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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!



Star Traks: Halfway to Haven is a spin-off of my first series, Star Traks: Silverado. As such, there are considerable spoilers for Silverado Season 5 so you may want to read those first. Others spoilers start in…now!

Halfway to Haven was born out of a 3D modelling project I undertook around the late 2000s. It was inspired by a mix of fascination and frustration with the city of Atlantis in Stargate: Atlantis. As a starship, space station or other sci-fi object, the design was incredible and watching it rise from the depths of the ocean is still one of my favourite television moments today. As a city where people might actually want to live, relax and enjoy life…nope. Absolutely not. It was a sterile, enclosed environment that screamed ‘You are in a space ship. A huge, spaciously spacious space ship, but still a space ship!’ And from an engineering and safety viewpoint, well if you ran out of power the whole thing would undergo explosive decompression and you’d all die. (See my H2H meets Atlantis segment in Thank the Great Bird They Weren’t There - Volume Four over on the Traks Unleashed page.)

So Starbase 341 started as my attempt to design a flying space city that was both a cool space station and a healthy living space where people would want to live. It also just so happened I needed a setting to serve as a base of operations for Silverado Season 5, which led me to model a number of interior settings for the place including Ops, a transit station, and the central Transit Hub. Of course, Haven was disguised as a huge underground facility, and its reveal as an un-launched orbital city is the massive Season 5 finale spoiler here.

So after Silverado Season 5, I was left with a shiny new (old) space station, a newly freed Federation member planet, and a crew of former side-characters from the USS Stallion, whose ship had been sacrificed to save the day. Season 1 of Halfway to Haven poured onto the page fairly quickly, and in proof-reading it for this ebook I remain very pleased with the story I told.

And yet…it took over a decade for me to get serious about Season 2. Finishing university, a widening array of hobbies and the demands of real life were all factors, but I mostly blame Howlers and its associated writers block. Now that Howlers is finished I’ve at least started the early efforts towards H2H Season 2, including another editing pass on the stories both on the website and in this ebook, along with about ten pages of notes on who the hell all these characters are and what they did. So I hope you enjoy these stories, I certainly enjoyed revisiting Haven and hope to return my story-writing efforts there soon.

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!




More great Traks content:

Star Traks: The Original Series

Star Traks: The Vexed Generation

Star Traks: Waystation

Star Traks: Silverado

Join the discussion at the Star Traks Forum, or email us at boldlywhoah@star-traks.com.
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City Limits


Author’s Prologue



It’s my hope that new Traks readers would be able to sit down and enjoy this new series without having to read through the other several hundred stories out there. However, for those of you who are planning on reading Star Traks: Silverado anyway, I suggest you work through that series first as the remainder of this intro has some pretty major spoilers for Silverado Season 5.

That being said, here’s a quick run-down of stuff that’s good to know.

Two or three years prior to this story, Starfleet encountered a people called the Matrians. A society where women dominated, the Matrians were in the process of trying to take over their part of the galaxy through the use of mind control and virtual reality. Once their plans were thwarted and the mind-control system used by their leader destroyed, the Matrian people formed a new, peaceful Republic. Starfleet learned that in the past, the Matrians had suffered a terrible, century-long Gender War that had crippled their civilization and that the mind-control technology had been developed to end that war. With the war over but their society in ruins, the Matrian women had gone into suspended hibernation, into a virtual world and had plotted galactic conquest while the men were forced to rebuild their planet. With that technology destroyed and their goal of galactic domination ended, it was time for the Matrian Republic to finally start moving forward again in the galaxy.

After a few years, the Matrians joined the Federation and were promptly invaded by a hostile race called the Qu’Eh. A single Starfleet ship, the USS Silverado, was all but destroyed in the attack, leaving the Silverado crew and most of Matria Prime’s leadership in a mysterious, underground Old Matrian installation nicknamed ‘Haven’. As they fought the Qu’Eh, the Starfleet/Matrian team learned that Haven was a powerful city-style space station. They launched Haven, repelled the Qu’Eh and hoped that it was time for business as usual.

But who’s going to run the place?





Now, on with the show…



Admiral Wittica Verithi, commander of the Matrian Defence Force, sat next to Queen Ansela and King Hektor of the Matrian Republic. A new Federation member, the Matrian Republic was still getting used to the little quirks of dealing with the Federation. Their representative to the council, Councillor Krisi, had been welcomed with all the appropriate ceremony and voted the Matrian Republic’s will in the Federation Council. Starfleet, on the other hand, was proving to be much more difficult to deal with.

Case in point, the two leaders of the Republic and the commander of their defence force had been staring at a ‘hold’ motif for twenty minutes. Their conference with Fleet Admiral Ra’al was supposed to have started fifteen minutes ago.

“This is completely intolerable!” Queen Anselia fumed, “A complete violation of decorum, etiquette and protocol! We didn’t spend two months running a rebellion to free this planet only to be ignored by a lowly Admiral!” She glanced over at Verithi. “No offense meant, of course,”

“Of course,” Verithi replied dryly. She chose not to bring up the fact that most of the actual rebelling, against an enemy that had invaded their world prior to the arrival of a Federation relief fleet, had been done by Starfleet officers and regular Matrian civilians.

Before any further ranting could continue the screen flickered, displaying the stern visage of Fleet Admiral Ra’al, one of the highest of the higher-ups in the Starfleet chain of command.

“Apologies,” she said, “I had an unexpected meeting about one of THOSE ships that ran over,” Ra’al started briskly.

“‘Those’ ships?” King Hektor repeated.

Ra’al looked annoyed with herself for even mentioning it.

“Let’s just say that not all starship crews are created equally,” Ra’al replied. “Now, as I’m already behind on my calendar for today I’d like to resolve your issue quickly so I may move on,”

“This issue should have been resolved weeks ago!” Verethi said angrily, her professional facade showing the first of many cracks, “We’ve been waiting for this appointment since-”

“If you’re in such a hurry, let’s cut to the point,” Ra’al said calmly, folding her hands on her desk, “You need a Starfleet commander, along with several senior staff members, for your shiny new space station,”

“Orbital city,” Anselia corrected frostily.

“Orbital space station city,” Ra’al waved one hand, “And, in fact, Starfleet offered to fill the position. Now, for reasons I don’t fully understand but that seem to include the sudden decision by the Matrian government to refit a damaged starship that Starfleet had deemed unsalvageable, that officer is not available. You see where I’m going with this?”

“No,” Verithi said flatly.

“She is trying to blame the situation on us,” Anselia seethed.

“Yes, ‘she’ is,” Ra’al said, “Now, we are willing to find a replacement commander for you, however a suitable candidate will take time to locate,”

“There are five Federation starships still in Matrian space!” Verithi exclaimed, “Surely one of them-”

“Do you,” Ra’al’s voice turned almost silky, “Really want an officer from one of those ships?”

Verithi, Hektor and Anselia exchanged a glance.

“YES!”

“Very well,” Ra’al shrugged, “You’ll have your new station commander by the end of the day.”

“We…well,” Anselia stuttered, “Thank you,”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Ra’al said ominously, “Starfleet out,”

As her image vanished, the three leaders looked around in surprise.

“That was easy,” King Hektor said.

“That WAS easy,” Queen Anseila agreed. They both stood and started walking back to the council offices.

“Too easy,” Verithi mumbled as she followed behind.



In her comfortable office in Starfleet HQ, Admiral Ra’al sighed and leaned back. Next to her, out of range of the video pickup, Admiral Baxter pulled his cigar out of his mouth.

“You’re taking a risk here,” he said.

“I tried doing this nicely,” Ra’al shrugged, “A proper station commander would have been just the thing to bring the Matrians into the fold and to repair the damage done by…by that OTHER ship.” She tapped at her intercom. “Annie, get me the USS Montreal, Matrian space,”

“If you do what I think you’re about to do,” Baxter said, “We’re going to end up with another one of THOSE crews,”

“They’ll be sitting in the middle of unexplored space in a space station the size of a city. What’s the worst that could happen?”



Captain Elizabeth Simplot was buried in her work. Literally.

“Josh,” she exclaimed loudly, “GET ME OUT OF HERE!”

“I-I-I’m trying!” replied her companion, Lt Commander Josh Shurgroe as he tugged at a piece of bulkhead paneling, “The whole mess is wedged in there pretty tight!”

“I know, I’m wedged in here with it!” Simplot replied. A petite woman in her very early thirties, her (currently) dark hair was a frizzy tangle. Of course, nobody could really see it since she was trapped in one of the Jefferies tubes that snaked through the bowels of the USS Montreal.

“How did you manage that, an-an-anyway?” Shurgroe asked. The bulkhead chunk wouldn’t budge. Maybe if he could pull out that chunk of conduit first…

“The idiot Captain of this ship assigned me to damage control,” Simplot fumed, “Me! A Captain with three years experience! And he tucks me down out of the way, like I’m good for nothing!”

“But how-”

“And that’s AFTER we sacrificed our ship to save the day,” Simplot finished. Her former command, the USS Stallion, had been destroyed less than a month ago during the battle to free the Matrian Republic.

Shurgoe was quiet for a moment, until he was sure she was done ranting.

“But how did you end up trapped under all this stuff?” he asked.

“I was trying to change a lighting unit,” Simplot admitted.

Shurgroe survived the pile of struts, bulkhead segments, conduits, cables and miscellaneous brackets that had his former commander pinned to the floor.

“A lighting unit?”

“Yeah,” the rubble moved as Simplot managed to push a translucent lighting cover off of her face, “Who knew that you’re supposed to take out the screws in a certain order?”

“Captain Simplot? Josh? Are you two in there?” It was the voice of Dr. Janet Annerson, the Stallion’s former Chief Medical Officer. A Durentian woman in the equivalent of later-middle age, Annerson had been one of the few voices of reason aboard the ill-fated Stallion.

“In here, Janet,” Josh called. Annerson poked her head into the tube, then pulled it back out with a snort of disgust.

“Josh, come out here so I can have a conversation with your face instead of your backside!” the slightly greenish woman said.

“Oh, o-o-oops,” clumsily, Shurgroe climbed out of the tube.

“WHAT ABOUT ME!” Simplot called from under her debris pile.

“What about you?” Shurgroe wondered absently, “Oh, right. She’s, um, a bit stuck,”

“Too stuck to come out and get your new assignment?” Annerson asked.

There was a flurry of crashes and clunks. In less than half a minute Simplot was climbing out of the Jefferies tube, bits of insulation still stuck to her hair.

“I t-t-thought you were faking,” Shurgoe said mildly.

“We’ve been stuck on this ship for weeks with nothing to do but menial tasks like changing high-tech light bulbs,” Simplot tossed her hair, “I was bored. Now give me that!” she snatched the padd from Annerson. As she read it, her eyebrows rose.

“Well?” Shurgroe demanded, “Are they splitting us up? Cuz, y’know, I’d kinda miss Tereneth…”

“I dunno about hier,” Simplot said, starting to grin, “But you are now looking at the new Station Commander, Chief Medical Officer and Director of the Department of Shipbuilding for Starbase 341:Haven!”

“Shipbuilding!” Josh’s eyes widened, “You mean, I get to make people build new ships? And do the inspections? So, like, if everything isn’t perfect and somebody gets…gets hurt, it’s going to b-b-be a-a-all m-m-my f-f-f-f-fault???” The half-human, half-Centaurian was now positively quivering in fear.

“Oh, suck it up you big baby,” Annerson smacked him, “That’s what your staff is for!”

“This is so exciting!” Simplot said, “Quick, call the shuttlebay! I want to start looking at apartments!”

“Anybody else wondering if maybe there’s a catch to this great new assignment?” Annerson wondered suddenly.

But Simplot was already halfway down the corridor, her voice fading rapidly.

“I SO hope we get a Dillon’s Furniture Bazaar out here soon!”





Starbase 45: 100 Light-Years Away…





Personal Log, Lieutenant Rex Boxer, Starfleet Intelligence:



“Ohhh, this is so exciting! I’ve just arrived at Starbase 45 to meet my new partner! Oh, I bet he’ll be smart, and good at sports, and all that fun stuff! I guess it would have been nice if Intelligence had actually told me who my new partner was going to be. Or where we were going to be going. But hey, I can’t have everything my way, can I?”



Lieutenant Boxer walked happily down the starbase corridors with a cheery bounce in his step and a wag in his tail. Scratching absently behind one of his furry ears, the Sheppian officer briefly consulted a computerized map of the station. The computer had already informed him that his new partner, Lieutenant Laarthi, was in the arboretum. Ohhh! And the arboretum had a duck pond! Maybe they’d have time to play with the ducks before they left for the next stop on their way to their new posting! His nose suddenly twitched. Somebody interesting was coming! Another Sheppian, definitely. There was no mistaking it! The scent of one of his own kind was almost refreshing after dealing with the pole-cat stench of humans and other aliens present on the station. Sure enough, another furry, dog-like Sheppian rounded the corner directly ahead of Boxer, his ears perking up and his mouth pulling into a snarl. “Who are you?” Boxer demanded as he and the other Sheppian started circling each other. His voice was low, fairly clear but with a drawing out of the ‘R’ sounds that gave his words a growly accent.

“Ensign Drain,” the other replied, “Who are YOU?”

“Lieutenant Boxer,”

They continued circling, but instead of snarling they now started sniffing more carefully at the air. A human Ensign walked by, barely able to contain her giggles at the sight of two fully-dressed alien dogs glaring at each other and sniffing. Finally, they stopped.

“OK then,” Boxer said, scratching at one furry, cream-coloured arm, “What’s up?”

“Captain Brown sent me down with your posting messages,” Drain said, “And I’m supposed to help you…um…collect your partner.”

“Help?” Boxer frowned, “Why does he think I need help?”



In Starbase 45’s cavernous Operations centre, Captain Brown and the rest of his staff were watching the security monitors displaying Drain and Boxer as they stepped towards the arboretum.

“That poor Ensign,” mused Dr. Chox, “Fresh out of Academy, brand new to the station and this is what you people do to him?”

“Usually,” said Commander Kloon, “We make a chocolate cake and pour a brandy to welcome new officers to the team,”

“Except that Drain is allergic to chocolate,” Captain Brown pointed out, “Besides…would anybody else volunteer to handle this situation?”

The room was oddly silent.

“Then enjoy the show,” Brown nodded at the display screen.



“Do you know anything about this Starbase 341 place?” Boxer was asking Drain as he looked at his padd, “And what or who is a DoRRIS?”

Drain shrugged.

“I’m just here to help you get your partner. I don’t know anything about your assignment, except that you’re supposed to depart with the USS Roadrunner in two hours.”

“Roadrunner?” Boxer felt a snarl coming on. He didn’t especially like Roadrunners. They moved around too quickly for him to keep track of what was going on. Besides, birds were more of a cat thing. Now Squirrel, there was an interesting name for a ship! “Never heard of it,” he said.

“Nobody has,” Drain told him, “It’s part of some secret project. How you two are getting aboard is a mystery,”

Boxer said nothing. They were approaching the arboretum anyway, and his sensitive hearing could just barely here the sounds of…the sounds of…

The doors hissed open.

CAT!

Boxer was immediately on all fours, his lips curled back and his teeth exposed. Barking loudly, he bolted into the arboretum.

The room was pretty standard for a starbase botanical facility. It was at least three levels high with a blue & cloud painted ceiling. The deck had been covered in soil and sported a variety of grasses, shrubs, bushes, trees and so forth. A medium-sized duck pond was dug in next to a wrought-iron-style window that looked out into space. In the centre of the arboretum towered a Bolian Oak tree, chained to which was a feline Caithan officer in a Starfleet uniform.

“I’M NOT GOING!” hissed the Caithan, a female, “I’M NOT LEAVING THE TREES! YOU’LL HAVE TO KILL ME FIRST!”

A tall Lt Cmdr with the mustard-yellow collar signifying an Operations speciality was trying to talk to her.

“Your assignment has gone through, Lt Laarthi,” he said in a crisp, British accent, “You will report to Starbase 341 where you will become a DoRRIS…my word, what is that? Surely no proper Federation establishment would choose such a foolish title. And really, what is that barking? Somebody needs to put their mutt on a-”

WHAM!

The man found himself knocked to the side as a blur of uniform-covered fur flew past and jumped over the decorative fence surrounding the Bolian Oak. There was a sizzle of sparks and a very surprised yelp as a forcefield flung him back. Boxer gave a few yips as he fell to the ground, his tail curling instinctively between his legs.

“Really, chap,” the British sounding man, Lt Cmdr Virgii, shook his head, “Don’t you think we’d have her out of here by now if the chains were the only problem?”

Ensign Drain had just caught up as Boxer was pulling himself back to his feet.

“She’s been chained up there all morning,” he told the still- slightly-stunned Boxer, “As soon as she found out she was going to an alien space station,”

“THEY DON’T LOVE THE FOREST!” Laarthi shouted.

“We’ll get to you in a moment,” Virgii said sharply, “Now you, my good…chap, you really can’t go running around barking and howling like a mad dog,”

Now both Boxer and Drain were starting to snarl.

“It’s simply uncouth.” He consulted his padd again. “Now, Lt Boxer, simply calm yourself down and we’ll see about collecting your new partner.”

“I will NOT partner with a CAT!” Boxer said firmly.

“Orders are orders, and you WILL obey them!” Virgii said firmly. He dug into his pocket and fished out a doggy treat. “This should calm you down.”

“I will not be patronized either!” Boxer snapped, “I’m not one of your dull-witted pets!”

“As you wish,” Virgii shrugged, moving to pocket the treat.

Boxer involuntarily felt his tongue darting across his chops.

“Thought so,” Virgii smiled, “Now, there’s a good boy,” he tossed the treat at Boxer, who snapped it out of the air. He started munching away, visibly calming immediately. Behind him, Drain was whimpering softly.

“Sorry my boy,” Virgii shrugged, “Only expected one of you,”



Lt Laarthi was barely aware of the scene just outside the force-field she’d setup to prevent anybody from taking her away from HER garden. She’d been living on Starbase 45 for over two years now and every plant, every flower and every tree had felt her loving touch at one time or another. This was HER domain and so what if she and the botanical staff didn’t always get along? She’d tried making peace with them, but they just hadn’t appreciated the gifts she’d left outside their quarters. Therefore, they weren’t important. And neither was this new assignment. She’d been to alien stations before; the Cardassian-built Deep Space Nine came immediately to mind. She’d hated that place: the dim light, the grey metal, the sterility. Vulcan Space Central, where she’d been posted shortly after finishing at the Academy, wasn’t much better. The Vulcans at least understood the logical rationale behind bringing a little nature into space, but their gardens were far too functional and they therefore lacked that randomness that was inherent in nature.

Nope, there was simply no way she was going anywhere. Especially not to an alien space station, nearly a month away from the nearest Federation outpost. She could stay right here for hours, days if necessary! She would live off the acorns of the Bolian Oak, it’s roots would absorb her waste, it’s lush leaves would provide oxygen. She and the tree could live together in perfect symbiosis.

Wait, what was that hideous dog doing???



Lt Boxer was no longer in a good mood.

Clearly, there would be no playing with the ducks before leaving the station, his new partner being a hideous feline instead of the fellow Sheppian he was hoping for or the tolerable ape- creature he was expecting. But orders were orders, and he was duty-bound to obey.

So he and Virgii had put their heads together and come up with the most expedient way to coax Laarthi out of her hiding place. Fortunately, once Drain had insisted that their idea of a shiny bell tied to a stick wasn’t going to work as well as they’d hoped, they’d formulated a backup plan. And after ten minutes of unsuccessfully waving the bell around, they’d put Plan-B into effect.

“Come down from that tree or the pretty flower gets it,” Boxer said, pointing his phaser at a colourful blossom from Antares IV.

“You wouldn’t DARE!” Laarthi shouted back, her attention suddenly riveted on him.

Boxer thumbed the trigger, vaporizing the flower into a mist of flowery air-freshener. Laarthi hissed, her heckles rising.

“Next, the orchids,” Virgii said, gesturing to a meticulously- pruned group of flowers, “Then the petunias. And so on, in that fashion, until this place is a burnt pit,”

Laarthi hissed again.



Fifteen minutes later they were heading for one of Starbase 45’s smaller docking bays, their luggage already delivered to the Roadrunner. Ensign Drain had left, claiming to have a bone to pick with somebody up in Station Operations. Virgii led the group with Boxer and Laarthi sticking to opposite sides of the corridor, each shooting angry glares at the other. Before long they’d entered a small departure lounge. Another officer was already seated at the grey Federation-standard table. Her black hair was cut just above her shoulders, saving her from the Starfleet Bun.

“This is Lieutenant Cindy Mytim, Starfleet Sciences. She’ll be working with DoRK when we arrive at Starbase 341,” Virgii explained, “Myself, I’ll be Director of DoMO. Now, Lieutenant Mytim has promised to explain to us how we’re going to arrive at our new assignment on time, considering that Matria Prime is a month from here and we’re expected in three days?”

“DoRK?” Boxer looked oddly at Mytim.

“There is no need for name-calling!” Mytim said, “You don’t know me! You can’t judge me! I’m just as smart as anything else!”

“AnyBODY else?” Laarthi snorted. Well, she sort of snorted. With her Caithan features and feline grace, she somehow implied a snort without actually doing more than wrinkling her nose and giving a slight breath of derision.

Virgii was looking at them with a look of distaste.

“Have you not read your mission briefs?” he demanded. He rubbed his forehead with one hand, “I should have known this was going to be a bad day the minute I learned I had to pull a cat out of a tree,”

“Don’t blame me,” Mytim said, raising an eyebrow, “I never put cats in trees. I just say they’re there so the handsome firemen will come,” Laarthi did not appear to enjoy this comment.

“Our destination, Starbase 341, will be jointly operated by Starfleet and the Matrian Republic Defence Force,” Virgii said, pulling his padd out again, “And as such will have a non-standard organizational structure. Lieutenant Mytim will be working with the Department of Research and Knowledge, which I take to be the equivalent of Sciences. Lieutenants Boxer and Laarthi will be with the…ah yes, here it is. The Department of Research Regulation and Information Security, by which I assume you will be liaisoning with Matrian Intelligence.” He looked at them oddly, “Unusual assignment for a pair of Stellar Cartogophers, isn’t it?”

Laarthi and Boxer exchanged another glance, this one more worried than angry.

“Not if they’re the ones with all the Matrian starcharts,” Laarthi said quickly.

“Hmm, quite,” Virgii looked slightly suspicious, “In any event, I will be working with the Department of Maintenance Operations, which is evidently Maintenance & Operations.”

He looked back down at his padd.

“Well then, on to our travel arrangements. Lt Mytim?”

“Hmmmm?” Mytim looked up from where she was painting her nails. (She’d apparently grown bored with Virgii’s little speech), “Oh, of course.” She looked over at Laarthi and Boxer. “So why do they have a pair of Stellar Cartographers working with Matrian Intelligence?”

“We’ve already been through that!” Laarthi snapped.

“We have? Oh. OK.” She went back to her nails.

“Lieutenant?” Virgii prompted. Mytim looked back up.

“Yes?”

“The Roadrunner?” he prompted between clenched teeth.

“I don’t know a thing about it,” she shrugged, “But it’s supposed to get us there really fast. That’s why it’s called the Roadrunner and not the Crippled Sparrow,”

“This padd says very clearly that YOU are to explain to us why the Roadrunner is special!” Virgii said, waving the padd at her like it was a weapon, “And I insist that you do so!”

“I can’t,” Mytim said, “But Dr. Strobnik can,”

“And who’s Dr. Strobnik?” Virgii demanded.

“He’s right there,” Mytim said, pointing at a couch along one wall. Virgii glanced over, saw nothing and returned his attention to Mytim.

“Clearly,” he said, “The fumes from that noxious polish are affecting your brain!”

“Have you considered an organic alternative?” Laarthi wondered, “There are some excellent dyes that can work,” she turned to Boxer, “Although at least the fumes are masking that terrible dog odour!”

“We’ll talk about odour after we start finding buried cat poop in the arboretum!” he shot back.

“HSSSSSS!!!!”

“GRRRRRRR!!!!!”

“What is all that racket?”

There was a ripple from the couch as a dark skinned form abruptly came into existence. Three of the officers jumped to their feet, Boxer’s hand going immediately for his phaser. Mytim didn’t even look up from her nails.

“That’s Dr.Strobnik,” she said.

“Sorry all,” the man said, “I dozed off while we were waiting for you.” Strobnik was…well, they weren’t sure what race he was. His dark flesh almost looked like chitin, though it might have just been very hard skin. His eyes were yellow and his neck was heavily armoured. In actuality he was a Plat’ik’nik, a race native to a hostile jungle planet. Their camouflage ability had helped them survive long enough to develop the technology needed to tame their world and the heavy neck contained not one, not three, but five separate nerve bundles connecting their unusually small primary brain with clusters of neural tissue scattered throughout their bodies. They weren’t much smarter than the average humanoid, but they did possess a level of neural redundancy that was almost unmatched in the Federation. In any event, it was Dr. Strobnik who had developed the Roadrunner and who would now explain to several frustrated officers and probably more than a few frustrated readers what the whole deal was about.

“The Roadrunner,” he began, “Is the result of several years of research into technology brought back by a ship called the USS Voyager. Has anybody heard of it? Show of hands, please,”

Exchanging puzzled glance, most of the officers raised their hands. Mytim was now carefully trimming a split end.

“Lt Boxer?” Strobnik prompted.

“Voyager spent seven years stuck in the Delta Quadrant before hitching a ride back on a Borg ship,” he said.

“Lacking in detail, but essentially correct,” Strobnik said, “Now, Voyager had discovered an alien race with a propulsion technology called the Quantum Slipstream Drive. This technology allows a ship to create and traverse a hyper-dimensional tunnel through extremely deep layers of subspace. These quantum slipstreams would have allowed Voyager to return home in a matter of days.”

“So why didn’t they?” Boxer asked, “They must have messed something up. Rumour has it that ship messed up a lot,”

“Being stranded years from home isn’t exactly easy,” Virgii said.

“Not in this case,” Strobnik went on, “The problem was that slipstream drive requires immediate real-time calculations to compensate for conditions found within the slipstream. Failure to do so results in the vessel being catapulted out of the slipstream, likely into the nearest planet, star or other large gravity well. Federation computers just aren’t capable of that kind of real-time processing for anything larger than a runabout, or Voyager’s fancy ‘Delta Flyer’ ship.”

“Until now?” Laarthi ventured.

“No, not until now,” Strobnik said, “I don’t know, maybe they’ll figure something out sooner or later. But strapping a QS drive onto a larger ship isn’t my problem,”

“Then why are we talking about this?” Virgii crossed his arms.

Strobik tapped at a panel, bringing up a schematic of a large, dish-shaped object. Whatever it was, it was attached to an object that somewhat resembled a scaled-up communications relay.

“This is a Slipstream Stabilization device,” he said, “It sends out a pulse of energy that will temporarily reduce irregularities in the slipsteam long enough for the Roadrunner to safely navigate it. The idea is that the Roadrunner will map out the slipstream and bring the data back for processing. Once a slipstream is scanned and mapped, we can use that data to allow Roadrunner-class ships to tow larger ships through the slipstream,”

There was silence around the table for a few moments.

“So, the Roadrunner is launching a new era is deep-space exploration?” Virgii asked.

“No,” Mytim said, now apparently plucking her eyebrows in a pocket mirror, “Weren’t you paying attention? The ship can only travel routes it’s already traveled, unless it has one of those pulse-thingies to clear the way,”

Virgii shot an annoyed look at the woman, then turned back to Strobnik.

“This is true?” he asked.

“Well, essentially, yes. The Roadrunner will be a boon to Federation commerce, tourism and will bring Federation worlds within easier reach of each other than ever before!” he deflated slightly, “It’s just quite useless for space exploration at the moment,”

“I see,” Virgii looked thoughtful for a moment, “I quit. There is no way in the various hells you’re getting me into one of those deathtraps! I have already spent several years aboard a ship stranded halfway across the galaxy, and it’s not an experience I care to repeat!”

“You were on Voyager?” Laarthi asked, interested.

“Er…yes.” Virgii’s eyes darted from side to side, “Engineering. Good friends with Lt Cmdr Forbes,”

“I thought Voyager’s Chief Engineer was Lt Cmdr Torres,” Laarthi said.

“The point is, I’m not getting on this ship!”

“It’s really very safe. No Federation citizen has ever died in a quantum slipstream accident,” Strobnik said proudly.

“How many slipstream drives have been tested in the Federation?” Virgii countered.

“Well, we’ve run a lot of simulations,” Strobnik replied, “And our success rate has been most impressive,”

“If you count the whole Voyager thing, then not so much,” Mytim pointed out absently, “Ohhh, do we have any beauty masks? I just know those little baggies around my eyes are swelling up again!”

“But how many actual voyages has this thing made?” Virgii demanded, ignoring Mytim.

As the others argued, Laarthi caught Boxer’s gaze, then gave a subtle nod in the direction of the next room. Boxer lifted one ear, then cocked his head in confusion. She nodded more emphatically, this time silently mouthing ‘hanger’. Again, her hint didn’t register. Finally she stood up, latched the claws of one hand onto the back of Boxer’s uniform and pulled him towards the hanger.

“We need to have a moment alone,” she hissed to the others. Nobody seemed to care as she led Boxer out, the Sheppian shrugging off her hand with a yip and the sound of tearing cloth.

In the hanger they found a single small starship berthed. About four decks high, the hull was shaped almost like a flattened-down Intrepid class ship: a stretched out saucer flowing into a rear engineering section shaped like a flattened cylinder. A pair of long, sleek nacelles jutted straight out from the sides, tucked neatly behind the edge of the saucer. What made the ship strange was the large ring attached to the nacelle pylons, circling the rear half of the engineering section.

“The USS Roadrunner, I presume,” Laarthi mused, paying the prototype ship barely a glance. She immediately started prowling around the hanger, “We’re looking for a ‘Betazoid Boys’ lunch box,”

“And you have instructions that it’s in this hanger,” Boxer said, suddenly understanding why Laarthi had been so eager to leave the meeting.

Laarthi said nothing, merely swishing her tail in annoyance.

Boxer licked his chops. This cat thought she could be better at hide-and-seek than him? He’d show her! He’d find that box before she had a chance to even shed one hair of that disgusting feline fur of hers! He dropped down to all fours, sensitive nose sniffing for clues.

“Found it,” Laarthi announced smugly.

Boxer was not happy. Fighting against the instinct to curl his tail, he stood back up and joined her behind a cargo container. She opened the garishly decorated lunch box, revealing a holo-emitter. The emitter came to life, showing the image of an older Bolian.

“Special Agent Laarthi, Special Agent Boxer, your orders are as follows,” he said, not pausing to identify himself, “As per your cover assignment, you will be proceeding to Starbase 341 in orbit of Matria Prime where officially you will work with Matrian Intelligence as Stellar Cartographers. Your actual assignment from Starfleet Intelligence is to probe the reliability of the Matrian Intelligence organization prior to their absorption into SI. You are being sent to Matrian Space aboard the Roadrunner due to reports that somebody has offered to sell the prototype ship to the Orion Syndicate. I don’t have to tell you that the Orions must not get their hands on this technology. You are to locate and apprehend the seller with all haste. Close co-operation will be essential, so no fighting like cats and dogs!” The Bolian grinned, apparently pleased with his hyperbole. The hologram tilted his head, as though somebody was whispering in his ear.

“Uhh, oh,” he said, the smile vanishing, “Sorry, just ignore that cat and dog comment. Really, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. Please don’t charge me with harassment or anything. This message will self-destruct in…now!”

With a small bang, the lunch-box burst apart, filling the hanger with the smell of smoke and singed fur.

“I wish they’d give us more warning,” Boxer mused, patting out a smouldering patch on his arm. Laarthi glanced at her reflection in a panel, then gave a long-suffering sigh as she licked the back of one hand and tried to get the black carbon out of her fur.





Matrian Space



Captain Simplot sat comfortably in the front seat of the runabout Cataraqui, looking out at the gleaming blue marble of Matria Prime. Shurgroe was at the pilot station, just in the process of signing off with the USS Champlain’s shuttlebay. The Cataraqui was the only Federation runabout being left at Starbase 341/Haven, with the expectation that the city’s shipyards would be able to produce more before long. Dr. Annerson was seated in one of the rear seats, a pile of medical gear stacked next to her. She leaned against a box of hypospray cartridges as she read an old-fashioned book, the cover of which was adorned with a scantily clad warrior-prince holding an equally scantily-clad warrior-elf. Next to Simplot sat a carrying case full of padds.

“Aren’t you going to look at those?” Shurgroe asked.

“What, the crew profiles?” Simplot shrugged, “Can’t see why they have to be finished now. It’ll be a month before our permanent crew gets here. And I don’t have any files on the Matrian crewmembers yet.” She looked over at Shurgroe. “Josh, aren’t you going to at least look out the window? It’s a gorgeous view!”

Shurgroe, piloting entirely by instrumentation, shook his head.

“N-no,” he swallowed nervously, “I don’t do too well with open spaces, you know that.

“Right, right. Why you decided to work in space is beyond me.”

“My psychic said it would be a good idea,” Shurgroe said, then fell quiet for a moment. “Have you see Lt Commander Jeffery since the ‘Farewell Stallion’ party?” he asked.

“No, Josh, I have not, and I’ll thank you not to bring it up,” Simplot said frostily. Lt Commander Jeffery had spent several weeks aboard the Stallion some time ago, just enough time for the somewhat…aggressive women of the ship to break down his barriers and turn him into a conquest. Simplot’s conquest, to be precise.

“Turned you down this time, did he?” Annerson said, not looking up from her book.

“He wants to put more effort into getting back together with his ex!” Simplot exploded, “Can you believe that? And all I did was ask if he wanted to get a drink later! I wasn’t trying to seduce him or anything! But apparently even being SEEN with another woman, no matter how platonic, would hurt his chances with her!”

“You weren’t going to stop with a drink,” Annerson went on, “You were going to get him into your quarter then…wait, hold on.” She started flipping through the book, “Where did I see…oh yes. ’Sigh in pleasure as he takes you into his steely arms, giving you a deep, soulful kiss as he slides-”

“H-HEY!” Shurgroe interrupted, “Comfort level exceeded!”

“Sorry Josh,” Annerson said, closing her book, “But y’know, I’m sure they write these things from your perspective too,”

“Yes, but when it’s written from your perspective it’s called erotic literature, while from our perspective it’s called pornography,” Shurgroe said, “The whole thing is a double standard.

“Yes, but on Matria Prime it’s the other way around,”

Shrugroe glanced at Simplot in confusion.

“You didn’t know that?” she asked, “In Matrian society it’s the women that are driven by sex, sport, drink and a lust for power,”

“That’s not really fair, Liz,” Annerson said.

“OK, no. But you know what I mean. The women are more manly and the men are more…womanish,”

“That’s also an unfair generalization. But they’re also one of the only races to survive a hundred-year war split on gender lines without going extinct,” Annerson added.

“So, if I’m dating a Matrian girl, she’s going to be acting…masculine?” Shurgroe said, looking more than a bit worried.

“Don’t worry, Josh,” Simplot patted his shoulder, “I’m sure we’ll have lots of girly-girl tourists coming in from Federation space for you to-”

“We’re coming up on Starbase 341!” Shurgroe announced loudly, “Do you want the Captain’s Tour?”

“We’ve already seen the station,” Annerson said, “We’ve been in Matrian space for months!”

“Yes, but this time I’m looking at my new command!” Simplot objected, “Yes, I want the Captain’s Tour!”

Simplot looked out the front window as her new home came into view.

Starbase 341, more informally known as the City of Haven, hovered in space over Matria Prime, a fat grey disk well over three kilometres in diameter. From their current approach they could see the broad underside of the city. In the centre was a huge energy transceiver array, used to channel power from the planet to the city during the city’s launch two months prior. Six heavy, purplish support columns ran to the outer edge of the disc, expanding into six curved, triangular extrusions. A series of dark engines ringed the underside of the city, capable of moving it at speeds up to full impulse. Looking up towards the edge of the outside rim one could see that the curved extrusions housed Haven’s six shipyards. Ringing the outer edge of the city between the shipyards was a band containing hundreds of brightly lit windows, interspaced with a series of docking bays.

“It’s sure…big…” Shurgroe said, looking at his displays. He didn’t even look out the window as he brought the runabout up over the edge.

He may not have been paying attention, but Annerson and Simplot were transfixed by the view out the windows. As the runabout cleared the outer rim they could see why exactly Haven was referred to as a city instead of a space station. Above the upper surface of the disc arced a gleaming, transparent dome beneath which stood dozens upon dozens of towers. Illumination units built into the dome supports were dark, indicating that the city was in its night cycle. A series of glowing anti-gravity tracks converged in the centre of the city where a large cluster of buildings was surrounded by a ring-shaped lake, the waters reflecting the stars above the dome. Surrounded by the Outer Rim on all sides, the city gave the impression of being built in the protection of an isolated valley, or inside the lip of a perfectly circular crater.

The shuttle arced over the dome. Dead-centre, the central building complex reached right to the dome itself, where the pod-shaped command complex was embedded halfway through the clear material. Looking through the broad windows, Simplot could see the temporary caretaker crew sitting at their stations. One Matrian female looked up at the runabout, waving politely before returning to work.

Passing the command complex, the runabout followed the curve of the dome down to the Outer Rim. The heavy doors of one of the hangers were already opening, flower-petal style, as the runabout lined itself up with the approach vector. A hatch in the ceiling opened and an oddly shaped platform easily big enough for the runabout slid down, support struts linking it to a central column. Once the landing platform had reached its lowest position, Shurgroe set the runabout down gently and finally pulled his eyes from the display.

“So,” he asked, “Did I miss anything?”



They secured the runabout, then stood on the landing pad for several minutes.

“Shouldn’t somebody be here to meet us?” Simplot wondered, one index finger in her mouth, “I mean, I’m the new Commanding Officer, right? I should get a greeting party.”

“You’d think,” Annerson agreed.

They looked around. The hanger doors had already closed and the bay appeared to be deserted. Halfway up one wall near the doors a command booth extended out into the bay, its multi- faceted design almost making it look like an eyeball embedded in the wall. Inside they could see a single female in a Matrian uniform as she tapped at her console, then rose from her seat and left the booth.

“Maybe she’s coming down to meet us?” Shurgroe wondered.

“Of course,” Simplot nodded agreeably, “She’ll be here in a minute or two.”



Boxer and Laarthi sat with Mytim and Dr. Strobnik in the v-shaped cockpit of the USS Roadrunner. Technically it could have been called a bridge; there was a curved Helm station in front at the bottom of the ‘V’, a command chair in the middle and twin stations in the rear corners for Ops and Tactical, facing outward. To the left and right of the command chair adjacent to the helm console were stations for Sciences and Navigation. Most ships no longer had separate navigation stations, but one had been added in given the special nature of the Roadrunner. Despite the bridge-like layout, the room was still fairly small, which was why Boxer was thinking of it as a cockpit.

“Lieutenant Mytim, why don’t you handle Sciences,” Dr. Strobnik said, “I will handle Navigation. Lieutenant Boxer, I understand you’re a qualified pilot?”

Boxer looked worried.

“I’m qualified for normal flight. I’ve never flown in a slippery-stream before,”

“Don’t worry about it,” Strobnik said, “I’ll be doing the QS work from Navigation. Now, just-”

“Why does he get to pilot the ship?” Laarthi demanded.

“Well, I just thought-”

“That I wasn’t suitable?” Laarthi was almost hissing, “I ranked fourth in my Academy pilot training!”

“If it’s really that big a deal,” Strobnik shrugged.

“It isn’t,” Boxer said, sitting at the helm.

“Stop shedding in my seat!” Laarthi snapped.

“Go choke on a furball,” Boxer shot back.

“Who’s supposed to be in command of this mission?” Mytim asked curiously.

“Lieutenant Commander Virgii,” Strobnik said worriedly, “But we had to sedate him to get him on board.”

“Why don’t you just go back to your quarters and lick yourself for an hour or two while I handle the piloting?” Laarthi was saying.

“Because I’m here to do my duty,” Boxer said, “Oh, wait, I forgot. Felines have no concept of duty or loyalty,”

“HSSSSSSS!!!!”

“Maybe we can get one of the other Roadrunner crew members to fly this thing?” Mytim suggested.

“OK change of plans!” Strobnik said loudly, “Mytim, you’re piloting. Laarthi, you’re at Sciences and Boxer, you’re at Ops. We’ll all trade places later, OK?”

There was some grumbling, but everybody eventually sat down at their stations. They sat there, staring at each other for a moment.

“Oh, right,” Strobnik said, “Virgii was supposed to do…the thing. Ahem. Roadrunner to Ops, requesting departure clearance.”

“Clearance granted, Roadrunner. Good luck,”

The hanger door in front of them opened. Mytim tapped at the panel for a moment.

“Haven’t flown this class before-OOPS!”

There was a shudder, then the view out the front window abruptly dropped, tilting down. Mytim tapped again, firing thrusters and managing to pull the ship out of the hanger before the saucer dropped all the way to the deck.

“Brought in the landing struts too soon,” Mytim tittered nervously, “Forgot about that silly ring-thing at the back,”

The hanger gave way to stars as the Roadrunner slid into space.



“I don’t think she’s coming,” Annerson said. They’d been standing next to the Cataraqui for close to forty-five minutes now.

“Well pooh,” Simplot said, crossing her arms, “I was expecting at least some kind of welcome party. I mean, I won’t lie; I was really hoping the Matrians would have go-go boys for it, or something. But I would have settled for a group of appreciative crewmen and a chance to make a speech.” She grimaced. “Josh, call somebody! Make things happen!”

“Call…what? Who?” Shurgroe blinked.

“I don’t care!”

“Uh,” Shurgroe tapped his badge. “Shurgroe to Ops,”

Silence.

“Shurgroe to Command Complex? Shurgroe to…to…Shipyard One? Shrugroe to anybody?”

The badge remained dead.

“Ohhh, their comm system must run on a different frequency or something!” Simplot fumed, “Come on!”

She started marching off the landing platform and onto a railed walkway that led along the platform support column and towards the rear wall of the hanger. An adjustable ramp made sure the platform was accessible, regardless of its position.

“Liz, where are we going?” Annerson asked as she moved to keep up.

“To the command complex!” Simplot said, “How hard can it be to find?”

Shurgroe looked around the big, ten-deck docking bay and considered the fact that there were eleven more like it spaced around a rim with a diameter measured in kilometres.

“Very, very hard,” he squeaked. But the women were almost at the hanger exit. Not wanting to be left behind, he jogged to keep up.

The corridors in this part of the city/station were wide, well-lit and very much felt like they belonged in a starship or starbase. Red and blue were the dominant colours, with dark blue support beams and swirly red wall panels. The corridor walls curved inward, broken by the occasional door. Wide vid-screens were strategically placed, but they were either disconnected or nobody present knew how to turn them on. After several minutes of walking, they found a turbolift.

“Command complex,” Simplot ordered as the doors hissed shut.

The lift gave an unpleasant sounding ‘bllaaattt’.

“Is my universal translator working?” Simplot asked Annerson.

“Go eat a slug,” Annerson replied.

“Why, would it help?”

“No, but if you understand that, your translator is working.”

“Oh,”

The stood there for a moment.

“Central tower?” Shurgroe tried.

BLAATTTT

“Level forty-two?”

BING!

The lift smoothly accelerated, then began to slow. Within seconds the doors had opened again onto a similar corridor. The trio cautiously stepped out. Behind them, the lift doors closed and they could hear the car move away.

“Uh-oh,” Simplot muttered, “Maybe that wasn’t such a good idea,”



“I don’t think he’s going to stay in the seat,” Boxer said. He’d been sent back to one of the cramped sets of living quarters to fetch Lt Cmdr Virgii. The man had been drugged to get him calmly aboard the Roadrunner, and now he was slouched in the command chair.

“Hmm. If only we had something to strap him in with. Some sort of belt that was attached to the seat. A seat belt, if you will,” Strobnik cocked his head, “What an interesting idea. I wonder why nobody’s though of it?”

“Can we get going?” Laarthi asked, “I don’t like being cooped up in this tin can! My quarters don’t have so much as a single flower!”

“Yes, yes. They’re just charging the Slipstream Stabilizer now,” Strobnik said, waving one had absently; “If nothing shorts out we’ll be ready to go very soon.”

“I’ve changed my mind,” Laarthi said suddenly, “I don’t want to get going. In fact, I want off this ship before it goes anywhere,”

“Fraidy-cat,” Boxer said.

“Oh, like I haven’t heard THAT one before!”

“I’m sure you’ve heard it plenty,”

“Starbase 45 to Roadrunner,” the comm came to life, “Slipstream pulse in ten seconds. Standby,”

“Once the pulse fires, we’ll have less than half a minute to get in behind it,” Strobnik said.

Outside the Roadrunner’s cockpit windows, Boxer could see that they were coming up on the big, dish-shaped contraption. Nearly as big as an Excelsior-class saucer, the device was small enough that a ship could tow it, but much too big to be mounted on a ship itself. A boxy section behind the dish held the power core. Stabilization thrusters fired at random as energy levels built. There was a flash of light from the dish, and the brief impression of something directly at the focal point. It almost seamed as though liquid blue fire was swirling down a giant drain, but before the image could sink in it was wiped out by a brilliant flash of light.

“IN! IN!” Strobnik said frantically, “Activate the slipstream drive!”

“Ouuutttt,” Virgii slurred.

“Meep!” Mytim squeezed her eyes shut and tapped the ‘activate’ button. There was a smooth shifting sensation; outside the window space seamed to give way, splitting on all sides to reveal a shimmering black and blue tunnel.

Mytim opened one eye.

“That’s it?” she asked.

“What were you expecting?” Boxer asked.

“Well, from the Voyager report, I was expecting a lot of shaking and rattling and alarms,” she admitted.

“I told you, we’ve been working on this for a while.” Strobnik said proudly, “It’s perfectly-”

The ship shuddered as it hit a subspace fibre bundle.

“Safe,” Strobnik finished.

The ship shook again, this time jolting Virgii out of his seat.

“Aren’t we supposed to be scanning for bad things that might blow us up?” Boxer asked.

“Ahem,” Strobnik cleared his throat, “They won’t blow us up, but they might toss us out of the slipstream. And…er…into a planet,”

They stared at him for a moment.

“Sooo…yes, then,” Laarthi said.



Hours after leaving the turbolift, Simplot, Shurgroe and Annerson were no closer to finding the command centre. They’d found offices, living quarters, cargo bays and even a few public spaces. But they were still stuck in the outer rim and couldn’t seem to be able to figure out how to get into the city itself.

“This is ridiculous,” Simplot fumed, “I’m tired and hungry and I’m SUPPOSED TO BE IN CHARGE HERE!”

“We’ve g-g-g-gone as far as we can in that way and that way,” Shurgroe said, pointing in opposite directions. “We must still be in the rim. We just have to find a level that connects to the city,”

“No, we are NOT going back into another turbolift!” Simplot shot back, “That’s what started this whole mess!”

“Then we’re probably going to keep walking in a circle!” now Shurgroe was starting to get peeved. He kept scratching at the odd symbols shaved into his scalp, “Ohhh, I knew I should have used Persephone today instead of Loki,”

“Those aren’t even from the same mythologies!” Annerson rolled her eyes.

“The Following of Persephone includes all mythologies,” Shurgroe said, “That’s what makes it so great,”

“Are you still going to those silly cult conferences?” Simplot asked.

“More importantly, ARE WE STILL LOST??” Annerson demanded.

They rounded a turn in the corridor and found a small sitting nook.

“I’m taking a break,” Simplot announced, plopping into a seat, “Wake me up when something important happens.”

“Hello? HELLLOOOO???”

They all looked around, trying to find the source of the voice.

“Um, hi?” Simplot called back. There was the sound of running footsteps, then a man in a Starfleet uniform came running around the corner.

“By Mi Clane,” he exclaimed, “At last! I’ve been alone down here for the past two days! Have you any food? There was water in the bathrooms, but I’m starving!”

The man was wearing the mustard yellow collar of Operations, though his uniform was somewhat rumpled and the scent of body odour was heavy.

“We just got here,” Simplot said, trying to stay upwind, “I’m Captain Elizabeth Simplot, station commander-”

“City commander,” Shurgroe corrected helpfully, “I’m Josh Shurgroe…shipbuilder!”

“Shut up, Josh,” Simplot said, “Now, who are you?”

“I’m Lt Commander Wyer,” the man said, “I am…let me see if I can get the right. I am to be the Director of DoDO, which from what I understand stands for Department of Dome Operations.”

“I’m the doctor,” Annerson spoke up, “Not that any of you seem to care. At least not until you’ve had your arm burnt off and you’re running around screaming ‘oh, the humanity’,”

“She gets a little cranky when she’s lost in a strange station,” Simplot said.

“City,” Shurgroe corrected.

“SHUT THE F…I mean, thank you, Josh,”

“S-S-S-She’s cranky too,” Shurgroe told Wyer, “By the way, what species are you?”

“Yynsian,” Wyer replied.

“Oh, really? So you have past lives?” Shurgroe asked eagerly.

“Yes.”

“How many?”

Wyer looked uncomfortable.

“Fourteen,” he admitted.

“Isn’t that a lot?” Annerson asked.

“I don’t want to talk about it,”

They stared at each other in silence for a moment. Then Wyer sat in one of the empty seats.

“I’m taking a nap,” Simplot announced, curling up in her chair. “Wake me up if something important happens.

“Champlain to Captain Simplot,” chirped her com.-badge. Shurgroe and Annerson stared at her in shock. Wyer’s jaw dropped.

“You mean, all that time and we never thought to try calling one of the ships?” Annerson asked, not really sounding like she wanted to hear the answer.

“All this time HE never thought to call one of the ships?” Simplot pointed at Wyer.

“I don’t believe this,” Shurgroe groaned, letting his face fall into his hands.

“Simplot here,” she tapped her badge.

“Ma’am, we have a priority transmission coming in from Starbase 45. You’re needed in Ops immediately,”

“We’ve been trying to get there,” Simplot snapped, “But we’re lost! The Matrians never sent anybody to meet us!”

There was an strange triple beep as the Champlain added another channel to the call.

“This is Colonel Abela, Haven Command Complex,” a firm, crisp voice said, “And I sent that lazy security guard your arrival times hours ago!”

“Well, nobody met us, and now we’re stuck, and our comm-badges didn’t work, and the turbolift wouldn’t go anywhere, and there’s no signs, and-” Shurgroe was rambling.

“I sent him to meet you, your comm-badges just need a minor frequency adjustment and the turbolifts won’t take you out of your current section without a command override. Why didn’t you take the tram?”

“What tram?” Wyer jumped in.

There was silence for a moment.

“Stay where you are,” Abela came back, “I’m sending a security team to bring you in,”

“BUT WE DIDN’T DO ANYTHING WRONG!” Shurgroe wailed, “I’M TOO PRETTY TO GO TO JAIL! THEY’LL DO TERRIBLE THINGS TO ME THERE!”

“Josh, SHUT UP!” Simplot snapped, “Yes, thank you. A security team would be good.”

After half an hour (and a forced injection of Shurgroe’s medication) there was still no sign of the promised team.

“Maybe they got lost too?” Annerson worried.

“No ma’am, we’re right here,”

“AHHHH!!!” Annerson shrieked, jumping two feet in the air and spinning around to face a nearly naked Matrian male. Shurgroe, Wyer and Simplot jumped to their feet, finding themselves surrounded.

The Matrians were more fit than Simplot might have expected. She didn’t expect this fact to be so evident either, but the fact was the whole security team was dressed in loincloths. They were also barefoot, which explained how they were able to move in without alerting anybody. Their long hair was braided behind their backs, their faces were painted with a variety of blues, reds and greens and they had an assortment of straps around arms or legs. Possibly around other, hidden appendages.

“I’m Lieutenant Franches of the Haven Civil Protection Team,” the Matrian male behind Annerson introduced himself.

“I think we need to find them a cool nickname,” Simplot muttered to Shurgoe.

“This is Seargent Belil, my second in command,” Franches went on, introducing a well-built Matrian woman, “And Corporals Plak and Xikk, squad A and B leaders. May we escort you to the Command Complex?”

“Please,” Simplot nodded politely, “And sorry for interrupting your jungle warfare simulation.”

“Simulation?” Franches asked curiously.

“Nevermind,” Simplot muttered.



The tram ride to the command complex was fast.

“I apologize for taking you through the lower tunnels,” Fanches said, gesturing out at the dimly lit tunnel walls as they rushed by outside the tram windows, “But the topside tracks are down for maintenance,”

“It’s just as well,” Shurgoe said, “I’m a bit agoraphobic…that big dome would make me nervous.”

“Er, yes sir,”

The tram suddenly curved to the right, then it curved up and shot out into a cavernous, ring-shaped space. A series of interconnected anti-gravity tracks covered the floor, with long, narrow planter-boxes filled with small trees and shrubs strategically placed between them. The ceiling was high above them, various lighting panels hanging down and filling the space with bright, cheerful light. Glass-enclosed staircases led up from the tram loading platforms and several balconies overlooked the space. Nearby, a glass-enclosed crossover bridge connected an elaborate staircase on the outer side of the ring with twin balconies on the inner side.

“This is the Transit Hub,” Franches said as the tram pulled into a platform on the inner side, “This is the heart of our public transit system,”

“Roomy,” Annerson commented.

“Oh, do they have a coffee shop?” Shurgoe asked, “I could use a latte,”

“Priority message, Josh,”

“Right, right,”

Franches and his team led them down the platform and into a corridor, this one rectangular and panelled in a regular, red & black pattern. Unlike the corridors in the outer rim, this one felt like it belonged in a public building as opposed to a ship. Soon they reached a lobby.

They stepped into a turbolift, one of three visible. Franches pulled out a small, padd-like device and tapped it against the control panel. The lift immediately shot upwards. Through the glass windows in the turbolift doors they could see a blur as dozens of levels sped by.

“You might not like this part,” Franches said to Shurgroe.

“Why?”

As the car slowed, the view changed from passing levels to a dark shaft as the turbolift car moved from the administrative levels of the Command Tower and towards its peak, where it met the underside of the Command Complex embedded in the city dome. Suddenly, the dark shaft was replaced with glass walls offering an unobstructed view of the city from just below the peak of the dome.



In the Command Complex itself, Colonel Myres Abela looked anxiously at the chrono on a nearby panel. The control centre for the city, the Command Complex was housed in a three-level, pill-shaped pod. The lower level had three turbolift shafts facing out from a central column, ringed by a stone-floored walkway. Six curving windows looked down into the city, holographic overlays able to pinpoint specific buildings or areas of interest. Three curved staircases led to a second walkway that ringed the outer edge of the pod. The outer edge of this walkway was covered in display screens and hidden doorways leading into small offices just off the main chamber. The inner edge sported railings and the occasional lighting unit. Three more stairways led to the command deck itself; a circular affair perched atop the turbolift column and sporting nine outward facing control pulpits and a holographic display table. Six more curving windows spread over the upper surface of the pod, looking out into space. In the distance, Abela could see the USS Champlain as it continued its routine patrol of the system.

“Silly tribesmen should have been here already,” she grunted.

“Yes ma’am,” a nearby sensor technician agreed.

“Stop kissing ass!” Abela snapped. She frowned. “Does anybody hear else hear screaming?”

The sensor technician bit her lip.

“What?” Abela demanded.

“Er…nothing ma’am,”

Oh, right. She’d just dressed down that particular crew member.

“Speak your mind!” Abela said, trying not to snap.

“Yes ma’am, I hear screaming,”

“There, was a little honesty so hard?” Abela demanded.

Choosing not to reply, the tech turned back to her panel, only to jump as the turbolift doors down below hissed open and the screaming came to full volume.



Down below, Shurgroe was bolting out of the turbolift.

“Somebody get him!” Annerson shouted.

Before they could catch him, Shurgroe had run into the railing surrounding the lower walkway. He caught himself on the wood rail, finding himself staring down a sheer drop of over sixty levels, right down to the roof of the command tower base.

“AHHHHHH!!!!!!!” Shurgroe seized Simplot in a panicked grasp.

“Aw, c’mon, get off me!” Simplot objected.

“Hold on!” Annerson called, “Just let me…there!”

Coming up behind Shurgroe, she clapped her hands firmly over his eyes. He immediately calmed, screams fading to heavy breathing.

“Josh? Let go of me,” Simplot said, “Now,”

“Um…um…” Shurgroe stuttered, “Not yet,”

“You know,” a voice said from above them, “In the old Matrian Defence Force I used to serve in, officers were discouraged from public displays of affection,”

The Starfleet officers looked up. Leaning over the railing of the command deck two levels above them was a severe-looking Matrian woman. She wore the bluish-reddish-purplish fatigues of the Matrian Defence Force, with a rank insignia of some kind affixed to her sleeve. Her long, auburn hair was pulled back, braided and as impeccably groomed as the rest of her.

“Well,” Simplot said, trying to shrug Shurgroe off (and failing), “I guess we do things a little bit differently in Starfleet,”

“Clearly,” Abela said disdainfully.

Finally shaking off Shurgroe, Simplot began mounting the stairs to the second level.

“Josh has a bit of a problem with heights,” she said, trying to salvage some level of professionalism, “We’re not…involved, if that’s what you’re worried about,”

“What I’m worried about is the fact that Starfleet has apparently sent us a group of officers that not only can’t find their way from a docking bay to a control room, but also has a series of psychological problems!”

“Must be requirement to work here,” the sensor technician commented. Abela glared at her.

“Just speaking my mind, ma’am,” the technician muttered.

“Why don’t you spend two hundred years bouncing between sitting in a stasis tube and watching your civilization collapse around you!” Abela snapped.

“I believe somebody has a back-story,” Wyer said as he followed Simplot up the stairs.

“Yeah, luckily it’s already been told,” Simplot replied, “The Silverado crew found this woman stashed in a stasis tube in Haven’s basement. She was the construction manager here before their Gender War broke out and their civilization collapsed.”

“I’m also your new First Officer,” Abela said dryly, turning to face Simplot as she and Wyer came around the second level and made their way up the next set of stairs to the command deck. Further down, Annerson was leading Shurgroe carefully up the stairs.

“Well, I’m sure we’ll be the bestest of friends,” Simplots said, trying to be diplomatic.

“I doubt it,” Abela said frankly, “But if working for you for a year or two gets me a Starfleet commission and you out of here, I’ll put up with you for the time being,”

“Put up with me?” Simplot was taken aback.

“Starfleet commission?” Wyer asked.

“Not now,” Abela cut them both off, “I believe there is a very impatient Admiral who has been waiting two hours for you to make your way here!”

“Ohhh, he’s going to be mad, isn’t he?” Simplot sighed.

“Fissett, bring the Admiral on line,” Abela ordered.

A Matrian officer tapped at her panel, then a hologram of Admiral Tunney’s head appeared over the central holo-table.

“Captain Simplot, where the hell have you been?” he demanded.

“Lost,” Simplot cringed, “They didn’t send a welcoming party! We couldn’t find our way from the-”

“I don’t care,” Tunney cut her off, “Now listen carefully: Lieutenant Commander Virgii, your new Chief Engineer along with Lieutenant Mytim, Lieutenant Boxer and Lieutenant Laarthi are en route to Haven in a prototype ship, the USS Roadrunner,”

“Um, OK,” Simplot said cautiously.

“Without going into boring details, our scientists here picked up some strange readings when the Roadrunner departed,” Tunney went on, “Long story short, the ship’s going to fly right past Matria Prime and end up lost in the galactic core if you don’t pull them out of slipstream drive!”

“Slipstream drive?” Wyer asked.

“Roadrunner?” Simplot wondered.

Colonel Abela was looking from Tunney’s hologram to Simplot and back again.

“You people,” she shook her head, “You’ve screwed up again, and now somebody has to pull your ovaries out of the fire,”

The men winced.

“Can you make the short story a little longer?” Wyer asked after a moment.

Tunney quickly explained the prototype drive, the slipstream stabilizer and the Roadrunner’s modus operandi.

“The Roadrunner is meant to tow larger ships, so on her own the drive is only supposed to be used at 30% capacity,” Tunney said, “Higher than that and the risk of getting knocked out of the slipstream rises to unacceptable levels. Our readings indicate that not only was the drive activated at nearly three times that power level, but at this rate they’re going to flash right past their destination and by the time they realize it they’ll be years from the Federation at conventional warp!”

“Ohhh, geez,” Simplot covered her eyes with one hand, “That means we’re going to be short-staffed, doesn’t it?”

“My people are MORE than competent,” Abela cut in.

“We all hope so,” Tunney said, “Because from what the egg-heads here tell me, Haven is the only object in their path that might actually be able to save them.



Aboard the Roadrunner, thing were quiet. Boxer and Laarthi had been seated at the two rear stations, as far away from each other as they could get in the ship’s cockpit/bridge. Mytim was still piloting and Dr. Stobnick was handing a glass of cold seltzer water to Virgii.

“So,” the still shaken man said, “you forced me aboard this ship against my will, drugged me, and now you want me to command you all for the rest of the trip?”

“It’s your assignment,” Laarthi pointed out from the back, “So yes, we do,”

“Bloody fine mess,” Virgii grumpled. The small ship bucked, sloshing bubbly liquid all over his uniform shirt, “And is the ride supposed to be this rough?” he demanded.

“It’s not,” Stobnick said, “Lieutenant Mytim, confirm our velocity, please?”

“Board shows the slipstream drive at 18%,” Mytim said, “right where you wanted it.”

“Odd,” Stobnick frowned.

Stobnick’s navigation panel started beeping.

“That’s also odd,” he tapped at it for several moments, “Mytim, are you trying to adjust our course?”

“No, I’d like us to go in a straight line so I can concentrate on more important things,” Mytim replied, “Like these horribly dry elbows of mine!”

“It looks like we’re going straight,” Virgii pointed out the window where the blue and black slipstream tunnel seemed to stretch into infinity.

“Changing course at slipstream velocities isn’t as simple as turning the ship!” Stobnick said, “It requires highly complex calculations and preferably a pre-mapped and stabilized slipstream trajectory. Frankly, a course correction in the Roadrunner would be idiotic at this point,”

“This whole ship is suicide in general,” Virgii muttered.

“The navigational computer is trying to compute a course correction,” Strobnik was starting to sound panicked, “If it sends the commands to the drive…but why is it doing this in the first place?”

Laarthi and Boxer exchanged a look, then bolted out the rear door and out of the cockpit.

“We’ll check it out,” Boxer called over one shoulder.



“Let me see if I understand,” Abela said, “Your fancy new experimental ship is flying through an extra-dimensional tunnel, and you think the only way to force it back into normal space is by using Haven’s energy transceiver,”

Shurgroe and Wyer were huddled over Lieutenant Fissett at the Matrian’s station.

“Modifying big energy-things to solve all our problems is, like, 80% of what Starfleet does,” Simplot informed her.

“And this will not damage the city?”

“No, but we do have to move it a few million kilometres for a bit,” Wyer called.

“WHAT???”

“And we better get going,” Shurgroe added, “We’ve got less than an hour before the Roadrunner passes through. Their projected course takes them right past the orbit of Matria VI.”

“This is a CITY,” Abela snapped, “Not a starship! You can’t just fly it around whenever you feel like it!”

“Actually, since I’m in command here, I’m pretty sure I can,” Simplot said, standing firmly next to the larger woman.

“Try it, child,” Abela napped.

Annerson, finally freed from babysitting Shurgroe now that he was in the relatively confining command deck, could see that maybe a different approach was called for.

“Colonel,” she said, “You oversaw the construction of the city, right?”

“I did,” Abela looked down her nose, “And who are you?”

“I’m your new Chief Surgeon,” Annerson replied.

“Charming. Would you like an escort to the clinic? I’m afraid the hospital hasn’t been opened up yet,”

“I’d like a demonstration of the engines on this city,” Annerson said slyly, “I mean, you had to find something that could launch the whole city off the planet, right? They must be pretty powerful,”

“The impulse and anti-gravity drives channelled power from the planet for lift-off,” Abela waved a hand, “They couldn’t possibly launch the city off the planet on their own,”

“But they can still move it, right?” Annerson said, “I mean, the city must be capable of moving itself.”

“It’s not a question of capability,” Abela said, “It’s a question of taking an important historical artefact and joy-riding around the solar system with it!”

“The lives of over twenty people could be at stake,” Simplot chimed in, seeing the game Annerson was playing, “Do you really think your council would object to trying to save them?”

“We promise to put the city back when we’re done with it,” Annerson said. She turned to Simplot, “Right? I mean, there was that whole Deep Space Nine thing,”

“Yes, we’ll put it back,” Simplot said, “Really, do you think I want to be out of beaming range of all those shopping opportunities?” she waved a hand towards the planet.

Abela looked from one woman to the other.

“Oh very well,” she turned to her officers, “Bring the reactors to full power and begin diverting energy to the propulsion systems. Set course to,”

“186 mark 45,” Wyer called.

“What he said,”



Underneath the broad gray outer rim of Haven, the ring of impulse engine outlets flickered to life. Power surged from the city’s three antimatter reactors, diverted away from the buildings and city systems they were meant to support and into the propulsion systems. Empty as it was, nobody was really around to notice. Nor did many notice the deep rumbling as the engines cycled up, pushing the city out of orbit and towards Matria VI.



“I hope you’re happy,” Abela said, checking a display, “We’ve just gone through the entire monthly fuel usage estimate, and that’s just to accelerate to full impulse!”

“In ten minutes? Wyer asked.

“We have a few hundred people in a city designed for a million!” Abela said, “Most of the city is shut down!”

“My tummy feels funny,” Shurgoe said, “Can I look at the inertial dampeners? I think they’re out of whack,”

“NO!”

“How are those energy pulse modifications coming?” Simplot asked.

“Ma’am, Major Jakerd, Matrian Defence Corps of Engineers,” a stocky male turned from one console, “Haven’s energy transceiver was designed to transfer power between the city and the planet for lift-off, landing or emergencies. One of the design options actually calls for it to be dismantled so the city can be expanded downward,”

“So…is it going to work?”

Jakerd bit his lip.

“I think so?”

Simplot and Abela turned to stare at him.

“I’ve never done anything like this before!” Jakerd wailed, tears coming to his eyes, “I’m not a crazy intergalactic hero! I just wanna do my job and be home in time for supper!”

“Oh way to go,” Abela shook her head, “Now you set him off! Maybe he and your engineer can have a hugging session to fix everybody’s hurt feelings?”

“Really?” Jakerd asked hopefully.

“NO!” Abela and Simplot snapped.



“We’re coming up on Matria VI,” Fisset called, some time later, “Initiating breaking manoeuvre.”

Haven abruptly began to tilt on its axis as Fisset started a rotation, bringing the city around so the underside (and the engines) were pointed directly in the direction of flight. The engines flared to life again, slowing the city as it approached its destination.

“Another ten minutes to stop, then we’re set,” Fisset reported.

“This thing handles like a…like a…” Shurgoe searched for a term.

“Like a billion-tonne city that’s supposed to STAY IN ONE PLACE???” Abela shouted.

“Yeah, exactly like that,” Shurgroe cringed.



Boxer and Laarthi rushed down a ladder and onto the Roadrunner’s lowest deck.

“You realize this navigational problem isn’t a coincidence!” Laarthi said.

“I do,”

“Then you probably know what it means!”

“We have a saboteur on board, I would guess!” Boxer growled.

“And we’re probably all going to die horribly!”

“Don’t be such a drama queen,” Boxer replied. He was sniffing the air carefully as they began moving quickly down the cramped corridor, “Go check the warp core while I go sniff around the computer core,”

“I don’t take orders from you, Agent Boxer!” Laarthi hissed.

“How about from your sense of self-preservation?”

With a final hiss, Laarthi turned and scampered towards engineering.

“Peace at last,” Boxer sighed, rubbing his hand-paws over his arms in an effort to get rid of the orangish cat-hair that was sticking there. So much for a quiet assignment with a fun partner who’d enjoy the finer things in life, like chasing squirrels and playing with the ducks.

He stepped into the Roadrunner’s small computer core room, barely more than a closet squished between the corridor and the two-deck computer core itself. His eyes scanned the room, his nose filled with an unfamiliar odour. One of the Roadrunner crew he hadn’t met yet? No, there was something familiar about the smell, but he couldn’t quite put his nose on it.

Normal, normal, normal…wait. Why was there a blinking green box plugged in next to the navigational computer?

BAM!

There was a sudden pain in the back of his head, then the world went dark.



“OK, we’re reached the coordinates,” Lieutenant Fisset reported, “We’ll get pulled into Matria VI’s gravity well eventually, but we’re stable for the moment.

“Shipyard 3 is calling,” reported another Matrian tech, “They want us to know that we’ve left a trail of dismantled starship pieces all the way back to Matria Prime, and that it better be for a good reason,”

“I’ll talk to them,” Shurgroe said brightly, “I am, a-a-after all, Director of Shipbuilding!”

“Welcome to them,” Abela said, gesturing, “Those people have done nothing but whine ever since we took on their little starship refit project,”

“The Roadrunner will be passing through in eight minutes,” Wyer said, eyeing a panel, “We need to breach the slipstream before they get here,”

“Start the energy pulse,” Abela commanded.

“Belay that!” Simplot snapped. The Matrian crew looked at Abela, then her, then back at Abela. Slowly, Abela turned to her.

“And why,” she asked, her voice low, “are you questioning me?”

“Because it’s not time yet,” Simplot replied, “You were twenty seconds early,” she glanced at the clock, waited a moment, then turned to Fissett.

“Initiate energy beam,” she ordered.

Fissett looked at Abela, who nodded. He tapped his panel. Directly below the command complex, on the underside of the city, the energy beam emitter powered up. Energy discharges danced between the grouping of slender, conical transceivers, finally merging into a single beam that speared out. A few kilometres away, space seemed to flex, then warp. A small tear appeared, with energy from the beam vanishing into the extra-dimensional realms where slipstream drive was possible.

In the command tower, the crew could see the lights in the city dimming as power was redirected away from the buildings.

“Put the pulse on screen,” Simplot ordered. Fissett just gave her a confused look.

“Activate exterior view,” Abela ordered, moving to the railing as the command complex lights dimmed to ‘ambient night-time’ mode. Simplot, Wyer and Shurgroe gathered around the central holo-table, but nothing happened. Abela, however, had a full view as the lower windows flickered, changing into display screens showing sensor footage from directly below the city. The screens ringing the second level likewise changed from showing security footage to showing sensor footage from the city perimeter. For all intents and purposes, the command pod appeared to its occupants to be floating free in space, the city gone from view.

“Your screen is broken,” Simplot called, pointing at the holo- table.

Abela sighed, then gestured at Fissett. With a few button taps, Fissett put the under-city view onto the holo-table.

“Wow,” Simplot said, staring down into the table, “It’s like looking out a window!”

“You honestly expect me to believe that with the technology at your command, you still prefer to stare at a flat screen?” Abela demanded.

“It’s a flat holographic screen,” Simplot pointed out, “And what else would we stare at?”

Abela stared down at the stunning view now displayed outside the lower windows and the perfect illusion that the pod was free-floating.

“Just forget it,” she said with disgust.

“Five minutes until we breach the slipstream,” Wyer said.



Agent Laarthi paced the Roadrunner’s tiny engine room. The warp core was humming away, all the consoles were blinking the way they should be and there was absolutely no sign that anything was amiss.

“Stupid dog,” she muttered, “Who sabotages a computer core when everybody knows engineering is the place to go,”

Sooner or later, her saboteur would show up. In the meantime, it was time to find a comfortable seat to recline in.



Up in the cockpit, Virgii was finally getting the last of the seltzer water out of his tunic.

“How long until we reach Matrian Space?” he asked.

“Another two days,” Strobnik reported.

“I thought this slipstream thing was supposed to be fast!”

“You’d rather take several weeks at conventional warp?”

“Bugger, no,” Virgii shook his head. He looked around for a moment, “Well, if everybody else is taking care of things, I suppose I’ll just close my eyes for a moment.”

At the helm, Lieutenant Mytim had found a pumice stone from somewhere and was in the process of grating a callous off of one dainty foot. If she’d been watching her console, she might have noticed that the slipstream sensors had changed from green to yellow.



“Two minutes until slipstream breach,” Wyer reported.

“Keep the engines on standby,” Simplot said, “If they come flying out of that thing, we might have to take evasive manoeuvres,”

Abela stared at her.

“You just don’t get it, do you?” she demanded.

“Get what?”

Abela’s left eye twitched slightly.

“Do you need a break?” Simplot asked, “You don’t look so well.”

Abela stalked to the opposite side of the holo-table and sat heavily in one of the seats.

“No career boon is worth this,” she muttered.



Agent Boxer regained consciousness upside down. His arms were tied to his sides and his feet had been tied around a support strut. He was still in the computer core control room, but there was no sign of his assailant. The small box attached to the navigational computer was still counting down…in less than thirty seconds it would send the course corrections to the slipstream drive, possibly screwing things up beyond belief. At least, he assumed that’s why there was a series of numbers counting down on one small display. He struggled for a moment, then resigned himself to the fact that he was stuck but good.

“LAAARRRTHIII!!!” he shouted, “GET IN HERE!” He followed the demand with several loud barks, just in case. Twenty seconds! Glancing around, Boxer realized he had only one option. He jerked, trying to get his body swinging. Forward, back. Forward, back. He wasn’t quite reaching the box!

5, 4, 3, 2, 1, 0…

The Roadrunner started to shake.



In the cockpit, Mytim’s feet were abruptly shaken off the helm console.

“Uh-oh,” she said, noticing her panel for the first time in several minutes.

“What?”

“All the slipstream sensors are red,”

Strobnik glanced at the helm.

“There’s a serious discontinuity in the slipstream ahead!” he said.

“Isn’t your fancy stabilizer thingy supposed to get rid of these?” Virgii demanded, his eyes now wide open.

“Well…yes,” Strobnik admitted. There was another shake, rattle and even part of a roll. “And we’re changing course!!!”

“Deathtrap,” Virgii muttered.

“Bridge to Boxer, any luck with that navigational thing?” Strobnik demanded, tapping on the comm, “Lieutnant Laarthi, where are you?”

“I’m in engineering,” Laarthi’s voice came back, “The dog is sniffing around the computer core. I think he was barking about something a second ago. I was trying to decide whether or not to help him,”

“Stay there!” Strobnik ordered, “I need you to adjust the deflector stream, otherwise we’re going to make an uncontrolled re-entry into normal space!”

“That means we’ll crash and burn,” Mytim clarified.

“Yes, I got that,” Virgii replied.



“LLLAAAARRTTTHIIII!!!!” Boxer wailed, “You stupid cat!” He was swinging as hard as he could, but couldn’t quite reach the box. The ship shook again, sending him bouncing against the wall. At the last second, he managed to push off with his shoulder just enough to get enough momentum to put his head in range of the box. With a snap of his jaws he snagged an exposed data conduit. Ignoring the painful sparks, he twised his head, growling as he tore through the connections.



“Course is returning to normal,” Mytim replied, clinging to the panel as the Roadrunner’s shaking went from the occasional love- tap to a constant rattle.

“It doesn’t seem to be helping!”

“I don’t understand!” Strobnik said, “I’ve never seen a slipstream disrupted like this!”

“Can you keep us from blowing up?” Virgii demanded.

Strobnik thought for a moment.

“Yes. Yes, I think the slipstream is going to collapse no matter what, but if we override the drive’s cool-down period we can jump back in just past the disruption. Whatever this thing is, it must have happened after the stabilization pulse passed through.”



“Roadrunner expected in thirty seconds,” Wyer reported.

“So where are you from, anyway?” Simplot asked.

“Yyns. This really isn’t the time,” he replied.

“Oh pooh,” Simplot said, “Is there really anything else that we can do right now?”

“We’ve breached the slipstream!” Fissett called, “I think. I don’t know what a slipstream really is, but all sorts of strange things started happening.”

“Shut down the energy pulse,” Wyer called, “Let’s not fry our colleagues,”

There was a <SCHHHWWWOOOOPPP> sound as something big shut down.

Wyer turned to Simplot.

“Now is the time,” he managed to say, right before the whole city jerked.



“We’ll falling out of slipstream drive!” Mytim called.

“NOW, Lieutenant Laarthi!” Virgii ordered.

On Mytim’s panel, a series of controls shifted from ‘Locked’ to ‘Unlocked’.

“Slipstream available,” she reported.

“Go!”

The Roadrunner shook like a baby’s rattle as outside the windows the whirling blue tunnel collapsed into the black of normal space, then just as quickly the stars seemed to tear away as the ship plunged back into the glowing tunnel.

“Energy drain!” Mytim snapped from the hail, “The drive is overloading!”

Strobnik ran his hands frantically over his console.

“Something’s being pulled into the slipstream with us!” he called out, “I’m narrowing the field!” The ship shook again, the tunnel almost collapsing back to normal space before the ship finally righted itself and escaped back into the hyper-dimensional realms.

As the ride smoothened out, Virgii slowly relaxed his death-grip on his chair.

“Three more days, you say?”



The whole thing happened in seconds.

There was a brilliant flash of light, less than a kilometre from Haven’s underside. There was a faint suggestion of a silhouette; a sleek hull with an aft ring-nacelle and just the barest hint of conventional nacelles. The light grew, seemed to twist, then the silhouette stretched like rubber and vanished



Aboard Haven, everybody grabbed for consoles and railings as the entire city jolted.

“What the f-” Simplot managed to get our before falling to the floor. The windows looking out into space were awash with shifting energy.

“We’re caught in some kind of spatial distortion!” Fissett cried, “I’ve never…I mean, I don’t know…”

“MOMMY!!!!” Major Jakerd wailed.

The energy abruptly tore away from the city dome, revealing a sparking tunnel of blue on black. Just as quickly as it appeared, the tunnel vanished, replaced by open space.

“What happened?” Abela demanded as Simplot picked herself up off the floor.

“I think we were pulled partway into the slipstream,” Wyer reported. Fissett looked at him, annoyed.

“And how can you possibly know that already?” she demanded.

“Observation,” Wyer replied, “Check our navigational sensors,”

Fissett tapped away.

“We’re…wow…we’re in interstellar space!” she replied.

“How far from Matria Prime?” Abela demanded.

“Ohhh, please don’t let us be another Voyager,” Simplot squeezed her eyes shut and crossed her fingers, “Or Aerostar. Their death toll was terrible.”

“We’re about a week away from Matria Prime at impulse power,” Wyer reported, reading over Fissett’s shoulder, “It’ll take a few hours to work out the flight trajectory, but I see no problem getting us back in orbit. Luckily we were barely in the slipstream for a second. Something the size of the city would have been torn apart before long anyway,”

“Oh thank God!” Simplot sighed. Her eyes popped open.

“Wait, where’s the Roadrunner?”

There was a moment of relative silence, broken only by the sounds of fingers on control panels.

“No sign of them,” Jakerd replied with a sniffle, “Those poor, poor people,”

“Well, they have an experimental drive system,” Wyer shrugged, “They should have known those things never work out properly,”





Two days later…



“Is this supposed to be happening?” Virgii demanded as the Roadrunner yet again started shaking, “This whole ride has been far rougher than advertized,”

“The computer can’t correct properly for the slipstream variances,” Strobnik shook his head, “I don’t understand! A stabilizer pulse is supposed to travel thousands of light-years before it dissipates. Those idiots must have used the wrong settings or something,”

The shaking was getting worse.

“We can’t maintain the slipstream for much longer!” Strobnik said, “The variances are getting too strong!”

“How far are we from Matrian Space?”

“About five days at conventional warp,” Mytim replied, “Based on engine output and slipstream duration.”

“Take us out of slipstream,” Virgii ordered, “I’d rather get there in one piece than several. Plenty of time for an after action review, eh doc?”

“But this is a great chance to try some of the new variance calculations I’ve been working on!”

“No,”

The ship bucked again.

“That one almost threw us out!” Mytim called.

“Disengage slip-”

The ship rolled hard to port as the slipstream tunnel abruptly vanished, replaced with a spinning starfield.

“Slipstream drive has failed!” Mytim called over the blare of alarms.

“Proximity alert!” Boxer called from the rear station. Laarthi had untied him days ago, but had had no luck finding his assailant and had so far avoided even bringing the matter up with Virgii or Strobnik, “There’s something out there!”

“I KNOW!” Mytim called. Directly in front of her, out the cockpit windows, she could see the rapidly approaching surface of a very small planet or a very large moon.

“Evasive manoeuvres!” Virgii called out.

“I’m evading! I’m evading!”

Rolling and veering out of control, the Roadrunner careened directly at a pair of craggy mountains. Mytim fired the manoeuvring thrusters, trying to steer the ship away. There was a loud BANG and a sharp jolt, then they were clear. The ship sped above the surface as Mytim regained control, then soared back into space.

“That was close,” Laarthi commented.

“That was way too close,” Virgii agreed, “Damage report?”

“We’ve damaged the ring nacelle,” Strobnik reported, shaking his head, “The lower edge smashed against the mountain. The slipstream drive will be offline until I’ve had a chance to rebuild it. Ohhh, all that work, down the drain,”

“Relax doctor, we’re not going anywhere for a while,” Virgii smiled, relieve that the ride was over, “Lieutenant Boxer, get Matria Prime on the comm. Tell them we may have left a few pieces behind on somebody’s moon, but we’re on our way.”

There was a pause.

“No reply,” Boxer said.

“Uh-oh,” Mytim said.

“Uh-oh?”

“We’re not in Matrian space,” she said.

Virgii felt a cold pit forming in his stomach,”

“Then where are we?”

“We’re…we’re over eight thousand light-years closer to the galactic core” she replied, her face going pale, “We’re years from Federation space!”

“And the slipstream drive is broken?” Boxer asked, his ears perked up.

“Worse than that,” Strobnik said slowly, “Without a stabilizer, we can’t risk using the slipstream drive, even if it was working.”

Virgii covered his face with his hands.

“Oh no, not again!” he groaned.
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Bypass


Captain’s Log, USS Roadrunner, Stardate 59342.6, Lt Cmdr Virgii recording:



“Finding ourselves stranded years from Federation space with a severe staff shortage, I’ve taken full command of this vessel. We’re currently on course in the general direction of Federation space while Dr. Strobnik begins the process of repairing the quantum slipstream drive.”

“I’ve already told him ‘I told you so’, and plan on repeating the action every hour on the hour until we return home.”

“I’ve assigned Lt Mytim to oversee modifications to our deflector dish that should allow us to send a message back to Starfleet, informing them of our new location and the fact that we’re still alive and require help. Hopefully, they can send another QS-equipped vessel to give us a tow back. According to Dr. Strobnick, the Roadrunner is one of three vessels intended to act as slipstream tugs.”

“Assuming he can get the bugs out of the system.”



“I don’t understand what happened,” Dr. Strobnik said, seated in the Roadrunner’s small conference room one deck below the bridge, “Our helm and navigational logs show that we were operating the drive at low levels. But the engineering logs show the drive was running close to 75%, hence the rougher than expected ride and the premature failure. There’s no sign of any malfunction in the control linkages. I just don’t get it,”

“Maybe somebody forgot to convert to Metric at one end?” Lt Mytim suggested, trying to brush away a wisp of dark hair that was getting in her eyes.

Strobnik looked at a padd for a moment.

“Oh yes,” he muttered, “Somebody used the wrong measurement units in the engineering control software.” He looked around. “See? This is why you need to use graduate students instead of undergrads on major projects. At least now I can make my case to Starfleet R&D. But don’t worry; I’ll just have to make sure this is fixed in the next version-”

“WE’RE LOST IN SPACE BECAUSE ONE OF YOUR IDIOT DESIGNERS CAN’T DO MATH???” Virgii shouted.

“Well, they actually did the math, they just forgot-”

“We have a bigger problem,” Mytim cut in, addressing Virgii, “Your log is incorrect,”

He stared at her incredulously for a moment.

“I beg your pardon?” he asked.

“You stated you were recording the ‘Captain’s Log’,” she said, “That’s not right. You should change it.”

“I am in command of this ship,” Virgii said, “I’m the Captain, by convention if not by rank.”

“Correct,” Mytim nodded.

“I recorded the log after I assumed command of the Roadrunner,”

“Yes, you did,” Mytim nodded.

“Then what is the bloody problem?” Virgii demanded.

Mytim looked at him as though he were a simpleton.

“You should have said ’Acting Captain’s Log,” she said, “It’s more accurate,”

“You’re dismissed,” Virgii said curtly, his face starting to turn red and his officious British accent becoming even more officious, “See to the deflector modifications, Lieutenant,”

“OK,” Mytim stood, shrugged and stepped out the door, “Don’t worry about the log, I’ll remind you later,”

Virgii’s left eye twitched. He took several deep breaths, then turned to Strobnik.

“How long until you can fix the quantum slipstream drive?” he asked.

“One week,” Strobnik said immediately, “Plus or minus 1.2 days, 19 times out of 20,”

“Really?” Virgii started. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. “That quickly?”

“That quickly if I have access to a shipyard, the entire crew compliment and all the parts and materials I need,” Strobnik clarified, “After all, we did rip off the lower quarter of the ring nacelle on our arrival here.”

“Can’t you just modify something else to do the job?” Virgii asked, his brief period of hope quickly fading.

“If you’d like to be torn apart at the quantum level, certainly,”

Virgii was almost afraid to ask the next question.

“And do we have the parts we need?” he asked, bracing himself.

“Oh yes, of course we do,” Strobnik nodded.

Virgii looked at him, surprised.

“Really?”

Strobnik looked uncomfortable.

“Well, one of my students did point out that the chances of getting stuck in the middle of nowhere due to a break-down were statistically significant,” he admitted, “So we were careful to ensure the Roadrunner was equipped with a nano-tech equipment replication centre. We can manufacture any part we need, provided we have energy and raw material,”

“Repair time, assuming we find a hospitable planet to set down on?”

“Without a shipyard? Two months.”

“Well then,” Virgii stood, “Let’s start looking for a habitable planet. The sooner we get out of this region of space and back into familiar territory, the better,”





First Officer’s Log, Starbase Haven, Stardate 59343.2 Colonel Myress Abela recording:



“We have successfully accelerated the city to full impulse power and are en route to Matria Prime. A 90-degree x-axis rotation has shifted the city’s rim into our velocity vector, to better reduce the power needs of shielding the dome surfaces from micro-meteor fragments. Reactors 2 and 3 have been powered down as a result and due to low staffing levels-”



“Whoah, whoah, whoah,” Captain Elizabeth Simplot said, interrupting Abela’s carefully planned dictation, “That has GOT to be THE MOST boring log entry I’ve ever heard in my life!”

Abela turned slowly to face the shorter woman, the entire command centre falling silent as the Matrian crew braced for impact. (Unlike the new Starfleet officers, they knew better than to interrupt a log entry.)

“And what,” she said dangerously, “was wrong with it?”

“Nobody cares about x-axis rotations and hull shielding!” Simplot said, “I don’t think the Admirals who read this stuff even understand what an x-axis is. Just tell them we’re flying the city back to Matria Prime and be done with it so I can go shopping!”

“One: the city does not ‘fly’. Flying implies the presence of gravity and an atmosphere. Two: if the city were in the presence of gravity it would crash rather spectacularly. Unless you could feed somewhat ridiculous amounts of power into its engine array. Three: you can’t go shopping, we don’t have any stores open yet,”

Simplot didn’t say anything.

“In that case, I’ll return to recording my log,” Abela started to turn away.

“Wait, no,” Simplot said quickly, “Sorry, you were boring me with the city stuff and I stopped paying attention.” Two of the Matrian technicians snickered knowingly, until Abela shot a glare in their direction. “And I’m taking a runabout to Matria Prime and shopping there. Do you want anything?” Simplot started making her way down the stairs leading out of the command deck.

“You’re leaving NOW?” Abela demanded, “Our shift doesn’t end for three more hours!”

“I know, but it’s already 1300 in Matronus,” Simplot said, “By the time I get there by runabout, I’ll be lucky if I can get four hours of decent shopping in,”

“So you’re just going to abandon your post to go buy…buy…what exactly?”

“I don’t know yet. Beside, I’m not abandoning it, you’re still here. Now do you want anything or not?”

“We’re still days from Matria Prime!” Abela sputtered.

“Not by runabout,” Simplot shrugged, “I can make a short warp hop in the Cataraquai and be there in under half an hour,”

Abela stared at her.

“What? There are warp-capable Matrian ships on board too. I checked. Your people can visit home whenever they want,” Simplot shrugged, “It’s not like we’re stranded in deep space, years from home. Don’t get mad at me if the idea didn’t cross your mind,”

“Nobody authorized that!”

“I’m authorizing it,” Simplot said, “Now, I’m going to run or I’ll be late,”

“And what about your security officer? The one that’s missed two duty shifts in a row now?” Abela demanded.

“You’re the First Officer; personnel matters are your job,” Simplot called back up, “In Starfleet, and in the Matrian Defence force. I even looked it up!”

Abela turned away, fuming.

“Well, don’t forget that I offered to get you something!” Simplot said, just as the turbolift doors closed.

Abela stood in the centre of the command deck, fuming.

“You know,” Lt Fissett said, “It’s my brother’s birthday in two days…”

Abela was about to open her mouth and tell Fissett to go to hell when a better idea crossed her mind.

“Send all your travel requests to the attention of Captain Simplot,” she said instead, “And circulate a memo to that effect to the ENTIRE staff,”

“All hundred and fifty of us?”

“It’s a start.”



“So this is what a Matrian antimatter reactor looks like,” Lt Cmdr Josh Shurgroe said.

“Yes, yes it is,” Lt Cmdr Wyer replied calmly, standing next to him.

The two men were in a large chamber beneath the city’s ‘ground’. Haven had three antimatter reactors providing power, evenly spaced around the centre of the city just past the outer shore of the ring-shaped lake surrounding Downtown. Directly above each reactor was a large, windowless building that housed water filtration, waste processing and atmospheric recycling equipment for the vast, domed city. The reactor itself was fairly unusual: six pillars rose from floor to ceiling, each containing either matter or antimatter fuel conduits. Between them, stacked from floor to ceiling and connected to opposing fuel pillars via a pair of injector assemblies were three separate reaction chambers, the whole assembly reaching more than five decks in height.

“It’s a very r-r-redundant design,” Shurgroe noted, “You could take a reaction chamber off-line for maintenance without shutting down the whole core, you could blah, blah-blah, blah, yak, yak yak,”

Wyer had stopped paying attention to the other engineering officer, his eyes filled with the dancing blue and red light playing over the gleaming metal walls of the reactor room. It was beautiful, with a clarity that just screamed to him. Walking forward between the fuel pillars, he gently placed his hands on the lowest reactor core.

“H-hey,” Shurgroe said loudly, breaking him out of his reverie, “I said they had great safety mechanisms, I didn’t say it was a good idea to get up close and personal,”

“Hmmm? Yes, yes of course,” the Yynsian pulled back. “I don’t know what I was thinking,”

“Yeah well, neither of us should be worrying about this thing, but since Lt Cmdr Virgii is missing in action, we’ve got to pick up the slack.”

“Of course,” Wyer nodded, “Unfortunately, the Matrians are no more familiar with Old Matrian technology than we are,”

Wyer had been assigned to head the Department of Dome Operations or DoDO, the Matrian group that was responsible for maintaining the environment and equipment in Haven’s domed city. All of the towering buildings that made up Downtown, the Suburbs and the Inner Rim were his responsibility, along with power distribution, atmospheric and weather systems, landscaping, public transit and everything else associated with maintaining a city. Shurgroe had been assigned to head the Department of Shipbuilding or DoS, which of course had jurisdiction over the six shipyards ringing Haven’s outer rim. Beneath the city itself, below the towers, buildings and the first couple of underground levels that connected them, was a labyrinth of engineering spaces, tram tunnels, government and departmental complexes and storage bays. The outer rim of the city itself, in addition to the shipyards, contained docking facilities, cargo handling facilities, public spaces, living quarters, research facilities and everything else you might expect in a space station. All of this was supposed to be handled by Lt Cmdr Virgii and the Department of Maintenance Operations (DoMO); none of it was supposed to be their problem. But with Virgii and the rest of the Roadrunner’s crew MIA, Wyer and Shurgroe were getting shafted.

“Y-you’ve got the lucky end of this one,” Shurgroe said, wrapping his arms nervously around his sides, “The city is pretty much empty. I’ve got one shipyard already going on the Silverado rebuild, and I can’t even get the guys running it to let me in! The keep telling me it’s not my problem and to stay out of their hair!”

“You just have to be more assertive,” Wyer said, “Look, why don’t we find a pleasant place to have lunch and go over these design schematics, then you can worry about the shipyard first thing tomorrow morning?”

“Where can we eat? Nothing’s open yet!”



In the Roadrunner’s cramped navigational deflector control closet, Lt Rex Boxer and Lt Minn Laarthi were trying to maintain as much of a distance from each other as possible. Given the fact that the control room was more like a closet and that it was cramped, this wasn’t working out too well. But you may have already inferred that fact.

“Get your TAIL out of my FACE, dog!” Laarthi hissed.

“Get your FACE away from my TAIL, cat!” Boxer growled right back. His arm was elbow-deep in an open control panel. Laarthi shifted position, nudging Boxer who then accidentally brushed against an active power conduit.

BZZZZTTTTT!!!

“YEOOWOWEEEERRR!” Boxer yipped, yanking his arm out of the panel. “You did that on purpose!”

“I completely did not,” Laarthi replied haughtily, wrinkling her nose as the smell of burnt fur filled the air, “If I had wanted to, I would have done so while the power levels were high enough to kill you. Now hurry up and finish this, we have more important matters to discuss,”

“We do? Like what?”

“LIKE SABOTAGE!”

“You think the quantum slipstream drive was sabotaged?” a voice said from the closet door. Laarthi spun around to find Lt Mytim standing there.

“Of course not,” Laarthi said quickly before Boxer could get a word in, “There was no evidence of that whatsoever. I was talking about Master Crewman Martell’s disastrous attempt at preparing breakfast this morning,”

“I see,” Mytim examined the nails on one hand, “How are you progressing? I realize Stellar Cartographers don’t usually do this sort of work, but we are short-staffed.”

Boxer’s hand again emerged from the panel, a fist-sized faceted gem gripped between padded fingers.

“The particle focusing crystal needs to be replaced with something with a sturdier crystalline structure,” he said, “But we can’t replicate one. If we start a crystal growth, we might have something usable in a couple of weeks.”

“We have a nano-tech replication system on board,” Mytim waved her hand. She must have spotted an errant hangnail or something, as the hand was immediately back in front of her face, “I’ll get authorization for you to use it,”

Squinting at her fingers, she wandered off.

“Well that didn’t work,” Laarthi mused, “Now how are we going to keep them from contacting Starfleet?”

Boxer and Laarthi, despite what the rest of the crew believed, were not Stellar Cartographers. They were actually Special Agent Boxer and Special Agent Laarthi of Starfleet Intelligence. Their overall mission was to carefully assess the Matrian Intelligence Team on Haven and to begin integrating them into Starfleet Intelligence. They’d also been told that somebody was planning on stealing the Roadrunner prototype, a tip that had been proven correct after Boxer had found an unknown device attached to the Roadrunner’s navigational controls. The device had been preparing to alter the Roadrunner’s course, presumably taking it to a location where the thieves or buyers or whatever were waiting to seize the ship. Currently, the remains of the gadget were hidden under Boxer’s bed.

“I don’t understand why you don’t want Virgii to contact Starfleet,” Boxer said.

“Because if Virgii can contact Starfleet, whoever is arranging this little theft will know where we are, and that their operative on board is still in action!” Laarthi snapped, “Of course, I don’t expect you to understand higher strategy or planned thinking!”

“Who’s people hunt in co-ordinated packs, and who’s people skulk around on their own most of the time?” Boxer countered, “But why don’t we just tell Virgii and Strobnik that somebody sabotaged the drive? As long as we’re the only two that know there’s a saboteur on board, we’re very vulnerable! Whoever is doing this could just decide to vent our cabins to space to silence us!”

“We’re already being silent!” Laarthi said, “And there are only twenty-six people aboard this ship. We will find the saboteur before long. Until then, we have to be sure that the Roadrunner stays out of contact and that the slipstream drive remains offline. And I know just how to do that,”

Boxer felt a growl in his throat. She made good points, but all this scheming and double-talk just reeked too much of feline thinking for his taste.



Lt Cmdr Taylor Virgii was lying on his bed in his tiny quarters. The room was undecorated, as he’d only expected to spend a few days there. What possessions he’d been bringing to Starbase 341 were still stowed down in the small cargo hold, and he felt no need to dig them out and attempt to make his quarters homier. No, the only need he was really feeling at the moment was a strong desire to strangle Strobnik, along with whatever big-wig in Command had ordered this ridiculous ship into service.

“Boxer to Virrrgii,”

“Virgii here, and no Lieutenant, I haven’t had a chance to replicate any more MilkBones,” Virgii replied, not moving from his bed.

“Sir, there’s been an accident. We need you on Deck 4, Nano-Tech Fabrication,”

Uh-oh.



“This is how we…er, I found it,” Boxer said, fighting not to shift his eyes to Laarthi, “I’d come down to have a part fabricated for the deflector modifications, and it was already like this,”

The ‘it’ in question was a cylindrical pedestal about the size of your average café table. A matching overhead assembly came down from the ceiling, leaving a two-meter gap almost like a wide transporter pad. Unlike transporters (or replicators) the nano-tech system used an army of billions of microscopic robots to assemble components or parts too delicate, fragile or exotic for replicators. The nano-tech system was still in the prototype stages, based on more technology brought back by Voyager. And, at the moment, it was smoking and sparking.

Virgii pulled off a side panel. A round object, no more than six inches in diameter, fell out. It’s surface was crispy and charred, but when it hit the floor a thick, gooey substance started oozing out.

Boxer sniffed at it carefully, though of course he knew what it was. He’d put it there.

“Jelly donut,” he announced.

“We’ve lost the ONLY way we have to repair the QS drive because SOME IDIOT put a DONUT in an ACCESS PANEL?” Virgii shouted.

“It happens more than you’d think, sir,” Laarthi spoke up, “It was probably left there by a construction crew. Common problem.”

Virgii clenched his fists.

“I’m going to kill Strobnik,” he snapped, turning to leave.

Boxer and Laarthi, the real pastry perpetrators, started to sigh in relief.

“Oh, and Lt Boxer,” Virgii turned back, “You’re now Chief of Security until we get back to Starbase 341. Congratulations. Lt Laarthi, consider yourself Chief Engineer,”

“But I don’t know anything about-” Boxer and Laarthi said together.

“Not relevant,” Virgii cut them both off, “We now have no way to contact Starfleet, no way to repair the QS drive and possibly years of travel time ahead. You’ll learn.”

He left.

“That worked perfectly,” Laarthi said, rubbing her hand-paws together, “You are now in a perfect position to search for our saboteur, and I can be sure we don’t get back too quickly,”

Boxer tried and failed to stop a small whimper from escaping.

“Don’t be such a kitten!” Laarthi hissed, “We have a mission to complete. And unless the crew on this ship are exceptionally incompetent, they’ll have this fabricator back up and running in a week or two,”

Boxer said nothing, just turning to leave. He wouldn’t say it to Laarthi, but with the Roadrunner lost in space Virgii was now the closest equivalent to a ship’s Captain that they were likely to get. Which also, in Sheppian terms, made him the leader of the pack.

And deceiving his pack leader was not going to be easy.



Thousands of light-years away and a day or so later, Colonel Abela was standing in the Command Tower’s Principle Conference & Observatory Deck wondering just where the hell everybody was. Located at the very centre of the city, the Command Tower was a thick, tapered tower stretching from the top of the Transit Hub right to the Command Complex and the dome itself. Attached to the central tower were six shorter towers containing offices, research laboratories, workstations, analysis rooms and everything else that might be needed to run the city. A further six towers also stood atop the Transit Hub, containing residences and guest facilities. The whole assembly along with a dozen or two surrounding towers and buildings reached to the edges of the small island and was generally referred to as Downtown. The Conference & Observatory Deck was near the top of the central tower. The circular level had been divided into three sections; an executive conference room with red and black marble paneling, crystal chandeliers and centuries-old Matrian artwork, a similarly-decorated dining room with cabinets of fine china and crystal glassware, and work/study room with overstuffed leather chairs and a holographic fire-place. It was the kind of place that business moguls like Bradley Dillon would have appreciated, possibly the kind of place they’d want in their own headquarters buildings. It had been painstakenly designed not only to serve as a meeting place for the orbital habitat’s senior administrators, but also a place to impress visiting dignitaries and guests.

And, at the moment, it was empty.

On the inner wall of the conference room the wood-and- glass style turbolift doors rolled aside and Lt Cmdr Wyer stepped quickly out.

“Good morning, Colonel,” he said immediately, “We were trying to get from our temporary quarters to the nearest tram station when we…Josh?” he looked around. “I swear he was taking the next lift,”

Next to the turbolift doors an old-style hinged door leading to the dining room clicked open, revealing Lt Cmdr. Shurgroe.

“S-S-S-Sorry,” he said, “I said conference room, but I guess the elevator shaft I was in only goes that…um…sorry,”

“Oh, think nothing of it,” Abela said calmly, “After all, it would be foolish of me to expect any of you pampered Starfleet types to be on time…” she trailed off. “Yes, Lt Cmdr Shurgoe?”

Shurgroe had raised his hand.

“If we’re late, where are the Matrian crewpeople?” he asked.

Abela blinked. Where indeed? She’d gotten so worked up over the missing Starfleet officers that she’d completely missed the fact that her own people hadn’t show up yet either.

The doors hissed open again and Lt Franches, Chief of the Haven Civil Protection Team stepped in, his loincloth swinging in the breeze and the various beads and leather straps on various body parts rustling with every moment.

“I tried looking for that Starfleet man, but he…oh…am I early?” he said.

“You’re late,” Abela said.

“Actually,” Wyer looked from his wrist chono to the ornate, hand-made Matrian clock that rested on one cabinet, “He is early. We all are. Your clock is running fast,”

Abela blinked again as the doors hissed open again revealing Lt Fissett and Major Jakerd, officers of the Department of Research & Knowledge (Sciences) and the Department of Maintenance Operations (Engineering/Ops) respectively. The doors to the work/study room opened and Dr. Annerson stepped out.

“This place is like navigating a maze,” she complained.

“Hey, HEY!” Abela snapped as Fanches sat in one of the high-backed chairs, “What did we discuss?”

“Yes, yes,” Fanches stepped to a storage cabinet and pulled out a towel, which he then placed over the leather seat before sitting.

“Loincloths and sweat don’t mix with leather,” Abela explained, taking her seat, “Now, if our brave leader will show…”

The doors opened yet again and Captain Simplot emerged, arms laden with packages.

“Wow, they had some GREAT deals going on!” she said, waddling into the room, “Colonel, you don’t know what you missed! We started at Matronus, then we just kept jumping cities to keep in business hours.” She reached the table and opened her arms, letting a pile of packages spill onto the table, “By the way, the rest of it’s being delivered later today,”

“And you didn’t leave all this at your quarters why?” Abela asked tightly.

“I wanted to show you what I found!” Simplot said, rubbing at her red and slightly baggy eyes, “Lookit this!” she pulled out a small humanoid statue with squid-like legs and six breasts, “Won’t this look great on an end-table?”

Fanches and Abela immediately looked away.

“That,” Abela said, “Is a sacred idol to the goddess Hasura, and it’s blasphemous to display it in public OR in private or ANYWHERE OTHER THAN A SHRINE!”

“Oh, really?” Fissett cocked her head.

“Look away!” Abela snapped.

“OK, ok,” Fissett and Jakerd obeyed. Due to the nastiness of a century or two or war and suspended hibernation, most Matrians were largely unfamiliar with their historic culture. Abela, having lived before the war, and Fanches, having been part of a tribe of Matrians that managed to preserve the old ways, were somewhat more knowledgeable.

“You should tell the vendor that, then,” Simplot said, still holding the idol.

“PUT THAT AWAY!” Abela snapped.

“Right, sorry,” Simplot tucked the statue back into a bag and sat at the table, “So, what’s new?”

Abela took a breath, then started to speak.

“You know, I really think we need to change some names here,” Simplot started talking again before Abela could get a word out, “I mean, ‘Haven Command Complex’ is such a pain to say. Can’t we just call it Ops, like any other starbase? And this place…do you know how hard it’s going to be to put ‘Command Tower Principle Conference and Observatory Deck’ in the subject line of a memo? How about ‘The Sky Deck’, or ‘Observations’ or something catchy? Any ideas? And what the heck is ‘Spaceside’ anyway??”

“It’s the outside edge of the outer rim,” Shurgroe piped up, “You know, with the docking bays, the shipyards, and the living quarters that look into space instead of into the city,”

“ENOUGH!” Abela shouted, startling everybody, “YOU WILL NOT RENAME ANY PART OF MY CITY!” she took several deep breaths, “I saw this place built, I oversaw the design and I will not have the work of those people, rest their souls, disrespected like this!”

“Wasn’t the place built hundreds of years ago?” Wyer asked, trying to keep his tone as polite as possible.

“I spent hundreds of years going between being frozen in a stasis tube and watching my people destroy themselves and their culture,” Abela snapped, rising from the table and resting both hands on the surface, “I gave an entire lifetime to see that one day this city would be a beacon of hope to the people of Matria Prime and a showcase to every piece of the old culture and lifestyle they lost! And I will NOT see that dream ripped apart by a group of incompetent Starfleet boobs!”

She started walking angrily towards the door.

“We will reconvene once YOU,” she pointed at Simplot, “Have rested enough that you don’t look like you’re going to fall over. And WHERE THE HELL IS THAT STARFLEET SECURITY CHIEF? He’s IGNORED every one of my CALLS!” She’d reached the turbolift and turned back, “You will find him and straighten this mess out!”

With that, she stepped into the turbolift. The doors hissed shut, leaving a speechless room.

“Well,” Simplot swallowed, “I mean, that is…um.”

She looked around, then swallowed again.

“Dismissed?” she shrugged.



“The situation is completely unacceptable,” Colonel Abela said, facing a communications screen in her small office just off the command complex, “They’re undisciplined, culturally ignorant and frankly I don’t see how they’re supposed to help us learn whatever it is we’re supposed to learn in order to earn Starfleet commissions. Seeing them work, I’m not even sure I want a Starfleet commission!”

The screen was split between two people: Queen Anselia, leader of the Matrian Republic and Christopher Stafford, Captain of the USS Silverado and the man who had helped Abela, Anselia and several others find, activate and launch Haven some months ago. Silverado was at the moment undergoing a complete tear- down and rebuilt in Haven’s #3 Shipyard, an effort intended to teach Matrian shipbuilders about Federation technology and construction methods.

“We must take some responsibility,” Anselia said, lowering her eyes momentarily, “We had some…confusion with getting Haven staffed, and we fear that in our haste We may have accepted officers that weren’t quiet right for the role. However, it is too early to take action. Later on, if they do continue to truly prove incompetent, We can contact Starfleet and discuss-”

“Whoah, hey,” Stafford cut in, “You’re talking about replacing them already?”

“Only if absolutely necessary,” Anselia said, “You must know that Colonel Abela is one of our most trusted military members,”

“Yeah, I know but…look, Simplot commanded a ship for two or three years. She might have some quirks, but she’s seen things and done things that nobody in the Matrian Republic has done!”

“Like what?” Abela said, “I have her record…her ship spent two years running fool’s errands inside your borders! And then it exploded!”

“It exploded because she sacrificed it to save Haven! You’ve got to give her a chance,” Stafford insisted, “Look, I don’t really like to talk about this, but when I took command of Silverado, we were generally regarded as a…what did you call them? A group of incompetent Starfleet boobs. Our first mission to Matria Prime was delayed weeks because our plumbing exploded…and all that happened because Jeffery disconnected the toilet in my ready room! We crashed half our ship into a planet-museum thingy, got stuck in an alternate universe and somehow managed to get the gravity field in the ship stuck on ‘sideways’ during a drive test.”

Anselia was biting back a giggle.

“And you were accused of using date-rape drugs during the Silverado/Matria Prime Sports Day,” she added.

“Which I wasn’t, by the way,” Stafford said, “That was more embarrassing for your law enforcement than it was for me,”

“All this aside” Abela cut them both off, “I would prefer if yourself or Dr. Wowryk came to take command until Starfleet can send us replacements.”

“Not yet,” Anselia said immediately.

“Yeah, I’m not comfortable with that idea either,” Stafford said slowly.

“And why?” Abela demanded.

“Because we already agreed, for good reasons, that the Silverado crew is staying around Shipyard 3 and out of your hair until we can leave,” Stafford said, “If we stick our fingers in your business now, it’s just going to make it harder for you when we leave,”

“And this is our first effort in working with a new group of off-world officers,” Anselia said, “We will not go whining back to Starfleet like a little boy who doesn’t like his birthday gift. We, by which we mean you, will find a way to work with Captain Simplot and her team. That is our final word on it, for the time being.”

“By the way,” Stafford spoke up, “Did you ever get the lake stocked? I’d love the chance to do some fish-”

Abela slammed one hand down on the panel, cutting off the signal.

This, she mused angrily, was not good.



Aboard the Roadrunner, Agent Boxer sat in the cramped dining hall. The dining hall was located on Deck 2 with a pair of small windows looking out at the stars as they streaked by. The ship was on course towards Federation space at warp 6, her sensors searching for a suitable planet to set down on to make repairs. Boxer picket at his grrrennttthhh rump, the bloody haunch of meat just never tasted the same when it came out of a replicator.

“Lt Boxer? I was told to meet you here?”

Boxer had smelled the other crewmember the second he’d approached the table. Human, male and nervous.

Boxer glanced down at his padd.

“Crewman Billings, is it?” he asked, “Sit.”

The tall, gangly human across from Boxer. Boxer took a sip from his mug of gravy then looked Billings carefully in the eye.

“Do you know why you’re here, Crewman?” he asked.

“Um, you’re the new Security Chief, and you want to meet everybody,” Billings replied.

Good. That’s exactly the story Boxer had told Virgii when he arranged for these crew interviews.

“When did you first learn of the Quantum Slipstream project?” Boxer asked.

“Um…um…not until after I was assigned to the Roadrunner. I’m just a life-support technician!” Billings said, “I don’t know anything about the drive!”

“And how long have you known Dr. Strobnick?”

“Who?”

Boxer dropped his padd.

“The scientist responsible for the Roadrunner Project,” Boxer said.

“Oh. The dark guy who goes invisible. Don’t know much about him.”

Boxer restrained a growl. Billings was either an idiot, or was trying to pretend to be one. Next!

“That is all,” Boxer dismissed the crewman. On to the next possible saboteur.



A few tables away, Agent Laarthi was seated with Lt Mytim. The two females were just finishing up their meals; Mytim a chicken caeser salad and Laarthi an assortment of sashimi.

“That dog has no idea what he’s doing,” Laarthi grumbled to herself.

“Hmmm?” Mytim looked over to where Boxer was being joined by yet another in the string of crewmembers being interviewed. “He’s having a chat with the crew. Standard procedure.”

“Yes, but he’s…oh, nevermind!” How could Laarthi describe her frustration without blowing her cover? “I guess I’m just stressed over this Chief Engineer thing. I don’t know anything about half of the technologies on this ship,”

“Neither do the rest of us. Don’t worry, Strobnick will take care of most of it,” Mytim replied.

“Hmmm,” Laarthi’s eyes narrowed as she continued watching Boxer.

“I’m surprised you’re not more worried about our situation,” Mytime said,

“Our…oh yes,” Laarthi put a depressed look on her face, “It could be worse. We’re only eight or nine years from the Federation, and we’ll probably have the QS drive repaired long before then,”

“Maybe,” Mytim said, staring at her plate, “We haven’t even had the chance to look around this part of space. Voyager was attacked by the Kazon in less than a day. Aerostar was attacked by the Flarn just as quickly. Every ship that’s been stranded far away from home has either barely survived hostile aliens, or has never been heard from again. And we’re in a pretty small ship,”

Laarthi thought about the fried nano-fabrication unit and felt a twinge of guilt.

“We’re the only ship that’s been thrown far from home AND been equipped with an advanced drive system,” she reminded Mytim, “And besides…where the hell is that dog going NOW?”

