked as soon as they got close to Matrian space. They didn’t even make it all the way back to Waystation before their warp coils fused from plasma leakage. We had to send a rescue tug to bring them the last week back.”

“Seriously?” Stafford was pissed, “An entire Ambassador-class starship goes missing, and the only rescue mission Starfleet bothers to send is Simplot and her band of losers??”

Morales was quiet for a moment.

“What? Did I say something wrong? She’s not dead in this universe, is she?” Stafford actually would have felt like a monumental asshole if that had been the case.

“I was just wondering,” Morales said slowly, “How somebody who’d been held captive by the Matrians for five years would know who was commanding the Stallion,”

“Yes! Exactly!” Stafford almost pounced at the opening. But Morales burst his bubble quickly.

“Then I remembered that starship command appointments are available on the Federnet,” Morales shrugged, “I guess you had a good briefing.”

Stafford groaned.

“Are we there yet?”



“One pulse phaser cannon. ONE? That is pathetic. YOU are pathetic,” Lt Commander J’Hana said to T’Parief, somehow managing to look down her nose at him, even though he was easily a foot taller than her.

T’Parief let out a throat rattle, but otherwise didn’t reply.

“You know,” Jall said calmly, “I really don’t want to have to break up a fight between the two of you.”

“No,” J’Hana gave him a predatory grin, “You don’t.”

“Yeah, I just said that,” Jall crossed his arms, “Between his claws and your crazy, I’d be on the express train to Sickbay. So why don’t you just play nice until your people realize the Matrian fleet is a bigger threat than we are, then you two can whip them out see who’s got the bigger…phaser cannon.”

J’Hana’s grin didn’t fade, but something in her posture shifted.

“I like that idea,” she said.

“Uh, he’s taken,” Yanick said from the helm, “And he might have claws, but I’m the one that BITES!”

“Then perhaps the three of us-” J’Hana started, but Jall cut her off.

“Stop. Stop this metaphor,” he said.

The turbolift doors opened and Commmander Richards and Dr Janice Browning stepped onto the bridge.

“Find anything?” J’Hana asked, eyes not leaving T’Parief.

“Non-Federation replicator traces on a ton of equipment,” Richards said, “But according to the serial numbers, a lot of sensitive equipment was manufactured in Federation space sometime in the past six to twelve months. So…I dunno.”

“There’s also Matrian DNA on every deck,” Browning said, “But there’s something screwy with their crew manifest,”

“What do you mean?” J’Hana demanded.

“She probably means,” Jall said, “that we have crew on board who weren’t aboard Silverado during the Matrian missions. And other people are missing. Because, guess what? That was five years ago! We’ve had turnover! You think the Matrians just went and imported a few random humans for some elaborate charade?”

“Yes,” J’Hana and Richards said together.

“I’ve examined several crewmen, along with Dr. Wowryk,” Browning said, “Quantum phasic signature scans are processing, but for now there’s no indications of cortical induction or exposure to spatial interphase. So either the Matrians have managed to hide those indicators, or these guys haven’t been exposed.”

“Or they were exposed enough to turn them five years ago!” J’Hana said.

“It doesn’t work that way,” Fifebee said haughtily.

“And how would you know that if you weren’t a Matrian spy??”

“Because,” Jall said again, “the Matrians are our allies in our universe. We destroyed their M-SID network and the virtual reality it linked to. All the women woke up from stasis and the men went back to normal. The only side effect was memory loss,”

Now he had their attention.

“Really,” Richards asked, “How can you know this? We haven’t heard any of this from our…uh…intelligence network.”

“Well that’s how it turned out in our universe,” Jall said, “Lord knows what the hell is going on in this one,”

“Indeed,” T’Parief grumbled, “But if you would allow us to resume access to our tactical sensors, at least we can keep an eye open,”

“Keep your hands away from the panel!” J’hana barked.

“Well this is going nowhere fast,” Jall muttered.



“Two Earth standard meals,” the Waystation security guard said as he pushed a tray through an opening in Witter’s cell force-field, then another into the cell Valtaic was sharing with Phulluvit. “One ‘Humanoid Type-IV’, guaranteed not to kill Lithinarians,” he continued over to the cell Boto and Smith where in, “One more Earth standard, and a ‘Humanoid Type-II’ for Bajorans.”

“It seems mealtime has become surprisingly racist,” Valtaic said to Boto as he contemplated his very unappealing block of processed nutrient gel.

“Indeed,” Boto agreed.

“Count your blessings,” Smith grumbled, “I have some kind of purple soup. What the hell is this? This can’t be from Earth,”

“It’s food,” the guard said.

“Seriously though,” Smith held up his tray, “It’s purple! Who’s ever heard of purple soup?”

The guard looked through the force-field, but didn’t seem impressed.

“It’s just borscht,” he said, “You’ll-URK!”

The guard fell to the desk as a hand fell on his shoulder, a non-descript Vulcan figure having appeared almost as though from thin air. Valtaic immediately recognized him as one of the officers they’d left on the ship.

“Good timing,” Phulluvit said, tossing his meal tray aside and moving to the force-field. Valtaic set his carefully down on the small table, “Report!”

“Waystation has raised their security alert,” the Vulcan said, “All computer systems have been locked down, and it seems Dillon Enterprises have moved much of their R&D off the station in this universe. We will not be able to complete our mission as anticipated,”

As he spoke, the Vulcan dropped the force-fields on the cells holding Boto, Smith and Witters. Witters grabbed the fallen guard’s phaser and managed to have it pointing right at Valtaic’s head as the force-field in front of his cell dropped.

“Not so fast,” Witters hissed as Phulluvit walked out. The Vulcan re-activated the force-field.

Valtaic regarded them calmly.

“If you leave me here, Captain Stafford is not likely to respond well,” he said.

“Stafford has to take us home, regardless,” Phulluvit chuckled, “If he’s pissed while he’s doing it, that’s no skin off mine. Besides, you seemed pretty confident that your new Waystation friends are going to help you out. Or were you confident that you could take down the brig force-field yourself? I forgot.”

Phulluvit strode towards the brig exit. Witters followed, but leaned close to Valtaic’s cell.

“Looks like you get to make a choice,” he gave a cold smile, then left.

Valtaic’s energy field flashed in irritation. The force-field sparked in complaint, but did not fall. Nor had he intended it to. Whatever Phulluvit was up to, it sounded like Waystation was thwarting them. And he didn’t want to get caught in the crossfire when Waystation security took them down.