Mytim looked surprised as Laarthi glared at Boxer, who had packed up his padds and was leaving the dining hall.

“Never mind,” Mytim muttered, gathering her dishes and getting up to leave, “I guess I’ll just wait until Virgii sticks somebody with the counsellor’s job,”

“With what’s happened so far, you’d probably get stuck with it,” Laarthi said, still eying Boxer and completely missing Mytim’s cues.

“I need a hot soak,” Mytim said, walking away.

“Enjoy,”



Back on Haven, Simplot had gathered Shurgroe, Annerson and Wyer in her apartment. She’d chosen to live in one of the apartment buildings in Downtown Haven, close to the Command Tower and the Transit Hub. Her unit was positioned in such a way that she could see the city and the stars outside the dome towards the one side of her broad windows and several other downtown buildings out the other. She hadn’t actually decorated yet, so the suite still contained only the standard furniture all the units seemed to be equipped with: A bluish couch, a slate-surfaced coffee table and a couple of random reproductions of Old Matrian artwork.

“We really messed up with Colonel Abela,” Simplot said, pouring glasses of bluish Matrian wine she’d bought on her shopping trip, managing to casually pour a few drops of Shurgroe’s medication in his glass, “I mean, we REALLY messed up. All those lessons they taught us at the Academy about learning about a culture before you start dealing with it? Right out the window,”

“Half of her own people didn’t know about the statue,” Annerson rolled her eyes, “She’s just a bitch,”

“Maybe,” Simplot said, “But we have to work with her for the next few years. More than that, we’re supposed to be teaching her about how Starfleet does things. So we need to fix this,”

“Get a better crew out?” Wyer suggested, “I mean, no offense to you, but I’ve looked over the Stallion’s mission reports. You’re not exactly the cream of the crop,”

Simplot looked offended. Shurgroe and Annerson giggled.

“Yeah, we know,” Annerson said, “But we got the job done,”

“M-most of the time,” Shurgroe stuttered.

“Drink your wine, Josh,” Simplot said absently, “You’ll feel better,”

“Has anybody asked yet why Abela’s security man runs around in a loincloth?” Wyer asked suddenly, “Or for that matter, why is she in command if most of her career took place two hundred years ago? Do you not get the sense that perhaps the Matrian officers we’ve been given are less than adequate?”

“Haven wouldn’t be here without her,” Shurgroe said, his eyes glassing over as he set down his empty wine glass, “According to her file she supervised its construction, she hid it, she watched her people fall into a century of war and she made sure that the people who launched Haven weren’t going to use it for something stupid,”

“But I’M the one in command,” Simplot said firmly, her attention returning to the matter at hand, “Which means SHE doesn’t storm out of a meeting, I storm out of the meeting!”

“Go tell her that,” Annerson suggested.

“You’re right,” Simplot said, setting down her glass and rising to her feet, “I’m going to march to that elevator, ride down to ground level, walk all the way to the Transit Hub, wait for a train, ride to the other side of downtown, go all the way up to her suite and demand that she show me the respect I deserve!”

By the time she finished the sentence Simplot was already at her front door. She suddenly spun around.

“Actually, that sounds like too much work. Besides, I have a better idea. Who knows how to get into the Old Matrian cultural database?”

Nobody said anything.

“Then we’re going to figure something out,” Simplot said firmly, “Something classy…dignified. Something that even Abela can’t stick her nose up at!”



“That was an absolute fiasco,” Colonel Abela said. She’d gathered Lt Fissett and Maj Jakerd in the Principle Conference & Observatory Deck’s conference room. To be known from this point forward as ‘the conference room’, unless otherwise indicated.

“Don’t look at me,” Fissett said, raising both hands over her head, “I was at the meeting on time! I didn’t say anything,”

“And I hate it when people fight,” Jakerd cringed.

“I know,” Abela said, maintaining her dignity, “And I’ll admit that perhaps I overreacted a bit. That’s why we’re going to extend the olive branch to the Starfleeters. We’re going to show them that we’re willing to work with them…at least until everybody is convinced that we can take care of our territory by ourselves,”

“We can’t” Fissett pointed out quietly, “The Qu’Eh invasion proved that,”

“Which is why Starfleet is here,” Abela admitted, “But we have to look at the big picture. Five, ten years down the road and Haven will be a major shipyard and Federation stronghold in this sector. And once we have our own people trained and enough ships to defend our space, we can make sure it’s a Matrian officer that runs this place and Matrians serving on Starfleet ships stationed in this sector. The same has happened to dozens of Federation worlds, and I must admit, makes its member worlds all the stronger. But until then, we need them,”

“So what are we doing?” Jakerd asked.

Abela checked her chrono, then gestured at the doors. After a moment they rolled open.

“I’d like you to meet my husband, Craigan,” Anselia said, introducing the slim, blond Matrian male that walked in from the turbolift, “Craigan spent several weeks working with Starfleeters, and he’ll be helping us plan an event to help us bond.” Abela’s eyes narrowed, “What we require now is a plan. A carefully thought out plan that will ensure our success!”

“Based on the last Starfleeter’s I worked with, we need something messy,” Craigan said, “Something with a lot of drink, a lot of loud music and as little pomp and ceremony as possible.”

“The sacrifices we make in the line of duty,” Fissett sighed.



Agent Laarthi carefully concealed herself next to the Jefferies tube hatch on Deck 3, just within view of Boxer’s quarters. She’d followed his progress by computer after he’d left the mess, though he’d just gone to the cramped workout room before returning to his tiny cabin. She’d expected him to do something stupid once he was made Security Chief, but really…interviewing the whole crew right after a barely explained ‘equipment malfunction’? He may as well get on the comm-net and announce that he was looking for a saboteur. Now he’d made himself a giant target, and Laarthi was convinced that the real saboteur would be showing up anytime now to make sure Boxer was silenced…permanently.

Half an hour passed, and there was still no sign of the saboteur. Fourty-five minutes, an hour. An hour and a half. Two hours.

As her chrono approached midnight, Laarthi began to consider that maybe the saboteur wasn’t going to be killing Boxer that night. She was getting ready to leave an observation device instead when she heard a slight creak in the ceiling above her.

The ventilation ducts! Of course! The saboteur was part of a scheme to seal a Federation prototype ship, not a run-of-the mill crook. He wouldn’t do anything obvious like walk up to Boxer’s door and shoot him. But gassing him, or flooding his room with radiation? That sounded a bit more like it.

Laarthi briefly toyed with the idea of just letting Boxer get himself killed. One less stinky mutt in the universe and all that. But…then she’d be stuck hunting the saboteur on her own. And she had to admit that letting her partner get killed on their first assignment would look REALLY bad on her performance review.

With that little tidbit, she bolted for Boxer’s door and slammed in the override code that would bypass his door lock. The doors hissed open and she jumped in-

-only to bounce off a force-field that sprang up two feet into the room! The lights came on full and Boxer spring up from his bed, a control unit in one hand.

“NOW I’VE GOT YOU!” he snarled, wrapping his other hand around his phaser and pointing it right at Laarthi’s head.

Laarthi turned to bolt back out of the room, but another force-field had sprang up across the doorway.

“I’m going to be killed by somebody who still enjoys public urination,” she groaned, offering a quick mental prayer that her soul would be taken to the Celestial Aviary, to spend eternity pouncing on seagulls and other fowl deserving of eternal punishment.

“You stupid…of all the…WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?” Boxer demanded angrily.

“I’m here to save you!” Laarthi snapped.

Boxer cocked his head, one ear flopping forward while the other stayed perked up.

“Really?”

“Really! Why am I in a cage??”

“Because I was trying to trap the saboteur!” Boxer exclaimed, “Why else would I go around interviewing people and making a target out of myself!”

“Because you’re the idiot!”

“Says the cat stuck in a cage!” Boxer taunted.

“Don’t you…” Laarthi cocked her head, “Do you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Boxer’s ears perked up, “You mean that hissing sound, like somebody’s flooding the room with…with…”

“GAS!” Laarthi shouted, “Turn off the force-field!”

“The…right!” Boxer grabbed at his control unit and started tapping. Nothing happened.

“Boxer, anytime now!” Laarthi snapped, still inside the cage.

“My security code isn’t working!” Boxer said, his words becoming slurred, “It’s not…it’s not…”

He started slumping over. As he did, the vent cover near the bed clattered to the floor and a slim figure in an environmental mask emerged.

“Two for the price of one,” the figure said, pulling a Starfleet phaser out of a hip holster.

Laarthi reached for her own weapon, only to realize that she couldn’t attack the saboteur as long as the force-field was up. And vice versa. Boxer, however, was unprotected.

“What do you want?” Laarthi demanded.

“This ship,” the figure replied simply, “And once you and your pup are out of my way, it will be so much easier,”

“So you poison us?” Laarthi was again grateful for the force-field, though if the gas in the room were fatal Boxer was probably dead or dying. There had to be some way to get at her! “The quantum slipstream drive is worthless without the stabilizer thing,” she tried, “Why bother?”

“Don’t bother trying to understand,” the figure shook her head. She nudged Boxer with one toe, then rapped a knuckle impatiently against the window, “Now shut up long enough for me to shut down that field and kill you,”

Laarthi was staring at the window. Too bad the Roadrunner wasn’t an old ground vehicle. Then she could just roll down the window and hope the saboteur would blow out like an annoying bug. On the other hand, she was Chief Engineer now…

“Computer, reduce power to port structural integrity field, Deck 2, Cabin 3 by 50%, authorization Laarthi encreti barla bextra,” she snapped.

The hull immediately began creaking, the strains of faster- than-light travel too great for mere metal to withstand. The saboteur’s head snapped around, seeing immediately what Laarthi had done.

“Laarthi to Bridge!” she snapped, “Beam Boxer and I out of his quarters, NOW!”

“You bi-” the saboteur started. The last thing Laarthi saw as the beam took her was the window breaking free of its mounting as the air rushed out of the cabin.



Laarthi and Boxer materialized on the Roadrunner’s tiny transporter padd. Laarthi immediately turned to her partner, relieved to see he was still breathing. In fact, he was already stirring. Whatever that mix was, it was clearly intended to knock Boxer out until the saboteur could do who-knows-what to him.

“I trust you have an explanation for why we had to beam you out of a cabin that breached to space because of a computer override?” Lt Cmdr Virgii asked calmly from behind the control console.

“My mistake,” Laarthi said quickly, “The hull was making weird noises, so I went to increase power, but I got the command mangled,”

“You were both nearly killed,” Virgii said, “Hardly an auspicious start to your term as Chief Engineer.” Boxer was rolling over now.

“And I apologize,” Laarthi said. Mytim’s words from before suddenly came to her, “It’s just that…we’re so far from home. I was having a hard time concentrating.”

“Yes, well,” Virgii sighed, “Not much we can do about that now, what? So why don’t you drag Lt Boxer to some temporary quarters. We’ll patch up his window as soon as we find a suitable planet to set down on,”

“Where am I?” Boxer slurred, “Did we get him?”

“Shut up, you mutt,” Laarthi muttered as Virgii stepped briskly out the room.



“I swear this is the right address,” Shurgroe said, eyeing a padd and looking at the buildings around him, “Can anybody see 364 Ring Road? Or whatever Ring Road translates to in Matrian?”

“This city needs better maps,” Annerson said.

“Agreed,” Wyer nodded. “Oh. Wait. That would be my job then, wouldn’t it?”

“Way to go, DoDO,” Shurgroe cracked.

“Mind your manners, DoS!” Wyer shot back.

Annerson raised an eyebrow in confusion.

“Department of Dome Operations,” Shurgroe pointed at Wyer.

“Department of Shipbuilding,” Wyer pointed back at Shurgroe.

“What does that make me?” Annerson asked.

“Department of Hospitals? DoH?” Shurgroe suggested.

“Department of Medical Practitioners?” DoMP?” Wyer wondered.

“Never mind,” Annerson shook her head, “Now, about that address?”

They had just stepped off the tram, which had taken them out from the Transit Hub, over the lake and partway to the Outer Rim before turning off onto the ring-shaped track that circled through the Suburbs. The buildings running along the track were shorter and smaller than the towers that made up much of Haven’s skyline, almost like a commercial shopping district, or an area where apartments and condos gave way to larger single homes. Whatever the case, they’d input their destination into the tram and this was the neighbourhood they’d been dumped off in.

“I think we have to get a block closer to the lake,” Simplot spoke up, “The place we’re using is supposed to be a rooftop facility.”

The found a cross street and started walking. Sure enough, one of the buildings running along the next circular street inward had the address they wanted. The building had three curving towers with outward facing windows surrounding a central column, atop which was perched another, pod-shaped tower. The windows were dark, as the tower was in a deserted part of the city, but Wyer had already re-routed power back into the area. Finding their way in, they rode an elevator to the top floor.

“Now, the caterers are coming up from Matria Prime in two hours,” Simplot said, “And we managed to talk some of the officers from the shipyard into serving as waiters. We’ve got somebody from that Franches jungle security tribe thingy coming to brief us on Old Matrian etiquette. So I think we have our bases covered, right?”

“As long as the room works,” Annerson said, “I still don’t see why we couldn’t use the fancy dining room in the Command Tower.”

“Because then Abela would find out, and the whole surprise would be ruined,” Simplot said, “We screwed up pretty badly today,”

“By ‘we’ I assume you mean ‘you’,” Wyer said dryly.

“Whatever. And I want this night to be perfect! We’ll wine and dine with Abela’s people. No booze, no dancing, no silliness. Nothing but pomp and circumstance!”





Meanwhile, two towers over…



“360 Ring Road,” Abela nodded, glancing at the map screen of her Traveller padd. The tower she was facing consisted of several slightly bulging segments stacked one over the other and capped with a tapering windowed cone.

“You’re sure the Starfleeters aren’t going to show up in this part of the city and spoil the surprise?” Jakerd asked.

“Quite sure,” Abela nodded, “I’d be surprised if they even know how to find their way out here.” She tapped her access code into the entry panel of the deserted building, then led Fissett and Jakerd to the elevators.

“When does the DJ get here?” Fissett asked Jakerd.

“We have a Starfleeter coming in from the shipyard to handle that,” Jakerd answered, “And I know a Matrian who’s applied for a bar license next to one of the Spaceside hanger bays. He handles the drinks tonight, I talk to you about accelerating his application,”

“Done,” Abela waved her hand. The elevator doors opened to reveal a huge, multi-level ballroom. The windowed walls arced high above their heads, with balconies and slender stairways surrounding the open central space of the room. Banks of special lighting and sound equipment were discretely built into the lower balcony surfaces.

“Considering the rentals we’ll be able to charge on this place when the city opens, it seems a shame to waste in on Starfleet dancing,” Abela sighed.

“I hope nobody pukes on the rug,” Fissett said, “I’m not cleaning it up,”

“Don’t be silly, dear,” Abela waved her hand, “Of course you are,”



Captain Simplot stood at the centre of carefully controlled chaos. She wasn’t controlling any of it, nor was she causing any of it. But it was sort of exciting to watch as the team of Matrian chefs slaved under their master to create that night’s menu. Shurgroe and Wyer were examining the elaborate dining room a few levels up, on the roof of the building. The view was fantastic, the table set with what they assumed was expensive Matrian china. Of course, they weren’t used to seeing cutlery hung from a rack in front of the dinner plate, but whatever.

“You can’t cook to save your life!” the female chef was screaming at a cringing male, “You call this sautéed eel? It’s still squirming! I would not serve this to my dog!”

“Yes, chef!” the sous-chef whimpered. The master chef spun around to where another sous-chef was pulling a cut of meat out of a freezer.

“Keep that out of sight until it’s cooked!” she snapped.

“Yes, chef!”

“It’s like SNAP in here,” Annerson muttered as she joined Simplot, referring to Starfleet’s Boot-Camp like New Arrivals Program.

“Everything will be perfect,” Simplot said firmly, “right, Master Chef?”

“YES MA’AM!” the chef bellowed.

“If you say so,” Annerson said, frowning as she watched another sous-chef trying to wrestle a live octopus into a pot, “Myself, I’m not feeling so big on the seafood tonight,”



“What about this one?” Fissett asked, sniffing at another bottle.

“That’s called Jamaican Rum,” ex-Agent Jural, formerly of Matrian Intelligence and now a simple merchant, replied. Fissett sipped the amber liquid, then gasped.

“Yuck! And the humans drink this stuff?”

“You think that’s bad, try this one,” Jural handed her a bottle of Canadian Whiskey.

“EEEIIIIIIEEEEEE!” Fissett gasped, one hand going to her throat.

“Or this Tequila stuff…oh crap. Where did my lemons go?”

“Mr. Jural,” Abela was staring at a yellow wedge, a look of disgust on her face, “This is an appetizer?”

“Um, no,”

“Good,” Abela flung the lemon into a waste receptacle, “Now mix me something strong and Matrian. And where’s Craigan? I need to know how to dance like a human!”

“A drunk human,” Fissett giggled.



“I specifically said ’cocktails at 1830h,” Captain Simplot said, eying her wrist chrono, “Where are those Matrians? We sent out the invitations, right?”

“We did, madam,” one of the caterers said, “But given the short notice, there really wasn’t time for an RSVP,”

“And they actually said ‘1830 egu meh sderins’, which means ‘cocktails at 1830’ in Matrian,” Wyer said helpfully.

“That’s ‘Captain’, and thanks,” Simplot fumed.

The rooftop dining area was dimly lit by lighting units set into the gardens ringing the edge of the roof and the stars shining through the dome overhead. The table was set and the waiters were standing by to begin beverage service. But so far only Simplot and her people were there, their white dress uniforms in stark contrast to the brilliant green tablecloth that was customary at Old Matrian dining events. The smell of seafood was heavy in the air and a band of Matrian Defence Force personnel were providing chamber music. All in all, it should have been a great atmosphere for mingling. Except half the guests were missing.

“Simplot to Ops, er, Haven Command Complex,” Simplot tapped her badge.

“Command Complex, Lieutenant Baarthal speaking, ma’am,”

“Where’s Colonel Abela?”



“Where are those Starfleeters?” Abela demanded, slamming her scotch on the rocks onto a nearby table and wobbling slightly, “I sent the invitations in four different Federation languages, just to be sure they didn’t get mixed up!”

“Maybe I should have sent my team to bring them,” Franches burped, a bottle of Alexander Keith’s Canadian beer in one hand, “Again.”

“Whhheeeee!!!!” Fissett giggles as she ran through the room, holding her arms out like wings, “I’m flying!”

“If Simplot and her people don’t show up soon, we’re going poison ourselves with this swill. And if it doesn’t kill us, that God-awful music will!” Abela fumed. She tapped her Matrian comm-badge, a round disc basically shaped like a tiny version of Haven. “Command Complex! Where’s Captain Simplot?”

“Lieutenant Baarthal here, please hold…oh. Actually, I have her on the other line, wondering where you are,”

“Tell her to meet me in the lobby of 360 Ring Road, if she can find it!” Abela snapped.

“Uh, she wants you to meet her in the lobby of 364 Ring Road,” Baarthal gulped.

Abela stalked towards the nearest band of windows and squinted at the roof of a nearby tower. Were those…people she could see? And a jazz band?

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Abela muttered, one hand on her forehead.



Simplot was stalking down Ring Road when she ran into Abela.

“Didn’t you get our invitations?” Simplot asked somewhat angrily. She was trying hard to control herself, she really was. After all that work she’d gone to!

“No more than you got ours, I suppose,” Abela crossed her arms, a bit chilly in the fresh evening air, “Just tell me one thing…what kind of event did you plan to get our people ‘bonding’? I assume that’s what this is about, as I had the same idea,”

“Really?” Simplot was taken aback, “I…we. Well, we got one of Franches’ jungle people to brief us on Old Matrian formal dining, hired some caterers from the planet, got setup in the…”

As she went on, Abela softened. This human had actually researched not only Matrian customs, but Old Matrian customs, from before the war? From her time?

“We had one of our people who had worked with the Silverado crew help us plan a party,” Abela interrupted Simplot as she went on about all the live seafood.

“Really?” Simplot was taken aback, “A party? You mean, you actually have fun once in a while? And that’s why that guy over there is riding a unicycle?”

Abela turned just in time to see Lt Franches pedal a wobbling unicycle into a streetlight and tumble to the ground. She turned away before his loincloth could finish its upward path.

“It’s been a long time,” Abela gave a smile, “And I would love to dine in Old Matrian style tonight. It’s also been…a very long time.”

“And I could go for a party after a boring formal dinner. Um, I mean…after dinner,”

Abela let it slide. The two officers stood for a moment.

“I’ll get my people over to 364,” Abela said. “And tell the DJ to be ready for us in two hours,”

“Hour and a half,” Simplot said.

“Deal,”

They turned and went their separate ways, leaving Franches snoring in the street. High above them, the stars slowly shifted as Haven continued gliding back toward Matria Prime.



The next morning aboard the Roadrunner, Lt Boxer rolled over and cracked his eyes open. He felt absolutely terrible; sore, tired, his head was fuzzy and his back was killing him. Apparently from sleeping on the floor.

“Good morning,” Lt Laarthi said, emerging from under a standard issue blanket. She was on the bunk in her quarters while Boxer was on the floor.

“Why am I in your quarters?” Boxer asked.

“Because we vented yours to space killing the saboteur,” Laarthi said, “And because there aren’t any free quarters on the ship,”

“Oh. Um, thanks for letting me stay over?”

“It was only last night! Virgii gets you tonight!” Laarthi said sharply.

“Whatever. I’m just glad the whole sabotage thing is over,” Boxer stretched his arms forwards, pressing his palms against the floor, “Now we can focus on getting home sometime in the next few weeks instead of the next few years,”

“Yes, I’m supposed to be helping with the nano-fabrication unit repairs today,” Laarthi said.

Boxer stood. The two of them looked at each other for a moment.

“Aren’t you at least going to admit that I’m not as dumb as you thought I was?” Boxer asked.

“I admit no such thing,” Laarthi said firmly. She paused. “But…perhaps you won’t be as hard to work with as I thought,”

“OK then,”

“Fine!”

“Fine! I’m going for breakfast.”

“Fine!”

“Fine!”



A deck up and a few cabins over, Commander Penelope O’Reilly double checked the charge on her personal cloaking field. It had taken a lot of arguing to get Section 31 to let her use it on this assignment, but the effort was clearly worth it. Ditto for the one-shot personal transporter she’d used to escape Lt Boxer’s quarters right before they were vented to space. But it had turned out well after all…the mutt and the mangy feline both thought she was dead. And the rest of the crew didn’t suspect a thing.

She didn’t fully understand why Section 31 wanted the Roadrunner in Orion hands, but that didn’t matter. She’d do her duty, and make sure none of the Roadrunner’s crew made it back to Federation space without taking a minor…detour…first.
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Your Compliments


Acting Captain’s Log, Stardate 59365.7:



“It’s been over a week now since the Roadrunner was stranded in this region of space. We’ve continued travelling back towards the Federation while scanning for a habitable planet where we can put down and make repairs. Or even better, a friendly civilization with a spare docking bay and a few tons worth of spare parts.”

“Crew morale is low, if you can really call the twenty-six people on this ship a crew. I of course am unaffected, but there does seem to be a lot of…unusual behaviour taking place. In an effort to dispel this, Dr. Strobnik and I have prepared an educational video that we are certain will be helpful,”



“Oh boy!” Lt Rex Boxer said happily, “We get to watch a movie? I LOVE MOVIES!”

“The dog is easily amused,” Lt Laarthi said to Lt Mytim, who was only now grasping that sitting between the two aliens wasn’t a smart move.

“What I don’t understand,” Mytim said, hoping to change the subject, “Is why they had to make their own instructional video from scratch. They could have just briefed us. Or better yet, use one of the pre-prepared videos in our computer library,”

“Starfleet made videos just for ships trapped in space?” Laarthi asked, curious.

“Yes. One by the crew of the USS Voyager entitled ’Deep Voyages: The Delta Quadrant,” Mytim replied.

“That sounds boring and contrived,” Laarthi said.

“It was,” Mytim agreed, picking dog hair off her uniform and flicking it back in Boxer’s general direction, “Exceptionally. There’s also the video done by the crew of the USS Aerostar entitled, ‘AHH, We’re All Gonna Die!’.”

“Funny name,” Boxer remarked.

“I hear the video itself is hilarious…though entirely inappropriate,” Mytim replied.

“Let’s watch it later! Can we? Can we? Please?”

At that moment the lights went down and an image of Lt Cmdr Virgii and Dr. Strobnick appeared on the screen near the front of the Roadrunner’s cramped dining hall.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Virgii said, holding himself perfectly straight, one hand held in front of his chest, ready to enunciate any key points he felt needed enunciating hand-waving, “I know our situation seems grim, nay, nearly hopeless. But I’ve been in this situation before, and let me tell you, it could be far, far worse,”

“Is this supposed to cheer us up?” somebody behind Mytim wondered.

“He’s been in this situation before?” Boxer wondered.

“Lt Cmdr Virgii was an Ensign aboard the USS Aerostar,” Laarthi cut in, leaning over Mytim, who cringed away from the cat hairs that immediately started falling on her uniform, “According to his personal file, he prefers not to admit it. He just says he’s been lost in space before, then hopes people assume he means Voyager,”

“Wasn’t the Aerostar the ship that was nearly destroyed?” Boxer asked. He was a bit behind on the briefing files Starfleet Intelligence had given Laarthi and himself prior to departing. “The ship that lost half its crew? The ship that accidentally lured the Borg into destroying a whole civilization?”

“Now you see why he doesn’t like to talk about it,” Laarthi nodded, easing back into her seat.

“-most important thing,” Virgii was saying, “is strong leadership! A ship in our situation needs somebody who can make the hard choices! Who can make a quick decision! It was a lack of that firm, decisiveness that hurt us so badly on the Ae…er, the last time this happened!”

Boxer’s tongue was hanging out, and his head began dropping.





Twenty minutes later…



“And so,” Dr. Strobnick was saying, “By harvesting Jovian planets with the Bussard collectors, we expect to extend our deuterium supply almost indefinitely. Anti-deuterium of course remains an issue. Can anybody recall the quantum transformation steps for antimatter generation?”

“ZZZZZZZzzzzzzzzzz…..”

“He’s going to drool on me!” Mytim squeaked, trying to move as far away from Boxer as she could.

“Better you than me,” Laarthi didn’t even look over, instead casting her eyes over the Roadrunner’s crew and trying to evaluate who might be worth speaking to later.

“Bridge to Lt Cmdr Virgii,” the comm sounded.

“Thank God,” someone muttered.

“This is Captain Virgii,” Virgii replied, pausing the video, “We’ve already discussed proper naval tradition, have we not?”

“We’re picking up signs of an advanced civilization in one of the star systems ahead,” the duty officer reported, ignoring Virgii’s remark, “We’ve already been targeted with subspace email spam, so they’re probably equivalent to mid or late 23rd Century Earth.”

“Alter course to investigate,” Virgii said, “I’ll be up as soon as I finish this briefing. Virgii out.”

He returned his attention to the dining hall, only to find it completely empty.

“Ingrates,” he muttered.



With the briefing over, Lt Laarthi returned to her new role as the Roadrunner’s Chief Engineer. She stepped into Main Engineering, barely more than a small room containing the warp core, power conduits and several large and complicated-looking consoles. Laarthi ignored the blinking panels and instead moved to the space beneath the glowing power transfer conduits. In the empty space formed between the conduits and the warp core, Laarthi had setup a low, broad planter-box filled with dirt. Inside, several tiny sprouts were already taking form.

“Yes!” she said happily, “Grow, my pretties! Grow!”

Lt Laarthi was an avid nature-lover. At her last posting, she’d completely taken over the arboretum, slaving painstakingly over every tree, bush and flower, to the point where other crewmembers had started avoiding the place, just so they wouldn’t have to listen to a half-hour recitation on why exactly the orchids were blooming brighter than the tulips. The Roadrunner was too small for an arboretum, but dammit, she was going to do whatever she could!

“Lt Laarthi, this is Ensign Riks. Um, we’ve got some weird smells on Deck 3 that I thought I should report,”

Laarthi tapped her comm-badge.

“This is engineering, not maintenance,” she said, “Call somebody with a wet-vac! Laarthi out.”

She’d barely had time to drip nutrients from an eyedropper onto a sprouting aloe vera when the comm went off again, startling her enough to dump five times the recommended dosage on the tiny sprout.

“Uhh, Lt Laarthi, on ships this size engineering IS maintenance,” Ensign Riks’ voice came back.

“Fine! I’m on my way!” Laarthi hissed.



Stalking down the short corridor, Laarthi fumed over the indignity of her position. She was an agent with Starfleet Intelligence, not a lowly grease monkey! Virgii was the engineer of the group, if anybody should be doing her job, it should be him! What’s more, with her agent experience, she’d be far better suited to a command role than that uptight Brit!

The second she stepped onto Deck 3, she picked up the smell. It was pungent, sort of musty. In fact, it smelled exactly like dog!

“BOXER!” she shouted, “WHAT ARE YOU DOING???”

No reply.

The smell was stronger ahead. Laarthi stalked towards the tiny open maintenance area that had been turned into Boxer’s temporary quarters. Sure enough, she found the Sheppian standing next to the workbench he’d turned into a bed, carefully spraying the corridor wall with an old-fashioned squirt bottle.

“Over here is my space,” he muttered to himself, spraying a foot further up the corridor, “Right to about…here. And up here.”

Laarthi marched up and smacked the bottle out of his hands.

“STOP IT!” she snapped. She tried to further articulate her distaste, but found her words lacking. “Just…just…DON’T DO THAT!”

“But this is my space,” Boxer said, looking back at her, confused, “I don’t mind if other people go through it, but until my quarters are fixed it’s my space,”

“That’s disgusting!” Laarthi wrinkled her nose.

“It’s just a synthetic mix from the replicator,” Boxer said, retrieving the bottle, “All hygienic and Starfleet approved and all,”

“Oh really,” Laarthi’s tail swished, accidentally brushing against the wall. Boxer gulped, then immediately moved over and sprayed that section again.

Laarthi’s eyes narrowed.

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said coldly.

Two could play at this game…



The Roadrunner glided through space, her hull lit by the blazing disc of Wuyit, the star around which her destination orbited. The ship was small, only four decks, and barely had room for her crew of twenty-six people. The ship itself was unmistakable Federation, with a sleek, saucer-shaped main hull and twin warp nacelles. What made it unusual was the ring-nacelle that surrounded the aft quarter of the ship. Well, it mostly surrounded it; the lower third of the nacelle was missing due to a close encounter of the rocky moon kind.

The planet being approached, Wuyit IV, showed all the normal signs of being home to a warp-capable civilization. Small ships scurried around the solar system, intent on mining, transporting passengers or hauling cargo between a number of bases, extra-terrestrial (wuyestrial?) settlements and even a couple of M-class moons. A good-sized space station orbited the equator, and a network of communications and defensive satellites were evident.

“Open hailing frequencies,” Lt Cmdr Virgii ordered from the centre seat of the Roadrunner’s cramped bridge/cockpit.

Nothing happened.

Sitting ram-rod straight in his seat, Virgii looked around the bridge. Lt Boxer was seated at the small tactical station, his eyes on the sensors and smelling like…like…what was that smell? Lt Mytim was seated at the science console, likewise eyeing her sensors as she analyzed this unknown star system. Dr. Strobnick was at the engineering station, trying to explain over a comm-link just how Lt Laarthi was supposed to reduce emissions from the quantum slipstream core. An ensign, one of the Roadrunner’s original crew, was seated at the helm. Outside the bridge windows, several menacing looking ships were starting to take an interest in the small Starfleet ship.

“Well? Isn’t one of you lot going to follow my orders?” Virgii demanded.

“I’m not controlling communications,” Mytim said immediately.

“Me neither,” Boxer said, “Oh, there’s some new ships coming to see us!” His tongue lolled out of his mouth, “I wonder what they smell like?”

Dr. Strobnick didn’t even look up from his console.

“Very well, I’ll handle it myself,” Virgii said. He started tapping at the compact control panel attached to the side of his chair. After a moment of beeps and bloops, the compact replicator at the rear of the bridge hummed to life, producing a café latte. A micro-tractor beam in the bridge ceiling hummed to life, plucking the drink from the replicator slot and depositing it neatly in the cup-holder attached to the command chair.

“Who would like to wager that he can’t repeat that little trick?” Mytim asked, still not looking up.

“Uh, those ships are baring their teeth…I mean, they’ve armed weapons,” Boxer said.

Virgii continued tapping at his console. This time, three large, rubbery wipers popped out of hidden slots outside each of the bridge windows and began briskly wiping.

“WILL SOMEBODY JUST DO IT FOR HIM BEFORE HE LAUNCHES A TORPEDO AND GETS US ALL KILLED???” Strobnick barked, rising to his feet, “And, speaking of, I’ll be in engineering trying to show a certain student how a quantum core works!”

As the lights went down and disco music started to play, Mytim turned to Virgii.

“Shall I do it for you?” she asked.

“No, I’ve got WHOAH!”

Virgii cried out in surprise as he found the ‘Klingon Massage’ button on the chair and was promptly catapulted to the floor.

“Please do,” he sighed.

“This is Lt Mytim of the Federation starship Roadrunner,” Mytim said, speaking professionally to her console, “We come in…oh drat…Virgii! You made me chip a nail! I am SO going to make you pay for that!”

“They’re locking weapons on us!” Boxer yipped.

“Give me that!” Virgii said, pushing Mytim aside and sitting at her seat, “This is Captain Virgii of the Roadrunner. We’re on a peaceful mission of exploration, and are simply looking for a friendly harbour where we can conduct some minor repairs.”

“But we can still defend ourselves!” Boxer added from the back of the bridge.

Virgii closed his eyes and counted to five.

“We request permission to dock at your facilities, or the use of a landing zone on your planet,” Virgii continued.

The screen in front of him flickered, then a feathered alien appeared. His body was the standard bipedal form, however his arms were closer to wings. His beaked face was somewhat misleading, as he had a fairly normal mouth, complete with teeth. His nose, however, was more along the lines of Toucan Sam than anything else.

“I am Captain T’t’t’t of the Wuyan orbital defence force,” the feathered alien said, “You know, if you’d just answered our hails five minutes ago, we could have saved a lot of fuss,”

Virgii glanced briefly around the bridge. Boxer was baring his teeth at the image of the bird-man, Mytim was carefully filing the nail on her index finger and the helmsman was sinking lower into his seat, as if to pretend he didn’t exist.

“I will most certainly keep that under advisement, Captain,” Virgii said, trying to smile pleasantly.



The Roadrunner was given permission to dock at Obitus, the Wuyan central space station. Virgii tried not to feel claustrophobic as they entered the station; the open space doors passing the bridge windows as the Roadrunner eased in. Boxer started whimpering.

“This is not good,” he said, “We’re inside. It’s harder to get out when you’re inside. Harder to escape!”

“They’re perfectly friendly,” Virgii waved his hand, “If they wanted us unable to run, they would have disabled our engines, or something,”

“I’m posting guards by the airlocks!” Boxer said, “And somebody will be on duty on the bridge security station at all times! And…and…I want to chase the duckies!!!”

“Somebody doesn’t react well to pressure,” Mytim commented, carefully re-applying her mascara.

The bridge doors opened and Dr. Strobnick returned.

“We’ve masked emissions from the QS core,” he said, “To anybody scanning us, we should look like an ordinary, warp-only ship,”

“And why would you do that?” Virgii asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Strobnick gestured at the interior of the alien spacedock that now surrounded the ship, “We’re clearly decades ahead of them in advanced propulsion research. If they knew that, they might try to steal it?”

“You are being altogether too paranoid,” Virgii shook his head, “Have you not studied the adventures of Voyager or Aer…or that other ship? If they wanted us dead, they either would have tried to blow us up immediately, or right after we did something hostile and stupid,”

As he said that last word he looked around the bridge again. Mytim had opened a purse sitting next to her station and was comparing two different sizes of bra-pads while Boxer had pulled out a soup-bone and was worrying away at it with his teeth. The doors hissed open again and Lt Laarthi stalked in.

“WHO LEFT THIS BALL OF YARN HANGING OUTSIDE MY QUARTERS?” she demanded, “That is NOT funny!”

“I stand corrected, Doctor,” Virgii sighed, “It was a wise precaution.”



Virgii, Strobnick and Boxer stepped through the small airlock at the very front of the Roadrunner’s main hull. The doors hissed shut, the guard Boxer had posted made himself comfortable, and Lt Laarthi relaxed, secure in the knowledge that for the next hour or so, the Roadrunner would be rid of that obnoxious mutt.

Quickly returning to engineering, and let’s face it you can go anywhere quickly on a ship the size of the Roadrunner, Laarthi popped open a storage locker, removed a spray bottle loaded with Caithan-scented spray, and stepped over to the warp core.

“This is mine,’ she said, giving it a quick misting. She moved past her little planter box to the compact quantum slipstream core that powered the ring nacelle.”This is mine too,”

Within minutes, engineering was fully claimed. Now it was time to start expanding.



“We have a very long way to travel to get home,” Virgii was saying to Regent T’t’t’t’t, “We had a minor, er, navigational error and clipped an asteroid. We simply need some time and raw material to repair our ship, and we’ll be on our way,”

“And a new window for my room,” Boxer spoke up.

“Actually, the window is quite easy, we just need a place to install it,” Strobnick corrected him, “In fact, one of the laboratory experiments I designed involved-”

“Never mind them,” Virgii cut the doctor off.

“Your request isn’t difficult,” T’t’t’t’t said, looking over the supply list Virgii had given him, “I can have my Head Quartermaster, T’t’t, gather these supplies in a matter of hours,”

“Very good,” Virgii said, resisting the urge to ask about the name similarity, ’We certainly do appreciate-”

“How do you name all six billion people on your planet if everybody’s name just has T’s?” Boxer asked curiously, “Is there some poor boy who’s name is T’t’t’t’t’t’t’t’t’t’t’t’t’t-”

“Here boy!” Virgii said suddenly, pulling out a MilkBone, “Who wants a treat?”

Boxer’s head snapped right around.

“Go get it!” he said, flinging the snack back towards the Roadrunner. Boxer immediately bolted after it.

“Cultural…tolerance,” Virgii said nervously, responding to the stare T’t’t’t’t and his people were giving him.

“Most interesting,” T’t’t’t’t said, “But as I was saying, the problem is not in obtaining the materials you want, the problem is the method of payment,”

“Oh,” Virgii swallowed, “Well, um, we do have a great deal of cultural information, starcharts, scientific knowledge that we might trade,”

“Our people have little interest in exploration or expansion,” T’t’t’t’t said, “We are content to remain in our home nest,”

“I guess you wouldn’t be interested in my recipe for bubble and squeak then,” Virgii muttered.

“Bubble and squeak?” T’t’t’t’t cocked his head in a very bird-like fashion, “Does it contain mice?”

“Um. No.”

“Then I’m afraid not,”

“Well then, what is it you want?” Virgii asked.

T’t’t’t’t and his group exchanged a glance.

“Would any of you be interested in assisting the less fortunate by performing tasks and providing services they otherwise would be unable to afford?” T’t’t’t’t asked, “In return, we will provide the materials you require.”

“Do what to the who now?” Boxer asked, gnawing away at the bone.

“They want us to do…volunteer work?” Virgii asked. T’t’t’t’t nodded.

“Where do we begin?”



An hour later, Boxer was standing at the station side of the airlock leading to the Roadrunner. His guard was in place, a dozen crewmembers had disembarked to volunteer down on the Wuyan planet and the first shipment of supplies had arrived. Lt Laarthi and one of her engineers had looked over the pallet of duranium hull plates and structural spars, shrugged, then pulled it aboard the ship. The docking area assigned to the Roadrunner had been closed off from the main hanger bay by a series of retractable dividers then pressurized, and Dr. Strobnick was already guiding another group of crewmembers as they removed the damaged portions of the ring nacelle in preparation for repairs. All in all, the Roadrunner’s tiny crew was very busy.

As Laarthi returned to the ship, Boxer caught the whiff of a new scent. It was Caithan, no doubt about it, but it wasn’t the usual scent of Laarthi’s body odour. Noo, this was something different. Something…bad.

Quickly confirming that his guard was still in place, Boxer trotted back into the ship. His nose was sniffing frantically at the recycled air, trying to track the scent even as the Roadrunner’s air recyclers pulled it away. It was only a matter of minutes before he found himself at the security equipment storage locker. He keyed in his security code and nearly gagged. The forensic tools, the hazard suits, the face shields…all of it reeked of cat!

“Computer!” he demanded, “Who’s accessed this locker in the last hour?” Like he even needed to ask.

“Lt Laarthi accessed this locker at 1426h,” the cold voice of the computer replied.

This would not stand! That cat was moving in on his territory, and it would not stand! Boxer rushed to the nearest cleaning closet, snatched a jug of disinfectant and went to work. It took nearly an hour of scrubbing, but soon the equipment smelled like nothing more than disinfectant spray. Sighing with relief, Boxer decided to head up to the bridge to run another security sweep.



Laarthi giggled to herself as she watched Boxer’s comm-badge beacon move from the Deck 3 corridor to the bridge. That had kept him busy for an hour. She twirled her scent-sprayer around her finger, wondering just what she could ‘claim’ next.

“Lt Laarthi, the Wuyans have the plasma coil segments we requested,” Lt Mytim commed from the airlock.

“Can’t you inspect them?” Laarthi asked, “I’m not actually an engineer, I don’t know what I’m looking for!”

“Regulations clearly state that the chief engineer must…oh no!”

“What?” Laarthi rushed out of engineering and towards the airlock, her Starfleet Intelligence agent training taking control. Was there a bomb? Were the Wuyans trying to sabotage them? The plasma coil wasn’t new or unique technology; any race that had used ring-shaped nacelles used pairs of plasma coils to force drive plasma into counter-rotating loops, the resulting subspace distortions being used to propel the ship. The Roadrunner Project had found the ring method worked better than the traditional nacelle pairs when it came to maintaining a slipstream. But such a commonplace technology could still be used for sabotage!

“These coils operate at a frequency of .233!” Mytim complained, “We’re going to have to recalibrate them, or the lower quarter of the ring nacelle is going to be glowing aqua instead of teal!”

Laarthi paused right next to the narrow stairs leading up to Desk 3. (The Roadrunner was too small for a turbolift network.)

“WHAT?” she demanded.

“I know! The nerve! Dr. Strobnick is going to be very upset!”

“What a shame that will be,” Laarthi hissed.



“Well, this isn’t so bad,” Lt Cmdr Virgii said, helping to assemble a series of pre-fabricated segments into what was shaping into a moderate-sized house, “Is it?”

Crewman Billings took a breath of fresh air, then resumed tightening the fasteners between two segments.

“Nope, not at all,” he said. He wiped sweat from his brow, then looked around. They were at the edge of a new subdivision being built near one of Wuyan’s major cities. They could see the spires of the city itself to the east, the Wuyan’s avian nature asserting itself in high, narrow buildings that would make most races uncomfortable.

“A good day’s work for a good day’s pay,” Virgii said with satisfaction, “This is the way it should be. No plotting, no scheming, no cheating. We need supplies, they need work done. Simple.”

“I wonder why they need us to do this?” Billings wondered.

“Come again?”

“I mean, why do they need us to do this? It’s not like we’re doing a job that any half-programmed construction bot couldn’t do,”

“Probably a cultural thing,” Virgii shrugged, “Some races don’t like relying on technology for something as simple as constructing shelter,”

“That doesn’t explain why we’re the only work crew out here,”

Indeed, other than a Wuyan supervisor that had given then the house plans, pointed out the supplies, then promptly left, there didn’t seem to be another soul in sight.

“You worry too much,” Virgii said, “It’s probably just their equivalent of Sunday, or something like that.



Lt Laarthi stepped away from the replicator in the Roadrunner’s tiny mess, a bowl of fish stew in hand. After several hours spent helping Mytim recalibrate the plasma coils (at Dr. Strobnick’s emphatic insistence), she was starving. Being well past the supper rush, the mess was nearly deserted, even the coveted table right next to the small window was empty! Laarthi made a small sound of pleasure then stepped briskly to the table, her tail swishing behind her. She was about to sit when her nose caught a scent. It was faint…and canine! She sniffed the table, the back of the chair, finally coming to a stop at the cushion. Yup, Boxer had definitely been sitting there. Gross! She grabbed another chair and was about to sit when the same scent crossed her nose. The new seat cushion was also contaminated! She swapped for another, then another. Soon she was tearing the mess apart, sniffing frantically for a seat that didn’t reek of dog.

Finally, standing in the middle of the roof with her bowl of stew, she threw back her head and yowled.

“BOOOOOXXXEEEERRRRRR!!!!”

On the bridge, Boxer leaned back from the security display and snickered.



Down on the planet, Virgii, Billings and the rest of the volunteers were settling into the comfortable hotel the Wuyans had sent them to after their work shift had ended. The rooms were very comfortable, each member being given a nicely appointed room to themselves. There was no pool, instead an exercise room resembling a giant bird-cage adorned the roof level of the building, but they were all too tired to even think about doing anything other than lying down.

“I hurt everywhere,” Billings groaned, leaning over his dinner of replicated…something. Given the Wuyan’s reaction to the name bubble & squeak, he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what kind of meat he was eating.

“Wonderful, isn’t it?” Virgii said, a not-entirely-sincere smile creasing his features, “Hard work is good for you. Puts muscles on your frame,”

“Or tears skin off,” Billings whimpered, massaging what he was sure was going to turn into a nasty callous.

“Man up,” Virgii said, “A man’s hands should be rough. None of this moisturized rubbish,”

“Uh, welcome to the 24th Century, sir,” Billings said.

“We only have,” Virgii consulted his padd, “16 more person-hours of work to pay for the hull plating and plasma coils they gave us. We’ll be out of here before you know it.”



The next morning, Virgii was almost ready to eat his words. Every part of his body ached, from the arches of his feet to the cords in his neck. Groaning as he rolled over in bed, he found himself face to feathered face with Regent T’t’t’t’t.

“BLIMEY!” Virgii cried, jerking back hard enough to fall off the bed to the floor, sending a fresh wave of pain through his body.

“Pleasant waking to you,” T’t’t’t’t said, ruffling his feathers.

“More pleasant without strangers in my room!”

T’t’t’t’t cocked his head.

“Your kind prefers privacy when waking? How odd. In any case, I have an offer for you,”

“Uh…shoot?”

“Shoot what?”

“I mean ask!”

“Your Dr. Strobnick has requested two hundred kilograms of replicator mass, along with fifty LEPs of energy from our dock,” LEPs referred to Litres of Electro-Plasma, the result of antimatter reactions used to power high-energy devices.

“I see. I don’t suppose we could just requisition whatever he plans to replicate?”

“Our net cost is the same,” T’t’t’t’t waved a hand, “And in the circumstances, the doctor prefers equipment replicated to your own specifications.”

Translation, Virgii thought to himself, whatever Strobnick is making is either classified, or requires the Roadrunner’s newly repaired nano-fabrication system instead of a traditional parts replicator.

“Very well, what do you want in return?”

“An additional one hundred hours of labour,” T’t’t’t’t said.

Virgii considered. With a dozen crewmen working, that worked out to an extra day or so.

“Throw in some painkillers, and you have a deal!” Virgii said.

“You are experiencing discomfort?” T’t’t’t’t asked sharply.

“Well, it’s not bad, but-”

But the alien had already tapped several instructions on his padd.

“Do not leave this room until instructed,” Ttttt said, “Ì must check on the remainder of your people. This is unacceptable!!

“What?” But the door has snapped shut.

Virgii stood there for a minute. Surely the Wuyan weren’t turning hostile over something as small as a few muscle aches.

“Virgii to Roadrunner,” he tapped his badge.

“Boxer here,”

“Lieutenant I have a…standby,”

The door to his suite had opened and two Wuyan had walked in carrying a massage table and a pitcher of something green.

“Please remove your outer garments and lie down,” the one instructed.

“Drink this,” replied the other.

Within seconds, Virgii was flat on his stomach, the aches being rubbed right out of his muscles, the green beverage apparently being filled with proteins, electrolytes and a mild painkiller.

“We apologize,” said the masseuse.

“We didn’t realize we had a labour crew here,” said the other.

“We’ll be waiting when you return tonight. Again, we humbly apologize.”

“Sir?” Boxer called.

Virgii let his head fall into the opening in the massage table.

“Forget it, Lieutenant. Virgii out.”



Aboard the Roadrunner, Lt Boxer whimpered as the channel closed. Virgii sounded strange. And regardless of whether he was acting as an SI Agent or as a Security Chief, Boxer didn’t like strange.

But the sensor sweeps told him that all the Roadrunner crew on the planet seemed OK, there were no strange readings coming from the Wuyan station and the guard at the Roadrunner’s airlock was still conscious.

“Strobnick to Boxer,” chimed his comm.

“Boxer here,”

“Lieutenant, apparently the replicator mass and electro-plasma we’re receiving need your inspection and approval before we dump them into our storage tanks.” Strobnick said.

“Of course,” Boxer licked his lips, “Send Crewman Dion up to monitor the security station and I’ll be right down,”

“Very well. Strobnick out.”

Boxer waited until the short, stocky crewman arrived, then stepped out the small door leading out of the Roadrunner’s bridge. In the tiny corridor beyond there was a head to one side, a tiny elevator (the kind that only went up or down) to the other, and a carpeted stairway leading down to Deck 2. On Deck 2 there was, of course, another stairway leading to Deck 3. He paused. Once again, the scent of cat filled his nostrils. His path to the airlock took him right past his jury-rigged quarters.

CAT!

The smell was everywhere! On his temporary bunk, in the bag filled with his extra uniforms and off-duty cloths, in his spare boots. EVERYWHERE!

“AAARRRRRROOOOOOOOO!!!!” Boxer howled.

That cat would pay!



Outside the airlock, Laarthi enjoyed a moment of grim satisfaction as she heard the faint sound of howling. That would teach Boxer who was boss.

“Are you sure we need Lt Boxer to inspect this stock?” Dr. Strobnick was saying doubtfully.

“Absolutely,” Laarthi assured him, “After all, who knows what’s buried in there? Now, if you’ll excuse me, I will help the team installing the plasma coil segments.”



The next day, Lieutenant Mytim found herself on the planet surface, looking for Lt Cmdr Virgii. Her search found her in a borrowed Wuyan travel pod soaring past a large metropolis towards one of its suburbs. Homing in on Virgii’s comm-badge, Mytim landed the travel pod outside a large brick building. She’d barely stepped out of the pod when the sound of breaking glass split the air. Mytim sighed, pulled her phaser out of its holster and lamented the fact that she was probably about to get dirt under her nails.

Not even flinching at the sound of something being smashed, Mytim slipped through the open door and eased around the corner…just in time to dodge a sledgehammer flying right at her head.

“BLIMEY!” Virgii cried, jerking the hammer to the side even as Mytim fell backward. The hammer bounced off an exposed pipe, flew out of Virgii’s hands and crashed into an exposed data network switchbox. The box gave a few half- hearted sparks before dying completely.

“Mytim! Virgii said shakily,”I’m terribly sorry! I wasn’t expecting anybody here!” He looked over at the destroyed panel. “Oh. Billings had so hoped to smash the electronics.”

Mytim had climbed to her feet and was brushing dust off her pants. Realizing it was futile, she crossed her arms and gave Virgii a look that wasn’t quite cold, but wasn’t exactly warm either.

“The Wuyan’s have offered to top up our anti-matter supply in exchange for an additional thirty hours of service,” she said, getting right to business.

“That’s it?” Virgii said, collecting himself, “They wanted a hundred for replicator mass, and-”

“We’ve barely used any of our anti-matter supply,” Mytim reminded him, “We’ve been out of dock less than two weeks. We don’t need any anti-matter.”

“It can’t hurt to be fully stocked,” Virgii said, nudging his hammer with his boot before picking it up, “Besides, I’m having fun,”

“Fun?”

“We’re doing demolition today,” Virgii replied, aiming at a section of interior wall and preparing to swing. “This whole building is being gutted and renovated.”

“This is not our concern,” Mytim said, now noticing that Virgii was wearing a set of baggy overalls and a construction helmet, “Our concern is getting back to Federation space!”

“And the more effort we put into preparing the ship now, the better our chances,” Virgii said, “Now go back to the ship and see about loading some anti-matter,”

Mytim gracefully uncrossed her arms then walked back to the travel pod. This was not the way to get home quickly!



In the Wuyan space-dock, Dr. Strobnick was supervising the current repairs to the Roadrunner. Lt Laarthi and several other crewmembers had finished installing the plasma coils and were in the process of assembling the structural supports and supporting systems. Soon it would be time to start the final process of attaching the hull plating.

“Crewman Anderson, bring me the SIF conduit segments,” Laarthi called, not looking back.

Near the stack of supplies, Lieutenant Boxer carefully crept towards the SIF conduits, a spray bottle in hand. Crewman Anderson turned to pick them up, only to be distracted by the round magnetic bearing that Boxer rolled across the bay deck. Quickly seizing the moment, he squirted several shots of Sheppian pheromones on the conduits before ducking back behind the supplies.

Laarthi’s tail was swishing angrily as the looked over the lower portion of the nacelle.

“Doctor, is it supposed to look like that?” she asked, pointing at a tangled mess of optical cables.

“Leave the thinking to the professors,” Strobnick said absently, “I’ve got everything under control here,”

“I doubt it,” Laarthi muttered, picking up the first segment of conduit, and wrinkling her nose, “AND THAT DAMNED DOG IS GOING TO DIE!”

“Nobody is going to die,” Strobnick continued, “I assure you, the nacelle is being assembled properly.

“Not the…forget it,” Laarthi tossed the conduit to the deck. She turned and stalked back towards the airlock into the ship, “I’m running out of ideas,” she muttered to herself.

As she left, Boxer popped up from behind the supplies.

“Hello!” he said cheerfully, “I’m here to inspect the anti-matter the Wuyans are delivering?”

“Ah yes my boy!” Strobnick nodded absently, “Right over there. Try not to drop it,”

“Yuppers!”



“I need to talk to you,” Mytim said. It was the following day and she’d just finished delivering yet another offer from the Wuyans to Virgii, this time for several stasis bins of fresh produce in return for help replacing the plumbing in a school.

“You picked the perfect time,” Boxer replied, his tail wagging happily, “I’m just doing my rounds…I could use somebody to talk to!”

“It’s about the Cap…Commander Virgii,” Mytim said, her head held in a way that suggested defiance while remaining elegant, “I’m worried he’s losing sight of what’s important,”

“And what’s that?” Boxer asked, giving the phaser couplings a once over then checking them off of his padd.

“Getting home!” Mytim said, “Dr. Strobnick will have the repairs finished tomorrow, but we’re indentured to the Wuyan for three more days!”

“Does that mean my room is fixed?” Boxer’s ears perked up.

“Yes, but that’s beside the point,” Mytim went on, “He’s not even bargaining! He just agrees to whatever they ask for,”

“You have to admit,” Boxer shrugged, “The materials they’ve given us are top-quality. If only we had such honest traders in the Federation,”

“By the time we get back, maybe they will,” Mytim said, “Boxer, I’ve tried speaking to him. He won’t listen. You need to help me convince him to pack up and leave!”

Now Boxer was starting to look uncomfortable.

“But he’s…the pack leader,”

“He’s an engineer,” Mytim said coolly, “Who has been forced into command by circumstance. He’s afraid of indecision because of what happened on the Aerostar and he’s overcompensating by making quick, bad choices now,”

“Give it a few more days,” Boxer said, checking the access logs to the weapons locker next on the inspection list, “Maybe he’ll come around.”

“Then you won’t help me,” Mytim said.

“You’re worrying over nothing,”

Mytim sighed, then pulled a hanky out of her pocket and began sobbing, badly and theatrically.

“Oh! Boo! Boo-hoo!” she wailed, burying her nose in her hanky.

“I said wait a few more days,”

“Very well,” Mytim sighed, straightening up and tucking the hanky away. She was about to leave when Boxer popped the locker open, releasing a wave of stink.

“What is THAT?” Mytim, her voice calm but somehow implying a deep loathing.

“Caithan pheromones,” Boxer growled, “All over MY weapons! This is the LAST STRAW! I’m dousing her favourite catnip ball in my own mix!”

“Wait,” Mytim’s eyes widened, “The stench on the ship is because of YOU TWO?” Now her calm was beginning to crack, “We thought it was something in the Wuyan air supply!”

“Oh, I didn’t think human noses would even notice anything,” Boxer tucked his tail politely between his legs, “Sorry,”

Mytim glared for another moment, then turned and quickly walked away, one hand on her face.



The next evening found Lt Cmdr Virgii riding a shuttle back up to the Wuyan space-dock. At Dr. Strobnick’s request he was en route to inspect the repairs that had been made. Within minutes of arriving at the large donut-shaped space station he had been politely escorted to the Roadrunner’s docking bay. Looking through the semicircular windows, he was struck again that despite the two long, spindly landing legs that supported the main hull and the beak-like shape of the forward saucer, the ship really didn’t look like a roadrunner of either the real or cartoon varieties. (He’d researched the topic thoroughly while trying to figure out just why exactly the ship’s dedication plaque used ‘Beep-Beep!’ as a quotation.)

He couldn’t see the lower section of the ring nacelle from his current angle, but he could see that the hull around Boxer’s quarters had been repaired.

As he stepped down the stairs that would lead him into the pressurized bay, he was joined by Regent T’t’t’t’t.

“Captain,” the regent said, ruffling his feathers, “I hope our little mishap at the hotel has been straightened out,”

“Yes, of course,” Virgii said, “Most kind of you,”

“Excellent,” T’t’t’t’t said, “I understand your repairs are nearly complete?”

“Just what I’m about to find out, my good chap,”

“We may have something else to offer you before you consider leaving,”

“Really?” Virgii paused, “I don’t know. I think my crew is getting a bit antsy,”

“You will be travelling through unfamiliar space,” T’t’t’t’t said, “Surely you would be finding our star charts worth bargaining for,”

Virgii stopped in his tracks. The Wuyan weren’t very interested in exploration. But even if their charts only extended a few dozen light-years, having a map of the space they were about to traverse would be very, very useful.

“Indeed we would,”

“We have a hydroelectric dam on our northern continent that acts as a backup to our regular power supply. Two of the generation stations are in need of refurbishment. Surely now that your engineers are completing repairs on your own ship…”

“Deal,” Virgii said.

“Excellent,” T’t’t’t’t smiled, handing him a padd with coordinates and instructions, “I will arrange the data transfer once your engineers arrive,”

Bowing, the Regent took his leave.

Arriving at the rear of the ship, Virgii saw Strobnick and Mytim watching as the technicians put the finishing touches on the nacelle’s new coat of paint.

“She looks as good as new,” Virgii said pleasantly, “I trust everything has tested successfully?”

“Short of activating the drive,” Strobnick nodded, as Mytiml stared at Virgii with a look of surprise, quickly concealed. The commander was tanned, his uniform had tightened slightly around the shoulders and loosened around the waist. Clearly, nearly a week of labour had been good for him.

“Good. Have your people ready to beam down to the planet tomorrow,” Virgii handed him T’t’t’t’t’s padd, “Nothing major, a little refurbishment job in exchange for star-charts.”

“I had assumed we’d be leaving as soon as our current obligations were met,” the doctor said, annoyed.

“Well, then we better meet them quickly,” Virgii said, turning and strolling back to the shuttle that would take him to the surface.

As the bay doors closed behind him, Mytim shook herself out of her distracted state. That does it! It was time to FORCE some action. And, thanks to the effects a week of hard work and sunshine had had on Virgii, or more specifically thanks to her new reaction to Virgii, she had a good idea where to begin.



Boxer was so pleased to have his quarters back. A new bunk and chair had replaced the ones sucked out into the void and he was looking forward to curling up in his own space again. He carefully sniffed the air. Laarthi had been inflamed that he’d ruined her catnip ball and had vowed revenge. But so far, so good.

Opening the narrow door that led to the tiny bathroom he shared with the next room over (Virgii’s quarters) he quickly undressed and jumped into the shower. Only to reel out, gagging as he was showered in Caithan pheromones instead of the sonic cleansing rays he was expecting.

It was all over him! In his fur! On his skin! In his NOSE! Wrapping a towel around his waist he dashed into the corridor.

“Problem, Lieutenant?” Mytim asked pleasantly as he stalked by.

“That cat must die!” Boxer growled. He stormed a few doors down then began banging on the panels.

“LAARTHI! GET OUT HERE YOU…YOU…FURBALL!” he shouted.

The doors hissed open revealing the Caithan officer, her heckles raised.

“Serves you right for ruining my…my…” Laarthi’s fur slowly stood down, her nose twitching. “Wait…oh no. What’s that smell? No, no, no, NO!”

“It’s whatever you programmed my shower to spray me with!” Boxer snapped, “You broke the rules! I only attacked your possessions, I never touched you! Now smell me! It will be WEEKS before I get this out of my fur!”

“I…rules? We didn’t agree…but yes, they were implied,” Laarthi shook her head again.

“I can’t talk to you right now,” she snapped, stepping back and hitting the button to close and lock her door.

Boxer cocked his head, looking confused.

“That was…weird,” he said.

“You were expecting more shouting?” Mytim suggested.

“Yes,”

“Maybe you should smell yourself a bit more carefully,” she suggested.

Boxer did. Now that she mentioned it, the smell Laarthi had used on him was different this time. It was Caithan, no doubt. And disgusting. But it was also more musky. Almost like…like…

“Male pheromones,” he said, a grin breaking out on his face, “She programmed the shower to spray me with male pheromones instead of female,”

“Well, somebody programmed the shower,” Mytim said with a hint of a smile, “Or maybe I should say ‘re-programmed’ it,”

“And now she’s responding to me like a…a cat in heat!” Boxer was giggling now.

“Exactly,”

“Ohhh, such perfect revenge! Absolutely perfect!”

“Good,” Mytim dropped the smile, “Now go break into the Wuyan computer systems and find out just why they’re so insistent on keeping us here!”

Boxer hesitated. That would be going against the pack leader. But on the other hand Virgii hadn’t forbidden him from investigating the Wuyan. In fact, it was probably part of his duty. And he really did owe Mytim…there’s no way he would have come up with something like her little switch-a-roo!

“I could use Laarthi’s help with that” he admitted.

“Whatever. Just try to keep her hands off of you,” Mytim said, turning to leave.

Boxer grinned. Perfect!



Mytim returned to the tiny bridge, where Dr. Strobnick was grumbling as he continued running tests on the repairs that had been made.

“Star-charts,” he muttered, “An few extra days of work for star-charts. Why don’t we just get them to build us a slipstream stabilization device while we’re at it?”

“Would that work?” Mytim shot straight up in her seat. A QSD could have them home in a day!

“I may be an academic,” Strobnick said, “But I still know better than to give classified technology away. Besides, do you really want to trust your molecules to a flock of walking seagulls?”

“Perhaps,” Mytim said, keeping her voice as cultured as possible, “With proper supervision…”

“No. I have some other ideas we can try before we do something desperate,”

Desperate. Mytim would never admit to being desperate, it was unrefined. But as she saw the Sheppian and Caithan life signs leave the ship together, she couldn’t help but think that her current plan reeked of desperation.



Boxer had quickly convinced Laarthi to help him with a little undercover op, pausing only to run back to his temporary quarters and a clothing replicator to make himself irresistible. He’d replicated a uniform two sizes too small, to better tease Laarthi with his physique. Unfortunately, the way his fur puffed out at the wrists and neck as a result really cancelled out any improvement. He’d replicated a popular Caithan cologne, which smelled absolutely rancid, and put on his gold-studded leather bracelets. (Furred species and chain-style jewellery didn’t get along…most Sheppian and Caithan jewels and precious metals were usually embedded in leather or other fancy fabrics.)

Of course, doused as he was with pheromones, he could have dressed as a human clown and still gotten Laarthi hot and bothered. And if there was one advantage of being Sheppian, it was the puppy-dog eyes that could, rumour had it, evoke cries of ‘Awww’ and a liberal head-scratching from even the coldest of Vulcans.

Not that she wasn’t putting up a fight. Immediately after agreeing to help him dig into the Wuyan, she’d rummaged around in her closet, only to come out with a small breathing mask. Boxer had already managed to ‘accidentally’ disconnect the breathing tube twice, and he was positive he could see Laarthi lick her lips when he turned to lead the way out of the ship.

This was going to be fun!



I am going to kill that dog! Laarthi thought to herself as she and Boxer slipped discreetly out of the station’s Commerce Plaza and into a maintenance tunnel. She reached into the bag of Starfleet Intelligence goodies they’d brought and pulled out two holographic overlays and a tricorder that was programmed to disguise their life-signs. Suitably disguised, they started looking for an office or a data terminal that might have information not available at the public information kiosks found in the station and on the planet below.

She flinched as Boxer brushed against her, purposefully rubbing his arm against her. Against her best efforts, a wave of attraction rose up, powered by that stupid smell. Between the pheromones and the Eau de Poisson Morte he’d somehow identified as her favourite, her nose was having a hayday. This was quickly followed by an even stronger wave of absolute disgust.

“Oops”, he said, accidentally catching his tricorder on the breathing tube to her mask and yanking it off, exposing her to another blast of smell, “Sorry, sweet thing,”

“ENOUGH!” Laarthi snapped, “You stupid dog! Do you think this is actually FUNNY?”

“Very!” now his tail was wagging frantically; even the holographic overlay couldn’t hide it.

“I should have done this mission alone!” Laarthi fumed, “Between your stink and your moronic antics it’s a wonder the whole station doesn’t know we’re here!”

“Of course, Agent Laarthi,” Boxer tried to keep a straight face, “Or should I call you ‘Cuddles’ from now on?”

They’d reached a door. Quickly scanning, they found that it was not only empty, it contained a computer terminal. Grabbing a lock descrambler, Laarthi popped the door open. Boxer moved around the desk and started tapping.

“I’m in,” he said. Then, with a grin, “Not the way you’d like,”

Laarthi went into a sputtering fit, quickly cut short with the hacking up of a hairball.

“Don’t leave that behind,” Boxer said calmly, “We can’t leave evidence.”

“Do you honestly think,” she snapped, “That any amount of pheromones could actually make you attractive? That this is anything other than a purely biological response?”

“That’s all it needs to be, Cuddles,”

“How DARE you!” Laarthi fumed, “How dare you shout at me for breaking the rules, then do something like this! This has gone beyond fun and games, Boxer! You’ve humiliated me!”

“You’re over-reacting,” Boxer said, still scanning through material available on the terminal, “Ohhh, this is interesting.”

“I am not!” she said, “You’re deliberately provoking me! You’re acting like child! The game isn’t fun anymore!”

That seemed to register. He cocked his head and gave her the ‘confused puppy’ look.

“Oh, you understand games, don’t you Boxer?” Laarthi demanded, “Well, just remember that when you’re playing Bury-the-Bone in the backyard with your mangy little canine friends, it’s no fun if somebody just runs away and keeps the bone for themselves! WHAT?”

Boxer’s lip had started curling into a giggle.

Laarthi mentally reviewed what she’s just said. OK, maybe trying to use a Sheppian analogy wasn’t all that appropriate, given the current circumstances.

Fine.

“Just remember, Boxer,” she said, moving closer, “Remember that when the game’s not fun, the other puppies don’t want to play.”

And with that, she drove her knee into his crotch at warp speed. Boxer let out a yowl and collapsed to the deck, clutching his bruised bits.

“Now let’s go,” she said, grabbing the tricorder he’d linked to the computer, “Somebody was bound to have heard that.”



An hour later, Laarthi had called the senior staff plus Regent T’t’t’t’t into the lounge adjacent to the Runningbird’s docking bay.

“Can we get on with this?” Lt Cmdr. Virgii said, “Those pipes aren’t going to replace themselves. Not without me there to operate the construction micro-bots, anyway,”

“Of course,” Laarthi said.

“And dear God, what is that SMELL?” Virgii demanded. He looked over at Boxer, “Is it him? What happened?”

“Stupidity and failure,” Laathi said coldly, “But we’re here because the Wuyan have been hiding something from us,”

Virgii turned to T’t’t’t’t.

“We’ve been here less than a week. I’m sure there’s lots of stuff they haven’t told us. That’s the way it works.”

“This is something we really should have known,” Boxer added quietly.

T’t’t’t’t looked uncomfortable.

“Will you share the news, or shall I?” Laarthi asked.

“We gave the workers too much!” T’t’t’t’t burted, “We agreed to too many of their damned union demands, now we can’t get anything done unless we provide them with buffet meals, rose-scented showers and latinum-encrusted toilet facilities! Our negotiators were duped! Duped, I tell you, duped!”

“Huh?” Virgii said flatly.

“Their own Guild of Civil Construction has somehow managed to manipulate their legal system so that the laws governing labour relations with their government allow the Guild to set ridiculously high terms for any construction projects,” Mytim translated. She’d viewed the data Laarthi and Boxer had brought back, “Public works have slowed to a standstill. Infrastructure is aging and can only be replaced at an exorbitant cost. With the high cost of labour, the Guild only need take a few projects a year to maintain their standard of living.”

“So instead of the workers getting screwed out of a decent return for their work, they’re doing the screwing?” Virgii asked.

“Please change the analogy,” Laarthi muttered.

“However,” Mytime finished, “the introverted nature of their species means that the Guild didn’t consider off-worlders when they had the legislation drafted.”

“We’re building off-worlder colonies,” T’t’t’t’t admitted, “We can provide you excellent working and living conditions at a fraction of what it would cost to employ our own people. We were hoping we could keep you here long enough that you’d consider staying permanently. Especially with your own people so far away.”

“Interesting idea,” Virgii mused. Mytim stomped on his foot. “Er, I mean, Regent T’t’t’t’t, I’m afraid we’re going to have to leave as soon as our current commitments are met.”

“Please!” the Regent begged, “We can give your ship ablative armour for two hundred hours of service. One fifty?”

Virgii quickly gauged his crew’s reaction, but only Boxer looked interested.

“I’m sorry Regent, but we really do need to be on our way.”

T’t’t’t’t sighed.

“Very well. But if you come across anybody who’d be willing to put in a good day’s work for a reasonable day’s pay, do send them our way.”



As the meeting broke up, Mytim quickly tracked down Virgii before he could return to the planet. To her surprise, he turned towards the Runningbird’s airlock.

“Not returning to the great outdoors?” she asked.

“I have…work here to do,” he said.

She followed him as he boarded the ship and climbed to deck 2, towards the tiny ready room at the base of the stairs to the bridge.

“What?” he asked as she closed the door behind her.

“I sent Boxer and Laarthi into the Wuyan station, undercover, to discover what they were hiding from us,” she said, “This action was unauthorized, and I’m ready to face the consequences.”

Virgii crossed his arms.

“You did what I should have done,” he said, “You investigated. You asked questions. You poked, and you prodded, and you found something we needed to know.”

“May I make an observation?”

“You may,”

“There’s a difference between making a timely decision and a hasty one,” she said, “You’ve made it clear that you feel that your former captain’s indecisiveness caused problems, but you’re so eager not to repeat his mistake that you’ve made a completely new one. You chose to help the Wuyan before you fully understood the situation,” she allowed a small amount of anger to show, “And you were very, very lucky that their ‘secret plot’ in this case was a relatively minor piece of dishonesty. If they’d been interested in kidnapping us, stealing our ship, or otherwise forcing us into a labour community, we would have been helpless!”

“You’re right, of course,” Virgii said. He looked up. “Will that be all?”

Mytim straightened her uniform.

“I certainly hope so,” she said.



Two days later, the Roadrunner eased out of the Wuyan space station, fully repaired and stocked for the journey ahead.

“One planet down,” Virgii sighed, “How many hundred to go on this trip?”

“That depends on whether or not we can work any engineering magic,” Mytim said. She and Strobnick were pouring over the slipstream sensor data gathered during the voyage out.

“There is no magic, my dear,” Strobnick said, “Simply mathematics.”

“I’m just glad we got the Wuyan to throw in a barrel of odour-neutralizer before we left,” Virgii said, “This ship smelled like a kennel.”

“Good thing they were feeling guilty.” Laarthi agreed, “By the way, when are we letting Boxer out of that barrel?”

“Your discretion, Lieutenant,” Virgii said. He leaned back in the command chair. “Set course back to Federation space, warp 6.”



In the Roadrunner’s cargo bay, Lt Boxer whimpered miserably as he was doused with even more odour-neutralizer.

“Keep scrubbing,” Crewman Billings said, drawing another bucket of lemony-scented fluid from the barrel in which Boxer had been unceremoniously tossed, “I think we’re making progress!”

Armed with long-handled scrubbers, the other members of Laarthi’s engineering team continued working, scrubbing the stink out of the poor Sheppian.

“Maybe we should have shaved him first?” one of the techs asked.

“Not a bad idea,” Billings agreed, “Anbody got a set of clippers?”

Boxer whimpered again as the Roadrunner flashed into warp.
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Hospitality

“Increase power to engines five through nine by fifteen percent,” Captain Elizabeth Simplot ordered, her gaze focused on the gleaming orb of Matria Prime visible through Starbase 341’s transparent dome.

“Our orbit is already optimal,” replied the voice of her first officer, Matrian Colonel Myres Abela, “We’ve been making minor corrections all week, this is our final adjustment, there’s no need-”

“Just do it!” Simplot snapped, “Increase power to engines five though nine and give us a four degree increase in our Y-axis pitch.

“Yes, Captain,” Abela said, her tone a bit frosty. Yes, Matrians and the Federation shared the concept of the chain of command, but if anybody alive knew how to manoeuvre the massive, three-plus kilometre disc that was Haven, it was her! Still, she conveyed Simplot’s orders to Matrian Lieutenant Fissett, Director of Shipbuilding Lieutenant Commander Shurgroe and Director of Dome Operations Lieutenant Wyer as they manned three of the control pulpits in the command complex.

Simplot eyed Matria Prime as it slowly started shifting across the starry sky above the city.

“Reverse!” she ordered, “Cut engines five though nine, give me a twenty-second pulse on engines eighteen though twenty-two, then shut everything down!”

She could hear Abela parroting her orders to the Ops crew. Abela could call it the Haven Command Complex if she really wanted to, but to Simplot the three-level control centre of the orbital city was quickly becoming Ops. She actually had Wyer working on a way to add Ops to the Matrian communications routing system without Abela noticing.

“Shut them down,” Abela ordered. Wyer tapped his panel and there was a low groan as Haven’s impulse/anti-gravity engines powered off. She stepped towards the railing of the command deck and looked down through one of the big lower windows. A holographic overlay had been added, showing a close-up of a section of lakeshore near the central island.

“Are you happy now?” she demanded.



Hundreds of meters below, Simplot bobbed atop the water, lying on a comfortable inflatable mattress. The waves caused by Haven’s movement were settling down as she stretched back out and pulled an actual paper book out of a waterproof covering. Haven was in its night cycle, the slow rotation of the city having turned the dome away from the sun. Sort of. Wyer was still sorting out the orbital mechanics. But the important thing was that now, with the bright day side of the planet below shining through the dome, there was just enough light for Simplot to comfortably read her book.

“That’s perfect,” she said, “Absolutely perfect! Well done!”

“You realize that with the velocity we need to maintain our orbit, we’re only going to be facing the day side for another thirty minutes,” Abela said, “And we’re not doing another orbital adjustment! We needed this one to stabilize our orbit after that little trip, but I’m not powering up the engines again just because you don’t have a night-light!”

“Relax, Colonel, I’ll be done in another half-hour,” Simplot said.

“And why are you swimming at night anyway? Couldn’t you wait-”

“Simplot out,” she cut the channel. Abela could be such a mother hen. Their relationship had improved over the last couple of weeks, to the point where they could work together without cursing, fighting or hair-pulling, but there was still a lot of room for improvement. But that was shop talk. Work stuff. Simplot had spent her whole afternoon going through rental requests and housing proposals for the station. The Matrian Council still hadn’t decided to start moving people up to the empty city, but they seemed to be planning something. On the other hand, that didn’t explain why she suddenly had fifty requests for store space coming from businesses in Federation space.

“Ahhh!” Simplot cried out, “Work stuff! Deep breath, Liz. Just read the book and ignore all that crap. Just for one night.” Grabbing her pina colada from the little floating drink-holder next to her air mattress, she took a long sip. The water was still slowly undulating from Haven’s orbital correction, not even the inertial dampeners could fully cancel out the effect, but that was just fine. With the starry sky above, the gentle waves beneath and the illumination from Matria Prime, this was about as relaxing as life could get.

There was a rush of wind and the roar of anti-gravity engines as something passed by directly overhead. A pulsing green light suddenly flashed as sirens went off.

Simplot jerked so hard she fell right off the mattress, giving out a squawk of surprise as she tumbled into the cool water. She’d barely gotten her head above water in time to see four figures, naked except for loincloths, lowering themselves on ropes from what looked like a small police flyer.

“Ma’am,” one of them said, “Private Yeks, Haven Civil Protection Team. Ma’am, you shouldn’t be out on the water after dark,”

“And it took four of your and a big f**king siren to tell me that??!!” Simplot shouted, trying to be heard over the screeching siren.

Yeks made a hand-gesture towards the flyer and the sound died.

“You shouldn’t be out here miss,” he repeated, “Can we offer you a lift to shore?”

“It’s eight meters away,” Simplot grumbled, “And I’m fine, really!”

“That’s right, I’ve been keeping an eye on her,” a voice called from towards the shore.

Simplot spun in the water to find herself facing a well built young human male dressed in an old-style Earth lifeguard’s uniform.

“Is that so,” Yeks said sceptically.

“It is,” the man said, “Don’t worry about it. And tell Franches the next time he wants to deal with a misdemeanour, he doesn’t need four policemen and a big-ass siren!”

“And FYI,” Simplot piped up, “Rappelling down in loincloths? I could see everything. You might want to reconsider that one,”

Yeks gave them both a dark look, then tugged his rope. The four of them were immediately lifted back to the flyer, though Simplot noticed with satisfaction that they all crossed their legs on the way up. The flyer pivoted, then soared back towards CP HQ in the North Suburb.

Simplot turned her attention to her mysterious benefactor.

“Thanks for that,” she said, trying to regain her dignity as she manoeuvred back onto her air mattress. “I did have somebody watching me though,” she added, drawing her gaze back temporarily from the very well-formed muscles beneath to the ‘Lifeguard’ shirt above. “A…a friend of mine is in Ops right now. She’s got one of those fancy holographic window thingies pointed this way,”

“Then I guess I better behave myself,” he winked.

“A little jealousy never hurt anybody,” Simplot teased, “Why don’t you strip off that shirt and join me?”

“Don’t have to ask me twice,” he said, flashing her a dazzling smile. He stripped off the shirt, revealing abs that had to be artificially implanted. Tossing the shirt on the shore, he ran a few steps into the water before diving under. He swam under Simplot’s mattress then came up the other side.

“So what’s a pretty young thing like you doing in a dark lake at night anyway?” he asked playfully.

“Oh, just blowing off some steam,” Simplot replied, throwing a mischievous look towards Ops before returning her attention to this handsome stranger.



Up in the command complex, Abela’s eyes narrowed even further as, on the window’s holographic overlay, Simplot grinned up at her before turning to the human in the water and giggling.

She snapped her fingers.

“Window L-3,” she said sharply, then made a cutting motion with one hand. Obediently, the holographic overlay faded, returning the view to that of a window looking down the side of the Command Tower and into the city.

“Glad to see we’re getting the bugs out of the user interfaces,” Wyer said, turning from his panel, “Now if we could just get the computer’s pseudo-personality online, we’d be set.”

“It’s not a matter of getting it online, it’s a matter of finding it,” Shurgroe said, “It wasn’t copied over from the planetary databanks before the city was locked down, and so much was lost during the war, well…”

“I know there’s a copy in the library,” Abela said, turning away from the railing and returning to the centre of the command deck, “I just…have to find it,”

“The profile, or the library?” Wyer asked.

Shurgoe turned to him.

“W-What do you mean?” he asked.

Wyer rose from his station and moved to the central, Haven- shaped holo-table. With a few taps the default view, a globe of Matria Prime, shrunk and moved up to take relative position to the table, as though it were the actual city. Inside the raised outer edge of the table dozens of small holographic towers appeared, recreating the city exactly within the table. Several cylindrical objects started flashing, scattered throughout the city.

“These are the main computer cores,” Wyer said. Another tap and they vanished.

“And these are the backups,” another series of smaller cylinders flashed, these ones buried deep beneath ‘ground level’.

“And this is the physical backup library, where isolated copies of sensitive or valuable information are kept,” he tapped again. This time, nothing flashed.

“I don’t see it,” Shurgroe said.

“That’s because somebody decided to erase its location from the map when she decided that Haven needed to disappear for a few centuries,” Wyer said, giving Abela a look.

“It seemed like a good idea at the time,” Abela grumbled.

“But you know where it is, right?” Shurgroe asked.

“It’s a big city,” Abela said defensively, “I know…sort of…where it should be.”

“Sooo…we’re going exploring?” Shurgroe gulped. Searching a city this size for ANYTHING was bound to be a daunting task.

“You’re going exploring,” Wyer corrected him, “I’ve got to figure out this dome biosphere console,” he pointed at an as-yet unused workstation.

“Oh come on, you can do that later,” Shrugroe whined, “I don’t want to be lost and alone in the city!”

“I can only experiment with this thing at night,” Wyer said firmly, “Otherwise I have to deal with solar influence, and I’m not ready for that yet! Plus, we have to get in the habit of doing things like this at night so we don’t disrupt the inhabitants, assuming we ever get any.”

“I’ll be coming with you,” Abela said. She had drifted back over to the railing and was looking back down at the water. “Enough bickering. Wyer, don’t you have work to do?”

“Yes ma’am,” Wyer sighed, sitting at the biosphere control console, “Let’s see if I can figure out how to give us a light fog,”



“So, you’re a human?” Simplot’s new companion was asking.

“Yes,” she replied, lying on her side to chat, “You?”

“I’ve got a little Klingon in my blood,” he said, “Just a bit. Great-great-grandfather or something,”

“It doesn’t show,” Simplot said, surprised.

“Well, it was a long time ago,” he shrugged, “But don’t worry, I still have an…asset or two…from that side of the family tree.”

“Hey, hey, TMI!” Simplot said…though she really didn’t mind. This guy was bold, bold in a way that reminded her of herself, Annerson, Sinclair and Terenth. Back on the Stallion the four of them had pursued men the way…well, the way this handsome stranger seemed to be pursuing her. Come to think of, there was something very familiar about this stranger. In fact, Simplot could have sworn she’d seen him before.

“What’s your name, hotshot?” she asked.

“Harrison,” he said.

“Harrison…”

“Uh, just leave it at Harrison for now,” he said. He frowned. “Does it seem to be getting colder to you?”

“Actually, it does, Simplot admitted. The air was getting crisp and chilly. Wait, no, now it was getting warm and humid.

“Um,” she looked up at the dome. Hazy mist was forming near the underside of the dome, quickly thickening into a layer of cloud.

“Maybe we should go inside,” Harrison suggested.

“What did you have in mind?” Simplot gave him a suggestive wink.

A flash of lightening and the crash of thunder filled the sky.

“First, getting the hell out of the water!” Harrison exclaimed, tossing Simplot over his shoulder and sloshing towards shore.



“This is your idea of a light fog?” Abela asked Wyer as she looked at the roiling grey mess outside the lower windows. The dull flickers of lightening could barely be seen through the grey, and the tiny holographic city in the holo-table was obscured by a solid mass of clouds.

“Oops,” Wyer said softly.

“Weren’t you telling me one of your past lives was a weatherman?” Shurgroe asked him.

“She was used to predicting the weather, not controlling it,” Wyer said, staring at his console, “OK, um, thunderstorms need energy, right? So let’s try using the dome to radiate some of this extra heat into space,”



Outside, Shurgroe and Harrison had collapsed, laughing, on the grass two dozen meters up from the water.

“I didn’t know this place could have weather!” Simplot laughed. She vaguely recalled Wyer and Abela chattering about biosphere experiments, but she’d been buried in Matrian leasing laws at that point. The muggy clouds had opened up (along with nozzles hidden in the dome supports) and sheets of rain were now pouring down on them.

“Me neither,” Harrison said, almost shouting to be heard over the rain. He rolled towards her, then took her in his arms, “But who cares?” He moved in for the kiss.

Simplot was about to give in when she noticed two things: First, the expression on his face when he was doing the ‘half- lidded kissy-face’ was really, really familiar. Second, she hadn’t seen it in the water, but he had a tattoo on his lower torso, half of it still obscured by his bathing suite.

“HEY!” Simplot snapped, yanking his waistband down just enough to see the rest of the tattoo, “I know you! You were in ‘Risa Gone Wild, Volume 2’!”

Harrison suddenly looked very, very embarrassed.

“You’re a porn star!” she shouted, “Your name isn’t Harrison! It’s…oh, what was it? Tereneth obsessed over you for a month…she even had your ‘Twelve Months of Steele 53000 Calendar’. Wait! Steele! Steele Stoneryder!”

“It’s Harrison Stoneryder, really! I used to be a…an adult performer.” Harrison admitted. He shivered, the air was suddenly getting colder, “But I quit that four years ago!”

“Oh really?” Simplot asked, getting to her feet and heading indoors. Truth be told, she wasn’t really upset with him, after all she wasn’t exactly Miss Innocence. But it was getting uncomfortably chilly, “So, let’s get out of this weather and you can tell me what a former porn star is doing on a Matrian city that’s closed to the public,”

Something hit Harrison right between the eyes. Up on the dome surface, hidden by the clouds, Wyer’s attempt to radiate heat was having an unexpected side effect: hail.

They ran for the nearest building, trying to cover their heads as the rain was quickly replaced by peanut-sized hail.

“What the hell is going on up there?” Harrison wondered as they dashed under the stone overhang of a residential tower.

“We’ll find out tomorrow,” Simplot shrugged. Of course, she knew darn well it was Abela trying to, literally, rain on her parade! That bitch! “So, you were going to tell me what brings you out here?”

“Oh yeah,” he nodded, “I’m the Starfleet Chief of Security,”

Simplot’s eyes narrowed. The Starfleet Chief of Security. What the Matrians were calling the Director of Policing and External Security (DoPES). The man who had ignored Abela his entire time on the station, had ignored HER repeated comm-calls, had skipped meetings, avoided the security office and in general had been a complete lazy layabout ever since Simplot had arrived.

“A pleasure to meet you,” Simplot said, smiling, “I’m Janet,”

This man would be destroyed.



The next morning, Abela met with Lieutenant Shurgroe in the Transit Hub, the huge multi-level, ring-shaped chamber directly beneath the command tower. The Hub housed the main switch tracks for Haven’s public transit system, along with boarding platforms, balconies, crossover bridges, staircases and the main entrances to the six Atriums. Shurgroe had simply shown up wearing his Starfleet uniform and carrying his tricorder and a padd. Abela, however, had emerged not from the broad staircase leading down from her apartment building, but instead from a turbolift. She was pulling an anti-gravity sled loaded with equipment behind her. She was dressed in her Matrian fatigues, but she was also carrying a heavy backpack. No, it wasn’t just a backpack, it was an actual rucksack!

“Uhh, what’s all that?” he asked.

Abela looked at him like he was an idiot.

“Food, water, a stove, raingear, winter wear,” she said, “I brought you a sleeping bag and a pack, since I figured Starfleeters wouldn’t think of this sort of thing,”

“We’re just going out to the s-s-suburbs!” Shurgroe exclaimed, his stutter kicking back in as he suddenly started getting very nervous.

“We’re going on a search through the city,” Abela corrected him primly, “And until Wyer gets the weather systems under control, I don’t know what we’ll have to deal with,”

“Can’t we just stay in the below-ground levels?” Shurgroe whined. He was a starship engineer. He should be helping Wyer figure out the biosphere weather control systems, or helping with the Silverado rebuild in Shipyard 3. But Wyer was adamant that he needed to find this library, and the engineers in Shipyard 3 had cut themselves off from the city, in an effort to ‘better focus on their work’. Now here he was with Abela, about to go trekking God knew where!

There was a commotion on the stairs as Dr. Janet Annerson came running down.

“Colonel Abela!” she called, “Wait a moment!”

Putting on her profession ‘It’s time to deal with somebody I don’t have a problem with…yet’ face, Abela turned to face the doctor.

“Yes, doctor” she said politely.

“Don’t forget this,” Annerson said, handing her a long, hollow tube and a case of darts.

“What’s this for?” Abela asked, her face switching to her ‘It’s time to deal with somebody I might have a problem with’ mode.

“Shurgroe,” Annerson explained, “He…well, he’s got a few minor problems that are easily controlled with medication. He just hates taking it. So if he starts getting jittery, shoot him with this. Preferably in the ass. Aside from being a good place to administer shots, it’s only fair since he’s been a constant pain in mine,”

With that, Annerson smiled politely and turned back to the stairs.

Abela was still turning the blowgun over in her hands when the turbolift doors hissed open and a short, wiry Matrian man ran out carrying two steaming travel mugs.

“Myress, you forgot your telibras!” he called, referring to a hot Matrian beverage. He stopped as he approached them, then held the other mug out to Shurgroe, “I made one for you too,” he added.

“Lt Cmdr Shurgroe, you know my husband Craigan?” Abela asked politely.

“Yeah, from the party a couple weeks back,” Shurgroe nodded, “Thanks.”

“Don’t be gone too long,” Craigan said, kissing Abela on the cheek.

“I’ll comm if we’re going to be gone more than two days,” Abela kissed him back.

“Two days?” Shurgroe squeaked.

“You’d rather come back to your cozy apartment every night?” Abela asked, her voice slightly disdainful, “Perhaps we could reconfigure the transporters to do a site-to-site beaming?”

“Sure, that would be…” Shurgroe trailed off. He’d assumed that Abela’s little display of, er, machismo, was just her way of showing off. Now, he was starting to suspect that there was a bit more too it.

She was challenging him. She wanted to see whether he, and by that extension the other Starfleeters, could actually man up and do something the hard way.

“Give me that pack,” he said, grabbing the other rucksack off the sled and shouldering it. It was heavy! He tried to recall what he’d learned about these things at the Academy, assuming the Matrian version was similar. Let’s see, over the head…lean forward…arms through the straps…aaannnnnddd…pull tight. Yes! He turned to Abela, a pleased expression on his face.

“Very good,” Abela said dryly, “But you might want to put your gear in it first,”

DAMN!



Captain Simplot rode the lift down from her apartment to the basement level. Basement, below ground, parking one, whatever you wanted to call it, it was the level just beneath the city’s street level. It had been locked up during the initial discovery of Haven, but with the city now operation it was fully available. All the buildings seemed to be connected at this level, but Simplot hadn’t explored beyond the pleasant corridor that led from her building to a staircase that would take her up to the Transit Hub, where she could climb the more ornate staircase up three more levels to the glass-walled crossover bridge that would take her to the interior of the Hub and to the lower lobby of the command tower. From there, she could take another lift up to Ops.

Once, when a small comet had set off Haven’s proximity alarm, she’d commed Abela up to Ops. Somehow, the woman had managed to get all the way from her downtown apartment to Ops in about three minutes. Someday, Simplot would figure out how the hell she did that. For now, she didn’t really mind the walk all that much.

Finally, she arrived in Ops. To her surprise, all that was visible through the lower windows was a smear of light grey cloud. A few Matrian techs were wandering around the second level, flipping through security feeds on the big viewscreens and tapping away at their padds. On the third-level command deck Fisett and two Starfleet crewmen was seated at the holo-table going over basic station procedures while Wyer hunched over one of the twelve control pulpits that ringed the outer edge of the deck.

“Mr. Wyer, how are you today?” Simplot asked, putting a hand on his shoulder. Wyer didn’t respond. In fact, Simplot’s touch was enough to start him sliding in his seat. She barely caught him before he could slide right to the floor. “Uh, a little help here!” she called.

One of the Starfleet crew, Ensign Kesser, rushed to help her. But by the time he’d gotten around the railing surrounding the holo-table, Wyer had already fallen to the floor, his head hitting the marble-like faux-stone floor with a dull thud.

“How long has he been out?” Simplot demanded.

“Uh, he’s been sitting there since we got in this morning!” Kesser said as the other crewman called for medical assistance, “We just assumed he was here all night,”

Simplot finished checking his vitals.

“Well, he’s not dead at least,” she said, “That would have looked bad on my record…dead crew in a matter of weeks!”

The turbolift doors below them hissed open and Dr. Annerson rushed up the stairs to the command deck, collapsing in Wyer’s chair and breathing heavy.

“Oh Astral Dieties,” she gasped, “I miss starship turbolifts,”

“The patient, Janet?” Simplot prompted.

“Does he have vital signs?” Annerson demanded.

“Yes,”

“Then he can wait until I catch my breath!”

After another moment or two of huffing and puffing, she climbed out of Wyer’s chair and knelt next to the unconscious Yynsian. Pulling out her medical tricorder, she began scanning.

“Brain activity…respiration…” she muttered, “And that bump on the head won’t help.” She climbed to her feet.

“He’s exhausted,” she said, “And showing signs of stress. It looks like he passed out at work overnight. I’m not sure why he hasn’t woken up yet though. I could give him a stimulant I suppose, but he’s Yynsian, and as I recall they have some weird mind-stuff that happens sometimes.”

Simplot was looking over Wyer’s console.

“He’s been working on the dome’s weather control system, from what I can tell,” Simplot said, “I don’t know why else he’d have controls for humidity and barometric pressure. And it’s, like, SO cool that we have a weather system, by the way. But he’s been trying to figure out how to control the city’s weather himself,”

“Oh,” Annerson nodded, “so that’s why it’s snowing outside?”

Kesser and Simplot looked down at the greyish smear outside the lower windows.

“How can you tell?”

“The command tower clinic is on Level 20,” Annerson said, “And it has a window,”

“Oh,”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“So about the patient,” Annerson broke in, “I suppose I should take him down to the clinic for observation,”

“Of course,” Simplot nodded.

More silence.

“That means one of you has to help me carry him,” Annerson clarified.

Simplot pointed at Kesser, who shrugged and grabbed the Yynsian by the feet.

“Don’t be silly,” Annerson said, “I’m an old woman, you’re a strong young pup. You take the heavy end!”



After helping Abela lug their gear into the front car of a transit tram, Shurgroe settled into one of the seats as she tapped away at her Traveller, a small padd-like device used as a sort of electronic Swiss-army knife by Matrian personnel. (She hadn’t shared them with Starfleet yet.) After the device helped plan their route, she tapped it against the tram control console, instantly programming the tram with her desired route.

“I’m programming the tram to take us to Hillsbrook station,” she said, “I’m pretty sure the library is somewhere in that area, either in the city or maybe in the inner rim.”

“Hillsbrook?” Shurgroe asked.

Abela rolled her eyes.

“Tram station 8-Alpha, if you want the official designation.”

“Alpha?”

“Sector 8, on the radial city track,” Abela clarified.

Shurgroe still looked confused.

“You’ve been living here for weeks and you haven’t figured out the transit system yet?” she demanded.

“I just tell the train where I want to go,” he shrugged.

“No wonder it takes you Starfleeters forever to get anywhere,” Abela grumbled. She tapped the ‘Go’ button on the console. The tram doors hissed shut and the cars lifted off the anti-gravity track. With a smooth hum, the tram accelerated along the curved track, the stone paneled walls of the Transit Hub passing by. The tram switched to the central track, picking up speed. It deftly switched to the inner track, continuing to accelerate as it bypassed the next two pairs of loading platforms. It then switched back to the outer track just in time to catch the track into an exit tunnel. Shurgroe barely had time to register the white space directly ahead before the tram rushed through at atmospheric isolation field and out into the city.

And into the middle of a blizzard.

Even Abela’s jaw dropped as they took in the scene outside. Snow was blowing through the air, falling as fat flakes only to be blown around again by the whipping wind. Drifts were already building up against the downtown buildings as the tram rushed out of downtown and onto one of the six bridges connecting the island to the ‘mainland’. An automated snow-clearing robot passed them, moving along the tracks in the opposite direction. The tram shuddered as the wind wailed through the bridge supports. Below them, the lake was a grey mass, the barest hint of ice starting to grow along the shore.

Shurgroe abruptly started shaking.

“Don’t be a baby,” Abela chided him, “It’s not that cold. And I’m sure Mr. Wyer will have us back to sunny skies in no time.”

“It’s not the cold,” Shurgroe gulped, “W-w-what if we get lost in the snow? I might l-l-lose a finger to frostbite. I don’t wanna lose body parts!”

Abela considered briefly, picked up Annerson’s blowgun and shot a dart into Shurgroe’s left buttock. He calmed immediately, plucked out the dart and tossed it aside.

“I wish Janet had never found that thing,” he grumbled.



The tram turned onto the main radial thoroughfare through the suburbs, then slowed to a stop at a station in the south-west suburb. Technically, Haven’s inner city wasn’t large enough to contain suburbs, but the term was an easy way to differentiate between the central cluster of buildings on the island as opposed to the three main clusters that circled it. Pulling on their heavy parkas and their gear, Abela and Simplot opened the tram doors and stepped into the whirling snow.

“We need to go a block back towards the lake,” Abela shouted over the wind, “There’s a building there that I want to check!”

Shurgoe just nodded and followed the older woman. They pushed their way through the foot-deep snow, trying to read the street signs despite the haze. Shurgroe looked up. He could barely see the outline of the nearest dome support through the clouds. He was somewhat surprised to see that small hatches in the support itself were a major source of the falling snow. This of course led his engineering mind to simply wonder WHY Wyer hadn’t simply turned off the snow generators yet.

It was colder than he expected. They were further from the lake, with the SW suburb blocking the airflow from that direction. Shurgroe pulled at the straps of his rucksack, trying to keep himself steady despite the slippery sidewalk beneath him.

Finally, Abela led him to a broad building. Unlike most of the gleaming towers, this building was made of faux-brick and was only about six stories high, plus another six stories in a squat tower that sat on its roof. Smaller towers climbed from its corners. Climbing the steps to the pillared entrance, Abela tapped at the security panel then slipped inside as the glass-paneled door slid neatly aside.

“Hey-U,” she gasped, pulling off her cap and brushing the snow out of her hair.”

“Hey me what?” Shurgroe asked, rubbing his hands together in an effort to warm them up.

“Welcome,” Abela replied, “To Haven University.”



Dr Annerson puttered around in her clinic, a small medical centre roughly the size of an Intrepid-class sickbay, located partway up the command tower in one of the six sub-towers that flowed out from the central structure. Haven had a proper hospital in the south-east suburb, along with several emergency facilities scattered through the Outer Rim. But the tiny population hadn’t warranted a large enough medical staff to man anything bigger than the clinic. Seeing that Wyer was resting comfortably on one of the biobeds in the treatment area, Annerson settled into her office to review the data on Yynsian medicine. She ordered a tea from her replicator, then glanced out her window at the blowing snow and changed her order to a hot chocolate.

“Too bad you’re not enjoying this view, Mr. Wyer,” she said absently. Let’s see. Unconscious, but stable. No apparent threat to his life, minor neurotransmitter anomalies. Hmmm. The Federation medical database had been loaded into Haven’s medical computers within hours of Annerson stepping foot in the city, and it was telling her to check for reduced isoboromine in Wyers prefrontal cortex. She tapped a panel, routing the readings from Wyer’s bio-bed to her desk terminal and wondering why Starfleet ships didn’t have that handy little functionality. Yup, there it was. Low isoboromine. Hmmm…in Yynsians, that usually meant…

“Uh-oh,” she muttered.



Up in Ops, Simplot was sitting at Wyer’s console.

“I don’t know if I should touch any of this,” she said, “I mean, Wyer spent hours at this thing and all he managed to do was start a blizzard. Which…y’know…if he was trying to start a blizzard then he did a great job,”

Lieutenant Fissett was standing next to her.

“It’s not like you could make things any worse,” she said.

“I suppose you’re right,” Simplot shrugged, “But still, if I’m going to mess with his work, I’m going to mess with his work by the book. Where’s his log? I need to document what I do,”

She hesitantly reached for the touch pad in the centre control panel. One section of the big display immediately switched to Wyer’s log.

“Excellent,” Simplot said, pleased with herself. “Now, I’ll just…wait, what’s this?”

She read through the last entry in his log.

“Uh-oh, she muttered. She jumped to her feet.

“I’ve got to get to Sickbay…the clinic!” she said, “Just…don’t touch anything!”

With that she ran down the steps.

“I mean it,” she called from the second level as she jogged along the outer perimeter of Ops to the next staircase down.

“Not a thing!” she called, rushing down the stairs and diving into a turbolift.

Fissett cautiously reached a finger towards the console. Kesser reached over and swatted it away.

“Do you really want to take the blame if things get worse?” he demanded.

Fissett considered, looked outside, then pulled her hand away from the panel.

“Thought so.”



Simplot rushed into the clinic after a minor detour once she found out she was in sub-tower 3 while the clinic was in sub-tower 2. She rushed through the doors and past the small waiting area only to find Dr. Annerson sitting next to Wyer sipping a cup of cocoa. Wyer was sitting up in his bed now, but something about him was…different. He was lounging back with his hands behind his head and a look of smugness on his face.

“Janet, I’ve gotta talk to you! It’s about Wyer!”

“He’s under the influence of a past life,” Annerson said, sipping her team.

“He’s under the…wait, how did you know that? I just read about his plan in his log,”

“This is Mat’dak,” Annerson said, gesturing at Wyer, “He was a night-club bouncer on Yyns four hundred years ago,”

“Ma’am,” Wyer/Mat’dak said, then belched.

“Plan?” Annerson prompted.

“Uh, Wyer’s Yynsian, so he has past lives that sometimes bubble up to the surface,” Simplot said.

“I know that,”

“So he was trying some kind of Yynsian meditation to bring one of them back.” Simplot went on, “Fransie, a weatherman. Weather-person.”

“Meteorologist?”

“No, she just pointed at the map while somebody read off the forecast,” Simplot said, “But given the mess he’s made of the city so far, I think Wyer was getting a bit desperate,”

“Can’t blame him,” Mat’dak said, “Do you know how long it’s been since he got laid?”

“Quiet you,” Simplot said, “So he didn’t get the right past life. Any idea when Wyer will be back?”

“The medical file says he should come out of it in anywhere from a matter of minutes to a day or two,” Annerson said, “In the meantime, we might see a few random lives popping up to the surface. I’ve requested a complete list from Yyns…some place called the Temple of Mi Clane has it. Until then, I’ll keep him here for observation.”

“Good,” Simplot checked the time, “Then if there aren’t any major crises happening, I have a lunch date,”

“A date?” Annerson leaned forward, “With who? Matrian? Starfleet? Do I know him?”

“Ditch him,” Mat’dak cut in, “He’s just using your rack to get into the VIP line. He’ll be looking for the next best thing the minute he gets into the club,”

“It’s not a romantic date,” Simplot said to Annerson, “It’s more along the lines of ‘he must be destroyed’.”

“I thought that was the fifth date,” Annerson cracked.



As the women talked, Mat’dak relaxed on his bio-bed. He was a calm man, after all it took a lot of self-control to be a successful bouncer. This little reprieve from the depths of Wyer’s mind was nice, but he’d led a good, full life and was ready to rest.

Not all of the fourteen-odd lives contained in Wyer’s life-force were quite so relaxed.

“It is MY turn!” a sinister voice cried from the dark ether.

“What’s your hurry, buddy,” Mat’dak replied calmly, “There’s plenty of drink, plenty of wenches and plenty of song. Wait your turn.”

“I will not be denied!” There was a brief mental assault; more a testing of the waters than anything else.

“Stay in line, buddy!” Mat’dak warned.

“Infidel!” hissed the other life-force, “I KILL you!”

In the outside world, Simplot was just taking her leave. Akakkat, one of the most feared terrorists of Yynsian history, sank back into Wyer’s mind to contemplate his next move. Soon, he would live again!



Shurgroe looked around at the arching ceilings and gleaming stone pillars of the university. The smaller towers at the corners of the building were actually dormatories, Abela had informed him, while the main brick-work building housed classrooms and laboratories. The ornate central tower held the more up-scale lecture halls, staff offices and conference facilities.

“Keep up, Starfleet,” Abela called. Josh pulled his eyes away from a door labelled ‘Experimental Stealth Technology Laboratory’ and hurried to keep up.

“Why are we exploring an empty university?” he asked.

“We’re not exploring it,” Abela said, “I’ve got the complete map and layout of the place on my Traveller,”

“Your what?”

“Nevermind. The point is that the university has its own extensive library,”

“So we’re looking there.” Shurgroe nodded, “Makes sense,”

“No, we’re not,” Abela corrected him, “Young man, think for a minute. Would we keep classified information in the same building as the majority of our drunken youth?”

“It works for Starfleet Academy,”

“No, we’re looking for the university’s main data conduits,” Abela said, “I clearly remember that we’d located the classified library somewhere in this part of the city, because we’d used the same data trunk for both libraries.”

Now Shurgroe was intrigued.

“You ran trunks as needed instead of building a full grid over the whole city?” he asked, his engineer’s mind suddenly analyzing the pros and cons of that approach.

“Not bad, sonny,” Abela said. Shed found a door leading down into the basement levels, “Now help me guide the grav-sled down the stairs without killing either of us!”



Captain Simplot stepped off the tram at Silverbrook Station. Located in the Outer Rim near Shipyard 3, Queen Anselia had renamed the station in honour of the ship that had helped push back the Qu’Eh invasion, much to Abela’s dismay. Not wanting her uniform to tip Harrison off to her true identity, Simplot was wearing a flattering yet casual dress. Her hair, brown this week, was flowing over her shoulders and she’d indulged in just a hint of perfume. Well, to most people emptying half the bottle wasn’t a hint, but it was definitely an indulgence! As she stepped out of the loading area and into the station lobby, Harrison strode up to her.

“You look fantastic, Janet,” he said smiling. He himself was neatly dressed, cleaned up and pleasantly scented.

“Thank you,” Simplot said, forcing out a smile, “But Harrison, what are we going to do in the Outer Rim? The city is empty! There isn’t even a restaurant yet!”

“That’s what you think, babe,” Harrison smiled. He led her into the curved red and blue corridors and out towards Spaceside, the very outer rim of the Outer Rim.

Simplot’s plan was simple: Get as much information as she could about this lazy good-for-nothing, then punish him for his insubordination. She’d already done some digging around in the Matrian databanks and had the perfect plan in place.

Harrison had led them to a turbolift that took them up a couple dozen levels before easing to a stop. Stepping back into the corridor he walked right towards a tall pair of frosted-glass doors. He tapped at the panel, interspaced with a series of breaks. One tap. Three. Five. Pause. Six. Pause.

135060, Simplot silently repeated to herself as the doors hissed open. Inside was a fully fledged Earth-style steakhouse. Simplot felt her eyebrows rising up in surprise. One wall of the restaurant was comprised of double-high windows looking out into Shipyard 3. Wrought-iron chandeliers hung from the ceiling and the furniture appeared to be made of heavy slabs of real wood. The inner wall contained not only a bar but also the food preparation area, a salad bar and even a modest buffet.

“Pretty cool, huh?” Harrison said, “The Silverado people got tired of waiting for the Matrians to actually start up some businesses in this place and started their own. Strictly off the books, you understand.

“That is SO….” So against regulations, Simplot wanted to say. But that steak DID smell really good. And she was undercover!

“SO cool!” she said instead, letting a little Valley High accent slip into her words.

He led her to a seat near the windows, but Simplot could barely restrain a gasp as she recognized the people sitting near by: Silverado’s senior staff! If they recognized her, they could blow her cover!”

“Uh, let’s find a nice quiet spot in a corner somewhere,” she said instead.

Shrugging, Harrison led her to a more secluded spot.

“Sure hope they know what they’re doing out there,” he said, nodding out into the shipyard. Simplot glanced out. She assumed there was a ship somewhere in there, but if there was it was completely obscured by the cloud of hull plates, structural members, power conduits and other random ship pieces that floated around the zero-g shipyard like a metallic cloud.

“I’m more worried about what you can do…in here,” Simplot said, rubbing one foot against the inside of Harrison’s leg. Keep him off balance. Her foot was quickly approaching knee-level. Most men would be turning into a gibbering mess right about…now.

“I like where your…mind…is going,” Harrison said instead, to Simplot’s dismay.

“Can I take your order?” a waiter had interrupted at just the right moment.

“Let me see the wine list,” Simplot said, yanking her foot away.

“Uh, beer,” Harrison said, looking disappointed.



Half a kilometre closer to the lake and a few dozen levels down, Abela and Shurgroe had found their way into a maintenance corridor that followed the data trunk leading out of the University.

“It’s like a maze down here,” Shurgroe said. He’d pulled out an old-style PEN of all things and started making tiny doodles on the palm of his hand. At least until he had to clutch at his rucksack strap to steady the damned thing after he banged it against an exposed pipe.

“What are you doing, anyway?” Abela demanded.

“Oh, just a good-luck sigil I learned,” he said, “It’s just for…um…wayward travelers.”

“Relax,” Abela said, “You’re perfectly safe!”

“I-I know. But better safe than s-sorry,”

Abela was quiet for a moment.

“I didn’t know that human culture included magic,” she said.

“M-most don’t,” Shurgroe said, “I mean, they all have their myths. But nobody seriously believes in it anymore,”

“But you do,”

“I b-believe that it doesn’t hurt to be thorough.”

“Hmmm.” Abela mused.

“Do M-Matrians have anything similar?” he asked.

Abela looked over at him.

“Would it matter?” she asked.

“I’m always interested in learning new spells and sigils,” Shurgroe replied.

“Even if they’re not actually part of your culture?”

“The Federation is all about exploring other cultures,” Shurgroe replied.

The lights in the corridor suddenly went dark. A second later emergency power kicked in. Their comm-badges crackled to life.

“Haven Command Complex to all personnel,” Ensign Kesser’s voice rang out, “No reason for serious alarm people, just a minor power outage. Also, we have a Yynsian running around the station under the influence of a past life! Confusing, I know, but if you see Wyer running around, STAY THE HELL AWAY!”

“We should return to the command tower!” Abela said.

“Transporter?” Shurgroe suggested.

“Starfleet might have perfected site-to-site beaming,” Abela said quickly, leaving the data trunk and searching for a stairway to street level, “But when we did it, we usually just melted people into walls!”

“No transporter,” Shurgroe gulped.

Abela was working another door panel. This one wasn’t responding to the normal ‘open’ command. Finally, Abela entered her classified access code and the door popped open.

“What the heck is this?” Shurgor wondered as they stepped into the room. The place was big, at least three levels high. A large computer console took up most of one wall on their level, presumably linked into the data trunk. A hexagonal table dominated the centre of the white-paneled room. Hundreds of rectangular Matrian data chips rested in softly glowing sockets on the table surface.

“Oh good,” Abela said, “We found the data library,”

“This is IT??”

“What were you expecting?”

“Books! Piles and scores of books! Data discs! Non-volatile media!”

Abela rolled her eyes.

“Just how primitive do you think we ARE???” she demanded. She’d evidently located the master index, as she had her finger running down a list of items. Finding what she was after, she quickly located an isolinear data chip, removed it from the table, plugged it into the computer console and tapped a few buttons. The chip flashed sporadically, then went dark again. Abela returned it to its previous location.

“Wha?” Shurgroe asked.

“Everything on that chip, including the computer personality, has been transferred to temporary storage,” Abela replied, looking for and locating the street level exit on an upper level balcony, “We can do the rest from the command tower, once we figure out what the problem is with Mr. Wyer.”

She turned to Shurgroe, looking somewhere between annoyed and confused.

“You jump at shadows, Simplot has no concept of responsibility, the security man…well, I haven’t even been able to find out his name yet, the lazy good-for-nothing. And now Wyer is possessed by a…a…past life???” she shook her head, “Are ANY of you people NORMAL???”

“If we were, this would be a pretty boring place?” Shurgroe offered, his tone making the statement sound more like a question.

“Let’s go,” Abela grumbled.



Kesser’s announcement hadn’t reached Shipyard 3. Simplot and Stoneryder were just finishing up their meals when there was a brief flicker in the lighting, followed by a gentle rumble as a nearby emergency generator kicked in.