Still, he did have a choice. He looked down at the thoroughly unappetizing nutrient gel he’d been given, then over at the bacon cheeseburger Phulluvit had tossed to the floor. The burger had fallen apart, but the pieces were mostly on the tray, aside from the tomato.

And he could probably live without the tomato.



Stafford was beamed over to Waystation and brought into the briefing room off the Operations Center, and the first thing he saw was a very, very pale male alien with wild hair wearing a strange, form-fitting grey suit and matching headband.

“Seize him!” he snapped. The guards immediately grabbed him by the arms and forced him to his knees, “I am Wuddle, Intendant of the Multek Sector of the Alliance! Terrans are slaves!”

Stafford jerked back hard enough that his guards lost their grip.

“No, no, no!” he squeaked, trying to push back out of the briefing room, “Shit! Intendants means…oh shit! Mirror Universe!”

“WAIT!” Beck was suddenly at his side, “Relax, you’re not in the Mirror Universe, it’s just…um…”

“Wait…what?” Stafford blinked, then looked around. The Waystation officers were still manning their stations, but they were all smirking or holding back laughter. He turned to the pale man, who was peeling off the headband.

“Am I done? Did I do this right?” the man was asking, “What are Terrans? Why are they slaves?”

“You’re fine, Wuddle,” Ensign Tina Jones was patting his arm reassuringly, “Head back down to the Welcome Center,”

“Who…what?” Stafford was still confused.

“You passed,” Commander Morales said, trying to hide a laugh of his own.

“Passed?”

“Only someone who genuinely thought they were in another universe would be scared of a Multek in a tight suit,” Dr Diantha explained, tapping at her tricorder, “And your bio-signs clearly indicated a state of fear. And possible involuntary urination.”

Stafford’s mouth tightened. “That was a dick move,” he said to Beck.

She shrugged. “Maybe. But it takes you a step closer to proving your case,”

“I think I’ve well proven it by now!”

“Then why did you have an infiltration team on my station?”

“I already told you, Valtaic was the only one that’s actually mine. Those other yahoos hitched a ride under some Starfleet data collection mission,” They glared at each other for a moment.

“Enough standing,” Diantha said, taking a seat. Reluctantly, the remainder of the officers including Stafford and Beck, sat. As they did, an alarm sounded and Russell’s comm-badge chirped.

“Security to Russell! Sir, four of the prisoners have escaped! We found Jacobs unconscious in the brig!”

“Alert all security teams and begin a search!” Russell ordered as he leapt to his feet.

“Sit down, Russell,” Beck ordered, “Beck to security, you said four prisoners escaped. Who stayed behind?”

“The Lithinarian,” the reply came back, “They left him in his cell.”

“Lock down all departures,” Beck ordered, then closed the channel.

“Told you they’re not mine,” Stafford said sheepishly.

“Russell,” Beck finally said, “Bring Mr. Valtaic up here,” she turned to Stafford, “Look, the more we learn, the more we’re inclined to believe you. There are people on your ship that we’ve confirmed are still at their assigned posts on other ships and starbases. None of you show signs of any recent M-SID activity,”

“And you freaked right out when you thought you were in the Mirror Universe,” Russell smirked, “Maybe even piddled your pants a little.”

Stafford seethed, but said nothing. “On the other hand,” Morales stepped in, “Your ship is full of Matrian DNA and you yourself admit it was completely torn apart and rebuilt in a Matrian shipyard. Which is something of an improvement, from what I understand.”

“Which is interesting because so far as we know, Matria Prime doesn’t HAVE any shipyards that could do that,” Beck resumed speaking.

“And that doesn’t explain why this infiltration team was trying to access classified M-SID files,” Russell added.

“They were WHAT?” Stafford demanded.

“Russell, you weren’t supposed to tell him that!” Morales sighed.

“Shut up,” Stafford told him, then fixated on Russell, “You’re sure? You’re SURE that’s what they were accessing??”

Russell who looked at Beck, who looked at Diantha.

“He’s close to panic,” Diantha said, consulting her tricorder, “I very much doubt he was already aware of this,” Beck nodded at Russell.

“We’re certain,” Russell said, “All M-SID material is kept in a special high-security databank,”

“You thought they were sabotaging your M-SID countermeasures,” Stafford said to Beck. She nodded. “No, I don’t think that’s it at all. They wanted M-SID design schematics.”

“What? Starfleet has had their hands on that for years!” Russell said.

“Not in my universe they haven’t,” Stafford said, everything coming together, “When we took out the M-SID network on Matria Prime five years ago, every device connected was fried. The Matrians themselves destroyed every trace of the technology. Even the one we found aboard Haven with Colonel Abela was disintegrated. That’s why somebody in Starfleet sent Phulluvit and his team here on my ship! That’s why they needed Wowryk’s scans to get us here! This wasn’t about studying the differences that caused our universes to split, they just wanted to get their hands on M-SID mind-control technology!”

Partway through this statement, Valtaic had been brought into the room. “You mean Dr. Wowryk isn’t the only one of us that accomplished something of cosmological significance during her lifetime?” he asked.

“Please,” Stafford grumbled, “I should have known better. We helped T’Parief’s father create an entirely new race…albeit unknowingly. Actually one of your guys sort of helped start that,” he said to Beck.

“Which one,” Beck asked.

“I can’t remember his name. He was at an Ops Conference on Nisus when K’Eleese kidnapped him. She tortured him and my Ops O at the time, trying to get information on the Happyverse.”

“Porter,” Beck said softly, “He disappeared at that conference.”

“I’m sorry,” Stafford said after a moment, “Look, let me collect those yahoos then I promise we’re all going back to our home universe to think long and hard about what we’ve done,”

“I think you owe us a little more than that,” Beck said, crossing her arms.

“Like what?”

“Like how about information on how to beat the Matrians?” Morales said.

“I can’t understand how they turned into a serious threat!” Stafford objected, “I mean, yes they were serious for their neck of the woods. But their ships can’t hold up against Federation technology and even with the M-SIDs they just don’t have the numbers to take on the Federation! I already told you, the Qu’Eh managed to conquer them. Temporarily,” he added.

“And I already told you the Matrians have already conquered the Qu’Eh,” Morales shot back.

“I don’t know how the hell they would have managed that,” Stafford shrugged, “And that little fleet they have at your doorstep isn’t big enough to pose a serious threat,”

“It would if our M-SID defenses went down,” Becks said.

“Maybe they’ve got you and your crew working for them this time,” Russell said. Stafford rolled his eyes but Russell quickly clarified, “Not YOU you. Our you. Your ship…well, your ship from this universe anyway, has been MIA for years. You could have given them all sorts of Federation technology,”

“Or we…or rather they, could all be dead,” Valtaic said, “And they could have harvested that technology from the wreckage of their ship,”

Russell at least had the good grace to look embarrassed. “Yeah,” he said, “Or that,”

“I’m still not buying it,” Stafford shook his head, “We had our asses handed to us by one Qu’Eh fleet. You’re saying the Matrians took over their entire empire!”

“An empire of spineless corporate telemarketers and quality-assurance people,” Beck said.

“They still kicked our asses,” Stafford said, “We just don’t like to tell people that part.”

“But you defeated them in the end,” Beck said. “How?”

Stafford and Valtaic exchanged a glance. Just how much should they say? “We…found something on Matria Prime,” Stafford said slowly, “A city. A flying city. More of a space station actually. It had Matrian technology from before the war that trashed their civilization. Not quite Federation-level stuff, but much better than what they’ve got now.”

“And you don’t think that was important?” Russell demanded.

“It’s a space station!” Stafford said, “It doesn’t actually do anything other than float there. It’s great for defending Matria Prime, but not much else. Well, other than the shipyards,”

“Shipyards??” Beck demanded.

“Right, the city has six shipyards, but nothing else!” Stafford cringed.

“You said it was a flying city,” Morals said.

“Well, if I said ‘space station’, you’d ask where it came from,” Stafford grunted, “And I’d say ‘We found it under the desert’. And then you’d say ‘well then how did it get into space’. And I’d say-”

“Flying city. With shipyards. Got it.” Beck cut him off, “Look, if-”

This time Beck was the one cut off, only this time it was the chime of a transporter than drowned out her words.

“Beck!” Captain Andy Baxter exclaimed as he emerged from the transporter beam, “What the hell? You’re buddies with this guy now, and you’re not even inviting me to your little meeting?”

“Shit,” Beck grumbled.

“Ex-boyfriend?” Stafford asked. Something about the look in Beck’s eye managed to communicate just how close to death he was. “Nevermind,” he muttered.



J’Hana and T’Parief were locked eye to eye. T’Parief’s right thumb claw eased slightly towards his console. Immediately, J’Hana’s weapon shifted towards him by the same amount. Seeing this, T’Parief eased the claw back, resulting in a similar movement of J’Hana’s weapon. He moved the heel of his left foot the smallest amount. No reaction. J’Hana had either missed the movement, or was attempting to lull him into a false sense of security. He narrowed his eyes slightly, but she just continued to stare at him with her cold, confident gaze.

“I’d be worried if I were you,” Jall said to Yanick.

“Jall, don’t start,” Yanick said crisply.

“Your man and the blue babe are TOTALLY having glare-sex,” Jall chuckled.

“They totally are not,” Yanick said, carefully NOT turning around in her seat to look back, “It’s just more silly macho posturing. I’m not worried at all.”

“If I wanted him, I would have him,” J’Hana said calmly.

“If?” T’Parief arched a scaled brow.

“Sweetie,” Yanick’s voice had a hint of danger in it, “Enough flirting,”

T’Parief turned towards Yanick and incidentally towards his console. J’Hana’s phaser was immediately in his face, her thumb resting on the trigger. Before either of them could do anything the comm chirped.

“Waystation to Silverado,” Beck’s voice came over the channel, “Stand down. We-”

“J’Hana, Richards, stand down,” Baxter’s voice interrupted, “We’ve confirmed their story.”

“Then let us speak to our Captain,” T’Parief said.

The screen came to life, showing Stafford standing between Beck and Baxter with a very uncomfortable look on his face. Beck was glaring at Baxter, who turned and stuck his tongue out at her.

“You are now on screen, sir,” J’Hana said.

“I know that,” Stafford frowned. He looked behind him just as Baxter’s tongue pulled back into his mouth. “Seriously? I hope the two of you in my universe aren’t this bad,”

“So they believe us?” Jall asked.

“Yeah,” Stafford said, “We’ve got Valtaic back, but Phulluvit and his crew took their ship and disappeared. We think they’re after M-SID technology, but since we’re their ride back to our universe, I don’t think they’ll go too far. Look, I have to work a few things out with Captain Beck,”

“And me!” Baxter said, “In case you didn’t notice, my ship could blow your ship to pieces,”

T’Parief and J’Hana glared at each other again.

“Just join their defensive perimeter for now,” Stafford said, “I’ll be back on board soon. Oh, and somebody tell Simon he can stop hiding. Waystation out,”

“You heard him,” Jall said to Yanick.

If anyone had been paying attention to Silverado’s sensors, they might have noticed that due to their slightly more distant position from Waystation they had the Matrian fleet on the very, very edge of sensor range. And this hypothetical someone might have noticed that the Matrian fleet was manoeuvring itself into a new formation. But sadly no one was paying attention. And by the time J’Hana left the bridge and T’Parief was able to return to his duties, the ship had moved closer to Waystation and the Matrian ships had slipped out of range.



“OK,” Stafford said, glancing at the docking control station and seeing that Yanick had moved quickly to obey his orders, nearly sideswiping the smaller Miranda-class ship in the process, “Are we finished talking now? We’ve talked about the Matrians, we’ve talked about the M-SIDs, we’ve talked about my people, your people, Phulluvit’s people, Baxter’s issues with jealousy and fear of exclusion. Is that about it? Can I go?”

“You’re not going back to your universe until you’ve cleaned up your mess!” Baxter snapped.

“Uh, yeah. That’s why I want to find Phulluvit and get all of us out of your hair,” Stafford said, “Or…you know. If you’re going to make a big issue over it I could probably just leave him here,”

“No, you’re taking him back,” Beck said, “I don’t want those people in any position to try sabotaging us again,”

“How are you getting back to your home universe anyway?” Baxter asked him.

“That’s…classified?” Stafford tried.

“OK, but I mean, who has whatever it is you’re using to get home?” Baxter clarified, “Can Phulluvit get back without you?”

“No,” Stafford said slowly, deciding that information wasn’t exactly secret, “So you’re saying I don’t have to chase after him. He’s going to come to me as soon as he finishes with whatever brought him here,”

“Sure,” Morales nodded.