“What was that?” Simplot sat up at once.

“Relax,” Harrison said, “The Matrian engineers down there are still having some problems with the industrial replicator. It’s cool,”

“Um, OK,”

Simplot wasn’t entirely convinced. Excusing herself, she made her way to the ladies room.

“Simplot to Ops,”

Nothing.

“Simplot to Haven Command Complex,” she sighed, “Report,”

“Lt Wyer is running lose,” Kesser replied, “He set off some kind of power cascade in Atrium 4 that overloaded the grid, then he scurried into the lower levels!”

“I’ll be right there,” Simplot said.

“Don’t you dare!” Simplot could hear Annerson’s voice in the background.

“Janet, this isn’t the time-”

“Franches and his jungle people are tracking Wyer,” Annerson said, “Abela and Shurgroe will be here in a few minutes and power will be up in fifteen minutes. Nobody was hurt.”

Simplot hesitated. Then another thought crossed her mind: As chief of security, why the HELL was Stoneryder still sitting in the restaurant while Franches and the Matrians chased after a crazy Yynsian???

“You’re right,” she said coolly, “I’ll be up shortly, but I need to deal with this personnel problem first,”

She quickly returned to her table.

“Everything OK?” Harrison asked, smiling.

“Oh, you know us girls,” Simplot laughed. The laugh sounded fake, even to her. How could she get Harrison out of the restaurant and into a situation where he could be dealt with, and quickly? THINK, Liz, she ordered herself. What did show about this man? Lazy, negligent, former porn-star…wait-a-minute!

“You know, she said, trying to look mischievous,”A friend of mind had every single one of your holo-programs. She said her absolute favourite was this one where she had you in this dungeon setup,”

“Ahh,” Harrison nodded, a gleam in his eye, “Pleasure- Mistresses of Andoria 3: The Revenge’,” he said.

“It’s too bad we haven’t gotten around to setting up some holodecks aboard the city,” Simplot sighed, “It sounded like fun,”

“Can you keep a secret?” Harrison whispered theatrically, leaning over the table.

“Sure can, big guy,”

“I’ve got my own little playroom hidden four decks from here,” he winked.

“Perfect,” Simplot grinned.



“The tram station’s over there!” Shurgue shouted. The snow wasn’t falling anymore, but it was still being whipped around by the chilling winds.

“Too slow!” Abela shouted back, “By the time we wait for a tram, get to the tower, climb the stairs and all there’s no telling what that nutjob could do!”

“Then how…”

Abela led him into the nearest building and rushed straight for the elevator.

“Don’t tell your captain about this little trick,” Abela winked. She pulled out her Traveller, then spoke.

“Command Center, emergency priority,” she pressed her thumb against the authentication panel in the turbolift, “Commit.”

With that, the turbolift dropped straight down, then shifted into lateral movement, taking them towards the central tower at breakneck speeds.

“I knew it!” Shrugroe snapped as they shot into an underwater tube crossing the lakebed. Through the windows of the lift doors he could see the occasional clump of seaweed, “These elevators CAN move between buildings!”

“Only in emergencies!” Abela said sharply, “The rest of the time, you use the transit system like everybody else!”

Shurgroe didn’t look happy.

“I know more about this city than anybody alive,” Abela told him as the lift reached the vertical shaft leading up to the command complex, “If you want to succeed here as an engineer, you don’t want to be on my bad side!”

“Good point,” Shurgroe admitted. The car slowed then came to a stop. Abela rushed out into the command complex without paying him a second thought.



Lieutenant Franches adjusted the strap holding his bow to his back as he ran into Atrium 4, his team close behind them. Despite their primitive appearance, the long hair, the leather straps, the loincloths and the bows & arrows, they were just as technologically advanced as the rest of the Matrians. More so, actually, as their tribe had dedicated the last two hundred years to hiding away from the chaos of the Gender Wars and to preserving Old Matrian knowledge. But that line of exposition can wait. At the moment, Franches and his team were running into the Atrium. He wasn’t sure what to expect as they stormed through the short corridor between the Transit Hub and the Atrium, so he was a little surprised to see Major Jakerd and a team of engineers standing in the middle of the empty, egg-shaped multi-story chamber studying an open panel.

“Which way did he go?” he demanded.

“The, uh, the security footage showed him running that way,” Jakerd pointing, “Towards the dressing rooms and prop storage!”

Atrium 4 had been designed to serve as a concert hall or theatre.

“No signs of damage,” Franches noted as he looked around, “How did he-”

“He programmed a feedback surge into the sound system,” Jakerd said, “And bypassed the cut-offs. If we’d been running the city at full power, he could have taken out the whole Atrium!”

“Starfleet treachery!” one of his team members, a wiry woman, snapped.

“So it seems,” Franches said.

“They say he’s just a bit…mixed up right now,” Jakerd said, “But whatever the case, this guy sure hates art!”

Franches waved his team forward, giving chase.



Simplot rushed into the command complex and practically flew up the stairs. Abela, Annerson and Shurgroe were standing on the second level, the three huge screens nearest them showing security footage of Atrium 4 and the surrounding areas.

“Report!” she ordered.

“Hey!” Annerson said, “You’re supposed to be taking care of-”

“He’s not going anywhere for awhile,” Simplot cut her off, “Besides, I thought it would be a good chance for some Starfleet/Matrian bonding later!”

“What?” Abela demanded.

“I got you a present,” Simplot said, grinning, “And not some sacred statue this time, either!”

“But yes, I know, it’s time for business!” she said, killing the grin before Abela could yell at her for not taking the situation seriously, “Janet, any idea how to get Wyer back?”

“I’ve mixed up a brew that should at least trigger the next past-life to pop out,” Annerson replied, “I gave it to Franches and his team. Did you know they already have blow-guns?”

“Cool,”

“But we have a bigger problem,” Annerson went on, “Wyer’s records just came back from the Registry of Past-Lives at the Temple of Mi Clane,”

“The what from the where?” Abela asked.

“Yynsians really do carry past lives with them,” Simplot explained to her, “It’s an alien thing. You just learn to accept it, sooner or later,”

“Right,” Abela scowled.

“Anyway, Wyer has eighteen past lives running around in his head!” Annerson looked meaningfully at Simplot.

“So?”

“So the average is six!” Annerson said, “Do you know WHY he has an extra eight lives in there?”

“Sounds like he died a lot,” Abela crossed her arms, “Which means he has plenty of practice for what I’m about to do to him!”

“No,” Annerson said, “Worse,”

She paused.

“Enough with the suspense thing!” Simplot snapped.

“Three of his previous lives were terrorists!” Annerson wailed, “And half the others were explosives or demolitions experts!”

Now Abela looked lived.

“You MUST,” she said, her voice dripping with venom “be JOKING!”

“No,” Annerson gulped, “From what I’ve seen in the records, we’re dealing with Akakkat, a religious extremist known for bombing cultural centres to stop the spread of…uh,” she consulted her padd, “Infidel heresy. But when he changes lives we might get Krebbot, a freedom fighter for a smaller Yynsian province who had a habit of bombing mass transit, or Refec, a suicide bomber from an old Yynsian civil war!”

“How did this guy get into Starfleet?” Abela demanded.

“Well, our recruitment policy says we can’t discriminate based on past life experiences,” Annerson shrugged.

“How would that even get into the rulebook?” Abela wondered.

“I imagine the Yynsians put it there,” Simplot said.

“Don’t worry,” Annerson assured them, “We just have to catch him and keep him restrained until Wyer comes back.

“As long as he doesn’t blow anything up first!” Abela snapped.



Wyer/Akakkat ran through the silver & grey paneled maintenance corridors deep below the Transit Hub. Akakkat had, in fact, been trying to rig an explosive resonance cascade in the power systems around the concert hall, but just enough to Wyer’s influence had remained to ensure that only a relatively harmless power cascade resulted instead. Furious, Akakkat was now focusing almost all of his energies on burying the Wyer life-force as deeply as possible.

He took a left into a stairwell leading deeper below ground. Akakkat had spent much of his admittedly brief life hiding from the infidels; the underground environment was comforting. Unfortunately, he was focusing so much on repressing Wyer that he was completely unprepared for the mental assault of Refec.

The struggle was brief, and within minutes Akakkat was buried just as deeply as Wyer. Refec opened his eyes, alive again!

He quickly consulted Wyer’s memories on this infidel flying monstrosity and formulated a new plan of attack.



Simplot, Shurgroe and Annerson had moved up to the command deck and seated themselves in the comfortable seats surrounding the holo-table. On the second level Abela was still shouting commands back and forth to Lieutenant Franches and his team. Her Matrian crewmen were pacing the ring-shaped second level, gazing intently at the double-high screens as they displayed shifting security footage.

“I have movement in Sector 3, Level 5-minus,” reported one of them.

“Franches, get somebody to Sector 3, Level 5-minus,” Abela snapped, “And I want the exits sealed to Sectors 1 and 4!”

A few minutes later, Franches reported back.

“He’s not here, ma’am,” he said, “He must have slipped out before the doors were sealed.”

Simplot shook her head.

“These guys just don’t know how to deal with this kind of thing,” she said.

“Then why aren’t you showing them?” Annerson asked.

“Wha?” Simplot started.

“Part of our mission here is to teach them what they need to become part of Starfleet, isn’t it?” Annerson said pointedly, “I don’t see how you’re going to accomplish that if you’re sitting around here muttering about how incompetent they are,”

Simplot blinked.

“You are absolutely right,” she said, “I wonder why I never thought of that?”

“That’s what you’ve got us for,” Shurgroe shrugged.

“Hey, don’t go stealing credit for my advice, cult-boy!” Annerson said.

As they began to bicker, Simplot rose to her feet and stepped purposefully toward the railing around the command deck.

“Colonel,” she called down, “I want one of your people scanning for Yynsian life-signs on the lower levels. It’s far more effective than tracking him by the security cameras!”

“The controls for that are right beside you,” Abela shot back.

“I’m not that familiar with your systems,” Simplot replied, “I need one of your people to help me here,”

Abela hesitated.

“Now, Colonel,” Simplot said, lowering her voice.

“As you wish,” Abela inclined her head, “Fissett, assist the Captain.”

The Matrian woman moved quickly up the steps and sat at the control pulpil next to Simplot. She tapped a few controls.

“There,” she said.

Simplot looked at the screens surrounding the pulpit.

“I don’t see anything!” she complained.

Annerson had moved to the railing and was staring down.

“Ahem,” she cleared her throat, then pointed.

Simplot looked down, only to find that the lower windows had switched to holographic mode. They still showed the city, but the blowing snow was no longer visible, and the buildings appeared as translucent wireframes, their internal rooms and passageways (at least those facing the command pod) now fully visible. A series of humanoid shapes were scattered in the residential tower nearest them, and several more were moving through the Transit Hub down below.

“Wow,” Simplot said, her eyes wide, “That’s WAY easier than trying to squeeze a couple dozen decks worth of starship on a little screen! Can you zoom in on the Yynsian life signs?”

Abela turned, then leaned over the railing to face the nearest window. She snapped her fingers.

“Window L-3” she called. She then pointed both index fingers at the Transit Hub, and spread her arms. The window obediently zoomed in, adjusting transparency so that Simplot could now easily see five decks below the ring-shaped chamber.

“It’s easy,” Abela snapped, turning back to the security footage.

“But we still haven’t found the Yynsian life-signs!” Simplot complained to Fissett.

“What are Yynsian life-signs?” Fissett asked.

“They’re in the Starfleet database, dear,” Annerson said helpfully.

“You two,” Simplot said firmly, “Why are you still up here? Get down there and help them catch Wyer!”

Shurgroe gulped. Annerson took him by the arm and pulled him towards the stairs.

“Close your eyes, Josh,” she said, “We’ll be in the turbolift in a minute!”

As they passed Colonel Abela, Shurgroe cracked his left eye open just long enough to snag her Traveller from her belt.

That would make things easier.



Refec had spent a few more minutes maintaining the seemingly random route Akakkat had been taking through the lower levels of the Downtown island. Wyer’s memories were not very detailed when it came to the layout of this strange place, but they did include a rough map of the city, including a series of passageways that led under the lake. When he came across one he immediately sprinted as fast as possible, putting as much distance between himself and the security team tracking him as he could.

After his sprint became a wheezy run and finally an exhausted jog, he came across a cross-corridor. From there, it was a simple matter to reach his goal: one of the city’s three antimatter reactors.

Refec had lived and died during a time when Yyns had barely begun experimenting with fusion bombs, and so he wasn’t familiar at all with antimatter. But his Wyer-o-pedia told him that it would make one hell of a big bang, which was exactly what he wanted.



“Tissue salt content,” Fissett muttered to herself as she adjusted Haven’s internal sensors, “Bio-electric field micro-voltage. And…body temperature vs. heart rate graphs,”

There was a soft beep, then all the dots on the sensor displays vanished, save for one.

“Where is that?” Simplot demanded, doing the point & zoom motions that Abela had shown her to zoom in on the Yynsian life-sign. He’d already crossed the lake and was headed for a large, windowless structure.

“He’s almost at one of our reactors!” Abela cried.

“Simplot to Shurgroe,” Simplot tapped her badge, even as Abela relayed orders to her own team, “He’s nearing reactor…um…reactor two! I don’t think we’re dealing with Akakkat anymore!”

“No,” Annerson’s voice came back, “From the profiles Yyns sent, I’d say we’re probably dealing with either the suicide bomber, or the guy that sprayed antimatter at a police station.”

Simplot was dumbstruck.

“Threw WHAT at WHO???” she demanded.

“Yyns had some dark, dark times,” Annerson’s voice came back, “Like Earth was much better?”



In a turbolift rushing beneath the lake, Shurgroe and Annerson were waiting impatiently as the seaweed outside shifted gently in the current.

“Do we r-r-really want to chase right after a suicide bomber?” Shurgroe asked.

“Not my choice,” Annerson said, “But who knows what kind of problems he could cause if he decides to blow himself up in a public place!”

“Hmmm,” Shurgroe thought for a moment, then tapped at Abela’s Traveller. The turbolift picked up speed. Rather than shifting at the next cross-junction, it continued travelling towards the Outer Rim.

“Josh? The bad guy is back there!” Annersoner snapped.

“I have a better idea.” Shurgroe said.



Refec stared in awe at the Matrian reactor stack that dominated the chamber he’d entered. The doors had been sealed, but the knowledge in his Wyer-o-pedia had allowed him to bypass the temporary lockout. Shaking himself mentally, he ignored the reactor column and instead moved to a series of small magnetic bottles stacked in a nearby storage rack. They were intended to transfer small quantities of antimatter between reactors, but would do just find for what he had in mind.

It was the work of minutes to move a small amount of antimatter to a bottle and strap it to his tunic. Wyer’s knowledge told him even that tiny amount, barely the size of a seed, was equivalent to an entire pack filled with TNT. A few minutes more and he had a primitive detonator. Perfect.

Now he just had to select the perfect target.



“He’s on the move again,” Fissett reported, manipulating Window L-2. “He’s in a tram, heading for bridge three!”

“Sensors are detecting small quantities of antimatter!” cried another tech.

“Abela,” Simplot asked, worried, “What would happen if we had an antimatter explosion in the Transit Hub?”

Abela’s eyes widened.

“Depending on the size, it could shut down our whole public transit system,”

“That’s not so bad,” Simplot gave a sigh of relief.

“Or it could enough structural damage that the command tower and twelve surrounding sub-towers come crashing down in a giant fireball!” Abela finished.

Simplot’s eyes bugged out.

“JOSH!” she screamed out, “You better have a plan!”

“Lock down the trams!” Abela snapped. Out the window, they watched Refec’s tram slow to a stop, barely a quarter of the way over the bridge.

“We need to get down there,” Simplot snapped, dashing for the stairs.

Abela’s hand reached for her Traveller, only to find it missing.

“That little Starfleet sjikit,” she grunted. “Fissett! Traveller!”

Without asking for details, Fissett unclipped her own Traveller from her belt and tossed it to Abela.

“What’s that?” Simplot asked, following Abela into the turbolift.

Don’t worry about it,” Abela replied. She tapped at the Traveller, then tapped it to the turbolift panel. The lift dropped down the tower, then shot off to the side. In under a minute, the doors opened into a corridor near the edge of the Hub structure. Abela ran down the corridor to a maintenance exit, leading them right behind one of the transit tracks where it exited the Hub. Just ahead of them was the atmospheric field that kept the outside weather outside.

“Hope humans are resistant to frostbite,” Ablea said, forcing herself through the field and running along the tracks.

“Oh, sure!” Simplot said, following.

“He’ll probably get past the door lock on the tram,” Abela called out, “But hopefully that gives us time to catch him before he gets to the island!”



It had indeed taken several minutes for Refec to open the doors. Control was becoming more difficult; access to Wyer’s memories was taking far more effort than it had previously. His time was short.

Shivering as he stepped into the blowing snow, Refec looked up at his destination: the towering buildings of Downtown. He started running.



“Colonel, we’re in position at the other side of the bridge,” Franches reported, “We’re starting to move towards you,”

“Carefully, Franches!” Abela called, “Don’t spook him! He could blow this entire bridge to pieces!”

“Better the bridge than Downtown, ma’am,”

“There he is!” Simplot called. Sure enough, they could see the small, dark figure of Wyer running towards them, right between the tracks. She pulled out her phaser.

“So, how do we actually capture somebody who has a bomb strapped to his chest?” Abela asked.

“I have no clue,” Simplot replied.

“WHAT?” Abela demanded, “I thought you Starfleet types were used to stuff like this!”

“Well, suicide-bombing really isn’t a very popular practice, you know!” Simplot shot back, “I suppose we talk to him and hope that Wyer regains control?”

“Why do you people even work with aliens like this?” Abela asked.

“I don’t recall this sort of thing happening before,” Simplot admitted, “But the notes on Wyer’s file say that he’s usually very stable. He’s probably just overworked. Or maybe…” Simplot suddenly remembered the sound of Wyer’s head hitting the deck after she’d accidently pushed him out of his seat. “Uh-oh,”

“Uh-oh?”

“Well…head trauma has been known to do this to Yynsians. And I sort of accidently pushed him out of his chair when he was passed out in it, right after he tried to summon a past-life with weather experience”

Abela thought this over for a moment.

“I suppose it’s comforting that this sort of thing won’t happen at random.” She said.

“I’m glad you understand.”

“But he will be wearing a crash helmet for the rest of his stay here!” Abela finished.

“STOP RIGHT THERE!” Simplot shouted, aiming her phaser at Wyer.

“Let me pass, woman!” Refec replied, his hand moving near a blinking control on his belt, “Or I will kill us all right here!”

“You’re confused,” Simplot said, “This isn’t Yyns! Whoever you’re angry at, they’ve been dead for hundreds of years!”

Refec/Wyer’s expression wavered.

Abela’s eyes flickered up at the bridge support. The bridge itself was supported by two columns of duranium that arched from the central island to the mainland, supported halfway by a pair of curving pillars anchored to the lakebed. Support cables stretched from the main columns to the bridge platform on which they stood. Barely visible was a single figure. Its long hair was blown behind it in the wind, and it wore a loincloth over a layer of long underwear. The figure was sprinting across the curved column, precariously balanced, a coil of rope over one shoulder.

“Keep him distracted,” Abela snapped to Simplot.

“That’s what I’m doing!” Simplot replied tightly.

“I know Wyer is in there,” she said, “This is his body, and his life! You have no right to take it away from him!”

“He summoned us!” Refec replied.

“Actually, I’m pretty sure he just wanted the weather girl,” Simplot yelled back.

“No,” Refec replied, “He wanted our power! We will reshape this heathen place into our own image!”

“It’ll be hard to do that when you’re dead,” Simplot pointed out.

“We will return! In another body! In another life!”

“Yeah, and by that time everybody will have forgotten about what you do here!” Simplot shouted back.

Abela just shook her head. What the hell kind of conversation was this?



High above them, Lieutenant Franches was freezing his butt off in the wind and had just finished tying the rope to the bridge support. He was only going to get one shot at this…



“You’re not getting off this bridge!” Simplot shouted, “You might kill two of us here, but there’s no telling how many you’ll kill if we let you into Downtown!”

“Then our conversation is at an end,” Refec said, moving his hand towards the control on his belt.

“Wait!” Simplot shouted, “Uh, what about a suburb? Would that do?”

“HEY!” Abela snapped.

Refec seemed to consider.

“Is there a -YEAAHHH!!!”

His question was only half-finished when a blur swooped by, grabbing Refec/Wyer and flinging him off the bridge. Abela had seen Franches move into position from the corner of her eye, then jump from the bridge support, swinging like a pendulum straight at Wyer. Simplot however had been caught totally off guard. Abela dove at Simplot, pushing her to the bridge.

The bridge rumbled with the force of a powerful explosion, a column of water shooting up from the lake.

“Oh no,” Simplot managed to mutter, right before the wall of water crashed onto the bridge, nearly washing them off the edge. Just before the water hit, Abela barely had time to see the figure of Lieutenant Franches flying through the air.

Funny, before the water hid him from sight, she could have sworn he was covered with sparkling lights.



“You two,” Simplot said, draining her mug, “Are very lucky,”

“They’re not the only ones,” Annerson muttered, taking Simplot’s empty mug and replacing it with another one filled with hot cocoa, “Really, Liz? Running around outside in this weather without a jacket? Playing in the water when it’s below zero outside? You’re lucky you’re just cold! You should have hypothermia and about four missing fingers!”

“We took shelter in a building near the base of the bridge,” Abela said, sipping her own cocoa, “You’ve caused us a lot of problems, Mr. Wyer!”

In adjacent bio-beds in the clinic, Lieutenant Commander Wyer and Lieutenant Franches were bundled up in blankets; dermal regenerators strapped to their hands and feet where frostbite had taken its toll.

“You’re both lucky Josh decided to make a break for the runabout,” Dr. Annerson said, “If he hadn’t been hovering right over the dome, we might not have been able to beam you out before the explosion!” She turned to Franches “Or in your case, before you hit the water with enough speed to puverize half the bones in your body!” Shurgroe, looking sheepish, had already returned Abela’s Traveller. Expecting a minor explosion, he’d been somewhat surprised when instead she’d handed him a Traveller of his own.

“We’re all lucky the vest didn’t explode until it was underwater,” Abela said, “The damage was minimal, and nobody was injured. But this could have been an unmitigated disaster!”

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am, ma’am,” he said sheepishly, “I didn’t expect any of this to happen!”

“You could have told us before you tried,” Simplot said, “And you might have mentioned that little thing about, oh, having so many past-lives who died in explosions of one kind or another!”

“I…ahem…it wasn’t anybody’s business,” Wyer said , his voice becoming more confident.

“It wouldn’t have been, if this hadn’t happened.” Abela joined in. “But it did. And now we know.”

“There will be a reprimand in your file,” Simplot said, “And don’t pull this sort of thing again!”

She took Abela by the arm and led her out of the clinic.

“I still can’t believe we’re being so lenient with him,” Abela grumbled, “I’d like to see him sent back to Yyns on the next transport; preferably in a stasis pod!”

“One of the biggest lessons we have to learn at the Academy is how to deal with other cultures,” Simplot said, “It’s not always so simple. And besides, he’s a smart guy. We need him here.”

“Yes, we need him to end this blasted snow storm,” Abela grumbled.

“Can’t we just call it ‘winter’ and enjoy it for a while?” Simplot asked, “I mean, a couple more days and the lake will freeze over enough for us to go skating!”

Abela considered.

“For a few weeks, perhaps,” she allowed. She frowned. “But speaking of personnel problems, we need to deal with this Starfleet security chief problem. He should have been here to take personal command of this incident, not us!”

Simplot snapped her fingers. “I completely forgot!”

“What?”

“I have a surprise for you! Let’s get Janet, then we need to head to the Outer Rim!”



Lt Stoneryder was a little tied up at the moment. Literally.

Thinking he’d been about to take part in a harmless, kinky little diversion, he’d led ‘Janet’ right back to his secret playroom, complete with chains, a few different costumes, a swing and even a fully equipped restraint cross.

Of course, he’d been somewhat surprised when, after tying him up, she’d headed right for the exit instead of the neatly hung line of ‘torture’ equipment hanging on the nearby wall.

After half an hour, he’d become convinced that she wasn’t coming back. Another hour, and he was worried that she hadn’t even told anybody where he was. He could be stuck there for hours, days even! Oh God, they might be finding his decayed corpse still tied up here, years from now!

Finally, after a small eternity, the door hissed open, revealing ‘Janet’ flanked by several other people.

“I don’t want to see this,” the man with strange shapes shaved into his scalp said, turning away. ‘Janet’ and her two remaining companions stepped inside.

“Janet, sweetie,” he said, trying to smile, “If you were going to get some friends to play, you should have told me!”

“Wow,” Abela said, one eyebrow raised as she surveyed Harrison’s muscular build and…ahem…well-filled briefs, “And this is what your people consider to be…masculine?”

“You told him your name was Janet?” Annerson demanded, smacking Simplot on the arm.

“Sorry Janet, I panicked!” Simplot shrugged.

“Wait, what?” Harrison demanded, looking at each woman in turn, “You’re not Janet? Who are you?”

“I’m Captain Elizabeth Simplot, your commanding officer,” Simplot said pleasantly, “This is Colonel Myress Abela, my First Officer and the senior Matrian Defence Forces officer aboard. I believe you’ve been avoiding her for several weeks now?”

A look of panic came over Harrison’s face.

“Um, if this is about-”

“This is about your COMPLETE disregard of my authority, and the disgusting SHIRKING of your DUTY!” Abela shouted.

“Franches and the Civil Protection-”

“Are here to handle city police work and Matrian affairs,” Simplot cut him off, “And they are SUPPOSED to be working under your supervision and LEARNING from your EXAMPLE!”

“Look, OK, fine, I messed up,” Harrision swallowed, “Can we say thirty days in the brig and call it even?”

“Oh, no, no, no, Harrison,” Simplot said, “See, you’re on a Matrian station, under Matrian law. And did you know that under certain, specific circumstances Matrian law allows corporal punishment?”

“Circumstances that happen to include gross dereliction of duty,” Abela said, as she pulled a whip from behind her back. Unlike Harrison’s play-things, this one looked nasty, with tiny strips of hard material embedded in the leather.

“W-wait,” Harrison stammered, “You can’t do that! Federation law-”

“In situations like ours, the Federation does try to make certain allowances for local law, at the Commanding Officer’s discretion,” Simplot said, “You’re a security officer, you should know that,”

“B-but-”

“Now, I believe Matrian law requires a qualified doctor, to ensure no lasting harm is done?” Simplot asked.

“Present!” Annerson said brightly. She scanned Harrison with her medical tricorder. “He’s fine,” she said, “Besides, this thing of Abela’s won’t even leave a mark. It’s all electronic,”

“And we need somebody licensed by the Matrian government to administer punishments?” Simplot asked.

“Me,” Abela nodded, “Did you know that under Matrian law, there are cases where you can actually legally hire an assassin, if you have the judge’s approval?”

“Sounds like Andor,” Annerson said pleasantly.

“So, Lieutenant Stoneryder,” Simplot consulted her padd, “To beging with, we have twenty-three counts of disobeying a superior officer. That’s got to be good for what…ten lashes, Myress?”

“Easily,” Abela said, cracking the whip.

Stoneryder gulped.

“Can we at least record this? I could make a fortune on my FederNet Fans channel,”
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Size Matters Not

He was running down a corridor, the sound of metal tipped feet tapping behind him. The passageway seemed to stretch off forever; gleaming metal wall panels interspaced with access panels and lighting tubes. He glanced back behind him, terrified he would see one of those cold, metal faces gaining, just inches behind him.

He turned back just in time to see a pair of humanoid, metallic forms step out of a cross corridor that had just suddenly appeared right in front of him. Their four arms ended in wicked- looking tools, and there was a decided lack of mercy in their glowing red eyes. Even as he tried to dodge, one of them activated its plasma cutter, the glowing beam sizzling the air as it slashed right at his midsection.



Lieutenant Josh Shurgroe woke with a start and a cold sweat in his Inner Rim apartment. The bed sheets were tangled around his legs and his pillow was soaked with sweat. His hands went immediately to his stomach, searching for any charred flesh. Not finding (or smelling) any, he sighed with relief and fell back against the damp pillow. What a nightmare!

When he’d first learned that Haven’s shipyards were meant to employ a small army of construction bots, overseen by a slightly smaller army of organic workers, he’d had no issue whatsoever. After all, the Federation had been employing robotic construction of one kind or another for centuries.

On the other hand, after reading a report on how Colonel Abela had reprogrammed hundreds of the bots to defend her hidden stasis chamber with lethal force, he’d suddenly found himself with issues.

Climbing out of bed, Shurgroe gathered his housecoat and padded down the hall to the small den he’d converted into a shrine. Abela could talk all she wanted about the elegance and status of living downtown, but his apartment out in Level 34, Building 42 of Haven’s Inner Rim was at least twice the size of Captain Simplot’s place downtown.

He lit five candles; one for Buddha, one for Xixnar, Andorian goddess of masochism, another for the Wiccan Alynna, a fourth for Zeus and a fifth for Persephone, the matron goddess of the Followers of Persephone. Big surprise, huh? He arranged them carefully at the points of a green pentacle drawn on his floor with the tree sap taken from what some believed to have been a Sacred Grove of the ancient Druids. A small poppet or voodoo doll of himself was arranged carefully on a table in front of him, surrounded by small pieces of fruit, a few coins and less detailed poppets meant to represent family or friends.

The Followers of Persophone were, to civilized society, a pack of raving nut-jobs who had taken a random assortment of superstition and somehow cobbled them together into a dysfunctional religion. The High Priestess of Vortos, their spiritual leader, tried to paint them as an all-inclusive group, willing to absorb any belief that would add to their whole. This had somewhat worked for a time, however their numbers had dropped drastically after a few attempted invasions of the Federation, courtesy of the Borg. (Assimilation and absorption had become suddenly unpopular around then.) Shurgroe had heard her speak in the basement of a hotel on Risa during shore leave, and had latched right on.

As the smoke from the candles drifted around him, Shurgroe pulled out a padd and tapped a button.

“Today’s life goal:” the padd spoke, “Illuminate the malaise of the hyperborion wanderer,”

“Illuminate the malaise of the hyperborion wanderer,” Shurgroe repeated to himself.

Dousing his candles, he grabbed himself some breakfast from the replicator (ignoring his spacious, gleaming kitchen), ate, then hopped into the shower.

“Hyperborion wanderer,” he said again, running his fingers through his hair, “Illuminate that malaise. Hmmm.”

As he pulled on his uniform, there was a flash of light through his bedroom window as the Matrian star slipped neatly over Haven’s artificial horizon.

It was another day in the city, and Shurgroe had a lot of work to do.



“Very nice, Mr. Wyer,” Captain Elizabeth Simplot said, watching the sun rise from the Command Tower’s Principle Conference and Observatory Deck.

“Hmph,” Colonel Myress Abela grunted.

“And how long did you say it took you to make all the calculations?” Simplot went on, giving Abela an uncomfortable look.

“Two weeks,” Wyer said, “Keeping in mind our orbit relative to Matria Prime, the rotation of the city itself, the shadow of the planet,”

“We’re going to lose daylight every time our orbit takes us back around the night side,” Abela interrupted, “Re-work your equations and compensate,”

“B-but!” Wyer objected, “There’s nothing we can do about that, short of moving into a polar orbit! It took weeks just to get a sunrise and sunset every day at the right times!”

“Not good enough,” Abela said firmly, “Starfleet’s supposed to be creative. Start creating! Now get out of my sight!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Wyer mumbled, shuffling out of the room.

“You really didn’t-” Simplot started.

“I have to meet the Minister of Labour in Transporter Bay 23 in fifteen minutes,” Abela said, “I really don’t have time to argue over it,”

“Speaking of, why didn’t you people install transporter rooms here in City Hall? Why are they wayyyy the hell out in the Outer Rim?”

“First, NO!” Abela snapped, “Bad Starfleet! This is the Command Tower, NOT ‘City Hall’!”

“Fine. What about the transporter bays?”

“Security,” Abela said, “And we have six transporter bays below the tower, in the high- security decks. They just aren’t for public use,”

“About that too,” Simplot spoke quickly as Abela stepped into the turbolift, “When are you going to show me around down there?”

“Later,” Abela said, hitting the manual door close. The fancy wood and glass doors of the C&O level rolled shut. Simplot watched as the turbolift dropped out of sight.

“That woman is a bitch,” she sighed.

Time to head down to her office. Maybe Shurgroe would have some good news for her.



Thousands of light-years away, the USS Roadrunner was cruising along at a brisk Warp 7. In the tiny bridge, Lieutenant Cindy Mytim tapped at the science console.

“We’re leaving the space covered by the Wuyan star charts,” she reported, “Continuing sensor sweeps.”

“Very good, very good,” Acting Captain Taylor Virgii replied, sipping at his cup of tea, “Mr. Boxer, anything on the tactical sensors?”

No reply.

“Mr. Boxer?” Virgii repeated. He slowly became aware of a soft sound. He turned around to see Boxer stretched awkwardly to one side, one leg scratching up at his side, his lips pulled back in a strange grimace.

“BOXER!” Virgii snapped, “Dear lord, man, pull yourself together!”

With a yip, Boxer immediately straightened out, hand-paws reaching out for his panel. The sudden motion put him off balance, his hand-paws suddenly flailing as he slid halfway out of his seat. Outside the bridge windows, a single photon torpedo sped off into the distance.

“Oopsie,” Boxer gulped.

“Mr. Boxer!” Virgii shook his head, “We are now in uncharted territory! We are far from home, and we depend on you to warn us of danger! You are our William Tell! Our DEW line!”

Boxer looked blankly back at him.

“Our…guard dog,” Virgii finished lamely.

“Oh!” Boxer’s ears perked up, “Yessir, Mr. Virgii! Captain Virgii! I sure am! Don’t worry, with Bull’s-Eye Boxer on the case we’ll see those bad-guys, no matter now far-”

“Sir, we’re being approached and hailed by an unknown vessel,” Mytim cut in.

Virgii and Boxer stared at each other for a moment.

“Mr. Boxer?” Virgii prompted, “your panel?”

“Hmmm?” Boxer turned back to the tactical panel, “Oh yeah. A ship has matched velocities two thousand meters from us and wants to talk,”

Virgii clenched his teeth.

“On screen,”

A blob of something…something purple appeared on the screen.

“This is <unintelligible bubbling> of the trader <more unintelligible bubbling>,” the blob spoke, “We are but humble merchants, eager to trade our wares. Might we interest you in visiting our on-ship demonstration bay?”

“Thank you for your kind offer, but I think not, no,” Virgii said immediately, “We appreciate your hospitality, and wish you a pleasant day.”

He turned to Mytim.

“End transmission,” he said pleasantly.

She stared at him for a moment, not moving.

“Oh very well,” he muttered crossly, examining the panel next to his chair until he found the cut-off button.

“They’re resuming their previous course,” Boxer reported.

Mytim continued staring at Virgii.

“Is there a problem?” he finally asked.

“What did you do that for?” she asked. He voice remained very calm, but there was a degree of ice in her words that wasn’t normally present. Not ice as in ‘cold shoulder’, but ice as in ‘sharp, steel-tipped icicle’.

“Virgii’s Law #4,” Virgii said proudly, “‘A Federation starship more than one thousand light-years from friendly space will not engage in unnecessary commercial transactions’. It’s just asking for trouble.”

“It wouldn’t have hurt to have seen what they’re selling,” Mytim said, keeping her voice carefully controlled.

“But it could have, my dear,” Dr. Strobnik added confidently from his panel, “There’s a mathematical formula to the matter. Consider the number of…”

As Virgii droned on, Mytim glanced at the chrono, just wondering when this blasted day would end.



A few hours later, Mytim was able to turn her panel over to Ensign Kilpatrick, a far-too-cheerful Bolian on Beta shift. Squeezing her way off the cramped bridge and down the gangway to Deck 2, Mytim fumed over Virgii’s arrogance. The man could not be reasoned with! Another gangway took her to Deck 3 and her quarters. The door hissed open and Mytim stepped into the small room. Her narrow bunk was up against one wall, directly beneath a set of storage shelves and next to the small closet. Across from it was the narrow door leading to her shared bathroom along with a chest of drawers. Her desk took up the outer wall, looking out through a pair of windows into space. The Roadrunner was a small ship, even smaller than the Defiant-class ships. The designers had made some effort to make it more comfortable, but the rooms were still small and utilitarian. Aside from the astral view, it was almost as bad as living in the Academy dorms again! And she had no scented candles, no delicate cloth wall hangings and no objects d’art to class up the place and give it that atmosphere she wanted.

With a small sigh, Mytim grabbed a padd and loaded up a good book. She sat at her desk and began to read.

And just as quickly got back up again. No, that wasn’t comfortable at all. She daintily sat on her bunk. Slid back to lean against the wall. Tried propping herself up with a pillow.

“This is…this is…most distressing!” she said delicately, jumping to her feet and charging out of the room.



Aboard Haven, Lt Cmdr Shurgroe was becoming equally frustrated.

“Look, I don’t want much,” he said, addressing a burly Matrian woman, “I just want a status update on the work you people are doing and a look around the shipyard!”

“The shipyard is closed to all non-shipbuilders,” she replied, “Classified project, top secret,”

“Y-you’re rebuilding a Starfleet Ambassador-class starship,” Jeffery said, “And I’m your Director of Shipbuilding!”

“If you tell anybody what we’re doing here, I’ll have you killed immediately,” the woman snarled.

Shurgroe gulped.

“I…I’d like to see you try?” he forced out.

She took one menacing step towards him.

“I’m going, I’m going!” he squeaked, turning tail and fleeing. A few minutes later he was back at Silverbrook Station, the closest tram station to Shipyard 3.

“You’re not being very helpful today,” he muttered, running his fingers through the confidence charm he’d shaved into his head the night before. He checked his chrono. By the time he’d met Simplot for the morning, checked on some work being done in Docking Bay 4 and the refurbishment of Docking Port 43, most of his morning was gone. He’d intended to invite Lt Cmdr Jeffery and Major Dekair, the Matrian Master Shipbuilder in charge of yard 3, for lunch to try to break down their wall of silence.

As he rode the tram back towards Downtown, he realized that maybe he should have called ahead first.



Ten minutes later, Shurgroe walked into Dr. Annerson’s office.

“Hi Josh,” the pleasant, middle-aged woman said, “Here for a refill on your meds?”

“No, no,” Shurgroe shook his head, “I have plenty of those. What I don’t have is a way into the shipyards! Those Matrian women keep kicking me out!”

“Have you tried talking to Colonel Abela?”

Shurgroe bit his lips.

“I don’t wanna,” he said after a moment, “She’s…she’s sort of the type that expects you to take care of your own problems. And I’m sort of on her good side right now,”

“Hmm. Don’t tell Wyer that. He’ll be jealous.”

“What? Why?”

“Never mind,” Annerson waved a hand, “So why are you coming to me? I’m a doctor, and Captain Simplot said I’m not supposed to hand out any more tranquilizer blowguns,”

“Lunch,” Shurgroe said simply, giving her a blank look.

“Oh, shall we dine at the McBaughb’s, the Double ‘D’ Diner, or Wonka’s Chocolate Factory?”

“We have a Chocolate-”

“There are no restaurants open on the station yet, Josh,” Annerson cut him off, “And I’m not eating in the CT Café today!” The CT Café was a cafeteria-like replimat located on Level 15 of the Command Tower.

“Why?”

“Because Liz had a sign made that says ‘City Café’, and as soon as Abela sees it she’s going to tear us all new bodily orifices. Orifi? Whatever,”

“But I’m hungry!”

“Stop whining, Josh!” Annerson sipped her coffee, “Did it cross your little mind that maybe the real reason you’re here instead of in Shipyard 3 is because complaining to me is so much easier than actually doing something?”

“So that means no lunch?”

“It means, Josh, that maybe you should take some firmer action than just standing outside their door, begging to be let in.” Annerson sat back in her seat, crossing her arms.

“Like what?”

“They want you to be a shipbuilder, right?”

“Well, ya,”

“Then go build something!”



Mytim had sat in every chair in the Roadrunner’s cramped lounge, in at least two different positions.

The lounge was opposite the mess hall, towards the front of the ship. It was tiny, like the mess hall, about twice the size of Mytim’s quarters. Only two other crewmembers were present, one of whom looked strangely at Mytim as she tried to get comfortable.

Finally giving up, Mytim tossed the padd into a disposal and started looking for Laarthi.

She found her on Deck 4, working on an illuminated rack in one corner of the small cargo bay.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to grow something edible,” Laarthi replied, her tail swishing in pleasure despite the clear lack of anything living in what Mytim could now see was a hydroponics rack, “And how are you spending your free time this evening?”

“Wishing for a properly designed chair,” Mytim sighed, “This ship is just so…just so…bland! There’s no grace, no elegance!”

“Replicate one,” Laarthi suggested.

“An elegance?”

“No, a chair!”

“And place it where?”

“Hmmm. Good point,”

“I’m accustomed to a certain level of luxury,” Mytim went on, “But ships this size aren’t about luxury. We’re supposed to be in a Starbase right now, orbiting a friendly planet filled with luxury goods for sale, and Virgii won’t even let us trade or shop anymore!”

“What?” Laarthi spun around, “How am I supposed to get more seeds or better equipment if we can’t barter?”

“He claims that we’re more likely to get attacked if we keep stopping to talk to strange races,”

“Well,” Laarthi had to admit, “He has a point,”

“Maybe he does,” Mytim admitted, “But sooner or later, we’re going to need supplies. And do you want to be haggling for them because we’re on the verge of running out?”

“I think you’re over-reacting again,” Laarthi said calmly, walking over the the replicator. “Two units of fertilizer mixter Laarthi 21-B,”

The computer beeped.

“Request denied,” it said. Then the voice changed to a digitized version of Virgii’s British accent. “Virgii’s Law #5: Save now, Have later,”

Laarthi’s left eye twitched.

“I have a plan,” she said.



Back aboard Haven, Shurgroe was locked in Lab 4 in the Department of Shipbuilding tower. One of the six towers attached to the Command Tower, the DoS tower contained administrative and research space to support the shipbuilding facilities in the Outer Rim. It was also very empty, like most of the city. Only the Department of Police and External Security tower was quieter, as the Civil Protection Team was operating out of one of the smaller buildings in the suburbs and Lt Stoneryder couldn’t be bothered to climb the stairs up into the DoPES lobby.

In any event, Shurgroe had complete privacy and access to an impressive array of replicator patterns, tools, materials, micro-construction bots and everything else you’d expect for researching and modeling starship designs. A Matrian shipbuilding bot was powered down in one corner, but Shurgroe had given the creepy thing a wide berth.

“D-DoDO to D-DoS,” his comm-badge chirped. Shurgroe frowned at the strange message, then chalked it up as a malfunction in the comm system. On the table in front of him, a spherical framework about the size of a medicine ball was quickly taking shape. A tiny computer processor was already affixed to the inside, and Shurgroe was in the process of attaching a series of tiny anti-gravity units.

“Lt Wyer to Lt Cmdr Shurgroe,”

“Shurgroe here,”

“Why didn’t you answer my last comm?” Wyer asked calmly.

“Y-You tried comming me?”

“I’m D-DoDO. You’re D-DoS,” Wyer reminded him.

“That’s just too confusing,” Shurgroe said, “Keep that up, and all our wandering malaises are going to need alleviation,”

There was a long pause.

“What?”

“Nevermind. Shurgroe out,” he went back to work, replicating a series of tiny phaser arrays.

“Wyer to Shurgroe,”

“Yes?”

“The reason I was calling,” Wyer sounded tired, “Is that I need half a dozen construction bots for 45 Bahkar Street. The pool wasn’t drained before the city was hidden, and now it’s frozen. The ice is buckling part of the penthouse suite ceiling.”

“T-t-t-thats your job. Inside the city stuff,”

“I am aware of that. However the construction bots are all assigned to Shipyard 3. I can’t get any without your authorization,”

“I’m…er…working on my authorization right now,” Shurgroe said, fixing the first phaser emitter into place.

“Please hurry,” Wyer said. He sighed, then dropped his voice, “Abela is already on my case over resale value,”

“Seen,” Shurgroe said, holding back a giggle, “Let me get back to you tomorrow,”



Aboard the Roadrunner, Laarthi and Mytim were waiting in the tiny conference room for Virgii.

“I traced the course of the trading vessel here,” Laarthi said, pointing to a planet just off their projected course, “I’ve also detected trace amounts of dilithium here,” she pointed to another start system, off their course in the opposite direction, “and here,” she pointed back at the first planet.

“I scanned those systems. There was nothing,” Mytim said.

“There is now that one of the sensor arrays is out of alignment,” Laarthi said, “We send Virgii and the Roadrunner to check out this system, while we take the shuttle back along the merchant-ship’s route and find something to buy,”

At that moment, the doors swished open and Virgii stepped in.

“Ladies, always a pleasure to set aside some of my personal time in the line of duty,” he said, taking a seat.

Five minutes later, Virgii was interrupting their little briefing.

“No, no,” he said, “Virgii’s Law #4 clearly states that a Federation-”

“Virgii’s Law #8 states that anytime you see dilithium, you should grab it immediately!” Laarthi interrupted.

“There’s no such law!”

“There should be! We run out of that stuff, and we’re dead in the water!”

Virgii hesitated.

“Think of it in turns of cost vs. savings,” Mytim jumped in, “The fuel cost for this detour is insignificant. But even half a kilo of dilithium could stretch our power supplies considerably.

“Very well,” Virgii said, “But you will stay in constant contact with me! I will authorize every aspect of your excursion, and-”

“Thanks, we’ll be in the shuttle!’ Mytim said, grabbing Laarthi by the arm and heading out.



The next day, Shurgroe strode confidently out of Silverbrook Station and down the corridor to Shipyard 3. His medicine-ball sized construction hovered over his right shoulder, a small control box clenched in his right hand. Those guards wanted to see his building skills? Here they were.

“Good morning ladies,” he said, approaching the guarded yard entrance, “I brought a little surprise for you,”

“What is that thing?” one of the demanded.

“The Death Star!” Shurgroe said proudly.

“The what?”

“Oh, umm…I-it’s from an old Earth classic. It’s a giant space station that destroys planets. Or a model of one, anyway. See?”

He pressed a button and a series of green beams shot out of a large dish on the upper surface of the sphere, converged, and speared out to hit one of the women square in the chest.

“Tingles a little,” she said, annoyed.

“So there. I built something. N-n-now let me in?”

The guard laughed. Then she reached out and tousled his hair. Like he was a kid brother that had just shown her a neat trick!

“Nice try, little guy, really. Tell you what, I’ll tell Major Dekair you stopped by, OK?”

“N-no,” Shrugroe force out, “I need half a dozen construction bots for a project in the city!”

“You’re really not in a position to be asking for favours, pip-squeak,”

“Aren’t I?” Shurgroe twisted a control and the Death Star rose over his shoulder and flew towards the guard. There was a hum as it’s weapon system prepared to fire again, this time at higher power.

With a move that would have made a basketball player proud, the closest guard reached out and slammed the model station down as through to dribble. Instead of bouncing, the lower quarter of the model smashed to pieces and sparks flew as the power cell shorted out.

“Oh…crap…” Shurgroe muttered.

“Try again tomorrow, kiddo,” the guard chucked as he picked up the scattered pieces.

“Oh, I will,” Shurgroe muttered, “I sure as ‘H’, ‘E’, double-hockey-sticks will!”



“This is shuttlecraft Little Beeper to bridge, requesting departure clearance,” Lt Laarthi said into the comm, sitting properly at the shuttle’s pilot station.

“Releasing docking clamps,” the voice of Dr. Strobnik came back, “Do watch out for the ring nacelle when you depart.

“Hard to miss it,” Laarthi said. Indeed, the upper half of the shuttle’s window was dominated by the inner side of the Roadrunner’s quantum slipstream nacelle. There was a metallic-sounding THUNK as the clamps holding the shuttle in its socket on the upper rear of the Roadrunner’s main hull retracted. With a puff of manoeuvring thrusters, the shuttle eased free of the larger ship, then flew clear.

“Three days without having to listen to that overblown, pompous windbag,” Laarthi sighed, “You know, I didn’t realize until now just how badly I needed it,”

“If I don’t hear his voice once, it’ll be a successful trip,” Mytim agreed.

“Course is set. Engaging warp drive,”

“Virgii’s Law #7,” the computer abruptly spoke, “Haste makes waste. Please select a lower warp factor,”

“Chief Engineer’s override,” Laarthi said, “Authorization kilo, tango three fifty-four,”

The computer beeped, then went quiet.

“It appears you do have a few perks with your new position,’ Mytim observed.

“If only shutting up the real thing was as easy,”



The next morning, as Mytim and Laarthi were still warping to their destination, Dr. Annerson was walking through the paneled hallways of the Command Tower, a tray of food balanced on one hand and a map padd in the other. If only the city had been built with one of those neat ‘follow the lights’ guide systems! Of course, maybe it had been, but nobody had gotten around to activating it yet.

In any event, she was trying to find her way to the workshop where Shurgroe had apparently been working all night. He’d missed the staff briefing that morning, sending a message saying that he was working on something important. Captain Simplot had seemed willing to let the matter drop, but Colonel Abela had tracked his message to the source and insisted on sending somebody to ‘handle’ him.

She reached the end of the long corridor taking her from the central Command Tower to the DoS tower. A series of transparent aluminum security doors had been propped open, more evidence that the building wasn’t seeing much use. After moving past a deserted security desk and navigating a short maze of smaller hallways, she found herself at the entrance to Laboratory Workshop #4.

“Josh?” she called, “Are you in there? I brought breakfast!”

There was a sort of mumbled reply…nothing she could make out.

She juggled for a moment, trying to get a hand free enough to hit the door control. Finally she grunted, purposefully dropped the map padd and opened the door.

“I said don’t come in!” Shurgroe said frantically, trying to shield something from her with his body.

“Why not? Are you working on another sex-bot?” Annerson tsk’ed, “Really, Josh, wasn’t getting your thingy stuck the one time bad enough?”

“It’s nothing like that,” Shurgroe muttered, his face turning beet-red, “And that wasn’t a sex-bot. It was a…it was a…was a…um. Educational aid?”

“Uh-huh,” Annerson winked. She noticed something on one of the other workstations in the room. It looked like a half-smashed globe. “Having some trouble?”

“It’s those shipyard women again,” Shurgroe said glumly, “I thought that if I built something, they’d take me seriously.”

“Didn’t work?”

“Nope,”

“So whatcha doing now?”

Shurgroe, looking like he was about to give up the combination to the vault containing his life savings, reluctantly moved to the side, revealing his newest project.

Annerson’s jaw dropped as she looked at the model. Nearly a meter across at the base, it was shaped like a metallic, horizontal snowflake; six pier-like platforms attacked at the centre, each of them supporting a cluster of glittering metal-and glass towers. The central section, where the piers joined, contained the biggest cluster of towers, dominated by a single spire that thrust up above the others.

“Another Matrian city?” she asked. Even as she said it, she could see the architecture was all wrong. The model was grey and metallic, while Matrian architecture emphasized stone in blue and red colours. The model also lacked any greenery, essential to all Matrian designs.

“No. More Earth science-fiction,” Shurgroe said, “Like the Death Star,” he nodded at the half-smashed globe, “It’s the city of Atlantis. Or at least a fictional version of it.” He hit a button on a control panel and the city eased off the table, hovering in the air. Another button and a hazy shield appeared around the model city. “Some tricks with holograms and forcefields, but at least this one’ll be harder for them to smash,”

He tapped a few more buttons and the city returned to the workbench.

“I just have a few more tweaks to make, then I’ll show those bi…um…those mean girls who the master builder is!”

“Well, have some breakfast first,” Annerson advised, “Then you can worry about flying your little city around the…city…later.”



“This is the Federation shuttlecraft Little Beeper,” Mytim said calmly, “Requesting landing pattern.

“Little Beeper, this is <gurgle> control,” a watery-sounding voice, similar to the blob they’d encountered before spoke, “Nature of your visit?”

“Shopping!”

“Are you bringing any fruits, meats or nuts onto the planet?”

“No fruits, no meats,” Mytim replied, “And we left the nut back on our other ship,”

“Our sensors are detecting one hundred and twenty kilograms of meat aboard your ship,” the voice replied.

Laarthi and Mytim exchanged a confused look.

“Uhhh…there’s nothing in here but us,” Laarthi said.

“Ohhh….you’re carbon-based bipeds?”

“We are,”

“Why didn’t you say so? Just be sure you get a flesh receipt on your way through customs. Transmitting landing co-ordinates now,”

“Suddenly, I’m questioning whether or not this is a good idea,” Laarthi said.

“There is no possible way the two of us weigh more than one hundred and ten kilos,” Mytim said.



“OK, here are your flesh receipts,” the amorphous blob behind the counter said pleasantly, “Now, your reason for visiting is commerce. Which of you is the merchant, and which of you is for sale?”

“I..what…we…” Laarthi stammered.

“Kidding, kidding,” the blob said, jiggling like a bowl of jello, “I never get tired of that one. OK, everything appears to be in order. Enjoy your stay on <gargle-blat>. And if you can correctly pronounce the name of our planet within forty-eight hours, you get a free dinner at <gurgle-mumble>!”

“How charming,” Mytim smiled insincerely, then grabbed Laarthi by the arm.

“First stop, furniture,” she said, “I need a chair that doesn’t force my back into new shapes.”

“Second stop, fertilizer,” Laarthi said.

They stepped out of the spaceport and found themselves confronted with a skyline of towering buildings, a web of streets and passageways and about three hundred anxious cab-drivers, eager for a new fare.

“First stop, a map,” Laarthi amended.



Shurgroe walked confidently down the corridors between Silverbrook Station and Shipyard 3, the model of Atlantis following him like an obedient puppy. Well, OK, as far as Shurgroe goes, his walk was pretty confident. Most people wouldn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.

In any event, he approached the same set of blast doors guarded by the same two Matrian security guards.

“Hey kiddo,” one of the said, “Bring anything new this time?”

“Sure did,” Shurgroe said. Atlantis hovered around the corner and came to a stop in front of the guards, turning slowly on its axis. Shrugroe had the distinct pleasure of watching the taller guard’s jaw drop in surprise.

“Very nice,” she finally said, admiring her reflection in the windows of a tiny building, “Could do with a lake. Or some grass. Or something other than metal. But not bad.” She stepped back, allowing the second guard to take a look.

“Tell you what,” the first guard said, “I bet Major Dekair would be interested in seeing what makes this thing tick. We’ll take it to her, then see if she’ll meet you in, oh, say tomorrow?”

“How about I take it to Major Dekair, and she can meet with me now,” Shrugroe said. “I-I-I am h-her boss, after all,”

“Uh-huh, whatever,” the second guard said. She reached out, grippeing one of the tiny buildings near the edge of the model. With a small snap, the tower broke off.

“Oops,” she said, smiling “Did I do that?”

“Bad move,” Shrugroe said, tapping a button. A domed force-field appeared around the model, zapping the guard’s fingers before she could do any more damage. Tiny hatches opened on the model, and a swarm of what looked like glowing, holographic fire-flies flew out, swarming straight at the offending guard.

“Hey!” she snapped, slapping at the tiny lights as they sparked against her skin, ’That HURTS!”

She swung her phaser rifle like a bat, trying to knock the attacking model to the ground. There was a brief flare of sparks as the force-field repelled the attack, then another swarm of holographic fire-flies burst out of the model and flew at the guard.

“Pretty cool, huh? Shurgroe said,”I installed a holo-generator for the effect,”

“OK, fine!” the first guard snapped, taking a step back, “Turn the damned thing off and we’ll take you to see Major Dekair!”

“Deal,” Shurgroe said. He tapped the ‘standby’ button on the model remote.

Instead of floating gently to the ground, Atlantis unleashed another attack, this time at the first guard.

“I SAID CALL IT OFF!” she called, wincing as tiny balls of energy popped against her arm.

“I’m trying!” Shurgroe cried, frantically slamming his finger against the ‘OFF’ button, “It’s not responding!”

The second guard fired her phaser, the beam crashing into the model’s shield. The model ducked around a corner, a steady stream of energy balls flying towards the phaser rifle until it sparked and went dead.

Then, quiet.

Shurgroe and the two guards looked at each other, then Shurgroe carefully peaked around the corner.

Atlantis was gone.

“Uh-oh,” he groaned.



Mytim and Laarthi collapsed, exhausted, into a pair of chairs in what they hoped was a restaurant. They were surrounded by the blob-like citizens of the planet, gurgling happily away in chairs that looked more like egg-cups. And they were extending tentacle-like extrusions of themselves around object on the nearby tables and seemed to be eating them. Mytime and Laarthi, the only two bipeds sitting in the more conventional off-worlder section, assumed they were eating.

“Twenty-five stores and not one acceptable chair,” Mytim said, fluttering one hand delicately, “How…dissapointing!”

Laarthi’s tail swished around angrily as she tapped at her tricorder.

“And the only acceptable source of fertilizer was their equivalent of a funeral home,” she hissed. A passing waiter expelled a pair of menus from itself with a wet ‘blurp’.

“Virgii’s Law #9: Avoid speaking to planetary citizens. It usually just makes them angry,” the tricorder spoke. Laarthi responded by tearing out the device’s tiny speaker.

“And that’s not helping!” she snapped.

“I wish I could say that we should just try again in the next star system,” Mytim sighed dramatically, “However, we both know that Virgii will never allow it,”

“I’m not hungry anymore,” Laarthi said suddenly, her gaze flickering between the incomprehensible menus and the bizarre goop the other customers were…absorbing. “Let’s just go back to the shuttle.”

“Very well,”

They stood and left. As they walked down the broad avenue leading back towards the spaceport, Mytim was overcome with a wave of frustration. This was all, totally and completely, Virgii’s fault. And what could they do about it? Nothing! The man was in command…more than that, they’d practically forced him into command. There was no Starfleet HQ to replace him, no fellow Captains (or Acting Captains) to influence him and no friendly ports where he’d have no choice but to let them get out and stretch their legs. There was nothing but the tiny confines of the Roadrunner, along with whatever friendly races they happened to find on their way home. And Virgii was apparently now intent on alienating as many of the…er…aliens…as possible.

Mytim took a deep breath. This was undignified. She calmed her mind, imagining all her anger and frustration was leaving her in waves, flooding away, leaving her calm and collected once more.

She was so caught up in her own mental state that she didn’t even notice a nearby blob shudder in surprise.



<garble-phloo> nearly liquefied in shock as it felt a wave of emotional energy wash over it. It extended a sensory stalk and quickly began panning around the area. Nothing but ordinary, average-looking citizens and a pair of meat-bipeds. Surely neither of THEM were capable of harnessing the sort of energies it has sensed.

Ordinarily, <garble-phloo> wouldn’t have paid the meat-bipeds a second thought. Unfortunately, its situation was less then ordinary. Two Enforcers were on its trail, and unless it could either find a way to ditch its highly illegal possession or to properly use it, it was going on a one-way trip to the desiccation chambers.

Chalking the odd occurrence up to chance, <garble-phloo> was about to resume its course when it felt another, stronger wave wash over it. Again it panned around, and again the only thing it saw out of the ordinary was the two bipeds. Only this time the one with fur was speaking angrily into a little pin on its front-side.

“Computer, I don’t care if the priority message is coming from Fleet Admiral Ra’al, I’m not interested in having it patched through!” she snapped, clearly agitated.

“What is it?” the other one asked.

“Virgii is trying to force a priority comm-channel through the shuttle’s-”

“Lieutenant Mytim, this is Captain Virgii,” the little pin spoke, “Lieutenant, did you know one of our sensors is out of alignment? There isn’t a trace of dilithium in this sector! You really should be more diligent in maintaining your equipement!”

<garble-phloo> oozed back, nearly liquefying again at the energy that crackled off the hairless biped.

“I’ll keep that in mind, sir,” she said coldly, her arms crossed, “We’re setting course for the rendez-vouz point now,”

“See that you do,” the voice said, “Virgii out.”

“I’m going to kill him,” the furred alien said simply, “I’m going to claw at him until he’s gooey enough to pass for one of these things,”

“Now, now,” the hairless one said, placing her fingertips gently on her companion, “Don’t be hasty. Endless torture also has its benefits,”

They resumed their walk towards the spaceport. Collecting itself, <garble-phloo> rushed to follow.

It couldn’t use the energy crystal carefully hidden near a mitochondrial cluster, but maybe the meat-biped could.



Shurgroe and the two guards, Katren and Plisses, moved carefully down the corridors of Haven’s Outer Rim.

“How long until that thing runs out of power?” Katren demanded.

“Well, I used one of those Old Matrian micro-fusion thingies that power your construction bots. So sometime between next month and two hundred years from now,” Shurgroe gulped.

“And it didn’t cross your little male mind that building something with weapons would be a bad idea!?”

“Y-you smashed my Death Star,” Shurgroe replied, “I put too much work into that Atlantis model to see it crushed! And those little light beads are far too weak to really hurt anyone. Well, probably.”

“Hold,” Plisses said, raising a hand. Suddenly, Shurgroe and Katren could hear it too: the soft hum of antigrav units. They peered around the corner and into Silverbook Station. The Atlantis model was hovering near the open doors of the tram, almost as though consulting the route map displayed on the overhead display.

“On three,” Phlisses said. She counted down with her fingers, then she and Katren jumped out, firing with their remaining phaser rifle. Shurgroe resumed tapping away at his remote, trying to at least get the shield to drop.

Instead, ignoring the incoming phaser beams, Atlantis surged straight at them, its drone launcher doors opening.

“Uh, RUN!” Shurgroe shouted just as another wave of yellow fireflies was unleashed. They darted back into the corridor, then ducked around the first corner. Behind them, Atlantis easily kept pace.

“Double back to the station!” Katren shouted, “Into the tram!”

Taking a pair of quick corners and running back into Silverbrook Station through the side entrance, they sprinted for the tram. The doors closed just in time, the yellow energy balls sparking against the window.

“Go, GO!” Katren shouted at Shurgroe, pushing him towards a chair with a small panel.

“What? ME?”

“Just DO it!”

Shrugroe tapped frantically, trying to set the tram on manual. With a jolt, it accelerated into the tunnel at full speed. In reverse.

They looked around. There was no sign of Atlantis.

“That was close,” Katren said.

“Shurgroe to Ops,” Shurgroe spoke, “Advise all personnel to avoid the vicinity of Silverbrook Station. And…uh…is anybody at the internal sensor panel?”

“Lt Cmdr Shurgroe,” the voice of Colonel Abela came back, “Glad to see you’re back at work. Is there a problem?”

Shurgroe bit his lip. Both Katren and Phlisses were nodding ‘YES’ emphatically.

“No Colonel, n-n-nothing serious. Just a small equipment problem. We’ll have it cleared up in a few moments.”

“See that you do. Abela out,”

The Matrian guards were staring at him in disbelief.

“She likes it when people handle their own problems,” he said in a small voice. He cleared his throat. “Besides, I know who to talk to.”

“Better talk to them fast,” Phlisses said, nodding at the window. Further down the tunnel, a small cluster of lights, tiny windows shining out of tiny buildings, was slowly gaining on the tram.



Dr. Annerson was contemplating one of the greatest mysteries in the universe. Which, in her world, meant she was staring at Josh Shurgroe’s psychological profile and wondering just how the hell the messed up little bugger had made it through Starfleet Academy.

“Shurgroe to Annerson,”

“Hi Josh,” Annerson said pleasantly, tapping her comm-badge, “I was just thinking of you. Any luck with the shipyard?”

“Um…well…the guards agreed to let me meet with Major Dekair,” Shurgroe’s voice sounded even more strained than usual.

“That’s good news!” Annerson said warmly.

“Um. Yes.”

Annerson sighed.

“What’s the problem now, Josh?” she demanded.

“Um, well, I’m not sure how to say this…”

There was the sound of phaser fire over the line. Annerson reflexively looked out her window. Before she could roll her eyes at her own silly reaction (what were the odds Shurgroe would be visible from halfway up the Command Tower?) she saw a single tram speeding across the nearest bridge and into Downtown. Somebody in the tram appeared to be firing at something following them, but whatever it was was too small for Annerson to see. Something the size of…oh.

“Josh,” she sighed, “We have one of those ‘out of control robot/computer/AI’ problems that Starfleet officers just seem to keep running into, don’t we?”

“Uh, yes,” now Shurgroe sounded embarrassed, “But don’t worry, everything is under control…HOLD ON!”

Annerson watched as the tram suddenly reversed direction. The tiny dot that was the Atlantis model barely managed to dodge out of the way as the tram shot towards the Outer Rim at top speed.

“Oh, Josh,” Annerson shook her head, “I’ll go get Wyer and security. Try not to get killed, OK hon?”

“Um…um…OK?”



Mytim and Laarthi were almost at the spaceports when the sirens went off. All around them lights were flashing, sirens were blaring and gelatinous bodies were quivering with fear or excitement. Hell, for all they knew sirens and flashing lights signalled the beginning of a twenty-four-hour blob orgy on this planet.

Inwardly cringing at the mental image, Mytim started pulling Laarthi towards the spaceport entrance, only to find with some surprise that Laarthi was already pulling her towards the entrance. After a brief tug-of war over who was the tower and who was being towed, they bolted.

“Attention all citizens,” a voice droned, “A Code-23 recovery is underway. Please evacuate the area in an orderly fashion. Attention all citizens…”

“What does that mean?” Laarthi demanded, annoyed. Nobody answered.

“It means it’s time for us to leave,” Mytim said.

“I agree.”

They’d just crossed the security checkpoint when there was a commotion behind them.

“NO!” the translated voice shrieked, “YOU WILL NOT TAKE ME! I AM AN AGENT OF THE BLEAKEST NIGHT! OUR POWER WILL BE UNBROKEN!”

“Ànother crazy cult member,” a nearby blob shook its…well, the upper part of its blob- shaped body, “Next it’ll be ’You cannot break the symbiosis, and energy crystal this and unlocking potential that. Bunch of raving lunatics!”

“THE SYMBIOSIS CANNOT BE BROKEN!” The same blob behind them shouted as it was targeted by security…blobs, “My energies will seek out the next potential! They will be gifted the power of the-”

The blobs ravings were cut off as dozens of energy bolts slammed into it, boiling its gel until the entire thing exploded in a massive SPLAT!

Both Mytim and Laarthi watched in horror as boiled alien gel flew towards them, promising to thoroughly ruin one of the few civilian outfits they’d brought on this hellish trip.

SPLAT!

“That’s dis-GUSTING!” Laarthi snapped, starring in horror at her sodden fur, “I…ugh…UGH! To the ship! I need a shower, NOW!”

Mytim wasn’t listening. She was staring straight ahead, right at the spot where the alien had died. A strange feeling was tingling across her skin, almost as though she was being surrounded by…by something. There was a brief surge of energy, like the ultimate caffeine high, then the sensation vanished.

“Mytim, COME ON!” Laarthi gave her a firm tug, “Before they decide they need to lock down the spaceport, or question everybody, or some other bureaucratic nonsense!”

“Right,” Mytim shook her head. “Yes, yes of course.”

But as she walked, working to maintain her collected exterior, the aliens last words rang in her head: ‘The next potential…’



“So, let me get this straight,” Colonel Abela crossed her arms, “Somebody built a computer-controlled gadget that’s running around terrorizing people, and now we have to figure out how to stop it?”

“Yup,” Captain Simplot replied, “It’s fairly simple, actually.”

“And this sort of thing happens ALL THE TIME???”

“Check some starship logs sometime,” Lieutenant Stoneryder commented. He was wandering around the command deck, looking down at the display screens on the second level and through the lower windows into the city, “Nice place you have up here, by the way,”

“If you’d been doing your JOB, this wouldn’t be your first visit here since you arrived!” Abela shouted.

“What I can’t figure out is why Josh didn’t tell us?” Simplot wondered, “I mean, why Annerson, of all people?”

“He did call me,” Abela said, “I can’t imagine why he didn’t just tell me then?”

“Oh, no idea, Miss Bitch-a-Lot,” Stoneryder muttered.

“What was that?” Abela snapped.

“Nothing,” Stoneryder said innocently. He flexed one arm over his head, finger pointing, “Is the beach…THAT way?”

“What?” Abela glared, “Why don’t you get a security team and some weapons and go HELP Mr. Shurgroe and my guards before they’re HORRIBLY KILLED!”

Stoneryder dropped his arm, looking angrily at his bicep.

“Guess I have to hit the gym more for that trick to work,” he muttered.

“GET THE HELL OUT OF HERE!”

“I’m going! I’m going!”



“Josh, this is Liz,” Shurgroe’s comm-badge beeped, “Reinforcements are on the way. Well, I mean, Stoneryder is on the way. But if he handles his phaser rifle as well as he handled his gun in ‘Vixens Vs. Warriors: Unleashed’ then you should be OK!”

“I knew I’d seen that Starfleeter from somewhere!” Katren said brightly.

“Ewww,” Shurgroe groaned.

They were still flying down the tunnel, on their second full circuit of the Outer Rim. Phlisses had forced one of the doors partway open while they’d been out in the open city and had been taking pot-shots at the pursuing model, but once they’d hit the tunnels again she’d been forced to choose between closing the door and losing an arm. Luckily, Atlantis’ tiny drone weapons couldn’t penetrate the transparent aluminum of the tram’s windows.

“He’ll have a hard time catching us,” Shurgroe said, looking worriedly out at the tiny city as it paced them, “We’ll have to stop at some point,”

There was a glow from Atlantis’ weapon’s hatches, then a swarm of tiny drones flew down, right at the vulnerable anti-gravity tracks.

“Uh-oh,” Shurgroe forced out, just before the tram slammed into the tunnel floor, the screech of metal on metal almost deafening. He was thrown against both Matrians, the three of them slamming into the crash balloons that suddenly deployed. Finally, the battered tram slid to a stop.

“Emergency. Emergency,” a smooth female voice chanted in Matrian, “Transit accident detected. Rerouting tram traffic to Levels 4 and 34. Please remain where you are; a rescue party has been dispatched.”

“Hey, they finally got Madam working!” Phlisses said cheerfully.

“Inverse hippopotamus detected in the vicinity of the North Beach. Initiating lake drainage sequence. Lake drainage aborted by user,”

“Stupid piece of-” Wyer’s voice was briefly heard over the comm. The voice of the city’s computer warbled out, like a slowly slowing record.

“Or not,” Shurgroe gulped.

“We should run,” Katren said, forcing open one door and pointing to where Atlantis was preparing to unleash another attack.

“Uh-oh,”



“Uh-oh,” Laarthi said, “We’ve got a tail,”

“Well yes, of course you do, most cats-”

“I mean somebody’s following us!”

“Oh. Of course,”

“We’re still an hour away from the rendezvous point,” Laarthi cursed, “And I can’t get any more speed out of these engines. I guess we’ll just have to meet the blasted bureaucrats and get this paperwork hell over with!”

“NO!” Mytim said sharply. She didn’t know why, but something was telling her that she couldn’t let the alien blobs anywhere near her. Especially the ones in charge. Something…something…something was different.

If only she could just make them go away!

Something stirred. Shaking her head, Mytim returned her attention to her console, trying to figure out how to coax more power of the shuttle’s engines.



“What is this place?” Shurgroe asked. He and the two Matrians had run through several double-width corridors and into some sort of facility. He wasn’t sure what it was, but from what he could see it looked like it was meant to handle a lot of pedestrian traffic.

“Uh, do you see any signs?”

“There’s one.” Shurgroe pointed.

“We’re in the Sportsplex,” Katren replied after a quick glance.

They rushed around the corner, then found themselves at the edge of a broad arena. It almost could have been medium sized hockey arena, except for the fact that the play area was rectangular, with sharp corners as opposed to rounded ends. Half a dozen rising terraces rose up on all sides, giving way to vertical balconies, although the seating was incomplete.

“Wow, I didn’t know we had one of these!” Shurgroe said.

“This is too open, we’re sitting ducks!”

“DUCK!” somebody shouted.

“Huh?”

Phlisses pulled Shurgroe to the ground as a dozen phaser rifles opened up, the beams passing over their heads and towards the model city. Three or four hit, causing the city’s shield to spark briefly before it unleashed its counter attack.

“Security is here!” Phlisses explained, somewhat belatedly.

“HOLY CRAP!” Stoneryder cried, ducking as a retalitory yellow swarm of drones flew over his head. Around him, Lieutenant Franches and the Civil Protection Team ducked and covered. They were only one balcony above Shurgroe and the guards.

They fired again, more shots hitting home. But the shield held, and the tiny city unleashed another attack.

“YOU! Engineer!” Stoneryder shouted, “You BUILT that thing? WTF, man?”

“Shut up you…you….bad person!” Shurgroe yelled back.

One of the CPT men threw a primitive bola at the model city, cursing as it bounced off the shield.

“I’ll show you how this is done!” Stoneryder said. He leapt over the railing, directly at the city. He landed square on the dome-shaped shield, driving the city down to the deck. There was a brief shower of sparks as flesh met force-field, then Atlantis popped back up in the air and soared straight up towards the arena ceiling, veering off to the right seconds before hitting the ceiling. Stoneryder was tossed to the floor, quivering as a few last jolts of energy ran through his body.

“It’s heading towards the pool area!” one of the CPT members shouted. Lieutenant Franches, ignoring the still-shaking Stoneryder on the deck below, took off towards the stairs, his team in close persuit.

“Owie,” Stoneryder gulped, his hair standing straight up and his uniform scorched.

“Call me sometime,” Phlisses said, popping a small card with her comm-code into the waistband of his pants before running after the security team.

“Oh come on, Phlisses,” Katren said, “A porn star? REALLY?”

“Hey, I don’t wanna marry him, I just want a private performance!”

Shurgroe looked down at Stoneryder, thinking.

“I suppose that’s one way to find dates,” he said, then raced after the Matrians

Shurgroe had just managed to haul himself up five or six flights of stairs and was looking for a sign that might, hopefully, have a symbol of something resembling a pool on it when the CP Team came charging back. Their bare arms and chests were covered with red spots, almost as thought they’d each been subjected to the smouldering butts of a dozen careless smokers.

“Retreat!” one of them cried, running past Shurgroe.

“Strategic advance to the rear!” Franches corrected as he passed by.

Right on the heels of the Civil Protection Team came Phlisses and Katren, the latter grabbing Shurgroe by the arm and hauling him along.

“I think we’ve made it angry!” she said, panting, “We’ve got to get to a tram!”

“And you’ve got to think up a way out of this mess!” Phlisses added, “Something better than getting the doctor to send an army of nitwits!”

“You built the thing! You should know how to take it out!” Katren snapped.

Shurgroe nearly stopped in his tracks.

“I have to get to my lab!” he said, “You have to keep it busy until I get back!”

“Oh sure, just keep a homicidal model city ‘busy’!”



“They’re going to be in weapons range in five minutes,” Laarthi said, sounding worried, “I wonder what they’re all dogged up about?”

“I am certain I do not know,” Mytim said crisply. Inwardly, she was feeling very, very strange. It was almost as though she could feel the pursuing ship. The cold texture of the metal hull under her hands. She could feel goosebumps on her arms as the ship’s navigational deflectors tickled at that sensitive spot on the inside of her elbow. She could smell the faint whiff of plasma exhaust spewing from the other ships nacelles.

“Hey, wake up! Laarthi said, snapping her fingers. (Or trying to…it doesn’t work very well with furred species.)

“Hmm?”

“Interception in two minutes! I’m cutting the engines! Send Virgii a message telling him to meet us here!”

“Yes, yes of course,” Mytim said. She did not, however, move her hands towards her console. If only they had a cloaking device! Or some other way to hide!

“What are you DOING?” Laarthi demanded.

“Be quiet,” Mytim said, softly but firmly. There was a small twitch that felt like it came from deep inside her head, almost like the flexing of a very unused muscle, then Laarthi abruptly turned back to her console and stopped speaking.

Barely aware of what she was doing, Mytim pictured the shuttle, trying to see it the same way she’d seen the pursuing ship. The feel of the hull, the sound of the engines, the scent of the exhaust.

Then she placed herself between the two ships and…pushed.

“Change course to 010 mark 0,” she said to Laarthi.

“Hmm?” Laarthi shook her head. “Why?”

“Just do it, please,”

The shuttle turned slightly. The pursuing ship however, continued on its original course. After a moment, it slowed to a stop.

“They’re running sensor sweeps,” Laarthi said, frowing. A moment later, the ship turned, then shot back into warp.

“Weird,” Laarthi said, “Must have been some sort of sensor malfunction,”

“Yes,” Mytim swallowed, “Must have been,”



“Simplot to Shurgroe,”

Shurgroe dropped the hydrospanner he was using, muttering a minor oath to Hades as he fumbled to pick it up.

“Uh…Shurgroe here,”

“Not to question your technique, Josh,” Simplot said, “But an update now and then would be nice. Y’know, something other than Dr. Annerson screaming that she can’t figure out how to steer the hover-ambulance…then me asking her WHY she’s trying to steer a hover-ambulance, and when did we get a hover-ambulance anyway…and her saying that Stoneryder had been zapped into oblivion by your…your…flying science fiction space city??!!??” By the end of the rant, Simplot’s voice was picking up just a hint of panic.

“I do have a plan, ma’am,” Shurgroe said, “Honest! I’m just a bit…busy!”

“Well hurry it up!”

The channel clicked dead.

Shurgroe looked at his workbench and swallowed. This was either the answer to his problems, or another disaster just waiting to happen.



Dr. Annerson wasn’t exactly enjoying her spectacular view of the city.

When she’d received word that one of the security team had been injured all the way out in the Outer Rim, she’d called for a site-to-site transport, only be informed that the Matrian transporters weren’t capable of site-to-site beaming. Colonel Abela had instead informed her that there was an emergency hover-ambulance just down the hall from her clinic. It had been easy to find, basically a rounded rectangle embedded behind a launch hatch in the side of the tower. Piloting it, however, had been a new adventure. She’d barely managed to fly out to the Outer Rim and haul Stoneryder back on a stretcher…now she found herself circling around Downtown with no idea how to dock the damned thing at the clinic!

Down below, she could see several members of the Civil Protection Team squaring off against Atlantis. The security team had been hastily equipped with duranium shields they could use to protect their bare skin against the drone attacks, mostly by swatting them away, but Atlantis had them backed up against the lakeshore, and was still pressing the attack.

Annerson knew that building models was just a hobby of Shurgroe’s, but she couldn’t help but think that Starfleet R&D would be interested in taking a close look at that gizmo.

“Shurgroe to Annerson,”

“Bit busy, Josh,” Annerson said, releasing her death-grip on the control sticks just long enough to slap her comm-badge.

“Can you give me a lift to the fight?” Shurgroe asked.

Annerson was so dumbstruck she almost flew into a building.

“Are you NUTS?” she snapped, “I’m barely keeping this thing from crashing and killing me AND my patient! And you want a RIDE???”

“Well, you landed it once, right? I’m here near the Downtown shore. Can you see me waving?”

“I’m going to FLATTEN you!” Annerson seethed. With no small amount of difficulty she managed to manoeuvre the hover-ambulance around to Shurgroe’s general location and began to descend.

“What’s going on?” Stoneryder slurred from the back.

“Shut up!” Annerson growled. With a jolt, the hover-ambulance set down on a snow-covered section of sandy beach.

“Janet!” Shurgroe said, tapping on the hatch to the pilot compartment, “Slide over, I need in!”

“Are you crazy?” Annerson said, “There isn’t room up here for both of us!”

“But there isn’t room in the back for me…unless I climb on top of this guy, and I don’t want to do that!”

“The more the merrier!” Stoneryder groaned deliriously.

“Just leave him on the beach; he’ll be fine until somebody comes to get him!” Annerson snapped.

“That’s not very Hippat…hippopot…doctorly of you,”

“I’m in a very BAD MOOD!” Annerson snapped as Shurgroe opened the rear hatch and slid Stoneryder’s stretcher onto the beach.

“Here comes Santa Claus, here comes Santa Claus, right down Santa Claus lane!” Stoneryder giggled as his stretcher crunched onto the snowy ground.

Shurgroe climbed into the back, tossing a couple of emergency blankets in Stoneryder’s general direction before pulling the door shut.

“Now hurry, I have a plan…I just don’t want to be standing out there if it doesn’t work!”

Annerson noticed Shurgroe was now clutching two remote controls in his hands.

“Ohhhh no, Josh,” she signed, “You are the ONLY engineer I know that would solve an insane robot problem by involving ANOTHER insane robot!”



Down on the ground Lt Franches was alternating between wishing he was someplace warm and wishing he was hiding in a duranium box. Someplace warm because he and his team weren’t wearing their long underwear for outdoor operations, and a duranium box because that was the only thing he could think of that would offer 100% protection from those blasted stinging yellow lights!

“Onto the lake!” he called to his team, taking a careful step onto the ice.

“It’s too thin!” one of his men cried, “We’ll fall through!”

“You’d rather get zapped again?” Franches demanded, batting away several micro-drones with his shield. Atlantis was slowly spinning on its axis and it edged closer to them, its shield still repelling the phaser hits.

“Franches to Haven Command Center!” Franches slapped his comm-badge again, “Tell that engineer that whatever he has planned, it better happen soon!”

“He says ‘duck’,” Simplot’s voice came back after a moment.

“Huh?”

Before Franches could say another word, a medicine-ball sized globe flew out from behind a nearby building, on a direct course towards Atlantis. Several green energy beams fired out from a dish-shaped indentation in the upper surface of the globe, converging into a single, thick beam that speared out, striking Atlantis dead centre. The glittering model city jolted back, its dome-shaped shield flickering.

“Death Star 1, Atlantis 0!” Shurgroe yelled triumphantly over the comm. Franches looked up to see a blocky hovercraft with the words ‘Ambulance’ written across the side in Matrian flying unsteadily through the air above them.

“Get out of my way, Josh!” a female voice came over the comm, “I can’t pilot this thing with your head up here!”

“Well I can’t control the Death Star if I can’t see what’s happening! Unless you want me to put it on auto-pilot, like Atlantis?”

Franches watched as another series of beams surged out, converged, missed Atlantis and blew a very large hole in the side of a nearby building.

“NO!” he shouted, “No more crazy robots!”



Up in the command centre, Colonel Abela and Captain Simplot were watching the fight through one of the enhanced windows. Simplot winced as the Death Star blew another gaping hole in the side of another building.

Abela looked at her coldly.

“Happens all the time, hmm?” she asked tightly.

“Well…it’s not…uncommon,” Simplot replied, “Besides, I’m sure we can fix up that wall. It’s just fake stone, right?”

“Real or not, you can tell when stone’s been patched or replaced,” Abela said, watching as the CPT scrambled to get away from the warring models, “It’s never the same.”

“Well, you get to supervise Wyer and a construction team while they try, right?”

“I suppose there is a, how you say, silver lining to the cloud,” Abela replied, shooting a look of death in Wyer’s general direction.

Wyer just sighed.



“Uh-oh,” Shurgroe muttered.

“What ‘uh-oh’?” Annerson demanded.

“I think I pissed it off,”

Outside, streams of tiny yellow lights were flooding from all three of Atlantis’ weapons ports, swarming into intricate patterns before slamming into the Death Star. The Death Star fired back with its main weapon. Atlantis’ shield held, but the drones in the air vanished as power was rerouted from the holographic projector to the shield.

“I think you’re weakening it!” Franches called over the comm.

“Yeah, but those holo-energy-burst-thingies are screwing up the circuitry!” Shurgroe called back, “I don’t know how many more hits the shell I built can take!”

The Death Star faltered as another drone cloud hit it, then recovered enough to hit Atlantis with another shot. The attacking drones again vanished, giving the Death Star a couple of second to press its attack before Atlantis resumed firing.

“It’s weakening!” Franches called to his troops, lifting his weapon and adding his fire to the Death Star’s attack. Within seconds, his troops followed suit.

Atlantis soared back over the lake, unable to fire, all of its power being diverted to the shield.

“All that work, down the drain,” Shurgroe sighed, tapping at the Death Star controls to send it in for the kill.

“You can always build another one,” Annerson offered.

“NO HE CAN’T!!” Simplot, Abela and Franches’ voices all came over the comm.

“I might not have to,” Shurgroe said, his voice oddly calm.

“Huh?”

From the lakeshore, the hover-ambulance and the Command Tower, everybody turned their attention back to Atlantis. The model was hovering over the open water halfway between the outer shore and the Downtown island. It had stopped rotating, and was now edging closer and closer to the water. The Death Star fired again, narrowing missing the model city as it descended. It gently touched down on the surface of the water…then kept going.

“I knew I shouldn’t have uploaded Science Fiction Wiki into the AI,” Shurgroe muttered.

“What’s it doing, Josh?” Simplot demanded as the city model disappeared into the icy water.

“It’s fulfilling the Atlantis myth,” Shurgroe sighed, “It’s submerging itself so that the water dissappates energy weapons.”

Sure enough, the next shot from the Death Star sizzled against the water, but didn’t penetrate very deep.

“Oh great. So now what? Are you going to build a model submarine to torpedo the heck out of it??”

“Actually,” Shurgroe gulped, “If we leave it alone and let it follow the rest of the, er, mythology of the series I based the model on, it’ll just sit there until its power cell runs out, then float back up, harmless. Um, granted, it hasn’t followed it all that well so far. But I can patrol the lake with the Death Star for a week or two…just in case.”

“Try two or three,” Abela snapped.

“And you might want to go pick up Stoneryder,” Simplot came back on the comm, “He’s starting to turn blue. Wow, I can’t wait until people move into the buildings and we can really try out these fancy zoom windows!”

“This is a COMMAND CENTER, not a VOYEUR LOUNGE!” Abela snapped, just as the channel went dead.

“Well,” Shurgroe fell back into the back of the ambulance with relief, “That settles that.”



Thousands of light years away, Mytim and Laarthi watched through the cockpit window as the Roadrunner dropped out of warp less than a kilometre from the shuttle.

“Let’s go ladies, pip-pip!” Virgii’s voice came over the comm, causing both women to cringe, “We’ve wasted quite enough time on this little enterprise, it’s time we were on our way!”

“Commencing docking procedure,” Laarthi snapped, bringing the shuttle around and easing into the docking receptacle. There was a slight jolt, then a series of metallic snicks as various connectors and the main airlock hooked in. The hatch in the floor behind them opened, and Laarthi moved to exit the shuttle.

“Don’t forget your stuff,” Laarthi reminded her as she climbed down the short ladder into the Roadrunner.

“My…” Mytim was confused. She hadn’t bought anything…nothing had caught her eye. Yet there was a large package with her name on it sitting in the tiny cargo area. Frowning, she picked it up. The wrapper tore away, revealing a heavy, leather-bound book.

Spells for Beginners

Mytim opened the book and found a small inscription inside the cover:

‘A thousand eyes open inside,’ it read, ‘And a new power awakens.’

“Mytim?” Laarthi called “Are you OK up there?”

Mytim thought back to the alien shuttle, the surge of energy she’d felt when the alien died, and the book that had now mysteriously appeared in front of her.

“Oh, I think I’m going to be just fine,” she said, permitting herself a small, private grin.



Deep under the water, anchored to the lake-bed, the Atlantis model settled in among the silt, diverting the power from its anti-gravity engines into the processor core and holographic generator. A small construct appeared next to the city, a tiny cable connecting it to the city base. A small jolt of power extracted a minute quantity of hydrogen from the water, hydrogen that was immediately combined with other molecules into a fuel source compatible with the Matrian power cell. Another small refinery appeared.

Then another.

Then another.

One day, Atlantis would rise again.
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Off the Leash

Acting Captain Taylor Virgii took in a deep breath of fresh air as he stood at the peak of a small hill. Further down, Dr. Strobnik and Lt Mytim were walking around taking careful readings with their tricorders. Several other minor, lesser crewmembers (or minions, as part of Virgii’s mind was beginning to think of them) were assisting.

“Ship is secure!” Lt Boxer said happily, tongue lolling out of his mouth as he jogged up to Virgii’s side, “Nobody’s going to get on board without me knowing about it!”

“Probably because there is nobody here, Lieutenant,” Virgii said crisply. Boxer’s ears drooped slightly.

“Yeah, but if they were here, they wouldn’t!” Boxer replied. His left foot was starting to jump.

“Oh, go on already,” Virgii grimaced, gesturing to the virgin meadow to the west of their landing zone. With a happy bark, Boxer dropped to all fours and starting running at full speed towards the meadow, then stopped dead centre, looking around and sniffing.

“What about you, Lieutenant,” Virgii said, turning to Lieutenant Laarthi, “Would you care to frolic as well?”

“I’m really not the frolicking type, thank you very much,” Laarthi replied. She was walking carefully around the Roadrunner’s port landing leg and staring up at the extension mechanism. She’d been studying the specs on the ship, now that she’d been forced into the position of Chief Engineer. But she still didn’t understand how half of the systems on the damned ship worked. “That being said, I’d love the chance to get away from this mechanical monstrosity for a few days and just…enjoy the beauty of nature.”

“That sounds a lot like frolicking,” Virgii replied.

Laarthi looked in Boxer’s direction, where the canine officer had unzipped his fly in order to urinate on an interesting looking tree.

“There are differences,” she said curtly.

“As long as you don’t chain yourself to any of the local foliage,” Virgii commented, referring to the incident when he and Laarthi first met.

“I’ll try to restrain myself,” Laarthi spat back, her words nearly a hiss.

There was silence for a few moments.

“They’re too thin,” Virgii said suddenly.

“Beg your pardon?”

“The landing legs,” he gestured, “The ones supporting the main hull. They’re too thin. They make the ship look…undignified. And Virgii’s Law…uh,” he pulled a padd off his belt, “Virgii’s Law #221 clearly states that all Federation kit must present itself in a professional manner,”

“So you want me to do what, exactly?”

“I don’t know, you’re the engineer. Just fix it!”

Confident that his leadership and direction would set Laarthi on the right path (and not noticing the look of death she shot in his direction), Virgii moved down the hill to further motivate his people.



“Fairly ordinary planet,” Mytim reported, the look she directed in Virgii’s direction a calculated mix of boredom and confidence, meant to imply that the current work was somewhat beneath her, “Flora only, no fauna to speak of. No pollinating insects, which is a bit strange. Stranger still, I can find absolutely no signs of any form of bacteria or micro-organism whatsoever,”

“And yet the soil is fertile?”

Mytim allowed her eyelids to lower slightly is contempt.

“I don’t have to explain it, I simply report it,” she said crisply.

“Wrong,” Virgii answered, “You’re the science officer! Do it…with science!”

Taking a very careful, very deep breath, Mytim willed her body to relax, before she did something unfortunate, like cause Virgii’s head to explode.

Nobody else aboard the Roadrunner knew it yet, but on her last planetary visit, Mytim had been present at the death of a somewhat unusual alien. What was even more unusual was that as it died, the alien had transferred some kind of power to her. She couldn’t explain exactly what it was, even after she spent two days in the science lab with every conceivable sensor pointed at her body. But it seemed like…magic.

And she was still learning to control it.

Even as she struggled to reign in her anger at Virgii, she caught the smell of smoke. Looking down, she saw a perfect circle of singed ground spreading from her feet.

“Do you smell that?” Virgii wondered, looking around.

Mytim concentrated hard, pushing her energy, whatever it was, into the burnt ground around her feet. Within seconds, and just before Virgii looked down, fresh, green grass had replaced the singed blades.

“Nope,” Mytim said calmly, “I don’t smell a thing,”



With the planet declared safe, the twenty-some crew of the Roadrunner fanned out from the ship, searching for edible plants, fresh water, interesting mineral deposits or anything else that might help them on their trip. Laarthi and Mytim had been more than a little surprised when Virgii had ordered the ship into a landing approach to the planet, seeing as how his insufferable laws seemed to prevent them from doing anything but flying towards Federation space in a straight, boring line.

“We’ll be passing within a light-year of star system E332-665-B34,” Dr. Strobnik had reported from the navigational panel, “Sensors?”

Silence.

“Lt Mytim, sensors?” Virgii prompted from the centre chair.

“Sensors are operating within normal parameters,” Mytim replied, not turning from her panel, “And are fully available from the navigation console,”

“Yes, but it’s your job to fill us in,” Virgii said.

“It’s not his job to order me around,” Mytim replied calmly.

“No, but it’s mine,” Virgii reminded her, “Sensors?”

Glaring at his reflection in the panel, Mytim closed the demonology file she’d been reading (something from the fiction database…at least she was fairly sure it was fiction) and brought up the sensor scans of the system.

“Six planets, one M-Class, no signs of civilization or intelligent life,” she said.

Virgii pulled out a padd.

“No warning beacon?” he asked.

“No,” Mytim replied.

“No subspace ripples?”

“No,”

“Interspace fluctuations?”

“No,”

“Um…warp trails? Plasma exhaust residue?”

“No, and no,”

“Tetryon particle residue?”

“NO!” Mytim snapped, “What are you DOING?”

“Checking off Virgii’s Law’s,” he said, showing her the padd. On it was a seemingly endless list of laws, each with a little checkbox next to it, “Now, if you want to be finished before we pass by the system, we need to get cracking!”

“The system is still several hours away,” Lt Laarthi pointed out from the helm, taking her turn piloting the ship.

“Exactly,” Virgii said, “We’ll be hard pressed to get through the whole list! Why, we haven’t even started with the active scan question yet!”

Laarthi and Mytim exchanged a look.

“There is no way he’s going to let us stop,” Mytim thought to herself.



Which somewhat explained why the girls were surprised to find themselves walking around on the planets’ surface. The Roadrunner still had adequate fuel and replicator mass stores to last them for some time, but fresh fruits and vegetables, nuts, berries and water could all be stored for a fraction of what it cost to replicate them. That, and in a rare moment of common sense, Virgii seemed to realize that after weeks spent on ship, his people really needed to get out for a spell.

Or maybe, just maybe, the mind-control spell Mytim had started chanting after the first hour of checking the planet against Virgii’s Laws had some effect. OK, she didn’t have the ingredients the strange spellbook she’d found had called for, and she hadn’t used a sacred circle as a casting tool, but she sure as hell had been focusing her mind on bending Virgii’s will. So maybe instead of getting control over his brain, she just managed to…push it…a little?

She shook her head. No, if she’d believed for a minute that she could control his mind she never would have tried it. That was an ethical puzzle she just wasn’t willing to deal with. Still, muttering the nonsense words over and over again while picturing Virgii as her willing slave had helped get her through the rest of her shift.

What she really needed instead of attempts at mind-control was a calming potion. Another handy little recipe she’d found in that book. She didn’t pretend to understand how the book was in Standard English, considering she’d found it thousands of light-years from Earth, nor did she know how exactly the blob aliens would have any idea what motherwart or mandrake was. She just sort of assumed the book was responding to her. Of more pressing concern was the fact that she barely had enough replicator rations to eat comfortably, never mind replicating a veritable spice rack of herbs, roots, animal body parts and assorted spell ingredients.

Hmmm. But there was a funny-looking plant over there that smelled a lot like Rosemary. Grabbing a sample baggy, Mytim decided that this empty little planet was the perfect place for a little experimentation.



“Boxer? BOXER? Here boy!” Laarthi called, wandering along the tree line next to Boxer’s little meadow, “Where is that stupid dog?” she grumbled.

After about an hour or so of wandering alone though a forested area less than a kilometre away from the ship, Laarthi had felt calmer and more relaxed than she’d felt in weeks. Her mind, so occupied with technical manuals and ship maintenance and assorted other crap that she’d been trying to dig through as Chief Engineer, was releasing its tension and finally emptying enough that she could think clearly about something other than dilithium crystal recrystalization techniques. Granted, she really didn’t want to think about the fact that they were years from Federation space or that their small, fragile ship might be blown to pieces before they could even begin to cross that distance.

Laarthi had stopped under a massive, arching alien tree with purplish branches and bluish leaves, stretched out in the shade and just let her entire mind go blank. That lasted for about fifteen minutes before she started wondering what Starfleet could be doing to bring them back, if only they knew. After all, following the whole Voyager and Aerostar fiascos there’d been a new interest in researching ways for a ship to cross a great distance, even research into old technologies that had been previously deemed ‘unsafe’. If only they could talk to Starfleet!

Which led to the somewhat strange realization that the Roadrunner HAD tried to contact Starfleet. And that she and Boxer had sabotaged the attempt, fearing that whoever had sabotaged the ship and sent them into this part of space to begin with was still on board. Which was smart, since it turned out that they had been. But she’d since seen the saboteur blasted out Boxer’s window.

So why hadn’t they tried contacting Starfleet again?

Which led to Laarthi now searching for her flea-bitten partner.

She stopped sniffing the air. What was that? It smelled almost like…almost like…”

“Do NOT go in there,” Boxer said cheerfully as he stepped out of the bushes, doing up his belt and tucking a magazine padd into a pocket.

“There are TOILETS on the ship for a REASON!” Laarthi hissed, “You may have just permanently contaminated this pristine environment with your…bacteria and micro-biota!”

“What, I thought you of all people would enjoy the chance to get back to nature,” Boxer replied, “Living off the land, sleeping outside, wiping your backside with leaves,”

“I’m surprised you didn’t use your TONGUE!”

With a growl and a bark, Boxer lunged at Laarthi, who darted away deftly and started sprinting across the meadow. Boxer quickly pursued her, barking loudly. They scrambled across the meadow and into a group of trees. Laarthi dodged around them with lightning speed, Boxer barely keeping up.

“Should we stop them?” Crewman Bilings asked, looking concerned as Laarthi emerged from a group of bushes and darted left. Boxer plowed right through, sending leaves and branches flying. He stood there for a moment, panting and sniffing as he looked around. In seconds, he’d locked onto Laarthi’s scent and bolted after her.

“My no, they’re having a grand time,” Virgii waved his hand, “Just don’t expect me to get the cat out of the tree,”

“They’re smarter than that,” Billings laughed. He stopped, then swallowed, ’Um, aren’t they? Sir?”



Ten minutes later, Virgii, Billings and Mytim were gathered under a large oak-like tree.

“I’m serious, this isn’t funny!” Laarthi snapped, clinging desperately to a thick branch nearly twenty feet off the ground, “I’m…I’m not so good with heights!”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have climbed up there, Lieutenant,” Virgii said calmly.

“One does not apply logic when one is being chased by a growling, drooling BEAST!”

“I was just playing,” Boxer said sheepishly, his eyes down and his tail between his legs, “I didn’t mean anything by it. Honest!”

Laarthi hissed, her teeth bared and her ears flicked back.

“You don’t have to be a poor sport about it,” Boxer mumbled.

“I think we have a pair of anti-grav boots back at the ship,” Billings said, scratching his head.

“No need,” Virgii said confidently, “Virgii’s Law 102: Crewmembers will better themselves by facing their darkest fears.”

Laarthi informed him which of her dark places he could face.

“I’m going to let that go on account of your…situation,” Virgii said, “Now then, I have work to do. I’m quite confident that you’ll climb down on your own when you’re ready to do so. Mr. Billings, Mr. Boxer, we have supplies to collect.”

“I, uh, gotta talk to Laarthi about the ventral phaser arrays,” Boxer said quickly, “I think one of them looks a little corroded,”

“Oh very well,” Virgii rolled his eyes, “But be quick about it!”



Night was beginning to fall on the planet as the last group of crewmembers hauled their finds up the gangway and into the Roadrunner’s cargo hold. Several varieties of edible plants had been found and were being packed into stasis bins, the freshwater tanks were being topped up and one group had even found a small patch of ore that could be re-processed into duranium. All in all, it was a pretty successful stop. With a couple of minor exceptions.

“And where do you think you’re going, Lieutenant?” Virgii demanded, stopping Mytim as she walked down the gangway, a compact standard-issue rucksack on her back.

“I, uh, thought I’d do a little astronomy while I had the chance,” she said, “After all, how often do I have the chance to work from a fairly stationary object?” That was a flat out lie, she really wanted a bit of privacy and a bit of space. But somehow she doubted Virgii would like that answer. Virgii didn’t look like he was buying it.

“Humorous,” Mytim muttered, discreetly snapping open a packet of ground-up plant parts and letting their scent fill the air.

Virgii blinked as a sense of pleasure surged through him.

“I like that idea,” he said, smiling, “Just make sure you don’t wander too far,”

“Whatever you like, sir,” Mytim smiled, then rushed off into the darkness.



“You don’t have to sit here,” Laarthi said, “I’m perfectly fine on my own. This branch is actually very comfortable,”

“It’s my fault,” Boxer replied, curled up as he was against the trunk of the tree, “Do you want to try moving again? You’re already a meter closer to the ground than you were before, and it’s pretty dark out now,”

“There’s nothing out here that’s going to get us,” Laarthi said, “Not even bugs. Which, you know, is still really strange.”

“Why were you looking for me before, anyway?” Boxer asked suddenly.

Oh. Right. There had been a reason behind her seeking out that mutt.

“Why didn’t we try to contact Starfleet after we blew the saboteur out your window?”

“Oh! Because the nano-techy fabrication thing is still working on replacement crystals. They don’t just grow overnight,” Boxer replied.

“But if we could find some naturally-occurring resonance crystals, we could get the nav- deflector reconfigured to send a message, right?”

“That’s a lot harder than it sounds,” Boxer said, “I mean, I can’t just sniff them out, you know.” He started sniffing. “Hey, do you smell that? I think it’s mushrooms!”

“Who cares!”

“I like mushrooms!” Boxer said happily, sniffing around the base of the tree, “I swear, there weren’t any here before!” He quickly identified the source of the scent, a small patch of greyish- green nodules growing out of the ground.

“They smell great!” he said.

“I don’t think you should….you did,” Laarthi rolled her eyes as Boxer quickly wolfed down his find, “If you start hallucinating, don’t expect me to do anything about it!”

“I don’t. You’re stuck in a tree,” Boxer said, perfectly serious.

“Dogs,” Laarthi rolled her eyes.



Less than a kilometre away, Mytim had found a small clearing in the woods, a path of starry sky directly above and a flat patch of grassy ground below. She setup a small light, then laid out her spellbook and the selection of ingredients she’d managed to collect on the planet. She’d changed out of her uniform and now wore a simple, black dress. She pulled her hair out of its Starfleet bun and let it fall to her shoulders. OK. First things first. She selected a flowing, rose- like plant that she’d found and set it on the ground, then proceeded to draw a circle around herself. That was one thing the book was very clear on; circles were important for focusing your power.

“Practice technique #4,” she read from the book, “Levitate the rose, then carefully pluck each petal. This will help you develop your concentration and control.” She frowned. “I could swear I saw this in an old television show once,”

She focused on the plant, which really didn’t look like a rose after all now that she thought about it, but that wasn’t particularly relevant, and concentrated. After a moment, it slowly hovered into the air.

Mytim gulped, the surprise of it all almost breaking her focus. Yes, she’d seen and read about a lot of very strange abilities over her career, but this was really taking the cake. At least she didn’t have the weird, silver-eyes thing going on like those poor, crazy people that came back from the galactic barrier.

Now, to carefully, carefully, pluck each petal from the-

POOF!

There was a brief flash of light as the flower burst into flames, then disintegrated.

Mytim sighed.

“Not exactly a good sign,” she said.



“No, I still don’t want to climb down!” Laarthi snapped, her arms still wrapped around the branch, “I’m perfectly comfortable right here! Stop badgering me!”

“Badger? Where?” Boxer started looking around. “Are you teasing me again?”

Laarthi glared at him.

“I have an idea,” he said, “It worked for one of my classmates at the Academy when we were using the climbing wall,”

“Oh really. Was he a squirrel?”

“Don’t be silly, then I would have ate him. Why?”

“Because the only animals meant to climb trees are squirrels!” Now Laarthi was getting a bit agitated.

“Just trust me on this,” Boxer said, climbing up the tree. He quickly reached Laarthi’s level, then tied a strip of fabric over her eyes.

“Brilliant move, now I can’t see!” she snarled as Boxer climbed back down to the ground.

“Exactly. Now, reach out to the left with your left hand. There’s a branch there.”

“I…what?”

“My climbing partner hated heights,” Boxer said, “But when we practiced climbing blindfolded, he did great!”

Laarthi hesitated. After a moment, she worked her left hand free of the branch and flailed out, grasping the next one over in a death grip.

“Now reach down and to the right with your right foot.

Again, Laarthi struggled to work up the nerve to free her right leg, then flailed for the foothold.

“Good, now stand on that branch and get yourself turned around.”

This time, the delay was shorter, her movements a little less panicked.

Step by step, Boxer walked her though the climb down, until Laarthi’s left foot finally touched solid ground. She dropped, then tore the blindfold off.

“Remind me never to do that again!” she said.

“Never do that again,” Boxer replied, deadpan.

“I…nevermind!”

“Wanna go looking for crystals?” Boxer asked, the incident apparently already dismissed, “There’s a cave not far from here!”

“It’s dark out. Shouldn’t we go back to the ship?”

“We will. Eventually. But let’s go check it out!”

“Um…okay,”



“Well, apparently I have an affinity for the fire-spirits,” Mytim sighed, staring at the slowly rotating ball of flames she conjured into existence. Granted, the fact that she’d created a flaming, sparking orb nearly a meter in diameter was impressive, and she was more than a bit disturbed by the amount of effort it was taking to keep the thing going.

But the damned thing was supposed to be a ball of ice.

This was her fourth spell, and the only improvement she could detect was that so far this one hadn’t exploded.

“What are you doing?” a voice asked.

Mytim started, the flaming ball flashing briefly before going out. She blinked, her eyes dazzled by the light and trying to adjust to the darkness outside.

“Who’s there?” she demanded.

“This is highly irregular. I best go get Captain Virgii!”

“No!” she exclaimed. Panicking, Mytim flailed out at the intruder, not entirely sure what she intended, but intent on stopping whoever it was from ratting her out. There was a brief spark of power and she suddenly had a sense of…of connection. She could feel the other crewmember, knew it was someone she knew, but in her panic she concentrated only on erasing this incident from his mind, from preventing him from spreading her secret. As quickly as it started, the moment was over.

Her eyes were finally clearing enough for her to recognize Dr. Strobnik.

“Good day, madam,” he said pleasantly, “Who are you?”

“Lieutenant Mytim,” she said, trying to regain her composure, “We serve together on the Roadrunner.

“How nice.” Strobnik nodded, “And who am I?”

Mytim blinked. This was potentially bad.



“We’re almost there!” Boxer said, leading Laarthi through yet another thick group of bushes not far from the Roadrunner’s landing zone, “Maybe we’ll get lucky!”

“Right,” Laarthi looked around nervously. Her night vision was excellent, but she still had to keep reminding herself that on a planet completely devoid of fauna, there is no way that bush over there could be shaking because something very large was trying to sneak in close enough to eat them.

“Here we are!” Boxer announced, gesturing towards a dark hole in a rock wall, “The tricorder can’t tell if there are any of those fancy crystals we need, but it does say that there are some strange mineral deposits. We’ll know when we get in closer,”

They eased into the cave, the dim light from Boxer’s tricorder just enough for Laarthi’s sharp eyes to see what was around them. Wait, no it wasn’t. But there was a greenish glow coming from around the corner in the cave up ahead!

Laarthi moved forward and found herself entering a chamber. The ceiling, the walls and even patches of the floor were covered by some sort of creeping plant. The leaves glowed dully; the greenish-bluish light of bioluminescence.

“Very pretty,” Boxer said, “Here, come take a look at this,” he was gesturing towards a thick cluster of vines.

“Hold on,” Laarthi squinted, seeing something in the distance. The light was glinting off something further down another tunnel. She snapped off a section of vine, failing to notice the look of fury that Boxer shot in her direction. Holding the glowing leaves in front of her, she wandered down the passage.

“Fossils!” she exclaimed, examining the cave wall. Thousands of tiny shells, worm shapes and various other dead, preserved living things lined the wall from floor to ceiling. She pulled out her own tricorder and started tapping away.

“Very nice, now come look at this!” Boxer called from the main chamber.

“No sign of any kind of cataclysmic event in the rock stata,” she said, tapping away, “But of course we’re not very deep…but if there are fossils this shallow, then clearly this planet did support animal life…and recently!”

She didn’t notice Boxer walking up slowly behind her.

“I wonder what happened to it all?”

With a sharp move, Boxer struck Laarthi on the back of the head. The feline officer collapsed to the rocky floor without so much as a sound.

“I told you, you really have to see this!” Boxer exclaimed as he dragged her body back towards the waiting cluster of vines.



“OK Dr. Strobnik, are you ready to try again?” Mytim asked.

“Try what?”

“Just…sit there quietly. And don’t look at me while I work!”

Mytim ran a finger down the page of her spellbook, which was currently turned to the chapter on ‘Intellectual and Memorial Charms & Curses’. She still wasn’t exactly sure how she’d managed to erase Strobnik’s memory, or even whether she’d actually erased it or just blocked his access to it. But luckily she’d located a memory enhancement spell that had (she hoped) a good chance of making everything all better.

What she didn’t have was the proper ingredients. She didn’t have any Nightshade flowers, she didn’t have any wolf’s teeth and she didn’t even know what a Daedra heart was. What she did have was a funny-looking flower from a plant that had started blooming after sunset, a replicated tiger fang and the heart of a plant that looked something like an artichoke.

“I really do wonder how it is I managed to walk out of the ship and wander around the place in the dark without my memory,” Strobnik was saying to himself, “I mean, does that sound smart to you? It doesn’t sound smart to me. Was I smart?”

“You managed to get us lost years from home thanks to your…difficulties…in working with the quantum slipstream drive,” Mytim muttered, too distracted to keep her ‘cool & disciplined’ facade completely together.

“Well that doesn’t sound very smart at all, does it?” Strobnik mused, “It wasn’t a measurement conversion thing, was it? That strikes me as the height of stupidity,”

“I am sure I don’t know,” Mytim replied, trying for a moment to be pleasant. Damned right it was a conversion thing. But if that was popping into Strobnik’s head, then that was a good sign. Wasn’t it?

She carefully arranged the flower petals around the fang, then squeezed the quasi-artichoke heart until thin liquid dripped down onto the ground. Looking back to her book, she recited the incantation, then focused on willing Strobnik to get (most of) his memories back.

There was a brief spark, the smell of something burning, and a squeal of surprise. Mytim spun around to find Strobnik’s hair on fire, the good doctor frantically slapping at himself in an effort to put it out.

“Oh no!” she exclaimed. She grabbed an empty bag from her rucksack and used it to smother the flames.

“I’m sorry!” she cried, “I think I know what I did wrong, let me just-”

“No thank you, madam!” Strobnik said sharply, scrambling away from her. “I think you’ve done quite enough!”

“But-”

Strobnik turned to run.

“Freeze!” she snapped, splaying out the fingers of her right hand. A blue bolt shot at Strobnik, who barely managed to dodge it. There was a flicker, then he vanished from sight.

Mytim stood there, blinking dumbly for a moment before she remembered that when they first met, Strobnik had been camouflaged right into a sofa.

“Right,” she said, “Chameleon effect. So now I must not only get this spell right, I have to find my subject!”

This was going to be a long night.



“Mammals,” Boxer muttered to himself as he placed Laarthi’s body on top of the vine cluster and watched as the mass reacted to her presence, slowly starting to entwine itself around her. “Why is it always mammals?”

Nobody answered, of course. Laarthi was unconscious, and the vine cluster had no vocal cords. Even if it did, it wasn’t intelligent enough to put together a meaningful sentence. But it was still capable of some communication, releasing a small cloud of spores in Boxer’s general direction.

“Many more,” Boxer said, after sniffing the cloud carefully, “Grow quickly. I don’t know how long it will take to bring them here.”

Another puff of spores, little more than an acknowledgement.

“So much work to do,” Boxer mused, walked cheerfully towards the mouth of the cave, “So many mammals to kill!”



Acting Captain Tyler Virgii was sitting on the ramp leading into the USS Roadrunner, one eye on his chrono and the other on the crew manifest. Everybody had reported back except for Boxer, Laarthi, Mytim and Strobnik. Boxer and Laarthi were dealing with the cat-in-the-tree issue, Mytim was camping out and he had no idea where Strobnik was. Mytim aside, all of them should have been back before dark. Any why had he let Mytim spend the night in the forest anyway? That violated about five of Virgii’s Laws, and really didn’t make good survival sense either.