“And he’s here for M-SID technology,” Beck crossed her arms, “He couldn’t get it from us, so where does he go to get it?”

“The Matrian attack fleet,” Stafford cursed, “Wanna bet he’s already halfway there?”

“Impossible,” Russell said proudly, “We locked this place down like a Ferengi safe!”

“Is that Andorian raider that docked a few hours ago still in your bay?” Stafford asked.

Russell tapped as his console for a moment.

“Well shit. How the hell did they manage that??”

“I’ve gotta get back to my ship,” Stafford told Beck, “If Phulluvit is doing something stupid like trying to sneak into a Matrian attack fleet…”

“He’s going to light this powder keg,” Baxter said, then looked pleased with himself. “Good metaphor, Andy,” he quietly congratulated himself.

“Morales, take him back on the Wayward,” Beck ordered. Stafford started to object, but Beck cut him off, “Look, Stafford, we don’t exactly have a great track record with other universes. And frankly you’re a headache I don’t need right now. So no, your ship is NOT coming into transporter range of my station. Morales will drop you off, you will keep your distance until Phulluvit returns, then you will get the hell out of my universe,”

“Yes, ma’am,” Stafford gulped.



“Waystation reports that Captain Stafford is en route,” T’Parief said. J’Hana, Richards and the rest of the Waystation/Explorer personnel had departed, back to more important things like preparing for the impending attack. The doors hissed open and Jeffery emerged.

“So, Ah hear the ship is ours again?” he said.

“Most polite take-over ever,” Jall nodded. He held up a padd, “I’m actually giving them a pretty good write-up on their after-action review.”

“What, are we Qu’Eh now?”

Jall frowned, then tossed the padd over his shoulder. T’Parief deftly caught it, then tossed it towards the disposal.

“No, but YOU are apparently now a Matrian warloard,” T’Parief said, “Congratulations. I never would have thought it possible,”

“Uh…thanks mate. But ’tis na me,” Jeffery settled in to the engineering station.

“It’s what the Matrians would have turned you into,” Fifebee observed, “had our reality unfolded like this one,”

“Well it didn’t, and they didn’t,” Jeffery said sharply.

“Hey, nobody’s blaming you just because alternate-you is invading the Federation,” Jall smirked, “Which, by the way…REALLY stupid plan. That little fleet out there is going to get wiped out as soon as they get into range of Waystation’s weapons.”

“Ah’m not that stupid!” Jeffery snapped.

“Normally I agree,” T’Parief shifted his massive weight, “But even if these ships have been upgraded, they cannot hope to defeat a well-defended, fortified outpost plus several battle-ready starships,”

“Ye think Ah couldn’t come up with something, given the time and the resources?” Jeffery crossed his arms, “Alternate-me has had whot…five years? And a whole solar system of resources?”

“The Qu’Eh in this universe were absorbed by the Matrians,” Fifebee now looked thoughtful, “So you clearly developed something. Either a new technology, or a substantial amount of firepower. Or both.”

Jall suddenly looked worried.

“Fifebee, can you boost our sensor range? Or work on something that can give us a bit more information on what they might be planning? They’ve got to have some kind of technological ace up their sleeve. Jeffery, if you were other- you, what would you do?”

“Ah wouldn’t be invadin’ the Federation,” Jeffery shrugged.

Jall looked exasperated.

“Ah’d…Ah’d…” Jeffery’s eyes widened. “Uh-oh…” He dashed over to the Port Auxiliary console and started hammering on the controls.

“I am getting very strange readings from the Matrian fleet,” T’Parief said suddenly.

“I thought they were out of sensor range,” Jall felt his stomach drop.

“They were,” T’Parief corrected, “But they are now coming right at us.”

“What’s coming right at us?” Jall demanded, “Talk to me, people,”

“I am picking up a huge subspace distortion,” Fifebee called.

Jeffery jumped up from the panel and leaned over the tactical railing. “Haven,” he said.



With flashes of pseudo-motion the Matrian fleet dropped out of warp. They immediately unleashed full weapons broadsides at the nearest Federation ships and then pulled off an in-unison turn to port that would have made Disney on Ice envious. The Explorer and the two Akira-class ships started turning to follow, which left them completely exposed when space rippled again and disgorged a massive, disc-shaped object. It was clearly Haven, or whatever it was the Matrians had chosen to call it in this universe. The dozens of towering buildings were dark and the lake had been drained, but the overall shape was still the same. With additions. As the city flew towards them, dome-first, the dozen warp nacelles added to the Outer Rim were clearly visible. Hatches began opening all across the hull as phaser emitters and torpedo launchers became visible. Turned as they were towards the Matrian ships, the Explorer and her escort took hard hits to their aft shields before they could make evasive maneuvers.



“Beck to Stafford,” the comm chirped, “I assume this is the ‘harmless’ flying city you mentioned?”

“Yeah,” Stafford sighed, “What a relief!”

“I beg your pardon?” Morales asked next to him.

Stafford leaned back in his chair. Finally! Finally, he knew something that most of Starfleet didn’t care about but was actually really important! This was totally his time to shine!

“Yeah,” he said, tapping on the comm panel and opening a link to Silverado, “Look, Beck, I have no idea how they got it here, but my guys had months to study this place. I’m getting the information for you, but long story short, stick to the edges of the disc! Don’t come at the dome head on, that’s the only direction where they can really concentrate their fire! They’ve got incredibly powerful shields, but their weapons array is pretty much just defensive. And they can’t maneuver worth shit,”

“Neither can we!” Beck snapped back.

“My tactical officer will send you schematics and a few weak-points,” Stafford was sounding downright cocky now, “You might start with that big energy transfer thing on the back end…unless they’ve tied that into whatever they’re using for warp drive. But unless they’ve got any weird surprises up their sleeves, you’ve got this. So I’ll just find Phulluvit and we can be on our-”

“Would this be a weird surprise?” Morales asked, giving Stafford a not-exactly-friendly look. The tactical overlay on the Wayward’s small screen had come to life. They could barely see the docking bay doors opening along Haven’s Outer Rim, but they could see swarms of small shapes as they poured out of the bays and flew straight at them. Bigger swarms were emerging from the nearest shipyard.

“What are they doing?” Beck demanded. She turned to the side, “What’s that I’m seeing? What happened to the sensor feeds from Explorer?”

“Stafford to Jeffery,” Stafford was quiet, “Are you seeing this? Is that…what I think it is?”