Virgii stood and started pacing. There was a muted squeal followed by a happy laugh, barely audible thought the thick windows of the ship. Walking a few feet, Virgii looked up into the windows spaced around the edge of the Roadrunner’s main hull. Apparently it was someone’s birthday, as large amounts of cake had just been smeared all over a screaming Ensign.

“So good of them to invite me,” Virgii grumbled, walking back towards the ramp. From this angle, the ship looked absolutely ludicrous. The gangway extended down from the lower surface of the hull towards the bow. (It formed the floor of the corridor leading to the main airlock when it wasn’t extended.) Directly behind it were the two slender landing legs that kept the ship level, while the lower curve of the ring nacelle had thick pads that extended out maybe half a meter from the nacelle itself to provide cushioning between the sensitive equipment and the ground. There was a reason why so few Federation ships were actually capable of making planet fall, and their ridiculous appearance on the ground had to be a big part of it.

“Acting Captain Virgii, sir!”

Virgii spun around to see Boxer running from the dark trees, a frantic expression on his face.

“Lieutenant, where’s Lieutenant Laarthi?” he demanded.

“She’s lost!” Boxer exclaimed, “I, uh shook her out of the tree, and she panicked and ran off! I don’t know where she went! I need to get search teams out there!”

“Oh, bollocks,” Virgii muttered, “This is why, Mr. Boxer! This is why we can’t go to nice places! I suppose we can’t wait until morning? It’s not like there are dangerous carnivores waiting to gobble her up,”

“Starfleet regulation number-”

“Never mind, you are of course completely correct,” Virgii nodded, the appropriate regulation coming to mind before Boxer could finish…and before Virgii could wonder when Boxer started paying such close attention to regs. “Form search teams, fan out, and let’s go find that cat!”



“This is an absolute disaster,” Mytim said calmly. She’d had a few minutes to breath, to clear her mind and to rebuild her dignity. Now she just had to track down a camouflaged alien in the dark before he could make his way to the ship, then figure out how to un-erase his memory using substitute ingredients for a magic spell that, up until a matter of days ago, she would have dismissed as absolute nonsense. Sure. Nothing big.

OK, where to start? She flipped through the pages of her book. Locating spell? Wouldn’t that be handy! Something she could use to just home in on Strobnik’s location, almost like using a tricorder to track his life-signs!

Squeezing her eyes shut for a moment and smacking her forehead with one palm, Mytim pulled her tricorder out of her pocked and started scanning. Hmmm. That was strange. She’d expected to see a cluster of life-signs near the ship, with maybe one or two in the surrounding countryside. Instead, it looked like teams of two were combing the area for something. What were they looking for? Strobnik?

Her?

She made a quick adjustment to her tricorder to try masking her own life-signs, then quickly moved towards the nearest team. Crewman Billings and Crewman Kessar were wandering along the edge of a treed area, shining their lights around and squinting into the darkness.

“I can’t believe we got hauled out of bed to look for the cat!” Billings was complaining loudly, “I was going to dream about Orion slave girls tonight!”

“How do you know that?” Kessar asked.

“Cuz I’ve been using this neat book on dream control,” Billings said proudly, “All it takes is a keen, sharp mind!”

“Uh-huh,”

So, it was Laarthi they were after. Mytim sighed in relief and was about to announce herself to the pair when another life-sigh approached…one that was giving some very, very strange readings.

“Hi guys!” Boxer said happily, stepping out of the shadows, “Hey, I hear something over here, can you help me check it out?”

“Sure thing, Lieutenant,” Billings said.

Frowning as she stared at Boxer’s tricorder readings, Mytim barely heard Boxer trying to convince the other two to try these great mushrooms he’d found. What she didn’t miss was the sudden scream after they refused.

She looked up to see Boxer with a hand firmly gripping a shoulder on each crewman. Long, slender tendrils had extended from his eyes, ears and mouth and were in the process of stabbing into Billings and Kessar. The scream was cut off as the two crewmen fell to the ground, shaking and twitching.

“Eating the mushrooms doesn’t hurt anywhere NEAR as much!” Boxer said cheerfully, the tendrils retracting from view. After a moment, Billings and Kessar rose to their feet.

“I have recruited enough now,” Boxer said, “Gather the rest in the Blood Caves while I take care of their ship,”

Without a word, the other two turned and walked away, barely missing Mytim.

Suddenly, Strobnik seemed like the least of her worries.



Acting Captain Virgii woke to a dull headache, and a very sore shin.

“WAKE UP!” Another kick, right on the sore spot. Ow.

“Stop this at once!” he groaned, opening his eyes. He was in a dimly lit cave surrounded by phosphorescent leaves and vines. Off to his left was a tightly-wrapped bundle of vines with Laarthi’s head sticking out the top. She’d managed to free one leg, but even as he watched the vines reached out and encased it again. Virgii struggled to move his arms, then looked down and realized he was encased in a similar vine-cocoon. The last thing he remembered, he’d just turned away from Boxer, then there’d been nothing but darkness. Oh, this was looking to be just smashing.

“Where are we? What happened?” he demanded. What, you thought he was going to ask who won the last World Series?

“We’re in a cave. Boxer dragged you in here about half an hour after he knocked me out and stuffed me in this trap!”

“Why would he do that, I wonder? Treating other Starfleet personnel like this is against regulations, and I’m sure Mr. Boxer-”

“Sir?” Laarthi prompted.

“Yes?”

“If you don’t shut up about the regulations, I’m going to have Boxer come back and shove a mushroom down your throat!”

“But Virgii’s Law number-”

“Shut up and listen to me!” Laarthi snapped, “There are fossils further down the cave! Signs that this planet used to have animal life! Now it’s all gone and Boxer started attacking me and tying us up in this cave shortly after he started eating the local fungus. Doesn’t that make you think of anything? Anything come to your mind?”

Virgii thought for a moment.

“You really must be more respectful of your superiors, Lieutenant,” he said, “I promise you, I will not forget this behaviour when I write your quarterly review!”

“It’s some kind of fungal parasite!” Laarthi exclaimed, “Boxer isn’t smart enough to do something like this on his own! He’s being controlled! There’s no animal life on this planet because this fungus thing doesn’t WANT there to be any! If we don’t break free and stop him, we’re all going to DIE!”

Virgii thought this over for a moment.

“Still, that’s no excuse for such insubordination,” he said.

Laarthi let her head bang back against the vine cluster holding her.

“Let’s try this again,” she said.



Mytim was panting hard as she ran through the trees, trying to beat Boxer to the ship. She had no idea what he had planned, or rather what the thing controlling him had planned, but clearly she had to do something! She’d tried raising Laarthi and Virgii on her comm-badge, but they hadn’t answered. She’d ditched the heavy pack she’d taken out to her campsite and now had only her standard Starfleet gear and her spell book.

She burst out of the trees and into the clearing. The Roadrunner was less than three hundred meters away, the windows warmly lit despite the fact that the ship was deserted. A single dark figure could be seen walking briskly towards the gangway.

Boxer!

There was no way she could reach him. Pulling out her phaser, she quickly made sure it was set to stun, aimed and fired.

And missed.

Boxer looked frantically around, but she was nearly invisible as she crouched near the trees. He turned back to the ship and started running. Mytim charged after him, firing her weapon. She missed her target again, but this time the beam struck the Roadrunner, inches away from the control panel attached to the gangway ramp. With a shower of sparks, the ramp abruptly started to close, the external hull plates neatly sliding shut over it as it vanished into the ship.

Mytim blinked in surprise. That was lucky.

Boxer spun around to face her.

“Meddling mammal!” he spat.

“Yes, well, you’re certainly a rude…whatever you are!” Mytim shot back. Unfortunately, her efforts to be Miss Proper really didn’t help out when it was time for a really good insult. But enough of that, she still had her phaser!

She fired at Boxer again, only have the beam blocked as a cluster of vines ripped out of the ground, forming a wall between her and the other officer. Behind the writhing plant mass, she could barely see Boxer turning back to the ship, no doubt to start entering the codes to lower the ramp into the other panel set into the port landing strut.

Thumbing the power up on her phaser, Mytim fired again, this time disintegrating several of the tendrils. Boxer whirled back briefly, anger flashing on his face. More vines rose from the ground, but not before Mytim could see the tendrils emerging from Boxer’s mouth, nose, ears and eyes and stretching to the control panel.

“Ohhh….yuck,” Mytim groaned, firing her phaser again. This time a vine shot out from the ground, knocking the weapon away.

“Very well, I have other arrangements,” Mytim said, pulling out her spellbook. “Let me see…taburculan, estoritas!”

What was supposed to happen was that a burst of electricity should have shot from her hand to the control panel that Boxer’s new accessories were trying to use. What happened instead was a rather pathetic little zap that barely reached the waving vine wall. But the effect was immediate.

Boxer spun around from the panel, the vine wall immediately retracting into the ground. The vine that had taken her phaser had likewise vanished. Boxer himself continued sprouting tendrils that continued to slide and twine around his body.

“Lupressa!” he hissed, several tendrils shooting straight out, like a cat raising its heckles.

“I beg your pardon?” Mytim asked.

“I have your servants,” Boxer said, ignoring the question, “You may escape…but without them, you will wither!”

“I…beg your pardon?” Mytim asked again, even more confused.

But at this Boxer just crossed his arms and closed his eyes. Vines suddenly erupted from all around Mytim, encasing her in a tight cocoon.

Packed, she pushed out with all her might, imagining the flaming sphere she’d conjured earlier.

Nothing.

Ice! It had been an ICE sphere she’d been trying to create before!

This time a burst of flames surrounded her, causing the vines to shrivel. Fire burst into the air in a great column as a great ball of flaming energy gathered in the sky, hundreds of meters above her head. Breaking free, she shot one hand out towards Boxer, fingers splayed.

“PURIFY!” she shouted.

Riddled by tiny sparks, the tendrils emerging from Boxer started to writhe, many of them dropping to the ground and crumbling. Even as they did, newer, fresher tendrils emerged. Energy poured from Mytim’s hand, washing over Boxer and tearing at the alien life that had infested him.

“STOP!” Boxer shouted, “YOUR KILLING-”

“Killing who?” Mytim demanded, exhilarated by the energy pouring through her body, “Lt Boxer? He looks fine to me! You’re the one that’s dying!”

“No! Not this animal!” Boxer shouted, “You’re killing the…this world!”

“What?”

Mytim looked down. The grass beneath her feet was already dead, withered away to a few desiccated strands. Even as she watched the foliage around her was turning brown, then black. Meters away, the bushes and first straggling trees near the edge of the meadow were sickening, their leaves yellowing then falling to the ground.

Mytim forced herself to lower her hand, stopping the improvised purification spell she’d been trying on Boxer.

“Too late,” the infested alien groaned, falling to the ground.



Still in the cave, Laarthi and Virgii were contemplating the vine-wrapped shapes of the other crewmembers. Billings, Kessar and other had escorted crewmates to vine-clusters, then stepped into open clusters themselves. There’d been the sounds of gagging and some groans, but neither of them had any idea what that meant. (Nor did they really want to think about it.)

“Well, that’s everybody but Lt Boxer, Lt Mytim and Dr. Strobnik,” Virgii said, “Really, nobody remembered any of the intruder-management protocols?”

“You can’t count Boxer, he’s the infested one,” Laarthi corrected him tiredly, “And I don’t think we have a protocol for ‘fungal-infested kidnapper’.”

“Actually, Regulation 254, paragraph-”

“Shut up,” Laarthi said firmly.

“Lieutenant, that is highly insubordinate!”

“Shut up, sir,” Laarthi amended.

“There,” Virgii nodded in approval, “Was that so hard?” He frowned. “Hey, wait!”

There was a rush of footsteps from the foot of the cave, then the sound of heavy breathing.

“Who’s there!?” Virgii demanded, “Identify yourself at once!”

“I’m…well, I guess I’m Dr. Strobnik?” a voice said.

“You GUESS?” Virgii exclaimed.

“Where are you?” Laarthi demanded.

“Can’t you see me?”

“No! You’re doing the camouflage thing!”

“What camouflage thing?”

Virgii and Laarthi exchanged a look. This was not productive.

“Forget it. Can you just get us out of these vines?”

“How?” Strobnik’s voice asked.

“A phaser? A knife? A sharp rock? ANYTHING!” Laarthi shouted.

“Very well,” the voice said. There was a pause. “And where might I find one of those?”

Laarthi banged her head against the vine-covered rock wall.



“Get away from here,” Boxer said weakly, lying on the ground.

“Boxer?” Mytim asked.

“No, I’m still here,” a tendril emerged from Boxer’s left nostril, “You have to get away from this planet!”

“I thought your plan was to kill all of us,” Mytim said, nonplussed.

Boxer weakly pointed up.

The fireball Laarthi had conjured was still floating in the sky, crackling away. In fact, it was still growing. Fast.

Laarthi waved a hand, concentrating on ending the spell she’d used to free herself from the vines. Nothing happened. A burst of energy shot from the sphere, obliterating a large tree. She tried again, this time calling out the ‘cancel spell’ incantation she’d found in her book.

“It’s too late for that now,” Boxer said, “You’re going to destroy my entire world.”

“I’m not doing this!” Mytim objected, “I’m not the world-destroying kind of person!”

The infested Boxer looked at her for a minute.

“Maybe not. But you’ve already started it. If you leave now, if you get far enough away, the storm may end. Please!”

“Let my crewmates go,” Mytim said suddenly seeing how to get out of this situation, “And we’ll leave.”

Boxer abruptly started gagging and dry heaving. Mytim watched in horror as he hacked up a wad of plant tissue nearly the size of an egg. He looked around, looked at the growing inferno in the sky, then over at Mytim.

“Hi,” he said, coughing, “Um. What’s happening?”



“This rock isn’t sharp either,” Strobnik complained, sawing away at a vine.

“Then either find another one, or stop complaining and keep cutting!” Laarthi said. Suddenly, the vines around the Roadrunner officers snapped open, releasing them.

“What the…”

“Back to the ship!” Virgii said immediately, “Let’s get out of here!”

They bolted for the mouth of the cave, only to come to a halt as they saw the scene outside.

A writing cloud of flaming energy, no longer spherical but instead an amorphous blob well over a kilometre in diameter, was now hovering in the sky right above where Laarthi estimated the ship to be. Bolts of energy were shooting down, igniting the forest around them. Several fires were already raging and smoke was thickening the air.

“Did we miss something?” Virgii asked, right before they dissolved into transporter sparkles.

They materialized in the Roadrunner’s cramped transporter alcove.

“Off the pad,” Mytim said, standing behind the operator’s console, little more than a panel extending out from the corridor wall, “I’ve got to bring in the rest of the crew! Get the ship ready to lift off!”

“What’s that thing outside?” Laarthi demanded as Virgii ran towards the bridge.

“Angry aliens,” Mytim lied, running her hands over the panel and beaming up three more crewmembers. She repeated the command to get off the pad to clear the way for the next batch.

Hurring to the bridge, Laarthi nearly took Boxer’s head off when she saw the Sheppian sitting at the security panel.

“Mytim said to tell you that she removed the fungal spores that were infesting me!” he said pleasantly.

“How can I believe you?” Laarthi snapped. Next to her, Virgii was gagging.

“She said you guys would ask me that,” Boxer said, “And to show you that jar,” he pointed to Virgii. Laarthi realized he was holding a sample jar filled with spongy, phlem-covered plant stuff. Her own stomach heaving, Laarthi dropped into the pilot seat and started to power up the ships systems. Outside the bridge windows, the inferno continued to grow.

“Mytim to bridge!” the comm chirped, “I’ve got everybody! Let’s go!”

“Let’s go, Lieutenant!” Virgii said, gingerly placing the sample jar under his seat.

With a burst from her engines, the Roadrunner lifted off. Skimming the treetops, Laarthi kept the ship low until they were out from under the surging flames, then shot up towards space.

Mytim flew through the hatch into the bridge and jumped into her seat at the science station.

“The…storm or whatever it is is losing power,” she said, sounding incredibly relieved. “It’s shrinking the further we move from the planet,”

“That’s strange,” Virgii frowned, “Cause?”

“Um…” Mytim hesitated, “I would guess that since we’re gone, the hostile aliens no longer feel the need to…to do what they were doing.”

“Why would they kidnap us, trap us underground, then start destroying the surface of their own planet with a massive fireball?” Virgii wondered.

“Ships dropping out of warp!” Boxer called from tactical, “I’m picking up four unknown ships! Make that nine. Um, fifeteen. Twenty two???”

“On screen!” Virgii ordered. On the display screen, the image of one of the incoming ships appeared. The ship was a fat ovoid shape with dozens of spines emerging in all directions. It almost looked like a pufferfish.

“Those look like spores,” Mytim said quietly.

Right. Or like spores.

“I think we should leave, now,” Laarthi said from the helm.

“I agree. Take us to warp,” Virgii ordered.

The ship shot into warp speed.

“They alien ships are pursuing!” Boxer reported, “I’m picking up…they’re launching torpedoes!”

Without waiting for orders Laarthi dropped the ship out of warp, pivoted ninety degrees, then shot into warp again. The torpedoes shot by, their lock on the ship lost. Starfleet Intelligence training was good for something, after all!

“They’re coming around again!” Boxer reported.

“Strong energy readings from their engines,” Mytim said, reading her scanner displays, “I’m pretty sure they can outrun us at warp!”

“Suggestions?” Virgii asked.

“We could hail them,” Boxer offered.

“They already shot at us!”

Mytim abruptly rose from her seat, marched over to Strobnik’s panel and slammed her hand down on the activation controls for the quantum slipstream drive.

Time on the bridge seemed to stick for about a second (or maybe it was an eternity?) then space directly in front of them seemed to bulge out, like the ship was pushing its way through a film of jello. With an almost physical tearing sensation the starry black of normal space pulled away to reveal the shimmering tunnel of slipstream drive.

“ARE YOU CRAZY?” Laarthi demanded, “Now we’re all going to DIE!”

“Well…maybe?” Virgii swallowed.

“There’s no way the aliens can track us at this speed!” Mytim said, “And besides, we can drop out before-”

“Warning,” the computer spoke up, “Subspace fi-”

Whatever the computer had detected, they didn’t have the chance to hear about it before the ship lurched harder than a drunken college student rushing for the toilet. The shimmering tunnel outside the bridge windows vanished as the shriek of strained systems thrummed through the ship’s structure. Mytim’s hand slammed down on the emergency drive shutdown. The sound faded, but the ship continued spiralling out of control until, slowly, Laarthi managed to stabilize her.

“Damage report?” Virgii demanded, quickly checking to make sure the fungus thingy hadn’t escaped from the jar. (It hadn’t…that would have been the last straw on the camel’s back.)

“We burned out an SIF generator,” Laarthi reported after a moment, having quickly pulled up the engineering display on one of her side panels, “Backups kicked in, but it will have to be rebuilt. The fish aquarium in the mess fell over, but Crewman Kessar is already getting them into a bowl,” she paused, “Other than that, we’re OK,”

“A few bumps and bruises among the crew,” Boxer reported, “We’re in interstellar space. Nothing on the sensors for five light-years in any direction,”

“Well,” Virgii said, glaring at Mytim, “I’d say we got off lucky, then!”

You have no idea, Mytim thought to herself.




Acting Captain’s Log, Stardate 59435.2:



“Despite being kidnapped by a dog infested with fungal spores, narrowing escaping a ball of energy the size of a small city, being chased by an alien death fleet and topping everything off with an uncontrolled jump though an unstable slipstream, that was a pretty successful supply run. We got…water. And plants. And some useful minerals that will no doubt come in handy as we repair the minor damage from our…our…”

“Oh bollocks. Virgii’s Law #312: No crewmember shall ingest mushrooms of any kind on an unknown world!”



Satisfied that he’d taken the required action to ensure that something like this never happened again, Virgii turned his attention to the cramped medical bay where an old Emergency Medical Hologram Mark I was running a medical tricorder over Dr. Strobnik.

“I can’t account for the cause of his memory loss,” the EMH said in a dull voice, “There are some unusual energy readings in his cortex, but they seem to be dissipating. The patient already reports regaining some memory, so I suspect that this is a transient event, somehow related to whatever recent incident you undoubtedly managed to get yourself into.

“How much do you remember?” Mytim asked, looking intently at Strobnik.

“At the moment, my last memory is departing for Starbase 341,” Strobnik said slowly. “Wait, now I remember having lunch while en route. And supper!”

“Hmm. Well, it sounds like all’s well then. No damage done,” Virgii nodded briskly, then turned to Mytim.

“Keep an eye on him, would you? There’s a good girl,” With that, he left.

Mytim, of course, had no intention of letting Strobnik out of her sight. Not until she knew how much of his memory he managed to regain. After that, she had a lot of figuring out to do. Like what the heck was a ‘Lupressa’, and why did the fungal alien think she was one? And how the heck had she triggered that storm? And was the effect she’d had on the meadow’s foliage because of the purifying spell she’d used on Boxer, or was there something else at work there?

Whatever the answers to those questions, Mytim was going to have to be very, very careful before she tried using her magic (or whatever it was) again.






  
  
  ch008.xhtml
  
  




Dance-Off!


Station Log, Stardate 59398.4



“Y’know, all I want is a cup of fresh coffee. Y’know? Not replicated, not instant. We’ve got six Atriums, three of them setup to be malls, and the Transit Hub has enough real estate for a subdivision. But do we have a coffee shop? NOOO!

“I heard that starting up a new outpost can be boring. Like, really boring. I looked at some of the early logs from the nearest Federation outpost, and man were they bored. ‘Lt Russell got his head stuck in an access panel’. ‘Lt Porter finished building hood ornaments for all three runabouts’. ‘Dr. Nelson taught her slug to do The Worm’. Those people almost went crazy.”

“I’d be worrying the same, except I think it’s already too late. Lt Stoneryder seems to have learned a lesson from his flogging and is finally setting up his security office in Atrium 1, but he still breaks out in a sweat and starts twitching anytime Colonel Abela enters the room. Not sure why, she did an expert job with his…er…punishment. She didn’t even leave a mark! But maybe it’s from almost getting zapped to death by that force-field during the Atlantis incident. Whatever. Lt Cmdr Wyer is still repairing some of the structural damage his little bomb did to the lakebed, along with a few other things, and he hasn’t shown any signs of being taken over again by crazy past-lives…yet. But he keeps disappearing for hours at a time! Doesn’t tell anybody where he’s going, just vanishes into the city. Lt Franches and his Jungle Squad are looking for long underwear that goes with their loincloths and Dr. Annerson is going to teach Shurgroe to skate now that the lake is done freezing over…OH!”



“OH!” Captain Elizabeth Simplot jumped out of the chair she’d commandeered in Haven’s Command Center and started fluttering her hands in the air.

“OH!” she repeated, “OH! OH!”

“Is there a problem out there?” Colonel Myress Abela demanded, stepping through the door to her small ‘upstairs’ office. (Ops had several small rooms hidden behind the second level, smaller versions of the much bigger offices located lower in the command tower.)

“No! I did it!” Simplot said excitedly.

“Did what?”

“I came up with a better name for Franches’ Civil Protection Team!” Simplot exclaimed.

“I thought we’d agreed,” Abela frowned, “that you weren’t going to run around renaming things! And in return, I wasn’t going to shove you out an airlock!”

“Oh, Abela,” Simplot shook her head, “Can’t we, like, program the translator so that your boring, Matrian names translate to my cooler names and vice versa?”

“That doesn’t help if my people start using your idiotic ideas!”

“Well, if they like them better…”

“What’s your bright idea then?” Abela asked angrily, giving the Matrian staff present a ‘don’t you dare’ look.

“Jungle Squad!” Simplot giggled, “It just rolled off my tongue! I didn’t even have to think about it!”

Abela rolled her eyes.

“I’m not calling them that,” she declared firmly.

“Queen Anselia-”

“Can eat fish eggs!” Abela snapped, “She doesn’t name things here either, and if you think you’re going to bother one of the leaders of our society just because you have a-”

“No,” Lieutenant Fissett, one of the Matrian Ops crew interrupted, “Queen Anselia is on the comm,”

“And we really don’t care for fish eggs, Colonel,” the holographic head of Queen Anselia said acidly from the central holo-table.

“On Earth, caviar is a delicacy,” Captain Simplot said, turning to the table and smiling without missing a beat.

“Charming,” Anselia said, her mouth curling slightly.

Abela swallowed, embarrassed. “What can we do for you, your highness?”

“Have you heard of the Matronus Restoration Society?” Anselia asked.

“Nope,” Captain Simplot said at once, “Do they have an acronym?”

“They’re a research group,” Abela replied, giving Simplot a confused look, “They’ve been researching Old Matrian architecture and construction techniques from before the Gender Wars,”

“Exactly,” Anselia nodded, “And no, Captain. They don’t have an acronym. They’ve just finished studying the Old Matrian naval base on Quatrios Island and have expressed an interest in studying Haven next,”

“Quatrios Island?” Simplot wondered.

“Home,” Lt Franches said from the security console, a towel tossed over his seat (at Abela’s insistence) in case his loin cloth should fail to cover his entire nether region, “My people split off from Matrian society early in the war…we descended from the soldiers stationed at a secret submarine base on a tropical island,”

“Ohhh!” Simplot nodded, “And here I thought the vine-swinging and loincloth was just a Matrian police thing! Do I sense a back-story?”

“It’s a beautiful place,” Anselia acknowledged, “We vacationed there after the Qu’Eh were defeated. Oh, the tranquil evenings…the fresh foods…the love-making in the jungle…”

“Nicely done, your Highness” Abela nodded.

At his control pulpit, Wyer frowned. That was not the sort of thing he might have said, but then these were Matrian women after all. You’d almost expect that if they’d been in the same room together, a high-five might have been in order.

“MATRESS!” Simplot suddenly exclaimed.

“We beg your pardon?” Anselia asked, shaking her head slightly as she came back to the current moment.

“MATronus REStoration Society!” Simplot exclaimed, “MATRESS!”

“You can pass that on to them when they arrive,” Anselia said.

“I thought nobody was allowed aboard Haven until you guys finished figuring out all the logistic stuff down there?” Simplot asked.

“We are making an exception for this group, based on their historical research,” Anselia replied.

“About that,” Abela jumped in, “Do you know when we might start getting citizens? Or work contracts for the shipyards? The city is still a ghost town, and we’ve been here over a month!”

“All in good time, Colonel,” Anselia replied, “Haven has waited two centuries for citizens, a few more months won’t hurt. Matrian Government Complex out,”

Abela glared at the blank screen.

“What is there to figure out?” she snapped, “The two orbital shipyards that actually survived the war and the Qu’Eh invasion are horribly back-logged, it’ll be months before the shipyards in orbit of Matria III can produce so much as a shuttle pod and we just happen to have six state-of-the-art shipyards, only one of which is doing anything constructive! If you count rebuilding an old clunker of a Starfleet ship as constructive!”

“That ‘old clunker’ saved your civilization,” Lt Wyer pointed out quietly from his panel.

“Get back to your orbital calculations, mister!” Abela snapped.

“No,” Wyer said firmly, rising from his station, “I am going to 45 Bahkar Street to perform a structural analysis on the repair work done by the construction bots, after which I will be examining the building at 732 Lakeshore Blvd, which as you know was damaged by the Death Star. Should I find myself with extra time afterward I will continue trying to adjust our orbit so that we have only a single sunrise and sunset. Not before,”

With a cold look in Abela’s direction, he stepped quickly down the two flights of stairs to the turbolift column and left.

“Ahem,” Simplot cleared her throat, “Open purse, remove balls. Apparently.”

“Aren’t Starfleet officers supposed to understand a little thing called the ‘Chain of Command’?” Abela demanded.

“You’ve been riding him pretty hard the last few weeks,” Simplot said, “Besides…everything he just mentioned is stuff that he’s supposed to do,”

“I want him written up for insubordination!”

“Oh come on, Abela. For managing his priorities? Besides, could just as well write you up for harassment!”

Abela just crossed her arms.

“How about a note to file?” Simplot tried weakly.

“Oh, very well!”

Simplot looked around the command deck, but somebody had slipped into Wyer’s abandoned chair, leaving all the workstations full.

“I guess I’ll be in my office,” she said.

“Just use one of the screens on the second level,” Abela waved, seated comfortably at the central holo-table.

“But I don’t have those weird gestures figured out yet!”

“All the better to learn,” Abela said firmly, “Now that Wyer has managed to get the gesture recognition system working properly. Somehow.”

With a sigh, Simplot stepped down to the second level and stood in front of one of the huge screens. At the moment, it was displaying security footage from the Transit Hub. Of course, with the city all but deserted this footage consisted of little more than the occasional passing tram.

“Identify, Simplot, Captain,” she said, holding up her right hand. The screen quickly switched over to the Matrian Welcome Interface. After thinking for a moment, Simplot jabbed her right elbow behind her, opening her personnel records. A hand movement downward with a finger-wriggle scrolled her through the list of names until she found Wyer’s file. A quick hip-bump to the left opened it, then a quick chop with her left hand started a new note.

“This is a lot easier with a keyboard,” Simplot called up, “You know? Point and click? Or vocal-oops!” Apparently, turning her head like that was the command to call up the spell check. “Abela, how to I close this fricking spell checker!”

“Right hip bump,” Abela called absently.

“I feel like an idiot,” Simplot fumed quietly. She banished the unwanted spell checker with the indicated gesture, then began dictating the notes.



Lieutenant Wyer was fuming as he rode a tram out to one of the clusters of buildings commonly referred to as the Suburbs. Who the hell did Abela think she was? Queen Bitch of the Universe? He had a lot of work to do in this city, especially considering that his staff consisted of a dozen Matrians who knew about as much about Old Matrian design as he did. He didn’t have time to fiddle around with orbital mechanics just so Abela could be happy with her fricking sunrises!

The tram hissed to a stop at an underground station. Sure, the tracks on the surface gave a much better view, if underground and surface could really apply to a space city. But the underground tracks were heated, and it was pretty cold up there. Wyer would love to set the city back to Summer Mode, but the last time he’d fiddled with the weather system he’d managed to get it stuck on Winter. He’d also had a past-life incident that almost resulted in the city being blown up. So fiddling with the environment wasn’t exactly something he was eager to repeat.

He found a double-wide corridor that ran parallel to Bahkar Street and began walking. Despite being below street level, this part of the city felt surprising spacious. Entrances to the towering buildings, either commercial office complexes or residential towers, were spaced at almost regular intervals, usually with broad metal & glass windows set into patterned stone. Several small shops were evident as well, all vacant of course, and the occasional park-like space complete with skylight broke the otherwise lifeless design. Someday, this would be a really nice neighbourhood…assuming the Matrians ever started letting people move into the city.

After tapping in his access code and walking quickly through the lower lobby of number 45 (done up in a mahogany-like wood) Wyer rode the lift to the penthouse floor. The rooftop pool hadn’t been drained before the city had been locked down, and the expanding ice had burst through the pool deck when the city had shifted to winter. After a minor battle with the Matrians in Shipyard 3, Lt Shurgroe had gotten him the construction bots he’d needed to have the repairs done.

Speaking of Lt Shurgroe, the lanky human was bent over the collapsed form of a Matrian construction bot, his close-cropped hair patterned in the usual cabalistic symbols.

“Hey Wyer,” Shurgroe said, waving casually with one hand as the other gingerly poked at the bot. The lack of stutter indicated that Shurgroe was up-to-date on taking his medication…for once.

“Problem with the equipment?” Wyer asked.

“Only if I have too much to drink before…oh. You meant the bot.” Shurgroe flushed slightly. Wyer just stared at him blankly. “Nevermind. Yeah. This thing walked all the way from Shipyard 3 back here, through the snow, and I can’t for the life of me figure out why!”

“Weird,” Wyer nodded. He pulled out an engineering tricorder and started scanning the ceiling of the spacious penthouse suite.

“You’ll probably have to climb up to the loft to get a good reading,” Shurgroe said helpfully, “Nice place, huh? I might try to get my name on the waiting list in case they ever open up the building.”

“Yes,” Wyer agreed flatly. He began climbing the spiral staircase that led to the second level of the suite and from there to the third level, the loft. All three levels opened onto an open space, the far wall of which consisted of windows looking out towards the Inner Rim of the city. Banks of apartments, their windows dark, were visible below the ‘horizon’. Above was a beautiful view of Matria Prime. “Still, I think I’d rather have something closer to the lake,” he said.

But Shurgroe wasn’t listening anymore. He was talking to somebody who’d just entered the suite.

“Yeah, he just got here,” Shurgroe was saying, “He’s upstairs.”

“Thank you, Mr. Director,” a female voice replied, “Has there been any sign of activity from Atlantis?”

“Nope! Checked the lakebed myself this morning. It’s still parked there. Half covered in sand already. It’ll probably be buried by next week.”

Tuning them out, Wyer examined the loft. Yup, the structural repairs were up to standard. He could get a crew in here anytime to tear up the carpets and take care of the cosmetic water damage….a crew that would probably consist of perhaps two Matrians, if he could spare them from the lakebed analysis.

Making a note on his padd he turned to leave, only to find himself face-to-face with a blond-haired Matrian woman. She was dressed in the standard fatigues of the Matrian Defence Force, however where most MDF members on the city had a badge depicting a simple bird’s eye view of Haven on their right shoulder, her Haven badge had one of the six structures along Haven’s rim coloued in, with a Matrian number 3 stamped over the centre of the city. She had strong features that, on a human, would have been described as ‘Nordic’. She was nearly his height, and had that solid (yet still female) build that distinguished the Matrian women from most other races.

“I’m….uh, that is. Good after…good morning. Um…” Wyer swallowed nervously, “Hi?”

“Lt Wyer, I take it?” she asked, her voice perfectly polite.

“Y-yes sir. I mean ma’am! I mean…uh…” he tried to read the rank on her uniform, “Yes, major?”

“Major Dekaire, Master Shipbuilder, Shipyard 3, Silverado reconstruction,” she said formally, reaching out to shake his hand. Wyer stared blankly at the outstretched hand. Dekaire, looking annoyed, was just starting to pull it back when Wyer reached out, grabbed it and gave it a nervous shake.

“My pleasure,” he gulped.

“Colonel Abela asked me to meet you here, to help out with the structural verification,” Dekaire explained, “Since it was my bots that did the work,”

“Oh! Of course. I…that is…”

“But I can see you’ve got everything under control,” Dekaire went on.

Wyer stumbled for a reply, then settled for a nod. Dekaire gestured for him to precede her down the stairs.

“I’m sure Colonel Abela will be glad to hear you have everything well in hand,” she said once they’d reached the main floor. She gave him a quick glance over from head to toe, “But please, Lieutenant, if you need any help with anything, I’d be more than happy to sit down with you and give you whatever…help…you might need,”

She gave a suggestive smile, then left.

Shurgroe was staring at Wyer, his jaw hanging down around his knees with shock.

“What the heck!?” he exclaimed, “I had to build a malfunctioning, homicidal AI just to get that woman’s attention, and you just have to wave a tricorder around for thirty seconds?”

“She is very…uh, that is…I mean.” Wyer swallowed yet again, “She’s very attractive.”

“Yeah, I can tell,” Shurgroe said, “By the way, the next time that happens, you might want to put a padd over it,”

“Over what?”

“Your…uh, just never mind.”



“Remind me again why we couldn’t use the transporter pads under City Hall?” Captain Simplot was asking as she and Colonel Abela rode a lift from the Hillsbrook Tram Station up to one of the observation levels for Hanger Bay 1.

“First, because there is no City Hall,” Abela said sharply, “There is the Command Tower and the adjoining Departmental towers. Second, because these researchers, though I applaud their work, are not VIPs or high-security persons requiring the secure pads, and finally because they’re arriving in a shuttle anyway,”

“I wanna see what’s down there!” Simplot whined.

“All in good time,” Abela assured her.

“Yeah, right,” Simplot muttered. They stepped out of the lift and walked down a corridor towards the hanger bay. Soon, one wall of the corridor was replaced with a series of windows looking into the ten-level chamber. This hanger, the only hanger that had been open to the outside world while Haven had been buried under the desert, had a central structure that supported several mobile landing pads. As they watched, the two pads closest to them slid neatly up into an opening in the roof. Panels slid into place, hiding the opening. From the open door to the control booth at the end of the corridor they could hear the voice of the bay controller.

“Set approach vector to 000 mark 4,” the male voice said, “Stand by, bay doors opening.”

The massive hexagonal door was divided into six segments arranged around a central seventh panel. As they watched, the three segments closest to them and towards the deck opened outward, like the petals of a flower. The seventh spit in half, the lower half opening with the lower outer segment. A tall, narrow craft nosed into the bay, at least three decks high but still narrow enough to fit between the wall of the hanger and the central platform support.

“An old Regal-class short-range transport!” Abela said, beaming with pleasure, “Why, I haven’t seen one of those since Haven was sealed! Let’s go down and greet our guests! Maybe they’ll let us take a look at the interior?? Ohhh, I wonder if they restored the leather upholstery in the passenger compartment?”

“Oh I just wonder,” Simplot sighed, rolling her eyes.

They took a flight of stairs down a few levels to the main deck, then stepped through a pair of heavy double doors into the bay itself. A pair of Matrian women were standing by the ship’s hatch, dressed in the plain robes of Matrian academia.

“Colonel Abela! Such a pleasure to meet you!” the woman on the right practically gushed. She gave a sort of half-bow, her short, dark hair barely moving. Gel, Simplot wondered? “Dr. Volergal. I’m sorry we’re a bit late, but they were trying to direct us to Bay 2, and of course-”

“-it’s the odd-numbered bays that are best configured for a Regal-class,” Abela said cheerfully, “Such a surprise that you’d know that! The design of the city-”

“Is available under the Old Matrian Act,” Volergal finished, referring to a piece of law that was making information on their past accessible to the average Matrian, “Plus there was a lot of useful information in that jungle outpost. Not that it can compare to your city, of course,”

Abela tittered.

“Hi, I’m Captain Elizabeth Simplot,” Simplot said, trying to break into the conversation, “I’m the Station Commander-”

“Where did you get this ship?” Abela cut her off.

“Why, from Haven, Hanger Bay 7,” Volergal smiled, “It was one of the ships found with the city and taken down to Matria Prime for study,”

“Of course,” Abela nodded.

“But I’d love to see the city itself,” Volergal went on, “Maybe from the nearest Dome Illumination control room? I believe there’s one very close to here?”

“Right this way,” Abela said pleasantly, “Captain Simplot, I’m sure you can show the rest of Dr. Volergal’s team to their quarters? We’ve got them setup in guest quarters, Tower 5, downtown. Meet us in the Command Complex in an hour,”

With that, Volergal and Abela strolled away, chattering away happily about…something or other. Simplot turned to see that another dozen or so robed Matrians, mostly women, had emerged from the ship and were looking at her expectantly.

“Right this way,” Simplot said, forcing a smile onto her face.



“That was humiliating,” Shurgroe said.

“Now Josh, just relax,” Dr. Janet Annerson said, patting his hand, “I’m sure you’ll be just fine,”

“But-”

“And you got through ordering our drinks and appetizer without stuttering at all!” Annerson went on, “Have you been taking your meds, for once?” Her eyes darted over at Wyer, “Did you remind him? Of course not. Everybody reminds him, but he never listens!”

The three of them were seated in the Silver Stallion Steakhouse, a large lounge/restaurant/sports bar looking out into Shipyard 3. The crew of the ship being rebuilt had (clandestinely) converted it into a restaurant, seeing as how the Matrian government had forbidden any development of the city until such time as they decided how to handle everything. Lt Stoneryder had been the original Haven officer to find the place, but once he took Simplot there on a date (not knowing she was his CO) the rest of the Starfleet staff had quickly been clued in. On the condition that the place never be mentioned to Abela or any of the Matrian staff.

“Now, what was so humiliating, Josh?” Annerson asked, snagging a cocktail shrimp from the centre of the table, “Are you having trouble with those ladies in the shipyard again? Are they giving you a hard time?”

“He was talking about me,” Wyer broke in, staring at the table.

“Were you giving Josh a hard time?” Annerson asked sternly. She frowned. “Josh, I don’t think you should be making advances to your coworkers. You saw how that kind of thing worked on the Stallion!”

Shurgroe and Wyer stared at her for a moment.

“Well, if you two are really interested in each other…” Annerson sighed.

“It’s n-n-not about us!” Shurgroe exclaimed, eyes wide, “He embarrassed himself in front of Major Dekaire! Completely! It was pathetic! But that’s all we meant! Nothing about the two of us whatsoever!”

“Ah yes, throw me right under the tram, then,” Wyer sighed.

“I’m sorry, Wyer,” Annerson said, “Do you want to talk about it?”

“Well…”

“I am having THE WORST day,” Simplot said, coming up to the table and dropping herself down into the last empty seat, “That was utterly humiliating!”

Wyer slumped back in his seat.

“Sounds like we’re all having such a fun time,” Annerson commented.

“Abela is just ecstatic that this research group is here, actually caring about her silly city,” Simplot fumed, “She may have build the place, but I’M supposed to be the one in charge here!”

“You are in charge here,” Annerson said.

“Not as far as Abela’s concerned,” Simplot fumed, “She’s just putting up with me until she can convince Starfleet that she can run the place fine on her own,”

“It seems as though-” Wyer started.

“Josh, you’ve had to deal with the shipyard women. You know what I mean, right?” Simplot asked.

“Orders, please,” A waitress had approached their table, glaring down at them.

“Just a beef dip sandwich, please don’t hurt me,” Shurgroe said quickly.

“Oh, Tai salad,” said Simplot.

“Chicken breast,” Annerson added, “Vegetables on the side,”

“I’m not quite ready yet,” Wyer said.

The waitress crossed her arms and stared.

“Uh…uh…Wyer quickly scanned the menu,”A large…poutine?”

“If you say so, bub.” The waitress left.

“What the hell is a poutine?” Annerson asked.

“I don’t know,” Wyer said in a small voice, “I just…picked something.”

They sat in silence for a moment. Shurgroe started gazing out the double-high windows and into the shipyard. The ship being worked on was starting to resemble a Federation Ambassador-class starship again. The Matrian shipbuilding bots had tore the thing apart, right down to the superstructure, and a series of industrial replicators had re-fabricated any components that had been found to be in need of replacement. Once the project was done, the shipyard would (hopefully) be capable of producing new ships.

“So what’s on this afternoon’s agenda?” Annerson asked, “I mean, I’ll be sitting in my office all day doing absolutely nothing…I have to live vicariously through the rest of you,”

“Orbital calculations, if Abela has her way,” Wyer said glumly.

“I’ll be watching Abela bow and scrape to these MATRESS people,” Simplot added, “At least you can keep me company.”

“Meeting with Major Dekaire,” Shurgroe said, “She wants to go over some of the plans for shipping non-replicatable parts in from Waystation,”

Wyer looked over at Shurgroe, swallowed, then looked down at the table as the waitress brought their plates over.

“What planet is that stuff from, Wyer?” Simplot asked, looking at his plate in disgust. It almost looked like French fries smothered in gravy and cheese curds, but nobody from Earth would be twisted enough to come up with that particular combination. Gravy, OK. But CHEESE??? On French fries???

“I don’t know,” the Yynsian officer said, tentatively poking at the mess with his fork, “I wonder if it’s safe to eat?”

Annerson pulled out her medical tricorder.

“As long as you’re not lactose-intolerant, unable to process standard protiens or suffering from high cholesterol you’ll be fine,” she concluded.

“You’re my doctor. Shouldn’t you know that about me?” Wyer asked.

“Well, I don’t have your file memorized yet,”

“Oh,” Wyer stabbed his food with his fork, stared for a moment, then finally took a bite.

They all stared at him.

“Excuse me,” he gulped, jumped out of his chair and charging for the door.

Shurgroe nervously pushed Wyer’s plate further away from his part of the table. Simplot, on the other hand, snagged a chunk of the ‘poutine’ with her fork and tried it.

“It’s actually really good,” she said, pushing away her salad and pulling Wyer’s plate over instead, “Dunno what his problem is,”

“Alien taste buds, I guess,” Shurgroe said, his stomach churning in disgust as Simplot dug in.

“Mph-huh,” Simplot said through a mouthful of food.



After spitting out the disgusting whatever-it-was, Wyer walked angrily down the corridors leading away from Shipyard 3. Sometimes it just felt like every day on this blasted station was getting worse. Sure, it had looked for one brief moment like he might have been able to tag along with Shurgroe and try talking to Major Dekaire without embarrassing himself, but then Simplot had to jump in and start talking about his food instead. Nobody was listening to him; that was the biggest part of the problem, he realized. Whether it was Abela and her stupid orbital calculations, or Simplot butting in at lunch, or Annerson just completely ignoring him, his biggest problem was his coworkers. And of course if he tried to mention anything about it, the little incident with his past-lives would no doubt be mentioned, and he REALLY didn’t want to go there again.

He needed a little break, that was what he needed. Some time to himself. Boarding a tram, he rode around the Outer Rim to the vicinity of Shipyard 5. Stoneryder, despite being a true screw-up of an officer if he’d ever seen one, had given him one good idea: his own private play-pen. Unlike Stoneryder though, his private room was nothing more than an imaging chamber he’d found, probably meant to be used for analyzing starship designs or construction processes. In addition to the various large screens, control panels, and the window looking into the shipyard itself, the room also had a small holographic generator. Tapping at the controls, Wyer stood back from the imaging platform as the shape of a slim, tall female materialized. She was fully clothed (clean up your minds, you perverts!) in a floor length blue gown.

“Good day, Wyer,” she said pleasantly, “What would you like to do with me today?”

Wyer grunted. Holographic engineering wasn’t very advanced on Matria Prime, not when their cortical induction machines could link users to virtual words…but that technology had been destroyed due to its danger. Still, this simple hologram met his needs.

“Salsa,” he said, “I’m in a bad mood,”

“Please select song,” the hologram said, a listing appearing in the air next to her.

Pulling up a salsa track (Yynsian, not human) he took the hologram in his arms and started to dance. Holographic footsteps appeared on the floor, though he barely needed them at this point. An outline of the woman’s body appeared anytime he failed to lead her in the appropriate movement, but again he hardly needed it. His coworkers would never believe him to be an accomplished dancer, especially considering that most of his past-lives were explosives experts of one sort or another. But hey, a guy had to have his secrets, right?

And at least the stress was flowing away. For now.



Later that day, Simplot found herself standing in Ops, bored. Abela had politely indicated that her presence wasn’t necessary and despite her irritation, she took the opportunity to escape the dull scientists. Leaning back against the railing on the second level, she was using one of the big screens to zoom in on different parts of the city. At the moment, she’d zoomed in on a small park complete with water fountain, nestled between two office towers. She’d managed to find the control system for the fountain, and she was amusing herself by turning it off (right hip bump) and back on again (left hip bump).

“Were those MATRESS people really at your home digging into an old outpost?” she asked Lieutenant Franches.

BUMP! Fountain off.

“Yes, ma’am,” Franches said, “They were there for about a month. Of course, the submarines are gone now, but there were records and technology that the government wanted,”

BUMP! Fountain on.

“I thought Haven had all of that,” BUMP!

“Yes ma’am, but Haven dates from before the war. That outpost was built during it. Plus, it’s less vulnerable than the city,”

BUMP!

“Hmmm. I wonder why Abela didn’t have Stoneryder put a security team on those people,”

“She asked me to handle it, ma’am,” Franches said.

BUMP!

“Simplot to Stoneryder,” Simplot tapped her badge. BUMP!

“Um, yes ma’am?” Stoneryder sounded a bit out of breath.

“Go connect with Lt Franches’ security team and make sure we know what those MATRESS people are doing at all times!” Simplot ordered.

“Uh, I’m already ‘connecting’ with somebody at the moment,”

BUMP! BUMP!

“I don’t CARE what you’re doing, that was an order!” she snapped, “I swear, if this place had site-to-site beaming, I’d beam you straight here, I wouldn’t care WHAT you were doing!”

“Um…yes ma’am,”

“Simplot out!” BUMP!

“We’re probably going to have to whip him again,” Simplot groaned.

“I beg your pardon?” Franches asked.

“Nevermind,” BUMP!



“Interesting!” Dr. Volergal said, “And all of the stations are equipped with gesture-recognition?

She was in a good mood, that much was apparent to Abela. In fact, she was almost dancing on the spot. Whatever these MATRESS people were before they turned to research (and damn Simplot for putting that acronym in her head) she’d bet they’d known how to party. They’d been going about their tasks for almost two days now with seemingly inexhaustible, bubbly energy. It was almost infuriating actually. Stepping out of the way as one of Volergal’s helpers walked/cha-cha’d by, she returned her attention to the question at hand.

“No, most of the control systems use the standard touch interface,” Abela said, “But it came down to either putting control panels in front of all the big display screens, using voice-recognition or having people carry around little portable remote controllers. The design committee decided to use gestures and voice,”

“I wish we could talk to some of those people,” Volergal said, “Oh, the secrets that must be buried in this place! Even from you!”

“I…well,” Abela was taken aback, “I suppose I wasn’t privy to the full city design. I had a lot to manage, after all,”

“And a lovely job you did, too,” Volergal said. She gestured around the stellar cartography lab they’d found in the Department of Research and Knowledge (DoRK) tower. She watched one of her team as they tapped away at one of the computer stations. They gave her the slightest of nods, unseen by Abela. Smiling, Volergal turned back to the colonel, “But my people have just about finished their preliminary examination of the Command Tower…we’d love a closer look at the Command Complex.

A tiny warning bell went off in Abela’s head, but she quickly pushed it aside.

“Of course,” she nodded, “Shall we say 1500h?”

“Perfect,” Volergal practically bobbed with excitement.



Shortly before the appointed time, Abela stepped out of the Command Complex/Ops turbolift and stepped quickly up the stairs to the command deck.

“You, you and you, get out,” she said, pointing to Wyer and a pair of Matrian technicians.

“Hey, what’s up?” Simplot asked, turning from where she was staring at an enlarged image of a strangely shaped tree, its branches covered in snow.

“I’m giving the research team a tour of Ops…I mean, the Command Complex,” Abela gave Simplot a dirty look, “And I’d rather it wasn’t too crowded.”

Simplot frowned.

“Uh, Colonel, I really think we should have a security team up here if you’re going to have strange civilians in Ops,” she said, “And besides, this place is huge. You could fit the whole crew in here. Well, the skeleton crew we have now, anyway,”

“Franches’ team will be here,” Abela waved away her concern, “And all these people have had background checks. I’m really not concerned,”

“Yes, but-”

“Are you about to tell me that Starfleet ships are taken over or sabotaged by unarmed civilians all the time?” Abela raised an eyebrow.

“Well…no,” Simplot hesitated, “But y’know…once in a while,”

Abela turned back to Wyer and the two techs.

“Out!” she repeated.

With another dark look in her direction, Wyer descended towards the turbolift.

“You know,” Simplot said, “If one of his terrorist past-lives pop out again, you’re going to be the first person he blows up,”

“Hmph,” Abela snorted.



“If Akakkat or Krebbot decide to make another appearance, she is the first person to be blown up,” Wyer muttered to himself as he rode the lift down the Command Tower, “Computer, where is Lt Shurgroe?”

No answer.

Right. He was still working on getting the computer’s voice interface fully up and running.

“D-DoDO to D-DoS,” he called, tapping his comm-badge, “Where are you?”

“I t-t-thought you were just going to call me Josh from now on?” Shurgroe’s voice came back.

“That was before Dr. Annerson implied that we were starting a love affair,”

A brief pause.

“We’re not,” Shurgroe said, “You’re not my type,”

“Nor you mine,”

“They why…forget it. Why are you calling me?”

“Because I just got kicked out of Ops so Abela can showcase the place for her little band of groupies,”

“Look, why don’t you just-”

The comm-link suddenly went dead, seconds before the lift ground to a stop and main lighting shut down.

Standing there in the dim emergency lighting, Wyer just sighed.



“Look at the craftsmanship!” Volergal was saying, running a scanner over the marbled stone panels on one of the Ops staircases, “Modern Matrian ships and stations are quite utilitarian. Was this sort of design the standard before the war?”

“Well, not quite,” Abela said proudly, “Haven was meant to showcase Matrian culture to visiting races. A great deal of care was put into making sure that places like the Command Complex were suitable for entertaining guests,”

“Hmph,” Simplot grunted, sitting at the holo-table.

“And who are you again, dear?” Volergal asked Simplot.

“Oh, nobody. Never mind me!” Simplot grumbled.

“This is just so exciting!” Volergal tittered again. Several of her team were spaced around the second level, looking at the big display screens.

“So you said,” Simplot muttered to herself.

“This is an historic occasion, girls?” Volergal tossed off her academic robe, revealing a form-fitting bodysuit beneath, “This calls for a dance!”

One of her team produced a music player while the rest similarly disrobed. A slow beat began to play, one which all the researchers began to move to. It was evidently something they’d done before, as all their motions were identical.

Simplot had to admit, she was curious. One didn’t usually see a team of stuffy science-types break into dance. Ah, just one of the many interesting differences in Matrian culture. The beat had begun to speed up, and the researches were moving faster to the music. The dance had started off with long, exaggerated gestures, but now the bodies of the researches were twisting to the faster music.

Wait a minute…the dancer nearest her hand just done an odd sort of hand-jive that seemed weirdly familiar…where had she seen that hand movement before?

“Ohh, isn’t this great!” Abela gushed next to Simplot, clapping her hands. One of the dancers, distracted for a second, missed a step. The screen next to her flashed a brief warning, but she banished it from view with a quick hip bump. The rest of the dancers continued, either not noticing or…

Realization suddenly dawned on Simplot.

“We have to stop them!” she cried.

“Oh, don’t be such a bore,” Abela shook her head.

Simplot stared for a moment.

“Coming from you? Miss Oh-So-Proper?” she snapped, “You’ve got a dance troop doing the Hand Jive in the middle of Ops! Shouldn’t you be bitching about how unprofessional this is?”

Volergal’s arms were a blur as she writhed to the beat, the big grin never leaving her face.

“Given the respect they’ve been showing for Old Matrian design and tradition, I think i can give them a little leeway,” Abela said, “Now shush! I want to see the show!”

“But they’re-”

As the music reached its climax, all the researches drew their arms toward their chests, fists clenched, then thrust their elbows back. It was another gesture Simplot recognized…one that Abela had taught her a mere two days ago. It was the gesture that told the computers to execute a command sequence.

“Override code accepted,” the voice of the city computer intoned, “Initiating command code transfer and security lock down,”

The main lighting in Ops shut down, leaving Simplot and Abela standing in the dim light from the emergency systems and the control panels…at least until the control panels also shut down. The researches sprung into motion, disarming the security team in seconds.

Abela’s jaw dropped.

“I hate being right,” Simplot groaned.

“And I love it when things go according to plan,” Volergal said, smiling darkly.



All around the city the skeleton crew looked up (or walked into suddenly sealed doors) in surprise as the city entered its lock-down mode. Blast doors slid into place, sealing off entire sections. The tram system shut down, the trams themselves returning to their maintenance bays as the surface tracks powered down and the underground tunnel system sealed itself off. The few buildings that been opened up re-sealed themselves, security doors sliding into place over the more ornate entryways. The illumination system in the dome supports, essential to maintaining a day-night cycle when the Matrian star was on the other side of the planet, went dark, putting the city into a sort of twilight lit only by the stars and a pair of nearby moons. The hanger doors sealed themselves, and the shipyards practically rang with the sound of closing security doors. In Shipyard 3, the Silverado Reconstruction Team abruptly found themselves cut off from the rest of the city literally instead of just figuratively.

Still standing in the dark turbolift, Wyer sighed again.

“Wyer to Shurgroe,” he tapped his comm-badge.

No anwer. He pulled off the badge and made a minor adjustment, setting it to transmit on its standard Starfleet frequency instead of interfacing with the city’s communications system.

“Wyer to Shurgroe,” he tried again.

“Shurgroe here. Hey, how did you get the-”

“Never mind. Do you have any idea why we lost power?”

Shurgroe tapped away for a moment.

“Um…the computer here just says it’s been locked down. Security system, maybe?”

Wyer thought back to what he knew about the city’s security systems.

“When Haven was discovered, the city had been locked down for nearly two centuries,” he said, frowning, “By Colonel Abela. She had left some systems such as communications and one of the tram routes open, both for her own uses and in the hope that the city would be rediscovered after the war ended.”

“No, this is a total lockdown,” Shurgroe said, “I’m in the DoS tower right now…I don’t see anything out my window. Tram tracks, buildings…everything is dead,” he thought for a moment, “How did they unlock the city the last time?”

“Colonel Abela had programmed a sophisticated behavioural-analysis program that determined who would make proper use of the city,” Wyer explained, “It could only be accessed from Ops.”

“Don’t think that will work this time,” Shurgroe said.

“No. I think we need Abela,” Wyer said, “I need to get out of this turbolift, find the stairs up to Ops and find out what’s going on,”

“L-luckily we have something the last group didn’t,” Shurgroe said, “One second,”

Wyer was about to start prying at the turbolift doors when he suddenly dissolved in a shower of transporter sparks, finding himself standing next to Shurgroe in the runabout Cataraquai.

“Almost forgot we had this thing,” Wyer admitted.

“Now I’ll just beam Simplot and Abela over and…wait a minute,” Shurgroe stared at the sensor display, “Why are there so many Matrian life-signs up there?”

“Abela was showing her new friends Ops,” Wyer sighed, “That’s why she sent me…oh dear. This lockdown isn’t an accident, is it…”

Shurgroe pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Persephone preserve us,” he muttered, “They’ve taken over the city. This is like basic Academy training all over again,”



“I told you there were secrets even you didn’t know about this place,” Volergal said cheerfully, stepping up the stairs to the command deck. She approached the holo-table, then ran one hand over the security recognition sensors on the underside. A glowing holographic hand print appeared, hovering over the edge of the table. Volergal pressed her hand against it, eliciting an electronic sound, almost like a gong. The table flashed green, then displayed a city status readout. The remainder of Ops remained dim.

“How did you DO that?” Abela demanded angrily. She was about to make a move against the other women, but several of the researchers had bounded up the stairs to restrain Abela and Simplot.

“Well, I was doing some poking around in the databases in the Quatrios Island outpost, and I came across some very interesting dossiers,” Volergal, “Guess what I found out?”

“The master override sequence for the city?” Simplot asked. She turned to Abela, “Why would you people put that somewhere a common science-type could find it? For that matter, why do you even HAVE one? And WHY didn’t you TELL ME about it??”

Abela was quiet.

“Because she didn’t know about it,” Volergal said. She started tapping at the unlocked panel, presumable to begin taking control of city functions, “And it wasn’t just kicking around in the files for anybody to find. Unless of course, that person happened to be the head of Matrian Intelligence.”

“Admiral Maskota put you up to this???” Abela’s eyes flashed.

“Who?” Simplot wondered.

“The head of Matrian Intelligence!” Abela snapped.

“No, no,” now Volergal looked absolutely smug, “But, you know, we forgot so much about ourselves during the century or so we were in hibernation. For instance, do you know who the head of Matrian Intelligence was at the end of the war?”

“I was in stasis!” Abela grunted.

“It was Admiral…Volergal!”

“Really? Congratulations!” Simplot said pleasantly.

“I barely remember a thing about it,” Volergal shrugged, “But a little digging here, a little poking around there, and I managed to locate a few private files I’d apparently tucked away. Of course, Haven had been lost and forgotten at that point. But I still apparently had access to certain code sequences that were part of every Matrian system when it was constructed. Or so I found at the Quatrios outpost.”

“Enough trivia,” Abela cut her off, “What do you want?”

“I’m a former spymaster,” Volergal gave a smile that creeped the hell right out of Simplot, “I’m sure I could find a use for a giant, armed space station!”



“Ohhh, this is bad,” Shurgroe gulped, pacing back and forth in the runabout, “Two of us versus an entire troop of Matrian scientists?”

“How many other officers have problems like us, I wonder,” Wyer mused.

“I imagine t-t-they usually have s-s-security people that deal with things like this,” Shurgroe said. He sighed, then pulled a small hypospray out of his pocket.

“I hate this stuff, but I guess this really isn’t the time to be twitchy,” he said, injecting himself with medication.

“Hey, we have security staff,” Wyer snapped his fingers. He went over to the console and started tapping away, “Hmmm….no life-signs in Civil Protection HQ,”

“Abela had them keeping an eye on the research team,”

“Fat lot of good that did,” Wyer frowned, “There is a life sign in the security office in Atrium 1. Presumable, our Chief of Security. Or the D-DoPES, as the Matrians like to call him.”

“Oh, I don’t want to deal with him,” Shurgroe whined, “He’s…annoying. And he wasn’t any use whatsoever when the Atlantis AI went rogue,”

“He’s still the Chief of Security…or the D-DoPES, whichever you prefer.”

“Ok, fine,” Shurgroe sighed, “Beam the dope over here, then.”



Lieutenant Harrison Stoneryder, known in some circles as the adult performer Steele Stoneryder, was reclining comfortably behind his desk in the Atrium 1 Security Office. Outside the glass doors leading into his office he could see the dimly lit, incomplete emptiness of the multi-level mall complex. Abela and Simplot had insisted that he setup shop here, but since there were no actual businesses open at this point, his life had turned into a dull routine of reading the news, watching pornography and sneaking off to the gym to work out. So he was slightly surprised when he dematerialized from his perch atop his comfy seat and reappeared suspended in mid-air above a runabout transporter pad.

“YEOWITCH!” he cried as his firm, unyielding backside struck the unyielding transporter pad.

“There,” a voice said, “We’ve got him. Happy now?”

“What the-” Stoneryder jumped to his feet and stalked towards Wyer and Shurgroe. The two smaller officers, for all their talk against him, had apparently forgotten that he was taller, broader and far more muscular than either one of them.

“Eep!” Shurgroe yipped, cowering behind Wyer.

“The city has been taken over by cheerful archaeologists, the Captain is in their hands, and we need somebody with security expertise,” Wyer said calmly.

“Franches and the CPT are handling that,” Stoneryder said, turning back to the transporter pad, “Now send me back to my office,”

“Aren’t you going to…I dunno,” Shurgroe wondered, “Rally the troops? Go in with phasers blasting?”

“Can’t imagine why I would,” Stoneryder shrugged. He shuddered as he remembered the last time he tried leading the troops and the resulting force-field burns.

Wyer cocked his head.

“Why are you here, then?’ he asked.

“What?” Stoneryder paused.

“Why are you here?” Wyer repeated, “You don’t seem interested in your duties. You don’t seem interested in the Matrians. And yet you’re a Starfleet lieutenant, which presumably means you put in a great deal of work at the Academy to get here.”

Stoneryder just glared at him for a moment.

“Plenty of time at the gym,” he growled, flexing one arm menacingly, “Now send me back!”

“No. We need somebody with security skills to take care of this problem.” Wyer said firmly, trying not to think about the way his head would pop off if Stoneryder flexed like that with Wyer’s neck in a headlock.

Stalemate.

“You know, if those Matrian people take the city and toss us all in the brig, it’ll be hard for you to get gym time,” Shurgroe piped up, “And the brig cells here don’t have pull-up bars,”

Wyer rolled his eyes, but Stoneryder seemed to consider this.

“And they’ll probably whip all of us,” Shurgroe added.

Shivering from the recollection of his last punishment session with Colonel Abela, Stoneryder stepped over to one of the unoccupied panels.

“First,” he said, “We’re going to secure an airlock and interrogate the guards. Then we’re going to move up to the bridge and make sure the people in charge are cuffed, blindfolded and…wait,” he frowned, “No, that’s the plot to ‘Sexy Space Battles 3: Pocket Rocket Power’,”

“Eww,” Shurgroe muttered.

“I know, right? That’s why I turned that flick down,” Stoneryder shook his head, “What kind of stupid storyline is that, anyway? That, and they wanted me to use cherry body paint to simulate blood, and I can never get that stuff out of my chest hair,”

Stoneryder tapped the panel, activating the transporter and beaming Simplot to the runabout.

“Anti-Hijacking Lesson One,” he said, ignoring the look of disgust of Wyer’s face and the thoughtful expression on Shurgroe’s, “Don’t let them keep your captain,”

“What the…” Simplot looked around for a moment, then stalked over to Stoneryder and reached up to smack him upside the head, “You dunderhead! She was just about to explain the whole thing!”

“Maybe we should have worked harder to find Franches,” Shurgroe commented.

“Absolute moron!” Simplot was going on, still wailing (ineffectively) at Stoneryder, “Did you even CHECK on Franches and his people when they were guarding those Matrians? Read a report? Wonder at why they were poking into our computers?”

“They poked into our computers?” Wyer asked.

“Apparently! Because they found some super-secret override code that let them take over the whole place!”

“Lesson Two,” Stoneryder added, barely noticing Simplot’s fury, “The bigger the place, the more people it needs. They’re probably beaming up hoards of helpers right now,”

“OK, fine, first priority, we need to get the shields up so that can’t happen!” Simplot said, throwing one last slap in Stoneryder’s direction.

There was a dull clanging as something hammered against the runabouts hatch.

“First priority, we get the hell out of here,” Stoneryder amended.



“We’re having trouble getting into the secured levels, Doctor…Admiral…whatever,” one of Volergal’s minions reported, “Our people out in the Outer Rim will begin beaming up followers with those transporters…once they find them. They’re a bit…lost,”

“By the Mother,” Volergal rolled her eyes.

“What do you want?” Abela demanded.

“What do you think?” Volergal whirled on her, her cheer apparently a bit dampened, “I want control over the most powerful object in Matrian Space. Is that really so hard to comprehend that both you AND that Starfleeter can’t just figure it out on your own? Now leave me alone, I have scheming to do! See, first I plan to-”

Simplot abruptly dissolved in transporter sparks.

“What…WHERE DID SHE GO?” Volergal demanded.

The research/infiltration team looked around.

“Well, none of us has sensor access,” one of them said timidly.

Grumbling, Volergal tapped at the panel.

“There’s an alien ship in Hanger 3,” she said, “Tris, Bet, get out there and arrest those Starfleet people. Ret, find a transporter room and start bringing up the rest of our followers,” she turned to Abela, “We have a lot of work to do, after all,”

Abela found herself pushed roughly into a chair next to an inactive control pulpit.

“You’re going to use Haven against our own people,” she accused quietly, “What is it you want? Male regression again? Control over the planet? Did your preferred Governess not get re-elected?”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Volergal replied, “We both know the real future of this sector is what the other races can offer our people,”

“Right, that’s turned out wonderfully so far,” Abela muttered.

“Our people were once a driving force in this part of space,” Volergal went on, “We did it because we were driven, hard-working and clever. We will do so again. And whoever controls Haven controls Matria Prime’s gateway to the galaxy,”

“Getting poetic never solved anything,” Abela retorted.

“Y’know, I could just have you sent back to the planet instead of listening to your prattle,” Volergal said.

“By all means, beam me to the planet,” Abela agreed. So I can scheme until this city is back under MY control, she added silently!

“Why, so you can scheme until the city is back under your control? I think not. But I just wanted you to know that I could.”

Bitch, Abela silently fumed.

“Don’t worry,” Volergal said, “Once we have secured control of the city, I’m sure it’ll only take a few phaser shots at Matronus before the Queen and Council decide to let me keep control of it.”

“This is a city, not a battle-station,” Abela said, “You couldn’t handle a concentrated attack, even if you had a few hundred followers who knew the city. And it can’t go anywhere! How are you going to conquer the quadrant with a stationary object?”

Volergal shook her head.

“I may have forgotten a lot about when I was Matria’s Spymaster,” she said, “But I still have certain…mental processes. You might call them instincts. And those instincts are telling me that you don’t become a major power through pure force. Look how well that’s working for the Qu’Eh that tried conquering Matria Prime,” she paced along the command deck, “No, you need to be able to analyze your neighbours, learn how they think. Determine who in their government is most friendly to your cause, then see if you can influence events that put them in power. I know what’s down below the Command Tower…I know about the Signal Intelligence facility, and the other information gathering and processing facilities Matrian Intelligence built into Haven. I’m very confident that a facility like this is exactly what I need,”

Crap, Abela mused. Yup, Volergal was definitely crazy. But maybe, in some twisted way, brilliant. This woman definitely could not be allowed to control Haven.

But what could she do about it?



“Y’know, we’re pretty lucky the Old Matrians…or the New Matrians for that matter, never got site-to-site beaming figured out,” Simplot observed as Stoneryder and Shurgroe programmed the transporter.

“Technically, this isn’t a site-to-site transport,” Shurgroe pointed out, “We’re beaming from a pad to-”

CLANG! Another impact to the hatch.

“R-right,” Shurgroe muttered, “Less chatter, more grey matter!”

“I’m beaming us into one of the passages under the lake,” Stoneryder said, “The actual classified levels are transporter-shielded.”

“How are we going to get in?” Simplot wondered.

“With our security clearances,” Stoneyder said, the unspoken ‘ah-DUHHHH’ hanging in the air.

“But Abela said I couldn’t go down there!” Simplot whined, “You mean I could have gone any time??”

“Well, any time after your security profile was entered into the Matrian Planetary Defence HQ computer system,” Stoneryder replied, “The security databases are inter-connected,”

“Ohh, that lying BITCH!”

“That’s how I got in during my…incident,” Wyer said helpfully.

“Why don’t you get your head up into your own-”

Simplot’s reply was lost as Stoneryder activated the transporter, sending them all back to Haven’s central section.

“My own what?” Wyer asked after they rematerialized.

“I don’t know,” Simplot admitted, “I timed that with the transporter noise so I wouldn’t have to actually think of something to say.”

“Captain, you and I should try to find whatever passes for Auxiliary Control down here. Shurgroe, Wyer, you two need to find Haven’s shield generators and get the shields up before we have more bad-guys showing up,” Stoneryder said, tossing them each a phaser he’d taken from the runabout.

“You’re certainly large and in charge all of a sudden,” Simplot observed.

“Let’s just wrap this up so I can get back to the gym,” Stoneryder said, taking a moment to check out his own ass in a reflective surface, “My glutes need more work,”

“Before we all go running around, maybe you’d like to consider that some of us have actually been spending the last couple of months studying Haven’s schematics,” Wyer commented.

“H-hey, yeah!” Shurgroe agreed, “We know…stuff!”

Stoneryder gave them an exasperated look.

“You guys hauled me out of my office to plan this little security thing, so why don’t you just shut up and let me plan?”

“But-”

“Just go figure out how to get the shields up, OK?” Stoneryder said, taking Simplot by the arm and taking her down a corridor.

Shurgroe and Wyer watched them go as Stoneryder stopped to swipe a hand against a security reader and then darted into the cold, steel-paneled high-security sections.

“You read the Silverado report on the city, right?” Wyer asked Shurgroe.

“Y-yeah,” Shurgroe nodded, “Signal Analysis control centre? And the sensor-jamming field?”

“My thinking exactly,” Wyer nodded.

They turned and started walking in a completely different direction than the one Simplot and Stoneryder had taken.

“When will the in-charge types learn to shut up and listen to the engineers?” Wyer wondered aloud.



Haven is big. I mean, really big. When you consider that the city itself consists of many dozens of towers, you know it’s big. Add to that several dozen levels in the Outer Rim, a thick ring over three kilometres in diameter, along with many more levels of habitable space in the supporting disc under the city and under the central island of Downtown and you come up with a plenty of space to stash pretty much anything you could possibly want.

The high-security levels took up much of the space below the Transit Hub, right down to the conduits feeding from the energy transceiver planted in the centre of the city’s lower surface like a prickly bulls-eye. The Matrian government had had many plans for the city as it was being constructed, and being privy to the top-secret project had given Matrian Intelligence just a bit of an unfair advantage when it came to adding their own…interests to the city.

Signal Analysis was a large chamber, even bigger than the Command Complex, buried deep under street level. Designed for analyzing information coming from across the Matrian Empire, it had huge display screens, banks of analysis computers and all the support facilities Intelligence would need to run a tidy and sophisticated operation. It was also the closest thing to a backup command centre that the city had. The interference-generating stealth system, on the other hand, had been the first major system installed in the city, as a means of keeping the construction site hidden. The original plan had actually called for the stealth generators to be dismantled and the space used for other purposes after the city was launched, since hiding a three-kilometre domed disc from sensors was pretty pointless when the naked eye could pick it up easily, but nobody had really had time to consider that point.

“So, how do we get past the override to turn on the sensor jammer thing?” Shurgroe asked.

“This part of the city should be less affected by the lockout,” Wyer said, “That’s the way it was when it was discovered. Just try turning it on,”

Shurgroe punched at a few controls, then shook his head.

“Nothing,”

“Wyer to Simplot,”

“Do you guys have the shields up yet? They’re going to have reinforcements any minute now!” Simplot’s voice came over the line.

“And a pleasant day to you as well, Captain,” Wyer replied, “We actually decided the sensor jamming system would work best, as it is easier to access and blocks transporters,”

“Great, go turn it on,” Stoneryder’s voice came over the comm, “We’re trying to find a command centre, buzz off!”

“We’re in a command centre,” Wyer said flatly, “But we can’t activate the field from here.”

“You guys were heading right for one of the generators when you left us, though,” Shurgroe said helpfully.

“Then why didn’t you tell us…ugh…engineers,” Simplot sighed, “Fine. Shurgroe, walk us through this. Wyer, figure out how to get control of the city back!”

“I know how to get control back,” a voice said behind them.

Wyer and Shurgroe spun around to see Major Dekaire, the blond-haired Matrian shipbuilder standing in the entrance to the large room, a smoking phaser rifle held up casually against one shoulder.

“But I don’t think any of you are going to like it,” she finished. She paused. “Actually, I’m just saying that to be dramatic. Hopefully one of you will like it, a lot. Otherwise we’re sort of screwed.”



“Doctor Volergal, we’ve managed to penetrate the Starfleet craft,” a peon reported over a comm channel, “But the Starfleeters are gone. Their transporter was used to beam four people into Downtown Haven, but the records seem to have been scrambled somewhat,”

“Why didn’t we detect that?” Volergal demanded, turning to one of the researchers seated nearby.

“Um…I wasn’t looking for transporter traces?”

“Ugh,” Volergal shook her head, “This is what happens when you use people who haven’t fought a real war in over a century!”

“Yes,” Abela said, “Too bad the patriots that fought the Qu’Eh are too loyal to take part in your little schemes,”

“Don’t start with me!” Volergal fumed, “Volergal to Team Three! Transporter status!”

“We found the general-access transporter complex between Shipyards Six and Seven,” a voice reported, “We’re ready to begin beaming now,”

There was the sound of buttons being pressed, then a transporter chime, followed by what sounded like a shower of sparks, a small explosion and several screams. And vomiting.

“OH GOD!” somebody shouted over the line, “TURN IT OFF! TURN IT OFF!”

“Somebody’s activated the city’s interference field!” one of the researchers reported, “Transporters are offline!”

“I knew we should have gotten shuttles too!” Volergal’s second-in-command muttered.

“Worst hijackers ever,” Abela groaned, “I’m honestly feeling a little ashamed to be the same species as you right now,”

Volergal’s good cheer was definitely packing it in for the day.

“Kill the aliens,” she snapped.



“That should do it,” Shurgroe said, watching the display on his tricorder break into gibberish as the city’s interference field scrambled its functions, “Anything not directly tied into city systems is now offline. We’re still visible to the naked eye but mostly invisible to sensors, and transporters should read us as an invalid target and prevent beaming. Y’know, unless a transport was in progress when the field went up,”

“What would happen then?” Simplot asked over the comm.

“Um…don’t think about that. Or ask about that. And definitely don’t picture it. By Mii Clane, you don’t want to do that!” Wyer interjected, “What are the odds of that happening anyway?”

“We’re on our way back,” Simplot reported, “Any luck with Dekaire’s plan?”

They looked over to where Dekaire was accessing the security footage from the Command Complex.

“Yes,” she said, “But we’re lucky that Mr. Wyer’s D-DoDO access can still get at security footage. Even a lockdown doesn’t block some requests,”

“Um, yes,” Wyer said, looking nervously over at her, swallowing, then holding a padd he’d found strategically over his groin, “Am I doing this right?” he asked Shurgroe, “Is it some Matrian custom?”

“It’s f-f-for hiding y-y-your…this isn’t the time!” Shurgroe said, “Besides, you only need it when you’re…umm…feeling exited.”

Wyer shifted his eyes in Shurgroe’s direction, then towards Dekaire. Then towards the large screen displaying the footage from Ops right before they lost control of the city. One of Volergal’s researchers was doing a move that looked vaguely like the old ‘Mashed Potato’.

“I see,” he said, carefully setting the padd down. He accidentally brushed against Dekaire’s arm, blushing and pulling his hand back, “S-sorry,” he gulped.

“Have we got it?” Simplot asked, stepping into Signal Analysis. She stopped, then started looking around. Her attention was drawn towards a glass wall dividing the main chamber from a separate conference room, complete with beverage service built into one wall, “Why couldn’t they give Ops something like that? Why do we have to ride the lift down two levels to have a meeting!?”

“We have it,” Dekaire said.

“Have what?” Shurgroe asked

“The code sequence used to lock the city,” Simplot said.

“I thought we were watching a dance contest,” Shurgroe said.

“Volergal said the code was hard-wired into the city, for whatever reason,” Simplot said, “That means she can’t have changed it yet. If we use the same code, we can transfer control of the city down here,”

“And then use the anti-intruder system to eliminate them?” Wyer asked.

“Well, the Matrians have an anesthazine system installed same as Starfleet ships and stations,” Stoneryder said, “But the gas has an expiry date. And it expired around the same time our great-great-grandfathers were getting their first big-boy hairs,”

“You are SUCH a pervert,” Simplot said, giving Stoneryder a look of disdain.

“Baby,” he cooed, “One night with me and you’ll love how perverted I am,”

One sore fist (Simplot) and one sore arm (Stoneryder) later, the conversation continued.

“Once we have control of communications, we can call up our own help from the planet,” Dekaire said.

“Would have been nice if they’d figured out on their own that something was wrong,” Simplot mused, rubbing her fist.

“Are you ready? Dekaire asked.

“Yeah,” Simplot sighed, “Look, just nobody record this. It’s going to be embarrassing.”

“I was afraid you weren’t going to like this plan,” the blond Matrian major said.

“It’s not that I don’t like it,” Simplot grunted, “It’s just…I’m really not much of a dancer, OK?”

“Ok, stand over here by the console…yes.” Dekaire looked at her notes, “Now, start with the standard interface activation…good. Now, you need to get a lateral, rhythmic motion going with your hips, starting at sixty beats per minute, that will initialize the code,”

“I feel ridiculous,” Simplot sighed.

“Y-y-you look pretty ridiculous,” Shurgroe offered, “Sort of hot, but very ridiculous,”

Simplot gave him the finger, resulting in a curse from Dekaire and the need to start the process all over again.

Wyer watched Simplot as she attempted the code, suddenly understanding why Volergal and her people had buried the override sequence in a dance. It would have been obvious something was up if they’d just started making gestures at the computer system, true. But there was a flow to the code, to the body movements it entailed that just worked more efficiently with a rhythm. And it was clear that Simplot wasn’t getting that. Her movements were slow, clunky and lacked grace. She’d probably get it eventually, but if it came down to a competition between her and Volergal, Wyer knew she’d be in trouble.

After about ten minutes of slow, laborious gesturing and multiple restarts, there was a chime, a computerized voice, then all the lights went out. Wyer let out a breath of relief, glad he wouldn’t have to reveal his own, private talents.

“OK, now we just have to find a security template like the holo-table upstairs, then we can take control of the city,” Dekaire said.

“Easier said then done,” Simplot said, “And I swear to God, Stoneryder, if you try anything in the dark I’m going to neuter you!”

“I’d never try anything,” Harrison snapped, silently pulling his pants back up, “What kind of guy do you think I am, anyway?”



“What the,” Volergal exclaimed as Ops went dark, “Did we lose power?”

“Somebody entered the override code!” her second-in-command called as the computer voice announced that the command codes were once again being transferred.

“Tris, dance,” Volergal snapped.

Abela watched silently as one of the hijackers went through the same dance as before, though somewhat faster. The second she finished, Volergal slammed her hand down on the holo-table, regaining control of the city.

“Nice try,” she chuckled, “Cend, how many places in the city would accept that override code?”

“The Command Complex and Signal Analysis,” Cend replied.

“Get our people to Signal Analysis and kill the Starfleeters before they try that again!”

Abela, no longer a major concern, shifted slightly in her seat, turning towards the holo-table.



“Oh, here it is,” Simplot said. She’d waved her hand over an odd-looking interface built into one of the walls and saw a holographic palm template appear. Pressing her hand against it caused the nearest panel to come to life.

“I have access,” she said.

“Override Code Accepted,” said the computer. There was another chime, then the panel went dark again.

“I don’t have access?” she frowned.

“Too slow,” Dekaire said, “Somebody in Ops must have re-entered the code. Do you remember the routine? We need to enter the whole sequence again,”

With a sigh, Simplot moved back to the gesture-recognition system, only to find Wyer already there. He didn’t want to do this…he figured his crewmates would start asking awkward questions…but at this point he really couldn’t see any alternatives.

“Let me,” he said. He turned to Dekaire, “Can you give me some music? Preferably something fast,”

“Sure,” Dekaire said slowly. She brought up a Matrian dance track.

Wyer jumped into the recognition area, one arm up in the standard initialization gesture. As the bass started, he starting moving his hips almost the same way Simplot had, though less rigid and robotic. More of a Soul Train kinda move, this time. He turned, his left arm starting a twirl that accessed the security control systems, while his head started bobbing in a motion that was completely useless to the code entry, but good for helping him look cool (he thought). Around him, jaws dropped as his body writhed, seemingly random kicks and arm thrusts corresponding to the gesture code that had to be entered.

“You have GOT to be kidding me,” Stoneryder said dryly.

“Maybe it’s a past-life thing?” Shurgroe wondered.

“If it is, I like it better than the terrorist past lives,” Simplot shrugged.

“Get ready!” he called, arms coming together across his chest as he prepared to give the execute command.

Blinking, Simplot ran back to the panel, slamming her hand down just as Wyer thrust back his elbows and the computer intoned “Override Code Accepted”.

“Unlock everything!” Dekaire shouted.

“I know, I know!” Simplot said, tapping at the panel and transferring control functions to Signal Analysis.

“We’ve got Matrian life-signs coming down the corridor,” Stoneryder said, tapping at a panel the second it came to life “Sealing the doors!”



Up in Ops, Tris was dancing away again.

“Override Code Accepted,”

“See if you can unseal the doors from up there!” one of Volergal’s team called over the comm.



Down in Signal Analysis, Wyer was starting to sweat.

“Override Code Accepted,”

“I almost got a message out last time,” Shurgroe said, “If it got saved in ‘Drafts’, I should be able to…n-nope, gotta start again,”

THUMP!

“Open up, in the name of the Matronus Restoration Society!” somebody called.

“No!” Shurgroe shouted, his fingers running over the panel.

“Yes!”

“No!”

“Yes!”

“NO!”

A brief pause.

“You’re not nice!”

“And PMS is still a week away,” Simplot muttered.



“Override Code Accepted,”

“Maybe Gini should take the next one,” Tres panted, sweat stains forming on her shirt.

“Whatever, just get those aliens!” Volergal snapped.



“OK, I’m n-not even going to bother writing an explanation in the next message, I’m just going to type HELP and send it to every military destination I can!” Shurgroe said angrily as Wyer danced yet again, “That’ll show those mean girls that I mean business!”

“Override Code Accepted,”

“Did anybody bring a bottle of water?” Wyer asked, wiping sweat off his forehead.



“Override Code Accepted,”

This time, instead of sitting passively by, Abela charged at the holo-table, slamming her own hand down on a recognition template before Volergal had the chance. She barely had five seconds to try entering a command before a phaser beam splashed against her back. Eyes fluttering and blackness closing in, she hit the ‘Execute’ button.



“Initiating emergency system restart,” the voice of the computer announced throughout the city, “Computer functions will be unavailable for twenty-three point five minutes. All city systems reverting to manual control. Have a pleasant day,”

“What the f**k?” Stoneryder asked.

“The interference field is down,” Shurgroe said, looking at his tricorder.

“So’s the security system!” Stoneryder said. There was a groan as the doors to the chamber slowly started to open, probing Matrian fingers prying between the thick panels.

“Josh, did your message get out?” Simplot demanded.

“I think so, I don’t know!” Shurgroe wailed.

A phaser blast shot in from between the door panels. Stoneryder returned fire, forcing the probing hand to pull back. Another phaser blast came through, this time Simplot and Wyer joined Shurgroe in returning fire.

There was the sound of running from the corridor, followed by many phaser discharges. After a moment of silence, a voice came through the opening.

“Captain Veath, Matrian Planetary Security,” a hard, female voice called, “Are you having a bit of a problem in there?”

“That depends on whether or not you just stunned all the bad guys,” Simplot said calmly.

“We did,”

“Well then, we’re just peachy. How are you?”

“Uh…good. Thanks,”

“Glad to hear it,”





Station Log, Stardate 59401.2



“Huh. I guess the Matrians really do care about this place. Shurgroe screwed up the typing and send ‘HELF’ instead of ‘HELP’, but they got the message anyway. As soon as the interference field went down, Matrian HQ had troops beaming into Ops, all six shipyards and the nearest unshielded access point to the high-security decks. Volergal and her team were rounded up and taken into custody, and we’ve restored the city the full functionality. Steady as she…well, whatever cities do.”

“Colonel Abela and Mr Shurgroe are planning on changing or removing that override code as soon as possible, assuming they can figure out how it was wired into the system. In the meantime, we’ve taken the gesture recognition system temporarily offline,”

“So, all’s well that ends well,”



“I can’t believe you lied to me about getting into the high-security levels!” Simplot said accusingly as Abela sat across the conference table from her, “I’ve been asking about that place for weeks!”

“You’re an alien!” Abela countered, “If this was a Starfleet station, would you let me into the top-secret areas?”

“Your government already gave me access!” Simplot snapped, “You had no business going against them!”

“I didn’t go against them,” Abela shrugged, “I just…took my time passing on the information.”

They glared at each other for a moment.

“Your people performed…acceptably,” Abela finally admitted, “Although they never would have succeeded without Major Dekaire.”

“They never would have succeeded without Mr Wyer either,” Simplot countered. She sighed, “But you did shut down the computer and end that whole stalemate. But still! Wyer!”

“Who would have thought,” Abela said, “Under that still, proper, DULL exterior is a man of rhythm.”

“Well, I hope this at least proved he isn’t as incompetent as you thought,” Simplot said hopefully.

“Hmph,” Abela replied.

“By the way, why were all those clean-up crews out in the Outer Rim?”

“Don’t ask,” Abela shuddered, “Let’s just say that some of those crooks got a little more than they deserved!”

Simplto stared at her.

“So what happened? C’mon, tell me!”



“Save the city, and what thanks do I get? Go work on the lakebed, Wyer!” Wyer muttered angrily to himself. He was in an access tunnel under the lakebed, checking the integrity of a seam that had been stressed by the explosion many weeks ago. The layer of sand and silt at the bottom of the lake had absorbed much of the shock, but there was still some work to do.

“Mr. Wyer?”

Wyer turned awkwardly in the tunnel to find Major Dekaire approaching.

“Ma’am,” he gulped, going through his toolkit until he found a padd suitable for strategic placement, “What can I do for you?”

“I think the question,” she said, pulling the padd out of his unresisting fingers and tossing it over one shoulder” is what can we do for each other? If you’re interested, that is.”

“I…uh…well…that is…um…yes?” Wyer squeaked.

“I thought so,”

And with that, she pounced on him.

As uniform parts were tossed around the tunnel like confetti, Wyer couldn’t help but think that maybe life on the city wasn’t all that bad after all.
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Trade


Part One

“And that’s that,” Dr. Strobnik said, nodding with satisfaction as he leaned back from the navigation panel in the Roadrunner’s cramped bridge.

“That’s…what exactly?” Lt Laarthi asked. Technically, she was the Roadrunner’s Chief Engineer. Practically, she was a Starfleet Intelligence agent. She was OK with engineering problems, but it was really something better suited to the drones down in SI R&D.

“Dr. Strobnik has corrected the unit conversion problem in the quantum slipstream drive,” Lt Mytim said softly, her voice carefully controlled to convey dignity yet deference. It was the practised voice of one who felt she was the equal or superior of the people she was addressing, but who wanted to avoid ruffling any feathers. Or fur, in Laarthi’s case. For that matter, she also wanted to be sure that her anger didn’t actually manifest itself by setting Laarthi’s fur on fire.

“It was surprisingly easy,” Strobnik said, not noticing the careful manner with which Mytim addressed him, “Undergraduates can be so careless. But I’m still surprised even they could make such a simple mistake such as this,”

“If it was in fact a mistake,” Laarthi murmered. They’d already discovered one piece of sabotage aboard the experimental ship. Who was to say this wasn’t another?

“Hopefully my colleagues back in Federation space were able to find this little error without my assistance,” Strobnik mused.

Mytim mentally composed half a dozen different replies, none of which she felt she could deliver without a smirk or a dose of sarcasm. Instead, she returned to her station and began examining her left cheek in a reflective surface. If that small bump turned into a full-blown pimple, there was going to be hell to pay!

“I’m sure they’ll be fine,” Laarthi said flatly, “But how does this help us?”

“Well…since using the slipstream drive is too dangerous to risk, I suppose it doesn’t,” Strobnik shrugged, “But really, my dear, academia doesn’t have to be useful to be interesting!”

“I’ll be in engineering,” Laarthi said, turning to leave

It was the only reply she was confident she could give without resorting to profanity.




Starbase 341, Haven, Matrian Solar System:



Lieutenant Wyer pressed the door chime then waited politely outside of Captain Simplot’s ready room. A small office just off the second level of the Command Complex, the ready room had been claimed by Simplot after she’d learned that her actual office was several floors down in the Command Tower. Colonel Abela had claimed an identical office directly opposite Simplot’s, leaving four more up for grabs. Wyer, for his part, had no interest in having a workspace right in the city’s brain…in fact, he planned on moving all of his work out to the Department of Dome Operations tower as soon as he could.

Simplot was taking unusually long to answer her door. The door was unlocked, so Wyer let himself in.

Simplot was crouched over her small desk, a series of cylindrical containers arranged on the surface. One of them was emitting steam, evidently a kettle. Another held dark powder, a third was empty while a smaller pair held what appeared to be cream and sugar.

“Chemistry?” he inquired.

“Coffee,” Simplot replied, “I swear, if I don’t get a decent cup I’m going to kill somebody. Possibly you. Nothing personal, you’re just the nearest available corpse. But I feel like I’m back in the Dark Ages, using this crap!”

“I see,” Wyer wasn’t sure how to respond, “We do have replicators, of course, and I know we’ve added many Federation recipes to the database,”

“If replicators did the trick, people wouldn’t get all excited about visiting planets, starbases, or other places that have actual coffee,” Simplot said. She measured the ground coffee into the largest container, added boiling water, the placed the top on the container.

“Now, in theory, I let it sit. Then I’ll have coffee,” she said, not sounding very confident. “Oh, did you want something?”

“Queen Anselia has requested a communication in fifteen minutes,” he said.

“Does Abela know?”

“No, the message was sent to you,” Wyer replied.

“See? At least SOMEBODY understands how the chain of command is supposed to work here!” Simplot said, still staring at the coffee press.

“Lt Stoneryder would also like me to remind you that as we don’t have a civilian population, having him sit in the security office all day is a pointless waste of workout time,”

Simplot shook her head.

“Tell him to go through Abela. She’s my First Officer, there’s no reason why you should deal with crap like that,” she said.

“I think he’s afraid of her, still,” Wyer replied.

“Good.” Simplot poured half a cup of coffee, added cream and sugar, sipped, then made a disgusted grimace. Grainy coffee grounds swirled in the cup.

“This is like drinking mud,” she said, spitting the ground- filled coffee back into the mug, “This stupid machine doesn’t work. I swear, if I don’t get decent coffee soon, I WILL kill you!”

She turned and stepped towards the door to Ops, barely missing Shurgroe as he entered.

“Do I smell real coffee?” he asked eagerly.

“Have at it,” Simplot said, disgusted, as she exited the tiny office. Shrugging at Shurgroe, Wyer followed.

Shurgroe observed the array of equipment on the desk. After a moments thought, he pressed the plunger on the French Press, forcing the coffee grounds to the bottom. He poured a cup and took a sip.

“Tastes fine to me,” he shrugged.



“So, any idea what Her Royal Highness wants to talk about?” Simplot asked Abela as she climbed the stairs into the Command Deck. As usual, Abela’s reddish hair was carefully braided behind her head, her reddish-blueish-purplish Matrian Defence Fatigues impeccably groomed.

“If it has anything to do with a request to rename the North Suburb ‘Humantown’, then I quit,” Abela replied.

“Fissett, send Anselia a message asking to rename-” Simplot started.

“Forget it, I’m not quitting!” Abela cut her off.

“I don’t know, that sounded like a firm commitment,” Simplot smiled, “And how would Queen Anselia feel if she knew one of her senior officers was breaking her word?”

“Queen Anselia can-”

“Can what?”

Biting her lip, Abela cursed herself and turned to face the active holo-table on which the image of Anselia was projected. Of course Simplot would time their little argument with the start of the communication!

“Can certainly express any opinions she wishes, as befits a Matrian of her stature,” Abela said tightly.

“Charming,” Anselia said, her mouth curling slightly, “Do you make a beeping noise when you back up like that?”

“What can we do for you, your highness?” Abela swallowed, embarrassed.

“Captain Simplot, are you familiar with the Waystation Project?” Anselia asked, her holographic image turning to face Simplot.

“Uh, they built a big dumbbell-shaped space station at the edge of Federation space,” Simplot said, thinking back to the logs she’d been reading, “At least it used to be the edge of Federation space. Now the station is a hub for people travelling through the surrounding sectors,”

“Travel between the Matrian Republic and the Federation goes through Waystation,” Abela said, her memory jogged, “Senous as well,”

“It’s the nearest outpost to this sector, other than Starbase 341,” Simplot finished.

“You mean Haven,” Abela corrected her.

“Whatever,” Simplot shrugged

“The important point,” Anselia said as Abela shot Simplot her usual glare, “Is that the Waystation Project was successful. In fact, they’re expanding. A Starfleet team will be visiting Senous and Matria Prime to scout potential sites for the new station, Waystation-2,”

“Really?” Simplot grinned, “They must be expecting some heavy traffic!”

“Aside from Matria Prime and Senous there are dozens of sentient races in the vicinity,” Abela said, “Back in my day, the Matrian Empire itself had over a dozen colonies!”

“And, of course, there are indications of undiscovered sentient races between us and the current Waystation,” Anselia continued, “After all, the exploration route taken to Matrian Space by Starfleet was a bit more…direct…then usual,”

“We can’t become Waystation-2,” Simplot suddenly frowned, “Then we’d have to memorize ANOTHER name for this place, and print up whole new brochures!”

“Marketing aside,” Anselia said, “The Council has made an application for the Waystation-2 designation. The review team will be arriving in two days aboard the…what was it?” she reviewed a padd, “The USS Hummingbird. Another one of those silly experimental ships,”

“Let’s hope they got the bugs out of this one,” Simplot mused.

“In any case, the Council expects that you will show the review team a good time,” Anselia went on, “Show them that Haven is a vital hub for commerce and travel in the sector,”

“But…it isn’t!” Abela gaped, “The Council hasn’t even let us start moving businesses or citizens aboard yet!”

“You have one active shipyard,”

“That we don’t even control, thanks to you!”

Anselia sighed. She fished around her desk, muttering to herself. Finally, she found a padd and pressed her thumb to the approval tab.

“There. I’ve approved one shift of workers for Shipyard 1, along with an order of defence satellites and the necessary staff and civilians needed to support both shipyards. Congratulations.” Abela folder he hands in front of her, “But as for the rest, you’re own your own. Starfleet says they specialize in being creative, so be creative!”

With that, the holo-image vanished.

“So,” Simplot said slowly, “We have two days to make this place seem like a vital metropolis?”

Abela had turned to look over the railing and down into the city. With the exception of a few lights in the closer towers, it was dark and deserted. Snow whipped through the empty streets and only a single tram was moving between Downtown and the Outer Rim; the rest of the anti-gravity tracks were powered down. She could almost imagine seeing tumbleweeds blowing in the breeze, or would have if she’d been from Earth.

“Yes,” she said dryly, “Thoughts?”

“How about a keggar?” Simplot suggested.

Abela chuckled. It wasn’t a particularly happy sound.



“So, let me see if I understand this,” Lt Boxer said, scratching his ear, “The fast drive is working now, but we still can’t use it? That chews peanut butter!”

“I could explain it,” Mytim said coolly, “But then I’d have to explain again when Lt Cmdr Virgii arrives.” Despite her tone, she was thrilled at the current scientific puzzle. She’d spent more than enough time recently trying to deal with puzzles of a more mystical nature, so puzzling over something that could be measured and quantified was a welcome change.

They, along with Laarthi and Strobnik, were seated in the Roadrunner’s small conference room. The table dominated the room and was pushed up against a long bench-seat that ran along the outer wall. The seat was comfortable enough, but unfortunately it led to those lovely situations where if one person sitting near the middle wanted out, almost EVERYBODY had to get up.

“Sorry I’m late,” Virgii said, stepping into the room.

“Hiya Captain!” Boxer said happily, nearly jumping from his seat, “How are you? I’m glad you’re back!”

“Dogs,” Laarthi sighed, “Always SO happy when the boss comes home,”

“Good day, Lieutenant,” Virgii said, giving Boxer an odd look. He took a seat in one of the actual chair-style chairs on the inner side of the table. “Report, please,”

“The QS drive is fully repaired,” Dr. Strobnik said immediately.

“Yes, and if we could use it, I’d be thrilled,” Virgii snorted, “Lt Laarthi, the consumables report?”

“We might be able to use the QS drive,” Mytim interrupted, folding her hands carefully in front of her.

“I thought,” Laarthi said, “That since we can’t compensate for variances in the slipstream it’s too dangerous to use the drive to get back home,”

“It is,” Strobnik took over, “But Lt Mytim has been analyzing our sensor data from the trip out. It’s not enough for use to safely reverse course, but it does offer an interesting possibility,”

“Here,” Mytim tapped the table. Since the room was too small for a viewscreen, the tabletop itself had to be used as a display surface. A star chart appeared, showing the Roadrunner’s starting point, end point, and a wavy line connecting the two.

“Shouldn’t that be a straight line?” Boxer asked.

“Hyper-dimensional geometry is…tricky,” Mytim said, “In any event, we can’t reverse course. However, I’ve pinpointed some regions that seem to have less variance than the norm. We may be able to use the drive to traverse these regions at very low slipstream speeds, while crossing the rest with conventional warp drive,”

Now everybody was giving Mytim their full attention.

“How much time could this cut off our travel time?” Virgii demanded.

“Anywhere from one to five years,” Mytim replied.

“Then we’re doing it,” he replied firmly.

“There’s a drawback,” Laarthi interrupted.

Everybody looked at her.

“But you didn’t even know about this plan until two minutes ago!” Boxer objected.

“I can think,” Laarthi shot back.

“And what’s the problem?” Virgii asked.

“We’re talking about traversing great distances and landing right in the middle of unexplored territory,” Laarthi said, “Not once, but many times! We know that the Aerostar encountered the Flarn on one such trip! We were lucky our own jump landed us in peaceful territory!”

“Except for that moon we crashed into,” Mytim pointed out.

“We’ll be crossing unexplored territory regardless of what speed we’re going,” Strobnik waved aside Laarthi’s concern.

“With long range sensors sweeps,” Laarthi refused to be shut down, “And with information we get from friendly races like the Wuyans! Thanks to them, we had star charts and species dossiers that lasted us nearly a month! If we use the slipstream drive, we could land in the middle of a war!”

Both she and Strobnik looked expectantly at Virgii.

Virgii swallowed. It was decision-making time. He opened his mouth to reply, then closed it. After his recent experiences with the Wuyan, he’d come to appreciate the fact that some decisions had to be made carefully. On the other hand, he couldn’t stand a commander who just waffled around. But the ship was in peaceful space, on course and with plenty of supplies. He could afford a bit of time.

“You’ll have my decision by tomorrow,” he said.



“The transport Queen of Matria is requesting permission to dock,” reported one of the Matrian crewmen.

“Send them to Docking Bay 12,” Abela said, barely looking over from where she hovered behind Fissett and Wyer, “Are you two finished yet?”

“That depends,” Wyer said calmly, “Can you talk to the computer yet?”

“Shouldn’t you be wearing your crash helmet?” Abela asked him sharply, “I’d hate for you to bump your head and start channelling a serial killer or something!”

Wyer didn’t reply, instead turning back to his console.

“He’s very sorry about that,” Fissett explained helpfully. Abela just rolled her eyes.

“Madam,” she said, firmly addressing the computer “I want a status report of all vehicular maintenance sub-systems in Docking Bay 12,”

Nothing.

“No,” Abela replied to Wyer, “I can’t talk to it yet,”

“Then no, we’re not finished yet,” Wyer replied.

“You. Can’t. Be. Serious.” Simplot cut in, looking at Abela in horror.

“What?” Abela rolled her eyes again, “They were supposed to have that computer personality installed weeks ago! We have a review board to impress, dammit!”

“Not that,” Simplot shook her head, “The computer. You can’t call it ‘Madam’!”

“Of course I can,” Abela waved Simplot aside, “It’s Matrian tradition. Or it was. And I’m making sure it is again!”

“But-”

“But nothing. I’m not changing names for you, and that’s final. Now, how about we have our liaison officer go down and greet our new residents?”

“We don’t have-” Simplot tried.

“MDHQ has permitted the approved of several leases in Atrium 1,” Abela was moving down the stairs to the turbolifts now, “I’ll be meeting the first few merchants there shortly. I’m sure you can manage things without me,”

She left.

Simplot was starting to turn red.

“MMMPPPHHHZZZZZTTTT!!!!!” she squeaked.

“Just let it all out,” Wyer said soothingly.

“WE DON’T HAVE A LIAISON OFFICER TO GREET THE SHIPBUILDERS, AND THERE’S NOBODY AT THE DOCKING BAY TO TELL THE MERCHANTS WHICH WAY TO THE ATRIUM, SO YOU’RE NOT ACTUALLY MEETING ANYBODY AND YOU CAN’T CALL THE COMPUTER ‘MADAM’ BECAUSE THAT MAKES THIS PLACE SOUND SO…SO…WHORE-HOUSEY!”

Simplot took several deep breaths.

“Better now?” Wyer asked, oblivious of the looks of horror coming from the Matrian staff.

“No,” Simplot grunted. She pointed at a random crewman. “You. You’re today’s liaison officer. Go down to Bay 12 and…liaison. And somebody tell Josh that his new shipyard minions are here,”

With that, she stormed down to the second level and into her ready room.

The Matrian man she’d pointed at was staring after her in horror.

“Don’t you have someplace to be?” Wyer asked mildly.

The Matrian looked at the Yynsian, perhaps remembering his reign of terror several weeks ago, then bolted for the exit.



While the officers aboard Haven were figuring out how to deal with their new residents, Lt Cmdr. Virgii was seated at the tiny desk in his cramped quarters aboard the Road Runner. He’d been there for nearly two hours now, locked in silent contemplation.

At least, that’s what he’d wanted his crew to think.

He’d spent the first hour or so trying pace in the tiny cabin. That hadn’t gone well, so he’d sat in his chair…then on his bunk…then he’d laid down. And got up. And paced some more.

What the heck was he supposed to do?

Laarthi was right. If they started making jumps of several hundred light years, there was no telling what kind of space they’d land in. A jump all the way back to Federation space would have been different…but that wasn’t happening without tearing the ship apart. But how could he ignore the chance of cutting years off their trip?

That line of thinking had led to Plan B: Sit in his chair until somebody came in to make his decision easier. It always happened to all the best crews, after all. The captain would sit, muse and maybe listen to music. And then the First Officer would walk in, drop some nugget of wisdom and the whole thing would be solved in a minute or two.

Virgii faced the door and waited.

Hmm. Who was his First Officer, anyway?



“There is no way we can have this shipyard running in two days,”

Lt Cmdr Shurgroe gulped as he was confronted by a 6’5, 230lb Matrian woman. She was solid muscle from head to toe, no doubt about it. She was also a very clear reminder that Matrian society was matriarchal…and why.

“B-But Q-Q-Q-Queen Anselia said-”

“Queen Anselia,” the woman spat, “Is a politician. She doesn’t understand what it’s like to build something! To see a ship taking form beneath your hands! To feel that first pulse from his reactors…that first shimmer of energy from his nacelles!”

“Um,”

“Look, just don’t worry your pretty little face about it,” she said, giving him a condescending pat on the head, “We’ll be up and running as soon as possible. But why don’t you scram…a shipyard is no place for a little guy like you,”

“But-”

“Juli, Fresta, get him out of here.”

“Sure thing, boss,”

Two more burly women grabbed Shurgroe by the arms and started pulling him out of the main control deck for Shipyard 1.

“See ya, toots,” one of them said, giving Shurgroe’s butt a firm tap just before the doors closed.

Shurgroe stood there for a moment.

“What the heck just happened?” he muttered, “And why does it keep happening to ME?”



The next morning, Simplot was slowly climbing the stairs from the passageway between her apartment building and the Transit Hub when she came across Shurgroe, sitting halfway up the steps.

“Morning, Josh,” she said, “Too tired to get to the top?”

“Well, no,” he said. Truth be told, Abela had given him a Traveller, a device that automatically found the best transit routes for him, and even allowed him to take turbolifts anywhere in the city in an emergency.

“I swear,” Simplot said as Shurgroe started following her up the stairs, “By the end of this posting, I’m going to have the most spectacular ass in the fleet!”

“I talked to some of our new shipbuilders yesterday,” Shurgroe said.

“Oh yeah? How are they? Did that poor Matrian I shafted get them settled?”

“They’re settling in,” Shurgroe said, “Most of them wanted quarters in the Rim, close to work. But I think one or two are going to apply for units in the suburbs,”

“Then they can talk to the real estate office. What’s the problem?” Simplot shrugged.

“Um…my male parts, actually,” Shurgroe said, embarrassed.

Simplot frowned.

“Shouldn’t that kind of thing go to Dr. Annerson?”

“No, I mean…those Matrian woman are female chauvinist pigs!” Shurgoe exclaimed, “They kicked me right out! Said a shipyard was ‘no place for a pretty little thing like me’!”

“That’s two shipyards you’ve been kicked out of now, Josh,” Simplot said, “Not a good record for the Director of Shipbuilding,”

“I know! But look at the mess I caused getting the women in Shipyard 3 to take me seriously” Shurgroe almost wailed, “I can’t do that again! I j-j-j-just don’t know what to do about it!”

“Well, I would suggest…wait a minute…do you smell that?” Simplot’s eyes suddenly started darting back and forth. They’d reached the second level of the Transit Hub. Another level up was the crossover bridge to the inner hub and the Command Tower lobby, but straight ahead of them were the open double-doors that led into Atrium 1. Simplot charged ahead, leaving Shurgroe struggling to keep up.

The Atrium was largely unchanged; an egg-shaped space over five levels high, with storefronts lining the inner walls. Out towards the city, the entire outer wall of the egg consisted of windows. The Atriums had been largely ignored due to the fact that they were completely deserted. Or at least they used to be.

Several storefronts were now under construction. Shurgroe could see a Matrian clothing store, two restaurants and some sort of crafts store already taking shape, along with the newly opened 24th Century Realty office. Simplot had made a bee-line straight for a café that was apparently already open for business.

“Oh thank God,” she said, sniffing a cup of Matrian coffee and thumbing the payment pad, “Now we just need a Dillon’s Supply Depot, a Beanus Coffee Hut, and maybe a Romulus Republic.”

“That was fast,” Shurgroe frowned, “I thought Abela just approved these places yesterday?”

“We have a review board to convince, Josh,” Simplot said, “Time is money! Speaking of which, don’t you have a shipyard to handle?”

With that, she turned back towards the Transit Hub, leaving Josh standing near the railing.

He looked out at the open Atrium. The bustle of merchants setting up shop only filled a small section of one level of the open structure, the tapping of their tools echoing in the vast space.

“Yeah, we’re really going to convince them,” he muttered.



“Good morning, crew,” Virgii said confidently, striding the two paces from the bridge entrance to his command chair.

“Hiya!” Boxer said happily, wagging his tail, “Hi-hi-hi!”

Laarthi hissed at him.

Mytim turned from the science console.

“I’ve plotted out a preliminary course, based on the areas of below-average quantum variance,”

“Lieutenant, who said we were using your plan?” Virgii asked reproachfully.

“Lt Laarthi heard you flipping the coin in your quarters late last night,” Mytim replied.

“What? But…how could she hear that?”

“I was unsure, up until you cried ‘that’s it, eight out of fifteen and not one more’!” Laarthi replied.

“I see,” Virgii gulped. That’s it: his sex life was officially dead as long as Laarthi was his neighbour. “Then yes, prepare the quantum slipstream drive. Lt Mytim, what is our first jump?”

“Our first jump will take us three hundred light years on a bearing of 340 mark 2,” Dr. Strobnik cut in.

“That cuts what…five months off our trip?” Virgii asked.

“Less. We’re not going in a straight line,”

“Oh,” Virgii swallowed, “When can we activate the drive?”

“Anytime now,” Mytim said, before Strobnik could answer.

“Then let’s do this,”

“Oh boy!” Boxer said happily, “We’re going on a trip!”

Virgii closed his eyes and gripped his arm rests.

“Very well then,” he said tightly.

There was a growing hum as the Roadrunner’s experimental drive powered up. Outside the ship the sleek warp nacelles went dark as drive plasma was redirected to the ring nacelle, which glowed to life. As the quantum core powered up there was a brief twisting of light directly ahead of the small ship, the suggestion of a dent, as though the light were actually drilling into space itself. Then the Roadrunner stretched and vanished.

Virgii cracked open one eye, somewhat surprised to see the swirling blue and black tunnel of slipstream drive outside the bridge windows instead of the afterlife.

“Slipstream drive is at 10%,” Mytim reported, “Attempting to compensate for variance,”

The ship shook, almost hard enough to throw Virgii out of his seat.

“Is that supposed to be happening?” Boxer asked nervously.

“This is why we’re not supposed to use the drive like this,” Laarthi replied. Her tone was confident, but Boxer could see the claw marks she was making in her console.

The ride smoothed out for a few minutes. A few became several, then nearly twenty. A few minor bumps here and there kept everybody on their toes. Then Strobnik’s navigation panel started beeping.

“I think we’re coming up on a subspace fibre bundle,” he said, worried, “Reduce drive power to five percent until we’re past it,”

“Doesn’t the slipstream collapse rather spectacularly at 4.8%?” Virgii asked, worried.

“That’s still a zero-point-two margin of error,” Strobnik waved him away, then looked thoughtful, “Of course, if you combine the error of the instruments with the irregularities of the drive itself, then yes I suppose there is some risk,”

“Goody,”

Virgii didn’t have the chance to say anything more before the ship hit the fibre bundle, spinning out of control. He was vaguely aware of Strobnik shouting “No, turn INTO the skid”, right before the spinning tunnel collapsed into the darkness of normal space.

“Shutdown successful,” Mytim said, visibly working to calm herself, “The slipstream was collapsing,” she looked at her readouts, “But we’re a quarter of the way through that jump anyway.”

“Boxer, anything?”

“Hmm? Oh!” Boxer had nearly forgotten that he was the guard dog, so to speak. It was his job to watch out for threats! He quickly consulted the scanners.

“Nothing. We’re in interstellar space,”

“Good,” Virgii pried his fingers out of the arm-rests, “Then we can afford to take a day or two to recover before we try that again.





Station Log, Supplemental:



“OK, yes, I realize that two days is pushing it for a supplementary log entry, but I’m busy! We’re all busy!”

“Thanks to Colonel Abela’s efforts, we now have a total of six businesses up and running in Atrium 1. Which, by the way needs a better name. Yes, dammit Abela, I draw the line at the shopping mall! IT MUST BE NAMED!”