“Construction bots,” Jeffery said, “Or something like ’em. Hundreds of them. Maybe thousands.”

“Stafford,” Beck’s voice did not sound pleased, “Is this something new?”

Stafford gulped. “Hold, please,” he said. He reached over to close the channel, but Morales blocked his hand.

“Look out!” Stafford snapped. Morales looked back and yanked the ship to the side just as a trio of bots crossed their path. Relieved that he wasn’t under guard this time, Stafford moved over to the tactical station and started tapping away. The bots were moving quickly, streams of them moving towards each of the defending starships. The Matrians ships were coming around for another pass, but were keeping their distance from the bot swarms…and strangely enough, the Federation ships.

“Beck…” he started.

“I see it,” she said, “All power to-” The space outside lit up as every phaser array on alter-Haven’s upper surface opened up on Waystation, impacting the shields protecting the upper saucer. The barbell-shaped station rocked back, but instead of compensating with thrusters, Beck’s people let the station continue to turn, rotating the weakened shields away. Heavy phaser beams spat back from the station, splashing against alter-Haven’s shields.

“Jeffery,” Stafford shouted over the comm, “Get T’Parief to send those schematics! Have her target…uh…”

“Antimatter Reactor 2,” Jeffery replied immediately, “It was under one of the water processing plants, but with the…bollocks!” The channel cut out.

Stafford turned the sensors to Silverado, only to see that the ship was engulfed in attacking bots. They swarmed and skittered across the shields, sparks flying as their robotic limbs struck the energy field, splashes of brilliant light surging as they directed their cutting beams at the ship’s hull. Waystation fired back again, but alter-Haven seemed to shrug off the hit.



“Well,” Jeffery said, looking at the main viewscreen, “At least we don’t have to worry about being shot at by the city,” The screen looked like some kind of metallic insect orgy. The bots were moving around so quickly it was impossible to focus on any single one, but it was still clear what they were doing.

“Shields are being drained,” T’Parief reported, “We have six minutes until the bots are able to attack the hull directly,”

“Fifebee, I’m pretty sure this sort of thing has happened before,” Jall said, “Start looking stuff up,”

“There was that one incident at Starbase Yorktown in the 23rd-Century,” Fifebee started, but Jall cut her off.

“Fifebee, you’re in the ‘Fiction’ section again! Try again under ‘Non-Fiction’!”

“Ooops,” Fifebee paused for a moment, “There are six thousand twenty-four incidents regarding attacks by large groups of robotic entities on file. None of them are recorded as having been solved with rock music,”

“What works?” Jeffery asked.

“Electromagnetic pulse,” Fifebee started listing off possibilities, though they were largely vetoed immediately.

“Nay,” Jeffery said, “Matrian bots are shielded,”

“Deflector resonance pulse,”

“No,” Sylvia shimmered into view, “That only worked because those sythentics had antimatter micro-reactors,”

“Yes, I see.” Fifebee paused, “Reversing shield polarity?”

“Just tried it,” Jeffery said, “Nope,”

“There’s something very strange about some of the signals I’m picking up,” Sylvia frowned, “Hold on. I need to look into this,” she vanished.

“Five minutes,” T’Parief intoned.



“Why aren’t they getting in closer?” Stafford asked. Each of the Federation ships had been swarmed with bots. The smaller Akira-class ships had taken to firing on each-other with low power phaser blasts. Each shot took out a dozen bots, but also weakened their shields. Explorer was firing randomly in all directions as the bots tried to dig into her shields, one blast narrowly missing the Wayward and electing a curse from Morales. Waystation and Haven continued to slug it out, though neither was making much progress. Haven was bigger and had three antimatter reactors to Waystation’s two, but Waystation’s deflectors had a much smaller area to shield. Haven’s need to face the station dome-on to direct full weapons at the smaller station made for an awfully large target.

“I’d say they’re in close enough,” Morales said as he spun the small ship around. So far they were the only Starfleet vessel able to evade the bots.

“No, I mean the Matrian ships,” Stafford said, “Why aren’t they closing in? Hell, they should be ready to beam in boarding parties as soon as Haven gets Waystation’s shields down!”

“They have to beam an M-SID in first,” Morales said, “And Waystation has anti-M-SID countermeasures. The whole lower saucer had to be powered down to extend the field out to our ships,”

“That’s why your ships never moved far from Waystation!” Stafford realized, “Why not put countermeasures on the ships themselves?”

“Too much power drain,”

“Ahh,” Stafford looked back at the tactical console and brought up the anti-M-SID overlay. Silverado was just inside the field. “Jall,” he called over the comm, “Don’t get any further from Waystation! There’s a-”

“M-SID countermeasure field, we know, they told us,” Jall cut him off. In the background, Stafford could hear Jeffery and Fifebee.

“Super high-voltage discharge along the hull?” Jeffery suggested.

“Perhaps after the shields fail,” Fifebee replied, “Though our death is more probable,”

“Oh, we could fly into the sun!” Yanick suggested, “Burn the critters off!”

“Yeah, and if the Matrians catch us in an M-SID field for more than a few minutes, we turn into them,” Jall snapped.

“Oh,” Stafford blinked. “Jall, I have an idea. Keep my ship in one piece! Stafford out!”



“No promises,” Jall muttered as the channel closed.

“Two minutes,” T’Parief said.

“Transporter dispersion…no, not with the shields up,” Jeffery was still going on.

“I am attempting to harden our shields by specifically adjusting to the frequencies of the cutting beams used by our Matrian counterparts,” Sylvia broke in, “This should buy us an additional five minutes,”

“And it’s AI for the win!” Jall exclaimed, “Or…a pause anyway.”

“Your lives aren’t the only ones on the line here, San!” Sylvia said peevishly, “OK, Simon, can you please make the following adjustments?”

“On it,” Jeffery tapped away for a few seconds, “Done,”

Outside, the swarming bots seemed to pause for a moment. Suddenly, every cutting beam switched off. In unison, the bots tore open access panels, adjusted internal controls, closed the panels and resumed attacking Silverado’s shields.

“They have changed frequencies,” T’Parief stated.

“No kidding,” Jall grumbled, “Sylvia, I take back that win,”

“They…shouldn’t be able to do that,” Jeffery said, “How did they adjust so quickly? How could they?”

“Fifebee? Sylvia? What do you guys…hello?” Jall was looking at Fifebee, who had frozen solid. Suddenly she leapt into motion again.

“All ships, all ships, this is USS Silverado, close all data-band communications channels and isolate sensor and communication systems from your central computers!”

“Wha-” Jall about to belay that when Sylvia stopped him cold.

“The Matrians are using an AI to control the bots,” Sylvia said, “I KNEW there was something familiar about those data patterns!”

“One minute,” T’Parief said.

“Sylvia and I have a plan,” Fifebee said.

“Already?”

“We reverted to direct communication. It was far faster. And we did not have to pause to explain every time you did not understand. Like now.”

“Is this going to save us, Sylvia?” Jall demanded, turning away from Fifebee, “Or are you going to eat up the time I could be enjoying my final martini with techno-babble?”

“We know the Matrians capture the Simon from this universe,” Sylvia spoke, but as she did the Port Auxiliary console took on a life of its own, the displays jumping as Sylvia manipulated systems, “We assume they captured Noel, Chris…all of you. Look at the nacelles attached to Haven!”

“Uh, sure. Cuz we have such a great view,” Jall gestured at the screen, which showed nothing but bots. It flickered as Sylvia brought up the image of Haven dropping out of warp, the froze it.

“Those are Federation technology,” Valtaic noticed immediately.

“Aye,” Jeffery swallowed, “And Ambassador-class, too. All twelve of them. And see there…in the center?”

The image jumped as Sylvia fired up the magnification. In the center of the dome, where the pod housing the Haven Command Center used to be was a perfectly circular saucer, far bigger than the old pod. It covered nearly the inner third of the dome, in fact.

“Oh shit,” Jall groaned.

“Thirty seconds,” T’Parief said.

“That’s an Ambassador-class saucer,” Jeffery exclaimed.

“That’s OUR saucer,” Sylvia said, “Now we know what happened to the us of this universe. Including me,”

“Ten seconds!”

“You??” Jall demanded.

“Ah-hah!” Sylvia exclaimed triumphantly, “Got them!” The bots swarming on the screen abruptly stopped.

“Sylvia??” Jall repeated, “You?”

“Exactly!” Sylvia said, “Me!”

“Do you know any other AI’s that could control swarms of cute little bots so effectively?”



“This is insane!” Morales said, “you know that, right?”

“Right,” Stafford said, tapping in the commands to isolate the sensors from the central computer and shut down non-essential communications, “Got a better idea?”

“No. But we’ll only have a couple of minutes to do this,”

“Yeah. Is Waystation ready?”

“Standing by,” Russell’s voice came back, “But this better work! That’s one phaser array that could be…well…doing almost nothing against Haven’s shields right now!”

“Shields at 75%,” someone on Waystation said the background.

“Stop whining, you’re fine,” Stafford said, “Let’s go!”

Morales tapped at the controls, pulling the small ship away from Waystation and towards one of the Matrian ships.

“Standby Waystation…” Stafford said.

“Wait until they turn…” Morales said, eyes on the screen, “…now!

“Fire!” Stafford snapped.

Waystation fired, the thick phaser blast catching the Matrian ship off-guard. Their engines flickered, and the ship started to drift…right towards the station.

“Engaging tractor beam,” Stafford said.

“Full impulse,” Morales tapped the controls.

They pulled the ship, accelerating its momentum towards Waystation…right into the anti-M-SID countermeasure field.

“Give it a minute or two,” Stafford said, “And you’ll have a ship full of very confused Matrian males. Or kidnapped aliens. Or something. But they probably won’t be hostile.”

“That’s great,” Beck said over the comm, “But our ships are about to lose shields! We don’t have time to pull this stunt on every attacking ship, and Haven is one tough nut to crack!”

As if on cue, Baxter broke into the channel.

“This is Explorer! Our shields are down! The bots are coming right at the hull! They’re killing us! Oh, they’re killing us, and it’s all your fault! They’re…they’re…wait. No, I was wrong. They all just stopped. And they’re…leaving?”

“Sylvia to Stafford,” the comm chirped. “I have established control over the invading robot swarms. Would you like me to send them home with a firm talking-to?”

“Nooo, I have a better idea,” Stafford said, “But first…beam me off this thing!”

“Hey,” Morales looked offended.

“Sorry,” Stafford said, “But between those high-speed maneuvers and all these windows, I’m feeling enough motion-sickness to redecorate your carpets with my guts,”

“Dropping shields for transport,” Morales replied.



“We don’t exactly have a lot of time,” Sylvia was saying as Stafford strode onto the bridge, “Alternate-me is trying to regain control. Lucky for me, she’s more than a bit out of date on current Federation cyber-warfare. She also never had to deal with hundreds of Matrian bots going through the equivalent of teenage rebellion…or an Old Matrian computer virus! I did some brushing up after that, believe you me!”

“Status?” Stafford demanded.

“Sylvia has the bots swarming Haven’s shields and interfering with their targeting systems,” Jall replied, “Explorer, Waystation and the other ships have managed to get partial shields back up and are mopping up the Matrian fleet. Three of their ships already surrendered after they drifted into the anti-M-SID field.”

“And by ‘drifted’, he means having their engines disabled and being tossed in that general direction,” Yanick corrected.

“What about Haven?” Stafford asked. Jall quickly filled him in on their discoveries: the Ambassador-class nacelles, and Silverado’s saucer now being part of the station’s design.

“What do ye want to bet our engineering hull is somewhere in the back?” Jeffery asked, “Probably where the energy transceiver used to be…serving as a distribution system to the nacelle array,”

“Why do you say that?” Stafford asked.

“That’s how Ah’d do it,” Jeffery shrugged.

“Sounds like a weak point,” T’Parief said, tapping at his console.

“Aye, but we’ll never get through their shields with just a few ships,” Jeffery said, “We’d need them to turn around so Waystation can lay in on ’em. And even then…well, Antimatter Reactor 2 is still a better target.”

“Once the Matrian ships have been dealt with, our ships can start helping Waystation break down their shields,” Stafford said, “In fact, let’s do that now. Yanick, bring us closer to Waystation. T’Parief, fire at will. And has ANYBODY seen Phulluvit and his idiots??”

“We’ve been a wee bit busy,” Jeffery said.

“Maybe we should just try hailing them,” Yanick suggested, one finger twirling her blond hair while the other raced over her panel.

Jall and Stafford exchanged a glance.

“Yeah, we…could do that,” Stafford grimaced, “T’Parief…no, you’re busy. Fifebee, try to raise Phulluvit. Tell him the taxi’s leaving shortly.”