“Anyway, even though I can at least get some good coffee in the morning, the Atrium is nowhere near the bustling hub we need for our little demonstration to the Waystation selection board. We have a couple of other plans, but we just don’t have time to set them in motion!”

“Shurgroe has now been kicked out of both functioning shipyards. I say ‘functioning’ lightly, as the new shift for Shipyard 1 is still…what was it…‘confirming that the workplace meets union requirements’. I really think he’s going to have to grow a pair…or maybe in the case of the Matrians retract a pair is better. Anyway, he needs to do something about a pair before he’ll be able to deal with those women.”

“And to top it all off, the review board is due in ten minutes!”



“We’re screwed,” Abela signed, sitting in the nearest chair in the Ops command deck, “Haven is loaded with potential…but I doubt the board is going to care about that,”

“Don’t worry, Myress,” Simplot said, trying to be reassuring, “Look at the competition! Senous is the only other planet on the route, and they don’t have anything to offer.”

“Limitless sex,” Ensign Kesser spoke up from the tactical panel…or the pulpit that was currently serving as a tactical panel.

“Bodies that could be carved from marble,” Fissett added, her voice turning dreamy.

“Yeah, I guess…and I don’t know about Matria, but on Earth sleeping with the judges is a time-honoured way of winning contests,” Simplot grunted, her expression turning glum.

“So…we can get the Waystation designation if we sleep with the judges?” Abela looked intrigued.

“I doubt your husband would like that idea,”

“Anything in the line of duty,” Abela’s lips tightened.

“Not that it matters,” Wyer spoke up from the biosphere control console, “I’ve read the reports on Senous. If we’re down to that kind of competition between us and them, there’s no way we’ll win,”

“You,” Abela said darkly, “Are really getting on my bad side,”

“I’m not trying to be offensive-”

“But I’m still offended!”





Thousands of light-years away…



“You’re sure it’s going to work right this time?” Virgii asked, drumming his fingers on the command chair armrest.

“With a 96% certainly, 14 times out of 15,” Dr. Strobnik assured him.

“Then why can I see through your arm?”

Strobnik swallowed then quickly reigned in his camouflage abilities.

“I’ve made a few minor modifications to the slipstream drive,” he said defensively, “It was meant to operate at higher power levels in a stabilized slipstream, not the way we’re using it now. Because this way has a greater chance of killing us!”

“Yak, yak, yak,” Laarthi cut in, “Honestly, Captain, I have no clue what he did. He made some adjustments to the core and told me not to ‘worry my little community-college head over it’.”

Virgii sighed. But the choice had already been made. Time to go.

“Very well,” he said, “Let’s give this another try.”



“Hummingbird is due in one minute,” Kesser reported.

“Hey,” Wyer sat up in his seat, “Did we ever send Starfleet the updated scans of the Matrian system?”

“I don’t know,” Simplot shrugged, “Who’s our science officer? Did we assign one after what’s her name went missing? Mytim?”

Fissett shyly raised her hand.

“Me,” she said, “And no, why would I?”

“Because we used a very big energy beam generator to mess with the quantum fabric of space near Matria VI,” Wyer said, his eyes growing wide.

“WHAT?” Abela demanded, “You messed with our quantum…space…fabric? You didn’t say anything about that!”

“Because the only people who would notice would be people travelling in a quantum slipstream!” Wyer exclaimed, “And I can count the number of known QS vessels in the galaxy on one hand!”

“Uh oh,” Simplot gulped.

“Sensors! Show us their arrival point” Abela ordered, “Get us a visual!”

The holo-table came to life with a 3D representation of the space around Matria Prime. Near the small disk of Haven there was a tiny flash of light. The view zoomed in, just in time to catch a glimpse of a warping of space, the barest hint of a tunnel. Then a ship emerged sporting an elongated saucer and a pair of sleek twin nacelles, just now coming to life as the ring-nacelle surrounding the aft section of the ship went dark. Then there was a second flash of light; this one blue. The ship seemed to waver, faded, then abruptly solidified. It shot forward, right towards the city.

“That was…weird,” Fissett said. Wyer came over to join her.

“Well, there was some weird distortion on the sensors,” he said, “But everything seems OK.”

“They why are they COMING RIGHT AT US?” Fissett cried as the Hummingbird soared towards the city dome.



One minute, Mytim was activating the slipstream drive. The next, the Roadrunner was plunging towards certain doom.

“PULL UP! PULL UP!” Virgii cried.

“AHHH!!!” Boxer shouted.

Mytim wrestled with the helm controls, trying to pull the Roadrunner up and away from the giant monstrosity that had appeared in their path. She pulled the ship halfway though a barrel roll then yanked the ship to port. Virgii caught a glimpse of what looked like a giant, shaken ‘Snowy Village’ snow globe before the view out the windows was replaced with stars.

“Bollocks!” he shouted, turning to Strobnik, “What just happened!”



“Hail them!” Abela snarled, “They nearly hit us! What idiot is driving that thing??”

“Starbase Haven to USS Hummingbird,” Kesser started speaking into the comm, “Come in, Hummingbird. Respond, please…or the cranky lady over here is going to get mean!”

He listened for a moment while Abela gave him a dark look. After a moment, Simplot joined her.

“No response,” he said.

“Open channel,” Simplot ordered, “Starbase 341 to Hummingbird. I’m not the cranky lady, but I am the station commander. And your pilot has some explaining to do!”

The comm crackled.

“This is the USS Roadrunner,” an officious-sounding British voice came back, “Captain Virgii commanding.”

“Acting Captain,” corrected a voice in the background.

Abela and Simplot exchanged a look.

“Say again?” Abela demanded.

“We come in peace,” the officious-sounding voice continued, “We’re on a mission of exploration, viewing the local cultures and what-not. Kindly allow us to continue on our path and we’ll be of no bother,”

“Roadrunner, check your maps,” Abela said, still looking surprised, “You’re in Matrian space,”

“Federation space,” Simplot corrected.

“You can’t rename things, Starfleeter!”

“I’m not renaming it, Matrian space is part of Federation space! It’s, like, the vanilla ice cream of the great Federation banana split!”

“WHAT are you TALKING ABOUT??”

“We’re…we’re back?” Virgii sounded stunned, “Truly? Home?”

“You have arrived at Starbase Haven,” Abela confirmed, beginning to tire of the repetition.

“Uh, but you guys are a little late,” Simplot added, “Hey, how about some ice cream!”



The bridge of the Roadrunner was quiet. Through the forward window they could see one of Haven’s docking ports extending to receive them, a purplish tractor beam playing over their ship’s hull.

“HORRAY!” Boxer said suddenly, scaring the hell out of everybody.

“What the hell?” Virgii finally asked Strobnik.

“Well, there are always numerous possibilities,” Strobnik said quickly, “The universe is quite vast, and the number of-”

“He has no clue,” Laarthi cut him off. She’d stood from her station and grabbed Boxer by the arm.

“Excuse us, Captain. We need to, uh, prepare for arrival,” she said.

“We do?” Boxer cocked his hair, too confused to shake her off.

“We do,” she replied firmly, pulling him off the bridge.

As they descended the cramped stairway to deck two, Boxer whispered to Laarthi.

“This isn’t really about getting ready for arrival, is it?” he said conspiratorially.

“No,” Laarthi hissed back, “It’s about the fact that somebody sabotaged this ship weeks ago. Somebody who might have allies on Starbase 341! And now suddenly we’re right at their doorstep!”

“But we blew the saboteur into space,” Boxer objected, “Along with my favourite chew-toy!”

“I doubt he was working alone,” Laarthi said.

“Virgii to Laarthi,”

“What?”

“Did your arrival preparations by chance including beaming something to the starbase?” Virgii asked.

Laarthi’s eyes widened.

“Yes?” she said, “Yes. I, uh, had to beam some…uh…”

“Some of the materials we picked up at Wuyan for analysis,” Boxer chimed in.

“Couldn’t it have waited?”

“NO! Laarthi out!”

They exchanged a glance.

“So the saboteur is dead, huh?” Laarthi asked.

“Uh-oh,” Boxer wimpered.



Within fifteen minutes the Roadrunner’s senior staff had been escorted from their Outer Rim docking port, through the transit system and to the central tower. Virgii looked curiously out the windows as the tram sped across one of the bridges, wondering just what sort of space station had snowstorms. Mytim and Strobnik however, were comparing sensor readings on a pair of padds, trying to figure out what had happened.

“Where’s the rest of their staff?” Abela asked coolly once they arrived.

Lieutenant Franches and two of his team members had escorted Virgii, Mytim and Strobnik to the Command Tower Principle Conference. Mytim didn’t seem to be taking note of their near nudity, but Virgii was careful to keep his distance.

“Well, my Chief Engineer and Chief of Security had to run off on some materials analysis,” Virgii jumped in, before Franches could answer, “But really, we don’t have much staff aboard the ship.

“About that,” Simplot cut in, “What the heck happened to you guys?”

Virgii and Mytim quickly explained how the ship had been sent thousands of light-years off course and their plan to make short hops closer to home.

“But then we just appeared here,” Virgii said, “Like magic,”

Mytim sucked in a sudden breath.

“There is no such thing as magic!” she said harshly.

“There appears to have been some sort of unexpected quantum tunnelling effect,” Dr. Strobnik said, “We entered a slipstream just as the Hummingbird was exiting one. Something created some kind of link between our ships, and our slipstream vectors were cross-imposed.

“That’s, uh, just out of curiosity, not something we could have caused by the quantum disruption of shooting a big energy beam meant to knock a ship out of the slipstream, is it?” Lt Wyer asked carefully.

“Perhaps,” Strobnik shrugged, “Why do you ask?”

“No reason,” Wyer gulped.

“In any event,” Simplot said, “Our liaison officer can set you up with temporary quarters near your ship until you can drop by Haven Estates or 24th Century Realty and start hunting for a good condo,”

“I beg your pardon?” Virgii asked.

“Condom?” Strobnik wondered, “Are we expected to have sex? Is this some Matrian custom?”

“No, condominium, not condom! It’s an apartment that you have to pay a lot more money for,” Simplot explained.

“Who’s our liaison officer officer today?” Wyer asked.

“Just make Kesser do it,” Simplot shrugged.

“Haven Estates?” Virgii and Mytim looked helplessly at each other, “Money?”

“Don’t let them talk you into something downtown right off the bat,” Abela advised, “Some of the suburbs are quite lovely…though if you want a lot of space you’ll have to settle for something in the Rim,”

“I say…” Virgii cocked his head.

“Oh, and winter is scheduled to end in another month,” Simplot added, “So you might want to try for something near the lake. I think Lieutenant Stoneryder wants to get at least one of the beaches properly groomed.”

“Do you like the snowfall today, by the way?” Wyer asked, “It took several hours to figure out how to induce a gentle snow rather than a blizzard,”

“Do let us know if you need any help moving,” Abela said, abruptly losing interest and heading for the exit.

Virgii and Mytim just looked back at them.

“Moving?”

“Well, you are assigned here, after all,” Simplot shrugged, “Better late than never,”

“But who wants to bet,” Shurgroe broken, “That the Hummingbird is stuck near the galactic core right now?”

“That seams like a certainty,” Strobnik nodded.

“Uh oh,” Simplot said, “All those Admirals and performance analysis people…stranded years from home. That’s probably going to hurt our review score,”





Meanwhile, thousands of light years away….



Admiral Thomas Wagner looked out the windows of the Hummingbird’s bridge, scanning space around the small ship.

“Isn’t there supposed to be a planet here?” he asked the officer seated in the command chair.

“Don’t ask me,” replied Commander Tifnay, “I’m a performance critic, not a deep space explorer.”

“And we’re sure that Metric thing was the only problem with the drive?”

“Positive. At least this ship didn’t disappear during the test flight like that last one,”

“Unless…maybe we just did,” Wagner shook his head.

“Oh.” Tifnay swallowed, “Uh-oh,”



Back on Haven, Laarthi was leading Boxer on a mad rush through the maze of passageways and stairways that was Haven’s Outer Rim.

“Laarthi, where are we going?” Boxer asked as the feline officer took a sharp right into some sort of cargo thoroughfare, “Couldn’t we have at least found the liaison office and gotten a map?”

“Did you pay no attention to Construct Navigation during your training?” Laarthi spat, “I have the beam-in co-ordinates, I can get us there.”

“Nice place,” Boxer observed, “When I heard we were posted to an alien-built station, I was afraid we’d be in for something like Deep Space Nine,”

Laarthi had felt the exact same way, but there was no way she was telling him that.

They’d gone up several levels from the docking port and had moved a considerable distance clockwise around the city, so to speak. From what Laarthi could tell, they were in a residential section. They’d turned off the main corridors and found themselves navigating a large hexagon with calmer, more sombre colour tones than the red and blue of the rest of the station. Doorways were inter-spaced at regular intervals. Laarthi led them straight for one of them.

“Dead end,” she said with satisfaction, “If we were quick on our feet, the culprit may even still be inside!”

“Maybe we should have brought weapons?” Boxer offered.

“Weapons…oh s**t,” Laarthi muttered.

Boxer pondered their lack of offensive capabilities for a moment, then bared his teeth.

“Beh-er?” he offered.

Laarthi sighed, but extended her claws and hit the door release.

It was almost something from a comic book. A rather pathetic comic book, featuring Cat Girl and Dog Boy as they burst into a fairly non-nondescript apartment, teeth and manicured claws bared and ready for action. Any super-villain worth half his salt would have taken one look, patted them on the head and sent them on their way. As it was, the apartment was empty. One of the living room windows was open, letting in a burst of cold wind.

“Who turned down the heat?” Boxer asked, his fur fluffing up as he quickly secured the apartment.

Laarthi wasn’t listening to him. She stood in front of the broad picture window, staring out at the scene before her. Boxer followed her gaze, seeing only a fairly standard if compact cityscape huddled under a layer of snow. The trees in a nearby park had glimmers of hoarfrost on their branches and the light from the planet above reflected off the white blanket of snow.

“Laarthi?”

Laarthi saw none of the snow. As her eyes passed over the city, she saw rooftop gardens, vines and tailings hanging over their edges. She saw grassy parks, with plenty of shady spots under brilliant green trees. She saw flowers of all conceivable shapes and colours flowing from carefully manicured flower beds and opportunities for all manner of landscaping.

“Laarthi?” Boxer tapped a promising-looking button next to the window. A clear panel slid across from one side, cutting off the cold wind. Laarthi shook herself as if awakening from a dream.

“Right. We’re chasing somebody,” she said.

“I think it’s a little late,” Boxer winced. Down below, at the base of the inner rim, he could see tracks in the snow leading into the nearest building. From there, the saboteur could have gone anywhere.

“Blast,” Laarthi cursed.

“Now what?” Boxer asked.

“Now we start investigating, Mr. Chief of Security,” Laarthi said angrily, stomping out of the apartment with a curious lack of her usual feline grace, “Make sure there aren’t any departing ships he or she can get away on! Then we start searching this place!”

“Do we get to sleep first? It’s been a long day,”

“NO!” Laarthi snapped.



“No, you can’t have access to the departures log,” Lieutenant Fissett said, “I’m sorry,”

“Why not?” Laarthi demanded. The two of them had gone straight to Haven’s command centre in their quest. Boxer was pacing around the lower level, staring out at the cityscape below while Laarthi had scampered right up to the command deck.

“Because there isn’t one,” Fissett explained, “We’ve had, like, zero traffic. Other than a couple of shipyards opening up, and all that came from Matria Prime anyway,”

“But you must have a shuttle service to the planet!”

“Sure, but we’re in transporter range of the home-world anyway,”

“TRANSPORTER RANGE?” Laarthi choked, then immediately fought to calm herself. The saboteur could be anywhere on the planet by now! “May I see the transporter logs then?”

“I guess,” Fissett set Laarthi up at a nearby control pulpit.

“Nothing,” she muttered after a quick scan, “Where did you go, you little…”

“Laarthi, I’m tired,” Boxer said, climbing up the stairs, “It’s been a long day and about nine thousand light-years. I just want to sleep. We don’t even know that the…” he looked over at Lieutenant Fissett, “that the material samples are going to do anything tonight,” he finished.

“Fine,” Laarthi said grudgingly, “But we’re sleeping on the Roadrunner,”

Boxer’s tail drooped.



Virgii wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting when the Roadrunner returned to Federation space (under his leadership, of course), but it sure wasn’t the ‘Wham, Bam, Thank You Acting Captain’ routine that he’d received at Starbase 341. Simplot had dismissed him and his ‘staff’ from the briefing, only to summon him back fifteen minutes later to talk to Admiral Janeway. He’d thought that she, a fellow ‘dislocatee’, would understand his valiant bravery and effort in getting his crew home in a matter of months, but she’d simply demanded a dump of the Roadrunner’s computer logs then signed off rather abruptly. (That her ego might have been a little burned by the fact that her crew had been MIA for seven years didn’t enter Virgii’s mind.)

Now he found himself sitting in a small lounge next to the Roadrunner’s docking port. Haven’s docking ports were tucked into the underside of the inner edge of the Outer Rim, underneath the broad disc that supported the city proper. It made sense in a fashion, considering the traffic generated Spaceside by the docking bays and the shipyards. But the view absolutely sucked. Blank hull dominated the view out the window, stretching off to some sort of beam emitter over a kilometre away. Heavy supports ran from the Rim to the centre of the city. He could see open space and a wedge of planet if he got close to the window and looked down, but he was trying to brood and such a posture wasn’t conducive to decent brooding.

The door behind him hissed open, then closed. Virgii looked around, but didn’t see anybody. Inferior Matrian design, no doubt.

He turned back to the view outside. If he looked to his left and down he could see the Roadrunner nosed up to the docking port. A series of robotic arms had emerged from the city’s hull and gripped his small ship, clutching it securely.

“Have you enjoyed our return?”

Virii nearly soiled himself at the unexpected voice.

“AHHHHHHH!!!!” Panicking, he looked around for several seconds before realization kicked in.

“Strobnik?” he demanded, “Blimey, what are you trying to do, kill me?”

“What?” Strobnik’s voice sounded confused, “Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize,” With a brief shimmer, the alien appeared in a chair next to Virgii.

“Didn’t realize…you were invisible!”

“A reflex action, truly,” Strobnik held up his chin, “Kicks in when I’m…upset. Quite useful during my undergraduate exams, downright confusing when I disappeared halfway through my master’s thesis presentation. Half the audience thought that I was demonstrating a personal cloak. The Romulans wanted me killed immediately,”

“But how would they find you?” Virgii wondered.

Strobnik said nothing.

“So, did you get in touch with your colleagues at the propulsion research lab?”

“I did,” Strobnik said curtly.

“And?”

“And they refuse to believe that a malfunction in their precious experimental drive could be caused by something as trivial as a data conversion error,” he said, “Especially now, given that a second prototype has disappeared into deep space,” he started flickering out again, “The project will likely be terminated, unless the Hummingbird can be found, quickly,”

“First thing in the morning we’ll hijack a science lab and start scanning that…that quantum weak-spot they accidentally created here,” Virgii said, “We’ll have everything figured out in no time,”

“Including why the Roadrunner is leaving without us,” Strobnik said, staring out the window.

“Of course, that too,” Virgii waved a hand, unconcerned. He paused, frowned, then turned to the window. “I beg your pardon?”



Laarthi and Boxer had returned to the Roadrunner, but Boxer was in his bunk less than five minutes before he got up, pulled on a robe and padded up to the bridge. He was about to sit in the centre seat when a whiff of Virgii’s scent sent him over to the pilot seat. He couldn’t see anything but grey hull outside the front window. The side windows just showed the inner surface of the Outer Rim stretching off in both directions.

Why was he here? For that matter, why was he even on this ship? He and Laarthi had had to stop by the nearby guest quarters to retrieve their luggage, which the extremely bored baggage bots had delivered within a minute of the Road Runner’s arrival. The quarters were nice. Not as spacious as the apartment they’d chased the saboteur through, but far larger and more comfortable than the small cabins on the ship. So why was he stuck back on the ship while everybody else enjoyed a good night sleep?

“Don’t move,” a cold female voice said directly behind him, “I have a nine-millimetre pistol pointed at the back of your furry little head, and I’m not afraid to use it,”

“A what?” Boxer wondered. Oh yeah, he was on the ship because there was a saboteur on the loose. Well, good news! He found her! Ohhh, this was good! He was a good dog!

“A chemically-propelled projectile weapon that will splatter your brains over the front window without setting off the weapons sensors,” the voice said pleasantly, “And since I hate washing brains off of surfaces, I do suggest you cooperate with me,”

Uh-oh. Brain splatters were messy. Messy wasn’t good. Messy was bad. If his brains had to be cleaned up, he’d be called a very bad boy.

Oh yeah, he’d be dead too.

“Now,” the voice said, “The first thing we’re going to do is flood this ship with anesthazine. Can’t have your feline friend coming up here, can we?”

Biting his lip, but remembering the splattered brain threat, Boxer sealed off the cockpit and activated the intruder defence systems.

“Good boy,” the voice purred. Boxer’s tail wagged twice before he could stop himself…just on reflex. The voice hardened. “Now release the docking clamps and set course to 197 mark 2,”

Boxer tapped at the controls, only to have the helm reply with an unpleasant BLATT!

“I can’t,” he said, “The station controls that,”

“I see,” the voice sighed, “I expected this.”

She placed a device on the helm. It beeped and chirped for a moment. Boxer looked at the thing out of the corner of his eye. It almost looked like Federation technology. Something to break into the computers of an alien station? Unfortunately, the device didn’t seem to be working on the Matrian computer. With a similar BLATT, it gave up.

“Fiddlesticks,” the woman grunted, “I didn’t really expect this, but I did prepare for it! Open a channel to the command centre!”

With a whimper, Boxer obeyed.



“This is…YAAWWWWNNNN…Haven Command Complex, how may I direct your comm?” Major Jakerd said. He’d drawn the night shift this week, but wasn’t exactly unhappy about it. Oh yes, he disliked staying up late. Or all night, for that matter. But if that meant that other officers could have pleasant dreams, than it was a sacrifice he was willing to make. As long as they let him put his feet up on an extra chair…which for that matter Abela would never allow if she were present. Luckily she’d gone to bed.

“You can direct my call to shut the hell up,” a female voice said pleasantly, “Let me be clear. I have planted a bomb on one of your antimatter reactors. Release the docking clamps on the USS Roadrunner immediately or I’ll blow us all to hell,”

Jakerd blinked.

“I’m sorry ma’am,” he said, “I think you have the wrong number. This is the Haven Command Center, also known as Starbase 341. We’re hoping to get the Waystation-2 designation too, but the review board is lost in deep space at the moment. May I direct your call to the people you really mean to threaten?”

There was silence on the line for a moment.

“Can I speak to somebody who’s in charge?” the voice demanded.

“That’s me,” Jakerd said proudly.

“I see.” Another pause, “Do you know where the Uqam tram station is?”

“Yes ma’am, I can see it right out the window,” Jakerd said, looking out at the dark city.

“Can you see it right now?”

“Yup,”

“Not for long,”

There was a flash of light. It was fairly small, considering the size of the tram station and its distance from the command centre. But the rising fireball, the growing cloud of smoke and the rumble as the city base transmitted the shock of the explosion up to the command centre were still unmistakable.

“Now, release the docking clamps, or your whole city is going up in a fireball,” the voice snapped.

Without asking, the tech manning the docking control panel complied. Jakerd was staring out the window, tears forming in his eyes.

“Colonel Abela is going to be SOOOO pissed!” he groaned.



At the Roadrunner’s docking port, Lieutenant Mytim was shifting her weight from one foot to another. To an outside observer, it would have looked like a slow-motion version of the ‘I Gotta Pee Polka’. In this case, it was more a matter of indecision than urinary or bladder issues.

Mytim had been on the verge of falling asleep in her guest quarters on Level 12 of the Outer Rim. She’d been moderately pleased with the plush furnishings of the small apartment, including a reading chair that had her clapping her hands with delight. She’d stretched out on the queen-sized bed, enjoying the feeling of the soft mattress after so many nights on her unyielding bunk aboard the ship and was sinking into blissful oblivion when there was a sudden bolt of alarm. She’d sat up and started listening carefully, but deep down she knew she hadn’t heard anything. No, this was her other sense speaking…the one she tried not to think about too much. She’d been working hard to keep her unexplainable talents under control, especially after she’d nearly incinerated a planet with them. Still, she could feel that something was wrong, and this reaction had led to her standing in the station-side airlock leading to the Roadrunner. But for some reason, she couldn’t bring herself to actually board the ship.

Finally, she closed her eyes and reached out with her extra sense. She’d find what the problem was, resolve it and get back to sleep. She could feel Virgii and Strobnik nearby, nothing unusual there. Boxer and Laarthi were aboard the ship, again nothing unusual. Some random person, probably part of the crew, wandering the corridors of the tiny ship. Otherwise, this entire section of the city was empty. Heck, their entire quadrant of the city was deserted! What kind of starbase was this supposed to be, anyway?

There was a sudden pulse of emotion from Boxer, a surge of panic and fear. Without meaning to, Mytim stepped into the Roadrunner, just in time for the hatch to close and clouds of anesthazine knock-out gas to descend. With a thud, she fell to the floor.



“Who’s taking my ship!” Virgii demanded, face plastered across the viewport, “Nobody signed for it! I’ll still be held responsible! Do you know how expensive a ship is?”

Strobnik squinted.

“I can’t tell who it is, but I see two people on the bridge. One is holding a weapon.”

“Hijacking! Quick, where’s the nearest docking bay?”

Strobnik shrugged.

Virgii called Ops and repeated his demand.

“Twenty levels up, the other edge of the rim and about two hundred meters clockwise,” a blubbery voice replied, “Why?”

Virgii was already running, dragging Strobnik behind him.



“What the hell is going on and why haven’t you handled it?” Colonel Abela demanded, climbing the steps to the command deck.

“They threatened to blow us up!” Major Jakerd cried, “And then they blew part of us up?”

“And they stole the Starfleet ship,” a tech added.

“Exterior view!” Abela snapped. The windows and screens switched to a three-sixty view of space. Abela spun for moment, then spotted the Roadrunner speeding away from them.

“Tractor beam!” she ordered.

“Uh, they planted a bomb on one of our reactors,” the tech pointed out.

Abela blinked.

“I see,” she said, very calmly, “Cancel tractor beam. Let them go. Get Wyer in the reactor rooms. He’s good with bombs,”

Simplot and Shurgroe had just emerged from the turbolift.

“The Roadrunner has gone to warp,” the tech reported. Simplot stopped in her tracks as she saw the flash of the Roadrunner’s nacelles as the ship vanished.

“Captain Virgin get sick of us already?” she asked.

“Hijacking,” Abela said simply.

Simplot held up a finger.

“Oh no they didn’t!” she snapped, “Josh! Beam us to the runabout! Abela, get us cleared for launch!”

As the two Starfleeters were beamed to the runabout, Abela turned to a beeping panel. Somebody in Docking Bay 6 wanted departure clearance? What the heck?”

“This is Captain Virgii of the USS Road…well, at the moment I seem to be borrowing the Matrian vessel…um…Strobnik, is there a dedication plaque or something in here? No? I see. This is Captain Virgii borrowing the Matrian vessel…um…Coyote. Yes, that’s as good a name as any. Strobnik, log that please. Thank you. Ahem, this is the Matrian vessel Coyote, requesting permission to go chase my ship! My other ship, that is.”

Abela was about to give him a piece of her mind when an interesting fact hit her: Simplot and Shurgroe were leaving. Yup, she could see the tiny runabout vanish into warp as it chased after the larger (but still small) Roadrunner. Now this other Starfleeter wanted to take off in a two hundred year old Matrian scout that had been sitting in a docking bay most of its life.

By letting this one ship go, she’d have the city almost entirely to herself and her people.

“Permission to depart granted,” she said, accessing the remote door controls and opening the docking bay doors, “Best of luck,”

As the second ship sped away from the city and jumped into warp, Abela sat back into her chair and smiled.

Her victory was short-lived.

“Colonel Abela, where is everybody?” It was Lieutenant Wyer, fully dressed. Either he was a quick changer, or he hadn’t gone to bed yet.

“Shouldn’t you be defusing a bomb?” she asked pointedly, ignoring the question.

“Bomb?” he asked.

“Jakerd, I TOLD you to…” Abela looked around, only to find Jakerd sitting at a computer typing out a long, rambling email to Wyer’s messaging address, “Oy vay. Tomorrow, we are going to have a very long talk about the importance of brevity in communications.” She turned to Wyer, “There is a bomb planted on one of our reactors. We don’t know which one. Go find it and disarm it,”

“By Mi Clane,” Wyer paled, “Right. On it,”

He turned and ran down the stairs.

Abela paused, then hung over the railing and called after him.

“Wait,” she said, “If you didn’t know about the bomb, what were doing up here at this ungodly hour?”

“Oh,” Wyer skidded to a halt, “We need to find the Roadrunner people and get them back on their ship!”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve been in the DoDO tower all night, analyzing sensor readings,” Wyer said, “And whatever quantum weirdness it was that linked them to the Hummingbird is still there, and it’s decaying!”

Abela thought about this for a moment.

“And?”

“And,” Wyer said, “I’m fairly sure that if either ship activates its slipstream drive before the link decays, they’ll swap places again!”

“So the review team would be back here, and Virgii and his people would be back in the middle of nowhere?”

“Exactly!”

“Oh good,” Abela gave a sigh of relief, “This whole incident is hurting our odds of getting the Waystation-2 designation as it is,”

“You don’t get it!” Wyer said, losing some of his normal cool, “If they swap back without actually being aboard the Roadrunner, they’ll pop out into empty space and die horribly!”

Abela put her hands on her hips.

“You Starfleet people!” she said, disgusted, “You just can’t do anything the easy way, can you?”

Wyer stared back at her.

“Fine, go take care of the bomb and make sure we’re not going to die in a fiery explosion, then we’ll see about saving your Starfleet friends,” Abela made shoo-ing motions with one hand. Wyer bolted for the turbolift.

Abela dropped back into her chair. She looked at the chair next to her, then frowned.

“And who the hell had their boots up on the furniture!?” she demanded.

So much for peace and quiet.






Part Two


Previously, on Star Traks: Halfway to Haven:



<Voice of Josh Shurgroe>



“S-s-s-so l-l-l-l-last time on S-S-S-Star-”



<Voice of Dr. Janet Annerson>



“Oh for crying out loud, Josh, give me that microphone! OK people, here’s what you need to know. A weird quantum thing swapped the lost USS Roadrunner with the USS Hummingbird, a ship identical in every way except that it actually had important people on board. Back at Haven, I was trying to actually get some work done when the Roadrunner comes barrelling in, wanting all the attention, right? Because apparently our new incoming citizens and the whole inspection over this Waystation-2 thing just isn’t as important as a single tiny ship popping up out of nowhere. Anyway, somebody hijacked the Roadrunner and planted a bomb on one of Haven’s reactors. And to top that off, Wyer found out that if the Roadrunner or the Hummingbird uses the slipstream drive, they’ll swap back…along with their crews, even if their crew is a light-year away and will therefore end up breathing vacuum. Boxer, Laarthi and Mytim are stuck with the hijackers, while Virgii and Strobnik are chasing after them in one ship, while Shurgroe and Simplot chase after them in yet another ship.”

“So we’re sort of pooched right now, and if you’ll excuse me I have a lot of work to do!”



“What do you MEAN we can’t go to Warp 9?” Lt Commander Tyler Virgii, former Acting Captain of the USS Roadrunner demanded, “We’re barely keeping up with my ship! How are we supposed to overtake them if we can’t go any faster?”

“I just found the maintenance log for this ship,” Dr. Strobnik, propulsion expert, replied calmly, “Did you know this ship is two hundred years old but it’s never had a baryon sweep? Or an EPS tap purge? Somebody just found it in the hanger, popped in a fresh dilithium crystal, topped up the fuel tanks and declared it good to go!”

“Really?” Virgii frowned, then gestured back at the pile of shrink-wrap they’d pulled off the consoles and chairs in their hasty ‘acquisition’ of the Matrian scout they had taken from one of Haven’s docking bays, “I thought it was brand new!”

“It does have very low mileage,” Strobnik admitted, “In fact, I don’t think it’s ever been taken out of the solar system.”

“And we can’t go any faster,” Virgii said flatly.

“Well, according to the specs, the ship is rated at Warp 8. I certainly wouldn’t want to tamper with the Matrian’s design specifications. Really, I’m a scientist, not some reckless engineer!” Strobnik looked indignant. At least, Virgii assumed he looked indignant. It’s always hard to read one’s expressions when one’s face is covered in stiff, black chitin.

“I certainly agree that proper regulations and procedures must be followed,” Virgii agreed slowly.

“In that case, I recommend we slow to Warp 6,” Strobnik replied, “After all, the warp core is still on its first light-year of travel. We must follow proper break-in procedures,”

“Indeed, quite right,” Virgii nodded.



A light-week or so ahead, Captain Elizabeth Simplot and Lt Josh Shurgroe were seated in the cockpit of the runabout Cataraqui, chasing after the stolen USS Roadrunner.

“There’s a Matrian scout ship falling into a pursuit course behind us,” Shurgroe reported from the sensors, “Looks like one of Haven’s ships,”

“You mean the shiny new ships that were parked underground with the city for a couple of centuries?” Simplot asked.

“Yeah. One of t-t-those.” Shurgroe nodded, “I g-g-guess Abela wanted to send us some help,”

“Meds, Josh,” Simplot reminded him, “And you really think Abela would send people out to help us? Cuz I sort of…don’t.”

“I think it depends on whether or not she thinks we need help,” Josh said thoughtfully. He did not, however, reach for the hypospray hanging from his belt.

“We’re chasing a quantum-slipstream equipped ship that outguns us by about five to one,” Simplot said flatly, “I think we need help. In fact, now that I think about it, why are we racing after that ship anyway?”

“B-b-because it’s ours, and somebody took it,” Shurgroe shrugged.

“Right! Let’s get those bastards!” Simplot nodded firmly, “And if the Matrians are going to help us, great. This is exactly the kind of Starfleet-type thing they should be getting experience with,”

There was a beeping from one of the panels. Shurgroe tapped a few controls.

“They’re slowing to Warp 6 and falling behind,” he said.

“What?? Give me a channel!”

There was an electronic chirp as the channel was opened.

“This is Captain Elizabeth Simplot to the Matrian ship following us,” she said, “Come on, people, we have a ship to catch! This is no time to cherry-pick!”

“This is Captain Virgii of the Matrian vessel Coyote,” came the officious, British-sounding voice that Simplot was beginning to dislike, “Unfortunately, it has come to our attention that this vessel has not yet undergone the required engine break-in procedures. Therefore, we will have to limit our pursuit speed to Warp 6 or below. We really should be working up from Warp 1, but we are in an urgent situation, after all.”

Simplot looked over the Shurgrue, back at the display screens, back to Shurgroe, then up at the ceiling.

“Haven doesn’t have any ships named Coyote,” Shurgroe said, “I don’t think Matria Prime even has coyotes…or coyote-like Matrian animals. Wolf-like, maybe.”

“And aren’t you a Lt Commander?” Simplot added.

“This ship doesn’t have a dedication plaque, therefore how can I possible know the proper name without going EVA and reading it off the hull?” Virgii sniffed, “And until I am formally relieved, I will remain as Acting Captian of the Roadrunner.”

“Which, by the w-w-w-way, we’re not going to catch for another eight hours, even at current speed,” Shurgroe piped in.

“Do you want to catch your ship or NOT?” Simplot demanded.

“Indeed I do,” Virgii said, “However, I cannot deviate from proper procedures. I’m sure you understand,”

There was a click as the channel went dead.

“I’m going to kill him. Never mind getting Abela to administer a beating, I’m just going to kill him. Slowly, and painfully!” Simplot fumed.



“You should avoid upsetting her,” Strobnik said to Virgii, “She is your commanding officer, after all, and you have to be careful how you phrase things if you ever want to get tenure.”

“Send a message with the relevant regulations and policy documents highlighted,” Virgii said, “I’m sure she understands,”

“We don’t have the Starfleet General Orders, Administrative Orders or Starship Policies in this computer,” Strobnik said, sounding worried.

“Not to worry, I have the relevant order codes memorized,” Virgii said. He tapped at his panel for a few moments, glad the Matrian ship had at least been loaded with a translation matrix, “There.”

After a moment, a text-only reply came back from the Cataraqui.

“I don’t think she understands the situation after all,” Strobnik pointed out as he glanced at the reply, “But her grasp of profanity is indeed most impressive, if not anatomically feasible.”

Virgii crossed his arms and glared angrily out the window.



Back on Haven, still safely in orbit of Matria Prime, Lt Wyer was running frantically down a staircase from the upper level of the Transit Hub down to one of the inner tram stations. The Command Tower lobby, unfortunately, was a few hundred meters from the inner edge of the Hub, and he was already breathing heavy from sprinting down the corridor that connected the two. He’d nearly run right over Lt Stoneryder as the latter stepped out of the cross-corridor connecting the lower lobby of the DoPES tower.

“In a hurry, little guy?” the muscular (but not too bright) security officer called.

“Bomb!” Wyer had called over his shoulder, unwilling to stop to chat.

“OK, see ya later!” Stoneryder waved.

Wyer rushed out of the staircase and onto the tram platform. There were no trams in sight, but he knew that the city computer had already detected his presence and was routing an available tram to him. Now, if only the thing would hurry up, he could make his way out to the first of the three reactors he had to check! If ONLY the Matrians had perfected site-to-site beaming! And with the Cataraqui off chasing the Roadrunner, he couldn’t even use the Federation-tech transporter in that ship!

“Stoneryder to Wyer,” his comm-badge chirped.

“Wyer here,” he replied, “I’m sort of busy,”

“Dude, just a quick question:” Stoneryder asked, “Did you say ‘bomb’ or ‘bong’? Cuz if you’re firing up a bong, I am SO there!”

“I said BOMB!” Wyer nearly shouted, “On one of the reactors! I have to check them and see…wait, you’re the chief of security! You’re supposed to be helping with this sort of thing!”

“Hey buddy, I’ve put WAY too much work into these pecs to have them blasted across the planet! Besides, I’ve already done my cardio for the week. No more running around for me, no sir!”

“If we don’t get the bomb disarmed, your entire precious body is going to be vaporized,” Wyer snapped.

“Hmm. Good point. OK, I’ll go check out Reactor 3. We only have three reactors, right?”

“Just go,” Wyer closed the channel. He also closed his eyes and let out a slow breath. Half of his past-lives had died in fiery explosions, many of those caused by they themselves. Wyer had no interest in blowing himself up in the name of any cause, and he couldn’t help being very, very nervous about the current situation.

The tram had finally arrived. Jumping in, Wyer tapped out a destination that would take him within a two minute jog of Reactor 1.



Colonel Myress Abela looked around the Haven Command Complex with satisfaction. Lt Franches was manning the External Security pulpit, a towel spread between his loin-clothed buttocks and the soft leather of the seat. Major Jakerd was covering the Dome Operations pulpit while one of his subordinates handled Maintenance Operations. Major Dekaire had sent up one of her lieutenants to handle the Department of Shipbuilding pulpit, really nothing more than a liaison position, and Lt Fissett had the Research & Knowledge pulpit under control. All Matrians, manning a Matrian installation. And best of all, Simplot wasn’t there to insist that she should be using terms like Ops, tactical, operations, engineering or sciences. Haven was completely under her control. Almost.

“Abela to Wyer,” she tapped at her Haven-shaped comm- badge, “Have you taken care of that bomb yet?”

“I’m just getting off the tram near Reactor 1,” Wyer reported, still panting, “Stoneryder is taking another tram to Reactor 3. If neither of us finds the bomb, we will meet at Reactor 2,”

Abela’s jaw dropped.

“Why didn’t you use the emergency bypass???” she demanded angrily, one hand going to the Traveller clipped to her belt.

“The what?” Wyer asked.

“The emergency turbolift bypass that would have taken you directly from Ops to the reactor?” Abela snapped, “It’s right on your Traveller under…oh…”

“Bypass? On my what? Traveller?” Wyer’s voice came back sounding confused.

Right. Of all the Starfleet crew, she’d only given Shurgroe a Traveller. And she hadn’t really explained to Simplot how she’d bypassed the turbolift ‘elevator only’ mode during Wyer’s little past-life incident a month or two back. Oops.

“I shall explain everything when the current situation is resolved,” Abela said stiffly.

Down in the city, swiping a hand against the security panel next to the reactor building entrance, Wyer was reaching his very last straw.

“You mean,” he said, “I could have come right out here IN MINUTES instead of running like a panicked chii-bird through the corridors? That after weeks of your constant abuse and poor leadership I now have to deal with the fact that you hid important information about city systems from me?” If Abela had been there, she would have seen his left eye twitching in a very disturbing fashion, “Is there anything ELSE you’d like to tell me before I risk my life to save you and your precious city???”

“No need to be insubordinate,” Abela sniffed, “But I suppose I’ll owe you a beer after this is all over with,”

“A BEER!”

Even as he shouted at Abela, Wyer burst into the main chamber for Reactor 1. The reactor was running in low standby, due to the limited power demands of the mostly-empty city. He pulled out his tricorder and began scanning.

“Fine, I’ll owe you dinner,” Abela conceded.

Shaking his head in disbelief, Wyer closed the channel.

A few more taps on his tricorder, another moment spent scanning the room with his eyes, and Wyer concluded that the bomb wasn’t attached to Reactor 1. He was about to run for the exit when the spare-parts replicator caught his eye. He tapped the panel, quickly searching for ‘Traveller’ in the inventory. Yup, there it was. He replicated the padd-sized device, then quickly examined the user interface. He quickly ran to the nearest turbolift, tapped at the Traveller, and within seconds was en route to Reactor 2.



Lt Rex Boxer sat in the pilot seat of the USS Roadrunner, his hands resting carefully on the armrests. His fur was standing right up, and his tongue lolled out of his mouth as he panted. If he’d been human, he would have been sweating. Not from being too warm, or from a good workout, but due to the fact that a woman was pointing a primitive but effective chemical projective weapon at the back of his head.

“Did you know,” she said casually, “That part of the push towards using phasers as a standard-issue sidearm had less to do with the non-lethal setting and more to do with the fact that if I shot you right now, I’d have to worry about whether or not the bullet would breach the hull after shredding your brain?”

Actually, Boxer did know that. It was part of his Starfleet Intelligence weapons training. He knew all sorts of interesting things, including about sixteen different scenarios for dealing with a hijacker. Unfortunately, most of them involved taking some sort of action BEFORE the hijacker pointed a weapon at his cranium.

“Um, that’s really interesting, Miss…?” he said instead.

“You can call me Amy,” the woman said, “And relax…it just so happens we’ve developed ammunition that’s solid enough to kill you, but not solid enough to puncture the hull. So don’t go thinking that I won’t kill you out of concern for my own safety.”

She pulled the trigger. There was a deafening bang as the weapon bucked in her hands. Boxer felt the air move as the bullet whizzed past his left ear. The light fixture between the front and starboard windows sparked and went dark, but there was no whistle of escaping atmosphere.

“See?” Amy said, “Now, I want you to alter course to 272.2 and increase speed to Warp 9,”

Boxer reached forward towards the console.

“Ah-ah-ah!” Amy snapped, “Slowly!”

Slowly, he tapped in the required commands. The stars streaking past the bridge windows shifted, then began sliding by at a quicker rate.

“Good,” she said. There was a sudden beeping from a side console. Not taking the weapon off Boxer she reached over and tapped the science panel. “Pursuit. Again, no surprise. Pity this ship doesn’t have a cloaking device. Oh well,”

The doors hissed open and a second person entered the room. Boxer’s nose twitched as a familiar scent entered the bridge. A scent he remembered from the first leg of his voyage on the Roadrunner, when he’d been tied up in the computer core closet by the saboteur!

“The ship is secured,” a familiar voice said, “I’ve locked the other two up, they shouldn’t be a problem,”

“Good. Take this one down below. We should be at the rendezvous point in six hours,” Amy said.

“Out of the chair, pup!” the new voice said, an accent similar to (but somehow far classier than) Virgii’s colouring her words.

Boxer slowly rose from the pilot seat and turned to face a slim woman with reddish hair.

“Penelope,” she said pleasantly, “At your service. Well, not literally. But the niceties must observed after all,”

She pulled out a phaser and pointed it at him.

“Now, slowly walk off the bridge and down to Deck Two,” she said firmly.



Lt Laarthi woke to a pounding headache in her brain and an unpleasant smell in her nostrils. The last thing she’d remembered, she’d gone to sleep in her own quarters aboard the Roadrunner. Now judging from the smell, she was either in a garbage dumpster or in a human’s quarters. She cracked open one eye and found herself sprawled out on a bunk. She slowly rose and went to stand, only to have her foot hit something soft, electing a groan of protest.

“Ouch,” Lt Mytim mumbled as she stirred on the floor.

Laarthi looked around, finding posters on the wall of strangely dressed humans, a guitar propped up in one corner and a magazine padd lying next to the bunk. Judging from the decor, this was probably Ensign Bott’s quarters.

“What are we doing here?” Mytim asked, pulling herself off the floor, “I’m certain I didn’t choose to sleep on the floor!”

The doors hissed open and Boxer was shoved unceremoniously into the room.

“Now sit! Stay!” a clipped, female voice said sharply, followed by a dark chuckle. The doors hissed shut. There was a series of bleeps, then the door controls went black.

“What’s going on?” Laarthi demanded.

Boxer tucked his tail between his legs.

“You remember that saboteur we thought we’d blown out the window?” he asked.

“What saboteur?” Mytim asked.

“Um,” Boxer and Laarthi exchanged a look. They hadn’t actually told anybody about the sabotage they’d uncovered on the Roadrunner, keeping it a confidential, Starfleet Intelligence matter.

“We meant back before we were posted to Starbase 341,” Laarthi cut in quickly, “We were on the USS…uh…”

“Ypres,” Boxer said helpfully.

“What’s your problem? Did I step on your foot?”

“No, I mean the ship. The Ypres,”

“What?” Laarthi was getting pissed.

“Y-P-R-E-S,” Boxer spelled out.

“Oh, you mean the Y-Press,” Laarthi said, pronouncing it like ‘why press’, as in ‘why press a shirt that’s not meant to be ironed?’

“No, I’m pretty sure the humans pronounced it like ‘yip’,” Boxer corrected her.

“Saboteur?” Mytim prompted.

“Well, more of a wanna-be saboteur,” Laarthi waved her off, then turned back to Boxer, “I’m pretty sure I understand human spelling better than you do. And I’m positive that in Earth English, it should be ‘why press’!”

“But it’s not an English city! It’s in Bulge Them!”

“It’s Belgium, you stupid mutt, and you’re just proving my point!”

Boxer growled.

“The ship’s been hijacked, hasn’t it,” Mytim sighed, finally extracting the relevant part of the oh-so irrelevant conversation, “Oh dear. Do you KNOW how long it takes your skin tone to recover from beatings? I can’t have bruises! I won’t be able to wear a bikini for months!”

“If that’s our biggest worry, I’m OK with that,” Laarthi snapped, “More likely they’ll use some sort of neural exciter that’ll make us think that every nerve in our body is being dipped in boiling oil!”

“Or they could just start cutting parts of us off, then reattaching them without anaesthetic!” Boxer added.

Mytim blinked.

“That’s…really dark,” she said.

“All part of the joys of studying with Starfleet Intelligence,” Laarthi muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing, never mind,” she looked around the room, “So how do we get out of here and reclaim the ship??”

“If we were in Crewman Billings’ room, we could use one of those swords he collects to pry the door open,” Boxer said brightly.

“And if we were in the armoury, we could blast our way out with a phaser rifle,” Laarthi snapped, “I think this is Ensign Bott’s room. Does he collect swords? Antique weapons? Perhaps personal teleportation devices?”

“No, but he’s got about twelve gigaquads of porn,” Mytim said, looking at the padd that had been sitting by the bed, “And…oh my!”

“What?”

Mytim cleared her throat delicately and set the padd down.

“I think I know why Ensign Bott never seems interested in sitting with me at lunch,” she said.

“Too fat?” Boxer asked.

Mytim’s lip tightened as she tried very, very hard not to incinerate Boxer where he stood.

“No,” she said cooly, “But judging from the Slavic-looking men in that video, Ensign Krumenski might want to keep an eye out,”

“Well, I don’t see how that’s going to help us get out of here!” Laarthi said. She started tapping at the door controls, but there wasn’t so much as a single bleep.

As Laarthi tapped at the door and Boxer started to cautiously go through Bott’s closet, Mytim considered her options. Her powers were still unfocused and largely unpredictable. Her best effort at trying to gain control over the strange abilities she’d learned had ended with the near-incineration of an entire planet. She could try casting a spell to open, smash, melt or otherwise remove the door locking them in. But then she’d have to explain to both Laarthi and Boxer how she’d done it. She didn’t dare trying using another Memory Charm, not after what had happened to Strobnik. No, the closest she’d ever come to success with her ‘magic’ had been when she had attempted small spells. The larger a spell was, the greater potential there seemed to be for mishap. So what could she do that would be really minor, but still enough to open a blasted door?

She started reaching out with invisible fingers, following circuits and power lines, trying to meld her new abilities with the scientific part of her mind that understood intellectually how the various parts of the ship worked together. There were security systems, command protocols, voice and tactile interfaces and a primitive AI chip that at least understood when somebody wanted to pass through the door as opposed to walking past it. In the early days of the computer age, engineers would have referred to the various layers of the system, from the high-level vocal interface that allowed a crewmember to indicate a desired command, down to the interpretive software in the computer core that would decode what the user wanted and generate the appropriate commands down through the control circuits, finally down to the physical hardware that would make the door move. Of course, the system was shielded and inaccessible without the proper tools, all the better to prevent somebody from opening a locked door. And sometimes the simple solutions were the best. In this case, the command to lock the door from the outside had slid a series of pins into place that prevented the door from moving, even if the open command was somehow given to the door actuators.

All of which was fascinating to Mytim on an intellectual level. The fact that she could ‘see’ the circuits hidden beneath the bulkheads without a tricorder, or sense the power flow through the conduits was outstanding. She began considering what mechanism might be responsible…were there circuits in her brain now that were sensitive to energy fields? Maybe something had been attached to her brain, something that extended into the hyper-dimensional realms of subspace?

Of course, none of this was helping her open the damned door! In fact, the more she tried to intellectualize her abilities, the weaker they seemed to get. Already she felt her tenuous understanding of the door circuits melting away. She fought to clear her mind, to re-establish what progress she’d made.

Nearby, Laarthi yawned suddenly, then seemed to shake herself back to full awareness.

“I think I have something,” Boxer said, picking up the porn-padd, “Oh, geez. How do I get rid of…there we go. Really didn’t need to see that,”

“I see where you’re going,” Laarthi nodded, prying the cover off the door controls and pulling out a few cables. They quickly rigged a connection between he padd and the door controls.

“Now, if we can get into the security protocols…” Boxer muttered.

Mytim had no idea how skilled their captors were, but she also wasn’t sure how skilled Boxer and Laarthi were when it came to breaking security systems. The fact that they might be a pair of skilled Starfleet Intelligence Agents didn’t even cross her mind. (And honestly, the fact that Boxer and Laarthi might be skilled SI Agents didn’t cross the mind of most of their SI colleagues, either.)

“I sure wish we had one of those bypass kits that Int-OW!” Boxer winced as Laarthi kicked him in the shin, giving a meaningful look towards Mytim, who was still lost in thought.

“Oh, right. I might, one of those big sledgehammers Virgii was using on Wuyan,” he corrected himself, “Cuz…you know…that would really take down the door,”

“OK, I’m ready to give this a try,” Laarthi rolled her eyes, ready to bring her finger down on the last button.

As she did, Mytim reached out and gently prodded the door AI, trying to signal that the security lockout had been cancelled and the door should be opened.

There was a burst of sparks from the door panel and an electronic-sounding squeal, then the door popped open like the panels were equipped with jetpacks.

Boxer, Laarthi and Mytim all looked at each other.

“Wasn’t expecting that to happen,” Laarthi shrugged, dropping the padd, “But let’s go!”



Up on the bridge, Penelope was securing the door while Amy sat in the pilot seat.

“You certainly were late for our rendezvous at Starbase 341,” Amy said pointedly, now that things had quieted down somewhat.

“It’s a miracle I made it there at all,” Penelope sighed, “Honestly, you have no idea how incompetent this crew is,”

“The group on Haven is no better” Amy shook her head, “But at least I had plenty of places to hide out while I waited.”

“Yes, I spent most of the last few months hiding in a cargo crate,” Penelope wrinkled her nose, “Most unpleasant. And I still don’t understand why I’m working so hard to get a relatively unimportant ship into Orion hands,”

“Because the theft of a quantum-slipstream prototype will finally push Starfleet into taking firmer actions against the Orions,” Amy said robotically, as though reading off a mission brief, “And you know Section 31 prefers to let others do their dirty work whenever possible,”

“Yes, Orions, horrah,” Penelope rolled eyes, “Really, Orion pirates? That is Section 31’s big concern?”

“Take care of the minor matters when you can, Penny dear,”

“I told you never to call me that!”

There was a sudden beeping form Penelope’s belt. She reached down and pulled out a device that resembled a souped-up tricorder. She froze.

“The Roadrunner’s crew consisted of ordinary personnel, correct?” she asked.

“It did,”

“Meaning none of them held a psi rating of above 4.5?”

“Correct. Can we focus, please? We need to get this ship into Orion hands and report back to Section 31,”

“I think we have a bigger problem on our hands,” Penelope said, handing her super-tricorder over to Amy.

Amy’s eyebrows rose.

“A Level 8 psi event?” she demanded.

“Still think the Orions are a pressing concern?” Penelope asked.

There was a shudder as the ship dropped out of warp, then they were plunged into darkness as the bridge lost power. A moment later, the dim emergency lights kicked in.

“No, I think our most pressing concern is currently escaping from crew quarters,” Amy sighed.



Back on Haven, Lt Wyer was in the process of turning the Number 2 Reactor room inside out. Not literally, of course, but between tapping at his tricorder and looking frantically around the room, he was giving it a pretty thorough search. He’d already checked the three cores in the reactor stack, had checked the fuel conduits and the electro-plasma conduits and had even opened the access panel to the high-energy distribution conduits that linked this reactor with high-energy systems like the engines or the energy transceiver array. Nothing.

He was getting more than a bit worried. He hadn’t done that last bit with the Number 1 reactor…he didn’t really think it was necessary. The high-energy conduits were used so rarely that planting a bomb in them wasn’t likely to cause any damage in the short-term. Now he was just about ready to jump back in the turbolift and race back before something really bad happened.

He stepped around a control panel and moved quickly along the railing on the third level of the reactor room. Running one last scan, he started looking around for a turbolift.

Third? Oops.

“Wyer to Stoneryder,” he tapped his comm-badge, “Where are you? I’ve searched the first two reactors, I’m going back to check number one again,”

“Stop shouting,” Stoneryder whispered back over the comm.

“What?” Wyer stopped in his tracks, lowering his voice.

“Um…I’m a security guy, not an engineer,” Stoneryder whispered again, “And I don’t get this funky Matrian stuff. But is there supposed to be a blinking round thing sticking to one of those reactor tube thingies?”

Wyer glanced over at the reactor stack; three rounded, cylindrical reactor cores stacked one over the other, surrounded by six vertical fuel conduits, three matter and three anti-matter. None of them had blinking round objects attached to them.

“No, definitely not!” Wyer hissed.

“Then I think you need to come here…and I need to get very far away!”

“Stay there! I’ll be right over!” Wyer snapped, pulling out his Traveller and jumping into a turbolift.

“SHHH!!!”

“What? Why?” Wyer whispered.

“Well, there’s a BOMB in here!” Stoneryder hissed back.

Wyer closed his eyes and brought one hand up to rub his forehead as the lift jerked into motion.



“Any luck yet?” Simplot asked.

“No,” Shurgroe groaned, “I’ve been through about fifty regulations. I can’t find ANYTHING that contradicts him. Yet!”

“I’m just going to order him to do it, dammit!” Simplot said, reaching for the comm.

“He’ll just tell you it’s not a legal order,” Shurgroe predicted.

“C’mon, you can’t know that. You’ve barely met the guy!”

“We’ve spent the last hour combing through regulations after he sent us a two-page list of regulation codes that he had memorized. W-What do you think?” Shurgroe pointed out.

“You’re probably right,” Simplot’s shoulders fell. His console beeped. “Hey, I’ve got another ship coming up behind us. Matrian, looks like one of their light-attack ships.”

“Another one from Haven?”

“No, I think this is one of the ones the government took down to the planet.”

“Open a channel,” Simplot quickly checker her hair and squared her shoulders, “This is Captain Simplot, please state your intentions,”

“This is Ensign Kesser on the Matrian ship Hollow Boots,” Kesser appeared on the screen, “Hi, ma’am!”

“Uh, hi,” Simplot frowned, “Kesser, what are you doing all the way out here in a Matrian ship?”

“I’ve got the Roadrunner’s crew with me, ma’am,” he explained.

“Stop calling me that, it makes me feel old,” Simplot complained, “And what does the Roadrunner’s crew have to do with anything?”

“Well,” Kesser swallowed, “It’s like this…”



Aboard the Coyote, Dr. Strobnik was watching the engine readouts while Lt Cmdr Virgii was trying to coax something resembling English Breakfast tea out of the Matrian replicator.

“Another light-year and we’ll be able to bump it up to Warp 7,” Strobnik said, sounding pleased.

“Very good, very good,” Virgii replied, sipping his latest attempt and wincing, “You’re sure there’s nothing on our current heading?”

“Not a thing,” Strobnik confirmed, “Unless they plan to use the slipstream drive, which would likely kill them, I can’t imagine our hijackers reaching their destination before we complete engine break-in procedures.

“Won’t Simplot feel silly, chasing after them at full speed!” Virgii chuckled.

The comm chirped.

“Speaking of,” Virgii commented, looking at the screen and setting his ‘tea’ down on the console, “I wonder what she wants this time?” He tapped the console, opening a channel. “Coyote here,” he said.

“Virgii,” Simplot said coolly, “You’ve got a problem,”

“I wouldn’t call a brand-new engine a problem,” Virgii said, “More of an opportunity! A chance to examine Matrian engineering during the break-in period gives us-”

“If we don’t catch the Roadrunner before it jumps into a quantum slipstream, you and your crew are all going to die!” Simplot cut him off.

“Is that a threat?” Dr. Strobnik asked, “Most unprofessional of you,”

Simplot stared out of the screen for a second.

“You’re an idiot,” she declared flatly, “No, the problem is that whatever malfunction brought you guys here is going to reverse itself if either you or the Hummingbird use the QS drive! And if you’re not on the Roadrunner when that happens…”

“We return to our previous location,” Strobnik suddenly understood, “Only with our current position relative to the Roadrunner’s quantum core,”

“Bingo,” Simplot nodded.

“You mean…outside the ship?” Virgii gulped.

“Yup,” Simplot said, a small smile tugging at her lips.

“You’re bluffing,” he said scornfully. Next to him, Strobnik was pointing a tricorder at himself.

“No, I’m not bluffing!” Simplot snapped, any hint of smile gone, “And if you don’t want me to announce to your crew that you’re willing to risk a very messy death for all of them just because you think that stupid ship needs a proper ‘break-in period’, you’ll get off your lazy ass and help me catch your ship! Your other ship, I mean!”

“I think she’s right,” Strobnik said, looking at his tricorder, “I’m reading some-”

“I don’t care,” Virgii cut him off, then turned to Simplot, “Fine! But I want it on record that I was opposed to this!”

“Fine!” Simplot said.

“And tell the Matrians that if I end up voiding their warranty, or violating the terms of their insurance policy that I will NOT be held responsible for the consequences!” he snapped.

“Ohhh!” Simplot fumed, “I hope you DO get sucked back into the middle of nowhere! At least then I won’t have to listen to your obnoxious bull-shit!”

With that, the channel was closed.

“I think she likes me,” Virgii said smugly to Strobnik as the later increased power to the Coyote’s engines.



“Report,” Colonel Abela demanded, standing calmly next to the holo-table, hands clasped neatly behind her back.

“The Coyote is increasing speed, falling into a closer pursuit course behind the Roadrunner,” Lt Fissett reported, her eyes skimming over the long-range sensor readouts, “The Cataraqui is keeping pace. The Hollow Boots is trying to catch up, but they had a late start.”

“Will the Coyote catch the Roadrunner?” Abela asked.

“Don’t know,” Fissett shrugged, “I guess it depends on whether or not they use that special fast drive,”

“Hmmm. Abela to Wyer, report?”

“I’ve just met Lt Stoneryder outside of Reactor 3,” Wyer’s voice came back, “He believes he’s located the bomb, we will attempt to disarm it.”

“Keep your voice down!” Stoneryder’s voice came over the channel.

“For the…Colonel, could you tell him it doesn’t MATTER if you whisper or not around a bomb? You’re not going to set it off!”

“Unless the trigger is tied to a noise-level monitor,” Abela said, “Some of the Matrian rebels used similar devices during the Gender Wars,”

“Really?” Fissett asked, curious.

“Really,” Abela nodded gravely.

“But we’re not dealing with a Matrian bomb!” Wyer said, “Are we?”

“I have no clue who hijacked your precious ship,” Abela shrugged.

“See?” Stoneryder said, “I TOLD you!”

“Understood,” Wyer whispered nervously, “Wyer out,”

“Should we maybe evacuate?” Fissett gulped.

“Evacuate whom?” Abela asked, gesturing out the window towards the empty city.

“Us, maybe?”

“Please,” Abela chuckled, “We have work to do!”



“I told you we have to speak softly around the bomb!” Stoneryder said as he and Wyer approached the Number 3 reactor stack.

“And I think you’re being silly,” Wyer replied, “My past lives have more experience in bomb-making that either your OR Abela, and none of them ever used a noise trigger!”

“Why not?”

“Too easy to get a premature detonation,”

“I never have that problem,” Stoneryder said proudly, “That’s what made me such a good adult performer! I can practically orgasm on command!”

“I said ‘detonation’! Not…the other thing.”

“Yeah, but ‘detonation’ describes me better.” Stoneryder bragged, “That’s why I was a star!”

“And this is the man who thinks we need to whisper around explosives,” Wyer groaned quietly.

“Well, if Abela and I are so wrong, why are you still whispering?”

Shooting a dark look in Stoneryder’s direction, Wyer carefully eased around the fuel column. Sure enough, a spherical device had been tucked into the corner between the conduit itself and the feed line running from the conduit to the lower reactor core.

“Mining charge,” Wyer said softly, “Fairly standard, could have come from anywhere. Wired to a subspace radio detonator and a…a…”

His eyes suddenly bugged out and he slowly, slowly brought one hand over his mouth. He eased over to Stoneryder and brought his lips to the other officer’s ear.

“Sound level detector,” he whispered very, very softly.

“HAH!” Stoneyder exclaimed, “I F**KING TOLD YA SO!”

Wyer had turned almost grey with terror and was frantically shaking his head ‘NO!’ in Stoneryder’s direction.

The bomb suddenly started beeping.

“Oh. Oops,” Stoneryder gulped.



Amy’s hip began beeping as she and Penelope made their way down the gangway to Deck Two. She pulled a small device off her belt.

“Oh, they found the bomb on the starbase,” she commented. She tapped a button, then tucked the device back onto her belt.

“You didn’t blow up the city, did you?” Penelope asked sharply, “You KNOW Section 31 ordered us to avoid killing anybody, and especially to avoid destroying valuable assets,”

“Of course not,” Amy laughed, “I want to go shopping there once they get the malls up and running.”

“How do you know they’ll have anything good?”

“You know those USS Banshee people? I have it on good authority that they brought all kinds of interesting stuff back from Matrian space,” Amy said, “They’ve got this silk that apparently makes the best lingerie in the quadrant!”

“Do you really trust anybody from the Banshee? You know their record,” Penelope pointed out.

“I wouldn’t trust them to conduct a planetary survey without screwing it up,” Amy agreed, “But when it comes to shopping, they know their stuff.”

“So, anyway…about the starbase?”

“Oh yeah,” Amy nodded, “No, I didn’t blow them up. But that should keep them busy and out of our hair,”

“Unlike these three,” Penelope sighed. They’d stepped into the cramped engine room, only to find the main console dead and sparking, covered by what looked like claw marks. Totally useless.

“Yes, I think these three we can definitely kill,” Amy said, crossing her arms.



“What’s it doing?” Stoneyder whispered over Wyer’s ear as the latter carefully examined the bomb.

Wyer slowly let out the breath he’d been holding.

“Well it’s not blowing up, yet,” he said, relieved, “The sound trigger was only attached to the radio received. It was probably meant to let the bomber know when somebody found the device,”

“Oh thank God!” Stoneryder said, his voice back to normal level.

“But that has apparently caused the bomber to start a countdown clock,” Wyer said, as calmly as possible, “In fact, I’d say we have about ten minutes before this entire city disappears in a glowing cloud of plasma,”

“So…time to hit the lifeboats?” Stoneryder started moving towards the exit.

“Only if you feel like facing Abela afterward,” Wyer commented, “You think a whipping was bad? Matrian law actually allows for some pretty interesting punishments,

“Like what?” Stoneryder stopped, looking back at Wyer.

“Well, if she could get a judge to declare you a dangerous outlaw, she could legally hire an assassin to have you executed,”

“Sounds like Andor,” Stoneryder shivered.

“Not quite. A Matrian assassin is bound by law to give you a humane death. Andorian assassins…hell, they could rip your gonads out through your throat and the Andorian Government wouldn’t bat an eye,”

“Can we just focus on the dangerous bomb instead of talking about gonad-ripping?” Stoneryder asked, walking back to the reactor column.

“Certainly, if you’d simply shut up and let me work,” Wyer said, reaching for his engineering kit.

He’d barely begun his careful probing of the bomb when Stoneryder spoke up again.

“Transporter!” he said, “Let’s just beam the thing into space! I’m positive I learned that in some Academy class!”

“Great idea, but Matrian transporters aren’t capable of reliable site-to-site beaming,” Wyer said, checking for an inertial trigger. Nope, good. They could move the bomb.

“Oh. Runabout? No, don’t tell me,” Stoneryder shook his head, “Simplot took the runabout to chase after the Runningbird,”

“Roadrunner,”

“And why on Earth should I give a flying f**k?”

Wyer sort of looked at him, realizing that he really had no idea how to answer that question.

“Yeah, that’s right!” Stoneryder nodded, “I totally told you!”

“You are an easily hated human being,” Wyer said flatly.

But Stoneryder had broken into a fit of giggles. Ignoring him, Wyer returned his attention to the bomb.



“So, you’re sure we’re going to be able to start the ship again after we take care of the bad guys, right?” Boxer asked.

“I’m positive,” Laarthi said, “I am the Chief Engineer, after all!”

“Yeah, but you’re supposed to be a…um…stellar cartographer,” Boxer remembered at the last minute to use their cover-story.

“Bite me, mutt,” Laarthi muttered.

“What?”

“I said ‘Might be’,” she lied.

They reached the tiny weapons closet and drew hand phasers.

“OK, time to go kill some bud guys!” Boxer said happily. A phaser beam suddenly shot right past his left ear.

“Dammit Penny, how could miss at this range?” Amy demanded. Her 9mm was gripped in her right hand. She smoothly brought the pistol up, wrapped her right hand around her left and fired three shots, all of them missing Mytim.

“I TOLD you,” Penelope snapped, firing another phaser blast at the Roadrunner officers as they ducked around a corner, “DON’T call me ‘Penny’!”

“At least finding them was easy!” Mytim remarked as they sprinted down the corridor.

“Yeah, too bad killing them apparently isn’t!” Laarthi said. She fired her phaser, narrowly missing Penelope.

“We need to get to our quarters,” Boxer panted, “We’ve got…um…things there that can help!”

“What on Earth would you have under your bed that would help in a phaser fight?” Mytim asked.

“Um…nothing,” Boxer said.

“Just a couple of gadgets I’ve been playing with,” Laarthi added, racing up the gangway to Deck Three.

Boxer started giggling, despite another near miss from Amy’s pistol.

Laarthi mentally reviewed what she’d just said, then inwardly groaned.

“Not that kind of gadgets! Just…hologram things. And maybe a personal shield, or something.”

“Hey, what you do in your room at night is your own business,” Boxer laughed

Mytim’s mind flashed back to her spellbook, carefully hidden under her own bunk. Pity the Roadrunner was such a tiny ship…there really wasn’t any way to hide from the two hijackers.

Unless…

She’d pulled a trick once, right after her encounter with the blob-like aliens where her powers had…she didn’t know. Been activated? Given to her? Made to manifest? Whatever. But she’d managed to keep their small shuttle off the sensors of a pursuing ship. Maybe she could do something similar here?

They darted into Laarthi’s small quarters. Were they still on Deck Three, or had they jumped back down to Deck Two? Mytim wasn’t sure. Regardless, as Laarthi began rummaging under her bed, Mytim tried to project an illusion over the doorway. She tried to remember what her spellbook had said on the topic, but the main thing that she’d learned from the single piece of literature she had on her abilities was that words, potions and various bits and bobs held very little magical energy of their own. Their main purpose was to help her focus her power. Sure, certain crystals made it easier, and some items, such as animal parts, helped focus her energies into specific directions or patterns. But the basic element was always her own will.

Now, she willed that anybody who looked into the room would see nothing but an average, empty set of quarters. She felt something, only to have it slip away. She concentrated harder, imagining a physical wall just inside the room, a wall on which she could imprint exactly the image she wanted others to see. Again, the feeling slid away.

“Found it,” Laarthi said, pulling out her Starfleet Intelligence kit. She strapped on her holographic overlay, life-sign generator, and a small personal shield she’d been working on.

As she did, the door hissed open, revealing Penelope. Boxer brought his phaser up.

“No!” Mytim hissed, pushing his arm down and making one last stab at her spell.

His training kicked in. Unable to fire, he rolled behind the dresser and out of Penelope’s line of fire. To his surprise though, Penelope looked quickly around the room, then moved on.

Laarthi and Boxer exchanged a look.

“What, is she blind?” Laarthi demanded.

“I…uh…set my tricorder to mask our life-signs,” Mytim said, quickly grabbing a tricorder off her belt, “And it is pretty dim in here,”

“I guess,” Laarthi said, not entirely convinced. Before she could say anything else, the lights came on and the stars outside the window abruptly shifted into starlines.

“The other one must have gotten the warp core back online!” Mytim said, glad for the interruption.

“Let’s kill these bitches and get this done with!” Boxer said, standing up and moving towards the door.

“Dogs,” Laarthi muttered, following after him.

Close call, Mytem thought to herself.



“Well, the good news is that there’s no fail-safe to detonate the bomb if we touch it, scan it, move it or cover it with melted cheese,” Wyer said, still hunched over the bomb, “The bad news is that there is a fail-safe that will detonate it if we remove it from the conduit!”

“So remove the fuel conduit,” Stoneryder shrugged.

“That’s…” Wyer’s voice trailed off, “A really good idea, actually,”

“See? Hard to believe I only wrote the Academy entrance exam four times,” Stoneryder said…as he held up three fingers.

“Wyer to Abela, I need an emergency shut-down of Reactor 3,” Wyer said, tapping at his comm-badge.

“It’s already shut down,” Abela’s voice came back, “You do realize we’re running the whole city off of Reactor 2, what with the place being 99% deserted and all,”

Wyer blinked.

“You mean, I’ve been terrified of being horrible killed along with the whole city in a devastating explosion…but the reactor’s been shut down this entire time?” Wyer demanded.

“Well, if that bomb goes off in the city, you’ll still be horribly killed,” Abela replied, “Either by the bomb, or by me charging you with criminal negligence and hiring an assassin to take care of you,”

“Wow, I thought you were making that part up!’ Stoneryder commented.

“Well in that case, get me a cutting phaser down here, now! I have fuel conduits to slice apart!” Wyer said firmly.

“You break it, you bought it!” Abela’s voice came back.



“I don’t understand,” Laarthi said as the trio made their way back to the engine compartment, “With the controls smashed, there’s no way they should have been able to re-initialize the engines! The bridge had no power!”

“I think I found what they used,” Mytim said, pointing to a small device attached to an ODN access point, “Probably some kind of control interface.” She frowned, “This looks like a Federation design. Sort of like what we use to connect to computers on derelict ships, but I’ve never seen one this compact before. Or this advanced.”

Boxer and Laarthi exchanged a glance. They knew of rumours that the Federation had a super-secret agency that handled certain issues that didn’t exactly fall under Federation law. OK, the rumour was actually that this supposed agency took care of things using techniques that were blatantly illegal. Of course, they had no idea that this agency was called Section 31, or that Penelope or Amy were Section 31 agents. But finding advanced Federation technology that even Starfleet Intelligence didn’t have access to sure brought those rumours to the front of their respective minds.

“Removing it won’t do us much good, now that they have bridge control,” Mytim was still chattering, “And of course we smashed all the consoles down here. So unless anybody cares to get drunk, I’m out of ideas,”

“Why don’t you stay here,” Laarthi said, “Boxer and I will try to take the bridge. You…guard engineering,”

“Yeah, what she said,” Boxer said, tongue lolling.

“Very well,” Mytim nodded. In truth, she was glad to get rid of her two companions. It would make it easier for her to…experiment.



“Attention all citizens, attention,” Major Jakerd’s voice filled the empty city, “Please clear all corridors and public spaces in Sectors Delta 210 to 240, and Delta through India 240. This is for your safety. We apologize for the inconvenience,”

“Who does he think he’s talking to?” Stoneryder wondered as he helped Wyer carry the detached piece of conduit, complete with bomb, out of the reactor building and towards the nearest tram station. (Unfortunately, the two of them and the conduit were too large for a turbolift.)

“I imagine Abela is making him practice,” Wyer said, shivering as the two of them stepped through a high-security door and out into the cold, wintry air of the city, “Just as she made me practice with the weather control systems,”

“Speaking of, when will it be summer again? I wanna hit the beach!”

“When Abela and Simplot say so,” Wyer said, grunting slightly as he fought to keep his balance on the slick sidewalk. Clearly the snow-clearing and de-icing bots in this sector weren’t doing their jobs today.

“C’mon man, having six-pack abs in the winter is like having a snowboard in the summer,” Stoneryder complained, “Nobody knows you’ve got it, you can’t show it off, and so, like, what’s the frickin’ point?”

“You do realize we’re going to die if we don’t have this bomb out the nearest airlock in four minutes, right?” Wyer pointed out.

“Can’t we just toss it in the lake?”

“Considering the damage a simple suicide vest did to the lake-bed, a mining charge this size would risk punching a hole large enough to drain the lake into the lower levels,”

“So…no then?”

“Definitely not,” Wyer said firmly.

They boarded a tram and were soon racing towards the Outer Rim, Spaceside, and a hazardous materials disposal airlock.

“Two minutes!” Wyer groaned, “We’re never going to make it!’

Stoneryder tapped his badge.

“Stoneryder to Ops,” he said, “Look, I know you’re going to be pissed if this bomb smashes up part of your city, but there’s, like, no possible way we can get it to the airlock in time without getting blown to piece. So, if you don’t mind, we’re just going to get off the train now so we don’t die horribly. Thanks,”

With that, he hit the emergency stop button on the tram. They eased to a stop, bare feet from the tunnel into the Outer Rim.

“This is Abela,” the comm chirped, “Honestly, if you had the bomb off the reactor, why didn’t you just call for an emergency transport?”

Stoneryder gave Wyer a ‘told-ya-so’ look.

“Because somebody here says Matrian transporters can’t do site-to-site,” he answered.

“They can’t,” Abela agreed, “At least, not without a fifty-fifty chance of turning the subject into molecular soup, or materializing them in the middle of a wall. Do either of you really care if that happens to the bomb?”

Wyer and Stoneryder exchanged a glance.

“Not really, no,”

“Then hold on,”

There was the sound of consoles beeping, then the bomb (and conduit) disappeared in the pink and purple sparkles of a Matrian transporter.

“I can’t believe I didn’t think of that,” Wyer sighed, scratching his head, yet at the same time feeling incredibly relieved.

“Don’t worry,” Abela said darkly, “You’ll have plenty of time to think while you supervise the reconstruction of the Uqam tram station.

Wyer just sighed.



Up in the command centre, Abela watched the bomb materialize in empty space on the holo-table display. She braced herself for the brilliant explosion, and was somewhat disappointed when nothing happened.

“Give me a close view,” she ordered the table. The image zoomed in, until the bomb seemed to lift out of the table as the sensors switched from flat display to holo-view.

The bomb hadn’t detonated, however a small hatch had opened in one side. From it, a tiny flagpole had emerged and a small flag had unfurled. The word ‘BOOM!’ was printed on it in large, blocky Terran letters.

“I hate terrorists,” Abela muttered.



“I hate to leave her alone back there,” Boxer said, running for about the fiftieth time down the Roadrunner’s short corridors. “You think she’ll be OK?”

“As long as we kill these two rats before they have a chance to do anything, she’ll be just fine,” Laarthi said, “Besides, we can’t use any of our gadgets with her around or we’ll blow our cover,”

“Right. Why couldn’t we go back to my quarters for my personal shield?” Boxer asked.

“No time,” Laarthi said, activating her own. The shield wouldn’t hold long against a phaser, but it would render Amy’s pistol useless. Against her, anyway.

“Well, then you’re going in first,” Boxer said as the pair approached the gangway leading up to the bridge.

“We go in, phasers blasting,” Laarthi agreed. They each took a side of the narrow door leading to the bridge. Boxer hit the door control, and the panel slid open…

…revealing nothing.

“Where’d they go?” Laarthi demanded, stepping into the bridge.

A phaser beam appeared out of nowhere, slamming into her personal shield and dissipating.

Both she and Boxer immediately returned fire, but Penelope was too quick for them. With lightening reflexes honed by Section 31 training, Penelope disengaged her personal cloaking device and switched her personal shield back on. Far stronger than anything Starfleet Intelligence could come up with, it easily deflected both blasts.

“So you are SI after all,” Penelope sneered, gesturing at the small shield generator on Laarthi’s belt.

Boxer and Laarthi fired again, but again Penelope’s shield held. She returned fire, but both Laarthi and Boxer ducked behind the door frame.

“That doesn’t tell us who you are,” Laathi called.

“Oh, I don’t think you need to know that,” Penelope chuckled, firing another shot to keep them back, “Suffice to say, I am who you wish you could be,”

“Trying to kill Starfleet officers and steal Starfleet property?” Boxer spoke up, “Nope, that’s not who I want to be. I’m a good boy!”

“You have no idea what’s happening, or why I’m doing this,” Penelope shot back.

“Do you?” Laarthi asked.

“Well…not really. But I know my superiors have their reasons!”

“How noble,” Laarthi sneered, firing another shot. Penelope’s shield was starting to flicker.

At that moment, the Roadrunner dropped out of warp.

“This is Sleeper One to Rest Stop,” she slapped her comm- badge, “Emergency evac!”

She vanished in a shower of transporter sparks.

“Raise the shields!” Laarthi snapped, “Before they can beam anybody else on or off!”

Boxer looked at the tactical panel.

“Shields were already up! They beamed her out THROUGH the shields!”

“What the…”

Staring out the window, Laarthi saw two things. The first was a telltale wavering of a grouping of stars directly ahead of the Roadrunner, telling her that somebody very big had just engaged a cloaking device directly ahead of them. The second was a dish-shaped assembly nearly the size of an Excelsior-class saucer.

A Quantum Stabilization Device! And it was pointed right at the heart of Federation space! Clearly, whoever Penelope had been working for was planning on sending the Roadrunner somewhere in one hell of a hurry!

“I’m re-modulating the shield frequencies,” Laarthi said, “Maybe it will block their transporters for a few minutes! See if you can get the auto-pilot disengaged so we can get back into warp!”



“The Roadrunner has stopped,” Shurgroe reported, an open channel sending his words to Virgii on the Coyote and Kesser on the Hollow Boots, “We should reach them in fifteen minutes!”

“I’m picking up another object,” Kesser reported, “Not sure what it is, but it’s giving off some weird energy readings,”

“Doesn’t matter,” Virgii said, “The most important thing is to get me…um…all of us back on the Roadrunner as quickly as possible!”

“We’ll be ready to beam the crew over the second we’re in range,” Kesser promised.

“Why do I have the feeling it’s not going to be that easy?” Simplot wondered.



Mytim sat between the main engineering console and the warp core, her legs crossed beneath her. Her eyes were closed, her energies focused on creating a shield between herself and the one entrance into engineering. As much as she wanted to believe that Laarthi and Boxer would take care of the two agents, she wasn’t willing to just sit there and do nothing.

Lucky thing, too. No sooner had a hazy wall appeared between her and the door than Amy came barrelling in, weapon drawn. She saw Mytim sitting on the floor and immediately pulled the trigger, firing three shots at the seemingly defenceless officer.

The shield warbled and rippled as the bullets were deflected, but each impact hit Mytim like a fist to the gut.

“So it’s you,” Amy said grimly, “You’re the Type-9,”

Mytim blinked.

“Oh yes,” Amy said, stepping up to the shield, “We didn’t expect to find one of you here, but let’s just say that you’re…hard to miss,” She patted a sensor device on her belt and Mytim realized that the device was flashing frantically.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mytim said, on hand wrapped around her bruised-feeling stomach.

“Of course you don’t,” Amy rolled her eyes, “You just conjured a shield out of thin air for the fun of it. Normal people do it all the time.” She pressed forward. The shield held, but Mytim could feel it weakening, stretching like cooked pasta.

Mytim couldn’t understand why she was having so much trouble. On the fungus-alien planet, she’d nearly set the entire biosphere ablaze just by accident. Now she could barely do anything. Even the limited experiments she’d done on the Roadrunner before had been more successful.

Amy had pulled out her sensor device.

“Hmmm,” she said, evidently realizing that keeping her defences up was literally all Mytim could do at the moment, “Yes, Type-9 psionic, for sure. But…oh, now this is interesting!” Amy’s eyes narrowed, “You’re just a host!”

There was the sound of running footsteps.

“Oh, really, did they escape Penny?” Amy groaned, “Now I have to kill those two myself!”

She pivoted, dropped the scanner and pulled out her pistol again. She fired at Laarthi, point blank, as the feline alien rushed into engineering. The bullet must have missed though, for although Mytim saw a spark, heard a ricochet, then felt another punch as the bullet zinged off her shield, Laarthi was fine. Now Boxer rushed around the corner, taking advantage of Amy’s half-second of confusion to step behind her and point his phaser at the side of her head.

Just in time for her to disappear in transporter sparks. Mytim let her shield drop, hopefully before either of the other two Roadrunner officers could notice.

“That’s both of them!” Boxer barked triumphantly.

“Great, now let’s get to the bridge before-”

The ship shook as something hit the shields.

“Before whoever’s in that cloaked ship starts to attack us!” Laarthi finished.

They ran to the bridge.



“Dropping out of warp,” Shurgroe reported, “The other ships should be AHHHHHH!!!!”

Simplot winced as Shurgroe screamed.

“Geez, Josh!” she cried, “What’s your…HOLY HECK!!”

She yanked the runabout into evasive manoeuvres as the Roadrunner shot right at them, barely missing them as it doubled back. Behind it, phaser fire was streaking through space…though Simplot couldn’t see the ship that was firing.

“This is Lt Laarthi aboard the Roadrunner,” the comm chirped, “Out of the way! We’re being attacked by a cloaked ship!”

“Ships can’t fire wh-wh-when they’re cloaked!” Shurgroe gulped.

The runabout rocked as one of the beams hit them. Simplot barely got the shields up in time.

“I think we found one that can!” Simplot said.

Shurgroe started jabbering.

“Roadrunner, do not, say again, DO NOT engage your slipstream drive until your crew is aboard! They’ll end up dead otherwise!” Simplot said.

“Why would we?” Laarthi demanded, “We’d be just as likely to be killed if we used it, whether they were here or not!”

“Just being thorough.”

“This is Captain Virgii of the Matrian Vessel Coyote to the hijackers of the Roadrunner,” Virgii’s voice came over the comm as the Matrian ship dropped out of warp, “Surrender my vessel at once! And why is everybody flying around like scared birds? Really, people, there are proper procedures for this sort of thing!”

“Virgii, get your shields up!” Simplot ordered.

“Now why would I do that? Sensors are quite clear!”

“Forget it,” Laarthi came over the comm.

“Roadrunner is dropping shields and beaming Virgii and Strobnik aboard,” Shurgroe said calmly. Simplot looked over and saw him clipping his medication hypo back to his belt. Finally!

No sooner had Shurgroe finished speaking than a beam of energy speared through the Coyote, ripping the scout in half. The forward section drifted away for a moment, before being consumed in the explosion from the rear section and engines.

“If Abela gets pissed about losing that ship, you’re taking the rap, Virgii!” Simplot snapped into the comm.

At this point, the Hollow Boots dropped out of warp right in the middle of the fight.

“What’s going on?” Ensign Kesser demanded.

“SHIELDS!” Laarthi and Simplot shouted.

“Oh hell,” Kesser muttered. But his shields came up in time to deflect a phaser blast.

“We’ve got to keep them busy so we can transfer the Roadrunner’s crew over,” Simplot said.

“They’re ignoring us and going after the Roadrunner,” Shurgroe said.

“There must be something out here,” Simplot cried, “A moon, a planet, and asteroid, SOMETHING!”

“A Quantum Stabilization Device,” Shurgroe added.

“Whatever, something!” Simplot said.

“No, I mean, there’s one there,” he pointed out the window at the dish-shaped object, “If I can fire it at the cloaked vessel, it might disrupt the cloaking field, or at least give those bastards something else to worry about while we beam the Roadrunner’s crew over.

“Can you interface with it?”

“Just a minute,” Shurgroe said, “You wanna update Kesser and Virgii?”



Aboard the bridge of the USS Banshee, Captain Jad Vorezze sat in his command chair and stared at the viewscreen. The flagship of Section 31, the Banshee had been sent to monitor the attempt to divert the Roadrunner into Orion hands. Her cloaking device had kept her safely off everyone’s sensors as she towed the QSD through Matrian space.

“I swear to God,” he said, “We’re probably the only ship in Section 31 that can spend fifteen minutes shooting at four tiny ships and only manage to blow up one of them,”

“The little buggers are coming too fast!” Tactical Officer Vince DiSanto complained in his slightly effeminate voice as the Roadrunner zigged when he expected it to zag.

“That’s what Vince said,” helmsman Ben Rachow called, holding one hand up in the air, “Every single night!”

“I hate you so much,” Vince grumbled.

Oh yeah. The Banshee was one of THOSE ships.

“I’d like to remind you all,” Agent Penelope said primly from the observer’s section of the bridge, in front of the turbolift, “That our goal was to have the Roadrunner delivered into Orion hands, not to kill dozens of Starfleet officers,”

“Funny, I thought you were trying to kill some of them when we rescued you,” First Officer Charlotte Burns said cattily, one of her fake nails coming loose and fluttering to the deck as she spoke.

“Well, those three needed killing,” Penelope grumbled, “Besides, one of them turned out to be a Type-9!”

“Really?” Dr. Elizabeth Lang looked over from the science station, “Section 31 would love to get another one of those to study!”

“Don’t bother, she’s just a host,” Agent Amy Threece added as she stepped out of the lift, “She’ll either blow herself up or suck the life out of everybody around her before we get the chance to capture her,”

“Pity,” Lang sighed.

“I’m getting weird readings from the QSD,” Security Officer Dan Smith called, “Somebody started a firing sequence!”

“I thought I told you to stop messing with the equipment,” Vorezze said to Burns.

“Hey, I didn’t touch any of your toys,” Burns said indignantly. “This time,” she added quietly.

“Um,” Smith pointed at the screen. The dish-shaped device had turned in their general direction.

“What’s that going to do to us?” Vorezze asked, very quietly.

“No clue,” Lang gulped.

There was a flash of light as the QSD fired.



“Drop shields, beam everybody over from the Hollow Boots!” Virgii ordered aboard the Roadrunner.

“Except me!” Kesser cried out over the comm.

“Yes, except him,” Virgii added. Then, softer, “We don’t want panicky whiners like that aboard this ship anyway,”

“Uh, Captain?” Boxer pointed out the window.

Outside, the wash of energy from the QSD, designed to allow ships like the Roadrunner to make a single, safe trip through the slipstreams, had discharged towards the source of the phaser beams. Space was twisting as the cloaked ship was caught in the fringes of the energy blast, the vast majority of it dissipating into the quantum realms as designed, but just enough leaking into normal space to wreck havoc on the apparently big ship’s cloak.

“That looks like a Federation ship,” Virgii said, his mouth suddenly going dry.



“Josh, are you seeing this?” Simplot said, her mouth hanging open, “I think that’s a Sovereign-class ship!”

“Somebody stole a Sovereign?” Shurgroe blinked, “A Sovereign that can cloak? A Sovereign that can FIRE while CLOAKED?? Then why would they want a little ship like the Roadrunner?”

“I have no idea,” Simplot said.

“This is the Roadrunner, transport complete,” Virgii’s voice came over the comm.

“Then you might want to get out of here,” Simplot said dryly.

“Why?” Virgii wondered.

“Because I think that just made them mad,” Simplot said.



“They’re trying to get a tractor beam on us!” Boxer reported from tactical.

“Well, then stop them,” Virgii said, settling happily back into his chair, “Use…what was it…emergency procedure 24-A!”

Strobnik frowned.

“Jettison the waste reclamation tanks?” he asked.

“No, the one about shifting shield frequencies,” Virgii corrected.

“Ahh,” Strobnik nodded, “You mean 24-C,”

“Whatever, just do it,”

Boxer worked the shield controls while Crewman Billings took the helm and pulled the ship into evasive manoeuvres.

“According to my readings, the quantum link between ourselves and the USS Hummingbird will dissipate in eight point four minutes,” Strobnik said.

“And you bring that up now WHY?” Virgii demanded.

“Because,” Strobnik pointed out, “If we activate the QS drive before that time, we will return to our original location, while the Hummingbird will return here,”

“You really want to be stuck years from home again?” Virgii demanded.

“Do you really want to be here, being changed by a starship fifty times your size?” Mytime exclaimed.

“Never mind that if the high-ranking Admirals and dignitaries on the Hummingbird survive the trip back, our performance reports will probably be extremely negative,” Strobnik gulped, “And…they’ll probably backdate them right up to today!”

The ship shook again, as if to prove her point.

“Shields at ten percent!” Boxer reported.

“Oh very well,” Virgii grumbled, “Hopefully the Admirals on the Hummingbird have better luck. Engage the drive!”



Aboard the Banshee, Amy and Penelope were leaning on the bridge railing.

“I don’t care about the rest, but we want the dog, the cat, and the Type-9!” Penelope said firmly as another phaser beam struck the small ship on the screen.

“Yeah, whatever,” Vorezze said, sounding bored, “Just as long as you finish off with them in time to pilot the ship into Orion hands.

“I’m getting weird readings from the Roadrunner,” Lang called out, “I think they’re engaging the quantum slipstream drive!”

“What? Isn’t that sort of suicidal?” Jad asked.

“Like staying here with us isn’t?” Charlotte pointed out.

“The way we’re shooting today, that’s debatable,” Vorezze sighed.

On the screen, the Roadrunner’s ring nacelle glowed to life. The ship almost seemed to jump, jolting forward while simultaneously returning to its former position. Space twisted, then abruptly solidified

The ship stayed where it was. Another phaser beam crashed into it, this time slicing the port nacelle clean off.

“Yes! Fabulous!” Vince cried out.

“Funny, I don’t remember their shields going down,” Smith said.

“And this is the technology the Orions want to ‘steal’?” Ranchow asked.

“This is Admiral Thomas Wagner aboard the USS Hummingbird, hailing the unidentified Sovereign-class ship,” a very, very angry voice came over the comm, “You better have a damned good reason for firing on us, you bastards! And what the hell happened anyway? Where’s Starbase 341? How did we get back? What’s going on???”

“Uh oh,” Burns muttered, “That’s not a good sound,”

“No…no it isn’t,” Vorezze said. Now that there was an Admiral involved, and now that their target ship had somehow…again…disappeared to wherever they’d been for the past few months, the mission had suddenly changed.

“OK people,” he said cheerfully, standing up and straightening his tunic, “Time for some quality covering of our collective butts! Tell Dr. Isaac to get ready for some brain wiping, and tell Commander Riley to get ready reattach that nacelle we just…accidentally…severed. I think handing that ship over to the Orions is no longer an option.”

Amy and Penelope did not look pleased.

“Tractor locks established on the Hummingbird and runabout,” Smith reported, “And we’ve beamed the pilot off the alien ship,”

“Beam the crews to Sickbay, and let’s start erasing some memories, Section 31 style,” Vorezze said, rubbing his hands together.

“You are disturbingly excited about this whole situation,” Penelope said, sneering.

“Don’t worry ladies,” Vorezze smiled, “We’ll just make it as though this little incident never happened. And sooner or later, the Roadrunner will be back,”





Several hours later…



Colonel Abela was just getting ready to leave the command centre at the end of her shift when Lt Fissett’s panel started beeping.

“The Cataraqui, Hollow Boots and USS Hummingbird have just dropped out of warp,” she reported, “Captain Simplot is hailing us,”

Abela sighed.

“Vacation is over,” she muttered, “On screen,”

“Hey, Colonel,” Simplot waved, “We’ve got some tired people here ready for some R&R,”

“What happened?” Abela demanded, “Didn’t you leave chasing after the Roadrunner?”

“Yeah, we barely caught them before that quantum invert-thingy happened again, and the Hummingbird popped out of subspace like fish jumping out of water,” Simplot shrugged, “So we’re right back at square one. Hope you’re ready to show the Admiral a good time!”

“Wait..what?” Abela demanded.

“The Waystation-2 thing,” Simplot cocked her head, “Weren’t you getting ready for that? Don’t tell me you spent the last day sitting around here doing nothing!”

Abela swallowed.

“We had a…bomb threat,” she said tightly.

“Well, maybe we can convince the Admiral to give us another half-day to prepare,” Simplot sighed, “Either way, I’m glad to be home,”

She cut the channel.

Around her, the command centre crew started exchanging nervous glances.

“I knew running this place alone seemed too easy,” Abela muttered to herself quietly, “I am SO screwed,”
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The Way We Want To Be

“What do you mean you’re going back to work?” Craigan Abela complained, waving his hand towards the kitchen, “I just finished supper! You said you’d be off-shift by 1700!”

“I know Craigan, I’m sorry,” Colonel Myress Abela said, shaking her head, “This whole mess with Starfleet and Waystation was supposed to be done by now. How was I supposed to know somebody would try stealing an experimental ship?”

“But by the time you get back, supper will be cold!” Craigan almost wailed, “Do you KNOW how long it took me to figure out this recipe??”

“Hey,” Abela pulled her husband into a hug, “It would’ve been amazing tonight fresh, and it’ll be fantastic tomorrow as leftovers. OK?”

“Fine,” Craigan huffed, pulling away, “But at least let me fix you a plate to take with you. Maybe if I send one for that Starfleet bitch, she won’t make you work late!”

“Craigan!”

But her husband was already angrily cutting hunks of meat off the roast he’d prepared, scooping up slimy-looking piles of stringy vegetables and plopping them into a pair of portable meal containers.

“Here!” he said, thrusting the two meals into her hands, “Hope you and your boss enjoy them!”

With that, he stormed out of the kitchen and into the living area of the suite, leaving Abela standing next to the door in a decidedly unpleasant mood.

“This day can’t get any worse,” she grumbled, pushing her feet into her boots and heading back to the Command Tower.



“I think this is the highlight of the day,” Captain Elizabeth Simplot said, leaning back in her chair in the Haven Command Complex.

“Why, because we don’t have to deal with a missing ship full of Admirals?” Dr. Janet Annerson asked, leaning against the railing around the central holo-table area.

“No, Janet,” Simplot replied, “Because Queen Anselia, rest her soul, has decided to take Admiral Wagner and his Waystation-2 selection panel on a tour of Matria Prime’s ground-based defences. Which means I don’t have to deal with them right now.”

“And we’re excited about this why?”

“Because they’re here to survey Starbase 341 and decide if they want to give us the Waystation-2 designation,” Simplot explained.

“Again…why the excitement?”

“Didn’t you read up on Waystation on the way here? It was in all the briefing notes!” Simplot frowned.

“I’m a doctor, not a travel guide,” Annerson shrugged, “I was more interested in those funny headset-things the Qu’Eh were implanting in the Matrians. Oh, and the explosives. Y’know, the ones they used to blow people up if they tried quitting their jobs?”

Lt Fissett, manning the Sciences pulpit, gulped nervously.

“Oh, don’t worry sweetie,” Annerson laughed, “We’re not going to implant anything like that in you! Heavens, no!”

Fissett smiled weakly.

“But seriously, why do we care?”

“Because, Doctor,” Abela’s crisp voice came from the stairs leading up from the second level, “Waystation experienced a greater than 400% growth during its first year of operation and transformed a desolate sector of frontier space into a major hub of science, commerce and travel. And wouldn’t it just be swell if we could get those kind of results here?”

“You’re late,” Simplot pointed out, “You said you’d be right up,”

“Trouble at home,” Abela said coldly, tossing one of the meal containers in Simplot’s general direction. The captain scrambled, caught it on her fingertips, fumbled, then gasped as the container fell to the floor with a dull thud. Luckily, it didn’t open.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“My husband has this odd idea that if he sends you food, you’ll stop making me work late,” Abela replied.

“I’m not making you work late,” Simplot frowned, “You know yourself how important this selection board is for Matrian Space.”

“I know, but it’s a lot easier to have him angry at you than at me,” Abela had popped her meal open and taken a bite of the purplish meat, “And the truth is, he’s not a very good cook. Now, I believe we have a meeting downstairs?”

With that, she returned to the turbolift cluster on the lower level, taking a moment to toss her supper in the matter-reclamator on the way by.

Simplot opened her container with a dubious look on her face and peeked inside.

“Smells good,” she shrugged, “But I have a meeting. Here ya go!”

She passed the container over to Annerson, then jogged down the stairs.

“Yeah, thanks,” Annerson called after her.



Lt Cmdr Josh Shurgroe and Lt Harrison (Steele) Stoneryder were riding the lift from the Transit Hub up to the Principle Conference and Observatory Deck. The former, still a bit tired from his mad race after the USS Roadrunner, was leaning against the turbolift panel while the latter, still wired from his bomb-chasing experience, was talking endlessly. About things Shurgroe really didn’t want to hear about. Really.

“So, then the three of us went back to the blond girl’s place,” Stoneryder was saying, “And it was like, bam! The second we were in the door, all their cloths came off and they jumped me like pair of crazed wildebeests!”

“You d-d-d-don’t say,” Shurgroe said dryly.

“Yeah man, totally!” Stoneryder nodded enthusiastically, “So, like, we didn’t even make it to the bedroom, we just went at it right there in the hallway! Weird thing though, these two chicks wouldn’t touch each other. Usually girls really get into that sort of thing, but maybe these Matrian chicks are a little different.”

“Uh-huh,”

“So, anyway, the one girl decided she wanted me to use my-”

At that point, the doors sighed open. Shurgroe jumped into the conference room.

“H-h-h-ello everybody,” he said, “I hope y-you’re all well. T-t-time to fool an Admiral?”

“-wound up spending two days in the hospital!” Stoneryder was laughing, oblivious to Shurgroe’s escape, “And that’s when I decided to request a transfer to Matrian Space,”

“Who wound up in the hospital?” Simplot asked from the head of the table.

“No, don’t ask him,” Shurgroe said quickly.

Wyer looked at him in horror.

“Is he telling the story about the two….”

“Yes!”

“And the chocolate syrup?”

“YES!”

“And the-”

“Please! My v-v-virgin ears!” Shurgroe cried out.

Everybody at the table stared at him for a moment, then shifted their gaze to Wyer, then finally to Stoneryder.

“So, like, it all started with this threesome I had with these two kinky Matrian chicks…” he started.

“Shut up,” Abela snapped, “I’m not interested in hearing about Haven’s ‘Slut of the Month’,”

“Hey, they were nice girls,” Stoneryder looked slightly offended.

“I think she meant you,” Simplot stage-whispered.

“You can’t call me a slut!” Stoneryder exclaimed angrily.

“Why not?” Abela asked.

“Well…I’m a guy!”

“Exactly,” Abela nodded, “Now, to business?”

“But guys can’t be sluts!” Stoneryder went on, “Players, sure. I’ll accept horn-dogs. Um…I did a scene once with this guy that…y’know…but the director specifically said he wanted high-energy!”

“God, these ideas were obsolete centuries ago,” Simplot groaned.

“About the selection board?” Wyer spoke up.

“Hmmm?” Abela’s eyes had glazed slightly, then came back into sharp focus, “Yes. The selection board.”

“Here’s the scoop people,” Simplot said.

“So not a slut,” Stoneryder muttered angrily, crossing his arms and slouching in his seat.

“Technically, since you were paid for your services, you would be considered a whore,” Wyer said helpfully.

“What’s the difference?” Abela asked.

“Well,” Wyer clasped his hands in front of him, looking quite serious, “A whore does it for money, a slut does it for fun,”

“Not a slut,” Stoneryder grumbled.

“And a bitch does it for anyone but you,” Wyer finished, sneaking a smug look in Stoneryder’s direction.

“Quiet, both of you,” Simplot shot him a dark look that clearly said ‘end of discussion’, “Here’s the scoop: We have twenty-four hours until Admiral Wagner and his team finish viewing Matria Prime’s ground-based defences and some of their infrastructure. As you know, they’re looking for a location for their new Waystation-2 space station. Matria Prime is a top contender on the list because we just so happen to have a large facility available, however the Federation wants to investigate the stability of the planet, likely impact of a large increase in local traffic, ability of local commerce to withstand Federation businesses coming in to compete and so forth,”

“Luckily,” Abela rose to her feet, “The distances involved will give Matrian businesses a break. Even if Starfleet is successful in establishing a high-speed corridor between Matrian Space and the original Waystation, we’re unlikely to have serious problems.”

“It’s still my turn to speak,” Simplot said.

“Fine, Starfleet,” Abela sat back down.

“That means we have twenty-four hours to make Starbase 341 look like a vibrant, thriving metropolis,” Simplot said, “Ideas?”

Abela raised her hand.

“You really cut me off for one lousy sentence?” she asked.

“It was an important sentence! It had the what, the when and everything!” Simplot corrected, “Now, any constructive ideas?”

“Everybody just sort of looked at each other for a minute.

“Lights,” Shurgroe said.

There was a confused pause.

“They’re already on,” Stoneryder said, gesturing to the ceiling. “Still not a slut,” he added quietly.

“No, I mean, outside,” Shurgroe gestured at the windows. Outside, the Matrian star was slipping below the artificial horizon, leaving the city dark and desolate. Snow blew through the alleys and thoroughfares, the lake was a frozen grey mass and the tram lines were deserted. Several of the radial tracks had been powered down, as the traffic between Downtown, the Suburbs and the Outer Rim didn’t even keep one track busy, let alone all six. “Beauty is only skin deep, right? So get some lights on, maybe even get them setup to turn on and off, so it looks like people live in the towers.”

“Get the trams running,” Abela agreed, moving to stand next to him, “Even if they’re empty. At least the cold weather and the snow means we don’t have to try to fill the streets,”

“Tracks,” Stoneryder spoke up.

“Yes, we already said we’d turn on the tram tracks,” Abela waved him away.

“No, I mean, get somebody out there making tracks in the snow,” he said, “And, oh yeah. NOT A SLUT!”

“Please, you’d beg for it if I offered,” Abela waved him away again, “But yes, note that down, Mr. Wyer. Tracks in the snow,”

“You’re not my type!’ Stoneryder objected.

“Can you just SHUT IT!??” Simplot snapped, “We’re trying to work here, Harrison!”

“OK, Janet!” he put heavy emphasis on ‘Janet’. (Simplot had used Janet as a fake name when she’d they’d first met, realizing the man hitting on her was her AWOL Chief of Security,”

“Wait, why am I taking notes?” Wyer asked.

“You’re the Director of Dome Operations,” Abela sniffed, “City lights, tram system, all of this is your purview.”

“Right,” Wyer sighed, “Sounds like another late night,”

“For everybody,” Simplot said, trying to regain control of the discussion, “While Mr. Wyer is working on the city as a whole, we need to focus on the areas the Admiral is going to want to see. That includes docking bays, at least one of the shipyards, the one Atrium we’ve started using, probably the Transit Hub. We’ve got to make those look busy!”

“Holograms,” Shurgroe said, “They won’t be smart…hell, half of them won’t even be solid. But it’s a start,”

“Starfleet,” Abela shook her head, “Always with the technology. Lt Franches?”

The loin-clothed Jungle Squad commander stood, loincloth swinging gently along with the bands, straps and various beads and knick-knacks he wore.

“I am Lt Franches, head of the Civil Protection Team,” he said.

“Um…duh!” Stoneryder commented.

Franches jumped into the adjoining dining room and moved out of sight. There was the sound of rustling while the Starfleet officers looked curiously in his general direction.

A moment later, another man emerged. This one was impeccable dressed in a Terran business suit. He had a neat, goatee-style beard, a dark tie over a pale blue shirt and jacket that barely hid a very fit figure. His long hair was pulled back in a ponytail. Simplot felt her knees weaken…this guy was HOT!

“And now,” the man said in Franches’ voice, “I am Mr. James Smith, human visitor to Starbase 341,”

“Wow,” Shurgroe commented, “I haven’t seen anybody change that quickly since SNAP!”

“Mmm-hmm,” Simplot said, eyes still moving up and down Franches body. Somehow, he looked hotter in a suit than he did in his usual half-naked state.

“Stop eye-banging my staff!” Abela growled.

“Ahem, right,” Simplot shook her head as Franches quickly stripped back down to his usual loincloth and accoutrements, “So…disguises. Good plan. Franches and Fissett will take care of disguises, Mr. Shurgroe, you’ll oversee plans for the shipyards, docking bay and holograms for interior spaces, Mr. Wyer will work on the city exteriors, and Dr. Annerson, Colonel Abela and myself will oversee work on Atrium One.”

“We need a better name for it than ‘Atrium One’,” Stoneryder said.

“What IS IT with the Starfleet urge to rename everything!?” Abela demanded.

“The Whore of Haven is right,” Simplot sighed, “It’s a mall…your commercial centre. It needs a name that’s catchy…something inviting. You have to make people WANT to shop there!”

“The Mall of Matria?” Abela suggested.

“No, that would just put them to sleep,” Simplot said, “OK, we’ll figure that out later. Twenty four hours, people! Let’s make this place hop!”



Fifteen minutes later, Simplot and Annerson were standing in Atrium One, waiting. The Atriam was a big space shaped like an egg standing on one end. A circular platform in the centre of the lowest level held a number of tables and chairs arranged around empty planter boxes. Five double-high levels hugged the outer walls, leaving an empty space in the centre. The widest level, at the centre of the ‘egg’, connected to the Transit Hub. The two women stood next to the Matrian coffee-shop that had just opened up on Level 3, next to the wall of windows that stretched from the base to the tip of the Atrium.

“Waiting for some business-type isn’t what I had in mind when I said ‘hop’,” Simplot grumbled, sipping her coffee. Matrian coffee was a bit fruitier than what she normally liked, but it was a big improvement over the swill the replicator was putting out. Down on Level 2, Abela was speaking to another merchant.

“Yes, your request for a space near the Level 2 rest-rooms wasn’t a problem,” she was saying, “Most of the food stands requested space on the lower level or up near the peak,”

Simplot rolled her eyes as the merchant replied with some nonsense about how his particular style of cooking better lent itself to a location isolated from other restaurants. Somehow, his spiel made Simplot think that this guy was a bit scared of the competition.

“Captain Simplot?” a mild voice came from behind her. She and Annerson turned to find themselves facing a nondescript Matrian male carrying the local equivalent of a briefcase, “I am Mr. Mann, here to discuss the new location for M’Lady’s?”

“Yes, a pleasure to meet you,” Simplot said, plastering on a smile and extending her hand. The Matrian stared at the offered hand in confusion.

“Sorry,” Simplot said, pulling her hand back, “Human custom,”

“Oh!” the Matrian brightened, “Please, can we try that again? M’Lady’s will want to make every effort to greet our off-world guests appropriately,”

As Simplot again extended her hand and the Matrian timidly reached for it, Annerson spoke up,”

“M’Lady’s what?” she asked.

“Huh?” the Matrian cocked his head.

“You said the store is called M’Lady’s,” Annerson said.

“Probably the translator picking something that fits,” Simplot said, glancing down at a padd, “It looks like the word in Matrian is….GatGottits?”

“An old, formal term of address for a female of note,” Mann explained.

“So…M’Lady works,” Annerson, “But still…M’Lady’s what?”

“M’Lady was the founder of M’Lady’s Incorporated back before the Gender Wars,” Mann explained, “She built her business on the values of quality merchandise, friendly service and a culture of giving back to the community,”

“But what do you sell?” Annerson clarified.

“It’s not just about material goods!” Mann looked almost offended, “It’s about the experience! The ability to browse, to explore a wide selection of items! To cater to the needs of our customers!”

“Sounds like one of those ritzy places you can only afford to go to if you’re famous enough to get free stuff,” Simplot said to Annerson.

“Yeah,”

Mann started to sputter, but Simplot took him by the elbow.

“We’re got a nice spot for you right over here,” she said, “Just the size you wanted!”

“M’Lady’s caters to all walks of life!” Mann objected as they walked to an empty storefront.

“I don’t suppse M’Lady is still around?” Annerson asked.

“Uh, if she started a company before the Gender Wars, she’s probably been dead for two hundred years,” Simplot said.

“Well, we at M’Lady Incorporated believe that she went into stasis with so much of the rest of population and simply has not yet regained her memories of her former work,” Mann said. He looked around the space.

“This is…acceptable,” he said, moving out of the space and towards the railing looking out in the central area of the Atrium, “If only we had something more interesting to overlook…a garden, perhaps. Or a cultural piece.”

“Or a water fountain,” Annerson nodded, “I love malls with fountains.”

“What, your guy wants a fountain?” Abela called up from the second level.

“I think we have bigger things to worry about right now, Colonel!” Simplot said. Despite the storefronts under construction, the Atrium was still largely deserted.

But Abela was already fidgeting with a small gadget. A moment later, the circular central floor of the lowest level abruptly dropped, leaving a gaping hole. There was a rumbling sound as the tables and chairs disappeared from sight, sliding off to one side. Eyes wide, Simplot and Annerson peered over the railing. Below floor level, in the hole left by the now-absent platform, they could see another circular section pass by, this one complete with a stage and platform suitable to anything from a concert to a political rally. Next was what could have been the base for a garden, if the plants hadn’t all died after two hundred years of darkness. Next up was another courtyard with tables and chairs, however this one had a large, ornate water fountain in the centre. Whatever rotating track it was that had spun the various platforms around hissed to a stop, then the fountain courtyard rose up into the space left by the previous courtyard, coming to a rest with a dull ‘BOOM’. There was a hum, then water spurted out of the foundain, arching nearly three levels high before splashing down into a series of catch basins that drained into a central reservoir.

“Better?” Abela called up.

“Much, thank you!” Mr. Mann called back. He nodded at Simplot and Annerson, then moved off to start directing his staff into the empty storefront, leaving the two officers staring down into the courtyard.

“Cool!” Simplot squealed happily.



“No, I don’t want any Federation types poking around MY shipyard!” Major Dekaire said firmly, “It’s bad enough I have YOU in here these days!”

“I’m your D-D-Director of S-S-S-” Shurgroe started to say.

“Sha-yeah,” Dekaire cut him off, “You’re Colonel Abela’s D-DoS. Until we’re done rebuilding this Starfleet junk pile,” she waved a hand out the observation window of Shipyard 3 at the ship outside, “This remains MY shipyard.”

“Um, mine too,” the Starfleet officer next to her said.

“Quiet, Simon,” Dekaire cut him off.

“But…I mean, this is the kind of thing that could really impress the review board!” Shurgroe said. He gestured out the window, at the swarms of Matrian construction bots that were picking over the half-assembled ship like flies on a corpse, “Establishing itself as a major shipbuilder would make Haven strategically valuable!”

“Right, then I’m sure lots of Starfleety-types would love to just barge in and start telling us how to do everything, isn’t that right, Simon?” Dekaire rolled her eyes.

“Um…”

“Don’t make me b-b-build another flying model!” Shurgroe said, trying to straighten his spine in the face of Major Dekaire’s cold expression.

“You wouldn’t DARE, little man!” she snapped.

“Y-yes I would?”

Dekaire’s eyes narrowed.

“You may have…five minutes,” she said curtly. She turned, then stormed out of the control room.

“Come, Simon!”

“Um…g’bye,” Jeffery waved weakly as he was led out of the room.

Shurgroe left through the opposite doors and walked as confidently as he could until he was out of the shipyard area. Once the heavy doors hissed shut and he was alone in a nondescript section of corridor, he let out a shakey breath, leaned back against the curved wall and sunk down to the floor.

“One down,” he gasped, “one to go. But I think I need a break first. And maybe a drink.”



“So then I said to her, I said, no, that’s not a phaser in my pocket, I really AM happy to see you,” Stoneryder chuckled. He was leaning against one of the control pulpits in Ops, getting in Wyer’s way (and on his nerves) in general.

At the control pulpit, Wyer sighed.

“I don’t want to hear this,” he said.

“Sure you do,” Stoneryder said, “People paid me a lot of good latinum to read about my sex life. And watch it on holovision. And I made a killing when I authorized that holo-program!”

He winked at Wyer.

“And just for the record, the holo-programmer took the real thing for a test drive while she was building the program. So I know she got it right,”

“Uggghhhhh!” Wyer groaned, “Will you please go ‘help’ somebody else?” (Yes, he actually raised his hands to make little quotations around ‘help’.)

“Naw, I like it up here,” Stoneryder said, “So, whatcha doing anyway, buddy?”

Buddy?

“I am attempting to re-create the activation sequence Colonel Abela had used for Haven’s launch,” Wyer said tightly.

“Why?”

“Because it included a subroutine that overrode the building controls systems and powered up all the towers,” Wyer explained, “I need to do that again,”

“Why?”

“Because otherwise you’d be walking to every individual apartment and condo in the city and flipping the light switch to ‘on’!” Wyer shouted.

The Matrians in Ops turned to look at him.

“Apologies,” he muttered, turning back to his panel.

Stoneryder came around to look at the display.

“Well here you go,” he pointed, “City power-up,”

“Wait, don’t!”

He pushed the button.



“This is a terrible idea,” Abela said, watching Simplot and Annerson work.

“No, it’s brilliant,” Simplot corrected her.

“Fine line between genius and insanity, and all that,” Annerson said glumly. The container of food Abela had given her was sitting on the floor nearby.

They’d taken over one of the empty storefronts and hung translucent construction shields over the entrance. Simplot and Annerson were in the process of cutting shapes out of sheets of cardboard and mounting them on what looked like a scale model of Haven’t transit system.

“This is most certainly on the side of insanity,” Abela said. She frowned. “Do you hear that?”

“Is it a sort of a low drone, followed by a series of beeps?” Annerson asked.

“No. More like the reactors are under load,” Abela said, pushing a construction shield aside and stepping onto the Atrium Level 4 concourse.

“You hear-” Simplot started.

“Yeah, we really need another doctor here so I can get myself checked,” Annerson shrugged.

They followed Abela out to the railing and looked out the huge windows into the city. Outside, the towers were quickly coming to life, interior lights blinking on, and exterior illumination shooting beams of light up the stone sides of the commercial and residential buildings. The streetlight system kicked in, though from their current vantage point they could only see the lights on the two nearest bridges leading over the lake.

“Good start,” Abela said grudgingly, “Now, if he can just work out a-”

There was a low groan, then the lights in the Atrium winked out, followed by the lights in the city. After a moment, the Atrium lights came back up.

“Haven Operations to all personnel,” Wyer’s voice came over the comm, “We apologize for that minor outage. Normal services have been res…no, Stoneryder, don’t do that again!”

“Dude, I totally know what I did wrong there!”

“Get away from that!”

“Look, it’s easy!”

There was a beep, then the towers began lighting up again. This time, the whole city seemed to shift, like an elevator trying to move up a floor.

“STOP IT!” Wyer shouted, “Look, the power-up is still coupled to the launch sequence! If we keep firing the engines Abela’s going to pitch a fit!”

“Whatever,” Stoneryder’s voice came, “I know how to make women happy when they’re mad at me,”

“What, you’ll let her administer another severe beating?”

“Whatever turns her on, buddy!”

“I am NOT your BUDDY!”

“Shouldn’t we,” Simplot gestured at the nearest intercom panel.

“No,” Abela raised a hand, “I want to hear how this plays out,”

“Seriously though, you don’t think she’s hot? Y’know, for an older woman?” Stoneryder’s voice said.

“Don’t make me bring up a past life on you,” Wyer’s voice was now getting disturbingly quiet, “I assure you, they are not pleasant,”

“I mean, yeah, she’s like two hundred years old. But whoever rebuilt her glutes? Mmmm-mmm!”

Abela’s left eye twitched.

“I think we’ve heard enough,” she said.

“No, no, we want to hear how this plays out,” Simplot cut her off with a grin.

“Have you ever met a Yynsian terrorist before?” Wyer’s voice asked.

“Do they have nice tits?”

There was an almost animal grown from the comm, then the sound of something heavy banging into something else heavy.

“Listen, infidel!” a strained, oddly accented version of Wyer’s voice shouted, “If you do not get out of here AT ONCE, the next bomb I plant will be going INSIDE YOU! And you will enjoy the insertion process even less than the glorious explosion of hellfire that will incinerate your filthy organs of sin…assuming I haven’t sliced them off and-”

The channel died.

The three women looked over to see Lt Franches standing next to the intercom panel, half a Klingon disguise affixed to his head.

“We were getting noise and nausea complaints from some of the new residents,” he said, gesturing to a group of very uncomfortable-looking merchants.

“Ahem,” Simplot cleared her throat, “Of course. My apologies.”

Outside, the towers went dark again.



Lt Cmdr Shurgroe stood outside Shipyard One, marshalling his strength. In retrospect, he really wished he could have brought somebody to help him out. Dr. Annerson…or better yet, Lt Wyer. Yeah, he would have been a good choice. Major Dekaire had a thing for him. Or had. He recalled Wyer saying they’d had an ‘encounter’ shortly after the city had been taken over by dancer, but nothing since then. Hmmm. Maybe taking Wyer to Shipyard Three would have made things more awkward than anything else.

“OK, deep breath, Josh,” Shurgroe muttered. He pulled out a pen and started re-tracing the Sigil of Mercury on his right wrist. Mercury had been a messenger, according to old mythology, and the Cult of Persephone had swept him right up along with their conglomeration of mythological figures. But he was acting as a messenger now, before he started work on replicating holo-emitters.

“It’s just a shipyard,” he said to himself, “You are the Director of the Department of Shipbuilding. They have to listen to you. And you’re not asking for much…just the chance to show some dignitaries around the shipyard. Sure, they’ve only had a couple of days to try to start operations on an order of defensive satellites, but still!”

Marshalling himself, he stepped through the double doors and into the operational zone surrounding the shipyard.

No guards.

He walked through the silvery and grey corridors, so much more utilitarian than the corridors in the public areas of the Outer Rim. He passed storage bays, part fabrication facilities and workspaces for the various crewmen who would be manning the shipyard and overseeing the construction robots. Finally, he reached the control room. It was locked, but a pass of his hand identified him to the security system.

The control room was deserted.

He walked towards the window looking out into the yard. The huge atmospheric containment field was up, maintaining a breathable environment in the thirty-plus level shipyard. This in itself was slightly odd, as most shipbuilding took place in a shielded vacuum. Looking down, Shurgroe’s heart dropped into his stomach.

On the shipyard floor, hundreds of cold, metallic Matrian construction bots clutched long duranium pipes…and they were doing their best to bludgeon the Matrian shipbuilders to death. Even as he watched, the line of organic beings pressed against the onslaught of bots, clutching weapons of their own. They swung and parried, the bots matching each their moves perfectly.

Too stunned to speak, Shurgroe grabbed for his phaser and raced towards the express lift that led down to the shipyard floor. He paced like a caged lion…actually, more like a hyperactive monkey who’s had too much caffeine, then bolted out of the lift the second the doors open. He gave his best war cry, then fired his phaser at the nearest bot, disintegrating its head. As the body collapsed, he fired at a second, onto to have his shot blocked as the bot swung a piece of ship plating from where it hung on its side up to intercept the beam. He shifted his aim, trying to take out the thing’s knees. Again, it shifted the plate to intercept the beam. It blocked the third beam too, though the metal hull plate was glowing cherry-red in the centre.

The bots red eyes blinked.

“Calibration complete,” it said in a dull, metallic voice. It returned the sheet to its side, turned to face the right, then powered down.

Shurgroe blew its head off, then targeted the next one.

“STOP, STOP!” a very husky, very loud female voice screamed, “WHAT THE HELL DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING!!!”

Shurgroe looked over to see a well-remembered, 6’5, 230lbs Matrian woman storming at him, metal pipe in one hand. That would be Major Bown, the new Master Shipbuilder for Shipyard 1. Only…that wasn’t a metal pipe in her hand. Even with his heart pounding and adrenaline pumping through his veins, the engineering part of Shurgroe’s mind noticed the series of buttons and the small display panel on the pipe.

“Huh?” he said dumbly, letting his phaser drop to his side.

Major Bown stood over the two bots he’d shot, nudging one with her toe.

“DAMMIT!” she snapped, “These two are are going to take a WEEK to fix!” She turned angrily to Shurgroe. “Just what do you think you were doing, punk?”

“Um…saving you from the rampaging…machine…army…” Shurgroe trailed off. He looked over at the ‘fight’. Half the shipbuilders had stopped to stare at him, but the others were continuing to exchange blows with the construction bots. Only now that he wasn’t looking down fifteen levels, he could see that their motions were too slow to be combat. A Matrian would hold up their ‘pipe’, wait for the bot to tap it, then move it to another point. Every now and then, a bot would announce ‘Calibration Complete’ then power down, while the Matrian would move on to the next bot.

“We’re calibrating their hand-eye coordination, genius!” Major Bown informed him, somewhat belated, “This is why! THIS IS WHY WE DON’T ALLOW CIVILIANS IN THE SHIPYARD!”

“I’m not a civilian!” Shurgroe said, still clutching his phaser, “I’m a Starfleet engineer, and I’m your boss, and tomorrow I’m bringing an Admiral through as part of an inspection tour! And if you don’t like it, I’ll…I’ll…”

He looked around.

“I’ll keep blowing up bots until you do!” he said, swallowing, “A-a-and then we’ll see how you like building…without builder bots…to…build with!”

Major Bown looked at him skeptically.

“I don’t care if I have to grow a new pair every time I come down here, you WILL listen to me!” he gulped.

Bown cocked her head.

“Pair of what?” she asked curiously.

“Um…testicles…” Shurgroe said sheepishly, “It’s a human expression…it means…uh…to get aggressive. Or con-con-con-confident.”

Bown laughed.

“Please,” she shook her head, “Those things are way too weak and tender. You wanna be aggressive? Grow a vagina! Those things are BUILT to take a pounding!”

“Ewww,” Shurgroe muttered.

“You really thought we were in danger, huh?” Bown looked again at the two ‘dead’ bots, “You really risked pissing off the entire robotic workforce because you thought they were attacking us?”

“Well…yeah,” Shurgroe said sheepishly, “It’s sort of what Starfleet does,”

“That’s sweet,” Bown smiled, “OK, sharp-shooter, you keep your Admiral up in the control room, and you can stop by. We’ll be starting one of the satellite frames tomorrow.”

“T-thanks,” Shurgroe said, relieved. He turned to go, then turned back.

“Wait…piss them off? They’re…they’re not SENTIENT, are they?”

“The bots? Of course not,” Bown laughed. She turned serious, “But they are somewhat intelligent. And they do learn…otherwise they wouldn’t be very good workers.”

Shurgroe gulped, then turned to leave.

He could have sworn several of the bots were following him with their cold, red gaze as he rushed out of the shipyard.



“OK,” Wyer said, finally starting to feel like things were going his way, “I’ve powered up the city and setup a randomizing function in the power distribution systems. We should be good to go,”

Seated nearby, Lt Stoneryder said nothing.

“And…here we go!” Wyer pressed a button.

Outside, nothing seemed to happen at first. But then one window went dark in one of the closer buildings. Then another. Then a window lit up two towers over. The effect was subtle; something you had to look for. But Wyer nodded with satisfaction, confident that it would be convincing.

“Next, I will attempt to bring the transit system up to full functionality,” Wyer went on.

Stoneryder just continued to pout.

Wyer began tapping at the controls, trying to understand just how the Matrian traffic computer managed the tram routes. With the limited population so far, the trams were acting more like taxi cabs, coming when called and departing to specified destinations. But with a capacity of several hundred thousand residents, that wasn’t feasible in the long term.

“If you aren’t going to contribute anything up here, I suggest you go down to the Atriums and help the Captain,” Wyer said.

“Whatever,” Stoneryder grumbled. He didn’t move from the seat.

Wyer worked for several more moments. Feeling Stoneryder’s gaze on him, he sighed, turned and faced the other officer.

“What?”

“Dude…you threatened to shove a bomb up my ass!” Stoneryder said, “That is SO not cool!”

“That wasn’t me, that was Refec,” Wyer said, “I take no responsibility for the actions of my past lives,”

“Convenient,” Stoneryder sneered, “Wish that worked for the rest of us,”

“The rest of you contain only one life,” Wyer said curtly, “That’s not a speciesist remark, it is a statement of fact.”

“Well…sometimes it feels like we do,” Stoneryder said quietly. He quickly stood. “Whatever. What are we doing now?”

“The easiest way to manage the transit system would be with the help of…um…Madam,” Wyer explained, “The AI for the central computer.”

“AI? Not another sentient computer. That’s been done to death,” Stoneryder groaned.

“Not sentient, just…intelligent,”

“Well then, let’s do it,” Stoneryder started hitting buttons.

“Stop it!’ Wyer snapped,”I have been attempting for weeks to properly configure Madam. ”

“So let’s boot her up and tweak things on the go,” Stoneryder shrugged.

“You are the security expert, and you think we should put an improperly configured AI in charge of the city?”

“What’s the worst that could happen?” Stoneryder hit the ‘boot’ button.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Wyer said.

Wyer waited for the lights to die or the city to explode and wondered again just how Stoneryder made it through the Academy.

Nothing happened.

“Um…Madam?” Wyer asked tentatively.

“What do you want?”

The voice made both Wyer and Stoneryder jump. It was female, no big surprise. But it sounded very annoyed. And throaty. And just a bit raspy, almost like the voice of an aggressive older woman who’s spent too much of her youth with a cigarette hanging out of her mouth.

“Uh…initialize the transit system for an estimated population of one hundred thousand. Automated tram routing and transit control,”

“Initializing transit subroutines,”

Again, the image of an ill-tempered woman in her early fifties popped into Wyer’s head. He’d had an aunt who had been a businesswoman of not inconsiderate wealth back on Yyns, and the balance of contempt and disdain in the computer’s voice reminded him of her anytime she’d been exposed to any of her nieces and nephews. ‘My dear, do keep those things OFF the furniture!’, and similar statements of affection.

Outside, trams were emerging from their maintenance berths in the Outer Rim and beginning their treks through the transit system, stopping periodically at stations to open their doors, pause, close up and resume their trek.

“Transit initialization complete,” Madam said, sounding like the entire task had been beneath her.

Wyer smiled. Stoneryder was starting to shoot a smug grin in his direction when Madam spoke up again.

“And who designed this pathetic excuse for an automation subroutine?” she said, “You’re fired! Get out of my sight!”

“Uh-oh,” Wyer said quietly.

“I’m just going to go down to the Atrium and help out the captain now,” Stoneryder said, moving quickly down the stairs.

Around him, the Matrian duty staff was shooting nervous looks in Wyer’s direction.

“Don’t look at me,” he said, “Your people designed her!”



“S-s-s-see?” Shurgroe said, hitting the activation button on the holo-emitter, “Instant storefront! I downloaded a whole bunch of them from a company that does design work for public spaces. Just don’t take anything outside the emitter range or it’ll vanish,”

“It’s good, Josh,” Simplot said. She stared at the elaborate book store that had, up until seconds ago, been another empty space in Atrium One. Hmm. The Atriums on Haven? Spaceview Shops? Haven’s Peak?

Hmmm. That wasn’t bad. Except the Atriums were at ground level. Wait! She had it! Ohhhh….Abela was going to love it! Now she just had to wait until just the right moment…

“T-t-thanks,” Shurgroe said.

“Now go make about another fifty,” Simplot said, “And get some in the Transit Hub, that place looks like a graveyard!”

“O-Okay,”

“And are you OK? You’re jittery, ever for you,” Simplot asked, concerned.

“Oh…just…adrenaline withdrawal,” Shurgroe gulped.

“Uh-huh,” Simplot looked at him, expectantly.

“Don’t ask. And i-i-if a bunch of robots come looking for me, I left. Forever.” With that, he scurried off to replicate more holo-emitters.

“What’s all this doing in here?” Abela shouted from a few storefronts down. She stormed out onto the concourse, “Some idiot put a bunch of fitness equipment in here! I NEVER APPROVED A FITNESS STORE!”

“That would be mine,” Lt Stoneryder said, walking in from the vicinity of the Transit Hub. “I just needed the space until your people opened up the storage rooms in my building,”

“Why do you have all this stuff/” Simplot asked, looking around. There were at least two treadmills, an elliptical machine, countess free weights, punching bags, pull-up stands…the list just went on. And all of it looked brand new, right out of the box.

“Well, this is on alien society. I figured I’d be lucky if the had anything other than…like…space yoga,” Stoneryder shrugged.

Abela was about to snap at him when a slim, blond man stormed in.

“Myress!” he snapped, “You’ve been out all night!”

“Shit,” Abela muttered, indulging in a rare bit of profanity.

“Hi, Craigan,” Simplot said pleasantly, “Thanks for the supper,”

“Captain,” Craigan said coldly, “You’re most welcome. Perhaps if Abela is ever home for supper, you will have to join us,”

“Snap,” Stoneryder muttered.

“I’m sorry, Craigan,” Abela said, “But this is important! We have to convince the review board that Haven’s…well…that it’s…”

“Successful?” Craigan supplied helpfully, looking around at the barely occupied Atrium. Shurgroe was whistling as he disguised another empty storefront as a business place.

Simplot saw Abela draw back. Yup, that had been a low blow to the woman who’d dedicated so much to building Haven, preserving it until her people could properly use it, and now was trying to deal with a government that wanted to limit access to their precious ‘historical artifact’.

“We’re trying, Craigan,” Abela said firmly, “I promise, after the review board leaves, we can take a few days off and go down to Matria Prime, OK?”

“You will?” Simplot frowned. She hadn’t approved that!

“I will,” Abela said, a hint of threat in her voice.

“She will,” Craigan affirmed.

“OK, you will,” Simplot held up her hands in surrender.

“Nice fitness store,” Craigan remarked on the way out, “You just need better signage,”

“It’s not-” Stoneryder started, but Simplot slapped a hand over his mouth.

“Nice fitness store, Harrison,” she said, “Now you heard the man! Get a sign and start working on your customer service skills!”

There was a mumbling sound from Stoneryder’s mouth, but Simplot held her hand firmly in place.

“Please,” she said, “I knew you’d try to make that into something dirty.”

More mumbling.

“I can keep this up all day,” Simplot said patiently.

Harrison rolled his eyes, admitting defeat.




Captain’s Log, Stardate 59463.3:



After an a tour of Matria Prime’s capitol city, an overview of the planetary defence systems and an unexpected quantum swap into the galactic core, Admiral Wagner and his review board are finally arriving aboard Haven to assess the city for its suitability as the future Waystation-2. Both crews, Starfleet and Matrian, are eager for this opportunity.



“Happy?” Simplot asked, tapping her comm-badge and shutting down her comm link to the log recorder.

“Much better,” Abela nodded, “More concise, more professional, and no references to being ‘screwed like a Risan on Friday night’.”

“I think the higher-ups at Starfleet Commmand would have liked that one,” Simplot said.

“I don’t care,” Abela said flatly. She turned to the window and watched as the USS Hummingbird, identical to the lost USS Roadrunner, nudged up to the docking port. Wyer and Shurgroe were seated on a pair of comfortable-looking chairs behind them.

“I wonder if Starfleet’s had any luck contacting that other ship. The missing one,” Abela said, surprising Simplot, “I can’t imagine being that far from home,”

“About that,” Simplot asked, “Are things with you and your husband…OK?”

“Of course they are,” Abela said, looking sideways at Simplot, “Why wouldn’t they be?”

“Well he just sounds sort of…pissed.”

“Aren’t most men, most of the time?”

“Well…I guess…”

“Craigan and I have only been married a few months,” Abela said, “And we’re both trying to get used to the new Matria Prime. Craigan spent centuries in stasis after being captured and accused of being a terrorist, before the wars. I, too, grew up in a very different time. Not to mention spending my life trying to hide as I documented a global state of total war, then dying and being reborn into a clone of myself. Our situation is not typical.”

“Yeah, well…I hope things go OK,”

“Me too,” Abela sighed, “Maybe if I pushed him to get a job, instead of being cooped up in that condo all day,”

Before they could talk further, the airlock hissed open and several people filed out There was Admiral Wagner, whom Simplot had never really dealt with before, but who had close ties to the Waystation project. He was followed by a pair of captains, one Vulcan and the other an orange-skinned species Simplot didn’t recognize. Several civilians in suits followed.

“Captain Simplot, Colonel Abydos,” Admiral Wagner shook Simplot’s hand then bowed politely to Abela, “It’s a pleasure to finally make it here,”

“Actually, it’s-” Abela started, before Simplot discreetly stepped on her foot, “entirely our pleasure,” Abela finished.

“As you can imagine, Starfleet is interested in using this facility as the next logical step in the growth of the Waystation project,” the Vulcan captain spoke up without introduction, “The use of existing commercial and docking facilities would be most logical. However, as we have learned from past experiences, placing deep space stations or starbases in orbit or in close vicinity to populated worlds subjects them to the political and social issues of that world. To do so would be highly illogical,”

“Are you a robot?” Abela asked curiously.

“No, this is Captain Sprat,” Wagner introduced him, “He’s just…Vulcan. And Captain Hellit, Dr. Freet, Mr. Hapidaaz and Ms. Chekid. They’ll be accompanying me to Senous before we make our recommendation to Starfleet.”

“Please, let us show you the city,” Simplot said pleasantly.

“Illogical,” Sprat spoke up, “We wish to view the city as new arrivals might, not as privileged guests. How would one in such a position find their way to the central commercial levels?”

“It just so happens, one of my staff recently completed work activating the city computer’s interactive system,” Simplot said. Wyer’s eyes widened in panic and he started frantically shaking his head ‘no’ and trying to get her attention. Unfortunately, neither Simplot nor Abela noticed.

“Simply address the computer as ‘Madam’ and ask to be taken to Atrium-” Abela started.

“To the Mall of Matria,” Simplot interrupted her. Abela shot her a look that was positively dumbfounded. Hadn’t Simplot just shot that down as a name suggestion yesterday?

“Yes….the Mall of Matria,” she said uncertainly, “We…hope the name doesn’t sound too…dull,”

“Oh, but that’s the official name,” Simplot smiled, “Everybody just call’s it MoM’s!”

“Oh, how homey!” Ms. Chekid gushed.

Abela glared at Simplot. If looks could have killed, Simplot would have been dead about fifty times over. Wyer, on the other hand, was still waving his hands, trying to get somebody to notice him.

“OK,” Admiral Wagner said uncertainly, “Madam?”

“Yes, what is it, citizen?” the husky female voice replied immediately.

“How do I get to…MoM’s?”

“A path will be illuminated for you,” the voice replied, “Do try not to get lost,”

Simplot’s jaw dropped and Abela’s eyes widened. Word for word, the exchange was fairly standard. What wasn’t was the mix of contempt and disdain that practically oozed from the computer’s voice.

“Furthermore,” the computer went on, “I highly suggest that next time, you pick up a Visitor’s Traveller from the dispenser in the docking bay. Assuming anyone thinks to stock it this century,”

“Urk…Urk…Urk…” Simplot stuttered.

“I…um…” Abela closed her eyes briefly, then inspiration struck.

“Matrian culture calls for computers to be efficient, to the point and helpful” she said, swallowing.

“Really,” Wagner said flatly, “She reminds me of my third grade teacher, Ms. Vandersnoot.”

“Not welcoming at all,” Ms. Chekid said crossly, making a note on her padd.

“Yet the computer did offer a useful suggestion,” Captain Sprat countered, “And her tone does not invite pointless discourse. Most logical.”

“Shall we?” Simplot said uneasily, gesturing down the corridor.

“Shurgroe to Franches,” Shurgroe spoke quietly into his comm-badge, “Initiate ‘Rhombus of Mystery’,”

“Thank you,” the admiral nodded and began walking in the direction indicated.

“Let me guess,” Simplot muttered quietly to Abela, “Programmed her after yourself, didn’t you?”

“I did no such thing,” Abela muttered back, sounding confused, “Why would you even think that?”

“No reason,”



Ten feet down the corridor, Franches gave a quiet acknowledgement, then gestured to his team. They were all dressed as various local species, even though most of those species had been avoiding Matrian space for almost a century. He stepped casually around the corner and saw Simplot, Abela and the review team. Attempting to look nonchalant, he walked past them and down the corridor.

Easy.

Turning another corner out of sight, he grabbed a small package that had been discretely stashed. Pulling off his jacket, he quickly donned a new shirt, a wig, and a fake moustache. He sprinted down the corridor, staying a few corridors over from the path that Wagner’s group was taking. Finally, when he figured he was far enough ahead, he jogged closer to their corridor, then slowed to a walk. One of his corporals was approaching from the opposite direction, dressed as a wealthy Matrian merchant. They met up, then walked passed Wagner’s group, parted ways and began sprinting to the next disguise point, trying not to trip over other members of his team who were doing the same thing.



“Quite a busy place,” Admiral Wagner commented as yet another Matrian moved quickly past them, “I was under the impression that the population was still quite low,”

“It’s been growing rapidly,” Colonel Abela said, “Our people are eager to expand their society, and Haven offers more intrigue and adventure then most surface cities can,”

“You assisted in the construction of this city, did you not?” Captain Sprat asked.

“Ì did,” Abela said.

“She is biased,” Sprat said flatly, “Logically, we must use caution when considering her opinions,”

“Why you little-”

“Oh, make way,” Simplot said, “Larger group,”

The moved to one side of the corridor as five disguised members of the Jungle Squad hurried past, panting.

“Is it me, or are people getting more tired and sweaty the further we go?” one of the board members asked.

“I haven’t noticed,” Simplot lied.



“Keep an eye on Ops, Stoneryder” Stoneryder muttered, “Wait for Wyer to get back, then get your butt down to your new store, Stoneryder. What a bitch!”

“At least you’re keeping me company,” Lt Fissett said pleasantly from the next console over.

“Yeah, hurray,” Stoneryder grumbled, “We’re the only two people in here. Great company.”

“It could be,”

It took a moment for Stoneryder to realize what she was saying. Usually, he was the one making suggestions like that.

He barely had time to turn toward her when she pounced, driving him up against the panel.

“My day’s looking up,” he managed to get out.

Unfortunately, he didn’t realize that his butt was pressing against the power distribution panel.



“Very scenic,” Wagner admitted as their tram emerged from an Outer Rim tunnel and into the city proper. All around them, towers stretched to the ‘sky’. It was dark, all the better to hide the lack of activity on the snowy streets outside.

“Oh, I just love snow,” Mr. Hapidaaz grinned.

“And over there, you’ll…uh, HEY!” Simplot started as an entire block of buildings went dark. She spun around and pointed.

“There you’ll see the Matrian Arms Haven hotel,” she pointed at a bigger than average tower, built more like a medieval castle.

“Let me guess,” Captain Hellit said, “The pinnacle of luxury in the quadrant? Because I’ve heard that before…about five minutes before my tricorder gives me an unacceptable body fluid count off the blankets.”

“Maybe not the pinnacle, but the Matrian Arms Haven does offer private teleportation service to the major planetary cities,” Abela said.

“Really?”

“Of course,”

Seeing a momentary flicker in a nearby tower, Simplot pointed in a new direction.

“And there’s Downtown,” she said. Everybody turned just as the Matrian Arms Haven and the surrounding block went dark. Luckily, the previous outage on the other side of the tram had been resolved.

Wyer was now discreetly looking around the tram, noticing at least five more blocks go dark.

“Wyer to Ops,” he said, quietly tapping his badge.

“OHHHH YES!” a female voice cried out, “YOU’RE EVEN BETTER THAN YOUR HOLO-PROGRAM!!”

He quickly cut the comm.

“Did you say something, dear?” Ms. Chekid asked.

“No ma’am,” Wyer said, making his voice as deep as possible.

“Hmm. I must be imagining things.”



“OK, people,” Dr Annerson called out, marching along the middle level of Atrium One (or MoM’s, though she had no way of knowing that yet) “Phase Two in two minutes! Phase Two in two minutes!”

“Doctor, I still object to this,” Mr. Mann said shrilly, standing in the barely completed entrance to M’Lady’s. “Our merchandise has not been properly placed, and this emitter thing is simply destroying the entire energy flow of the premises!”

“If we can make these guys think Haven is a bustling metropolis, your customer base is going to quadruple within a year,” Annerson snapped.

Mann considered this, then turned back to his staff.

“Let’s go, people! Less than two minutes! For M’Lady!”

“For M’Lady,” they repeated in unison.

Slightly creeped out, Annerson moved on.

One of the lower entrances opened and several dozen members of the Jungle Squad, Starfleet crew and even a number of actors hired last-minute from Matria Prime rushed through.

“Stations, everybody!” Lt Franches called out, “Let’s go! You and you, up to level 5, HURRY!”



Barely a minute later, Simplot and Abela led the review team through the big doorway between the Transit Hub and MoM’s. Shurgroe and Wyer had discretely split off, Wyer to Ops and Shurgroe to the small holographic control centre he’d setup in a commercial space overlooking the third level of the Hub. As they walked through a wide corridor and into the egg-shaped space, Admiral Wagner and the board looked around approvingly.

“Oh, I like this so much better than the ring malls all our other stations have,” Mr. Happidaaz said. The mall wasn’t crowded, but as he leaned over the railing he could see shoppers on all levels, wandering in and out of dozens of interesting looking stores. Ms. Chekid was gazing out the wall of windows into the city, while the other two board members were investigating the nearby entrance to M’Lady’s.

“Don’t buy anything,” Wagner said firmly, “We’re not here to judge the merchandise,” he turned to Simplot and Abela, “In the interest of keeping unbiased opinions, you understand,”

“Of course,” Simplot said. Whew, that was a relief. No holographic trinkets vanishing as soon as they left the store.

They browsed for ten or fifteen minutes, Abela explaining that the Atrium and its two counterparts were still under construction.

“I can see that,” Wagner said, gesturing at a storefront separated from the concourse by heavy, translucent sheets. The shadows of various people moving around on construction tasks shone against the heavy material. “By the way, is that worker all right?” He pointed at a shadow of a worker that appeared to be walking repeatedly into a wall.

“One sec!” Simplot gulped. She popped behind the wall.

Behind the sheet, a series of toy train tracks had been laid out on the floor, with the cardboard cut-outs she’d made earlier attached to the small trains. The large, shadow-casting cut-outs. She quickly found the train that had run up into a dead-end section of track, re-positioned it, and rushed back out.

“He was just having trouble…getting a self-sealing stembolt out of a…piece of shelving,” she explained.

“I see,” Wagner looked at his watched and sighed as a group of giggling schoolgirls walked by, “I suppose we have two more malls to see?”

“Atriums 3 and 5, yes,” Abela said. She gave Simplot a look that said ‘Don’t you F**king Dare!’.

“Haven’s Gate and 341 Squared,” Simplot said, ignoring Abela’s warning, “Plenty of space for Matrian, Federation and other off-world businesses and culture,”

“With three Atriums set aside for concert halls and performing arts centres,” Chekid nodded, looking at the brochure, “I approve. Shall we?”

“This way,” Abela said, barely restraining her rage.

As Wagner turned to walk back to the Hub, Simplot stuck her tongue out in Abela’s direction.



The second the review board was out of sight, Annerson started waving her arms frantically.

“Five minutes!” she called out, “Five minutes!”

Immediately, all the actors pulled various disguises out of backpacks, briefcases and purses, many of them rushing to the collection of tables and chairs around the central fountain on the lower level in order to have surfaces to work on. The schoolgirls, actually out-of-work child actors, quickly began disguising themselves as a group of Nicondii traders. Franches and his team started changing into their Klingon garb, and a group of Wyer’s maintenance techs pulled out colourful outfits better suited to some of Matria Prime’s tropical cultures. The holographic storefronts flickered as word was passed to Shurgroe, and the employees of the established businesses began shifting merchandise around as their signage was quickly altered.



“Another minute, then we’ll head back,” Simplot said quietly as she and Abela led the group on a somewhat twisting and confusing route around the Transit Hub. Those actors not busy in the Atrium were continuing their ‘fly-bys’ of the review board.

“I’m not keeping those names, you do realize that,” Abela whispered back.

“They’re good,”

“They are not,” Abela shook her head. In her left hand, she held the controller for the Atrium floor space. She quickly tapped in a command to switch from ‘Courtyard 3 - Food Court with Fountain’ to ‘Courtyard 5 - Botanical Gardens’.

That would ensure the disguise would be complete.



Franches was just finishing up his Klingon cranial ridges when the fountain next to him abruptly shut off.

“Hmmm?” he wondered.

Suddenly the floor dropped beneath him, scattering his makeup kit as it bounced off the table. All around him, Jungle Squad members, actors and station personnel gripped tables, chairs, or simply fell to the floor as the entire food court dining area dropped into the floor. There was a hiss, then sudden movement as the dining area began moving through a very tight, low-ceiling, dimly lit storage/transfer tunnel.

“Uh-oh,” Franches gulped.



“OK, places everybody, places!’ Annerson turned back to the railing. A lovely garden, holographic of course since the actual garden courtyard was dead as a doornail, had been moved into the Atrium as planned. She frowned. But why was she suddenly down to a bare two-dozen actors?

“Um…where did everybody go?” she wondered.



“And this is Haven’s Gate,” Simplot said, leading the board back into Atrium One, coming in through a side entrance this time.

“Not all that busy,” Captain Hellit commented, “Perhaps three malls is a bit excessive for a city this size? Especially given the commercial space in your transit facility?”

“Um…I think there’s just a sale in 341 Squared,” Simplot gave a laugh that sounded fake even to her, “You know how shoppers are!”

“Illogical and demanding,” Captain Sprat observed.

“Exactly!”

Suddenly, another side entrance popped open and a horde of Klingons, Nicondii and brightly-dressed Matrians rushed out, dispersing to the various stores.

“The sale appears to be over,” Captain Sprat said.

“No need to bother with 341 Squared,” Wagner said, “Seen one mall, seen ’em all,”

“To the shipyards then,” Simplot smiled.



Given that the shipyards were actually busy, the review board’s visit was somewhat more routine. Well, it seemed to Simplot that a lot of the emotionless construction bots were glaring at the visiting officers…well, glaring more at Shurgroe actually, but the work on the defensive satellites in Shipyard 1 had begun surprisingly fast, considering the short notice. Even Captain Sprat lifted an eyebrow in Shipyard 3 as they gazed out at the Ambassador-class starship that at this point resembled a gutted carcass more than a starship under refurbishment.

In any event, the tour finally ended as Simplot and Abela escorted Admiral Wagner and his team to the Hummingbird’s docking port.

“What are we doing back here?” Wagner asked Simplot as he noticed the small ship outside the viewport.

“I assumed you were heading to Senous and back to the Federation,” Simplot said, caught off-guard.

“We are. But we’ll be departing on the USS Champlain,” Wagner said, “There’s no way in hell I’m stepping foot on board another one of those quantum death-traps.”

“Then what do we do with the ship?” Abela asked.

“Keep it. Fly it into the sun. Give it to an inner-city school. I really couldn’t care less,” Wagner said, “Wait, no. It’s still a high-security item. Keep it. I don’t want to deal with the paperwork if it goes missing…that other ship was bad enough.”

“When will the Champlain be back?” Abela asked, “They’ve been patrolling the Matrian border since the Qu’Eh invasion!’

“Oh, right. I forgot to give you this. A few updates from Starfleet,” Wagner put on a smile, “Pleasure meeting you and all, but we have to run,”

“What about your recommendation?” Simplot asked.

“Nice station,” Chekid said.

“Indeed,” Sprat added.

“Might bring my kids here someday,” Happidaaz put in.

“But it will be up to Starfleet to make the final decision,” Wagner said. He tapped his comm-badge and requested beam-out to the Champlain.

As the board disappeared in a cloud of transporter sparks, Simplot turned to Abela.

“Don’t call us, we’ll call you,” she said glumly.

“What does that padd say?” Abela demanded.

“Oh,” Simplot read, “Nothing major. Starfleet is pulling most of their ships out of this sector. The Montreal and the Vendome will stick around until we start producing ships, but the rest are en route back to Federation space.”

“WHAT?” Abela snapped, “THIS IS UNACCEPTABLE!”

“Why?” Simplot frowned, “Matria Prime still has their ships, at least the ones that could be repaired after the invasion, along with the ones we found with Haven. Two starships this far out to keep an eye on two member planets and a sector of space is standard procedure,” she brightened, “And we’ve got our very own ship now! The Hummingbird!”

“I agree with your admiral’s assessment of that ship,” Abela said glumly, “It’s a death-trap.”

“But it’s OUR death-trap!” Simplot giggled.

“I hate you so much,”

“C’mon, Myress,” Simplot smiled, turning to lead the way back downtown, “We pulled off a major piece of trickery, your planet apparently impressed the admiral with their defensive plans, and we’ve got a new toy to play with. Now, let’s go put together the pieces of your shattering marriage and call it a day!”

Abela grunted. Something in that conversation was bothering her. Something about the planet…yes. Why exactly had the admiral reviewed Matria Primes defences? That hadn’t been anywhere in the communiqués regarding the Waystation-2 project. It just seemed…tacked-on, last minute. Either it hadn’t been planned and had just been a convenient distraction…or somebody in Starfleet had planned it very carefully.

But then, considering all the ships they’d had flying around and that a Starfleet captain was still technically the Matrian Minister of Planetary Defence, they didn’t exactly need subterfuge to get that information. Or did they?

Wheels within wheels…and who knew how an alien’s brain even worked…never mind an entire Federation full of aliens.

“I hate you ALL so much,” Abela amended as she followed Simplot to the tram station.



Aboard the USS Champlain, Admiral Wagner observed as the captain and crew prepared for the long trip back to Federation space. Sure, the Hummingbird could have had them home in two days, but after the LAST attempt to use the QS drive, the Admiral preferred the longer, six-week trek.

Something was bugging him though. He wasn’t sure what it was it was, but something about the starbase he’d just toured seemed a bit…off.

“Science officer, what’s the population of Starbase 341?” he asked.

There was a series of beeps and bloops as the science officer scanned the city.

“Approximately 135 life-signs in the central area,” she reported, “Two hundred near one shipyard, approximately one thousand near another.

“So once you subtract the crew of that Ambassador-class ship…less than four hundred people,” the Admiral mused, “Well played, ladies.”

The Matrian’s little ruse didn’t matter, the admiral decided. Waystation itself had been all but deserted when it had started out, and he wasn’t a stranger to the challenges of attracting new business to an empty and distant part of space…it was what the Waystation project was all about.

“Well played indeed,” he smiled to himself, thinking of another ship and crew with a tendency to ‘enhance the truth’, “Definitely deserving of…second prize,”

Speaking of, he’d been largely out of touch for over a week. No doubt there was a pile of reports for him to go through, including at least one serious complaint regarding…THAT ship.

His smile fading, he turned to go below decks.



“…Betazoid Boys have announced that yes, they will go forward with their Reunion Tour,” a perky reporter said, “As you may recall, the band had split ways temporarily following allegations that the drummer and bass players had engaged in a threesome with the lead singer’s girlfriend, which resulted in a pregnancy. Insiders tell us however that tensions subsided when a paternity test revealed that the father of the child is in fact the drummer from ‘Death by Painful Flaying’, a Klingon death-metal group.”

“I can’t believe your people watch this drivel,” Wyer said, “Honestly, most celebrities end up as civil servants in their next life anyway,”

“I’m with him,” Stoneryder agreed.

“But it’s juicy!” Simplot giggled.

The combined Starfleet and Matrian command crew were in the work-study area of the Command Tower Principle Conference and Observatory Deck. A viewscreen had slid down to hang over the fireplace, and they’d pulled the comfortable leather chairs into a semi-circle.

“Why couldn’t Starfleet just tell us the results?” Franches asked, “Why are we watching the news for this?”

“Politics,” Annerson explained, “They want it to appear as though Starfleet and the Federation were completely impartial.”

“Um…OK,”

“In other news, Federation officials have announced that the expected expansion of the Waystation project will go ahead as planned,” a new reporter had come on screen.

“Quiet everybody!’ Abela snapped.

“After a lengthy bidding and planning process, we have selected the design and location for the new facility,” a Starfleet spokes…thing was saying on the screen, a series of mouth-tentacles flailing around as it spoke, “Two member planets put in bids to host the facility, with one of them already having a suitable station in place. Unfortunately, the planet Senous chose to withdraw their application once they learned of some of the experimental propulsion technology that would be used to shorten the route between Waystation and Waystation-2.

“WIN BY DEFAULT!” Shurgroe’s arms shot up in the air “YES!”

“Quiet, Josh!” Annerson said.

“..have decided that, in an effort to reduce the station’s sensitivity to local politics and to ensure impartial access to all local member worlds, Waystation-2 will occupy a new facility, to be built approximately halfway between Matria Prime and Senous.” A schematic appeared, showing a station almost identical to the original Waystation, but slightly smaller and with a small, fattened sphere in place of the lower saucer.

Abela slumped in her seat.

“That’s it then,” she muttered.

Everybody else had fallen quiet as the news reporter moved on to the sports scores.

“Hey, it’s not that bad,” Simplot said, “There’s still going to be a massive increase in traffic coming this way!”

“Great,” Abela stood and walked to the turbolift, then left.

“Well, we tried,” Simplot shrugged, “Easy come, easy go, right?”

“I’ll draw up plans for a shuttle service,” Wyer said.

“Can I be captain of our new ship?” Shurgroe asked.

“I don’t think so, Josh,”

Major Jakerd, Lt Fissett and Lt Franches exchanged a glum look. It was easy for the Starfleeters to carry on casually…it wasn’t their home that had just been flipped a giant middle finger.

The temperature in the room seemed to drop by several degrees.



Abela kicked her boots off at the door to her apartment, barely noticing the spotlessness of the kitchen as she entered the living area and looked out the floor-to-ceiling windows. Wyer’s automation program was still up and running, maintaining the illusion that the city was occupied.

“Madam,” she said, “Shut down the automatic lighting program and return the transit system to low-population operation.”

“As you wish,” the computer practically snorted. Outside, most of the buildings went dark.

“And where DID your personality profile come from, anyway?” Abela demanded.

“That is for me to know, and you to find out,” the computer replied.

“Idiot programmers,” Abela muttered.

“I quite agree,” the computer said.

“I’m done with you, leave me alone!”

“As you wish,”

Abela looked around. Where the hell was Craigan anyway?



“Sir, your wife is home,” one of the intel techs called.

Colonel Craigan stood from his desk in Matrian Intelligence’s Haven office, just off the Signal Analysis facilities.

“I thought she’d be out all night celebrating,” he said, “All our information says that the review board recommendation on Haven was very favourable,”

“Well, the news just reported that a new station is going up between here and Senous instead,”

“Interesting,” Craigin frowned, “Starfleet Intelligence didn’t share that little tidbit with us?”

“They keep saying we have to wait for our liaison officers before they start sending more information our way,” the tech reminded him.

“Of course. Hopefully Lieutenants Laarthi and Boxer will find a way back soon,” Craigan sighed.

“All right, I’ve got to go do the dutiful husband thing. See you all tomorrow, remember we have the weekly conference brief with MIHQ first thing in the morning.

“Yes sir,”

Well, that was a minor miscalculation, Craigan mused as he rode an express lift to the building where he and Abela lived. Nothing major, he’d just tell her he’d wanted to go for a walk. Perhaps one day he’d be unable to hide the fact that he’d been recruited by Matrian Intelligence shortly after his part in repealing the Qu’Eh invasion.

But he was confident that day wouldn’t come for some time.








  
  
  ch011.xhtml
  
  




There Goes the Neighbourhood

Lt Rex Boxer worked the shield controls while Crewman Billings took the helm and pulled the ship into evasive manoeuvres. The Roadrunner was dodging through space, trying to evade phaser fire coming from the very large Federation ship, the USS Banshee, that had decloaked behind them. Through some sort of quantum screw-up, the Roadrunner had swapped places with the USS Hummingbird, one of her sister ships still back in Matrian Space. Unfortunately, the swap wasn’t permanent. Actually, considering that staying in Matrian Space was looking to be a quick path to a horrible death, maybe it wasn’t unfortunate after all.

“According to my readings, the quantum link between ourselves and the USS Hummingbird will dissipate in eight point four minutes,” Strobnik said.

“And you bring that up now WHY?” Virgii demanded.

“Because,” Strobnik pointed out, “If we activate the QS drive before that time, we will return to our original location, while the Hummingbird will return here,”

“You really want to be stuck years from home again?” Virgii demanded.

“Do you really want to be here, being chased by a starship fifty times your size?” Mytim exclaimed.

“Never mind that if the high-ranking Admirals and dignitaries on the Hummingbird survive the trip back, our performance reports will probably be extremely negative,” Strobnik gulped, “And…they’ll probably backdate them right up to today!”

The ship shook again, as if to prove his point.

“Shields at ten percent!” Boxer reported.

“Oh very well,” Virgii grumbled, “Hopefully the Admirals on the Hummingbird have better luck. Engage the drive!”

There was a brief flash of blue light from the bridge windows. As it faded, Virgii looked around, trying to spot the other ships.

“Sensors clear,” Lt Boxer reported, “No other ships in the area,”

“We’re right back where we started,” Mytim reported, “At the exact position where we had been preparing to engage the slipstream drive,”

“Set course for Federation space, warp seven,” Virgii ordered, leaning back in his seat with relief, “And let’s hope that by the time we get back, they’ve sorted out whatever that little misunderstanding was,”

“Misunderstanding? A Federation ship was shooting at us! And I swear they had a cloaking device!” Mytim exclaimed. Not to mention that one of those hijackers seemed to recognize her for her…abilities. Of course, she couldn’t exactly bring that up now, could she?

“Probably just sensor-shielding,” Laarthi said firmly from her station. Her hands were dancing over her panel at full speed, frantically altering the sensor logs before anybody could load them up. Rumour or not, if a super-secret branch of Starfleet or Starfleet Intelligence did exist, a crew full of officers with knowledge of their existence was just begging for mass brain-wipes, ‘disappearances’, or even worse…potential recruitment.

“The Lieutenant is right,” Virgii nodded his head, “I am quite certain that whatever we saw has a rational explanation. We’ll just wait until we can contact Starfleet or return home to determine what it was. No big deal, what?”

“Idiot,” Mytim muttered.




Acting Captain’s Log, Stardate 59462.1:



We’ve returned to our previous position near the galactic core and resumed our trek towards Federation space. While some of the crew appears disappointed by our reversal of fortune, we’re all rather pleased to be safely aboard the Roadrunner instead of being pursued by giant, angry ships. I have ordered us to remain at warp speed for the time being. We will wait until things have settled down before attempting another jump with the slipstream drive.



Virgii stepped out of his tiny office, wishing again that the Roadrunner was big enough to have a ready room off the bridge instead of a deck down. That would have made his command much easier. The fact that he wasn’t supposed to have a command and was in fact just an engineer on his way to his next posting wasn’t really registering in his mind at the moment. Nope, he had been pushed into a difficult position, what with the whole hijacking thing, and he’d made the correct, timely decisions needed to save the day. He’d commandeered a Matrian ship for the pursuit, had respected proper engine break-in procedures until ordered otherwise, and he’d made the decision to return to the galactic core instead of being blown up. The minor matters of having his Matrian ship blown up due to his incompetence or the fact that he’d basically thrown a ship with at least one admiral and several dignitaries into the deadly situation he’d escaped also failed to register.

Feeling altogether pleased with himself, he walked the short distance down the corridor to the gangway leading up to the bridge. As he approached the narrow stairwell, he passed Crewman Billings.

“Mr. Billings,” he said cheerfully, “How are you today? Good thing about that escape and all,”

“Yeah…I mean, yes sir,” Billings said tightly.

“Would have hated to stay back there,” Virgii went on, “Under attack, and what not. Quick thinking really saved our bacon!”

“Yes sir. It’s so much better being stranded in the middle of nowhere,” Billings’ fists were so tight his fingernails were on the verge of drawing blood, “I guess trying to escape using warp speed or something like that just would have been too dangerous, right?” he put special emphasis on ‘dangerous’. He barely noticed Lt Mytim watching from the top of the steps.

“Quite right,” Virgii nodded, “Pursuit and all. I know the crew understands that my efforts have saved us all,”

Billings’ fist flashed out, and the next thing anybody knew, Virgii was sprawled back on the carpeted steps, unconscious.

“Uh-oh,” Billings gulped, realizing what he’d done.

“Don’t worry about,” Mytim said from the steps, “We’ll just tell him we hit turbulence.”

“But sir…ma’am…I…”

“Did exactly what everybody on the bridge has been DYING to do,” Mytim assured him, patting him on the shoulder, “Now go put some ice on your fist, and tell NO ONE about this little career-ender of yours!”

“Yes ma’am,” Billings raced away.

Looking around the gangway, Mytim noticed a section of exposed conduit around face-level for Virgii. Reaching out with her powers, she forced the conduit to bend towards the bulkhead, as though struck by a heavy object.

“Pleasant evening, Commander,” she said to Virgii’s inert form as she continued on to her quarters.



Several days later, Lt Boxer was seated in the Roadrunner’s small lounge, attempting to amuse himself with an ancient Terran puzzle. So far, it wasn’t anywhere near as tasty as the Sheppian puzzles he was used to.

“Hi, Lieutenant,” Crewman Cherri said pleasantly, walking by.

“Hi!” Boxer dropped the puzzle and perked up his ears, “Um…wanna sit down? I’m just playing,”

“Thanks, but I’m on duty,” Cherri replied, “Just grabbing a coffee!” With a smile, she left, her tail swishing through the doorway just before the sliding panels could catch it. Cherri was a Kitanian, a furred species that didn’t really have an convenient Earth analogue. But she was covered from head to toe with soft, tan fur and was really the closest thing to an attractive female that Boxer had seen aboard the ship. And it seemed she liked him…or she was just accepting the fact that he was the only male on the ship close to her species. Either way, points were in Boxer’s favour.

“Eyes off the ladies, Lieutenant,” Virgii’s stern voice broke through Boxer’s thoughts, “Fraternization and what-not,”

“Frat?” Boxer blinked, “But…she works in Engineering. She’s not under my command!”

“Irrelevant, Mr. Boxer,” Virgii said stiffly, “Regulations specify that officers and crewmen should maintain a professional distance,”

“But…but…”

“No butts,” Virgii said firmly, “Hands off!” With that, he turned to the replicator, then left the lounge, “And by the way, Rubik’s Cubes aren’t for chewing, you’re supposed to use your hands!”

Boxer growled. So much for his good mood.



Lieutenant Laarthi was purring as the examined the planter box behind the warp core. The little sprouts had…well…sprouted into full-fledged plants, basking in the soft light coming off the warp core, plasma transfer conduits and the small growth light she’d installed above the box. She had a larger hydroponics project going on in the cargo bay, but this little plot kept her workplace bearable.

“Get this out of here, Lieutenant,” Virgii’s cool voice broke through the hum of the engines, “Waste of space in an engine room,”

“But,” the purr was gone from Laarthi’s voice, “This has been here for two months and you haven’t said a thing!”

“Well, I’m saying it now,” Virgii snapped, “Get rid of them!”



That evening, Laarthi, Mytim, Boxer, Billings and a few other crewmen had gathered in the cramped conference room.

“OK, I think we all know why we’re here,” Mytim said, starting things off.

“Virgii’s ridiculous rules?” Boxer grumbled.

“His stupid orders?” Laarthi added.

“His pompous attitude?” Billings chimed in.

“Exactly,” Mytim nodded, “We’re not sure why, but ever since we returned here from Federation space, Lt Cmdr Virgii has become even more unbearable than before. We’ve already bypassed two inhabited planets that might have been of interest because of his ridiculous list of ‘Virgii’s Laws’, and he’s reduced power to the nanotech fabrication unit, even though we cannot communicate with command until that crystal has been fabricated. Which will now be two more weeks instead of a matter of days!”

“Do we know what happened when he was trying to retake this ship?” Laathi asked, “Something that would explain his expanded…ego?”

“The only person who was with him was Strobnik,” Boxer replied, “And he’s not saying a thing. And who does Virgii think he is, telling me who I can and can’t date! I really think I have a chance with Crewman Cherri!”

“Dude, don’t want to think about that,” Billings said, “Two hair-balls going at it…eww!”

“Why, like your sweaty human monkey-love is any better?”

“Regardless of why Virgii has turned into an even bigger annoyance, the fact is we need to get him under control,” Mytim cut in, “And we think we know where to start. Laarthi?”

“While we were docked at Starbase 341, the ship’s computer automatically connected to the Federation communications network and downloaded a number of updates, messages and file corrections,” Laarthi explained, “Including updates on over fifty different regulations and standing orders. Using this knowledge, along with the detailed library of regulations and orders, we will begin picking apart Virgii’s command, one idiotic rule at a time,”

“To what end?” one of the crewmen asked, “We hate his guts, but we still need somebody to run this ship!”

“We’re not talking mutiny,” Mytim assured him, “We just want to…correct…some of his bigger errors,”

“Fine, whatever. As long as it means I get my porn collection back!”

“Certainly,” Mytim nodded.

“Anything else?” Laarthi asked.

“Then we will distribute your assignments first thing tomorrow,” Mytim stood, “I declare this first meeting of the Society Against Virgii’s Annoying, Gargantuan Ego to be closed.

“SAVAGE?” Boxer asked under his breath.

“Quiet,” Laarthi shushed him, “Her first acronym was STUMEJEWAH!”

“What did that stand for?”

“STUpid MEan JErk We All Hate,” Laarthi replied.

“Oh,” Boxer thought for a moment, “That’s really not very respectful towards our pack leader, you know,”

“And what do Sheppians do when the pack leader does stupid things, like refusing to let you hunt?”

“Oh. Well, nowadays we fire him. But back in the day, the pack would tear him to shreds with their teeth,” Boxer bared his teeth to illustrate his point, “Should I bite Lt Cmdr Virgii?”

“Stupid dog,” Laarthi muttered.



The Roadrunner wasn’t big enough for amenities like a library, so Mytim found herself back in her cramped, uncomfortable quarters. She logged into her computer terminal and began researching her assignment, Laws 25-50 in that insufferable checklist. She just knew that if no other starship commanders had implemented such a ridiculous group of ideas, then there just must be regulations, policies or precedent against it. Either that, or no other commander was as obnoxious as Virgii.

Two hours later, she was about ready to throw her computer terminal out the window. She’d managed to eliminate only three of the laws on her list! She stood from her chair, made somewhat more comfortable by a series of cushions she’d replicated, stretched and let out a groan of frustration. Who would have thought that anybody would actually be pushed to the edge of murderous fury by flexibility in regulations! ‘If the Captain decides’….’subject to the Commanding Officer’s approval’…‘only when the senior officer determines’. It was enough to drive her mad! Of course, in retrospect she should have known that somebody with an obsession over the regs would have designed his little rules to fit within them.

That certainly didn’t help her situation though.

Mytim took a deep breath and ran through a calming spell. Her powers, reduced during the whole trip to Matrian Space, seemed to have recovered somewhat, though she still wasn’t tapping the same levels she had on the fungus planet. She was at a loss to understand why…none of her readings had changed. Perhaps her abilities were linked to locations? Planets? This region of space?

As a distraction from her trek through the regulation database, she conjured up a small, spinning ball of flame. It appeared almost immediately…if nothing else, she was learning to focus her abilities far more quickly and efficiently. She tried altering the essence of the sphere, trying to achieve the coveted ice-sphere she’d been, so far, unable to summon. She could almost feel something…was that steam coming off the flaming sphere?

Suddenly, she felt a jolt of energy course through her, and the sphere abruptly solidified, turning into a solid chunk of ice. Less than a second later, her door chime sounded.

She ended the spell. Unfortunately, unlike the fireballs she’d worked with, the ice ball just dropped to the floor with a dull ‘clunk’ instead of vanishing. She picked it up, cursed as the cold bit into her fingers and dropped it again. Rubbing her hands together, she kicked it under her bed.

“What?” she asked, opening the door. It was Crewman Billings

“Uh…hi Lieutenant,” he said nervously.

“May I help you, Crewman?” Mytim asked, trying to put her calm & cool facade back into place.

“I…um…I was just wanting to thank you for….what you did for me the other day,” Billings said. Was he digging one toe into the carpet? “And I was wondering if I could get you a drink in the lounge?”

Was he asking her on a date???

“I…um…I am currently working on my research for SAVAGE,” she said, lowering her voice.

“Oh, that’s cool,” Billings said, “So…tomorrow then?”

“I…” Mytim considered. She wouldn’t usual date somebody she worked with, even if he wasn’t under her command. And with only 25 other people on the ship she’d pretty much dismissed the whole idea of forming that sort of intimate relationship.

On the other hand, he was sort of cute. More importantly, her spell had suddenly worked when he came to her door. Why was that? She hadn’t noticed any such effect before. Of course, she hadn’t been looking. Maybe somebody with more experience with her sort of abilities would know to look. Say…somebody like those strange hijackers? The ones that seemed to know exactly what she was?

Her mind suddenly seizing on that thought, she almost forgot he was still waiting for an answer.

“Ma’am?” he prompted.

OK, so she totally forgot.

“Don’t call me ma’am if you’re taking me for drinks,” she said, allowing a small smile that she knew his little male brain would interpret as a good sign, “All right. Tomorrow after shift change,”

“See you then,” he grinned like a foolish schoolboy.

She let the doors close.

Forgetting Virgii’s rules, she sat back at her computer.

“Computer,” she said, “Bring up a listing of all Starfleet log entries regarding entities, groups or phenomena that exhibit unexplainable effects on the physical environment.”

“Six thousand, five hundred and eight-six entries found,” replied the computer.

“Do any mention Type-9 entities or hosts?” she asked.

“Negative,” the computer replied immediately.

“This is going to be a long search,” Mytim sighed, opening the first entry.



Acting Captain Tyler Virgii sat at the desk in his quarters. Being Captain had some perks, such as double-size accommodations. He was reading through the log entries from Starbase 341, part of the standard update package the Roadrunner had received while in range of the Federation communications network. And really, that Simplot woman had the nerve to question his command decisions? She was clearly incompetent, her and that Abela woman. Why else would they be in command of an empty space station?

It was almost a relief, actually, to be back out in unknown space. He, Tyler Virgii, had been given a unique chance to show Starfleet that with quick decisions and the intelligence to avoid dangerous situations, any ship could survive any circumstances, no matter how small that ship might be. Of course, his decision to delay production of the very materials needed to contact Starfleet had nothing to do with his personal interests…that was entirely about conserving power. Yup. Definitely. Are you getting the sarcasm here, people?

“The station was taken over by a troop of dancing scientists?” Virgii shook his head in astonishment, “Computer, recommend Virgii’s Law #289: Dancing is not permitted in the presence of any computer interface. Submit to analysis engine.”

Being an engineer, Virgii had easily created a program that would cross-reference every regulation and standing order.

“No violations detected,” the computer replied.

“Excellent. Add it to Virgii’s Lawbook and distribute update to the crew.

“Acknowledged,”

Pleased that once again his ability to think ahead had potential saved the Roadrunner’s crew from a similar embarrassment, he moved on to the next log entry. Something stupid about a recommendation to rename part of the station. How very foolish. Beneath the dignity of an officer, really.

“Computer, recommend Virgii’s Law #290: No Starfleet officer shall attempt to rename facilities built by non-Federation entities. Submit to analysis engine,”

“Errors detected,” the computer replied, “Violation of precedence. Violation of Standing Order Series 8, Facilitation of Public Relations.”

“Cancel,” Virgii sighed, “Transfer to suggestion database,”

“Logged as item #562,” the computer replied.

This command thing was great, Virgii thought to himself as he sipped his tea. At the last Regulation Review Board, he’d been completely shown up by a truly visionary officer, one Commander Dillon. Of course, Dillon had been a First Officer back then, and he just an engineer’s assistant. But barely a few months as acting Captain, and he was already well on his way to demonstrating his leadership abilities at the next RRB!

Unfortunately, he had a weakness. It was a weakness he knew and understood perfectly. Luckily, none of his crew had caught on to it yet…but if they did, everything he was working so hard to achieve could be in jeopardy. And he would NOT let that happen.

In fact, it was time to check on that front.

“Computer, access personal logs and library access requests of all Roadrunner personnel above the rank of Ensign,” he ordered. The computer beeped and displayed an entry table. Strange, a lot of people were researching tonight it seems. Actually, a lot of them were researching Starfleet rules and regulations. Excellent! His leadership example was showing through loud and clear!

And none of them had clued onto his little weakness.

“Computer, I feel like celebrating,” he said, “One glass of brandy, and set my screen-save to that of a roaring fireplace,”

Leaning back in his chair, confident that the Roadrunner was more tightly under his command than ever before, Virgii grinned.



The next day, Mytim was just about ready to fall asleep at her panel. She was exhausted, having barely slept the night before. Her search had come up empty. Whoever those hijackers were, whatever they knew about her, it didn’t seem to be in the Starfleet library. Either that, or it wasn’t in the library that was available at her security clearance level. Given the nature of her abilities, she suspected the latter.

She noticed her reflection in the panel and saw with dismay that not one but two, TWO strands of hair had come loose from her carefully styled ’doo. Inwardly cursing but maintaining her outward calm, she tucked them back into place, straightened up in her seat and muttered a quick rejuvenation spell.

“How’s your assignment going,” Lt Laarthi asked quietly from the station behind her, too quietly for Virgii to hear from the command chair.

“Poorly,” Mytim replied.

“Mine too,” Laarthi muttered, “The mouse knows the trap,”

Obviously a Caithan saying, but one Mytim understood regardless.

Her panel started beeping, pulling her attention back to her duties.

“Planet one light-year from here,” she said, “010 mark 5,” she reported as she began running through the standard scans as Virgii pulled out that blasted checklist of his.

“Alter course,” he ordered, “Let’s begin our scans, shall we?”

But the computer was already beeping a match.

“We’re picking up subspace traffic,” Mytim said, surprised, “Consistent with the Plobs!”

The Plobs or ‘Purple Blobs’ were a race of non-humanoid beings the Roadrunner had encountered some time ago. Their own name for themselves was unpronounceable, but they had been non-hostile, willing to trade. Unfortunately, Virgii had forbidden any such commerce. Mytim and Laarthi had snuck away on the pretext of looking for dilithium in order to explore the Plob homeworld.

And oh yeah, Mytim had received her abilities from a dying Plob.

“Cancel course change,” Virgii said, “Resume our previous heading.”

Mytim spun in her chair.

“Why?” she demanded, “They’re friendly! We know that!”

“They did chase you and Lt Laarthi out of their star system, did they not?” Virgii pointed out, “Besides, we know they have little to offer us. Visiting them would be nothing but a distraction, especially if this is just some sort of colony world or outpost,”

“But they could have starmaps!” Mytim objected, “Or information on…on what we might find out here!”

“They might know who the spore-people are!” Boxer perked up. Another encounter the Roadrunner had engaged in previously had involved a fungal life-form…one that apparently had very large ships. Only a blind jump with the quantum slipstream drive had saved the Roadrunner.

“We have no need of their maps, we have our sensors,” Virgii waved Boxer’s suggestion away.

“Unacceptable!’ Mytim snapped, getting to her feet,”We haven’t stopped at a planet in weeks! We’re operating blind, and we NEED to start making contact with whoever might be able to help us!”

“Lieutenant, you’re relieved,” Virgii barked, “Go below decks until you feel you can control yourself. I’ll expect you back on duty no later than tomorrow.”

Unaware of the massive amounts of control that were preventing Mytim from turning him into a greasy smear in the command seat, he turned back to gaze out the bridge windows.

Mytim stomped off the bridge.

“She’s right, you know,” Laarthi spoke up.

“I will not have my authority questioned on my bridge,” Virgii said firmly, “By ANY of you,”

“But-”

“You’re relieved!”

Heckles rising, Laarthi turned to leave the bridge. Boxer, looking back and forth between Virgii and the door, finally rose and followed.

Virgii looked around, suddenly realizing that fully half the bridge staff had left.

“I’ll be making notes in their files,” he grumbled.



“We need to go to that planet,” Mytim said, her voice once again under control. She was sitting with Laarthi in the lounge, Boxer had decided to go back to his SAVAGE assignment.

“It would be a good idea,” Laarthi nodded, “But I don’t know if we NEED to,”

Never before had Mytim come so close to divulging her abilities to one of her crewmates. But once again, she resisted the urge. Especially after reading through the logs last night, she knew that Starfleet officers who suddenly found themselves with extra abilities weren’t exactly trusted.

“Boxer is right,” she said instead, “They might know about those fungus things,” And the fungus people had also recognized her…as a Lupressa, whatever that was.

“Have we even studied that spore thing we pulled out of Boxer?” Laarthi asked.

“No, Virgii ordered it destroyed.”

“Hmmm.”

“H-hey, Lieutenant,” It was Billings. Damn the timing!

“Crewman,” Mytim said calmly, “I wasn’t expecting you for a few hours,”

“N-no, you’re right,” he said, “But I heard about your little…problem today. And I found something in the library that might help. So I replicated a copy for you.”

He held out a book.

“Dealing With Dillon,” Mytim read off the cover, “By Claire Webber, with a special introduction by Captain Jaroch.” She frowned, “Why do you think this will help?”

“Just read the intro,” Billings said shyly, “Anyway…I’ll see you later,”

He left.

Mytim opened the book.

“Never in the history of the fleet has an officer of true incompetence ever advanced to command rank,” she read, “Never, that is, until the promotion of Commander Travis Michael Dillon. A man of such limited intellect, yet such utter devotion to the regulations of the fleet and such a complete lack of common sense that he managed to alienate his crew, while simultaneously believing he had their complete adoration. Only restrictions placed on this introduction by Counsellor Webber restrain me from using more frank language to describe Commander Dillon, who once attempted to rescue his commanding officer using a child’s swing, and was promptly captured. Of course, he hadn’t bothered to tell anybody he was rescuing the captain, adding again to the stack of evidence pointing to his incompetence. But I digress.”

“While the Secondprize crew has, thankfully, been Dillon-free for over two years, we write this volume in the hopes that it will aid any other crews who may find themselves dealing with a Dillon-like person. And if that is you, then may the gods have mercy on your life-essence.”

“This is it!” Laarthi exclaimed, “This is the answer!”

“Virgii is possessed by the ghost of the this Dillon?” Mytim asked.

“Does the book say he’s dead?” Laarthi wondered, “No matter. But there must be something in here that can help us!”

“And we just happen to have all afternoon to find out,” Mytim nodded.

They commenced reading.



Virgii’s good mood of the previous day had definitely been ruined. He sat in the Roadrunner’s command chair, brooding. Dr. Strobnik was still at the navigation console, doing whatever it was he did when he sat there. As far as Virgii knew, he was still working on the problem of the quantum slipstream drive. But then, as far as he’d known, Laarthi, Boxer and Mytim were fairly content in their roles as underlings on his ship. Ensign Mulans was now seated in the pilot seat, the shorter man’s tall hair somewhat obscuring Virgii’s view out the front window. Crewman Hii-lunz was at Boxer’s tactical panel…mostly. The very, very tall Lemmnorian had managed to fold himself into the back corner of the bridge, but he’d had to fold his lower legs under the seat. As a result, they stuck out behind him, serving as an excellent tripping hazard to anybody stepping onto the bridge. Crewman Kods, a Sipsan, sat at Sciences. Her species, an amphibious race from a small moon, were easily recognised by a pronounced overbite and a pair of powerful front teeth.

Despite being somewhat less experienced than his senior officers, the current bridge crew was, so far, substantially more obedient.

“We’ll be passing by the Plob planet in one hour,” Ensign Mulans reported.

“Maintain course,” Virgii ordered.

“I’m picking up approximately one hundred million life-signs on the planet,” Kods reported, “Level of technology seems to be similar to the Plob planet Lieutenant Mytim and Lieutenant Laarthi visited. Ummm….I think these readings could be orbital defence platforms…or banana factories…”

“Banana factories?” Mulans asked.

“I’m just reading the display,” Kods said sheepishly, “I can’t help it if the universal translator has trouble displaying Sipsan script,”

“The planet is irrelevant,” Virgii said firmly, “Continue course,”



“Wow,” Mytim said, putting down the ‘Dealing with Dillon’ book.

“How do people think of this stuff?” Laarthi wondered.

“You don’t think this is based on actual events?” Mytim asked.

“By the Great Tuna, no,” Laarthi chuckled, “Nobody could possibly be as unlikable and pathetic as this Dillon person is made out to be,”

“I don’t know…Virgii is pretty close,”

“Did Virgii ever get himself replaced by a female copy of himself, then nearly destroy the universe?” Laarthi asked.

“Not yet. But we’ve only served with him for a few months,” Mytim pointed out.

“Hmmm. Still nothing that helps us with our current dilemma though?”

“No,” Mytim stood, “I’m going to get some popcorn though. This is definitely an entertaining read,”



“I want all of you to be fully versed in Virgii’s Laws before your next bridge shift,” Virgii was saying, handing out padds to the relief bridge crew, “If the star systems Crewman Kods detected in our path are inhabited, we shall have to work out way through the two-hundred point determination process before we can even consider visiting them,”

Ensign Mulans’ eyes had glazed over, and Crewman Hii-lanz was trying to massage a cramp out of his left thigh. His panel beeped, drawing his attention.

“We’re being hailed by the planet,” he said.

“Oh, bother,” Virgii rolled his eyes, “Just ignore them, I’m sure they’ll stop hailing us when they see we’re not approaching their rock of a planet,”



“I don’t know if this book is going to help us,” Mytim sighed, nearing the final chapter, “Despite this Dillon persons many alleged flaws and issues, it doesn’t seem as though he successfully accomplished much beyond what a standard First Officer is expected to accomplish,”

“And most of the techniques this Jaroch person used to deal with him are either insubordinate at best or border on torture at worst,”

“Can you really blame him?”

“Most certainly not,” Laarthi’s tail twitched, “There must be something…some reason why Dillon was never able to put any of his more ridiculous plans into effect.”

“You mean like mandatory ‘Officespace Reoganization Mondays’ for the officers on his ship?”

“Exactly.

“Let’s flip back to that chapter.”



“They’re still hailing us,” Kods reported.

“How unseemly,” Virgii shook his head, “Really, we are just passing their star system! What could they want from us?”

“Well…we could answer them and find out,”

“I will not stand for that sort of insubordinate talk on my bridge, Crewman!” Virgii snapped.

“What? I just…um…yes sir?”

“Good,” Virgii nodded, satisfied, “Now open a channel.”

A voice came out of the speakers immediately.

“This is <gurgle-blurp> of the <plop-plop-blorp> colony of <blaaaat-urgle-urgle>,” the voice said, “Warning unidentified ship: Your current course takes you dangerously close to Federation space. Strongly suggest you change course at once,”

Virgii drew a breath.

“This is Captain Tyler Virgii of the Federation starship Roadrunner,” he said, “We’re on our way back to Federation space, your slimy snot-ball! Now, what in bloody blazes do you want?”

“FEDERATION!” the voice shrieked, then the channel went dead.

“How rude,” Virgii muttered.

“Uh…sir?” Hii-lanz spoke up, “I’m picking up ten ships launching from the planet…they’ve just gone to Warp 9.5! They’ll intercept us in thirty seconds!”

“I told you people this planet wasn’t worth bothering with!” Virgii said triumphantly, “You see? I was right! This is why we have Virgii’s Laws, so we can avoid situations exactly like this one!”

“Federation ship, we will not tolerate this invasion of our space,” another voice, this one firmer, came from the comm, “Surrender at once!”

“This is the Roadrunner,” Virgii replied, “We have no intention of invading your space! But if you attack us, we will return fire!”

There was a brief hesitation.

“They’re firing!”



“Nothing, nothing….nothing…” Mytim groaned as the tossed the padd down again, “As far as I can tell, the only reason why Dillon was kept under control can be traced to one source, his captain. Alexander Rydell.”

“That doesn’t do us any good,” Laarthi said, leaning her chin on one hand-paw, “We’re the ones trying to do things our Captain doesn’t like,”

“It’s a matter of having power,” Mytim said slowly, “Dillon’s Captain had the authority to keep him in check. We don’t have that kind of authority over Virgii,”

“So we need to find another way to get power over him,” Laarthi said.

“We could go back to the whole ‘mutiny’ idea,” Mytim suggested.

“We’ll keep that as Plan B,”

Suddenly, the ship started shaking.

“We better get up there,” Laarthi snapped, running for the door.



“Shields are at 90%,” Hii-lanz reported, “Returning fire!”

Outside the windows they could see the searing red beams of the ship’s phasers firing off into the distance.

“We put a good hole in one ships shields,” Kods reported, reading the sensors, “Either that, or their strawberry farm is offline,”

They were jolted from their seats as Mulans yanked the ship to port to avoid an incoming torpedo. Unfortunately, when pulling the ship out of the turn he over-corrected, yanking the ship to starboard. The end result was that the Roadrunner just waffled in her own impulse wake. The ship shuddered as the torpedo hit.

“Shields down to 70%!”

The bridge doors opened and Laarthi rushed out, tripped on Hii-lanz’ feet, fell forward and sprawled into Ensign Mulans. The ensign was driven against the helm panel, and the ship shot straight down just as another bracket of torpedoes flew through the space she had previously occupied. Mytim and Boxer followed her onto the bridge at a slower and more cautious pace.

“Lieutenant, I’d ordered you relieved,” Virgii said crossly, ignoring the battle outside.

“I thought you might want your more experienced crew on the bridge during a battle,” Mytim said coldly, “Who are we fighting, by the way?”

“The Plobs!” Kods said, jumping out of the sciences station seat.

“Stay at your station, crewman!” Virgii barked, “Lieutenant Mytim is not on duty!”

“Why are the Plobs attacking?” Boxer asked, “They were friendly!”

“They don’t like the Federation,” Hii-lanz offered.

“But they don’t KNOW about the Federation!” Laarthi exclaimed, pulling herself off poor Mulans.

The ship shook again.

“All of you, out of here! At once!” Virgii demanded.

Shrugging the relief crew stood to leave.

“Not you!” Virgii said angrily, “The cat, the dog, and the bitch!’

Mytim’s vision disappeared in a red haze of pure rage. She felt energy building in her, ready to surge out, to destroy…to BURN!

The ship shook again, pulling her attention away from her anger. The energy dissipated, but the temperature on the bridge had still risen by several degrees.

Strangely, it was Ensign Mulans who spoke up.

“Sir,” he said, “We’re not stupid. We’ve seen what’s been going on. If you’re going to ignore everybody who doesn’t agree with the way you do things, we’re all going to be dead before we get even close to home anyway,”

Nobody moved. The ship shook again.

“What did you say to them?” Mytim demanded.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Virgii said, chin uplifted.

Mytim sat at her console and pulled up the comm log. Virgii glared, but didn’t say anything.

“Blah, blah, Federation starship, blah blah…” Mytim rolled her eyes, “Of all the foolishness. Open a channel!”

Hii-lanz complied.

“Alien vessels,” Mytim said, “Stop your attack. We represent the United Federation of Planets. I think we’ve got a case of mistaken identity here,”



On the lead attack ship, one purple blob turned to another.

“I thought they didn’t look like a Federation ship,” it said, “Too small. Not round enough. No spikes.”

“Well, they ARE on a course that takes them close to the Federation border,” the second blob replied, “And they DID identify themselves as a Federation ship,”

“Maybe we should have asked which Federation they were from before we shot at them,”

“Maybe. But was it worth the risk?”

“Good point,”



“Federation of Planets ship,” the alien voice came back over the comm, “Sorry about that…we thought you were…well, somebody else, actually. But you really are on a course to hostile space. So…I’m sure you understand,”

“Of the all the irresponsible, idiotic-”

Laarthi slapped a hand-paw over Virgii’s mouth.

“We do,” Mytim replied, “However, I’m sure you’ll understand if we request the use of a docking slip in order to inspect our ship and make any necessary repairs.”

“Of course. We would happy to escort you back to <blaaaat-urgle-urgle>,” the voice replied.

“Thank you,” Mytim said, cutting the channel.

Laarthi took her hand-paw off off Virgii’s mouth.

“Of all the insubordinate, inappropriate behaviour!” he snarled, “I should throw all three of you in the brig!”

“We just saved the ship,” Boxer said.

“By disobeying ME!” Virgii snapped, “Mulans! Kods! Resume your…where are they?”

During the comm exchange, the relief crew had fled the bridge. Can you blame them?

And suddenly a bright light dawned in Mytim’s head.

“Go ahead,” she said calmly, “Call security to come up and haul us to the brig,”

Virgii was about to slap his comm-badge, when something in Mytim’s expression caught his attention.

“You don’t think I’ll do it?” he asked.

“Oh, I’m sure you will,” Mytim replied.

“The question is,” Laarthi jumped in, catching on, “Is whether anybody in security is going to listen to you,”

Virgii was about to open a channel anyway, when the fact that the three relief crew had left him on the bridge really started to sink in.

Just how much of the crew could he count on at this point? Already, Laarthi was laying in a course to take them back to the planet.

“This is mutiny,” he said.

“No,” now it was Boxer’s turn to realize what was happening, “We’re not trying to relieve you of command.”

“Oh really? Then why are we now on course for a planet I deemed irrelevant?”

“Because we really do need to check the ship and make repairs,” Laarthi said, “And if you’d asked the advice of your Chief Engineer after the battle, she would have told you that!”

“Just like your Science Officer told you the planet could hold valuable information!” Mytim added.

“And your security dog told you they might know more about the fungus people!” Boxer added.

Virgii looked at the three of them, then over at Strobnik.

“Leave me out of this,” the academic said curtly, “My only interest is the slipstream drive,”

“I have very carefully formulated a series of guidelines to keep us safe,” Virgii said firmly.

“You formulated them completely by yourself,” Mytim said, “And you made mistakes. One person ALWAYS makes mistakes. That’s why you need us!”

Laarthi felt a surge of triumph. They’d found their power over Virgii. More than that, Dealing with Dillon had been trying to tell them what they needed to balance Virgii, but they’d completely missed.

“More than that,” she said to Virgii, “You’re one man on what is meant to be a two-person command team. You need a First Officer. Somebody to advise you, and to balance your weaknesses,”

Virgii jerked back like he’d touched a hot surface. They’d discovered his weakness! The only reason why he’d been able to assert his complete and utter authority over the ship had been the lack of a nosy First Officer to meddle in his work!

“Ah!” Mytim cut him off as he started to object, “Regulations. You need a First Officer. End of story.”

Curse her!

“Very well,” he said stiffly, “We will beam down to the planet, collect information on this other ‘Federation’, then we will select a First Officer. And when we all die horribly because of their meddling in my leadership, I shall say ‘I told you so’.”

With that, he stormed off the bridge.

Boxer collapsed into his seat with a whimper.

“I hate disobeying the pack leader,” he muttered, “I really, really hate it,”

“Yes, I could have gone without that experience,” Mytim agreed.

“I disagree,” Laarthi said, “We made great progress,”

She plucked the Virgii’s Law padd out of a pocket on the command chair, then stuck it in the waste disposal at the rear of the bridge.

“Now, let’s go learn about this deadly race that has the Plobs so terrified.”

“Yes, that sounds like a lot more fun!” Boxer perked up.



Boxer, Mytim, Laarthi and Virgii materialized at the coordinates they’d been given by the Plobs. As it turned out, they were in a spaceport. Most Starfleet crews, when dealing with a First Contact situation, generally had the privilege of more direct access to the planetary government they were visiting…the whole ‘Take me to your leader’ bit. But the Plobs were apparently having none of that.

“Yes, this appears to be in order,” the Plob behind the counter said, “Here is your flesh receipt. Don’t lose it! We’ve lost more tourists that way!”

“Er, of course,” Virgii said nervously, stepping past the Customs station.

“And you, my dear?” the Plob addressed Mytim, “I take it the purpose of your visit is livestock?” It extended a portion of itself towards Boxer and Laarthi, “They usually arrive in stasis over at the cargo docks, but since you dressed them up nicely, there shouldn’t be a problem. Now, are you selling their meat, or do they lay eggs, produce milk or excrete other edible substances?”

Boxer bared his teeth and started growling.

“Relax,” Mytim said, patting his arm, “He’s kidding. The Plobs have a great sense of humour,”

“Of course,” the Plob said cheerfully, handing over three more flesh receipts, “I have to entertain myself somehow…you have NO idea how dull this job can be.”

Teeth still bared, Boxer took his receipt and followed Mytim past the counter.

“I don’t like these people,” he said firmly.

“Enough delaying,” Virgii declared as they exited the spaceport, “Which way to the Prefect’s office?”

“A vehicle has been sent to pick you up,” replied the nearby security Plob.

“Oh. Considering the ignominy of subjecting us to a search and scan, I’d assumed we were expected to simply wander there on our own,”

“Don’t be ridiculous, sir,” the Plob bounced with what might be laughter, “Bipeds wandering around the city? How absurd,”



The ‘vehicle’ sent for them resembled a mobile hot tub more than anything. It moved on an antigrav cushion and was open to the outside. There were no steps or ladders into the bubbling pool that made up the main section, but there were odd, curving indents around the upper rim. Just large enough, Mytim realized, for the Plobs to pour themselves through. The driver, though he had no head, still gave the impression of looking from his humanoid passengers to the bubbling water and back again.

“I’m not sure how this is supposed to work,” he admitted, “Can bipeds sit in the water, or does that strange skin of yours melt off?”

“Perhaps you could just lead us on foot?” Mytim suggested.

“Sure,” the driver bounced agreeably, “Uh, one question: What’s a foot?”

Eventually, the details were sorted out and the Plob, <urg-blop-blap>, began leading them towards a towering building several blocks distant.

Mytim had to admit, she was far more nervous than she’d expected. She had no idea how, but somehow a dying Plob had given her the powers she now possessed. Her knowledge of Plob society was incredibly limited, but seeing as how that Plob had been shot dead in the middle of a street, she didn’t think it was a normal part of the Plob life-cycle. Still.

She needed to relax. Her energies were surging, power seemed to gather at her fingertips, surging with a strength she hadn’t felt in weeks. Next to her, Virgii was chattering aimlessly with their escort. Behind her, Laarthi and Boxer were whispering about something or other. All around them, Plobs went about their business, many of them staring curiously at the visitors. No, this was definitely not the place to lose control. She had to get away from Virgii and the others, even if it was just for a few minutes.



“I really don’t want to get any of that slime in my fur again,” Laarthi was saying, “The last time that happened, it took forever to get it out!”

Boxer didn’t reply. His eyes were scanning the area for threats. A storm drain snapped open directly underneath Lt Mytim as she walked over it, however, the metal grate over the opening stayed in place, holding her weight easily.

“How many other Plob colonies must be out here,” she went one, “This one is weeks from their homeworld.”

“Their pack is scattered,” Boxer observed. He frowned. Another storm grate had opened under Mytim, this one was actually sucking down air. Mytim looked down with annoyance as her pant legs fluttered, but continued walking.

“Is there a washroom nearby?” Mytim asked, “I…I have to go,”

“There is a waste extraction facility through those doors,” <urg-blop-blap> gestured.

“Thanks,” Mytim ran off.

“How is she going to…you know…go?” Boxer wondered, “I mean…a blob bathroom?”

“That will teach her to go before she leaves the ship,” Virgii said crossly.



Mytim rushed through the doors, past a sign that said ‘Waste Extraction’ in the Plob script, then out another door into a small courtyard. Quickly establishing that she was alone, she let the power burning in her fingertips unleash itself, trying with all her might to direct it into something non-destructive.

Golden energy surged into the ground around her, basking the courtyard in a flickering glow. After a few seconds, she stopped, feeling much better.

The storm drain next to her opened and a Plob oozed through the grate.

“Thank goodness you left the others!” it gasped, “I’ve been trying to get you on your own since you landed!”

“Who are you?” Mytim asked.

“I am <plap-splad>” it replied. It gave the impression of looking around, then lowered its voice, “Host of the Lupressa,”



Virgii was tapping his foot, looking increasingly annoyed.

“I’m not sure what she’s doing in there,” he said, “But the longer it takes, the less ladylike it must be,”

“Mytim to Virgii,” his comm-badge chirped.

“Virgii,” he snapped, “Lieutenant, we’re keeping the leaders of this planet waiting! I will not be the perpetrator of such a breach of etiquette!”

“Go on without me,” Mytim said, bringing a look of surprise from Laarthi, “I have encountered a…um…a citizen who may have information we need. I will rejoin you later,”

“Fine,” Virgii snapped, “Virgii out.”

“Maybe I should go find her,” Laarthi suggested uneasily.

“Of course not,” Virgii resumed walking, “If she wants to play on her own, let her. It gets her out of my hair after all. You’re a cat, surely you understand.”

“I also have claws, sir,” Laarthi said, “You would do well to remember that,”

“I…I see,”

They finally arrived at the government building. After stepping through an arched entryway their guide poured himself into a pneumatic tube and was promptly whisked up somewhere past the ceiling. Virgii, Laarthi and Boxer looked at each other, confused, until he came swirling down one of several slides that descended next to the pneumatic tubes.

“Sorry,” <urg-blop-blap> said, the translator giving his voice a sheepish sound, “I forgot…bipeds and all.” He opened a side door to a dusty staircase. “Right this way,”

“I don’t think I like this society very much,” Virgii said.



“How did you find me?” Mytim asked as she followed the Plob down a dark passageway.

“The question is how did you NOT find me?” the Plob replied, “I felt you as soon as you landed on the planet and have been trying to signal you! Finally I had to resort to desperate measures to separate you from your companions…but I forgot that bipeds don’t fall through grates,”

“I didn’t hear a thing,” Mytim admitted. There was so much she wanted to ask! So much she needed to know, “How…what are we?” she blurted.

“We are the Hosts of the Lupressa,” it replied, “But…surely you knew that?”

“NO!” Mytim’s normal composure had definitely packed it in for the day, “One minute I’m walking around on another of your planets, the next thing I know one of your people is being blasted to pieces by police and then all of a sudden I’m doing magic!”

The Plob seemed to droop.

“Oh. Then…you had no Adept to train you? You’ve probably only received what…three spell-books?”

“One,” Mytim replied, “I haven’t found any more. I don’t know where to look,”

“Of course not,” the Plob seemed to shake its head, “One does not FIND a spell-book. One must will them into existence. It is the trial that proves that one is ready for the knowledge contained within,”

“Are all your people…Lupressa?” Mytim asked.

“No,” the Plob replied, “My people despise the Lupressa. We are hunted. Surely you knew that, considering how you received your powers,”

“I was afraid of that,” Mytim sighed.



“Of course, we apologize for the mix-up,” the Plob leader was saying to Virgii, “Miscommunication and all. No hard feelings?”

“Of course,” Virgii was in full ‘diplomacy mode’. This sort of thing, dealing with new races, was usually a first officer’s job. But now it was an opportunity to further show Boxer and Laarthi that he didn’t need a first officer!

“Still,” Laarthi jumped in, “Perhaps there is something you could offer us as a…sign of goodwill?”

Blasted cat, Virgii thought to himself.

“Well, most of our goods aren’t exactly suited to bipeds,” the Plob leader said slowly.

“Then you will find something that IS suited to us,” Virgii snapped.

“Calm him down” Laarthi hissed to Boxer.

“I…what?” Boxer blinked.

“You and I both know that we can’t let him spoil this opportunity. Now use some of that training that I assume Starfleet Intelligence gave you and get him to back down!”

“Hey Captain,” Boxer said cheerfully, “Look at this! Isn’t it…um…pretty?”

Virgii turned.

“It’s a glass vase, Lieutenant,” he said crossly. But it was enough. Laarthi was able to jump in.

“What I meant was, I’m sure your people have information on this Federation you were warning us about,” she said, “And on why they’re such a threat,”

The Plob shook in what the translator indicated was an expression of fear.

“The Federation,” it said, “has terrorized this region of space for centuries. Surely…you cannot have been in this part of the galaxy without running into them?”

“We’re fairly new,” Boxer said cheerfully, “We met some nice bird-people,”

“The Wuyans,” Laarthi clarified.

“Uh…the blob people,” Boxer went on.

“You,” Laarthi added.

“Oh, and that thing that turned me into a bad, bad dog,”

“Some sort of fungal parasite,” Laarthi explained, “Along with several large vessels. But that was a few hundred light-years from here,”

“Fungal parasite,” the Plob shook, “And the ships…they were large? Round? Covered with spikes?”

“Yup!” Boxer nodded, his tongue lolling out, “You guessed it!”

“They tried to destroy us,” Virgii interjected, trying to get some control of the conversation back.

“Oh, well there you go. You HAVE encountered the Federation,” the Plob leader said, “Congratulations on surviving! Not many bipeds can say that!”

“But who are they, and what do they want?” Laarthi demanded.

The Plob extruded a data crystal.

“This contains what information we have on them,” it said, “Their language is borrowed, depending on who they’ve infested, but roughly translated, they are the ‘United Federation of Fungus’.”

Virgii raised an eyebrow.

“That is trademark infringement!” he said angrily, “On behalf of the United Federation of Planets, I demand that they change their name immediately!”

Laarthi looked over at Boxer.

“Starfleet Intelligence is just going to LOVE this report,” she muttered.

“Why?” Boxer asked.

Laarthi ignored him. She turned back to the Plob.

“Why are they so dangerous?”

“They’ve destroyed countless biped species,” it replied almost apologetically, “They’ve infested many more. They usually leave us non-bipeds alone, unless they suspect that we can become Hosts.”

“But what do they WANT?” Laarthi demanded.

“Surely you…no, clearly you don’t know much of anything,” the Plob sighed, “They are on a crusade. A crusade to rid the galaxy of the Lupressa,”

“The who?” Virgii demanded.



“Eons ago, the Lupressa ruled the Galactic Core,” Mytim’s mysterious new ally explained, “They oversaw dozens of races, elevating them from the primordial ooze and into some semblance of civilization. They are beings of pure energy, able to manipulate nature, to draw on the energy of all living things. They created one of the greatest empires of the ancient galaxy!’



“-enslaved most of the Core,” the Plob leader explained to Virgii, Laarthi and Boxer, “Even today, we’re not sure if they were beings from another plane of existence, or something that had evolved here millennia ago. They were parasites, leeching the life-energy from their slaves to fuel their powers. The larger a slave population they controlled, the more energy they could harness.”



“Then the subject races rose against them, didn’t they?” Mytim crossed her arms. This sort of story wasn’t exactly unique.

“No,” the Plob shook its…upper portion.

Then again…

“Another race of powerful beings battled the Lupressa,” the Plob went on, “They called themselves the Queue,”

“The Q,” Mytime corrected.

“Is there a translator issue? I thought I said that,”



“There was a great battle, and the Lupressa were defeated,” Virgii, Boxer and Laarthi had sat on some comfortable looking cushions, not knowing how long this narrative was going to go on. “The Q broke their power, scattering their essence across the galaxy.”

“Well, sounds like there is little to worry about,” Virgii yawned.

“On the contrary. The remains of the Lupressa, little more than crystalline energy matrices, drifted through the galaxy. As the eons passed, they learned to bind themselves with certain species, to channel their energies through those corporeal beings that could host them.”



“The Lupressa were defeated, scattered to the winds,” Mytim’s Plob said, “The Q attack was unprovoked. It was unjust. And with the Lupressa gone, the subject races began warring over the remains of their empire. The Lupressa sought a way to return, to bring the Core back to an era of peace and civilization. They found that certain of us were worthy to host their essence, to direct their will. We became the Hosts of the Lupressa, dedicated to bringing their light back to the darkness!”



“Completely unstable,” the Plob leader shuddered again, “Terrible wars were fought. Entire armies against a single Host, causing unimaginable carnage.”

“How can a single being produce that much energy?” Laarthi was intrigued, “The Q are one thing…humanoids on the other hand…”

“The Lupressa do not create energy, they drain it,” the Plob explained, “From the life around them. Sentient beings of course produce the most, but all living things can feed them. There are entire planets that have been reduced to lifeless hulks, drained by a single Host in an effort to destroy their enemies.”



“The Hosts fought bravely, drawing off the life-force of dozens of worlds,” Mytim’s Plob went one, “Until they encountered the Federation of Fungus,”



“The Fungaloids were able to unite the various species in the region against the Hosts,” the Plob equivalent of finger food had been brought in, though only Boxer had sampled anything. He was currently working his mouth as though it had been filled with peanut butter. “They were able to destroy enough Hosts that the driving will of the Lupressa was broken. The remaining energies, stored in microscopic crystalline lattices, are little more than echoes. Still, every once in a while someone will pick one up and end up with all sorts of strange powers. They usually destroy themselves in a fairly short time, unless the Federation of Fungus manages to track them down first. Their greatest fear is that one day, if enough Hosts re-emerge, they could re-establish the Lupressa collective will and trigger yet another war. But then, what are the odds of that?”



“Our greatest goal,” Mytim was being told, “Is to gather the remaining, scattered Hosts from around the galaxy. Only with the combined power of many might we open a conduit to allow the Lupressa’s collective wisdom to return to this level of existence.”

“But what does all this have to do with me?” Mytim’s head was spinning, “I have no interest in this region of space! I only want to go home! I didn’t want to become one of these…energy things!”

“I agree, you must go home,” the Plob said, “You must search your own home space for other Hosts, then bring them here!”



“But what does a lot of extinct bad guys have to do with a terrifying mushroom empire?” Virgii demanded.

“I told you, they fear a return of the Lupressa,” the Plob seemed to shrug, “They’ve evidently decided that the best way to prevent that is to destroy or infest any life-forms capable of acting as hosts. Which is pretty much any biped,”

The Roadrunner officers looked at each other in horror.

“Terribly sorry about that,” the Plob muttered. It seemed to brighten, “But perhaps you’d like some complimentary plasma sacs before you leave? Very nutritious!

Virgii slowly shook his head.

“Very well, then. Safe travels!”



“The Fungaloids would have destroyed my people if they thought we could act as hosts,” Mytim’s Plob went on, “And most of us can’t. It’s only a very few that have been found worthy by the Lupressa. But most bipeds are. You must avoid them, if you are to return safely home,”

“But-”

“And now I must return you to your colleagues,” the Plob cut her off, “We are a friendly race, but allowing bipeds on our planet this close to Federation space is just not wise. I suspect our leaders will give your people all the information they can, however they undoubtedly expect you to be utterly destroyed the first time you encounter a Fungaloid ship.”



Mytim met the rest of the Roadrunner officers at the spaceport. They presented their flesh receipts, whatever the hell that was all about, and were escorted to the beam-out point.

“Learn anything interesting, Lieutenant?” Virgii asked. He seemed calmer, perhaps more preoccupied with whatever he’d learned on the mission than with the drama that had occurred on the ship only a few hours ago.

“Um…I…” Mytim was unsure how much to say. Luckily, she was let off the hook by Boxer.

“We learned that the fungus-people have their own Federation,” he said proudly, “And that they’re wiping out humanoids so they can’t host. Lukr…Lusan…um…”

“Lupressa,” Mytim said softly, “Yes, I…learned the same.”

“Well, then let’s go,” Virgii said. He tapped his comm- badge and called for beam-out.

They disappeared in a shower of transporter sparks.





Acting Captains Log, Stardate 59464.2:



“We have departed the Plob planet and attempted to adjust our course to avoid Federation space. Er, Federation of Fungus space, that is. Unfortunately, the data we received from the Plobs indicate that they control vast territories. In any event, the odds that our ship has one of these ‘Lupressa’ they’re so worried about are astronomically small. I expect we will have few difficulties.”



“I don’t think that’s true,” Mytim said, seated in a chair in Virgii’s quarters, “I think we’ll have big difficulties. Uh, whether we have a Lupressa on board or not.”

“Can we just get to business?” Laarthi demanded, “We need to choose a First Officer!”

“And quickly,” Boxer added, “I have a date with Cherri,”

“I thought I told you,” Virgii started angrily, then calmed himself.

“I checked the regs,” Boxer muttered, “I can be a bad boy with her while still being a good dog,”

Mytim wrinkled her nose.

“There are a number of factors we could consider,” Virgii said, somewhat haughtily, “Commendations, service records, personality traits. However that would be a lengthy process,”

“And you need to address this quickly, before the crew decides to throw all four of us out an airlock,” Mytim said firmly.

“Indeed,” Virgii agreed, “So we’ll go by…um…seniority,”

Mytim, Boxer and Laarthi huddled for a moment.

“Myself, then Laarthi, then Boxer,” Mytim said.

“I meant by your standings in the Academy rankings on graduation,” Virgii corrected.

Another huddle.

“Myself, then Laarthi, then Boxer,” Mytim said.

“Er…years of starship service?” Virgii tried.

Both Boxer and Laarthi pointed at Mytim.

“We worked on a lot of starbases,” Boxer said.

“Let’s cut to the chase,” Mytim stood, “Running the Security and Engineering departments is far too vital to be distracted by extra duties. As the Science Officer, I’m a better fit. I’m the best you have for the position,”

Plus, that leaves Boxer and I free to do our real work, Laarthi thought to herself.

Virgii sighed.

“Very well,” Virgii scowled, “You are my new First Officer. Congratulations.”

He did not rise to shake her hand.

“Good,” Mytim said. She turned to Boxer, “Now, I believe you have a date? Scram!”

“Horray!” Boxer barked as he ran for the door.

Virgii continued to scowl.



Back in her quarters, Mytim was reclining in her chair. She’d been First Officer for a matter of hours, and Virgii had already dumped a good amount of paperwork her way. At least that situation was under control.

What wasn’t under control was this report he’d filed on the Federation of Fungus. The facts were fairly consistent with what she’d learned, but the skew was completely different. The other Host had painted the Lupressa as a benevolent empire, bringing civilization to the Galactic Core and being unjustly destroyed by the Q. The reports Virgii had received described a brutal regime, one that deserved what it got.

But the whole affair had been thousands of years ago. How accurate could either version be?

Mytim set the report aside. She needed more information, but odds were the bulk of ruins and relics from the Lupressa Empire were deep in Federation of Fungas space. And the odds of going there and surviving weren’t good.

Something else the Host had told her came to mind. Focusing on the desk in front of her, she again directed her energies. Her powers had dropped off after leaving the planet, but the Host had at least explained that much to her…the more life nearby, the stronger she would be.

She focused, drawing energy from the Roadrunner’s crew, then reached out. Her hand disappeared into thin air, the area around it shimmering like thick oil. She flailed around, willing her goal to be there. Her hand locked onto something, and she pulled back. It was like dragging a bucket full of bricks through the water, against the current, but eventually the object emerged into her quarters bit by bit.

With a final tug, she pulled the book free. It was identical to the first: a heavy, leather-bound tomb. She opened it, looked at the inside cover.

‘You’re learning fast, my dear’, the inscription read.



All over the ship, a wave of weariness swept the crew. Some yawned, others merely dismissed it to the fact that it was only an hour past supper.

Mytim, however, felt just fine.
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Shopping Trip

“Did I mention I’m afraid of the water?”

Captain Elizabeth Simplot mentally rolled her eyes and contemplated how it was that the speaker, Lt Shurgroe, had managed to stay in Starfleet as long as he had without running away in terror. Well, OK. Not terror. Nervous twitchiness, maybe?

“Josh, you’re not beaming back up. If you had a problem with water, you should have said something before we beamed down,” she admonished him.

“But nobody told me the city we were visiting floats on a lake!”

“You could have found out,” Colonel Myress Abela offered, “It’s in the library computer.”

Shurgroe sucked on his lips for a moment.

“I don’t like talking to the computer anymore,” he admitted, “She’s…mean. And the last time I asked her for a diagnostic on the life-support system, she screamed ‘Prepare for Sudden Death’ and started cackling like Witch Hazel,”

“Yeah, just what were your programmers smoking, anyway?” Simplot asked.

“Forget it,” Abela grumbled, “Let’s just hurry up. I’d like to at least see some of Wetria before the big event,”

The three officers had beamed down to Matria Prime to witness the grand-opening of M’Lady’s flagship store in Wetria. Since M’Lady’s was going to be an anchor store in the Mall of Matria up on Haven, Abela had decided that it would be a good idea for them to see how the company operated. OK, actually the trip was nothing more than a cheap excuse for Simplot to go shopping, but Abela had insisted on finding a proper, official reason for them to attend the opening. Something a bit more professional than ‘Oh, I wanna see if they have those adorable green thingies I saw in Matronus…only blue!’

“I’m not even sure why I’m here,” Shurgroe groaned miserably, looking down the side of the bridge they were crossing at the deep blue water beneath them. The whole city of Wetria floated on the largest of the planet’s freshwater lakes. Each building was a self-contained, floating unit surrounded by a terrace that served as a combination sidewalk, boardwalk, promenade, or any other kind of outdoor ‘walking space’ you could imagine. The various buildings were connected by bridges, ferries, underwater umbilicals and even an underwater subway line.

“You’re here,” Simplot said, “because I want an engineer’s perspective on what sort of resources the M’Lady’s store in MoM’s is going to take, and how we can setup the tram system to manage the traffic,”

“But Wyer’s the D-DoDO!” That’s his job!”

“It is,” Simplot lowered her voice, “But bringing Wyer and Abela on the same trip at the same time would be cruel and unusual punishment. For Wyer AND for me.”

They had just finished crossing the bridge onto a large, floating platform next to the new store. A crowd of shoppers were already pushing up against the security team guarding the still-closed doors.

“Cattle prods and p-p-pepper spray,” Shurgroe said nervously, surveying the crowd, “That’s all we need. Can I go now?”

“Look, just do a chant to Aquia or whoever and let’s get this done,” Simplot rolled her eyes for real this time.

“Poseidon”, Shurgroe said. He pushed up one sleeve to show a shape shaved in his arm hair, “And I’m two steps ahead of you,”

“Josh, your self-mutilation disturbs me,” Simplot said flatly.

“Where else can I shave his mark? My head already has Persephone, Kahless and Meridia, and using my butt would just be disrespectful,”

“OK, that’s just weird,” Simplot shuddered.

“What’s the problem,” Abela asked. She’d gotten ahead of the two and had retraced her steps back to the foot of the bridge.

“Somebody’s scared of the water,” Simplot said, sounding more than a bit patronizing.

“Oh,” Abela looked thoughtful, “I can cure you of that, if you want,”

“Really?” Shurgroe perked up, “Sure!”

With that, Abela shoved him over the rail and into the warm water with a loud splash and an even louder squawk of surprise.

Simplot’s jaw dropped.

“Myress, that was SO no cool!” she said, “He’s going to be so mad when he gets out!”

Abela shrugged.

“But he won’t be scared of falling in anymore, will he?”

Simplot frowned.

“Maybe,” she admitted, “But this is Shurgroe we’re talking about.”



Halfway around the planet, in the Evendra Desert, Lt Harrison Stoneryder was doing pull-ups.

OK, technically he was working. But he’d gotten bored with checking a bunch of hatches and passageways and had stopped for some entertainment. Yup. He thinks pull-ups are entertaining.

“Wyer to Stoneryder,” his comm-badge chirped.

Finishing his set, Stoneryder dropped to the dusty floor and replied.

“Sup, dog?”

There was a pause.

“I’m Yynsian, not Sheppian,” Wyer replied, sounding confused.

“Whatever, man. What’s shaking?”

Another pause.

“What do you want?” Stoneryder tried.

“Ah,” Wyer cleared his throat, “Have you finished checking the access hatches in the south-east quadrant?”

“Two more to go,” Stoneryder replied, “All of them buttoned up tighter than a virgin’s-”

“Thank you, I get the point. Wyer out,”

Stoneryder reached back up for the conduit he’d been using as a pull-up bar, completed another set then checked his padd for the location of the next hatch.

Several hours ago, the Haven Command Center had received an automated message from Lanchpad, the construction facility where the city had been built, hidden and launched. Basically a big crater in the middle of the desert, Launchpad had provided support systems for the construction effort, a three-kilometre ‘heavy lifter’ and enough stored energy to launch the city into orbit. It had made for a convenient hiding place too, since a simple electrical charge over the city dome attracted enough sand to cover over the top of the crater. Combined with the sensor jammers built into the city, it had rendered the entire construction site undetectable to all but the most advanced, sophisticated sensors.

The heavy lifter was a massive, bicycle-wheel shaped structure with anti-gravity units covering its ventral and dorsal surfaces. It had sat between Haven itself and a matching set of anti-gravity units built into the crater floor and had provided the tremendous push needed to break Haven free of its sandy prison and to give the city enough momentum that its own engines could, with the extra energy transmitted by Launchpad, lift the city into orbit.

Other than a quick inspection by a Starfleet science team, Launchpad had been deserted since the city had launched. At least until recently, when the automated signal had gone off. Since Lt Franches and his Civil Protection Team only had jurisdiction over Haven, Wyer, Stoneryder and the few Starfleet security personnel stationed at Haven had been sent down to investigate.

So far, every hatchway they’d checked had been sealed up as tightly as they’d been when the science team had left. If somebody had gotten into the underground station-building facility, they hadn’t used any of the entryways Stoneyder or the other away team members had checked.

“Wyer to Stoneryder, I think I have something here. Check your last two hatches and meet me at…um…three o’clock,” his comm-badge chirped again.

“Uh, dude? We say fifteen-hundred in the fleet,” Stoneryder corrected him, “And c’mon, it’s only 1100h now. I can have these last two done in about fifteen minutes!”

“I meant meet me at the three-o’clock position! Entrance 4!” Wyer replied.

“Uh…you mean the east side?”

The comm channel went dead again.

“Dude needs to relax more,” Stoneryder muttered. He checked the last two hatches, both secure, then stopped to hammer out some push-ups. He looked around, trying to get his bearings. Most of his view of the sky was obstructed by the heavy lifter; one of its major support spokes (as wide as an Intrepid-class starship) was right over his head. He pulled out his mapping pad.

“Stoneryder to Wyer,” he tapped his badge, “Can I, like, get a beam-over? It’s a two kilometre walk from where I am,”

“You realize that by the time I contact Major Jakerd and have him send somebody out to the one of the transporter bays, you could have already walked here, right?” Wyer replied dryly.

“Is that a no?”

“I figured you’d like the exercise,”

“Dude!” Stoneryder was horrified, “That’s cardio! I’d have to do, like two days of heavy lifting to counter that!”

Again, the comm channel went dead.



“I really don’t like him,” Wyer sighed to himself. He was standing near the edge of the crater. Vast piles of sand had been deposited around the edge as it poured off the launching city, completely burying the main entrances to the corridors, storage rooms, living quarters and other facilities that had been used in the city’s construction. However, a number of smaller entrances across the crater floor were still accessible. And while the one he was standing next to was still secured, there were a number of tracks in the vicinity. And considering the windy, sandy local climate, they had to be recent.

Two of the security team made it to his location fairly quickly, two more arriving five minute later. Finally, after another fifteen minutes, Stoneryder appeared. He had his fingers pressed against the side of his neck, his eyes locked on his chrono.

“What are you doing?” Wyer demanded.

“Making sure I don’t let my heart rate get too high,”

Wyer chose to ignore the remark and pointed at the hatch.

“Somebody’s been poking around here,” he said.

“Did they get in?” Stoneryder asked.

“I don’t know!” Wyer was starting to feel that tingling behind his right eye. The one that indicated his past-lives were going to make an appearance unless his stress level dropped, soon.

“So let’s take a look,” Stoneryder unslung his phaser rifle and aimed it at the hatch. He pulled the trigger, sending two bolts of bright light spearing out.

The hatch was barely discoloured.

Trying to ignore the growing tingle, Wyer pulled out the access key he’d been given, pressed it against a reader next to the hatch, then stood back as the hatch swung open.

“Oh,” Stoneryder muttered, sounding disappointed.



“I’m cold,” Shurgroe whined, wrapping his arms around himself and shivering.

“It’s a bright sunny day!” Abela objected, “How can you be cold?”

“Because SOMEBODY pushed me in the freezing water!”

“Here,” Simplot handed him a hot beverage she’d grabbed at a nearby vending window.

“What is it?”

“No clue. But it’s hot.”

Shurgroe sipped it.

“Tastes like eggnog,” he said.

“Uh-oh,” Abela turned back from where she was examining the display window of a shop that could have been anything from kitchen supplies to torture equipment, “Did you just give him skoota?”

“Maybe, why?” Simplot shrugged.

“I thought Starfleet briefed you guys on checking alien foods before you ate them!” Abela accused.

“You guys are basically human, why would I bother?” Simplot shrugged.

Abela looked ready to slug her.

“Fine, forget I said anything!”

“Wait!” Simplot objected, “Why shouldn’t I give skoota to…hey, where’d Josh go?”

She looked around, just in time to see Shurgroe, butt-naked, jumping off a nearby building and into the lake/canal below.

“I’M THE KING OF THE WORLD!” he shouted, tucking his legs in for a cannonball. Simplot held her arms up, but still wound up soaking wet from the splash.

“Inebriant?” she asked glumly.

Abela consulted her padd briefly.

“For human metabolism? More of a hallucinogenic,” she replied.

“Crap,” Simplot rolled her eyes, “Let’s get him dressed, there are little kids here for crying out loud!”

Shurgroe was swimming around in the water, singing the theme from Jaws.

“We’ll have to catch him first,” Abela commented.

“Are you a good swimmer? Cuz I AHHHHH!!”

Simplot pinwheeled into the water with one well-placed shove.

“Oh this is just months of stress and tension being purged,” Abela said happily as Simplot sputtered in the water.

“I’M THE MASTER OF THE FIERY FISHIES!” Shurgroe babbled.



Half an hour (and one police intervention) later, the three of them were dry, sober and waiting in front of M’Lady’s for the opening to begin.

“I can’t believe you shoved me in the water,” Simplot said for the fifteenth time.

“I can’t believe you drugged me!” Shurgroe said to her.

“That was an accident!”

“More like a humiliating catastrophe,” Abela laughed, “Honestly, you can’t take humans anywhere!”

Simplot almost made a retort, then suddenly realized she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen Abela in such a good mood. Part of her wanted to crush her good cheer like a beer can under a starship’s landing claw…but on the other hand, this might make her easier to deal with.

And there would be plenty of time for revenge back on Haven.

She turned back to the store, where a huge holographic viewscreen had come to life. On it was an image of Mr Mann, the Matrian male who had recently been aboard Haven to inspect the new location for M’Lady’s.

“What’s he doing here?” Simplot asked, “I thought he was running our store!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Abela chuckled, “Mann is one of the wealthiest men on Matria Prime. He basically runs M’Lady Incorporated. But he insists on inspecting each store personally,”

“Oh,” Simplot frowned, “What do you mean, ‘basically’?”

“The company still belongs to M’Lady, even though she disappeared about ten years into the Gender Wars,” Abela explained, “He could have had her declared legally dead at this point, but rumour has it she’s stuffed in a stasis tube somewhere,”

“Where?”

“Nobody knows!” Abela said, making an odd gesture that Simplot assumed was the Matrian equivalent of creepy ghost fingers.