On the screen, Silverado’s phaser beams and the occasional torpedo joined the barrages Waystation was launching at Haven. Dozens of bots were vapourized, but the remainder kept digging at the city shields…right up until they abruptly stopped.

“Damn!” Sylvia exclaimed, “She’s given up on regaining control…now she’s just jamming me!”

“Can we boost the power or something?” Stafford asked.

“Jamming doesn’t work that way,” Sylvia replied peevishly, “Chris, you know better. We can’t overpower their transmitters from out here, unless she sends the bots back out to attack us. And I’m very sure we don’t want to get close in to the city. Frankly, as long as the bots are out of the picture entirely…”

“Right,”

“I am receiving a message from Commander Phulluvit,” Fifebee reported, “He thanks us for our timely distraction and states he will be returning immediately,” she paused, “The signal is coming from one of the Matrian ships that has surrendered.”

“I guess Phulluvit found his M-SID,” Jall said.

“He’s not going to keep it,” Stafford said, “Fifebee, you tell him there is NO WAY he’s bringing a live M-SID onto my ship!”

There was a pause.

“He assures us it has been deactivated,” Fifebee said. Stafford’s look was more than slightly skeptical, “He has sent tricorder data to corroborate,”

“Setup a containment area in Shuttlebay 2,” Stafford ordered, “Have a security team and an engineering detail waiting. We’ll deal with him later!”

“Beck to Silverado and Explorer,” the comm chirped, “Their shields are weakening. I want a concentrated strike at the following coordinates. If we time it right, we should be able to punch through to that reactor!”

“Beck,” Stafford called back, “I think you’ve got things under control here. As soon as that reactor’s out, we’re leaving,”

Beck was silent for a moment.

“Do you have Phulluvit?” she asked.

Stafford looked over the Fifebee, who nodded.

“Yeah. We have him,”

“OK,” Beck said, “Send us whatever jamming signal you’re using to keep the bots at bay.”

“Right.” Stafford turned to Fifebee, “Call Cadela and get the Blinker online. Sylvia, get the programming to get us out of here decrypted and running!”

“Yes, Chris,”

“Acknowledged,”

“All ships, prepare to fire,” Beck ordered.



Whoever was running alter-Haven must have known they were in trouble even before the final attack. The city abruptly stopped its attacks on Waystation and started to pivot, trying to turn the dome away from the station. But as Stafford said, it had the manoeuvrability of a brick. Simultaneous phaser blasts from Waystation, Silverado, Explorer and the other Starfleet ships that were still operational pieced the city shields, blasted the dome and struck hard at the building over the antimatter reactor. Normally, the huge tanks in the water processing center would have diffused any weapons blasts, but with the lake drained and the city converted to battle-station, the effect was ironically reversed. The empty tanks offered little resistance, and the reactor took heavy damage.



“Reading a power build-up!” Fifebee snapped.

“They’re tryin’ to jettison the reactor,” Jeffery added, “This is gonna be nasty!”

“Bring-” Stafford was cut off as the screen flashed to white. The ship bucked hard as the energy wave from the destroyed reactor struck.

“Shields are down,” T’Parief reported, “However they blocked the bulk of the blast. Minimal damage,”

“Yanick, 88% impulse, directly away from Waystation,” Stafford ordered, “Jeffery, divert power to the deflector. Umm….what am I forgetting? We’ve only used this thing once,”

“I am standing by to press the ‘on’ button to activate the Blinker,” Valtaic said.

“Right, that,”

“In a hurry to leave?” Jall asked, “No time for a nice drink with the Beck of this universe? The one you haven’t completely blown it with yet?”

“Jall, tell me a single time an encounter with another universe ended well?” Stafford said.

“Stern enjoyed his visit with his other self,” Jall shrugged, “Maybe it’s my turn,”

“None of us want to hear about that again,” Yanick said, “And in this universe, alternate-you is probably a Matrian breeding slave or something.”

Jall thought for a moment. “Point taken. Let’s get out of here.”

“Eighty percent impulse,” Yanick said, “Eighty-two,”

“You might be interested to know,” T’Parief said, “There is a powerful warp wake at alternate Haven’s last position. It is likely they survived the explosion from the jettisoned reactor by jumping to warp,”

“Not our problem,” Stafford said, “Yanick? Let’s GO already!”

“Eighty-eight percent impulse!” Yanick reported.

The same flashing light and deep, tearing sound they experienced on the first trip repeated itself, along with the deafening crash. Outside on the main viewscreen everything looked…exactly the same.

“Are we back?” Jall asked.

“Incoming hail from Waystation,” T’Parief reported, “They congratulate us on surviving Cadela’s hare-brained scheme and again offer thanks that it was us involved instead of them,”

“I’d say we’re back,” Stafford said, “But not finished. T’Parief, with me. We need to have a little chat with Commander Phulluvit. And relieve him of a certain dangerous artifact.”



The doors to the shuttlebay hissed open and Stafford stepped out to find his security team and Phulluvit’s squad face-to-face, phasers drawn. Jeffery’s engineers had retreated to the shuttlebay entrance, but one of Phulluvir’s goons was pointing a weapon in their direction.

“Lt Sage,” Stafford said to the lead engineer, “What the hell?”

“The M-SID is deactivated,” Sage reported, “But as soon as Stern and his team went to take it, Phulluvit’s guys pulled weapons!”

“Phulluvit!” Stafford shouted, motioning at the engineers to leave, “What do you think you’re doing? Stand down!”

“I don’t think so,” Phulluvit said “You’ve obviously figured out our mission. You know we’re not going to turn over this device,”

“Do you know how much trouble the Matrians went through to make sure this technology was destroyed?” Stafford shouted, seeing red, “Do you understand just how badly they screwed up their civilization?! And here you go and risk MY SHIP and MY CREW to steal one?”

“We were just supposed to get the schematics,” Phulluvit said, “There’s no way we could have known that universe was in the middle of a Matrian war,”

“Wasn’t there? That universe clearly was picked for a reason! Was Cadela in on this, or just a dupe,”

Phulluvit ignored him.

“Bridge to Shuttlebay Two…captain, we’ve got a ship approaching! Sovereign-class! IFF identifies her as the USS Medusa,”

“And that would be our ride,” Phulluvit said smugly.

“Shields up,” Stafford snapped, “Phulluvit, you’re not going anywhere with that device!”