“Why are you in such a good mood?” Simplot demanded, “I swear, you just tried to be funny. You NEVER try to be funny!”

Abela thought for a moment.

“I guess I really needed a day away from Haven,” she said, “New city, new faces…well, other than you two,”

“I gave you and Craign three days off a few weeks ago! I had to! Or he would have killed me!”

“Everybody needs a break from the little man now and then,” Abela replied. She shot a critical eye in Shurgroe’s direction, “Of course, if you want to bring yours along there’s nothing wrong with that,”

“My…huh?” Simplot frowned.

“Please. All the Matrian staff know you’ve been mating with Shurgroe. Why else would you always keep him around?”

Simplots eyes bugged out.

“I most certainly am not!” she snapped, “I mean, I thought about it when we were posted together on the USS Stallion, but Lt Terenath got to him first, and I refuse to go where s/he’s gone!”

“Sha-he?” Abela asked.

“Dual-gendered species. Tons of fun at parties, bit strange in bed,” Simplot explained.

“And Shurgroe…” Abela frowned, “I see. I apologize. We just assumed that you kept him around as a…diversion.”

“What, like a pretty secretary?”

“Something like that,” Abela shrugged, “Matrian women have been doing that kind of thing for eons,”

“So have human men,” Simplot admitted.

“I keep forgetting how mixed up your culture is,” Abela shook her head.

“I really hope Mr Mann is going to make his speech soon,” Shurgroe sighed. Apparently the ladies had forgotten he was even there.



Wyer and Stoneryder walked slowly down the deserted corridor in Launchpad. The architecture was identical to the shipbuilding areas aboard Haven; steely metal wall panels, well illuminated…fairly basic hallways, come to think of it. Both officers were tapping at their tricorders while the security team scouted ahead and behind.

“Definitely getting some DNA samples,” Stoneryder said, “I guess we can nail the perps with that, if nothing else,”

“Don’t be so sure,” Wyer replied, “The Matrians used cloning technology to keep their male population stable during their whole ‘rebuilding’ phase, when the women were in hibernation.”

“I haven’t seen any clones,” Stoneryder frowned.

“They staggered the ages,” Wyer shrugged, “It’s hard to tell two people are clones if one is sixty and the other twenty. They didn’t want dozens of duplicates, just to replace their population as it aged,”

“Oh,”

They found an access terminal. Wyer logged in with his Matrian HQ credentials and began accessing the logs.

“Somebody was definitely in here,” he said, “The hatch was opened, the sensor logs show five life-signs in the facility.”

“Here they are,” Stoneryder pointed at the security camera footage, “Hmm. They wore masks. Clever bastards!”

Wyer was watching a group of red dots as they moved around a schematic of the facility.

“They accessed the computers, checked a few cargo bays, then left,” Wyer shook his head, “It looks like whatever they were looking for, they didn’t find it.”

“What were they accessing?”

Wyer tapped away.

“Cargo manifests,” he said, “Transfers to the facility while Haven was under construction,”

“Dude, that was like…a hundred years ago! Who cares?”

“It was over two hundred years ago,” Wyer said, “And that’s a very good question.” He frowned, “They also accessed a list of cargo transfers from Launchpad to Haven itself,”

He logged out.

“That suggests that they believe whatever they are looking for is aboard the city,” he said, “We should return at once.” And get me far away from you, he added silently.

“Oh good,” Stoneryder was checking his chrono, “If I don’t get my protein shake in the next thirty minutes, my entire diet plan for the day is just going to be a disaster!”



“And so it is fitting,” Mr Mann was saying, “That after so many dark years, after the invasion of the Qu’Eh and the darkness of their occupation, that M’Lady is ready to open her doors to a new generation of shoppers!” The glass-panelled revolving doors to the store finally unlocked, allowing eager shoppers to begin pushing their way through.

“Welcome,” Mann said warmly, “Welcome to a new era of tasteful goods for the discerning consumer!”



“I don’t like him,” Abela said as the image of Mr Mann vanished from the screen.

“Oh I don’t know,” Simplot said, “He’s sort of cute. And he tries so hard!”

“You’d think that since we’re his next big opening, he would have given us a VIP pass or something,” Abela grumbled as she contemplated the crowd surging at the store entrance. She imagined that she could feel the floating building tilting at the number of people pushed up against the one side.

“You just need to see an experienced shopper at work,” Simplot said, cocking her elbows, “Follow me,”

And with that, she began pushing her way through the crowd. Abela was aware of a flurry of shoppers, mostly male, along with shouts, pressing bodies and even a few overwhelmed security guards. As suddenly as it began, it ended as she found herself in the revolving door with Simplot and Shurgroe.

“All right, easy part’s over,” Simplot said, “Now, let’s shop!”

“That was the easy part?” Shurgroe wondered.



Wyer, Stoneryder and his team had beamed back to Haven and were riding a tram from the transporter facilities in the Outer Rim towards Downtown. The city did have transporter pads in the high-security levels beneath the Command Tower (aka City Hall), however they had yet to be reactivated to full service. Wyer’s current theory was that Abela liked having the only functional transporters out in the Outer Rim because it gave her a larger measure of control over who came and went from her precious city.

“Wow, I hadn’t noticed how chilly it’s gotten up here,” Stoneryder had his thick arms crossed over his burly chest, “Is it going to be spring soon?”

“I’ve actually been meaning to talk to Abela about that,” Wyer admitted, casting an eye over the frozen, wintry landscape outside the tram. A heavy snowfall in the North Suburb was obscuring the towers in a white haze, something the central computer probably had a hand in, but the rest of the dome was fairly clear.

The tram slid into the Transit Hub and the two officers officers crossed an overhead bridge to the central tower while the Starfleet security personnel headed towards the squad room in the DoPES tower. As they entered the lobby, they came across Major Dekair, Master Shipbuilder for Shipyard Three.

“Good day, Lt Wyer,” she said politely, “And…whoever you are,”

“Harrison Stoneryder, at your…service,” he said, giving her a wink.

“Yeah,” she turned back to Wyer, “Have you see Shurgroe? I haven’t been able to find him all day!”

“He went down to the planet with Colonel Abela and the Captain,” he said.

“Blast!” Dekair cursed. She turned on Stoneryder, “Well, I’m supposed to take this to the D-DoS, but I guess you’ll do,”

“I’ll do whatever you like, hot cheeks,” Stoneryder grinned.

Dekair sneered, then turned back to Wyer.

“OK, you’ll do,” she said, “We’ve had three unauthorized entries to our storage bays in the past day. I need somebody to do something about it, but I haven’t been able to find any of the command staff!”

Wyer’s eyes narrowed. Stoneryder’s had just locked themselves in the general area of Dekair’s chest and proceeded to go blank.

“We’ll get a team out there,” Wyer promised, “In fact, we were just about to look into some security…concerns…”

“Good,” Dekaire smiled in relief, “Thank you, Wyer. Maybe we can grab a drink later?”

Wyer’s eyes widened.

“Um…um…ok?”

“Great. All right, back to work for me,”

She left, heading towards the Transit Hub.

“I think she likes me,” Stoneryder said smugly.



“What on Earth is this?” Simplot wondered, holding up a convoluted arrangement of spheres and cones.

“On where?” Abela asked absently, eyeing an ornate tableware rack.

“Earth. The planet I come from,”

“Oh,” she looked over, “Wind chime,”

“Huh,” Simplot set the wind chime down with considerable chiming, “And this?” She picked up some sort of metal frame with a pair of heavy, knobbed rollers, “Is this for making pasta?”

“No that’s a meat roller,” Abela frowned, “It’s for tenderizing meat. I just…I haven’t seen one of those since before the Gender Wars,”

“And this?” Shurgroe held up a crystal reader of some kind.

“That’s for playing entertainment vids,” Abela’s frown deeped, “But…we haven’t kept videos on crystal format in centuries. Those were obsolete by the time I was a teenager!”

“Sounds like these guys did their homework then,” Simplot shrugged, “Somebody was telling me in Matronus that antiques are all the rage with your people, ever since Haven popped up,”

“Well, you’re right,” Abela agreed, “Having a new space station was a great perk, but it was the intact, un-altered computer records aboard the city that were especially valuable. But they didn’t contain this sort of thing!”

While the Matrian women had been in hibernation living in a virtual fantasy world and while the men had been slaving under the influence of mind-control technology in a effort to rebuild their society, the Matrian leader (one Mistress Laurette) had subtly corrupted many of the Matrian computer records, skewing them to her point of view. A point of view that had happened to include enslaving the males of neighbouring races and trying to build an army to conquer their part of the galaxy. Of course, with the amount of mind-control that was going on, there was a widespread belief that most of the other women in hibernation had been influenced by Laurette, a belief that seemed to be borne out by the fact that the conquest spirit had deflated very suddenly after the Reawakening. But while their bid for power was undone quickly, the corruption in the computer records was permanent. Haven’s uncorrupted data had been disseminated, backed up, even copied into special, un-alterable, read-only data systems.

But nowhere in Haven’s databank had there been detailed design instructions for antique consumer goods.

Abela suddenly gave out a delighted shout of surprise.

“Look! They have tabletop Yorgenball!” she said, pushing her way to the Fun & Games department, sending at least one young child staggering out of the way with an angry ‘Watch it, lady!’

“Oh, I haven’t had one of these since I was a little girl!” Abela grinned, picking up the box and turning it over in her hands, “I wonder where they found the specs, and the game rules?”

“Another wonderful product brought to you by M’Lady,” a passing salesman said helpfully.

“Yeah, whatever. Can you gift wrap this? I’m sure my husband will enjoy it, too,” Abela thrust the box into the salesman’s arms.

“I wonder if I can get some new towels,” Shurgroe wondered, “The ones in my apartment are really scratchy,”



“Sheep,” Mr Mann smirked, standing up in the Manager’s Walkway, looking down at the throng below, “Yes, of couse we offer easy financing. Cash or credit? No problem. As long as it goes from your account to ours,”

“The store is at capacity, sir,” another male, this one slimmer and fairer than even Matrian standards.

“Keep the doors open,” Mann ordered, “We must maintain the rush…the more people believe there is high demand, the more they will buy now instead of later,”

“M’Lady would be proud of your skulduggery, sir,” the flunky replied.

“Hardly,” Mann snorted, “She’d want to know why the auto-gougers only miscalculate the taxes ten percent of the time,”

He stepped over to the espresso bar where another young Matrian male was just putting the finishing touches on his Berry-Blue Latte.

“Any report from our retrieval teams?” he asked.

“Team Four returned from the launch site six hours ago,” flunky two reported, “Nothing found, but they did get the cargo records for Haven. Team Four found six tubes in our vault near J’Taeri, but two were dead due to equipment malfunction. And Team Five is still getting into position,”

“Good,” Mann sipped his beverage, not noticing the dollop of foam that affixed itself to his upper lip. He looked down at the crowd, then examined the footage from a security camera.

“Those three,” he pointed at an image of Abela, Simplot and Shurgroe as they hovered over a store directory, “That’s the commander of Haven and her second in command. I know not the third,”

The three officers appeared to be arguing over something.

“How stupid of you,” Mann grumbled, “Of course, this would have been the perfect chance to keep them away from Haven while our team does their task! We should have invited them here with VIP passes! Personal shoppers! Spa time!”

“Of course, sir,” the flunky gulped, then just stood there.

“Must I do everything, you idiots!” Mann snapped, “Go get them and take them to the Executive Dining Suite! The longer we keep them here, the more time our people have to work!”

“Of course, sir,” the man then rushed off.

Mann frowned at the image of the three officers. They’d finished locating their destination on the directory and proceeded to point in three completely different directions. This led to a round of arguing, more consulting of the directory and three arms pointing in three completely new, equally different directions.

“On the other hand,” Mann muttered, “At the rate they’re going, we probably have plenty of time.”



“Can’t I just go off on my own and meet you two later?” Shurgroe was asking, a high, whining tone in his voice, “I don’t wanna spend the next three hours wandering through the Lady’s Department!”

“Josh, it was hard enough to find the right part of the store to begin with,” Simplot replied, “If I let you go off on your own now, we’ll never find you again!”

“It’s not fair,” Shurgroe grumbled.

“What do you think?” Simplot held up a patterned blouse, “Does it m-”

“Don’t you DARE ask me if I think it makes you look fat!” Shurgroe cut her off with unusual vehemence, “That’s an impossible question!”

“You’d think I was shopping with two men, not one,” Abela shook her head. Her eyes narrowed. It looked like a pair of store employees were coming their way, no doubt to ‘help’ them.

“We’re fine, thanks,” Abela said before either could speak, “Just browsing,”

“Actually,” Simplot was suddenly at her side, “Do you have anything in teal?”

“That shirt would look stupid in teal!” Abela shot back.

Simplot spun to face Abela, fire in her eyes.

“If you two actually needed something from them, it could take a while,” Shurgroe said to the pair, “I’ve only known Abela a few months, but I can tell you we’re about fifeteen seconds from a major screaming match,”

“Oh,” the one employee said, “Are they married?”

“No, they just work together,”

“Of course,” the second stepped smoothly in, “We’ve actually been sent to escort Captain Simplot and Colonel Abela to the Executive Dining Suite,”

Simplot, about to thrust an extended index finger angrily at Abela’s face, turned to the two.

“Executive Dining Suite, you say?” she asked.

“Why?” Abela asked suspiciously.

“Mr. Mann had actually intended to send you VIP packages to this opening,” the first explained, “But there was a…mix-up…at the office,”

“Well, there you go!” Simplot said to Abela. She tossed the blouse back on the shelf, “Lead on!”

“Right this way, madam,”

As Abela and Simplot were escorted away, Shurgroe glanced carefully around, then darted behind a mannequin. Time to go check out the electronics department!



Lieutenant Wyer, having finally gotten the last of the sand out of his shoes, leaned back into one of the comfortable seats in the Command Complex and let out a breath. Something about Stoneryder just seemed to drain the life right out of him. His last past-live incident, during which one of his past-lives threatened to shove a bomb up Stoneryder’s nether-region and detonate it, was actually one of the more polite suggestions his past-lives had offered on the subject.

But that was then. And this was now. And Stoneryder was now on his way to the Outer Rim with Franches and his Jungle Squad, all eager to investigate the strange security breaches that Major Dekaire had reported.

Wyer sat up and began to work, bringing up the centuries-old cargo manifests that whomever had broken into Launchpad had been interested in. So much material had been transferred to Haven in the six months before it was supposed to launch…everything a city, space station and shipyard might need. Metal ingots for ship hulls, consumables, fuel, various parts for ships and for the city itself, seeds and saplings for the parks and gardens, birds and other fauna.

Animals? Wyer frowned. He didn’t know anything about that! And it was his job as D-DoDO to know about everything in the city portion of Haven! Of course, with all the designers but Abela dead and turned to dust, his only source of information had been the computer records, and he hadn’t had time to go back and look at ancient cargo manifests.

Well, two hundred years having passed, whatever feathery or fuzzy residents the Matrians had intended to set loose in the city would likewise be dead and gone to dust by now anyway.

He moved on. What else would mysterious burglars be interested in?



“This is the place,” Lt Franches said, reading the door label on the heavy cargo door, “Shipyard Three, Level 24, Section Six, Cargo Bay 8,”

“No sign of forceful entry,” one of his troops reported.

“Computer shows only authorized entry codes from Shipyard Three,” another added.

“But Major Dekaire told us flat out that nobody from her yard has been here in the last week,” Stoneryder stroked his chin, “Most interesting. Most interestingly interesting,”

The Jungle Squad stared at him for a moment.

“Can we go in, sir?” Franches finally asked.

“Hmm? Oh Right. Yeah, you guys do whatever it is you do,”

Stoneryder held back, enjoying the view of exposed flesh that the Jungle Squad’s loincloths was giving him. He’d have to offer his comm code to at least three of the female members…and possible one or two of the males as well.

The Jungle Squad quickly swept the cargo bay, coming up with nothing.

“Nothing taken, nothing disturbed,” Franches scratched his head, “But unauthorized entry. Why?”

“Who knows?” Stoneryder shrugged. He turned to one of the junior female members of the team, “So…tell me about yourself. Do you like…uh…books?”



“Wow,” Simplot said.

“Wow,” Abela agreed.

The Executive Dining Suite was situated on the upper level of the M’Lady’s store, situated in such a way that one wall gave a lovely view of the floating city outside while the other wall permitted diners to look down on the throngs of customers below.

Not that there were many diners. The suite itself had six tables, only two of which were occupied. The tables themselves were real wood with soft, linen-like tablecloths and expensive-looking china. The room itself was patterned in an odd combination of wood and marble, reflecting the Matrian preference for stone surfaces where possible. The intricate chandelier shimmered, small prisms casting miniature rainbows around the room. The two store employees guided the two women to an empty table then left. Immediately, they were approached by an impeccably-dressed waitress.

“Madams,” she said warmly, “Welcome. We have a lovely skiddle-crab paté to start, and Mr. Mann simply insists that you try today’s green wine,”

“Um…of course,” Simplot agreed. With a bow, the waitress left.

Abela and Simplot sat awkwardly for a moment.

“Hey, where’d Josh go?” Simplot started.

“Forget him,” Abela waved a hand, “I’m sure he can take care of himself,”

“You’re right,” Simplot sighed, “The bigger problem is, how am I going to shop if I’m up here eating paté?”

“Not to worry, we have a personal shopper coming by to bring up a few little something-somethings I just KNOW you’ll love!”

Simplot turned to see Mr Mann approaching their table. Another Matrian, either an assistant or just a random flunky, pulled out a chair so he could join them.

“And you as well of course, Colonel,” he said to Abela.

“How generous of you,” Abela said carefully.

“Think nothing of it,” Mann waved the comment away, “I’m sure our business relationship will be a pleasant one. And I so enjoyed the chance to mock those stuck-up alien dignitaries during the…what was it…Waystation-2 incident?” He looked over at Simplot. “No offence.”

“None taken,” she shrugged, “Those assholes didn’t give us the Waystation title anyway,”

“But we still expect a major increase in traffic from the new station,” Abela added quickly.

“Of course,” Mann shrugged, “We’re considering putting a M’Lady’s on the new Waystation, but of course that will depend on a number of factors,”

He looked at his watch.

“Anyway ladies, I’m sure you understand that I have a great deal to do today, I apologize that your personal invitations never arrived, but please enjoy M’Lady’s hospitality for the rest of the day,”

With that, he withdrew.

Abela was frowning.

“Very…generous…of him,” she said.

“Relax, Abela,” Simplot said, “Business people do this sort of thing all the time,”

“And scientists visit all the time,” Abela replied, “That doesn’t mean they can’t have nefarious motives,”

“Oh, are you still on about that whole dancing thing?” Simplot leaned back as the waiter set a plate of…something…in front of her.

“I almost lost the city,” Abela said, “I’m not going to let anybody, Starfleet OR Matrian, pull a fast one on me again!’

At that moment, their personal shoppers arrived with armfuls of goods for them to examine. Simplot’s jaw dropped.

“I’ll worry about it later,” Abela quickly agreed.



“But will it interface with my home entertainment unit?”

“Sir, I promise you, this playback unit will interface with an eel’s backside!”

Shurgroe rolled his eyes. If one thing didn’t change across the galaxy, it was salesmen. He’d been perusing the entertainment section of the vast M’Lady’s store for nearly two hours now, and so far he hadn’t found anything here that he couldn’t replicate up on the city. The only difference was that the music players, holo-emitters, padds and various other gadgets for sale here were the fancy ‘commercial’ versions, decked out with pretty cases, superfluous features and inch-thick instruction manuals.

Still, he wouldn’t mind having a padd with a built-in holo-camera and video library. What geek would turn that down?

Since the salesman (saleswoman, actually) was still busy with her other customer, Shurgroe started browsing through the video library on the demonstration unit. Odds are, Matrian television was going to be an acquired taste…it always was with alien entertainment. There would be pop-culture references he wouldn’t understand, slang that would go over his head, and characters that he’d have a hard time relating to. Still, that was part of the Starfleet adventure!

He pulled up something called ‘Life with Lari’, finding it to be an amusing, Matrian equivalent to ‘I Love Lucy’, only featuring a pragmatic woman named Ricci and her excitable house-husband Lari. He watched for a few minutes, even chuckling a few times as the universal translator dutifully translated the dialogue. He tried figuring out how to get additional episodes on to the device, but for some reason it just didn’t want to cooperate.

“Can I help you, sir?” the saleswoman had evidently finished with her other customer.

“Er, yes, one of these, please,” he said, setting down the demo-padd and presenting her with the boxed version, “And I was hoping you could tell me how to purchase things from your entertainment library?”

“Sure thing,” the saleswoman replied, “Is your wife around? I can walk you both through it, then she can help you out at home,”

“I’m not married,” he said.

“Really?” the saleswoman shrugged, “You’re cute. Wanna grab dinner later?”

“Uh, no, I have to get back to Haven as soon as my bosses-”

“Oh, you’re with the Simplot/Abela group!” the woman suddenly became far more professional, “Yes, Mr Mann has instructed us to extend to you every courtesy. My name is Cassy. If you’ll come right this way, I’ll demonstrate M’Lady’s Online Media Emporium!”

“Uh…thanks.”

Shurgroe wasn’t sure what was bugging him more, the fact that a simple entertainment product had defeated his engineer’s talent, or the fact that he’d had to be associated with a woman’s name just to get somebody to take him seriously.

Stupid, mixed-up planet, he mused.

In relatively short time, Cassy showed him how to get access to the media library and assured him that since Haven was connected to the global network he’d have no difficulties at home.

“‘Life with Lari’ is a classic,” she told him as she finished up, “A bit old-fashioned, but nowhere near as bad as the stuff that was promoted as ‘proper Matrian values’ during the Hibernation,”

“When was the show made?” Shurgroe frowned.

“Oh, sometime back before the Gender Wars. We figured it had been lost in the data purges, but M’Lady’s managed to dig it up, along with all sorts of old Matrian media! It’s really very thrilling…and you won’t be able to find this sort of thing from any other store, I promise you that!”

Thanking Cassy (and turning down her repeated invitation for a date), Shurgroe took his new purchase and started looking around for Abela and Simplot.

Something was bugging him. Abela had spotted it right away, but she’d lived in Old Matrian culture. He was an alien. Still, he knew perfectly well just how much data had been lost or ‘corrupted’ by the anti-male, pro-galactic-domination regime. And a show like the one he’d just been watching, showing a woman in an…assertive? But still respectful relationship with a man, would NOT have survived those purges. And it wasn’t in Haven’s computers, either. Oh, there may have been mention of it, but entertainment programs just hadn’t been a part of the vital data collection stored in the hidden city.

So, like the wind-chimes and the antiquated crystal reader, where was M’Lady’s finding all this stuff?

Maybe looking for Simplot and Abela wasn’t quite the thing to do yet. Maybe it was time for Shurgroe to be a good Starfleet officer and do a little…snooping.

Taking a nervous swallow, he started heading back to a door he’d passed earlier…the one labelled ‘Employees Only’.



“-swear to the Goddess, if you EVER touch me like that again, I’ll claw your eyes out!”

“OK, OK!” Stoneryder backpedalled, holding his hands up in a show of surrender, “Sorry! Maybe if you didn’t dress so provocatively-”

“Wyer to D-DoPES,”

“Oops, sorry babe, work time,” Stoneryder flashed a winning smile at the shipbuilder he’d managed to so thoroughly offend then tapped his comm-badge, “Stoneryder here. And who the hell are you calling ‘dopes’? The security team resents that!”

A brief pause.

“Department of Police and External Sec…just shut up and listen to me!” Wyer’s calm voice snapped halfway through the explanation, “Are you done investigating the cargo bay?”

“Oh that? We finished an hour ago. Nothing was taken,”

“Who did it?”

“No clue. Stoneryder out,”

He turned back, only to find that his original target was gone. Hmm. There was a replicator centre just down the corridor, no doubt another nubile young Matrian would be supervision that part of the shipbuilding operation. And there would probably be a conveniently private storage closet nearby…

“Wyer to D-DoPES,”

“Let’s go, daddy-o,” Stoneryder replied.

“Are you still INVESTIGATING who broke into the bay?” Wyer demanded.

“Uh, no,” Stoneryder said, just a hind of ‘D’UH’ in his voice, “The DNA trace matched whoever was poking around in Launchpad, but we matched it to one of the Matrian clone lines. There’s about two hundred suspects down on the planet. And none on Haven,”

“And you don’t think that MAYBE you should have told the Command Center about that!?”

“It was going in my report,” Stoneryder said defensively.

“Your reports are always two weeks late!”

“Take a chill-pill, man,” Stoneryder replied, “They didn’t take nothing,”

Another pause.

“Find them, or Colonel Abela will have to come back early from the planet to supervise the investigation,”

“Not cool, bro!”

“That’s not coming from me, that’s coming from Major Jakerd. Y’know…the ranking Matrian still on the station?”

“You tell that whiny little…” Stoneryder bit his lip, “OK, fine. I’m investigating. Consider me investigating! Now leave me alone!”

The comm went dead.

“Now where the heck did Franches go?” he wondered.



Shurgroe walked casually down the corridor that led through the employee-only section of the store. He’d snagged one of the tasteful blazers that all the employees seemed to be wearing (apparently, Wal-Mart style vests were not acceptable at M’Lady’s) and did his best to look like he belonged there. Of course, he’d had to snag a hat to hide the patterns shaved into his head, and he’d quickly rubbed the body-paint sigils off the backs of his hands.

Where the heck were Starfleet Intelligence officers when you needed them, he mentally cursed. He was an engineer…a thoroughly medicated engineer! This sort of subterfuge wasn’t even his thing!

And he hadn’t found anything so far anyway. Storage rooms full of merchandise were kept in the lower levels of the building, underneath the store itself and below the building water-line. There was a cargo transporter, a large underwater cargo docking port, even direct access to the underwater subway. But nothing suspicious. At the very least, he’d expected to find banks of replicators churning out ‘genuine, non-replicated’ merchandise, but if M’Lady’s were going to the bother of delivering all this stuff to the store, it must be because it actually wasn’t replicated.

“Score one for truth in advertising,” Shurgroe admitted.

He turned around another corner, only to find himself facing four Matrian women and a large pair of double-doors.

“You,” one of the Matrians pointed at him, “Here, we have to bring some stuff up from the cavern. We need somebody to handle the paperwork while we do the heavy lifting,”

“Uh…yes ma’am,” Shurgroe gulped, trying to look nervous and slightly meek. (He succeeded beyond his wildest dreams.)

“Come on,” the woman said impatiently as the doors opened, revealing a large, glass-walled elevator.

The doors closed and to Shurgroe’s surprise the elevator dropped down at high speed, emerging into a transparent shaft that extended from the bottom of the floating building down to the lake-bed below. The engineer part of his brain noted that even with whatever system kept the city floating in one place, the shaft must have a great deal of flex to it in order to compensate for drift and tidal forces.

Within seconds the elevator plunged underground, passing first mud and sediment then solid bedrock. After another moment it emerged into a vast cavern.

Shurgroe had read about the underground caverns that had been excavated under almost every Matrian city during the Gender Wars, but this was the first time he’d visited one. The Matrians had originally used them as secure bunkers for the city populations during the more violent stages of the war, then the females had used them to hold their suspended animation equipment during the Hibernation. But other than occasional use by the Matrian Rebellion during the Qu’Eh occupation, the caverns had been empty.

This one looked pretty empty too, until the elevator shaft snaked through a solid rock wall and into a smaller side cavern. Here, Shurgroe could see a small but neat factory laid out beneath him. There was no way every product shown in the M’Lady’s store was built here, but it looks like some of it was.

In fact, Shurgroe realized, if every store had a similar facility, dedicated to one or two departments, it would be easy for them to share enough inventory to supply themselves.

Shurgroe was so busy being pleased with himself, he didn’t bother to ask himself WHY M’Lady’s would want to do all their manufacturing underground.



In the Haven Command Center, Major Dekaire was giving Wyer a shoulder rub.

“You really don’t have to do that,” he said again.

“Wyer, your whole staff is terrified that one more comm call from Stoneryder is all it’ll take to send you over the deep end,” Dekaire said dryly, “Besides, this seems to be the only way we get to spend any time together these days,”

“I…um…oh…”

“Now you get back to work, so I can keep working,” she smiled as she worked a particularly stubborn knot. Wyer’s eyes rolled in that weird combination of pain and pleasure that’s always part of a good massage, then went back to the cargo records.

“OK,” he said to himself, “The only stuff we keep in that cargo bay is related to the Silverado reconstruction work. In fact, that bay is holding the ship’s replicator control systems until they can be fed to the matter reclamation unit and newer control systems replicated,”

“Doesn’t sound like the kind of thing spies or terrorists would be interested in,” Dekaire commented.

“Oh, terrorists love replicators,” Wyer said, “Much easier to get rare supplies, unless there’s a reporting system that alerts the authorities that you’re asking for items that could form an explosive,”

Dekaire’s hands paused in their massage.

“Uh…past-life,” he said quietly, “Not me,”

“Right,”

He resumed tapping away at the panel.

“And before that, it held…um…birds,”

“Birds?”

“Songbirds,” Wyer explained, “Waterfowl. Even a few scavengers and predators. I guess they were supposed to be part of the dome ecosystem when the city launched. Wow, I bet that bay sure stank from two hundred-year-old dead birds,”

“It didn’t,” Dekaire said, her hands pausing again in their massage, “In fact, I remember having a number of crates moved out of that bay, but they were sealed!”

“Well, wherever you put them, we’ll have to clean the bodies out sooner or later,”

“No, Wyer, you don’t get it,” Dekaire said, “You wouldn’t put live animals in sealed containers! They’d suffocate!”

“They whatever was in there was in stasis? Great. That means that sooner or later, Abela’s going to start bugging me to let the birds out and try to balance fauna on top of playing with the dome weather and getting the flora sorted out,” Wyer rubbed his eyes, “I do so look forward to that day,”

He took a deep breath.

“And why the heck would people be breaking into docking bays looking for two hundred year old preserved birds??”

“Holiday meal?” Dekaire shrugged.

“No,” Wyer said slowly. He was missing something…something was nagging at his brain. But what was it??



“Well, this is it,” Franches shrugged. Dekaire had commed him and filled him in on the potential poultry problem, saving Wyer the hassle of dealing with Stoneryder. The two of them had taken a tram to a cargo bay in the Outer Rim, near Docking Bay 10. The bay was much larger than the one near the shipyard, and held a variety of cargo containers that various people had wanted to get out of the way but didn’t know what to do with. Racks filled with containers filled the massive space, along with several anti-gravity lifters that allowed access to the higher racks.

Stoneryder was tapping at the door panel.

“Yup, somebody was here less than three hours ago,” he said, “This time using an access code for Shipyard One. But the inventory sensors say nothing’s missing,”

“We better check,” Franches said. He quickly deployed his team, armed with padds and manifests, down the various rows.

“Wow, there sure are a lot of stasis tubes down here,” Stoneryder remarked, peering through an access panel in the side of one crate, “Is that a squirrel?”

“Why would burglars be after frozen squirrels?” Franches asked.

“Well, if the squirrel is still here, they probably wouldn’t be,”

It took less than fifteen minutes to determine that nothing had been taken from the bay.

“Well, I guess that’s that,” Stoneryder shrugged, “Shall we get dinner?”

Franches shook his head.

“Give me your Starfleet tricorder. I want to follow this DNA trail,”

“But what if it leads to a turbolift? Or a tram?” Stoneryder asked.

“Then we’ll check the computer records! The city is empty, how many turbolifts do you think came out here!?” Franches declared loudly.

“OK, OK, chill, man,”



Shurgroe clutched the padd he’d been given and dutifully noted the inventory items as they were called out.

“One case Bommo-style book-ends,” declared one of the loaders.

“Check,” Shurgroe replied.

“Six boxes of Citrus-Fresh Scented Candles,”

“Uhh…yup. Got ’em,” Shurgroe said.

The loaders kept going on, but Shurgroe noticed somebody out of the corner of his eye. A quick glance told him it was Mr Mann, just stepping out of the elevator.

Turning away to avoid being recognized and trying to keep up with the loaders, Shurgroe strained to hear what he was saying.

“-opened up the last of our storage rooms here, sir,” somebody was telling Mann, “It’s just as the manifest said! Two dozen employees, another data centre and two hundred cases of stored goods,”

“Just like our other sites,” Mann sighed. He seemed…disappointed, somehow. “But no sign of…”

“No, sir. I’m sorry,” the other voice said.

“We still have four more store openings in the next half-year,” Mann said, seemingly half to himself, “And our off-world team should be finished by the end of the day,”

“Hey, pretty-boy! Did you get the twelve pairs of winter boots?”

Shurgoe snapped back to the women loading the palette.

“Y-yeah…sorry,” he said.

The woman looked at him closely.

“Wait a minute…you’re not Joasha,” she said, pointing at the name tag on Shurgroe’s blazer.

“Uh-oh,” Shurgroe muttered.



“Well, if we’d known to scan here in the first place, we could have saved ourselves a LOT of time running around,” Stoneryder observed as he followed Franches along a tram platform in the Transit Hub.

“Then maybe we should add ‘scan Transit Hub’ to our standard operating procedures,” Franches pointed out.

“Good idea. Have one of your guys do that,” Stoneryder nodded, pleased. He’d not only come up with a good idea, he’d managed to deflect any possible work in implementing it onto somebody else.

The DNA trail they’d been following had led directly from the cargo bay to a turbolift, from there they’d traced the turbolift down several levels to a nearby tram station. Finally, in comparing the age of the trail with the tram records, they’d managed to trace the path of the burglar to the Transit Hub.

Unfortunately, the trail was getting older faster than they could catch up. Whoever the bad-guy was, he was still over an hour ahead of them.

“Stoneryder to Wyer,” Stoneryder tapped his badge.

The channel opened, then there was the sound of somebody taking a deep breath.

“Wyer here. Do go ahead,”

“Can’t you…like…scan for Matrian lifesigns so we can track this guy down a bit quicker?” Stoneryder asked.

“I have in fact been scanning the city,” Wyer replied, “However, with the new merchants moving in and the activity in the two shipyards, there are more life-signs to filter through.” Wyer’s voice trailed off.

“Unauthorized access in the high-security zone!” he snapped, “Somebody tried forging an access code, but it set off the alarm! Get down there! Fast! I’ll see if I can pull up the security footage!”

“Jungle Squad, converge on high security zone!” Franches snapped into his comm-badge.

“Uh…where, dude?” Stoneryder asked.

“BENEATH THE CENTRAL ISLAND!” Wyer shouted.

“WTF, man!?” Stoneryder yelled back, “Do you know how big a space that is? It’s basically a whole other space station down there! Where are these totally un-cool bros?”

“They entered via the lower levels of the DoPES tower,” Wyer reported, “They’re using some kind of life-sign jammer! I’m going through the security feeds, trying to track them down!”

“On it!” Stoneryder and Franches bolted for the corridor that would take them around the Hub to the DoPES lobby.

“We need a bigger security force for this place,” Stoneryder pointed out.



Shurgroe was beyond nervous. Once they’d realized he wasn’t an actual employee he’d been hauled off to a small, stone room just off the factory. The two burly women had locked the door and left, leaving him to stew.

What were they going to do to him? He’d stumbled onto their evil plan! Would they wipe his memory? Would they torture him until he was convinced he hadn’t seen a thing?

Or would they just kill him

“Ohhh…this is why I hate shopping!” Shurgroe groaned.



Several hundred meters above, Abela and Simplot had moved from the Executive Dining Suite into a private showing room where a pair of robotic models with their exact body shapes and measurements were showing off the garments they’d selected.

“That one DEFINATELY makes my butt look fat,” Simplot pouted. “I was so sure it’d look cute on me,”

“You are SUCH a man,” Abela shook her head. She was observing the other robot model, “Do you think I look more muscular with the rings on the sleeves, or without?”

“Ugh, no woman wants to look muscular,” Simplot shook her head.

“No woman wants to look like a half-starved, skinny twig!” Abela shot back.

“I have this nagging sense we’re forgetting something,” Simplot frowned.

“Shurgroe. Forget him, he can take care of himself,”

“Yeah…yeah, I guess,”



“They’ve accessed a storage closet!” Wyer snapped, “Five levels below you, Sector 2!”

“A storage closet??” Stoneryder groaned over the comm, “You KNOW there’s no possible way we can get there before they take all the window cleaner!”

“Shut up!” Wyer replied. He frowned at the screen.

“I have them on the security feed,” he said, “They’re…whoa…”

He gaped at the screen, trying to understand what he was seeing. Two masked figures had gone into an ordinary door labelled on the internal schematics as a storage closet. Within seconds, they’d emerged with a tall, cylindrical object affixed to a pair of small anti-grav units. It almost looked like a…like a…

“That’s it,” he said softly. Suddenly, everything fit together. The raid on Launchpad’s cargo manifests, the break-ins aboard Haven that followed the path of seemingly irrelevant animals, then the sudden trip to the high-security area in the core of the city.

“What?” Major Dekaire demanded.

“They’re not after the animals in stasis,” he told her, “I should have realized sooner!”

“Realized WHAT?”

“That animals aren’t the only things you can shove in a stasis tube,” he replied, “Did you read the reports on the city’s discovery?”

“Yeah,”

“Remember what that first Starfleet crew found in a bio-lab in the Department of Research & Knowledge tower?”

“They found…” Dekaire’s eyes widened, “They found Abela’s husband and a bunch of other Matrians in stasis tubes!”

“But those tubes weren’t part of that lab,” Wyer finished, “And what they didn’t find was where they’d come from,”

“Stoneryder,” he said over the comm, “Head’s up, this isn’t a burglary anymore,”

“It’s a kidnapping!”



“Kidnapping?” Stoneryder turned to Franches, who was far more concerned with rushing to the scene of the crime, “Who they heck would they kidnap down here?”

They skidded to a stop in front of the storage room door, then hit the ‘open’ button.

“Holy crap!” Stoneryder breathed.

Apparently, to some sneaky Old Matrian a few hundred years back, ‘Storage Room’ was synonymous with ‘Cargo Bay’. Either that, or the Old Matrians had needed a lot of space for their cleaning supplies.

The room was big, three levels high and large enough to hold over a hundred stasis tubes, each one containing the frozen body of a Matrian adult. One slot halfway down the centre row was empty, a circular patch of floor free of dust showing where a tube had been removed.

Stoneryder was still gaping when Franches grabbed him by the arm.

“Maybe we should try to catch them?” he snapped.

They ran.



Wyer was still flipping through security feeds.

“They’re almost at one of the secure transporter rooms,” he snapped, “Can you guys…uh…MOVE IT!”

“Why don’t you raise the shields or something?” Stoneryder suggested.

“Right,”

“Ass,” Stoneryder muttered over the open channel.

“Shields up!” Wyer ordered.

At the tactical pulpit, one of Stoneryder’s ensigns tapped at his panel.

“Sir, the shield generators have been drained! It’ll take a couple of minutes to recharge!”

“How the heck did that happen?” Dekaire demanded.

“Um…um…there’s an entry in the automated maintenance log. Somebody from Shipyard Four initiated a generator shutdown for maintenance!”

“Shipyard Four is shut down!” Dekaire snapped, “There’s nobody assigned there, nobody should have Shipyard Four access codes!”

“I think we can safely say our security system has been compromised,” Wyer sighed.

“We’re almost at the transporter room!” Franches reported over the comm.

“Use the city’s interference field!” Dekaire snapped.

“If we use that while they’re using a transporter, the kidnappers AND the victim…well…I was with the clean-up crew after the dancing scientists tried that,” Wyer went a little pale at the memory, “I don’t wish that fate on my worst enemy,”



Stoneryder and Franches raced around a corner and up to a pair of doors labelled ‘Transporter Room 4’ in Matrian, the rest of the Jungle Squad right behind them. The high-security transporters had never been brought online, but there was nothing actually wrong with them. Best guess was that Abela didn’t want people coming and going through the secure levels.

In any event, from the growing hum they could hear through the doors, somebody was powering this one up. The doors, unfortunately, were locked.

“Make way!” Stoneryder shouted, aiming his phaser at the doors and pumping up the juice. He fired, the brilliant beam vaporizing the door and continuing into the room. There was a shower of sparks, then the lights started flickering.

They ran in, just in time to see the fading shimmer of a successful transport fading from the transporter stage. The wall of equipment across from the door sparked again, a big black hole showing where Stoneryder’s blast had hit.

There was a second explosion, this one from the transporter console.

Franches looked around at the devastated transporter room, finishing with the transporter pads from which the kidnappers had made a clean getaway. With the console destroyed, there was no way to trace the beam.

“Colonel Abela,” he said to Stoneryder, “Is going to KILL you,”

Stoneryder gulped.



Shurgroe was twiddling his thumbs when the door opened, revealing Mr. Mann.

“I r-r-resent being held against my will!” he said, trying to sound defiant.

“You mean, you don’t like being legally detained after entering a dangerous workplace without authorization or proper protective equipment?” Mann said mildly.

“Oh…well…when you put it that way…”

“Mr. Shurgroe,” Mann stepped in, the two flunkies flanking him following, “Perhaps you can explain to me just what you’re doing down here?”

“Y-y-you’re up to something sinister!” Shurgroe accused, “You’re plotting something evil and it’s my job as a S-S-Starfleet officer to figure out what it is?”

Mann crossed his arms.

“You think a factory that makes scented candles and body lotion is sinister?” he asked.

“It could be sinister body lotion,” Shurgroe muttered quietly.

Mann spent a few moment laughing, then wiped tears from his eyes.

“Then I suppose this is the part where I kill you?” he said, suddenly serious.

Shurgroe gulped.

“I’m kidding,” Mann said, a small smile on his face.

There was a beep, then one of Mann’s aides pulled out a comm device, listened, then replaced it. He whispered something in Mann’s ear.

“Excellent,” Mann whispered, unable to contain a grin, “Have them meet me at once!”

He turned on a heel and started to leave the room.

“What about me?” Shurgroe asked, his voice pitched about half an octave higher than normal.

“Hmm?” Mann looked back at Shurgroe, almost as though he’d totally forgotten the engineer was there, “Oh, right. I know exactly what to do with you,”

He gave a sinister smile.

Shurgroe gulped again.



“Is this one yours?”

Simplot turned to see a burly Matrian women haul Shurgroe into the room by one arm.

“Well, he’s not MINE, per se,” Simplot said, “But he does work for me,”

“All right,” the woman removed a pair of cuffs from Shurgroe’s wrists, then placed a padd on the tab le in front of Simplot.

“I’ll need all three of you to sign this non-disclosure agreement,” she said, “Then Mr. Mann requests that you kindly leave the building. You are welcome back in the future, of course, but today is no longer a good day,”

“Wha?” Abela wondered.

Simplot was reading the padd.

“We have to agree not to disclose to anybody M’Lady Inc’s manufacturing and R&D processes?” she asked, “Why the heck would we know anything about any of those?”

Shurgroe bit his lip.

“I went…snooping…” he said.

“Oh, for pete’s sake!’ Simplot groaned. She signed her name, then passed the padd to Abela who, after a quick read, added her own signature.

“Let’s go,” she said, gathering all the items she’d planned to buy, “I guess if Mann wants us out of here that quickly, we don’t have time to stop by the cashier’s counter to actually pay for any of it,”

The aide scowled, but said nothing as Simplot led Abela and Shurgroe towards the exit.



“…and they were building a bunch of stuff right under the store,” Shurgoe went on, “And he was talking about data centres, and finding employees, and product distribution,”

They’d returned to Haven and were in the Principle Observatory and Conference Room. Their purchases were piled on the table, forcing the gathered senior officers to crane their necks in order to see each other.

“I think it’s fairly obvious,” Abela shrugged, “At some point, probably early in the war, M’Lady’s established a bunch of ‘time capsules’ in different cities around the planet. They probably packed them with everything they’d need to rebuild their company in case the worse happened,”

“Which it did,” Simplot mused.

“Clever of them,” Abela continued, “But not exactly sinister,”

“But what about the break-ins here!” Wyer put in, “You can’t tell me that was just a coincidence,”

“It couldn’t have been,” Shurgroe said, “Somebody called Mr Mann right before they let me go. I couldn’t hear what it was about, but it was definitely good news, for him,”

“I have a hunch on that,” Simplot said from the head of the table.

“And?” Abela prompted.

“And if I’m right, we’ll know about it soon enough,” she said, “In the meantime, we need to do some work on locking down our security,”

She looked pointedly at Stoneryder.

“It’s a Matrian system, I’m not sure how they hacked us, and please don’t have me beaten again,” he said quickly.

“I would prefer it if he were beaten,” Wyer said immediately.

“Me too,” Abela added.

“No beatings!” Simplot said firmly, “But your gym access is cut off until the security system is fixed!”

Stoneryde’s eyes widened in panic.

“Can we reconsider the beatings?” he asked.

“WHO WAS KIDNAPPED??” Annerson demanded. She’d been quiet up to that point, but evidently the suspense was getting to her.

“Isn’t it obvious?” Simplot asked, “The only real mystery is what the heck that pod was doing up here to begin with,”



“Yes…yes that’s correct. She has been retrieved. No ma’am, we don’t know how they got access to the city, or how they knew that the pod had been moved here. Yes ma’am, the Starfleet and Matrian Defence Force crew here on the city made an effort to stop them. Understood.”

Colonel Craigan of Matrian Intelligence turned away from the communications terminal and back to his junior partner.

“We’re not supposed to do anything,” he said, “They broke into the city right under our noses, and apparently there’s nothing we can do about it now. Especially now that the MDF and Starfleet know about the stasis pods.”

“But…I thought the pod they took was here precisely because Intelligence didn’t want Mann and his cronies getting a hold of it!” his subordinate objected.

“Correct,” Craigan nodded, “But if we start any kind of obvious action against him, all Mann has to do is ask what that pod was doing up here instead of in one of his company vaults.”

“Oh.”

“Exactly,” Craigan said glumly, “So for now, we can’t touch him.”

“For now…”



Down in the cavern under Wetria, Mann was tingling with excitement as a pair of employees brought in the stasis tube stolen from Haven.

“Nearly three years,” he said quietly, “Three years, we’ve been searching…the public stasis caverns, the private company time-vaults…if Starfleet hadn’t found Haven, Goddess knows how many more years we would have spend waiting.

Another employee quickly squirted M’Lady-brand surface cleaner against the tube window, then wiped away the layer of dust.

Mann peered into the tube. Lying back was an older Matrian woman, her silvery hair piled atop her head, her mouth a grim line, even in sleep.

“M’Lady,” Mann breathed.
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Under the Weather

Lieutenant Rex Boxer took a nervous sip from his cup of steaming ‘au jus’ and tried to come up with something romantic to say.

“Try complimenting her on her hair,” a voice whispered from behind him.

“Your fur is…it looks so soft,” he said, “Who’s your groomer?”

“I take care of it myself,” Crewman Cherri replied, “And isn’t Ensign Broth sweet to notice?”

“I would have noticed,” Boxer objected.

“Of course,” Cherri smiled.

“No, no, no!” somebody whispered behind Cherri, “You don’t forgive him that easily! How are you going to get him to buy you anything now?”

Boxer restrained the urge to bare his teeth.

The two were having what was supposed to be a romantic dinner together. Unfortunately, the only places on the Roadrunner one could go were the mess hall and the lounge, both of which were uncomfortably small and neither of which offered the least bit of privacy.

“I’ve been working with her for months, bro,” one of the engineers muttered from behind Boxer, “Give her a dead bird and I guarantee she’ll put out,”

“What do you know about women anyway, Bott!!” Cherri commented dryly.

“I know…lots about all kinds of women!” Bott objected.

“Uh-huh. That’s why you’ve got an ‘Eligible Receiver’ t-shirt in your closet,”

The rest of the mess hall broke into guffaws as Bott turned a very deep shade of red. Boxer and Cherri’s eyes met. Boxer reached out and took her hands into his.

“You have beautiful eyes,” he said softly.

“Thank you,” Cherri smiled. They leaned towards each other, both eager to sneak in a quick kiss before the temporary distraction of Ensign Bott faded from the attention of the gathered crew.

They were still two inches apart when another pair of furred hand-paws were planted firmly on the table.

“I hope you remembered to use the mouthwash I recommended after you were done licking yourself,” Lieutenant Minn Laarthi said dryly.

“Laarthi…hi,” Boxer moved his lips as little as possible, his eyes shifting towards his undercover Starfleet Intelligence partner, “Can we talk later?”

” No, we can talk now,” Laarthi said firmly, “Since I’ve been trying to talk to you all day and you’ve been avoiding me,”

“So nice to see you again, Lieutenant,” Cherri said, trying to give Laarthi a friendly look.

“A pleasure,” Laarthi replied, “Now, Boxer, as I would have told you earlier, had you actually listened, these are specially formulated for furred species. I know the replicator has a Sheppian version, but Sheppian females are far less sensitive than most furred species,”

With that, she placed a box of condoms on the table.

“Also, if you’re planning on taking her back to your place, could you please finish mating before 2200h? I live right down the hall from you, and I’d rather not be kept up half the night with your howling,”

Boxer’s eyes were roughly the size of dinner-plates as he tried to hide the condom box from the rest of the crew.

“Laarthi!” he groaned, “Beat it! This is MY date, I don’t need you sticking your nose in it!”

“Of course you do,” Laarthi replied, “You’re clearly useless around women, and the sooner I find a leg for you to hump, the sooner I can stop watching my back!”

“I’m not interested in you!” Boxer shot back.

“Of course not,” Laarthi agreed, “I’m just worried about what might happen if you get…really lonely,”

“I’m not lonely,” Boxer assured Cherri, who at this point was looking less than impressed.

“Maybe you two could go back to her cabin instead of yours?” Laarthi suggested thoughtfully, not really paying much attention to what Boxer was saying.

“I have roommates,” Cherri pointed out helpfully, “Just like all the other crewmen,”

“Oh…right. Sorry.”

“But that’s OK,” Cherri said, getting to her feet, “Because Rex and I are going to be at his place. All night,” her eyes narrowed, “And again in the morning!”

She started walking towards the door, only to realize that Boxer was staring at her in shock.

“Well?” she demanded, “Are you coming or not?”

“What? Oh!” Boxer leapt to his feet and chased after her.

As the rest of the mess hall erupted in cheers and lewd comments, Laarthi crossed her arms in satisfaction.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting HER to be the desperate one…but whatever works!”

That would keep the dog out of her hair for a while.




Captain’s Log, Stardate 59502.5



“The past several weeks have been uneventful. The Roadrunner remains on course for Federation space. Er, Federation of Planets space. We haven’t seen another sign of this Federation of Fungus that everybody in this part of space is so worried about. Unfortunately, all the data the Plobs were able to give us suggest that their territory is vast indeed.”

“On that point, we have continued to make a series of small jumps using the quantum slipstream drive and Lieutenant Mytim’s plan to avoid high-variance areas. At this point, we’ve shaved almost a year off our travel time. Unfortunately, Lt Laarthi has also been proven correct: we now find ourselves in a region of space of which we have no knowledge whatsoever. We’re keeping a close eye on the sensors, and will exercise all due diligence,”



“Yawn,” Lieutenant Cindy Mytim carefully stretched her shoulders, “I’m a scientist, and even I found that log entry a little dry,”

“You are my First Officer,” Acting Captain Tyler Virgii said firmly, “Not my literary critic,”

“Suit yourself,” Mytim said calmly, “But keep in mind that your logs are the best impression Starfleet Command gets of you. And do you really want that impression to be ‘Cure for Insomnia’?”

Virgii thought about that for a moment.

“I’ll fix it later,” he promised.

Mytim permitted herself a small, private smile. Manipulating Virgii didn’t take one ounce of magic these days. In the time since she’d practically forced him into naming her First Officer, she’d quickly learned that there was one very easy way to get him to do what she wanted: appeal to his desire for advancement.

“Good morning, everybody!” Lieutenant Boxer said as he stepped onto the cramped bridge, ready to start his shift, “Isn’t it a great day? It’s a great day!” He gave Virgii a big grin, then dropped into the tactical station.

A few moments later, Lieutenant Laarthi stumbled through the door. Her fur was drooping, her expression was groggy and she was trying to rub sleep out of her eyes.

“Isn’t it a great day, Laarthi?” Boxer said happily, “You were so right, by the way! Those special condoms were perfect!”

Virgii had opened his mouth to say something, but at this he simply stared for a moment, then returned to his command chair without saying anything.

“I hate you,” Laarthi said to Boxer, “Here I am, trying to do you a favour, and what happens? Your yowling keeps me up half the night!”

“That wasn’t my yowling,” Boxer said, straight-faced, “That was Cherri,”

“Really?” Mytim arched an eyebrow, “I thought the EPS manifold was out of alignment. Interesting.”

Virgii had his face in his hands. With a sigh, he stood.

“As captain,” he said, “I hereby forbid you all from discussing your sex lives on my bridge,”

There was a moment of silence.

“Are you going to see her again?” Mytim asked.

“Of course,” Boxer replied cheerfully, “Why wouldn’t I?”

Virgii cleared his throat.

“We weren’t discussing sex,” Mytim said without missing a beat, “And you wouldn’t see her again because a lot of men lose interest after they manage to have sex with a woman.” She frowned, “Or they become obsessed, overprotective and territorial,”

“I think I’m the second one,” Boxer said, looking confused.

Virgii cleared his throat again.

“That wasn’t anybody’s specific sex life,” Mytim told him, “That was an observation of humanoid male social behaviour,”

“I’m getting a cup of tea,” Virgii grumbled, rising from his chair.

Mytim’s console beeped.

“Before you do, perhaps you’d like to hear about the planet coming up on long-range scanners?”

“Are you going to put up a fight if I try to go through the Virgii’s Laws Planetary Safety and Precautionary Checklist?” Virgii asked.

“Absolutely,” Mytim nodded.

“We all will,” Laarthi added.

“Well then we’ve got several hours of doing nothing before we reach it. Scan it, write up a report and bother me about it later,” he grumbled as he left the bridge.

Boxer, Mytim and Laarthi exchanged a look. Other than Ensign Kerpol at the helm, they had the bridge to themselves.

“Peace at last,” Mytim gave a sigh of relief, then mentally noted the exact path the conversation had taken, in case she ever needed a way to get Virgii off the bridge again.

“The next time you have a girl over, either muzzle yourselves or put up acoustic dampening, or SOMETHING!” Laarthi complained tiredly to Boxer.

“The next time I’m on a date, don’t barge into the middle of it with contraceptives!” Boxer shot back.

“I was TRYING to HELP you!”

Hmm, Mytim mused. Now she just needed a similar strategy for dealing with these two.



An hour later, Virgii was seated in the otherwise empty conference room. Since the Roadrunner’s readyroom was basically a closet, and since working in his quarters meant spending a depressing amount of his day there, he’d hijacked the conference room as a makeshift workspace. He’d barely finished going through a bunch of status reports when the door chimed and Mytim walked in.

“I see the nano-tech fabrication unit will have the crystal we need for the navigational deflector ready in two days,” he said.

“Yes,” Mytim agreed, “Once it’s installed, we should be able to establish periodic communications with Starfleet Command.”

“Hopefully that communication won’t include a reprimand over yanking a ship of dignitaries into the galactic core, then dumping them in the middle of a battlefield,” he mused.

“Little point in worrying about the what-ifs and the maybes,” Mytim said, “Now, would you care to hear about the planet we’ll soon be passing by?”

“Very well,” Virgii waved one hand imperiously.

Mytim looked at him.

“Stop that,” she said firmly.

“Stop what?”

“Stop acting like you’re the Supreme Lord of the Universe!”

“I’m the Captain. Within this ship, I am!”

Mytim stared coldly at him.

“Just give me your report!” Virgii said, carefully folding his hands in front of him.

“Class-M, 80% surface water, tropical climate,” Mytim said, handing him a padd, “Signs of flora AND fauna, so it’s likely not occupied by the fungus things.”

“Sounds lovely,”

“Sounds like the perfect spot for a little shore leave,” Mytim replied.

“Oh, we don’t need shore leave,” Virgii waved a hand, “Moral is high, we’ve cut a good chunk of time off our trip and we haven’t been attacked in weeks,”

“We’ve got nearly thirty people cooped up in this tiny little ship, ready to go stir-crazy,” Mytim corrected him, “People need to find ways to relax and unwind, and if you think the method Boxer and Cherri found was noisy, wait until I let Crewman Billings get to third base,”

Virgii gave a small shudder of disgust.

“That point aside,” he said, “I’m not convinced a stop is necessary,”

“OK, fine,” Mytim said, “Did you know tonight is Hawaiian Luau night in the lounge?”

“I did,”

“Then drop by for an hour. Then see what you think!”



Later that night, Boxer and Cherri were sitting next to each other in the lounge, each holding a drink of syntheholic fruit punch and wearing flowery leis around their necks. Cherri was also wearing a grass skirt over her uniform, but had declined to wear it as her primary garment for the evening, unlike Crewman Billings, Ensign Bott and various other crew members.

The lounge was extremely crowded. Even with almost a third of the crew still on duty, there just weren’t enough chairs for everybody, and most of the tables were taken up with party stuff anyway. One held a selection of synthehol, another was piled full of replicated food, and another had a non-solid hologram of a pig roasting on a spit over a roaring fire. Unfortunately, the replicator rations needed to replicate an actual pig, spit and fiery cook-surface were just a bit too extravagant for the collected crew. Mytim and Billings were crammed on the couch next to Boxer and Cherri, and Billings was already starting to sneeze.

“I really am sorry about that,” Boxer said for the third time as Billings wiped his nose and his eyes with a hanky.

“Not your fault, man,” Billings said, “They’re my allergies, not yours. I’ll see the holo-doc in the morning,”

The doors hissed open and Lt Cmdr Virgii walked in. He eyed the gathered crew members, the assortment of drinks, the food and the roasting pig. He carefully made himself a drink (using barely a thimbleful of liquor) and approached the couch.

“I fail to see the problem, Miss Mytim,” he said, sipping his drink.

“You do realize that the pig’s not real, right?” she pointed out.

Virgii reached over (not much of a reach in the crowded lounge) and waved his hand through the pig.

“I see,” he said tightly, “Still-OW!”

“Oops, sorry sir,” a random crewman said, removing his elbow from Virgii’s back, “Just a bit crowded in here, huh?”

“Indeed,” Virgii attempted a smile, then turned back to Mytim, “Spirits appear to be acceptably high. At least everybody’s trying to make the best of it,”

“But think of how much better this would be on a beach,” Mytim pressed, “With a salty sea breeze, a crackling fire, some sort of local wildlife cooking to grilled perfection,”

“Yes, and seafood that’s not replicated,” Dr. Strobnik came up behind Virgii, a plate of replicated food in one hand, “I’m sorry, but at any respectable academic reception, this spread would receive an extremely low grade,” he popped a crab-puff into his mouth and grimaced.

“Bland,” he remarked.

“Isn’t that cannibalism?” Billings asked, eyeing Strobnik’s black, chitinous skin.

“Young man,” Strobnik replied, “If sentient primates can eat other mammals, I see no reason why I can’t eat a non-sentient, alien crustacean!”

“Sorry, doc,” Billings said sheepishly.

Virgii was sampling one of the crab-puffs off of Strobnik’s plate.

“And you’re certain there will be edible seafood on this planet?” he asked Mytim as he chewed.

“With a reasonable margin of error,” Mytim assured him.

“Given what data?” Strobnik asked.

“Given the percentage of known planets matching the general climate, composition and weather patterns of this world that contain edible marine life,” Mytim replied.

“Hmmm,” Strobnik looked thoughtful, “Could I perhaps get you a drink?”

“She’s fine,” Billings cut in, annoyed.

Strobnik cocked his head.

“Merely as an academic courtesy,” he said, “I’m not interested in disrupting your primate courtship ritual,”

“A Sex-on-the-Beach would be lovely,” Mytim replied.

Strobnik moved off, while Billings looked upset.

Virgii was looking thoughtful as he carefully removed the crab-puff from his mouth and wrapped it in a napkin.

“Very well,” he said, “We will stop for two days. He turned to leave,”Inform the crew,”

“You better tell them,” Mytim suggested.

“Why?”

“Because then maybe the ones that want to kill you in your sleep will reconsider,” Mytim replied.

“I see your point,” Virgii nodded, then spoke louder.

“Attention all,” he said, “It is my pleasure to inform you that we will be stopping at a nearby tropical planet for a two-day shore leave,”

Predictably, the lounge broke out in cheers. (Less predictably, a pair of disgruntled scientists quickly snuck off to eliminate the toxic bedbugs they’d planted on Virgii’s pillow.)



The next day, as the Roadrunner approached the planet, Mytim ran her hands over the armrests of the command chair.

“Don’t get too comfortable,” Virgii said unhappily, “I’ve agreed to let you land the ship, as it is part of your required training as First Officer. But the moment we reach the surface, I want my chair back!”

“Certainly,” Mytim inclined her head delicately, “I’ll be far too busy finding a good tanning location,”

“We’re in standard orbit,” Ensign Kilpatrick reported from the helm.

“Power down the warp core, vent drive plasma and secure the nacelles,” Mytim ordered, “Ready atmospheric thrusters,”

“Core offline,” Laarthi reported after a moment, “Nacelles are secure,”

“Atmospheric thrusters are online,” Kilpatrick added.

“Take us…hmmm…” Mytim’s attention was caught by her left hand. One of her nails was looking rather dull. She’d have to polish it later.

“Lieutenant, aren’t you forgetting something?” Virgii prompted.

“Of course,” Mytim quickly tucked her hand away, “Take us down, Ensign,”

“No, no!” Virgii shook his head, “You forgot to call for a-”

“I am NOT calling for a Blue Alert!” Mytim cut him off.

“Regulations specifically require that a starship undergoing landing procedures must be at Blue Alert,” Virgii said stiffly.

“Unless it’s a runabout, a shuttle, a workbee,” Laarthi started counting off her fingers, “a crashing Galaxy-class saucer and…well…basically anything other than Voyager,”

“It’s in the regs!” Virgii insisted.

Mytim looked over at Virgii.

“And what, exactly, do we do during a Blue Alert?”

“Well…we shut down the core, secure the nacelles and ready the atmospheric thrusters,” Virgii replied.

“And we change the light-bulbs to blue!” Boxer added cheerfully from the tactical station.

“We’ve done everything but change the lights, and you have no idea how much trouble it is to replace all those bulbs,” Mytim said crossly.

“Oh, very well!” Virgii threw up his hands in disgust, “Take us down then!”



The Roadrunner plummeted towards the planet, her shields neatly protecting the hull from the heat of re-entry. As the flames subsided, the bridge crew could see the blue sky out the bridge windows. Ensign Kilpatrick’s hands were almost white on the controls as he used the thrusters to pull them out of their initial velocity-shedding belly-flop approach and into a stable flight path.

Soon, the ship was soaring half a kilometre above the surface of a vast ocean.

“Oh, one of those islands to starboard would be great,” Laarthi said, pulling up the topographic scans.

“A continental shore would be far wiser,” Strobnik pointed out, “Larger variety of local wildlife for consumption, less chance of a massive storm,”

Hesitantly, Mytim softly muttered a discovery spell. After her visit to the Plob planet, where she’d learned that her abilities came from the remnants of an ancient race of energy beings, she’d been every more wary of her powers. Especially after she’d learned that she drew power off the living things around her.

Strangely enough, the discovery spell revealed…absolutely nothing. Odd. On the other hand, there didn’t seem to be any ill-effects from her magic use. Which was good.

“Take us down on that island,” she tried to highlight the indicated island on the map, but her nails were again interfering with the touch pads. Finally, after a moment of fiddling, she sent the desired location to the helm.

“Yes, ma’am,” Kilpatrick replied.



It didn’t take long for the crew to rush out of the ship once the landing had been completed. No sooner had the gangway touched the sandy ground than Laarthi was charging towards the nearest cluster of trees, seed sampling equipment in hand. Others had beach blankets, hunting gear, even a beach volleyball set.

Mytim had just settled back on her beach towel, Billings nearby, when a cloud crossed over the sun.

With a curse, Mytim lifted the brim of her broad had and looked up at the sky. Judging from the wind direction, there was going to be a lot of cloudy periods. And she had only TWO DAYS to get her skin tone right!

Glancing at Billings to ensure he wasn’t paying attention, she quickly pulled out her new spell book. A quick look through the index and YES! Weather manipulation! And with a whole planet worth of life energy to draw from, there was no reason why she couldn’t carefully fire off one humdinger of a spell! Without sucking too much life out of anything…so far as she knew.

She sat cross-legged on the beach and began chanting.



Two minutes later, the entire crew was running back to the ship in an effort to escape the torrential downpour Mytim had accidentally triggered.

“I told you we should have stuck to the mainland!” Dr. Strobnik accused as the senior officers returned to the bridge.

“No big deal,” Virgii grumbled, “We’ll just find ourselves another place to park and try again.

As the Roadrunner lifted off from the island, a sensor package buried beneath the surface was busy transmitting data back to a central location.

Something of interest had been detected.



Ensign Kilpatrick set the ship down next to a long stretch of sandy beach along the coast of one of the equatorial continents. Once again, the crew eagerly completed scans, disembarked and once again Mytim found herself sprawled out on a fluffy beach towel on the sand. Luckily the sky was clear on this part of the planet and so the temptation to meddle again (and figure out where she’d gone wrong) was minimal.

“Can I get you something? A pina colada, maybe?” Billings asked.

“Sure,” Mytim smiled, “Then, maybe later, sex on the beach?”

“Should I be taking notes?” Billings asked, confused.

“Not the drink,” Mytim clarified.

“Oh. OH!” Billings’ eyes widened, “Right! Sure thing!”

With that, he scampered off to get drinks.

Mytim permitted herself a small smile. Billings…Matthew, as she really should start thinking of him, wasn’t the smartest man she’d ever dated, but he was sweet. And despite the confusion of her new abilities, the worry over the Federation of Fungus and the whole ‘stuck years from home’ thing, she definitely wanted the company.

She continued sunning herself until her alarm went off, telling her it was time to turn over.

Where the hell was Billings?



Laarthi was happily cataloguing various edible plants, pointing out to a small team of soon-to-be chefs which ones more closely resembled what they needed for their recipes. Several members of the crew, after suffering a case of dreadful constipation on account of the replicated luau food, had eagerly scoured the computer database for suitable meals. Further away, Boxer was leading the four other security personnel on the ship in a hunt. She had no idea what they were hunting, or if the dumb dog had even bothered to check to see if it was edible, but even Laarthi was dying for some real meat.

She’d just finished pointing out a root that showed many similarities to a Terran carrot when she saw Crewman Cherri walking over.

Laarthi had nothing against Cherri. She was the only other furred species on the ship, but she was neither Caithan (and thus a possible rival) or Sheppian (and thus another obnoxious mutt), which left Laarthi without any real instincts giving guidance how to deal with her.

On the other hand, she was dating Boxer. That said enough right there.

“Can I help, ma’am?” Cherri asked.

Laarthi’s tail swished.

“Ask the cooks,” Laarthi said, her tone neutral, “They’re running the show. I’m just making sure we don’t end up poisoned. Or constipated. Or suffering from terrible, debilitating diarrhea,”

One of the chefs was turning a little green.

“Oh,” Cherri said. She didn’t leave.

Laarthi sighed.

“You want to talk about Boxer, don’t you?” she asked.

“Well…none of my boyfriends has ever had another woman give him contraceptives or sex advice on a date before,” Cherri said carefully.

Laarthi took a moment to collect her thoughts.

“Have you ever worked with a Sheppian before?” she asked.

“Well…no…”

“They have a pack mentality,” Laarthi said bluntly, “They get attached easily to authority figures and to social groups. Frankly, with the amount of time I’ve had to spend with him just in the line of work, I’m surprised he hasn’t started hitting on me already!”

“I don’t think you’re his type,” Cherri replied thoughtfully.

“Thank the Great Tuna for that,” Laarthi said firmly, “Still, desperate times and all that. I’ll do everything I can to nudge him in your direction if it keeps him from humping MY leg!”

“What do you mean, ‘desperate times’?” Cherri demanded.

Uh-oh.

“Well, I didn’t mean you, of course,” Laarthi said quickly, “I mean, you’re…”

“If you’ll excuse me, ma’am,” Cherri said coldly, turning and walking away.

“I really need some time alone. Without other people around,” Laarthi muttered.



Mytim had gotten tired of waiting for Billings. Beg pardon, for Matthew.

No, actually, Mytim reflected, unless he had a good reason for running off and not bringing her drink after she’d flat out offered him sex, that asshole could stay ‘Crewman Billings’.

“Trouble, Miss Mytim?” Dr. Strobnik asked. He was wearing only a skimpy bathing suit, “You look peeved.”

“I’m trying to find Billings,” she explained.

“Haven’t seen him,” Strobnik replied, “Would you care to join me in a scuttle?”

“Huh?”

“My people evolved from crustaceans,” he explained, “We are especially fond of a nice silty bottom and nice, salty water,”

“That sounds lovely, but I need to find my ‘date’,” Mytime made little air quotes, “Or failing that, a strong drink,”

“As you wish,” Strobnik bowed slightly, then proceeded to wade into the water.

Mytim made her way back to the ship, where a series of collapsible tables had been setup and loaded with a variety of juices, sodas and synthoholic beverages. The Emergency Medical Hologram, looking extremely irritated, was standing behind the makeshift bar.

“Please state the nature of the…er…beverage emergency,” he said.

“My male companion has vanished and I need something strong,” Mytim said, “Also, some moisturizer,”

“Coming right up,” the EMH replied, “And if you happen to see Chief Engineer Laarthi, kindly remind her that this is NOT part of my program!”

“Turning planets into fireballs and causing torrential rain isn’t in my program, but I still manage,” Mytim muttered to herself as she turned away with her drink.

“Pleasant afternoon,” Virgii said pleasantly as he walked up to the bar.

Mytim took one look at Virgii and broke out laughing. He was decked out in pair of bright green, baggy surfer shorts, a screaming neon blue Hawaiian shirt and a straw hat wide enough to shield half the crew from the sun.

“Have you seen Dr. Strobnik?” he asked, ignoring her reaction, “He was supposed to help me look for seafood,”

“In the water,” Mytim pointed.

“Thank you.”



The crew continued to frolic, the sun made its way across the sky, and before too long Boxer and his small team was back, dragging behind them a dead animal that looked remarkably pig-like. Other than the elephant trunk.

“You did check to make sure it wasn’t poisonous, right?” Laarthi asked. She’d spent the last hour alone in the trees, doing whatever it is cats do when they go off to be alone.

“Sure did,” Boxer said, pointing to a Boxer-sized bite mark on the alien’s flank, “Tastes great, and I’m feeling fine!”

Her tail flicking in annoyance, she scanned the thing and pronounced it edible. Two crewman quickly went about setting up a fire while two more dragged out a duranium rod from somewhere in the ship and proceeded to spit the animal with it.

As the crew began work on supper, Boxer looked around.

“Weren’t there more of us here before?” he asked.

“I haven’t seen Billings in hours,” Mytim said, maintaining her careful dignity but still sounding annoyed. Inwardly, she was just about ready to curse his testicles right off of him.

“Has anybody seen Virgii since he and Strobnik came back with those clam things?” Laarthi asked.

Nobody answered.

It suddenly dawned on Mytim that they were on a strange planet. And people were missing.

“Get everybody over here,” she ordered, “And somebody get me a nominal roll!”



It took only five minutes to determine that five people had gone missing without a trace, including Virgii and Billings. The cooking continued, but Boxer and the security team quickly started searching the area while Laarthi returned to the ship and began running sensor sweeps.

Nothing. No life-signs, no comm-badges. Nothing.

The local area searched, Boxer and his team returned, only to find that three more crew members had disappeared without a trace.

“Nobody leaves this clearing,” Boxer ordered, “Pair up. Don’t let your partner out of your sight!”

He turned, only to find himself surrounded by Laarthi and Cherri.

“Partners?” Cherri asked cheerfully, shooting a brief but dark look in Laarthi’s direction.

“We have work to do,” Laarthi said calmly.

Boxer’s face took on an expression of panic as he looked at the two women. Of course he wanted Cherri as a partner! But from the look on her face, Laarthi had some kind of Starfleet Intelligence plan up her sleeve. He had to choose between his personal partner, and his work partner.

Well, shit.

“We have…officer duties to attend to,” Laarthi said firmly.

“Why don’t you just tell the truth?” Cherri turned to her, “You want him for yourself! All your ‘help’ has just been a plan to split us up! You don’t think I’m good enough for him!” She turned back to Boxer, “Tell her she’s wrong!”

“You’re wrong,” he said immediately.

“Oh for the love of…” Laarthi grabbed him by the shoulders, “Face ME when you say it! Now tell me that I’m wrong, that she’s good enough for you, that I’m thrilled that the two of you are together so we can get to work!”

“You’re wrong, she is good enough for me, you’re thrilled we’re together and…I forget the rest,” he admitted sheepishly.

“Oh, so you’re going to let HER boss you around now?” Cherri demanded.

“What’s your problem? I’M ON YOUR SIDE!” Laarthi snapped at her.

“Then leave him alone!”

“We have work to do!”

“What kind of work, Boxer?” Cherri snapped.

No answer.

The looked around, only to find themselves standing alone next to the ship.

Boxer had vanished.



“So now we’ve lost our Security Chief,” Mytim said flatly. Potentially, this was bad. So much for her plan to quickly convert an empty cargo container into a hot tub for a little post-dinner soak.

“I’m looking into the disappearances,” Laarthi said, turning to leave.

“You’re an engineer,” Mytim objected.

“No, I’m not, I just pretend to be one on this stupid ship,” Laarthi pointed out.

“Oh. Right. Well, you’re a stellar cartographer, not a security officer!”

Laarthi adjusted her hair. Technically, she had more security training than anybody else on the ship.

“I did OK when the ship was hijacked,” she said.

“Hmm. Oh, very well.” Mytim waved her away and started tapping at her tricorder. There were no signs of transporter activity, nothing to indicate disintegration, no sign of cloaking or other stealth technologies. The missing crewmen were just…missing.

True to Boxer’s last instructions, the crew had stayed in the small clearing around the ship. The animal Boxer and his team had brought back was starting to smell pretty good as it spun on a makeshift rotisserie and an array of native and replicated vegetables were either grilling, boiling or steaming. But somehow, the happy, celebratory atmosphere was fading even faster than the dimming daylight.

Mytim quickly stepped onto the gangway and into the ship. She needed a moment of privacy. If science didn’t want to come up with an explanation, then maybe magic would.



Boxer blinked. One minute he was stuck in every man’s worst nightmare: caught between two arguing women. Worse than that, one of those women was his fairly recent, sort-of girlfriend, while the other was the evil bitch he had to work with.

There wasn’t a single man in the universe that would want to be in that situation.

The next minute, he was standing on a small platform in the middle of a vast, domed space.

“Scanning,” a soft voice said to his left, “He has a translation device, a scanning device, and a weapon. The weapon has been neutralized,”

Boxer looked over to find himself facing a greenish being in a pale, grey robe. The alien had a series of small horns on the front of its head.

“Translation matrices are stable,” another voice said, this one belonging to a dark-skinned alien that looked vaguely Klingon, except for the pleasant expression on his face, the short hair and the absence of cranial ridges. Oh, and the third eye in the middle of his forehead.

Instinctively, Boxer’s heckles rose, his lips pulled back in a snarl and he growled.

“Peace!” the green alien said, “We mean you no harm.”

“You’ve been kidnapping our people!” Boxer said, realization dawning on him, “Where am I? What do you want?”

Almost-Klingon pointed up. Boxer looked up, seeing a vast dome arching above him. It was easily the size of the dome that covered Starbase 341’s city, however this one had a complex array of embedded support struts providing additional strength. Probably to keep the dome from collapsing from the weight of the vast quantities of ocean water that Boxer could see through the transparent sections.

“We’ve brought you to Deesal,” Green-Reptile said, “This place is a refuge…where bipeds of all races may live in peace, love, and in protection from the Dark Lupressa,”

“Oh,” Boxer’s snarl faded, but his heckles remained up, “May I leave?”

“Umm…no,” Almost-Klingon admitted.

Boxer snarled again.

“There’s a Dark Lupressa on the surface!” Green-Reptile said quickly, “Until we figure out who it is and contain it, it’s not safe up there!”

“But there’s nobody out there but my people,” Boxer said carefully.

“Indeed,” Lt Cmdr Virgii said as he was led towards Boxer by another pair of aliens, one half squid and the other clearly Wuyan, “Which means we have bigger problems than low morale,”



Mytim sat at the centre of a small vortex.

Her spell books, she was up to four of them now, floated in front of her with their open pages hovering right at eye level. Around and behind her spun an array of ingredients, everything from herbs and plant parts gathered on the fungus planet to replicated animal parts up to small personal items she’d borrowed from the quarters of the missing crewmen.

Never before had her powers seemed so plentiful…so easily grasped. And thanks to the Plobs, she now knew why: Her abilities were tied to the energies produced by living things. Alone on the Roadrunner, with only a couple dozen crewmen and a few plants, it took a lot of effort to get even small spells to work properly. But here on a fertile planet, she could…well, she could generate a fireball big enough to vaporize a continent. She’d nearly done that on the fungus planet, which is why she was being very, very careful to control and focus her will.

At the moment she was working through a series of ‘warm-up’ spells, getting her energies flowing. As soon as she was certain that she’d reached a level of concentration where she wouldn’t accidentally vaporize anybody, she’d start the detection spells that would hopefully have more luck finding the missing crew than the ship’s sensors.

BE-DEEP!

Startled by the door chime, Mytim jumped to her feet. The books dropped with matching thuds, the spinning ingredients spun out of their respective orbits to scatter themselves all over her quarters and a brief flash of energy shot from her fingertips before she could control herself, scorching the carpet.

“GO AWAY!” she snarled at the door.

“NO!”

Furious, she stalked the two steps to the door and hit the open panel, ready to turn whoever the hell it was into a toad.

It was Cherri and Laarthi. Neither looked to be in a particularly good mood.

“Four more people have disappeared,” Laarthi said without preamble, “I’ve run every sensor scan I can think of, and I think I found something!”

“Do you guys feel that?” Cherri asked, running her hands over her arms. Her fur was rustling in the energy currents Mytim was straining to contain.

“What did you find?” Mytim demanded.

“Faint energy readings from the ocean floor, not far from here,” Laarthi replied.

“I saw that, it’s just a geothermal vent or something,” Mytim waved her away, “Diffuse heat readings, nothing more,”

“Still, I want to check it out,”

“Fine, go,” Mytim turned away.

“But don’t you want-”

“Just take care of it,” Mytim said, “I have my own idea to try,”

She hit the ‘close’ button and the doors hissed shut.

Now she had to start all over again!



Laarthi and Cherri wasted no time in pulling a small, inflatable watercraft out of the cargo hold. A simple twist activated the inflation system while the tap of a button powered up the small propulsion system. Within minutes the two of them were skimming across the smooth ocean surface, powerful searchlights illuminating the darkness.

“It’s about thirty kilometres out,” Laarthi shouted over the splashing water, “I know Mytim says it’s a vent, but I think the heat readings are too weak, and too diffuse,”

“So what do you think it is, Miss Smarty-pants?”

“It could be an underwater base, something with some kind of sensor shielding. Underwater facilities are very common,” Laarthi replied. She thought for a minute, “And if you don’t think this is a good idea, why are you tagging along?”

“I’m here because I want to find Boxer in one piece!” Cherri said firmly.

“Uh-huh,”

“And because I don’t trust you!” she added.

“You do realize that he’s canine and I’m feline, right?” Laarthi asked, “Our species, and their analogues, have battled each other on countless planets since before recorded history!”

“Somebody’s always gotta start somewhere!”

Laarthi’s tail twitched. There was just no arguing with this woman!



“One minute I’m standing on the beach, the next I’m down here,” Virgii said, sounding quite miffed. His big straw hat was gone, but he was still wearing the loud shirt, “They’ve been quite friendly, what, but I’ve been waiting to see their ‘Luminous One’ for quite some time,”

“And they won’t let any of us leave,” Boxer said.

“Indeed,” Virgii nodded, “Because, again, their ‘Luminious One’ has sensed a ‘Dark One’ with our people. Which, again, is quite a problem,”

“Please stop making those little air-quotes,” Boxer whined, “It’s…um…distracting,”

“Honestly, that easily distracted? You’d think I was dangling yarn in front of a…” Virgii could see from the very angry look in Boxer’s eyes that this line of comparison was not going to end well. He pulled a doggy treat out of his pocket (kept for just such an emergency) and tossed it in the air. Boxer’s jaws snapped, the treat vanished, and the glow of murder in the canine officer’s eyes faded.

“As they tell me,” Virgii went on, “Their Luminous One is in fact a Lupressa who has devoted himself to peace, love and I don’t know…pretty flowers and what-not.”

“Horray!” Boxer licked his chops, “So they’re good guys!”

“So they claim. But really, when has that ever panned out?”

“Well…” Boxer considered his Intelligence training, “About one tenth of the time,” he replied.

“Precisely. Still, I have a good feeling about this lot,” Virgii put his hand on his hips.

The doors to their little waiting room opened.

“The Luminous One will see you now,” Almost-Klingon said.

“Smashing,” Virgii replied.

They were led out and down the small, winding dirt path. Unlike the skyscrapers of Starbase 341, this underwater sanctuary seemed comprised of small wooden houses, a few brick houses…almost everything you could have that wasn’t over two storeys tall. The dome arched a good two hundred meters over their heads, a series of small, glowing spheres floating in the air and casting a dim twilight on the underwater village.

After walking several minutes they were led into a cross between a temple and a mansion. In it, a single figure was waiting. He was dressed in spotless white robes trimmed in red. His face was hidden by the shadow cast by his hood. He stood in the centre of a circular room, surrounded by unidentifiable bits and bobs. Behind him was a small throne surrounded on either side by a pair of stone bookshelves, each containing six books. A thirteenth was laid out on a small pedestal.

“I never would have thought somebody called ‘the Luminous One’ could be so short,” Boxer yipped pleasantly.

Oh yeah. The robed figure was about four feet tall.

“You’re most fortunate that I’m of the Light Lupressa,” the tiny figure said mildly.

“Oh really,” Virgii sounded sceptical, “And if you weren’t? Then what?”

The figure flicked his fingers. Instantly, a burst of fire shot out, incinerating a nearby statue.

“Then that,” the figure replied.

Boxer decided that maybe he wouldn’t try sniffing this new stranger.

“Ah,” Virgii extended a hand, “Captain Tyler Virgii, USS Roadrunner, United Federation-”

There was a surge of angry power growing around the white-robed figure.

“Of Planets!” Virgii finished quickly, “Dear me, we need to start mentioning that whole ‘of Planets’ part sooner, don’t we?”

The sense of rage and menace faded.

“I see,” the figure said after a moment, “Then tell me, why are you here? And why do you have a Dark Lupressa aboard your ship?”

“We just stopped for a bit of a stop-off on the way home,” Virgii explained, “And…well…if we do have a Lupressa aboard, we didn’t know it,”

“Yet you know of us.” It wasn’t a question.

“Well, these purplish, blob-ish blokes had some rather worrisome things to say about you lot,”

“They would,” sighed the robed figure.

“Do you have a name, or do I have to keep calling you ‘Luminous One’? Virgii was about to raise his hands to make air quotes, but Boxer quickly reached out and held his arms down until the urge passed.

“Ahem…thank you Mr. Boxer, force of habit,” Virgii muttered as Boxer moved back.

“You may call me Brilliance,” Brilliance replied.

“If we must,” Virgii muttered, “Very well, you said we have a Lupressa. This must be a member of our crew then. I cannot permit you to harm them, much as I myself have had the urge to do so,”

“Oh, we will not harm them,” Brilliance assured him, “We wish only to help them to remove the Lupressa essence that poisons them. Once that is done, you and your people may depart,”

“Do we have your word on that?”

“Oh!” Boxer whispered, “Get a pinky swear!”

Brilliance suddenly stood a bit straighter.

“Gentlemen, please excuse me,” he waved a hand. Instantly the two officers felt an irresistible force propelling them out the doors. Boxer’s sharp hearing barely heard him whisper in triumph seconds before the doors closed.

“I’ve found her!”



Aboard the Roadrunner, Mytim had finally started her discovery spell. Her spell books were again floating in front of her, and a pair of Virgii’s socks, Billings favourite padd and Boxer’s scent-sprayer were spinning around her head like hyperactive hummingbirds.

With one phrase read from her book she spayed out her fingers, then focused her energies. There was a flash of light, then three beams of energy speared out, one from each of the personal possessions she’d borrowed, and shot right out at the ocean.

Mytim ran to the bridge, pulled up the sensor logs and scanned back until she found her discovery spell’s energy emissions. Within seconds, she’d traced them back.

Back to that damned, diffuse heat emission Laarthi had been harping on.

“I’m the science officer, I’m the one that’s supposed to be right all the time!” Mytim complained.

So much for magic over technology.

She was still fuming when the world around her suddenly blinked. There was a brief sensation of weightlessness, a flash of light, then she was standing on a small platform under a big, reinforced dome. There was a brief sting as something was slapped on her back! Right between the shoulder blades, in that one place that very few human beings could reach!

Mytim pulled her powers around her, ready to defend herself!

Nothing happened.

“This way please, your Darkness,” a strange-looking alien said, giving her a nervous bow.

The bow was a good sign. But being called ‘your Darkness’?

Rarely was that a good thing.



“Boxer always said that cats do nothing but scheme,” Cherri sniffed.

“For what? The two weeks you’ve been dating?”

“Ah-hah! This is where you tell me how much longer you’ve known him than I have!”

“When,” Laarthi asked, “did you get so paranoid?”

“I…what?”

“Look around! We’re in the middle of an alien ocean, people are missing, it’s dark, it’s wet, our fur is wet, and the biggest thing on your mind is some guy you’re dating?”

Cherri frowned, opened her mouth, closed it, then grabbed at a handhold as their inflatable watercraft hit a wave.

“I guess I’ve been kind of silly,” she admitted.

“Considering we’re in an emergency situation, yes,” Laarthi nodded, pleased to have won.

“You’re right,” Cherri said, “We’ll finish this discussion later.”

Laarthi closed her eyes for a moment, then decided to take what little victory she could.



Virgii and Boxer were being led back to the other captured crewmen when they passed Mytim being escorted respectfully (but insistently) by two more of the robed citizens of the underwater sanctuary.

“Mytim!” Virgii exclaimed, “They got you too, huh? Well, they don’t really seem to be the bad sort. Claim they’re just helping us out with our little ‘Lupressa problem,’

“Uh-oh,” Boxer bit his lip. The guards escorting her looked very, very nervous. Could that mean…

“What?” Virgii asked.

“I think she’s the-”

Mytim waved a hand in their direction.

“Memorus!” she hissed. A faint crackle of energy danced around her hand, but there was no other effect.

Virgii’s jaw dropped.

“You’re the Lupressa?” he gaped.

Mytim sighed.

“Yes,” she admitted.

“What did you just try to do to us?” Virgii demanded.

“I was going to erase your memories of this meeting,” Mytim said, a note of resignation in her voice, “But something’s interfering with my abilities here,”

“For the best, we assure you,” one of her escorts said, pulling her towards Brilliance’s lavish house.

“Wait!” Virgii called, his own escorts gently holding him back, “Mytim! Just tell me one thing, and be honest!”

“What?”

“Are you evil?”

Mytim looked startled.

“What? Why on Earth would I be evil? Do you have any idea what that does to your skin tone? Worse complexion than those poor gingers!”

“All I needed,” Virgii nodded. He turned to his escorts. “Back to my people, if you please,”

He and Boxer were escorted back to the pleasant house that was being used to house the Roadrunner crew. Four more crewmembers had been brought to the house in the meantime.

“Mytim is the Lupressa,” he said, without preamble.

There was a quiet moment as everybody digested this.

“I always thought she was a bit of a bitch,” Boxer said, “But I never thought she was evil,”

“She’s not evil!” Billings said firmly.

“Where’s a science type when we need one?” Virgii wondered, “Boxer, do you remember what the Plobs said about the Lupressa? Slave races, wars…um…I assume murders?”

“Hosts!” Boxer exclaimed, “They’re hosts to some kind of…enersite?” No…”

Virgii was thinking. After a moment, he gave up.

“Where the hell are Mytim and Laarthi when I need them?” he said angrily.



Mytim found herself in Brilliance’s chamber, the two escorts stepping back and sealing the door behind her.

Virgii and Boxer may not have noticed the significance of many of the objects in the room, but Mytim did. Spell and potion ingredients, mostly. But also thirteen spellbooks. Nine more than she’d found, and she already had the power to destroy half a planet!

“Welcome,” the hooded and robed figure seated at the throne said, “I am Brilliance.”

“Mytim,” she said nervously, “What do you want? What’s this ‘Dark Lupressa’ business all about?”

“I built this place to protect my people from the Federation of Fungus,” he replied, “And from the Lupressa who would take them from me,”

“Well, honestly, I just wanted to pick up a bit of a suntan,” Mytim said pleasantly, “And give the crew enough time off that they’d forget about killing off Virgii for a few more weeks,”

“Your crew will join me here, of course,” Brilliance said, almost as an afterthought.

“Thanks, but we have a long way to go,” Mytim replied. She wasn’t exactly sure what to make of this alien. The last Host she’d spoken to had been helpful, encouraging her to join the great quest of bringing together enough Hosts to bring a true Lupressa back into being. The jury was still out on whether or not she’d be pursuing that particular goal, especially after she’d learned the version of the story that Virgii and Laarthi had been given.

“Nice place you have here,” she commented.

“Do enjoy the view,” Brilliance replied, sounding almost sad, “It’s very likely to be the last thing you’ll ever see.”



A few hundred meters above, Laarthi and Cherri had cruised to a stop. The small craft was just a tiny speck on the black ocean, but as their eyes adapted to the night a faint glow became visible beneath them.

“Definitely an artificial structure,” Laarthi said as she played with some of the scanners they’d brought, “Most of the modern stuff is useless, but I’m definitely getting a heat reading. And the sonar shows a perfect dome directly below us,”

“So-what?”

“So it’s something artificial!” Laarthi exclaimed.

“No, I mean, what’s sonar?” Cherri asked.

“Never-mind,” Laarthi gumbled. Of course, since Cherri didn’t have her Intelligence background, she wouldn’t know about obscure sensor technologies. She opened the storage case in the back of the boat and began pulling out a Starfleet standard-issue scuba suit.

“Um…what are you doing now?”

“We’re going to swim down and knock,” Laarthi said, “What do you think we’re going to do?”

“Get wet,” Cherri said glumly.

“Do you want your stupid man back or not?” Laarthi demanded crossly.

“I guess,”

They donned the suits and jumped into the water. The suits they were wearing were of the flimsy, easy to store variety. But they provided somewhat more protection against the water pressure than a simply wetsuit. Fortunately, their goal wasn’t very deep. As they followed the dim glow of light, they quickly found themselves approaching a broad, low dome.

“Now,” Laarthi said, toggling her comm, “Let’s see what we can see down there,”

“I say we look over there,” Cherri said, pointing at a location closer to the centre of the dome.

“Why? Energy emissions? Transmissions?”

“No, but I see the Captain down there, and that’s the direction he’s going,” Cherri said, “We should probably try to break in and help them, right?”

Laarthi glared through her face mask. It was official.

She hated Boxer’s new girlfriend.



“Simply a lovely place,” Virgii said cheerfully as he led the Roadrunner crew, those present anyway, towards a pleasant park near Brilliance’s chambers, “And what is it you say you do down here?”

“We give thanks to the Luminous One for his protection against those who destroy all who might be Hosts,” a bluish alien with vestigial suction cups replied, “We live in peace, harmony and love,”

Virgii rolled his eyes. Great. Ever since that Eden situation a hundred years ago or so, Starfleet had made a brief education on space hippies mandatory for all officers, along with a note that said simply ‘Avoid’.

“Charming,” he said, “And how exactly does he do that?”

“He hides us from all who might seek us,” Blue-Suction-Cups said, looking confused, “What else must he do?”

“Well, just to check, he doesn’t eat babies or hideously torture his enemies or anything like that?” Boxer jumped in.

“And we’re interested in just how exactly he plans on helping our friend,” Virgii finished.

“I know nothing of that,” Blue-Suction-Cups shrugged, “But I’m sure he’ll leave her as a perfect vessel of peace and love,”

Virgii shuddered. Stupid hippies.

“Let’s go…have a look, OK?” Virgii said, gesturing towards Brilliance’s home/temple/whatever.

“I…suppose. As long we don’t go inside!”

“Perish the thought,” Virgii assured him.



“That device on your back is something I’ve been developing here for a long time,” Brilliance was saying, “It sends out an energy pulse that interferes with the energy matrix buried somewhere in your body.”

“The one that jumped to me when that Plob died,” Mytim realized.

“How you received it is of no interest to me,” Brilliance said, “You have it now, and that’s the important thing. And thanks to my little invention, you’re powerless,”

“Oh,” Mytim was definitely worried now. “What do you want?” she asked.

“Power,” Brilliance shrugged, “Enough power to rule this part of the galaxy, not just this pathetic little rabble here,”

“I don’t think I can help you,”

“Of course you can,” Brillinace said, “Surely the Hosts of the Lupressa mentioned something about gathering the Hosts together? Enough to restore the power of the Lupressa?”

“They might have mentioned that,” Mytim starting chewing a fingernail.

“Pay attention!” Brilliance demanded.

“Right,” she jerked her hand back down.

“Did they mention just HOW that worked?”

“Nope,”

“It’s simple,” Brilliance said, drawing closer, “One is good, more is better,”

“Huh?”

With that, he lifted his hands and muttered a phrase. There was a flash of energy, then Mytim felt a sudden sucking sensation, like somebody had latched onto a kidney or something and was trying to yank it out through an opening the size of a pinhole.

“OUCH!”

She lashed out, her nails scraping across Brilliance’s cheek. He leapt back, conjuring a shield that pushed her away. But the sucking sensation faded.

“Don’t do that again!” they said, simultaneously.

Mytim eyed her adversary. She couldn’t touch him with that shield, and he seemed unable to resume his soul-sucking while it was up.

Stalemate. If only she could reach that damned gadget on her back! Where was a back-scratcher when she needed one?

“So all this business about the Light and Dark Lupressa,” Mytim asked, “Truth, or propaganda?”

“Lady, look at the two of us. Which is more evil?”

“You,”

“Well, I was going to say ‘you’, since I’m actually protecting a few people and you’re just spending your life sitting around in a ship, but considering that I am trying to yank something out of you, likely resulting in your death, I suppose do I have to concede your point,” Brilliance shrugged.



“What’s happening?” Virgii asked.

“It looks like they’re talking,” Boxer said, “This is fun! I haven’t done this sort of thing in ages! Spying, investigating! Goody!”

“I thought you were a…ow, dear me, get your damned tail out of my face!” Virgii snapped, “I thought you were a stellar cartographer?”

“We spy on stuff,” Boxer said, “Um…stars and…stuff…”

Virgii was standing underneath a window, just far enough from the entrance to Brilliance’s place to be inconspicuous. Well, OK, with Boxer standing on his shoulders they were conspicuous as hell. But one thing that their hosts/captors didn’t seem to have was a lot of experience as guards. Y’know…unless they were guarding their sing-a-longs from party poopers, or something.

“It looks like Mytim has an itchy back,” Boxer said, “She keeps reaching back to scratch it.

Virgii felt a drop of water hit him right on the back of his neck.

“Boxer, you’re not…leaking, are you?”

“No, why?”

“No reason. So, are Mytim and Brilliance doing anything…interesting? Yet?

“No, he’s just sitting there in his little force-field bubble, and they’re talking,”

“You never mentioned a force-field!”

“Oh,” Boxer flicked his ears back, “He has a force-field.”

“Anything ELSE?”

Another drop of water.

Boxer looked up.

“Actually, yes,”

“What now? Did Mytim just fire phasers out of her eyes or something?”

“Can she DO that?” Boxer’s tail started waving like mad.

“I don’t…WHAT DO YOU SEE UP THERE!!!???”

“I think it’s two people in Starfleet diving gear. Outside the dome,”

“And what exactly are they doing out there?” Virgii asked tiredly as another drop of water fell on his neck.

“I think they’re trying to cut a hole,” Boxer said pleasantly.

Virgii let his forehead rest against the cool stone wall.

“This is going beyond sixes and sevens,” he groaned.



“..and then, well, I had enough followers to build this little dome, and we’ve been hiding here ever since,” Brilliance finished as Mytim (and Boxer) looked on, “A very tidy operation. The Federation of Fungus ignores us, I have plenty of privacy and life-energy for my experiments, and once I combine your power with mine I’ll be able to draw other Lupressa here. Soon, I will have enough power to bring the Federation to its knees!” he looked thoughtful, “The Federation of Fungus, that is. Maybe I’ll conquer your Federation too, one day. I’ll cross that bridge when I get to it,”

He looked darkly at Mytim.

“But now, down to business,” he said.

Luckily, what Brilliance may have had in supernatural ability he completely lacked in tactics and planning. Mytim had spent the past several minutes scheming away, desperate for a plan, any plan that might lead to her escape. The main conclusion that she’d come to was that she remembered more about holo-novels and old movies that she did about her Starfleet Academy Tactics class. But hey, whatever plan she came up with at this point was likely to be suicidal, so what the heck?

What she hadn’t noticed was that while he was talking, Brilliance had coaxed a number of vines into existence. They snapped into place, forming a net between him and Mytim. He let his shield fall, raising his hands to again begin his efforts to extract Mytim’s Lupressa.

The instant the shield faded, Mytim sprinted at full speed. Backward. Bracing herself, she slammed into the wall. There was a loud CRACK from the centre of her back as the small device shattered, then a rush of power surrounded her.

She spayed her hands forward, forming a barrier a split second before Brilliance’s attack hit her. There was a flash of dissipated energy, then she tried to fling an ice bolt back at him.

As usual, the damned spell twisted into a fireball instead, incinerating the vine netting. Brilliance batted it away with one hand as though swatting a fly and the fireball flew off to the side, shattering a window.



Boxer ducked as a flash of flame blew out the window and singed the fur off his head.

“You didn’t say ANYTHING about fireballs!” Virgii accused as he frantically tried to keep his balance.

“There are fireballs!” Boxer yelped, “And I think Mytim’s using shields now, too. And…oh, that’s not right!”

“Next time, I’m going to be the eyes and YOU can be the legs!”



Brilliance was now flinging random objects at Mytim from around the room. Mytim had responded by cocooning herself in as small a shield as she could manage. The glancing blows were still wrecking her concentration.

Mytim, having conjured a fireball the size of a small city, knew that Brilliance was holding back. It wasn’t hard to figure out why; he wanted something from her after all.

But she didn’t want anything from him.

“I’m THROUGH being LADYLIKE!” Mytim snarled. She reached out, channelling every piece of power she could, and pushed straight up.

The ceiling erupted outward with a bang, scattering bricks, wooden beams and various debris across the grassy lawn. A few pieces even bounced off the dome itself. Boxer and Virgii fell flat on the ground, rolling out of the way before they could be flattened by a piece of mobile masonry the size of a sofa.

“Nicely done,” Brilliance sneered, “Now you’ve expended your energy and accomplished what? Minor vandalism?”

“I’m not finished yet!” Mytim said, panting.

That’s when he struck again.

Her shield collapsed, the icy tendrils of his power played against her, searching for that one pinpoint of power within her. There was a lance of pain as he found it, causing her to double over and cry out.

There was a flash of light, then the pain vanished. Mytim looked up to see Brilliance shielding himself from a barrage of rocks.

“I hope you have a plan!” Boxer yelled, throwing another rock through the window at the tiny figure, “Because I’m running out of rocks!”

Mytim channelled her energy again, found her target, and heaved. Her target shrugged itself free of the soft soil, groaning as it shot up in the air.

And with a grunt, Mytim let it fall.

A two story house complete with rustic front porch came crashing down through the open ceiling and landed on Brilliance, crushing him beneath its weight.

The air was filled with sudden silence.

Mytim walked towards the pile, quickly locating a small pair of feet that stuck out from one half-collapsed wall.

“OK,” she panted, “Old movies definitely trump Starfleet Academy Tactics,”

She reached out with her powers, trying to find out whether or not he was actually dead. There was a surge of power, a sense of weight as though she was standing in an elevator that had just shot up to the top floor. Sound rushed through her ears, staggering her.

When she came to her senses, Virgii and Boxer were standing next to her.

“You OK?” Boxer asked eagerly, “And can you shoot phaser beams out of your eyes?”

“I…what?”

“Nicely done, Lieutenant,” Virgii said, making a sound of disgust as body fluids from the mashed corpse started oozing out from under the house, “Though in the future, please try to find a less messy method of disposing of the bad guys. More dignified, you see,”

There was a crash behind them then a jet of water shot down from the dome, splashing to the ground mere meters from the shattered remains of Brilliance’s home. Two figures crashed to the soft soil, then staggered to their feet.

“Are we late?” Laarthi asked, pulling her helmet off and looking around, “Did we get them?”

Virgii looked from the mangled corpse at his feet to the rapidly leaking dome above his head, then over to Laarthi.

“Oh yes,” he said, “I think we definitely got them,”





Captain’s Log, Supplemental:



“Memo to self: I need to have a little chat with my senior staff about the dangers of ‘overkill’. Because, quite frankly, dropping a house on somebody is completely unnecessary, though Lieutenant Mytim insists that the element of surprise justified the…well, whatever. Self-defence and what-not. Also, really, if Lt Laarthi and Crewman Cherri had simply swam a few hundred meters over instead of cutting through the dome, they would have found a perfectly serviceable airlock. Though I suppose Laarthi’s claim that she was trying to put out all the fireballs being flung around has some merit.”

“Yes, Starfleet, I said fireballs. It’s been a rough day.”

“The residents of Deesal, despite being terrible prison guards, are adept engineers and have repaired the damage we’ve done. Without that short little git, whom I refuse to name on account of what a stuck-up name it was, well, without him the dome inhabitants no longer have the protection of an evil energy being. But the water still serves to diffuse their life-signs, especially from orbit or further. We expect they’ll be OK.”

“And speaking of evil energy beings, the matter of Lieutenant Mytim. This is hardly the first time a Starfleet officer has wound up with unusual abilities. And so we’ll do what Starfleet officers always do in this case: Assume they’re still the people we know and love. Then, after they try to kill us, we’ll kill them. Assuming we’re still alive.”

“Dear lord, that is a FOOLISH policy! There needs to be something in the regs about sticking them in stasis tubes, or at least medically induced comas or something! Add that to my personal log for a policy adjustment suggestion!”

“Anyway, on that note, Lieutenant Laarthi has a suggestion that should help with that little problem,”



“You will wear this at all times, unless I give my express permission for you to take it off,” Virgii said, handing Mytim one of the Lupressa-jammers they’d taken from Brilliance’s ruined home, “Consider it…medical treatment,” he said, “Superpowers becoming addictive, you showing us you’re still you, blah, blah, blah,”

Mytim took the device, then hesitantly strapped it to one wrist. There was no sensation of power loss; that had already occurred when Virgii had approached her quarters with the device.

“I understand,” she said, clasping her hands in front of her.

“You know,” Virgii said, “If you’d just let him take your…your Lupressa, you could have saved yourself this bother,”

“You didn’t feel the extraction process,” Mytim countered, “I can’t imagine I would have lived through it,”

“Hmmm, very well,” Virgii turned to leave, “See you for your shift tomorrow then,”

“Virgii,” Mytim called before the doors could close, “How did you know…how did you know that it was Brilliance who was the evil one?”

“My dear,” Virgii gave her a look, “You may have hidden these abilities from us for the past few months, but I certainly don’t recall you taking over the ship, killing us all, or sending us on a mad quest to restore these Lupressa to their rightful whatever,”

“That’s it?”

“That, and we overheard most of your chat with the short little git,” Virgii shrugged, “Anyway, so long as you keep that gadget running, I’m sure all will be well,”

With that, he left.

Mytim contemplated that for a moment.

Given the trust he was showing in her, maybe she should tell him that whatever power it was Brillinace wanted to absorb from her, she seemed to have absorbed from him?

Or maybe she should tell him about the nine new spell books that had just mysteriously appeared on her bookshelf?

She considered this. Virgii was right, after all. She had no need to pull the Roadrunner off its journey home, and she certainly had no desire to harm her crew-mates.

Why then, should she tell them about something that wasn’t going to affect them in the long run anyway?

With that, she pulled one of her new books off the shelf and started reading.
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Touching Base

“I swear, I’ve never felt this way before,” Security Chief Harrison Stoneryder, AKA adult performer Steele Stoneryder said, putting as much sincerity into his voice as he could. Just for good measure, he put his arm around Amisty and turned to look out at the beautiful view of Matria Prime. The young Matrian woman seemed to relax slightly.

“In all my years in space, it’s one of the most beautiful planets I’ve ever seen,” he went on.

“It really is, isn’t it,” she sighed.

The two of them were sitting under a clear dome on the roof level of one of the downtown buildings. Haven was currently in its night cycle, with the Matrian star shining against the ventral surface of the city. The majority of the vast dome was looking out into empty space, but to the ‘north’ of the city one could gaze out at the planet they orbited. Especially if one had located a skyscraper with a rooftop patio to capture the view (which was easy) along with a covering of some kind to protect against the bitter cold weather outside (which wasn’t).

One of the great redeeming qualities of the Matrian people, in Stoneryder’s opinion, was the fact that the ladies generally tended to be more…sexually eager. Which meant that it was easy pickings for him to swoop in and snap up pretty much any woman he was interested in. The drawback however, was that he didn’t really fit the Matrian standard of masculine beauty, being considerably bigger and bulkier than most Matrian men. Whether his charm and their curiosity were enough to to overcome that particular challenge was somewhat hit or miss, which is where he found himself with Amisty. She’d repeatedly spurned his advances and only after a great deal of effort had he managed to get her to agree to this date. Now, he was almost guaranteed to close the deal. And open…other things.

And all it took was a nice sunset and a good view of her home planet. Hmm. Maybe she was a bit too easy after all.

“Hey,” she stiffened, “What’s going on?”

“Huh?”

Stoneryder drew his attention back to the task at hand, only to see the planet disappear from view beneath the artificial horizon. Above them, the stars were spinning by as Haven re-oriented its position. There was a deep rumble as the sub-light engines engaged and the next thing he knew they were passing one of Matria Prime’s moons.

“Where are we going?” she demanded, “I have to be at work in Matronus at 0800!”

“Well…then this means we’ll have time to cuddle after?” Stoneryder tried.

The next thing he knew he was flat on his back, the sound of Amisty’s retreating footsteps in his ears and an imprint of her knuckles in his left eye.

“I guess it’s the Holo-Hussy for me tonight,” he grumbled.




The next day…



“I still don’t understand why we’re taking her,” Lt Cmdr Josh Shurgroe said as he followed Captain Elizabeth Simplot and Dr. Janet Annerson through the corridors of Haven’s Outer Rim, “Why aren’t you coming along? Why do we even have to do this to begin with?”

“We’re doing this,” Simplot explained for the third time, “because establishing a trade route between Matrian & Senousian Space and the rest of the Federation is part of our mission. And because it takes a good month for a non-slipstream ship to get here from Waystation. Once you’ve taken the Hummingbird back to Waystation and mapped out the slipstream we can start using it to tow ships here and back in a matter of days,”

She finished reading the orders she’d received from Starfleet and tucked her padd back onto her belt.

“At least that’s what our orders say,” she shrugged, “I’m still pretty fuzzy on what exactly all that techno-babble means, but I think the gist is ‘Regular ships slow, Hummingbird fast, Hummingbird make slow ships go fast’.”

“Admiral Tunney added that l-l-last part in one of the Annexes, didn’t he?” Shurgroe asked.

“‘Annex B: Translation for ’Special’ Officers’,” Simplot admitted glumly, “You know, I’m starting to think that Admiral Tunney thinks I’m stupid or something,”

“Just because he’s started attaching the Pakled version of any orders he sends to you is no reason to t-t-think he doesn’t respect you,” Shurgroe said encouragingly.

“No, but the labelled diagram he added to Annex C is a pretty good reason,” Annerson spoke up, consulting her own padd, “Look, he even drew little stick-figures of us getting into the Hummingbird,”

Shurgroe took the padd for a moment.

“What’s wrong with my head?” he asked, “It’s all…blotchy,”

“I think he was trying to draw your head shavings,” Annerson replied.

“I think the pressure of the job is getting to him,” Simplot added.

“Undoubtedly,” Annerson agreed.

They rode a turbolift several levels down to the docking ring, the soft rumble of the engines increasing as they moved closer to the drive mechanisms located at the base of Haven’s Outer Rim. Haven didn’t really have an actual docking ring like the one Deep Space Nine had, rather it was a ring of small docking facilities located on the inner edge of the Outer Rim, just below the broad, thick disc that served as the lower base for the inner city. Designed to provide berthing for medium-sized ships that were too large for the docking bay, the ring of docking ports, cargo bays and Arrival/Departure lounges had seen almost zero use since the city had been launched.

In fact, the only two ships to actually dock had been the two Hummingbird-class ships assigned to the Waystation/Matrian Sector route. The first, the USS Roadrunner, was once again lost in space while her sister, the USS Hummingbird, had been left at Haven after Admiral Wagner had decided the ship was far too much of a death trap for him to ride it back to Federation space.

As they stepped into the small lounge adjacent to the Hummingbird’s docking port, Shurgroe broke out in a cold sweat.

“I don’t want to fly on that ship,” he gasped, pointing out the window at the sleek form of the Hummingbird, “I don’t want to disappear like the Admiral did! Or like those Roadrunner people! It’s cursed! It’s a cursed ship!”

“And this brings us to why you’re going, Janet,” Simplot sighed, gesturing to Shurgroe.

“Yup,” Annerson cracked her knuckles, “Are you sure I can’t have my tranquilizer blow-gun back?”

“I’d rather you didn’t,” Simplot replied.

“OK,” Annerson shrugged her shoulders like a boxing champ about to enter the ring, “JOSH! SIT STILL AND TAKE YOUR MEDS!”

“NO!” Shurgroe was about to bolt from the room, but Annerson was ready for him. She pounced, catching him in a headlock and wrestling him to the ground.

“Hey! OW!” Shurgroe objected, “Not so rough!”

With an impressive display of flexibility, Annerson brought her free hand behind her back, hypospray in hand, and jabbed the injector right into Shurgroe’s left buttock.

“Why exactly am I on this mission again?” Colonel Myress Abela asked dryly as she stepped over from the airlock antechamber and into the lounge. She didn’t even bother to ask about the scene on the floor, but simply gave a disapproving glare. Her husband Craigan was standing nearby, obviously there to see his wife off on this somewhat hastily-planned trip. The look he was directing in Simplot’s direction wasn’t exactly friendly, but not entirely hostile either. It was the look of a spouse who was annoyed that his partner would be away for a while, while at the same time understanding that it was part of the job.

“Professional development,” Simplot said pleasantly, “Part of our mission here is to get you guys ready to integrate into Starfleet. What better way to do that than for you to take command of a starship? Even if it’s only for a few days,”

“But I,” Abela looked around, leaned in toward Simplot and lowered her voice, “I’ve never commanded a ship before. I spent my career doing facility design and ground operations!”

Simplot’s eyes widened.

“You’ve never left Matrian Space, have you!” she exclaimed.

Shurgroe, now calm and medicated, and Annerson turned to listen in on the exchange.

“The only Matrians who have left Matrian Space in the past two hundred years are the brainwashed men who were sent out to kidnap slaves from neighbouring races!” Abela shot back, “We’ve been trying to keep a low profile after that little nastiness, thank you!”

“Then this is perfect!” Simplot said happily, taking Abela by the arm and leading her to the airlock, “You’ll go down in history for BOTH our people! The first Matrian to visit Federation space, and the Matrian woman who blazed a quantum-slipstream trade route between her world and the Federation!”

“I…I guess,” Abela nodded, “That does have a nice sound to it,”

“But it’s an experimental-” Shurgroe started before Annerson jammed an elbow in his gut.

“Quiet,” she muttered.

“Now, you get on that ship, I’ll get Haven into position to clear the road for you, and then it’ll be time to make history!”