“Oh, I think I am,” Phulluvit sneered, “Phulluvit to Medusa. Beam us out,”

“Our shields-”

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks…and there was a look of surprise on Phulluvit’s face when he realized he wasn’t beaming out. None of his people were. Someone was beaming aboard Silverado…and as the sparks faded, Stafford recognized the man immediately: Commander Matt Noonan. His former First Officer.

“Noonan?” Stafford’s head jerked back in surprise, “What the hell…how did you beam in? What are you doing here? Why-”

“Captain,” Noonan’s unnaturally smooth voice broke through the torrent, “I think you know perfectly well I’m not going to answer any of those questions,”

Stafford grimaced. “I guess not,” he grunted, “I don’t suppose you’re here to rescues us, like on Matria Prime?”

“No,” Noonan inclined his head towards Phulluvit, “I am here to ‘rescue’ them. They were on a mission for…well, I’m not at liberty to say. But I was in an…advisory position,”

Stafford crossed his arms. “You advised Starfleet Intelligence…or whoever it is you work for…to use us like this?”

“Actually, that was my idea,” Phulluvit chimed in.

“Shut up,” Noonan and Stafford both said.

“An understanding of these devices is key to ensuring proper countermeasures are available if needed,” Noonan said.

“Uh-huh,” Stafford grunted, “You know what the universe we were just in had? Countermeasure devices. And maybe if we’d just asked for those instead of trying to steal stuff, we would have had a much easier time of it!”

Noonan gave Phulluvit a dark look. “I see,” he pulled out a small device and tapped a few buttons. Phulluvit, his team and the M-SID all disappeared in transporter beams.

“What are you-” Stafford bared.

“Be silent and listen,” Noonan said quickly, “Phulluvit now assumes that I am wiping your memory before I beam back to the ship. Trust me that it was imperative that you NOT interfere with our retrieval of the device,”

“You are going to destroy it yourself and hope to spare us from repercussions,” T’Parief grumbled.

Noonan shook his head, a hint of a smile on his face. “I would never interfere in the plans of…my superiors. But the ship transporting us does have a certain reputation,” he said, “And nobody would be surprised if they ‘accidentally’ dropped the M-SID into a star or something,”

“Sounds like you’re working with us again,” Stafford smirked.

“The experience has, in fact, served me well,” Noonan grinned, carefully keeping his lips over his teeth. “I know what I’m doing. Cheers,”

With another tilt of his head, he disappeared. Stafford stood there for a moment.

“T’Parief?”

“Yes?”

“I want the security footage of that last exchange erased. And you and I will never, ever mention this again, to anyone. Whoever Matt is dealing with…I don’t want to leave them any ammunition lying around.”

“Understood.”



Jall rummaged around the bar in Unbalanced Equations, trying to find a shot glass. The lights were dim and Steven and his staff were nowhere to be seen. The ship was docked at Waystation for minor repairs from their trans-universal trip, and Steven and his staff had taken the opportunity to close down and take a break.

“San, just use the replicator,” Yanick called from the seats near the windows.

“Trish, I didn’t go digging through all of Steven’s cabinets for the one bottle of real vodka that isn’t locked in his secure locker just to use the replicator because I can’t find a one-ounce shot glass! Or one of those measuring auto-pour things,”

“Ah’m surprised yer measurin’ at all,” Jeffery said as he rummaged around for a bottle of scotch. Finding one, he poured a couple of fingers worth into a glass.

“I’m mixing a cosmo!” Jall said, “If I don’t get the recipe right, it doesn’t taste right!”

The doors opened and Wowryk, Fifebee and Stafford stepped in.

“I figured that piece about you being the only one on the ship to do anything of any importance was a big load,” Stafford was saying, “But it was nice to actually hear that Phulluvit and his people had tampered with Cadela’s equipment. Man, was she ever embarrassed!”

“Actually,” Fifebee said, “From the adjustments they made to her scanning device, they still needed to identify a universe where the differences in the universes were strongly connected to the Matrians. Dr. Wowryk is really the only person within the Federation who-”

“Fifebee? Let me have this.”

“Yes, sir,” Fifebee nodded and moved to take her seat.

“Drink, Doctor?” Stafford asked.

“Wine, please. Red. Something from Australia. Or California. Maybe Chile,” Wowryk replied.

“And here I thought you’d be the low-maintenance one,” Stafford cracked. He found a bottle of wine and poured her a glass, then grabbed a beer for himself, “What are you hunting around for, Jall?”

“Measuring shot glass,”

“Why don’t you just-”

“It won’t taste right!”

“Oookay,” Stafford went and took his seat. T’Parief was already sipping on something that smelled like fermented death. Yanick, Wowryk, Fifebee and Jeffery were all settled into their seats. Valtaic wasn’t drinking anything, but he was sitting in the chair closest to a power outlet and had connected some sort of Lithinarian device that was apparently supposed to help him relax. (It also caused his thick, bristle-brush hair to throw off sparks.) Sylvia was standing next to the windows, looking out into space.

“Hurry up, Jall!” Trish called.

“Found one!” Jall exclaimed triumphantly, “Wait…where did I put the lime juice?”

“JAAALLL!”

“OK, OK,” there was a flurry of klings, klangs and splashes as Jall finished his drink than rushed over to the seats.

Once he was sure all his senior staff was there, Stafford cleared his throat and raised his glass. “To our other selves,” he said grimly, “Captured. Converted. Maybe killed. Enslaved to an enemy that, to us, became a valued ally,” he grimaced, then cleared his throat again, “There but for the grace of God go we,” He lifted his glass and drank.

“Amen,” Wowryk said, taking a sip of her wine. Everyone else drank in silence.

“What did Admiral Tunney have to say about this whole thing?” Jeffery asked.

“You mean after I spent five minutes pointing out how Phulluvit and his bosses played him as much as he thought he was playing us?” Stafford took another sip of his beer, “He was angry. Furious, even. And he said that under no circumstances were we to attempt to go back to rescue our…selves. Then he ordered all of Cadela’s equipment destroyed.”

“A wise move,” Fifebee sighed, “Sadly, the scientific benefit is not worth the risk of that device. The Mirror Universe transport devices have proven that,”

“You weren’t seriously thinking about going back, were you?” Wowryk asked.

“Risking our lives to try to save alternate versions of ourselves?” Stafford sighed, “No. I just…no.”

“With an infinite number of universes,” Valtaic mused, “What would be the point? We would simply create a universe where they were saved, while th