“Yes!” Abela said firmly, “History!” She marched over to Craigan, dipped him back and gave him a long, passionate kiss.

“Love you, gorgeous,” she said, smiling at him as she let him go.

“And that is the proper way for a husband and wife to say goodbye,” Annerson said cheerfully.

With that, Abela, Annerson and Shurgroe disappeared into the airlock leading to the Hummingbird. Craigan, looking somewhat dazed, wondered back into the corridors and presumably back towards his home.

“Phew,” Simplot sighed in relief, “I am SOOO glad it’s her on that death-trap instead of me!”



“Hummingbird, this is Ops,” Simplot’s voice came over the comm channel, “We’ve just crossed out of the Matrian solar system. We’ll be in position to use the…the energy thingy Starfleet told us to use, in five minutes,”

Abela, seated in the centre seat on the bridge, looked down at the small control panels on the armrests, trying to find the one that would let her answer.

“None of these are in Matrian!” she said crossly.

“Oops,” Shurgroe said from the aft engineering station.

“What do you mean, ‘oops’?” Abela asked, “Every panel in Haven responds to its user, changing languages automatically! Are you telling me that your fancy Federation technology can’t do that?”

“It can,” Shurgroe said, “I just didn’t enter you in the system. Try again,”

Mytim looked down at the panels again, finding them much more legible this time. She hit the appropriate button.

“Acknowledged,” she replied. She sat un-moving for almost a minute.

“Which means you can depart the city any time now,” Simplot went on.

“We’ll wait until you’re in position, thank you,” Abela cut the channel. The rumbling vibration of Haven’s sub-light engines was being transmitted to the small ship through the docking clamps as the city moved through space.

The Roadrunner might have found a way to jury-rig their slipstream navigation for short hops, but part of the Hummingbird’s mission was to establish a safe, permanent route back to Federation space. In order for the Hummingbird to safely navigate a quantum slipstream course, a special energy pulse had to be fired into the slipstream realm, smoothing the ride for the ship. Once the ship had travelled that course once and mapped out the subspace disturbances, subsequent courses could be plotted ahead of time. Fortunately, it was possible for Shurgroe and Wyer, with much help from Starfleet’s Advanced Propulsion Lab, to configure Haven’s energy transceiver to produce the necessary pulse. Unfortunately, the Matrian government had flatly refused to allow any more ‘quantum weirdness’ to occur within their solar system. Simplot and Wyer had therefore been forced to fire up the city’s impulse engines for a short trip. Simplot didn’t really mind; she actually found something about flying a starbase-sized city through space to be a bit of a power trip. Wyer, on the other hand, was thoroughly disgusted that the weeks he’d spent adjusting the city’s orbit had been tossed out the nearest window.

There was a groan, then a shifting sensation.

“We’ve started decelerating,” Simplot’s voice came again, “Once we cut the engines you’ll have to depart so we can move this monster back to Matria Prime,”

“Don’t scratch the paint!” Abela snapped, cutting the channel again.

“It actually would have made more sense to depart the city before we left the planet,” the helmsmen, a member of the Hummingbird’s crew, said. “It takes a few minute to power up the core and plot the course,”

“Do what you can now, Ensign…” Abela paused.

“Pont,” the pale green male replied, “And yes, ma’am,”

Abela tried not to let her nervousness show. She’d never commanded a ship like this before…an advanced alien vessel capable of crossing vast distances in a fraction of the time it would take a Matrian cruiser. What’s more, she was about to travel further away from home than any Matrian in recent memory.

The rumble of the city’s engines faded and Ops advised that they were clear to depart.

Abela froze.

After a moment, Annerson whispered in her ear.

“You’ve got to give the order to get underway,” she said softly.

“What order is that?” Abela replied, equally softly, “Just how DO you take a Federation ship through a slipstream jump?”

“Just tell the crew what to do,” Annerson replied, “How they do it is their problem.”

“Ah,” Abela rose her voice, “Detach us from the city and prepare for the jump,”

“Releasing mooring clamps,” Shurgroe said immediately. There was a series of metallic sounds as the robotic arms clutching the ship released.

“Bringing us clear,” Pont reported. He tapped his panel and the small ship smoothly backed away from the docking port. A quick tap at the dorsal thrusters sent the ship easing straight down, the airlock moving up out of sight as the ship moved away from the city.

“Bring us into position for the jump,” Abela said, this time with more confidence.

Pont tapped at his panel again and the ship moved closer to the transceiver array and aligned itself to slip in behind the energy pulse it was about to produce.

There was a growing glow from the arrangement of conical emitters at the base of the city, then a pulse of bluish energy surged into space, twirling as it disappeared into the deeper subspace realms like water swirling down a drain.

“Quick, we’ve got to get in behind that pulse!” the Hummingbird’s navigator snapped.

“Make it happen,” Abela said.

Pont worked his controls to bring the ship into position, then pressed his hand down on the slipstream drive activation panel. The ship groaned as space around them seemed to stretch, then with an almost physical rip the stars gave way to the shimmering blue and black tunnel of slipstream drive.

“Wow,” Abela gulped.

“Yeah. If you could let go of your armrests now, that would be great,” Annerson said.

Abela became aware of an electronic-sounding squeal coming from her chair. Specifically, from where she had her left thumb squeezing a comm control button. She released it and the sound died.

“Ahem,” she cleared her throat, “Steady as he goes,

“She,” Annerson corrected.

“Not on my planet, Doctor,” Abela replied.

“Your planet is already about five light-years back there,” Annerson pointed out.

“I don’t care. My ship, my rules. It’s a him,”

At the helm, Ensign Pont pulled his hands away from the controls.

“What’s wrong?” Annerson asked.

“Well…if it’s a him, I don’t know how comfortable I feel pushing his buttons,” Pont replied.

“Don’t make me wrestle you down and pump you full of meds!” Annerson warned.

“She can do it, too,” Shurgroe added calmly. A little too calmly, actually. Valium-calm.

Gulping, Pont hesitantly put his hands back on the controls.



“Ow,” Simplot muttered, digging a finger into her left ear as a weird squeal rang out of the comm speakers.

“Classy, ma’am,” Lt Wyer commented from his control pulpit.

“I hope that’s not going to happen every time a ship uses slipstream dive,” she complained.

“Admiral Wagner’s intent is that the new Waystation-2 will be the arrival and departure point for this sector,” Wyer reminded her, “So we shouldn’t have to worry about it.”

“I guess. Hey, we’re going to have to setup a shuttle service, right?” Simplot asked, oblivious to the fact that Wyer was trying to manoeuvre the city into position for its return flight to Matria Prime.

“I’m sure that would expand your shopping opportunities,”

“Yeah. Speaking of, the Matrians have authorized another dozen leases in Atrium One. I mean, MoM’s,” Simplot corrected herself.

“I thought you just made that name up to piss off Anselia?” Wyer asked.

“I did, but it’s sort of grown on me,” Simplot replied, “Anyway, I’ve got about two hundred leasing applications to go through,”

She looked around the command complex, but with the city in flight all the control pulpits were full. Rolling her eyes, she descended to the second level and, swiping her hand along the side security panel, enabled the gesture recognition system. (Greater security measures had been put into place following the encounter with the dancing scientists).

Aligning itself to her position and viewing angle, the screen did a respectable job of convincing her that she was actually standing in front of a work table. She reached out and grabbed a file, opening it and displaying a leasing application on the screen.

She’d barely read through two of them when Wyer’s voice called down from the command deck.

“We used more fuel than expected during the trip out,” he said, “Our course didn’t account for the gravitational pull from the Matrian gas giants. It’s not a big deal, but it took us a day to get this far out. It adds up.”

“I guess Starfleet didn’t think a space station needed a helmsman,” Simplot shrugged, trying to ignore him and get back to work.

“It’s my fault,” Lieutenant Fissett spoke up.

“Don’t worry about it,” Simplot said, “Just don’t do it again,”

“Actually,” Wyer spoke up again, “We’re about to do it again. Granted, we will now have the gravity of the Matrian star assisting us instead of pulling us back, but if we adjust our course to properly utilize gravitation slingshots from the outer planets, we can effectively shut down the engines once we hit our desired course and speed and drop right into orbit of Matria Prime.”

“Great, do that,” Simplot waved in his direction, accidentally deleting one of the applications. What was the un-delete gesture again? Crap. Oh well, Haven didn’t really need an antique cooking appliance store anyway.

“Of course,” Wyer went on, “With a good burn on the impulse engines…here…we could achieve a much higher sub-light velocity…which would be maintained by the…”

“Wyer, I don’t have time for techno-babble,” Simplot snapped, getting frustrated, “I’ve got a lot of work to do if I’m going to make Happy Hour in Matronus when we get back. Just do what you’ve got to do,”

“Yes ma’am,” Wyer said gleefully. He was about to start punching buttons again when the comm panel beeped.

“We’re getting a transmission from the Government Complex on Matria Prime,” the communications tech reported, “Queen Anselia would like to speak to Colonel Abela,”

Simplot frowned for a moment, thinking.

“Ma’am?” the tech prompted.

“Sorry, I was trying to figure out how to get Abela to say something embarrassing the second we put the Queen on,” she said, “But I guess we can’t reach her in slipstream drive, can we?”

“We cannot,” Wyer confirmed.

“I’ll talk to her then. Why not? It’s not like I have reams of work piled up or anything like that,” Simplot rolled her eyes, “And besides, maybe if I can make a good impression, she’ll actually call ME, the Station Commander, instead of always asking for my First Officer!”

There was an electronic chirp and a hologram of Queen Anselia’s head appeared over the holo-table. Her hair was done up in such an elaborate ’do that it literally vanished into the ceiling, and her earrings sparkled with precious stones.

“We asked to speak with Colonel Abela,” she said, by way of greeting.

“She’s taking the USS Hummingbird to Waystation and back,” Simplot replied politely, “Y’know, that whole ‘develop the Matrian officers’ thing I’m supposed to be doing? I’m doing it. Love the earrings, by the way,”

“Really? They’re not too…shiny?”

“I like shiny” Simplot replied.

“Kiss-ass,” Wyer said, hiding the work strategically in a cough.

“But since the Colonel is out at the moment, maybe I can help?” Simplot offered.

Anselia looked skeptical.

“We have a science team studying an Old Matrian outpost that we’ve discovered on Quatros Island,” she said, “They’ve been trying to get into the outpost for several days, without luck. We were hoping that Colonel Abela would be able to help,”

“I’m on it,” Simplot said, “Let me just hop a runabout over there, no problem,”

“You are…certain?”

“Of course,” Simplot plastered a big smile on her face.

“Excellent. Co-ordinates and details follow.”

With that, the comm-line went dead.

“YES!” Simplot pumped her arm back in a gesture of triumph, “Screw the leasing applications, I’m off to a tropical island! Get Stoneryder and Fissett to meet me in Docking Bay 3, I’m taking the Cataraqui to Matria Prime!”

With that, she ran down the stairs and disappeared into the turbolift.

“I thought the Queen said Quatros Island?” the tech frowned.

“Quatrios Island is the home of our Civil Protection Squad,” Wyer replied, “There is an Old Matrian installation there from early in the war. However, I’m quite certain it has already been studied in detail,”

“I know…but the Queen said Quatros, not Quatrios!”

Wyer tapped at his panel, bringing up a map of Matria Prime.

“Oh,” he stifled a chuckle, “Oh dear!”



“First Matrian to reach Federation Space,” Abela murmured to herself, “First Matrian to command a quantum slipstream jump. Sounds a bit mundane next to ‘First Matrian to spend a century observing a civil war from a hidden underground city, then swap into a clone body using her people’s brainwashing machines’,”

“Uh…yes ma’am,” Pont said uneasily.

“I should write a book about that, come to think of it,” Abela went on.

“I think somebody’s written about it enough already,”

“Didn’t Matria Prime already send a representative to the Federation Council?” Shurgroe spoke up.

“I…what?” Abela’s amused expression faded.

“Well, when you joined the Federation. And after the Qu’Eh were repelled. Queen Anselia sent one of your people to represent Matria Prime on the Federation Council.”

“Why…that BITCH!” Abela fumed, “Simplot would have known that, too!”

“She might have forgotten. She does that sometime,”

“Besides, you’re still the first Matrian to command a slipstream jump,” Pont spoke up, “And…that other weird, clone-thing.”

“Are we at Waystation yet?” Abela crossed her arms and settled in the command chair, “At least maybe I can see some interesting sights on this trip,”

“No, we’re still a day and a half out,”

“This view is getting boring,” Abela said.

“I think it’s pretty,” Shurgroe said, staring out at the swirling tunnel, “Swirls and shimmers, and shimmers and swirls.” He suddenly sat straight up. “AND FIRE! CRAZY BLUE FIRE THAT’S GOING TO EAT US ALL!”

“Dr. Annerson to the bridge,” Abela ordered, leaning on the comm button.

“Why? Did somebody hurt themselves?” the doctor’s voice came back.

“No, but I think Shurgroe needs his dosage checked,”

“Is he hallucinating?”

“I think so,”

“That’s normal. Annerson out.”

Abela bit her lip.

“EEEAAATING ME!!!!!” Shurgroe wailed.

“Abela to Annerson,”

“I said there’s nothing I can do,” Annerson’s voice was sounding annoyed, “The side-effects should fade in half an hour or so.”

“It’s not that,” Abela said, her voice lowered, “I just…I need to know what starship commanders are supposed to do when the ship’s just flying in a straight line. Between being bored out of my mind and dealing with Shurgroe, I’m going to need medication of my own before long,”

“Oh. Go sit in your office.”

“And do what? Paperwork?”

“What you do in there is your own business,” Annerson sounded amused, “But based on what my last Captain did in there, it’s nothing to be ashamed of. Unless one of your subordinates walks in on you. Annerson out.”

“How did these people manage to save us from the Qu’Eh, exactly?” Abela wondered as she stood and turned to leave the bridge.

Pont pulled his hands away from the helm the moment she was gone.

“Flying the ship isn’t fun anymore,” he complained, “Who has the conn now anyway?”

The navigator shrugged. Shurgroe, on the other hand, was now staring at a slowly rotating sensor display. As he watched, the engineer reached out to pet it, like it was a kitten or something.

“I guess I do then,” Pont decided.



“I’m very grateful you were able to bring me on this trip,”Amisty said politely, sitting in one of the rear seats in the runabout Cataraqui’s cockpit.

“No problem,” Simplot replied, tapping away at the helm, “I have nothing for sympathy for anybody who ends up on a date with Mr. Stoneryder,”

“HEY!” Stoneryder objected, “If either of you had gotten to the big finish, you wouldn’t be talking like that!”

“Size isn’t everything,” Amisty scoffed.

“But it helps,” Simplot muttered.

“Why am I here?” Lieutenant Fissett asked.

“Because you’re a Matrian, and you’re a scientist, and we’re going to go try to help out a bunch of Matrian scientists,” Simplot replied.

“But I’m…I mean…I got my sciences degree before the Hibernation!” Fissett gulped, “I’ve forgotten most of it!”

“Really?” Simplot leaned in, “No memories of what you did before you spent a century in virtual reality?”

“Just flashes,” Fissett replied, “Many of my people have had…sudden recollections of their past. But I haven’t been that lucky yet,”

“Then why the hell are you our science officer?” Stoneryder demanded.

“Because Lieutenant Mytim is stuck thousands of light-years away,” Simplot informed him, “Besides, I thought Colonel Abela said you were getting some of your memories back?”

“We’re all getting SOME of them back,” Fissett admitted, “But I don’t think remembering that I used to date a guy named Dav during the war is going to help much,”

“How did that work, anyway?” Stoneryder asked, “I mean, if the women were at war with the men, how did you…y’know…”

“Dav was a prisoner of war,” Fissett said quietly, “Both sides took prisoners for…procreation.

The runabout was very, very quiet for a moment.

“So…if you got captured by the other side, you were forced to date and have lots of sex?” Stoneryder asked, oblivious to the tension.

“I wouldn’t say ‘forced’,” Fissett said, still very uncomfortable. “But…highly encouraged?”

“I was a prisoner towards the end,” Amisty said, a wistful smile on her face, “It really wasn’t that bad,”

“No shit!” Stoneryder exclaimed, “How do I sign up? My capture prospects with Starfleet are nothing but Borg assimilation, torture, or messy death by evisceration!”

“The war ended a century ago, you idiot! Now shut up! I want to be calm and relaxed when we get to that tropical paradise!” Simplot snapped.

“About that,” Fissett said, “I’ve been looking at the co-ordinates, and-”

“No. Stop. I want to be relaxed,”

“Wanna come with us?” Stoneryder asked Amisty, “C’mon, we can get you a day off work! Come to the beach! Relax in the sun!”

“Well…maybe…” Amisty said slowly.

“I’ll take care of it!” Stoneryder said, jumping on the communications panel.



As the Starfleet officers returned to their work, Fissett turned to her screen with a sense of foreboding. She’d been assigned to the Department of Research and Knowledge aboard Haven largely due to her pre-Hibernation credentials…but that was a century of suspended animation behind her. How was she supposed to serve as the head of the department when she couldn’t even remember how to properly manoeuvre an object through a solar system?

She was, to use the Terran vernacular, beyond screwed.



Colonel Abela had managed to sit in her cramped quarters aboard the Hummingbird for a grand total of an hour before insanity threatened to kick in. The ship’s captain had such an incredibly tiny office that just using the big desk in one quarter of the captain’s quarters was preferable. After getting used to the massive amounts of space aboard Haven, she was definitely feeling a bit crowded in by the low ceilings, narrow corridors and small rooms of the ship.

So she’d taken to prowling around, sticking her nose wherever she could. The science lab barely deserved the name, the sickbay was more like a closet, the cargo bay was empty and the engineering space was classified. Apparently, as much as Starfleet wanted to extend the love to their new Matrian allies, that love didn’t quite extend to access to brand-new propulsion technologies. Even if those technologies weren’t really working right, yet. Especially if those technologies weren’t really working right, yet?

Finally, she wound up back on the bridge, looking over the navigator’s shoulder at their course display.

“Why aren’t we flying in a straight line?” she asked.

“Hyper-dimensional geometry is…tricky,” he replied, “Sort of like Great Circles on a planet, only this time it has more to do with the irregularities of subspace,”

“OK, I know what that means,” Abela lied.

“We deviate about ten light-years from a direct course to Waystation,” the navigator went on, “At warp speeds, that would be add a lot of time to our trip, but with the slipstream drive operating, the distance is less,”

“Wait, how can it be less if we’re going the wrong way?”

“Because the wrong way in normal space is the right way in the slipstream,”

“I knew that,” Abela nodded. She frowned. “But if one way is the wrong way, and the other is the right way, then they aren’t really the same, are they?”

“Ma’am, suggest you sit in your chair and command things while I take care of the navigation,” he replied through clenched teeth.

“No need to be insubordinate,” Abela snapped, returning to her chair and sitting down.

So…bored!



Simplot looked happily out the cockpit windows as Matria Prime grew ahead of them. Despite a number of shopping trips down to the planet, she’d somehow managed to forget that Haven, unlike many starbases and almost all starships, had an entire planet within transporter range. For somebody used to thinking in terms of light-years it was easy to forget that a planet was actually huge, and that most had an almost infinite variety of people and places. If she’d been thinking straight she would have taken a weekend off at some vacation paradise ages ago, but the work of getting a starbase up and running had clearly messed with her head.

She looked out the windows, frowned, then double checked the co-ordinates. Yup, she was on course. But for some reason instead of heading towards the tropics the runabout was heading towards the south pole of the planet. In fact, it was heading towards a large island less than a thousand kilometres from the pole.

“I thought the Jungle Squad was from Quatrios Island,” Simplot said.

“They are,” Fissett nodded.

“They why the hell are we headed towards an arctic wasteland???”

“Because Queen Anselia was sending us to Quatros Island, not Quatrios Island,” Fissett gulped, “I tried to-”

Simplot cut her off with a raised hand.

“Don’t speak,” she said quietly, “Any of you. Or I may have to kill you.”



The runabout set down next to a glassy, geodesic dome. Bundled up in Starfleet-issued survival gear, the four passengers ran at full speed through the icy wind and blowing snow into the small entrance facing the landing field. Amisty, of course, had immediately demanded to be returned home, but Simplot had refused. She’d also refused to leave the Matrian woman alone in the runabout.

Inside the dome they found a ring of utilitarian buildings surrounding a deep, cylindrical pit. A pair of lifts clung to one wall of the pit, which was cut right into the ice. A few hundred meters down, illuminated by spotlights, was a hanger door. It was similar to the doors covering Haven’s docking bays in that it consisted of seven segments, six arranged around a seventh, bulging outward like a sideways dome. However it was a fraction of the size and constructed of a more utilitarian metal than the doors on Haven.

“Greetings,” a Matrian male with bright red hair was approaching them, “I’m Dr. Flaminred, director of research. And you are Colonel Abela?”

“Colonel Abela is halfway to Federation space by now, so you’ve got me instead. I’m Captain Elizabeth Simplot,” Simplot smiled, “My science officer Lt Fissett, and my security chief Dopus McMoron,”

“Bitch,” Stoneryder muttered.

“I like her,” Amisty replied quietly.

“And…um…his date.” Simplot finished.

Flaminred looked uneasily at Amisty, then returned his attention to Simplot.

“Well, hopefully you can help us out. We found records of a communications base down here, and now that we’ve finally got the time and the funding to check it out, none of us can figure out how to get in!”

“I’m sure we can help you…find your way,” Simplot smiled. She hooked her arm into his and gestured for the lifts.

“Shall we?”

“I guess she has a thing for redheads,” Stoneryder frowned.

Amisty rolled her eyes.



Abela had wandered every square inch of the small ship she was commanding. She’d finally, under the careful eye of a security escort, eyeballed the Quantum Core. She couldn’t for the life of her figure out what made the thing so special. The nano-tech fabrication system was impressive at least, but when she’d tried testing it out she’d been flatly informed by the computer that the nano-tech system couldn’t be used at the same time as the slipstream drive. Something about power requirements.

Finally, she settled into a seat in the crew lounge and started picking at some kind of replicated Federation dish while watching the shimmering slipstream tunnel out the window.

Commanding a ship was boring as hell. At least on Haven she had a variety of distractions, and if she ever got bored with the facilities there Matria Prime was a transporter beam away.

Clearly, these Starfleet people were crazy.

Looking out the window, Abela noticed a blacked smear on one side of the upcoming tunnel, almost like a bruise. The ship shook as it flew past, nearly sending her plate to the deck.

“Abela to command complex! What was that!”

Nothing.

“I mean, Abela to bridge, what was that?”

“Phase variance in the local subspace topography,” the reply came back.

“What???”

“A bump in the road. Is there anything else?”

“Yes! Drop the insolent tone!”

“Apologies, master,”

Abela cut the channel. Well. That had entertained her for about thirty seconds.

Dammit!



The lift had taken them quickly down the shaft to the small hanger door. Simplot had heard stories of ancient structures being found deep under the ice of frozen planets. They’d always been described as having an almost ethereal glow from the scant light that filtered through the layers of ice above them.

The hanger door was most definitely not ethereal. Heavy spotlights illuminated its dull, metal surface and the heat from the lighting and scanning equipment that had been setup near the small personnel door had melted a good bit of the ice, leaving puddles on the ground. Amisty growled unpleasantly as the icy liquid seeped into her boots.

“This is your idea of a nice time?” she snapped at Stoneryder.

Simplot on the other hand had marched confidently towards the door. Within seconds she’d identified the security reader and passed her hand over it, expecting the door to open up the same as the secure doors on Haven.

Nothing happened.

Frowning, she tapped at the panel for a few moments…to absolutely no effect.

Finally, she stepped purposefully over to a stack of equipment and began rummaging through the various tools and implements until she came up with a heavy sledgehammer. She was about to give the door one hell of a good thrashing when Lt Fissett jumped in.

“Maybe we should…uh…try something else first?” she said quickly.

“Well, I’m out of ideas,” Simplot replied firmly, “And I’m in a bad mood. So stand back!”



High above them, lying prone on the lip of the pit, a single figure in white fatigues was carefully aiming a long-barrelled sniper rifle. She quickly played the scope over each of the potential targets…the man and woman in the Starfleet uniforms, the woman in the Matrian fatigues, and the woman in conservative civilian dress.

Which one was her target?

Not the Starfleet officers…unless Colonel Abela had started wearing a Federation uniform for some reason. So probably the woman in Matrian fatigues. But was that a Lieutenant’s rank? Abela wasn’t a Lieutenant…unless she just couldn’t make out the rank properly. But Abela wouldn’t be wearing civilian cloths either.

Hmmm.

“Guess I’ll have to see which one matches the psych profile,” the assassin muttered.



“Smashing things with heavy objects never solved anything,” Fissett said soothingly.

“I guess you were never on the St Helena’s Elementary School Playground,” Simplot replied, winding up and slamming the sledgehammer against the door with a dull ‘BOONNNGGGGGGG!’.

“This is an important historical site!” Dr. Flaminred said, looking alarmed, “We mustn’t damage anything!”

“I’m not damaging it!” Simplot replied, swinging again.

Fissett and Flaminred looked at the door. It didn’t have so much as a dent.

“Then WHY are you still hammering away at it?”

“BECAUSE I WAS EXPECTING A TROPICAL HOLIDAY, NOT A FROZEN WASTELAND! I’M PISSED, AND THIS IS MAKING ME FEEL A LOT BETTER!” Simplot roared, holding the hammer high over her head before bringing it crashing down against the door.

“Is this making you horny?” Stoneryder breathed in Amisty’s ear.

“Oh, for the…WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU PEOPLE??” Amisty screamed, “The men are sex-pigs, the women are insane, and THIS is the species that kicked out the Qu’Eh? We’d be better off taking our chances with pack of-”

There was a blinding flash of light as a phaser shot seared out, disintegrating Amisty and slamming right into the door control panel. With a shower of sparks, the door hissed open.

“RUN!” Fissett shouted, grabbing Simplot and Flaminred by the arms and hauling them into the dark opening.

“But…but…” Stoneryder gibbered, “BUT I HADN’T SLEPT WITH HER YET!”

Another phaser blast rang out, nearly taking off his head.

“There will be other women,” he said quickly, diving after Fissett.

“But we don’t know what’s in there!” Flaminred objected.

“Can’t be worse than what’s out here!” Fissett said.

They’d just made it into the small docking bay when a series of lights started flashing and a computerized Matrian voice began chanting.

“INTRUDER ALERT. INTRUDER ALERT. INITIALIZE LETHAL COUNTER-MEASURES.”

“Fissett, sweetie, I know you’re new, so I’m going to tell you this once:” Simplot said calmly, “Never, ever say things like that!”



Light years away, unaware that her last-minute slipstream trip had saved her from a neat and tidy assassination by phaser, Colonel Abela was lying on her hard bunk in the Captain’s quarters. The mystery behind just WHY none of her people had willingly ventured far from Matrian space in the past century wasn’t much of a mystery anymore. For that matter, she could understand too why the Old Matrians had so casually severed ties with other races when their civil war broke out. Space travel was boring. And she wasn’t likely to find anything that she couldn’t find back at Matria Prime. Heck, in the old days, she could have chosen between Matria Prime and one of over a dozen colony worlds.

What had happened to those colonies anyway, she wondered. Some were still thriving when she’d gone into hibernation. Something to look into in more detail later.

She abruptly stood. This was no way to look at things. In less than a day she’d be at a thriving example of the Federation. She was going to meet interesting new races, see interesting new things and learn more about her people’s new allies. This was an exciting opportunity, not one to be spent moping around in her quarters like a prisoner in a jail cell!

With that she threw on her fatigues, walked purposefully up to the bridge and sat in the command chair. Her spine rigid, she looked regally down at the navigator.

“Time to Waystation?” she asked.

“About twenty hours after the bug that just crawled up your ass dies,” the navigator replied immediately.

“You are REALLY making it hard for me to be positive about this!” Abela hissed.

“I’m sorry,” the navigator said quietly, “I just wanted to be cool,”

There was a beeping from his panel.

“That’s weird,” he said.

“What?”

Before he could answer, the Hummingbird shook like a shoe in a hurricane, sending them all sprawling to the deck. The shimmering tunnel of slipstream drive vanished, replaced by rapidly spinning stars.

“QSD is offline!” Pont shouted, “We are at three-quarters-C, attempting to decelerate!”

“PLANET!” the navigator shouting, “003 mark 8!”

The inertial dampeners struggled to compensate as Pont tried to pull them away from the planet. Outside the bridge windows Abela could see a blue and green marble with at least three moons.

“What now?” Dr. Annerson’s voice came from the rear of the bridge.

“The fancy Starfleet drive failed,” Abela said angrily, “And we’re going to crash into a planet!”

Annerson sighed.

“You’ve been in command for barely a day and you’re already trying to get us killed?” she said, shaking her head, “Why are starship captain’s always such drama queens?”

“But we-”

Annerson looked at a display.

“We’re two light-minutes from the planet,” she said calmly, “and at the rate we’re slowing down, we’ll be at a dead stop in less than a minute,”

She looked around the bridge.

“So either you’re being a drama queen…or…” she frowned at the navigator, “Or the bridge crew is pretending to save our collective asses in order to impress the new boss,”

Still shaking her head, she turned back to the exit.

“Honestly, some tricks never change,”

As she left, Abela’s gaze moved from the navigator to the helmsman.

“Ahhh…we are no longer on a collision course with the planet,” Pont said quickly, tapping at his display.

“I’ll just see if we can salvage enough slipstream data to get to Waystation,” the navigator turned back to his panel.

“I’m not forgetting this,” Abela promised.

“Um…” the tactical officer spoke up from the rear of the bridge.

“What?” Abela demanded.

“We’ve got trouble,” he clarified.

“And to a Starfleet captain, that might mean something. Care to dumb it down for the silly alien who thinks she should be flying around in one of your precious ships?” Abela snapped.

“OK, number one, nobody said anything like that,” the tactical officer said crisply, “So don’t go projecting your insecurities on us. Ma’am.”

Abela thought for a moment.

“OK, that’s fair. And number two?”

“There are four ships launching from the planet with shields up and weapons armed,” tactical replied, “Combined, they outgun us by a substantial margin,”

“And again, I find myself wondering just WHY exactly any of you people left your home systems,” Abela grumbled, “OK, so what’s the Starfleet policy for this sort of situation?”

“We try to talk them until they pound our shields down to about thirty percent, then we either flee in terror or come up with some ridiculous techno-babble solution,” he explained

“Mind if we try things the Matrian way, Mr…what’s your name?” Abela asked.

“Ensign Ractur,” Ractur replied, “And what’s the Matrian way?”

“We get the heck out of here…NOW!”



“Quick, somebody find an environmental suit! A respirator! Hell, a plastic bag would help at this point!” Simplot shouted.

“Why?” Flaminred asked.

“Because this place is about to flood with gas, and unless you WANT to be unconscious when a crazed killer comes through that door, we don’t want to breath it,”

“I don’t think this installation has an anesthazine system,” Flaminred said calmly, “The Old Matrians rarely used such things,”

“Haven has one,”

“Haven is a space station,”

“Oh,” Simplot relaxed. Flaminred might be one of those slim, boyish-looking Matrian men, but something about the confident manner in which he spoke was very…appealing.

“Then what do we have to worry about,” she asked, sidling up a little closer to him.

“Security bots, probably,” he gulped.

Simplot’s arousal evaporated.

“Did anybody bring a phaser?” she demanded.

“I have this one,” Stoneryder said, holding up a small hand phaser. In the distance, they could hear the heavy ‘clank, clank’ of heavy robot feet coming down the hallway.

“Um…then we need to find something to hide behind!”

Fissett was fiddling around on her tricorder as Stoneryder pulled her behind a column.

“C’mon, sweet stuff,” he said, “With Amisty gone, you’re my last hope for getting laid this week!”

“Been there, done that,” Fissett muttered. The tricorder was giving her garbled readings…apparently the base used the same sort of interference field as Haven. So beaming out wasn’t an option. And they had armed enemies to the front and rear.

Why was she here, anyway???



“Why aren’t we running away faster?” Abela demanded.

“Maybe you’d like to get out and push, ma’am?” the navigator suggested.

Ignoring him, Abela tapped at the comm.

“Doctor Annerson to the bridge,” she said. A moment later, Annerson emerged from the rear door.

“Who’s dead?” she asked casually.

“All of us if we don’t outrun these alien ships,” Abela informed her.

“So outrun them.” Annerson shrugged, turning to leave.

“Doctor, I…” Abela lowered her voice, “Dr. Annerson, this is very difficult for me to say, but I’m out of my league. If you need somebody to infiltrate opposing armies, provide intel during a ground war or supervise a construction project, I’m your woman. But taking a starship into combat isn’t something I’ve ever trained for!”

“It’s good that you can admit your weaknesses,” Annerson patted her on the shoulder, “Just wing it. I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”

“Are you kidding?”

“Hell, it worked for Simplot for the last three years, can’t hurt you to try it,” Annerson replied.

Abela turned back to the front of the bridge. The ship shook as alien weapons fire hit the shields.

“Shields at 95%” tactical reported.

“Shoot back,” Abela ordered, “Try to…try to disable their engines! They can’t chase us without engines!”

Phasers and torpedoes flew from the Hummingbird towards the alien fleet pursuing them. Several shots hit home, but the enemy shields held.

The ship shook again as the fleet returned fire.

“Shields at 70%!”

“Well then keep shooting, for Patricia’s sake!” Abela rolled her eyes, “Do I have to tell you to do EVERYTHING??”

“That’s usually how this sort of thing works,” Annerson nodded.

The doors hissed open again and Shurgroe stepped onto the bridge.

“Hi,” he said, “Um, the Chief Engineer told me to get lost, so I thought I’d come up here,”

The ship shook again, throwing Shurgroe to the deck.

“Are we under attack?” he exclaimed.

“The incompetence is astounding,” Abela said flatly.



Simplot, Stoneryder, Flaminred and Fissett crouched behind several of the support columns along one wall of the small hanger. From the single corridor leading into the facility they could hear the sound of robotic footsteps as the security bots approached. From the personnel hatch leading outside, they could hear the sound of the lift engaging, presumably bringing the unknown killer down to finish the job.

“Why would somebody kill my date?” Stoneryder was demanding.

“Euthanasia,” Simplot replied.

“Hey, I’ll have you know that I’m such a hot item, I’ve had to have restraining orders put on people!” Stoneryder said proudly.

“Maybe this is one of them,” Simplot shot back, “If that’s the case, she can have you!”

“Um, if that dark-haired girl was the target, why is the killer still after us?” Flaminred whined.

“No witnesses,” Stoneryder said grimly, “But again, why kill my date, then cover it up?”

“Oh, for the…they’re after Abela!” Simplot did a face-palm, “Amisty…she sort of looked like her, and she was yelling at us when she was shot! Just like Abela would be doing! And Abela was supposed to be here!”

“Uh, security bots?” Fissett spoke up.

“Right, right,” Simplot shook her head as if to clear it, “Imminent death and all that,”

Fissett carefully peered around the entrance to the facility corridor. Down the corridor, quickly approaching, she could see two pairs of glowing red eyes. As the bots moved closer she could make out gleaming, blue-tinted metal bodies. Each bot had the standard bipedal form, but one arm ended in a heavy duranium shield while the other ended in a series of weapons barrels. Something about them was really, really…familiar.

“Fissett!” Simplot snapped, “What do you see?”

“I see…I see…uggghhhh” with a grunt, Fissett collapsed to the deck, unconscious.



“We’ve managed to disable one ship,” the tactical officer reported, “But our shields are down to 30%! We can’t take much more!”

Abela had tried every space combat trick she know…which admittedly wasn’t many. She’d taken them to warp in an attempt to outrun the enemy fleet, only to have them fall into a pursuit course, pelting her tiny ship with enough photon torpedoes to force them back to sublight speeds. She’d tried getting too close to one enemy ship, in the hope that the others would miss the Hummingbird and hit their own ship instead. She’d been somewhat successful, as the target ship was now disabled, but the close proximity had allowed the other ship to land several hard blows on the Hummingbird’s shields.

She was out of ideas.

“Quantum Slipstream Drive is back online!” the navigator announced suddenly, “I have a course to Waystation!”

“Well then turn the damned thing on, what are you waiting for, a formal order printout?” Abela snapped.

“STOP!” the science officer snapped, “Don’t touch the quantum drive!”

At the helm, Pont pulled his hand away from the controls like he’d been burnt.

“We need to hail the planet and apologize!” the science officer said, “I know why they’re attacking us!”

Abela waited for several seconds, until the ship was rocked again by another hit.

“And are you going to TELL US or just leave us in suspense until we DIE?” Abela demanded.

“Oh, I was just waiting for you to ask,” the science officer replied sheepishly.



The security bots wasted no time in opening fire. The second they cleared the corridor they unleashed a barrage of phaser fire that would have vaporized any living being that hadn’t been hiding behind heavy metal. They were just in the process of spreading into a search pattern when a phaser blast seared through the open hatch, right at the left bot. An energy field flared up briefly, failing after less than a second. But it was enough time for the bot to bring up it’s duranium shield, which soaked up the phaser blast like it was water, leaving only a red glow in the middle. As both bots turned to confront this new adversary, the Starfleet/Matrian team re-positioned itself for maximum cover.

“Is the bad guy still trying to kill us, or are they trying to help us now?” Flaminred asked, just before a phaser blast hit the support above his head, “Never mind!”

Stoneryder was aiming his tiny hand phaser at the nearest bot and was about to fire when Simplot pushed his arm down.

“Idiot!” she said, “Do you think drawing their attention is the way to go?”

“Uh…oh…”

“Come on!”

With the bots distracted, they moved quickly towards the corridor. As they passed Fissett, Stoneryder scooped her into a fireman carry. Her eyelids fluttered, but she didn’t regain consciousness.

“Oh, if only I had pre-negotiated consent,” Stoneryder muttered to himself as he followed Simplot into the base.



Fissett was in a science lab.

“The assignment,” a voice was saying “was for the bot to navigate a course from Point A to Point B, avoiding obstacles along the way. It wasn’t supposed to critique my lecture, and it’s not supposed to be calling me an ‘inferior intellect!’”

“Sorry ma’am,” Fissett replied, “It’s just…there was a V-80 brain in the parts bin…it’s way better than the S-10 ones in the lab,”

“Ms. Fissett,” this time she could see the speaker…it was a woman dressed in a professor’s conservative outfit, “That V-80 hasn’t worked right since the university received it. How did you manage to get it running?”

“Well, it wasn’t that hard…”



FLASH!

She was in the back of a military air transport, surrounded by armoured troops.

“Bavindal is one of the key cities aligned with the Male Rebellion,” an officer was saying, “Our mission is to procure males between the ages of twenty and thirty,”

As the officer went on, the soldier next to Fissett turned to her.

“Thought your term was over this week,” she asked.

“It is,” Fissett replied, “This is my last mission before they put me in R&D,”

“Oh yeah? Doing what?”

“Robotics, what else?”

“Yeah…forgot that was your thing,”



FLASH!

She was in a laboratory, surrounded by robotic bits and pieces.

“The problem,” a grey-haired woman was saying, “Is that the minute we deploy a new design in combat, the rebels manage to snag at least one in a dampening field, then they copy it and the next thing we know, we’re being attacked by our own creations!”

“Well…we do the same thing…” Fissett shrugged.

“No kidding.” The woman shook her head, “Well, let’s see if we can at least come up with a self-destruct trigger that won’t be affected by their dampeners.”



FLASH!

“-cutting your funding immediately,” yet another female voice was saying, “Robotic soldiers are no longer necessary,”

“Oh, so we’re back to throwing our own people against the enemy?” the grey-haired woman snapped.

“Of course not,” the original speaker, an even older crone, shook her head, “But there are concerns that your designs are getting a bit too…intelligent. Surely you see the danger there,”

“They’re harmless,” Fissett objected. She glanced around at the various weapon add-ons hanging on one wall of the lab, “Um…to us anyway,”

“We have a better way to end the war,” the older woman waved a hand dismissively, “We don’t need your toys anymore.”



FLASH!

She was lying on her back as a clear lid slowly hissed shut on her stasis pod. In seconds, she would be transported to a virtual dream world, probably to remain for a century or more.

What would things be like when she emerged, she wondered…



“When a ship emerges from QSD, it emits a wave of harmless subspace radiation,” the science officer was explaining quickly, “Harmless to us.”

“The enemy weapons aren’t harmless!” the tactical officer snapped.

“Harmless to us,” the science officer clarified, “When their ships went to warp, I noticed that they use a ridiculously inefficient warp field geometry! So I started poking around, and it turns out that Starfleet experimented with such a geometry…for minimizing subspace radiation! I’ll bet you anything that whoever these aliens are, they’re vulnerable to it! Our dropping out of QSD was like setting off an atomic bomb on their doorstep!

“So…we should use focused subspace pulses to destroy their ships?” Abela asked.

“Or we could hail them and apologize,” Annerson suggested. She paused. “You did hail them before we started fighting, right?”

Abela started rubbing her temples.

“Hail the f**king bastards,” she ordered.

There was a brief pause, then a greenish, slimy alien face appeared on the screen.

“Alien terrorists!” the alien announced angrily, “It is too late to negotiate! You have polluted our system with your vile poisons! We will destroy you!”

“This is Colonel Myress Abela of the Matrian Republic,” Abela started. Behind her, Annerson cleared her throat. “What?” Abela demanded.

“You’re representing the Federation,” Annerson muttered.

“What? What does the Federation have to do with anything? This ship belongs to Haven now,” Abela frowned.

“Oh boy,” Shurgroe rolled his eyes.

“Look, just apologize to the gunky aliens, offer them some of our radiation shielding technology and let’s go,” Annerson crossed her arms, “Really, starship captains deal with this sort of thing all the time,”

“GUNKY??” the alien on the screen spat. The comm channel died.

“They’re arming weapons again,” the tactical officer reported.

“This ship’s navigational deflector can function similarly to Haven’s energy transceiver, yes?” Abela asked.

“It can,” Shurgroe replied.

“Then charge it from the warp drive and prepare to release an isolytic subspace burst,” Abela ordered.

“Uh, that’s illegal, ma’am,”

“Really?” Abela blew out a breath, “Well…then some kind of subspace radiation burst that ISN”T illegal. Fire it at that dead moon over there, and tell them if they don’t negotiate with us, they’re next,”

Lips tight, the science officer complied.

“We’re being hailed.”

“We do not negotiate with terrorists,” the ‘gunky’ green alien said sharply, “We will die first!”

“We don’t actually plan on killing you,” Annerson said quickly, “We just needed to talk! This is all a big misunderstanding!”

“We are listening,”

“Our drive failed unexpectedly,” Abela jumped in, “We didn’t know you were…sensitive to subspace radiation.”

“We have advanced shielding and inoculation technology that may interest you,” Annerson added. Abela glared at her and gestured at her to back down.

“We have detected an increase in dangerous traffic not far from our system,” the alien replied, “We have deployed…countermeasures…to prevent such traffic from entering our space. How you made it this far before your systems failed is…unknown.”

“We apologize,” Annerson said.

“No we don’t,” Abela frowned, “They pulled us out of the slipstream! The whole thing is their damned fault!”

“But it’s the Starfleet thing to do,” Annerson replied.

“Why do you people make EVERYTHING so complicated?”

“We would be interested in acquiring this shielding technology,” the alien decided, “If you would power down your warp core, we will be happy to begin negotiations. Your safety is assured,”

“They have powered down weapons and lowered their shields,” tactical reported.

“We accept,” Annerson said. She leaned over and hit the cut-off button.

“Trusting,” Shurgroe said pleasantly.

“C’mon, Colonel,” Annerson said, patting Abela on the shoulder, “Let’s go negotiate with some gross, icky aliens. It’ll be good for you!”

Grumbling, Abela rose to her feet.



Simplot, Flaminred and Stoneryder found themselves in a small workshop near the hanger bay. Stoneryder gently lay Fissett down on the floor then turned to help Simplot access the computer. They quickly managed to load the security footage of the bay, just in time to see the two security bots firing at the unknown assassin. Unable to overpower both bots, the assassin dissolved with a scream as she was disintegrated.

“I guess we’re not going to be able to figure out who sent her then,” Simplot said glumly.

“Well, we just have to figure out who wants Abela dead,” Stoneryder said.

“Hell, I want her dead half the time,” Simplot grumbled.

“Ummm,” Flaminred stammered, pointing to the screen.

They could hear the sound of robotic footsteps in the hallway. They turned back to the display, but the bots were no longer in the hanger.

“Uh-oh,” Simplot gulped. The three of them dodged just as the display was destroyed by a phaser blast.

They tried to find cover. Flaminred jumped behind a table, Simplot behind an equipment column and Stoneryder behind Simplot. With one shot, the lead bot disintegrated the table. Flaminred gave a squeak of terror and ran behind Stoneryder. Another shot, and the equipment column vanished.

“Ohhhh, this is going to hurt,” Stoneryder whimpered.

Just before the lead bot could fire, it’s head exploded in a shower of sparks and fragged components. The second bot, it’s weapon still smoking, pushed the remains of its partner to the ground then contemplated the remaining people. After a moment, it powered down.

“Did we lose anybody?” Fissett’s head popped up over the bot’s shoulder.

Almost unable to believe what was happening, Simplot stepped carefully around the inert bot. Fissett had fistfuls of wires that she’d pulled out from the back of the bot. Many of them had been yanked, rerouted, and plugged into different circuits.

“Where…how…what?” Stoneryder stammered.

“Turns out I used to be really good with robots,” Fissett shrugged.

“Talk about timing,” Simplot shrugged.





Colonel’s Log, Stardate 59449.1



“We have traded the Amphistans advanced subspace shielding technology in exchange for…well, for some weird sort of medical paste that has Dr. Annerson very excited. Lt Shurgroe is arranging for future Starfleet vessels to either give the system a wider berth, or to use lower-radiation warp field geometries. And apparently all is well. Despite the delay, we have still managed to resume our course to Waystation using the QSD and will arrive shortly.”



“There’s no such thing as a Colonel’s Log,” the navigator pointed out.

“There is now,” Abela said firmly, “I may have to learn a few things about how Starfleet does things, but you can damned well learn a thing or two from me!”

“As you wish,”

“What’s your name, anyway?”

“Lieutenant Dipsadoo,” the navigator replied, “And if you make fun of it, I’ll make sure you regret it,”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Abela replied with a smirk.

“We are dropping out of QSD,” Pont reported as the tunnel faded and an ordinary star field appeared.

“Good,” Abela stood from her seat. She regarded the double-saucer of Waystation briefly, gave a small snort of contempt, then turned to depart.

“Dock us,” she said, “If we’ve come this far, I’d like to at least see a bit of what makes this Federation of yours so great,”

“Requesting docking clearance,” Dipsadoo replied, “Uh, it’s denied,”

“Denied? Why?”

“Incoming transmission,”

The screen came to life. A red-headed human woman appeared.

“This is Captain Beck, Station Commander,” the woman spoke, “You’re late,”

“We had to stop to negotiate with…aliens,” Abela said curtly, “As us starship commanders are known to do. Now, we’ve come a long way and request some time to relax and see just why your little station is such a big deal,”

“Little?” Beck’s mouth hardened with annoyance.

“Yes, yes,” Abela waved a hand, “Your people have visited my city, it’s only fair,”

“Who the heck ARE you?” Beck demanded, “Look, it doesn’t matter. We have a construction barge waiting for a tow to Matrian Space to start work on Waystation 2. You’re already late. If you want to visit the station, you’ll just have wait until your next trip. And be on time next time, please,”

With that, the transmission ended.

Abela’s eye twitched.

“Does this ship have weapons big enough to overpower that station?” she asked.

“Not even close,” Shurgroe replied, “And…um…that’s a very bad idea…”

“Just kidding,” Abela sighed.

“We’ve received orders from Starfleet,” Dipsadoo spoke up, “We’re to depart immediately and tow the construction barge to the midpoint between Senous and Matria Prime,”

Abela collapsed back in the command chair.

“Fine. I didn’t really want to see her stupid space station anyway. Do whatever it is you need to do to tow that thing to Matrian Space,”



The Hummingbird smoothly fell into position directly ahead of the barge, the small slipstream tug only a fraction the size of the much larger barge. A series of small grappling beams speared out from the Hummingbird’s ring nacelle and locked themselves onto various points on the barge’s hull. With a flash of its engines, the Hummingbird twisted space around it and pulled the barge into the slipstream.





Two days later…



“So they’ve started building our competition, huh?” Simplot asked, looking at a padd.

“That’s what the report says,” Wyer confirmed, “The Hummingbird towed the barge into position without incident.”

“Hard to believe such a little ship could pull something that big so far, so fast,” Simplot smiled.

“That’s what tug ships are for,” Wyer shrugged. “By the way, did you guys figure out what that base was all about?”

“Dr. Flaminred thinks it was a communications outpost,” Simplot shrugged, “Probably dealing with top-secret stuff during the later days of the war. Maybe even surveillance and interception. Anyway, I’m finished with him now. I’m sure Queen Anselia will be getting his reports.”

“I see.” Wyer replied politely.

“And yes, I had sex with him. It’s really none of your business, but yes. And it was great.” Simplot added defiantly. “Well, maybe not great. Matrian men are a bit too passive for my tastes. But it was still good.”

“I am…please that you enjoyed yourself,” Wyer replied. For something that wasn’t his business, he was sure getting an earful on the event. Fortunately, Simplot changed the topic.

“And now we get the pleasure of listening to Abela brag about her tremendous success for the next week or so,” Simplot said, crossing her arms as they entered the Arrivals lounge. Just outside the windows they could see the Hummingbird nosing up to the docking port. After a moment, Abela, Annerson and Shurgroe emerged from the airlock. Seated nearby was Abela’s husband, Craigan.

“How was your trip?” Simplot asked, forcing herself to be pleasant.

Abela glanced at Annerson, then gave a small grin.

“Uneventful,” she replied, “And your time without me?”

Simplot thought for a moment.

“Uneventful,” she said.

With that, the two women left, careful to use different exits.

“We got into a fight with green frog-aliens,” Annerson said to Wyer.

“The Captain was nearly killed by security robots and an assassin that was actually after Abela,” Wyer relied, “Followed by intercourse with a disappointingly submissive Matrian scientist.

“You win,” Annerson chuckled.



After escorting his wife home, Craigan rode a secure turbolift down to the Matrian Intelligence offices.

“How did we not know about this assassin?” he demanded.

“There was no indication that anybody wanted Abela dead,” one of his analysts replied, “No communications traffic, no Matrian Intel, nothing!”

“Well start looking harder,” Craigan said firmly, “Because whoever is behind this, I doubt they’re going to give up so easily,”
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RR Phone Home


Captain’s Log, Stardate 59532.4:



“After far more bother than it’s likely to be worth, our nano-tech fabrication system has finally managed to fabricate the resonance crystals needed to modify our deflector dish in order to make contact with Starfleet Command. Lt Mytim has installed the new crystals, and I’m perfectly confident everything will work perfectly,”



“You didn’t tell them what happened to the crystals we fabricated three weeks ago,” Lt Mytim commented as Acting Captain Virgii switched off the log recorder.

“No need for Starfleet to know that somebody got them confused with a drink coaster during our Galactic Gala,” Virgii replied.

“Some gala,” Laarthi said dryly, “It was just a bunch of the crew dressed up in formal wear and crammed into the lounge,”

“If you have better ideas for boosting moral, by all means let me know,” Virgii shot back, “Unless it has to do with chasing a ball of yarn,”

“Hey, I don’t give you humans a hard time over squeezing your balls to relieve tension!” Laarthi retorted.

Virgii’s eyes widened.

“She means stress balls,” Mytim advised him quietly, “The rubbery, hard ones you can keep in a drawer until needed,”

“Ah. Understood,”

“Well, shall we activate the deflector?” Dr. Strobnik spoke up, “I’m most anxious to see how this turns out. I have, of course, performed the lab version of this procedure, but I’ve never actually seen it put to practical use,”

“Typical academic,” Mytim gave a small smile.

“Activate the deflector,” Virgii ordered.

Mytim turned back to her panel, but before she could begin inputting the sequence, her gaze caught on the wristband she was wearing. The wristband was actually a sophisticated piece of technology, designed to prevent anybody wearing it from manifesting the powers and abilities of the Lupressa. After Virgii and the crew had found out that she was the (mostly) unwilling host of some sort of long-dead energy being, she’d been required to wear the device. Intellectually, and Mytim was a very intellectual person after all, she understood the precaution perfectly. Too many Starfleet officers had caused serious problems in cases where they’d manifested unusual abilities, after all.

But it was HER! Cindy Mytim! She wasn’t going to be one of those problem officers! The whole precaution thing was completely out of proportion.

“Lieutenant?” Virgii prodded, “The deflector?”

“Hmm? Oh, yes, of course,”

Brushing a strand of hair from her face (and vowing to change hairspray brands), Mytim tapped at her panel. In theory, ever since the Voyager incident Starfleet’s MIDAS communications array had been configured to receive special, long- range transmissions from ships finding themselves too far from Federation space to use conventional means. Voyager had pioneered the technology, and now all ships carried the procedure in their computers.

“Initiating deflector sequence,” she said.

There was a building hum, then a loud, high-pitched whine filled the bridge.

“Is it supposed to do that?” Boxer shouted, his hand-paws covering his sensitive ears.

“There’s nothing in the computer on it,” Mytim called back, “But then, Voyager didn’t have their deflector housing right in front of their bridge!”

“How long is this going to last?” Virgii yelled.

“Assuming we’re done this correctly, it should be a matter of moments for somebody at the MIDAS array to detect our transmission, align the array and establish a two-way carrier!” Strobnik bellowed, nearly deafening Mytim.

“I hope nobody’s asleep at the panel,” Virgii commented as his teacup abruptly shattered.





Meanwhile, thousands of light-years away…



“Seriously, dude!” Crewman Heath said to Crewman Stoff, “You don’t like yellow?”

“I wouldn’t be caught dead flying that shuttle,” Crewman Stoff replied, gesturing at the padd Heath was carrying. On it was displayed a canary-yellow racing shuttle.

“How about electric mucus?” Heath asked, tapping the padd until the shuttle turned green.

“Looks more like puke,” Stoff frowned.

“Well what colour would YOU get?”

“Candy apple red,” Stoff replied, “Duh!”

“Do you hear something beeping?” Heath started looking around the control centre of Starfleet’s MIDAS array, “I’m sure something’s beeping!”

“Dude, it’s the middle of the night. Nothing’s beeping.” Stoff shook his head.

“Oh,” Heath was quiet for a moment, “Wanna make out?”

“No, I most certainly do not,” Stoff grimaced, “And YOU have been in space FAR too long!”



“Still no reply!” Mytim shouted over the screeching whine, “It’s been over fifteen minutes!”

“Oh, just shut the damned thing off!” Virgii snapped, still mopping spilled tea off his lap.

Mytim tapped her panel and the sound died.

“Thank the Divine Hunter,” Boxer sighed.

“No sign that Starfleet received our transmission,” Mytim reported, trying to keep the disappointment out of her voice.

“I imagine half the quadrant heard that transmission,” Laarthi complained, “So much for keeping a low profile!”

There was a beeping from Boxer’s panel.

“I think she’s right!” Boxer said, “We’ve got ships coming in at high warp! At least a dozen!”

“What kind?”

Before Boxer could answer, a series of flashes became visible outside the bridge windows. Several large, greyish, ovoid ships appeared on a direct intercept course with the Roadrunner.

“Federation ships!” Boxer yelped, “Fungaloids! Just like at the fungus planet!”

“Oh, bother,” Virgii groaned, “Evasive manoeuvres! Shields up! Ready phasers! Oh, and somebody secure the blasted fish tank this time around!”

“Evasive manoeuvres, aye!” Laarthi snapped, shoving the current pilot out of the way and taking the helm.

“Shields up, weapons ready,” Boxer reported.

“Crewman Billings reports fish tank is secure,” Strobnik added.

The ship shook as the first volleys of weapons fire hit their shields. The United Federation of Fungus ships, which looked for all the world like giant spores, were firing directed plasma weapons, along with some bizarre sort of torpedo that wriggled its way through space towards the tiny Roadrunner. The Roadrunner had first encountered the Federation of Fungus on a seemingly uninhabited planet that the dominant Federation race, the Fungaloids, had cleansed of all non-plant life in order to deprive the Lupressa of hosts. A Fungaloid on the planet had identified Mytim as a Lupressa, calling in a similar attack fleet and apparently putting the Roadrunner on the Federation’s ‘Kill On Sight’ list.

“They outnumber us, outgun us, and we know they can outrun us at warp,” Virgii said, clutching his chair as Laarthi pulled the ship into a sharp dive, barely evading half a dozen torpedos, “Any thoughts?”

“SUDDEN DEATH!” the crewman Laarthi had pushed out of the pilot seat wailed.

“Get below decks until one of us is horribly killed or something and we need you here,” Virgii snapped, shooing him towards the door.

“We’ll be safe enough if we can make a quantum slipstream jump!” Laarthi called from the helm, “Mytim? Can you plot a course?”

“We’re in a high-variance region of space,” Mytim shook her head, “It’s too dangerous!”

“Firing phasers,” Boxer said in the background. Out the window, the Roadrunner’s weapons fired, connecting with a Federation ship but only doing minor damage.

“There must be some way to plot a course,” Virgii insisted as Laarthi returned her attention to keeping them in one piece, “We’ve used the drive a dozen times now, and only came close to certain death…what, half the time?”

Mytim thought for a moment.

“If you could turn off this dampener, I might be able to plot coordinates for a short jump,” she said, “A very short jump. I mean, I’ve never tried this before, but it can’t hurt to try, can it?”

Virgii bit his lip.

“Oh, come on!” Laarthi shouted, “Is this REALLY the time for a debate on whether or not she’s good or evil? I doubt she wants to get blown up!”

“Yes, quite right,” Virgii swallowed. Not taking her eyes from her panel, Mytim held her arm out to him. With a few taps, he entered his authorization and deactivated the dampener.

Mytim felt a rushing sensation as the two Lupressa fragments buried within her suddenly made contact again. She could suddenly sense the Fungaloids on the attacking ships…and a small part of her surged with a hatred and revulsion that was truly alien.

Pulling her attention back to the present she summoned one of her spellbooks from her quarters, the doors to the bridge hissing open as it shot like a projectile into her hands. The pages flashed, then there it was…focused projection into alternate planes! Hopefully, the levels of reality where slipstream drive was possible would be one of them.

“Just give me a few minutes to figure out the coordinates and get them into the navigational computer!” she called, then closed her eyes and focused.



Absorbed as she was in her work, Mytim didn’t notice the looks of shock and surprise that had been directed her way when the book had zipped across the bridge. Nor did she hear Virgii nervously ordering everybody back to their tasks.

“Boxer, keep those phasers firing!” he ordered, “And Mytim…well, use the Lupressa…or whatever,”

“They’re launching some sort of fighters!” Boxer replied, “I’m firing but there’s just too many of them!”

Laarthi pulled the ship hard to starboard, barely evading another wave of plasma. She brought them in close to one of the bigger spore-ships, weaving around the massive spikes. Several of the Fungaloid ships continued firing at her, the shots hitting the spikes instead. The ship seemed to flinch, the spikes wavering slightly as the hull around them contracted.

“I am certain these ships are alive!” Strobnik reported from his panel, “Fascinating! I wonder if they’d let me take a sample of their hull material?”

“You can ask them after we end up splattered against the side of their ship!” Laarthi snapped, pulling them away from the contorting ship and back into the crossfire. The shields took several more hits, but Boxer managed to destroy one of the smaller, Roadrunner-sized enemy ships.

“Shields are down to thirty percent!” he announced.

“Mytim, we need those slipstream coordinates!” Virgii called.

“I’ve got them!” Mytim announced, her eyes snapping open and a wave of energy flying off her in a flash, “Coordinates are in the navigational computer!”

“Then hit it!” Virgii snapped.

Laarthi’s hand slapped down on the activation panel for the quantum slipstream drive. There was a groaning hum as plasma was redirected to the ring nacelle, then the familiar flash of light and tearing sensation as the ship burrowed through space and into the shimmering blue and black tunnel of slipstream drive, leaving the Federation of Fungus ships far behind.

As the Roadrunner eased into the slipstream, Boxer spoke up from the rear of the bridge.

“Does anybody else get the feeling we’re ripping off the wrong franchise here?”



“Coming out of slipstream drive in three…two…one…” Laarthi counted down, then hit the deactivation panel for the drive. There was an odd shifting sensation as the shimmering tunnel outside the bridge windows faded, replaced by the standard starfield.

“Lt Boxer?” Virgii asked.

“Sniffing around,” Boxer replied as he worked the tactical scanners, “No ships in sensor range. No warning buoys, no space stations, no increased tachyon emissions,”

“Stop going through the Virgii’s Laws list,” Mytim ordered, “We stopped using that, remember?”

“Oh, right,” Boxer licked his chops, “Nothing on sensors,”

“No planets nearby,” Mytim took over the scanners, “I’m not picking up any emissions that would indicate any advanced civilizations within a ten light-year radius,”

“An excellent slipstream jump,” Virgii admitted, “Well done all around. Lt Mytim?”

“Hmm?” Mytim was daintily swabbing her forehead, trying to remove any indication that she’d been sweating.

“Your dampener?”

Mytim rolled her eyes.

“Very well,” she said. Gathering her dignity around her like a cloak, she stood and offered her wrist to Virgii. With a couple of taps he reactivated the Lupressa dampener. Mytim’s world suddenly dimmed, like she’d closed an eye or suddenly gotten water in her ears. The increasing sense of awareness she’d felt since gaining the second Lupressa fragment made the use of the dampener all the more noticeable; before she’d had to focus much harder to bring out any manifestation of her powers.

“If you’ll excuse me,” she said coldly, “My shift ended twenty minutes ago. With the jump complete, I will retire,”

“Carry on,” Virgii said imperiously, oblivious to the forced formality.

With that, Mytim went below decks.

“We’ve gone about fifty light-years,” Laarthi reported from the helm, trying to break the icy mood, “A pretty small jump, but it still would have taken us over a week at warp speeds.”

“Can you plot us another jump?” Virgii asked.

Laarthi gave him an ‘Are you kidding?’ look.

“Mytim and I were going over the scans from our slipstream trip out to this part of the galaxy,” she said, “We’re still months away from a region of space where we can safely compute another jump,”

“But that last jump was the smoothest slipstream ride ever!” Boxer said, “I wanted to roll down the window and stick my head out!”

“Well, if you want to do that again, you’re just going to have to let Mytim off her leash first,” Laarthi said. Boxer gave her a dark look.

“You think we should exploit her abilities to get home faster?” Virgii leaned forward, “Even if it means giving her free access to these…Lupressa things? You KNOW what happens when Starfleet officers get powers! It ALWAYS ends badly!”

“So maybe we’re due for a win on that front?” Boxer suggested.

“Strobnik? What do you think?”

The black, crustacean-ish doctor grated a finger thoughtfully over one of the chitinous ridges on his upper arm.

“Abilities like those Lt Mytim has demonstrated were not part of the laboratory experiment,” he said, “Previous records do indicate that any officer who has received advanced abilities through encounters with the galactic barrier, the Q or similar entities have, in fact, gone rather mad. I would suggest that the longer Lt Mytim has access to these abilities, the more dangerous and less human she will become,”

“I see,” Virgii frowned, “For the moment, set course back to Federation Space, Warp 6. We’ll try to contact the MIDAS array again tomorrow. In the meantime, I have some regulations to read through!”

“Sounds like a fun night,” Laarthi cracked.

“Oh, it will be!” Virgii said enthusiastically, “I have a bottle of Saurian brandy I’ve been saving for just such an occasion! You’re most welcome to join me in the search for Starfleet procedural knowledge!”

“I have to…clean my litter box,” Laarthi said.

“Suit yourself,” Virgii replied, stepping off the bridge. As he did, Boxer erupted into laughter.

“Shut up,” Laarthi grumbled, “I panicked!”

“We have toilets on this ship for a reason!” Boxer laughed.

“F**k off, poop & scoop!” she snapped, pulling off the gloves. (Figuratively speaking.)

Boxer stopped laughing.

“Hey, Sheppian culture evolved past that centuries ago!” he objected.

Strobnik just buried himself in slipstream calculations.



Barely an hour later, Mytim was walking down the corridor of Deck 3 towards the rear of the small ship. She wore a shimmering black dress…nothing fancy, but enough to look nice. She was wearing her dark hair low, and had accented her perfect, pale skin with a shade of lipstick that stood out, but without looking like a neon sign.

She passed the doorway leading to the tiny room that formed Main Engineering then continued on to the very aft end of the ship. Directly in front of her was the hatch leading to the maintenance crawl way for the aft torpedo launcher, but just to her left was the ladder that lead up to the hatch leading to the Roadrunner’s single, docked shuttle. As she tapped in the access code, the smell of food wafted down.

She climbed up to find Crewman Billings seated on the floor next to the hatch, a picnic lunch of fried chicken, mashed potatoes, coleslaw and juice laid out on a white and red checker blanket. Outside the shuttle’s single window they could see stars receding behind them as the Roadrunner warped through space.

“Dinner is served,” Billings said, waving a hand over the spread.

Mytim laughed. When he’d asked her to meet him in the shuttle for a quiet dinner for two (impossible in the crowded crew lounge), she’d been expecting something a bit more…elegant…than fried chicken.

“What?” Billings asked, looking somewhat hurt. He also quickly glanced at Mytim’s dampener, checking that the ‘Active’ light was blinking. A gesture that went unnoticed by Mytim.

“I just wasn’t expecting fried chicken,” Mytim smiled as she looked around the shuttle for a place to sit. Billings patted the deck next to him. Hesitantly, Mytim sat, curling her legs beneath her.

The position was not comfortable. The new chair in her quarters would have been far preferable.

It was only their second date since Billings had learned of his lady friend’s new abilities. And, frankly, he was terrified. He’d started dating Mytim despite their difference in rank because she was intelligent, beautiful, friendly…and because there were very, very few women to choose from on the ship. At first he’d tried to ignore the fact that she could probably fry him with a flick of her wrist. But as the idea of dating a woman who’d already shown herself to have dangerous abilities sunk it, Billings had started to get scared.

Mytim, for her part, remained completely oblivious. If anything, she simply assumed Billings’ nervousness was due to the fact that he was dating an woman who outranked him.

In any event, with all the confusion following their relaxing date on the beach a while back, the promised sexual escapades had failed to materialize.

“Uh…shall we?” Billings pointed at the plate of chicken.

Mytim reached out and picked up a piece, mentally grimacing at the grease she could already feel on her fingertips. She placed the drumstick on her plate, then immediately started looking for a fork. Finding it near the potatoes, she resumed dishing out her meal and began to carefully cut a small piece of meat off the bone.

Billings, for his part, simply bit down on his drumstick, crumbs and grease sticking to his face. This time, Mytim couldn’t hide her distaste.

“I hope you brought a napkin!” she said, just a bit more bite in her voice than intended.

“Hmmph?” Billings asked through a mouthful of potato.

Mytim daintily cut off another piece of chicken.

“Proper table manners are a sign of proper upbringing, Matthew,” she said.

“You’re saying I wasn’t well brought up?” Billings made an odd expression, then burped.

“Well, I suppose that gas was, at least,” Mytim replied.

They fell into an uncomfortable silence, broken only by the chewing sounds coming from Billings and the scratch of cutlery on flatware from Mytim. Neither of them paid much attention to the starry vista outside.

“I brought chocolate lava cakes for dessert,” Billings said once he’d cleared his plate, “Unless that’s too messy?”

Mytim smiled.

“I can eat anything without making a mess,” she said.

“Sounds like…” Billings trailed off.

Mytim’s smile faded.

“You were going to say ‘magic’, weren’t you?” she asked.

Billings nodded.

“It’s not like that,” she said.

“I have to ask,” he said suddenly, “When we…when we first went out. Did you…do anything to me?”

Mytim pulled back like she’d been slapped.

“You mean did I put a spell on you?” she asked angrily, “To make you mine?” She got to her feet. “I did no such thing. I would never do something like that to you!”

“I’m sorry!” Billings objected, “I just…I don’t know what you could have done before we found about your…Lupressa thing!”

“Well you could have asked!” Mytim snapped, “A bit more tactfully, I mean!”

She started tapping at the hatch panel.

“Wait, Cindy!” Billings said, “I didn’t mean to-”

The hatch abruptly popped open, a furry head coming through.

“Oh!” Boxer said, “I’m sorry! I didn’t know somebody was up here already,”

“What’s wrong, Rex?” Cherri’s voice came from below.

“Somebody’s already here, snuggles,” he called down.

“We were just leaving” Mytim said curtly, moving aside so Boxer could free up the ladder. The second he was up, she climbed swiftly down.

“Oh…then are you eating the rest of that?” he pointed at the remaining chicken.

“Knock yourself out,” Billings said glumly.

He waited for Boxer and Cherri to climb into the shuttle before departing, ensuring he wouldn’t have to walk with Mytim back to the main body of the ship.

So much for a romantic evening.



“Ready for a romantic dinner?” Boxer asked, holding a picnic basket between he and Cherri.

“Not yet,” Cherri said, a playful gleam in her eye. She pounced on Boxer, knocking him to the small bunk in the back of the shuttle and pulling at his tunic. The basket, containing an assortment of marrow-filled soup bones, dropped to the deck.

“This is my idea of a romantic evening!” Boxer managed to get out before Cherri’s lips met his.



Billings stalked into the cramped quarters he shared with Crewman Chardonay, Robinson, Thebridge, Krashing and Senior Crewman Martell. The six of them shared a single room with six bunks, a table, replicator and a single washroom. He tossed the picnic basket in the replicator and hit the ‘reclaim’ button.

“Hey man!” Robinson objected, “There was still food in there!”

“I’m not hungry,” Billings said angrily.

“Dude-person,” Thebridge said in a thick Rigellian accent, “We loaned you replicator credits for that! The least you could have done was shared the leftovers!”

“Whatever,” Billings flopped down on his bunk.

His roommates sort of looked at each other.

“Woman problems,” Chardonay said knowingly. His Rigellian accent wasn’t as thick as Thebridge’s, but it was still noticeable, “It doesn’t matter what species you are, women are trouble,”

“My species has three genders,” Krashing added, “And whichever one you are at the time, the other two are always more trouble than they’re worth!”

“Which reminds me,” Senior Crewman Martell spoke up, “I need to know when you’re changing back into a woman so we can move you into female quarters,”

“I change to carrier in three months,” Krashing said, “Does that count?”

“Do carriers have an innie or an outie?”

“Um…an innie,”

“Then it counts. You need to have an outie to live in male quarters,” Martell said firmly.

“Finding one mate is hard enough,” Billings said glumly, “I can’t imagine having to find two!”

“We told you that fried chicken isn’t the way to a woman’s heart,” Robinson chirped, “Unless she weighs a hundred kilos and lives in Texas,”

“What’s Texas?”

“I don’t know. Something from an old story,”

“I guess I should have listened,” Billings said bitterly, “But, y’know…I don’t think it was the chicken that did it,”

“Maybe the fact that she’s-” Robinson started speaking, but Chardonay slapped a hand over his mouth.

“Shhh,” he whispered, “They say that if you say a witch’s name, she will know it,”

“You didn’t make her mad, did you?” Thebridge suddenly looked worried, his gaze moving briefly to the door as if he expected Mytim to appear at any minute, “You don’t want to do that, man!”

“She’s not going to hurt anybody,” Billings snapped, “She’s not a monster! She’s just…she’s going through some stuff!”

“Which is why you’re back here alone after barely half an hour?” Krashing asked.

“Shut up, all of you!”





Captain’s Log, Stardate 59535.6:



“We have prepared for our second attempt to contact Starfleet Command and…well, actually that’s really about it,”



Virgii turned off his log recorder and quickly surveyed the bridge around him. Everybody was back at their usual stations. Today’s helmsman was Ensign Mulans, another member of the Roadrunner’s original crew that Virgii didn’t know in the slightest. As long as he didn’t crash the ship into a planet or anything, Virgii really didn’t care.

“Does everybody have their ear protection?” Virgii asked.

No answer.

“I said,” he called louder, “does everybody have their ear protection?”

Still no answer. He looked around, and so far as he could tell everybody was wearing the replicated earplugs that would protect them from the high frequencies generated by the deflector.

“Very well, initiate deflector sequence,” he ordered.

Nobody moved.

“I seem to have encountered a minor flaw with this plan,” Virgii grumbled. He was about to lean out of his chair to tap Mytim on the shoulder when she turned to him, her lips moving.

Removing his own earplugs, Virgii caught the last half of her sentence.

“-readings seem to be coming from a solar system half a light year from here,” she finished.

“Could you please present me with part one of that performance?” Virgii asked.

“I said I’m picking up strange readings on the sensors,” Mytim obliged.

“So? We’re trying to avoid ‘strange’ on this trip, remember?”

“Well, considering how quickly the Fungaloids were on top of us the last time we tried this, I just thought you might want to perhaps look around the area before we try again,” Mytim drew her disdain around herself well, but a good whiff still made it out in Virgii’s direction.

“Very well,” he said, “Set course, Warp Six,”





Three hours later…



“GET US THE HELL OUT OF HERE!” Virgii snapped, his hands gripping the back of Mulan’s chair, “FOR THE LOVE OF GOD!”

“No sweat, dude,” Mulan said calmly, tapping at the panels and sending the Roadrunner into high warp.

“Now aren’t you glad I had us check first?” Mytim asked pleasantly.

“Just shut it and make sure we managed to sneak out without being detected!” Virgii snapped.





Captain’s Log, Supplemental:



“We seem to have successfully escaped the vicinity of a very large Fungaloid base without being detected, thanks to my natural skill and foresight to check for Federation of Fungus activity before activating the deflector. We’ve put some distance between ourselves and the Fungaloid fleet we barely managed to avoid running into, have located a nice, uninhabited solar system and are preparing to try again,”



“So we’re sure there aren’t any Fungaloid ships around this time?” Virgii asked.

“No sir!” Boxer reported, “I mean, no there aren’t, and yes I’m sure. I’ve scanned the system like you wouldn’t believe! A flea couldn’t bite within a parsec without me knowing about it!”

“Most excellent,” Virgii said, “And Laarthi? I assume you’ve managed to bumble your way into getting the deflector ready?”

Her heckles rising, Laarthi simply glared at Virgii. She seemed to be on the verge of speaking, but instead of forming words she only managed to bulge out her eyes slightly.

“An answer, Lieutenant,” he said, “Spit it out!”

Laarthi proceeded to hack up a hairball on the deck next to Virgii’s chair.

“A token of my esteem, sir,” she said, reaching into the replicator for a glass of water.

“I’m putting you on report for that!” Virgii snapped.

“Uh-huh,”

“Lieutenant Mytim, initiate the deflector sequence,”

Mytim didn’t move.

“Oh, what is it NOW?” Virgii demanded.

“Boxer, you’re SURE you didn’t see any sign of unusual activity in this system?” she asked.

“Yup,” Boxer said cheerfully, “Not recently, anyway,”

“Wait, what you mean ‘not recently’??”

“Well, there’s an ion trail that’s roughly a year old,” he shrugged, “Oh, and one of the planets has a big hole gouged out of it,”

Mytim and Virgii both turned to glare at him.

“What? You wanted me to look for any sign the Fungaloids were here!” Boxer objected, “This has nothing to do with them!”

“Idiot,” Laarthi and Mytim muttered together.

“Bring us closer to planet,” Virgii said, blowing a breath out between his teeth, “Honestly, this is worse than trying to find a public toilet without urine on the seat,”

As the ship approached the planet in question, Virgii and Mytim’s gaze alternated between the view out the bridge windows and the image on the science station display screens.

The planet in question was Class-M, right in the middle of the star’s habitable zone. It had the usual scattering of continents and oceans, mild climate and enough animal life to indicate that the Fungaloids hadn’t infested it yet.

But it also had a small hole. Not much, just a few kilometres in diameter. But it was a perfect half-sphere, as if somebody had taken a chunk out of the planet with an ice cream scoop.

“There isn’t much left of the ion trail after this much time,” Mytim said quietly, “But the computer has a match, both for the trail and for the hole on the planet,”

“I’m not an idiot, Lieutenant,” Virgii said crossly, “I know exactly what this means,”

“It’s the Xindi,” he said.



Mytim turned to look at Virgii.

“You really ARE an idiot,” she said, throwing all tact to the winds. Laarthi was likewise looking at Virgii in astonishment. Boxer was just licking at his chops.

“Are you sure?” Boxer asked, “I thought the Xindi were good guys. Aren’t they a Federation member?”

“They are,” Mytim nodded.

“But don’t they cut holes in planets?” Virgii asked.

“One, what the heck would the Xindi be doing all the way out here?” Mytim asked, her expression somewhere between astonishment and disgust, “Two, the Xindi never scooped holes out of planets. Three, the ion trail doesn’t have a Xindi signature! Four, you can’t say you’re not an idiot and that you know exactly what something means when you clearly have absolutely no clue whatsoever!”

“Well then if you’re so brilliant, who is it?”

Mytim tapped her panel, bringing up a species profile.

“It’s the Borg, stupid,” she said.



Down on Deck 3, Crewman Billings was going through his daily checklist. Confirm proper airflow from all ventilation shafts. Check. Verify proper life-support system operation: O2 levels, CO2 levels, humidity, atmospheric pressure, gravity, etc. Check, check, check, check, check and check. Inspect corridor carpet for stains. Check.

Plus a small notation on the inspection checklist from Lt Cmdr Virgii reminding the maintenance staff to check for and promptly report any signs of Caithan and/or Sheppian pheromone sprays. Virgii didn’t want to take the chance of another territory war between Laarthi and Boxer stinking up the ship.

Check. And also, eww.

Stepping into the crew lounge, Billings started arranging the chairs, wiping off the tables and fulfilling various other menial tasks that invariable got tossed down to the lowest ranks. He was halfway through scrubbing a particularly nasty soup stain off the replicator housing when the door hissed open and Crewman Cherri stepped in.

“Hiya, Matthew,” she said happily, “I’m supposed to re-calibrate the replicator in here. You mind?”

With a firm yank, Billings pulled the housing off the replicator, set it down on a table and resumed scrubbing. With a smile of thanks, Cherri pulled out an engineering tricorder and went right to work on the replicator’s exposed innards.

“I hope you and Mytim had a good time last night,” she said, “Boxer and I really like using the shuttle. It’s just about the only place on the ship where you can be alone,”

“Yup,” Billings grunted.

“Have your buddies given you any trouble? About Mytim?”

Billings paused in his cleaning. Then everything just started pouring out.

“They think I’ve been bewitched,” he said, “They think Mytim put some kind of spell on me, and they’re all terrified that if they say anything to her she might disintegrate them or something. And I can’t talk to her about it, because she gets so damned defensive! And then you’ve got to add all that to the fact that she’s a woman, and understanding women is next to impossible when they’re ordinary human women, never mind if they’ve ended up with enough power to drop a house on somebody!”

He grabbed his cleaning implements and began scrubbing again.

“Oh,” Cherri said softly.

“But you’re a woman,” Billings went on, “I mean, you’re a bit fuzzy for my taste, but maybe you at least know how they think? Or what I can do to try and show her that I want to be there for her, to help her through this?”

“Um,” Cherri looked embarrassed, “Not really. I just wanted to know if your friends were giving you a hard time for dating an officer,”

Billings looked blankly at her for a moment, then flushed.

“No, they’re cool with it,” he said, turning back to his task.

“Glad to hear it,” Cherri nodded, turning back to hers.



“The Borg, you say?” Virgii asked, settling back into his chair.

“Yes,” Mytim said, “The ion trail is a perfect match.”

“The cybernetically enhanced race that has terrorized trillions of being? That forcibly assimilates them into their Collective?”

“That’s them,” Boxer said nervously, “And if they assimilate, you, all your fur falls out! That’s even worse than being fixed!”

“You would know,” Laarthi muttered.

“No I wouldn’t!”

“Then why would you say…oh forget it!”

“The race that has nearly unstoppable technology?” Virgii went on, “The race that can decimate an entire Starfleet fleet with one cube ship?”

“Again, yes,” Mytim replied.

“The race that Voyager reports has devastated countless worlds in the Delta Quadrant? And the race that the Aerostar unwittingly lured into destroying the Flarn Empire?”

“You seem familiar enough with them that you should have figured out they were the ones that attacked this planet,” Mytim said flatly.

“Well, this is just smashing then!” Virgii rubbed his hands together gleefully, “Our job just got a lot easier!”

Boxer, Laarthi and Mytim exchanged looks around the command chair.

“And exactly what line of reasoning brought you to the Bizarro-World train station?” Laarthi demanded.

“It’s quite simple, really,” Virgii explained, “Clearly the Borg are pushing into this region of space. The Federation of Fungus lives in this region of space. Ergo, the Borg and the Fungaloids are probably engaging in hostilities. In fact, I bet that Fungaloid base we just narrowly avoided was put there just to keep an eye on this region, in case the Borg returned!”

“That’s…” Laarthi adjusted her whiskers, “That’s actually not a bad line of reasoning,”

“Not Bizarro-World?” Boxer asked, “Maybe just Oddsville?”

“Shut up,”

Virgii thought for a moment.

“We should try contacting Starfleet,” he decided.

“Uh, you want to fire off a giant ‘HEAR WE ARE’ beacon near a planet that both the Borg and the Fungaloids have an interest in?” Mytim asked. She wasn’t really surprised, but she still had to ask.

“Of course,” Virgii said, “After all, I would bet that neither side is particularly eager to come back here,”

Rolling her eyes, Mytim began initiating the deflector sequence.

“We’re all going to die,” Crewman Mulans said quietly at the helm. “Or be assimilated, then die. Or die and be assimilated. Either way, it’s time to kiss my ass goodbye.”





Meanwhile, at the MIDAS array…



“This is the United Federation of Planets MIDAS array, how may I direct your call?” Crewman Heath said, tapping at his panel as the MIDAS array indicated an incoming transmission.

“I am Jorgal of the Kazon-Nystram!” an angry voice bellowed over the comm, “I challenge Voyager and your pathetic Federation to battle! Oh, and if you could bring some bottled water, that would be lovely,”

“Is it that stupid teenager from the Delta Quadrant?” Crewman Heath asked.

“Yeah, that Kazon kid again,” Stoff replied quietly. Then, speaking into the mic, “Look kid, I don’t know how you got this number…or the technology to call it, but stop calling! Voyager’s not going back to the Delta Quadrant to pick a fight with a kid! MIDAS array out!”

He hit the cut-off button.

“God, I hate working at this place,” Stoff muttered.

They barely had ten minutes of silence before the panel chirped again.

“Just ignore it,” Stoff advised.

“Naw, you know what bitch Ensign Chatebot has been lately,” Heath grumbled, “Starfleet Command, MIDAS array here! Beacon of hope to all the lost ships of the-”

“Yessssss,” a sibilant voice hissed from the speaker, “I’d like to order take-out, pleassssseee. Let’ssss start with two humans a la Nelok, an order of Vulcan nuggetsssss, and…um, can I get the Andorian without the antennassssss?”

“For the fiftieth time, we don’t deliver!” Heath shouted, slamming his fist down on the cut-off, “That’s it! I’ve had it! I’m not answering another call for the rest of this shift!”

“OK,” Stoff shrugged. They sat in silence for a moment.

“You still wanna make out?” he asked Heath.

“Maybe. Did they fix the holodeck yet?”

“No.”

“Hmmm.”



A few minutes later, as the deflector powered up, Mytim turned around in her seat and spoke quietly to Virgii.

“You know there’s a good chance that Fungaloid base is going to send ships here if they detect our deflector activity,” she said, “And their top warp speed is far beyond ours,”

“If they detect us, and if they decide to investigate,” Virgii said.

“They’ll know it’s us,” Mytim said, “And they want us…well, me, dead,”

“We’ll sort that out if they show up,” Virgii said.

“Or you could deactivate this dampener and let me plot a quantum slipstream jump, just in case,” Mytim replied.

“I doubt that will be necessary,” Virgii said, “But thank you for the offer,”

“But,” Mytim objected.

“No,” Virgii said firmly. There was a series of beeps from Laarthi’s panel.

“Deflector ready,” she reported.

“Mytim, activate the transmission sequence,” Virgii ordered, putting in his ear plugs.

“Of course, you obnoxious, self-righteous, stuck up, egotistical…wanker!” Mytim fumed as she stabbed at her controls.

“He’s sort of ugly, too,” Crewman Mulans offered.

“Belay that, crewman,” Mytim said.

“I didn’t hear anything, ma’am,” he agreed.

“We did,” Laarthi called as she put in her own ear plugs, “But we agree with you, so it’s all good,”

“Initiating sequence,”



Once again, energy surged into the Roadrunner’s small navigational deflector dish. A low hum began to build as the device began transmitting, building into the ear-splitting screech as the power levels reached those necessary to send a signal across thousands of light-years. On the bridge, the officers (and one crewman) comfortably waited out the sequence. Unfortunately, nobody had thought to warn everybody below decks, and so all around the ship officers and crewmen alike were clutching their ears as the sound rang all through the small ship.

“USS Roadrunner to Starfleet Command,” Mytim spoke calmly into a noise-cancelling microphone, “Say again, this is the USS Roadrunner to Starfleet Command. Please respond.” She listed closely to her left ear, where the earplug had been fitted with a tiny speaker.



Ensign Chatebot stormed into the MIDAS operations centre, a towel wrapped around her body and suds clinging to her arms and legs. The sound of a comm chime was ringing through half the outpost.

“What the hell is going on?” she demanded.

Stoff and Heath, their lips mere inches apart, jumped back to their consoles.

“Nothing!” Stoff shouted.

“I had something in my eye!” Heath added.

“So not caring,” Chatebot snapped, “What I want to know is why the stupid comm panel has been ringing for the past five minutes!”

“Aww, it’s just another crank caller,” Stoff groaned, “I swear, whoever leaked this technology to the Delta Quadrant needs to be strung up and shot!”

“Just answer the damned call!” Chatebot ordered, turning to leave, “I swear, you two always wait until I’m in the tub to let the damned thing ring!”



Static crackled. Wait…was that a voice!?

“Starfleet Command, this is the USS Roadrunner,” she said again, “A malfunction in our quantum slipstream drive caused us to overshoot the Matrian star system by approximately eight thousand light-years.”

She paused and listened.

“Holy crap, I think this might be an actual stranded ship!,” a voice replied in her ear, “Ahem. Uh, we read you, Roadrunner-”

“Nobody would call a ship Roadrunner,” another voice came over the comm, “What’s next, is the Coyote going to call?”

“Shut up and look them up in the database! Um, Roadrunner, this is Starfleet Command. We are receiving,”

“Hey Stoff, there really IS a USS Roadrunner. Lost in space for months now. What do ya know?”

“Roadrunner, we-”

The signal abruptly cut out. Mytim yanked her earplugs out, remembering only at the last minute that she was wearing them for a reason.

Instead of the screech of the deflector, she heard only silence.

“I believe we have experienced a deflector malfunction,” she said calmly. What she really wanted to say was ‘The fucking thing broke!’, but that wouldn’t exactly be lady-like.

“We’ve got bigger problems, Lieutenant,” Virgii said, very quietly.

Mytim looked out the bridge window, just in time to see a wave of Fungaloid spore-ships drop out of warp, falling into formation with a group that had already arrived.

“Oh,” she sighed, “Here we go again,”

She grabbed onto her panel as Crewman Mulans pulled the ship into evasive manoeuvres.

“Shields are up, and I’ve powered up the weapons,” Boxer called, “But…y’know, there’s at least fifteen ships out there!”

“Get us out of here, maximum warp!” Virgii ordered.

“Belay that!” Mytim called out, “Take this dampener off and let me plot a slipstream jump!”

“And besides, at least in this solar system we can hide behind planets!” Mulans said. As if to prove his point he tapped the warp engine controls, sending the ship into warp drive. Almost immediately he hit the cut-off, then fired the impulse engines. The rest of the crew barely had time to scream before they found the Roadrunner falling into a nose-dive, right into a Jovian-type gas giant. The ship shook as it was buffeted by the gale-force winds, but that was an improvement over behind shaken by Fungaloid weapon hits.

“Nice piloting,” Boxer said, sounding amazed.

“I like living,” Mulans replied calmly. He turned his focus back to the helm console, tapping course adjustments as the Roadrunner was pulled one direction after another by the winds.

“OK, at least we’re not about to be destroyed,” Virgii said, “Which is a positive development. Now, I suggest that as we have ample time, we quickly break into brainstorming groups before re-forming into a committee to consider escape suggestions,”

“Did you hit your head?” Laarthi asked, “Isn’t it obvious? Let Mytim plot a slipstream jump, then get the hell away from here!”

“By the way,” Mytim spoke up, “We did get a reply from Starfleet that time around. So…y’know…we accomplished something,”

“Excellent,” Virgii nodded, “Any chance we can re-establish comms with them?”

“From the atmosphere of a gas giant?” Mytim replied, “No. Do try to think before you speak.”

“I’m going to write you up for insubordination!”

“Please, you still haven’t even figure out the disciplinary paperwork yet!” Mytim chuckled.

“Well…that’s the First Officer’s job anyway,” Virgii grumbled.

Mytim just smiled pleasantly.

“OK, fine,” Virgii reached out and tapped the override sequence into the Lupressa dampener on her wrist.

The next thing he knew, his whole world had gone white.



Down in the crew lounge, Cherri and Billings were picking themselves up off the deck following Mulans’ piloting acrobatics. Bits and pieces of replicator innards had been scattered around the room, and the stain on the housing had been replaced with a large dent, courtesy of Billings’ head.

“You ever get the feeling that the guys up on the bridge don’t really spend much time thinking about those of us down here?” he asked.

“What?” Cherri asked, rubbing her ears, “Sorry, can you say that again?”

The both clutched at the nearest table as the ship was buffeted by wind. Outside the small windows looking out of the crew lounge, clouds of hazy, orangish-red gas was whipping by. As they watched, the ship dropped several hundred meters, easing out of its dive in a slightly more greenish layer. The winds at this altitude were even harsher, but little did they know that Mulans had selected this altitude because it offered better protection from (most) sensors.

“So, I guess this means something’s gone horribly wrong again,” Billings grumbled, trying to push the dent out of the housing with his thumbs.

“Sort of strange that nobody bothered to call a Red Alert or anything,” Cherri said, using the slightly-too-loud voice of one who was struggling to hear clearly at the moment.

“Yeah, technically I should be ‘standing by for damage control’,” Billings had made his voice overtly officious, something like a mockery of Virgii. OK, exactly like a mockery of Virgii. “Waiting to get blown out into space because the bad guys managed to hit us while I was trying to weld shut a hole in the hull!”

“Hey, I know Boxer does everything he can to shoot back at the bad guys!”

“Right, right. You and your perfect little pup and your perfect little relationship,” Billings grunted, giving up on the housing and dropping into a seat next to the window, “Must be nice,”

Cherri sat next to him.

“It’s not perfect,” she said, “With men involved, it’s never perfect,”

“Hey!”

“Do you know his idea of a romantic evening is?” Cherri demanded, “Sex in the shuttle. Do you know what his idea of a quiet evening in is?”

“Dinner?”

“Sex in his quarters,” Cherri corrected, “And don’t even ASK about ‘having a night out on the town’!”

“What…oh! YUCK!” Billings grimaced, “Is THAT what happened to the janitor’s closet on Deck Three?”

“Now, from what I hear, your attempt at a romantic dinner involved foods your culture historically associated with overweight people,” Cherri went on, “Which, you know, if you were MY boyfriend I would have walked right out. But Mytim at least stayed. So I think you’ve got a hope,”

“You really think so? Because we haven’t even had sex yet!”

Cherri rolled her eyes.

“Men,” she muttered, “Doesn’t matter what species you are, you’re completely clueless,”

“Hey, it’s not our fault women don’t come with a users manual!’

“I’ll make a deal with you,” Cherri said, leaning forward on the table, “I’ll do whatever I can to help you out with Mytim. And in return, you’ve got to pass some of this stuff on to Boxer. And do it quickly, because we’re running out of places on this ship to f….hey, what’s that?”

“Huh?”

Billings looked out the window. At first he couldn’t see anything but clouds of gas. But then in the distance, he could make out a swarm of tiny dots. They seemed to be swarming around themselves at random, but after watching for a moment he could see that a stream of them was coming down from a higher altitude, circling for a moment, then rushing off in a variety of directions.

“Uh-oh,” Billings said.



Up on the bridge, Boxer and Laarthi regained consciousness simultaneously. Whatever had knocked them out had struck hard, and it had struck fast.

“Owwwww!” Boxer whined from the floor under his station.

“Don’t be such a…oh…” Laarthi clutched at her head as she stood up, “Oh, that’s not good,”

“Um, guys?” Crewman Mulans’s voice broke through the pain, “I know you’re hurting, but I’d really appreciate it if you could take a look at what’s going on behind me,”

“Huh?”

Laarthi looked, only to find Strobnik and Virgii sprawled out on the floor, Mulans tapping at the helm console.

And Mytim floating in mid-air above the command chair, her arms and legs spread out, mid-jumping-jack, and small sparks of energy jumping from the bulkheads to her outstretched limbs.

“Ohhh…that didn’t happen the last time,” Boxer said dumbly.

“There was some kind of pulse when Virgii turned off that thing on her wrist,” Mulans said, “The back of my chair blocked me, but everybody else has been out for ten minutes. Oh, and the Fungaloids are sending some kind of search-spore into the atmosphere of this gas giant, and I’m getting really bizarre readings from the planet itself. And since I’m just an irrelevant support character, I really need you guys to figure out it here!”

Laarthi was about to move to the science station, but she quickly realized that she did not want to interrupt the flow of sparks jumping to Mytim’s right foot. She returned to Boxer’s station, pushed him out of the way and quickly tied the scientific sensor array in with the tactical scanners. Boxer, in meantime, looked out the window.

“Neat,” he said.

Laarthi looked up, just in time to see several small, round objects wriggling through the atmosphere. Each one had several small spikes, similar colouring to the big Fungaloid ships, and a whip-like flagella that seemed to propel them.

“I saw those before,” Boxer said proudly, “They’re why contraceptives are important!”

“Swear by the Aviary, if there were no witnesses,” Larrthi hissed quietly. The spores things were easy enough to figure out, they were obviously searching for the ship. In fact, two had already clamped onto the hull and seemed to be in the process of sending out a signal. But Mulans had mentioned…there!”

“Look at this,” Laarthi frowned, “There are HUGE algae blooms in the lower atmosphere. We’re talking about millions of cubic kilometres of plant-based life in this gas giant!”

“It’s not a Fungaloid nursery, is it?” Boxer asked, “Cuz that would explain the spermy-ships,”

“That is THE most MORONIC…” Laarthi paused, “Well, maybe. Actually, that could be a very logical explanation,”

“Thank you,” Boxer smiled, looked pleased.

Laarthi bopped him on the head.

“NOW WHY DON’T YOU DO SOMETHING USEFUL, LIKE FIGURE OUT HOW TO GET THEM OFF OUR SHIP!” she shouted.

“Oh…right.”



“Ohhh, this can’t be good,” Billings said.

“Nope,”

Right in front of them, one of the search-spores had clamped itself to the lounge window. The outer flesh had peeled away, revealing a series of dull, black eyes.

“I don’t think plants should have eyes,” Cherri said.

“I don’t think plants should attach themselves to our ship, either.”

“How do we get rid of it?”

“I dunno,” Billings tried banging on the window, “GO AWAY! SHOO!”

There was a series of sparks along the hull. The spore shook and quivered, spasming as the sparks ran though its body. After a few seconds it broke free and drifted off, already turning brown with death.

“Good job!”Cherri clapped him on the back.

“I don’t think that was me,”

“Still,”

Their eyes met. Suddenly, Billings became very aware of the soft touch of her hand on his back. Cherri, for her part, noticed him suddenly noticing.

He leaned forward, gave her a quick kiss on the nose, then moved back.

“I really needed a new, non-male friend,” he said, smiling.

“Oh good,” Cherri blew out a relieved breath, “I thought you were going to kiss me. Like, romantic kiss me,”

“Oh,” Billings bit his lip, “You’re, uh, great and all. But I don’t think I could get over the fur,”

“Good, because I don’t think I could get over your lack of fur,” Cherri shot back.

They hugged, then went back to work.



Mytim was floating. Floating on a cloud of infinity, as whiffs of whenever drifted by, carried by streams of roaring yesterday.

The power that had surged through her body the second the Lupressa-dampener had been deactivated had almost been too much for her to handle. There was LIFE incredibly close to her, vast quantities of pure life, all of its energy hers for the taking! She could feel millions, billions, TRILLIONS of tiny life-forms swirling in the lower atmosphere of the gas giant.

She’d found herself rocketing out of her body, out of the solar system, and nearly out of reality. Quantum slipstream jump? Hah! Plotting a jump to get the Roadrunner clear of the Fungaloid fleet and throwing it into the navigational computer took less than a second. She probably could have plotted them a course all the way back to Federation space, with only a few detours around high-variance space, but she had other things on her mind now.

When she’d been ‘nearly’ catapulted out of reality, the ‘nearly’ hadn’t been by choice. Instead, she’d felt herself pushed back…contained. There was no intelligence that she could discern in this other force. Rather than an adversary, it seemed more like a fence. And while the two Lupressa fragments deep within her burned to breach through it, she understood immediately that this was something she could only achieve with a full Lupressa, not with the mere remnants of the ancient, scattered race.

She felt a sudden ebbing in her power. Understanding that the greater realms of existence were closed to her, she drew herself back to the gas giant.

A great cloud of the algae-life, that closest to the ship, was dead. Even as she watched, the cloud of death doubled in size, the very life-force of the algae drained. Quickly, almost panicking, Mytim reduced her powers while at the same time trying to diffuse her draw; trying to take just a bit of energy from many of the blooms instead of ALL the energy from a few.

She noticed with immediate relief that the wave of death had stopped. The dead blooms quickly dispersed their numbers not significant given the sheer volume of the algae layer. Her energy source stabilized, Mytim returned her attention to the Roadrunner and to the Fungaloid fleet. She watched as the Fungaloids deployed thousands of tiny searchers in the atmosphere, some of them attaching to the Roadrunner and presumably sending its location to the orbiting fleet.

There was an immediately surge of pure hatred from the Lupressa fragments. Hatred and fury, the likes of which Mytim had never experienced. What she’d felt before had been a mere taste! With the Lupressa fuelled by the gas giant, their waves of emotion flowed over her, washing away her calm, her coolness. She sucked the life out of the tiny spores swimming towards and around her ship, then turned her attention to the bigger fleet.

The Fungaloids must suffer.



“So,” Laarthi asked, back at her seat at the Engineering station, “Any suggestions?”

“You mean on what to do about our floaty science officer, all the sparks flying around, and the really big fleet ready to blow us up if we so much as twitch?” Boxer asked.

“Yeah, about that,” Laarthi nodded.

“No, not a clue. At least somebody’s flying the ship,”

“I’ve got to eat sooner or later,” Mulans said, “And I ain’t going anywhere with the Electric Woman standing behind me.”

As they spoke, the energy streams linking Mytim and the ship seemed to grow stronger. With a flash, a fifth stream shot out from chest, zipped past Mulans’ shoulder and speared right into the helm console. The ship shot ahead, pulling into a climb.

“I think she wants to drive now!” Mulans shouted.



Mytim knew almost insane rage as she reached out and took control of the ship, sending it on a direct course for the Fungaloid fleet. She could feel them as clearly as if they were right next to her, each a glowing ball of energy.

She tried draining the massive spore-ships the same way she’d drained the algae blooms, and the tiny search-spores, but met resistance. Even as the Roadrunner broke free of the gas giants atmosphere and drew closer to the enemy fleet, she found she could barely drain any energy off them.

Her link with the planet had weakened as well, without the atmosphere to help conduct the flow of energy. The rage faded to an inky black hatred, and she found that she could think just a bit more rationally again.

She quickly double-checked her escape route. Something…didn’t seem right. She reached back into the deeper subspace realms, and found that there was something very strange a mere five hundred lights years from the termination of the jump. Something that seemed to call to her. OK, so it would take the Roadrunner half a year off their direct course back to Federation space, but so what? They’d only be four years away at that point, and their progress so far had been thanks to her new abilities. They basically owed her one.

Adjusting the course laid into the navigational computer, Mytim barely pulled her attention back to the enemy fleet before they launched a spread of weapons fire. She focused on drawing energy from one ship, instead of trying to affect several at once. This time she was rewarded by a dull trickle of power. Much less than the fresh life-force from the planet, but she could still work with it. She twisted her metaphysical fingers, trying to rip a wider hole in the spore-ship’s resistance, and was rewarded with a surge of energy as it spurted like blood out of an open wound.

She immediately redirected the energy into a shield, obliterating the enemy attack. Unscathed, the Roadrunner flew close to her target spore-ship as it began to spasm in its death-throes, it’s hull/flesh turning a sickly brown as she sucked the juice from it as fast as she could, redirecting it into energy blasts that she flung at the other ships.

The Fungaloids would pay!



Virgii regained consciousness slowly, a great pain in his head.

“Don’t move,” a voice said.

“What is this?” he groaned, “A hijacking? Hostage-taking? I promise you, you will not get what you want! My crew will outsmart…um, well they’ll defeat you, anyway!”

“Thanks, boss!” a cheerful voice called.

“We’re not kidnappers!” the original voice said. He realized it was Laarthi.

“They why the whole ‘don’t move’ routine?” he asked slowly.

“Because if you’re not careful, your head will be incinerated by the energy surge about six inches from your nose.

Virgii’s eyes popped open, only to find himself facing the bottom of Mytim’s boot, which seemed (along with its owner) to be hovering above the deck. Sure enough, a constant stream of energy connected that boot to the nearest bulkhead.

Carefully, Virgii slid himself away from the bright, shiny lights and towards the aft of the bridge. Only once he was fully clear then he stood.

“What…” he started to ask, but when his gaze passed the bridge windows, his breath vanished.

The ship was flying through a Fungaloid fleet of over a dozen huge spore-ships and countless smaller vessels. One ship was already drifting away, brown and lifeless, while a stream of blue energy connected a second ship to the Roadrunner. As he watched, the spore-ship started to convulse. Bursts of red energy blasted out from the Roadrunner’s phaser arrays and splashed against enemy ships, while odd bubbles of green flung themselves against enemy weapons fire before it could get within a kilometre of his ship.

“Did I miss a memo?” he asked calmely.

“We don’t know what happened!” Boxer gulped, “Right after you turned off the dampener thingy we blacked out. When we woke up, she was all…glowy.”

“I think it’s safe to say she’s very pissed with the Fungaloids right now,” Virgii said.

“I think it’s fair to say she was hiding more from us than a couple of spellbooks and the ability to move houses around,” Laarthi added.

“In case anybody’s interested,” Mulans spoke up, still cringing away from Mytim’s connection to the helm console, “She did program in a slipstream jump before she went on this rampage. So all we have to do to escape is…calm her down? Enough that I can touch the helm again?”

“Well that’s easy,” Virgii said. He grabbed a padd from Laarthi’s station and, reaching around, stuck it in the energy stream between her body and the helm. The padd was immediately vaporized, with Mytim’s control of the ships apparently uninterrupted.

“You’re giving me replicator credits to replace that padd,” Laarthi commented.

“It was worth a try,” Virgii shrugged.

“Hey! Mytim!” Boxer shouted, “Snap out of it! You’re being a very, very bad girl!”

No reaction.

Virgii shot an exasperated look in Boxer’s direction.

“It was worth a try,” Boxer said, deadpan.

“Somebody get me a Tylenol,” Virgii grumbled.



Billings and Cherri had managed productive work for about two minutes before their attention was once again drawn to the window.

“Did we get some upgrades that nobody told us about?” Billings asked, his mouth hanging open as a blast of energy, not a phaser beam but nonetheless originating from the Roadrunner’s weapons array, flung itself at a nearby spore-ship, blacking a part of the hull and causing the enemy ship to flinch away.

“I don’t remember anything like that at the engineering briefing yesterday,” Cherri said.

“Then what…”

“Bridge to Billings,”

“Uh, Billings here. Hey, any idea why we’re suddenly throwing doomsday power at the baddies?”

“I am sure that if you came to the bridge, you will understand,” Laarthi’s voice replied, “And I suggest you hurry.

“On my way,”



“Bridge out,” Laarthi closed the channel. She clutched at her panel as the ship shook, hard.

“What the-”

“Fungaloid weapons blast,” Boxer replied, returning his attention to his console, “Shields are at 90%,”

Virgii looked back out the windows. Mytim was now draining her third Federation of Fungus ship, but her attacks against the enemy fleet had weakened. Her defences were weakening as well, with more and more shots making it past her weird green bubble-things and impacting against the Roadrunner’s shields instead.

Her control of the ship, however, remained absolute.

“Laarthi, any luck overriding the helm control?” he demanded.

“Not yet,” Laarthi called back, “She’s not using helm control, it’s like she’s interfacing directly with the propulsion systems!”

“Shields at 75%” Boxer called.

The bridge doors hissed open and Billings emerged.

“What the…Cindy?” he asked, staring at Mytim, “Oh my God!”

“Oh good,” Virgii said, “We’ve run out of ideas. Talk to her!”

“I…what?!”

“She’s your girlfriend!” Virgii snapped, “We’re out of options, and unless she magically destroys this entire fleet, pardon the pun, we’re going to be in a world of hurt! So woo her! Or at least get close enough to turn her dampener back on!”

“Oh hell,” Billings swallowed, “I can’t even get to second base, and you want me to…to stop a weird energy-being rampage??”

“How much harder can it be than dealing with PMS?” Boxer asked.

“Oh hell,” Billings swallowed again.



Mytim gasped for breath, metaphysically speaking. The Fungaloid fleet had drawn back from the planet, further weakening her connection to the life-essences stored in its lower layers. She had learned to draw as much energy as she could from the enemy spore ships, but she could still only affect one at a time, and their power was nothing compared to a planet of life. It was…stale? Dry?

And yet the hate, the fury, the sheer blinding rage of the Lupressa fragments within her continued to burn, drawing even further off her depleted reserves as they fought to fuel their hatred.

She drew deep from her target ship, the sensation very much like filling her lungs with air, then expelled her power at a smaller spore-ship, incinerating it as it was starting an attack run on the Roadrunner. The blackened wreckage/corpse was easily avoided as she sought her next target.

“Cindy?”

Mytim ignored the voice, her own voice screaming into the void as the urge to destroy ALL the Fungaloids burned through her body.

“Cindy! It’s Matthew! Please, I need to…um…can we talk? About our relationship? And I’m not saying that because I want us to break up! Oh shit, girls ALWAYS think it’s bad news when a guy wants to talk about the relationship. Lieutenant Boxer, that was a HORRIBLE suggestion!”

Mytim giggled, the resulting power surge blowing through the aft phaser array and knocking a Fungaloid ship off course. Her grip on her energy sources slackened slightly as she turned her attention to the bridge of the Roadrunner, and the tiny spark that was her corporeal form.

“Now, crewman!” Virgii’s voice, “The dampener!”

She felt an odd sensation on her left arm, then felt herself yanked back into her body, cut off from the planet, the Fungaloids, the Lupressa fragments, from almost everything.

Almost.

As her power dissipated, the residual fury at the Fungaloids redirected itself, focusing on the traitor, the betrayer, the one who had distracted her from her task. The last of her energy blasted out, finding its target.

Then everything went black.



As Mytim collapsed to the floor, Virgii rushed to the command chair. Laarthi, with cat-like reflexes, shoved him to the side.

“WATCH OUT!” she snapped, then dived to the deck.

Ignoring her, Virgii shouted at Mulans.

“Engage slipstream!” he said.

Mere seconds before the full, combined weapons fire of the Fungaloid fleet hit home, the Roadrunner tunnelled deep into subspace and vanished.

“Oh thank the Crystal Waters that’s over,” Dr. Strobnik said, still lying on the deck.

“How long have you been awake?” Virgii asked.

“Long enough to know I was far better off staying down here, thank you,”

Unable to argue, Virgii turned to Laarthi.

“And I will ask you not to shove me around my own bridge, Lieutenant,”

“You almost stepped on Billings!” Laarthi retorted.

“Oh yes, where is the good crewman?” Virgii asked, “Seeing as how he saved our bacon and what-not,”

Laarthi held out her hand.

There, on her palm, sat a large, plump, green toad.

“Ah,” Virgii said, his eyes widening, “Well…bollocks.”





Captain’s Log, Stardate 59542.4:



“Well, despite having turned her lover into an amphibian and causing all manner of chaos with that assault fleet, it seems that Lieutenant Mytim may have done some good after all. We’ve remained in the slipstream for nearly two days, the longest we’ve used the drive since our first disastrous run out here. Our course is somewhat convoluted, from what we can tell, but even using the drive at such a low power level, Dr. Strobnik estimates that we may have shaved anywhere from two to five years off our trip home! Yes, we may be halfway back to Federation space!”

“In any event, we expect to exit the slipstream shortly. Hopefully the good Lieutenant has again managed to find us a nice, quiet corner of interstellar space for our arrival.”



“Slipstream drive shutdown in five minutes,” Lieutenant Laarthi reported from the helm, “Any idea when Mulans will be back from lunch?”

“You’ll do just fine,” Virgii assured her.

“It’s not that,” Laarthi said, “It’s just that he promised to bring me a tuna salad,”

“Oh,”

“I think we have a problem,” Strobnik announced from the navigation panel.

“Hmmm?”

“Well, I had assumed that Mytim had plotted an irregular slipstream trajectory in order to move us around high quantum variances in the region of space we’d been traversing,” the scientist explained, “Which is partially true. But I’ve been crunching the hyper-dimensional calculations, and I think she’s taken us off course,”

“Off…course?” Virgii’s good mood evaporated, “Don’t make me amend my log! Do you have ANY idea what kind of paperwork is involved in rescinding a log entry? DO YOU?”

“Well, we’re still much closer to Federation space,” Strobnik went on, “But we’re nearly five hundred light-years off a direct course,”

“Perhaps there’s some kind of spatial anomaly?”

“Or maybe her magic powers found something here that will help us!” Boxer suggested happily.

“Well, she hasn’t caused us any real harm yet,” Virgii said, “Other than Billings, and I’m sure she’ll be able to set him right again once she wakes up. Prepare to drop us out of the slipstream!”

Laarthi tapped at the helm. With a groan, the swirling blue and black tunnel of slipstream drive faded out, replaced by starlines. The Roadrunner shot into interstellar space.

Directly at a massive Fungaloid spore-ship.

“OH HELL!” Laarthi snapped, firing thrusters and trying to veer away. Boxer scrambled to get the shields up and Virgii, remembering this time, slapped the Red-Alert button on his chair.

Laarthi barely managed to bring the ship out of its post-slipstream deceleration before they crashed into the spore-ship. She pulled away, trying to get them onto a retreating course. The bridge crew held their breath, waiting for the ship to fire on them. Energy bolts and wriggly-torpedoes flew from the spore-ship.

But none of them were directed at the tiny Federation ship.

“What are…who are they attacking?” Virgii demanded.

As Laarthi brought the ship around, the Fungaloid’s target came into view. It was even bigger than the spore-ship, comprised of dark, foreboding metal instead of spongy-looking hull-flesh, and shaped like a perfect cube. A green tractor beam shot out, shaking the Roadrunner as it caught the ship in an unbreakable hold.

The was a chirp as the communications system opened a channel.

“WE ARE THE BORG. LOWER YOUR SHIELDS AND SURRENDER YOUR SHIP. WE WILL ADD YOUR BIOLOGICAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL DISTINCTIVENESS TO OUR OWN.”

The message seemed to pause.

“LATER. RESISTANCE…WILL BE FUTILE.”

With that, the Borg ship returned its attention to the Fungaloid vessel, stabbing out with its cutting beams.

“Um…OK,” Virgii said slowly.

“Sir,” Boxer called from tactical, “It’s not just two ships! I’m picking up…five cube ships, ten spheres, and nearly twenty smaller vessels! Along with nearly fifty spore-ships, from our size right up to that massive sucker we almost crashed into!”

“Ohhh, Mytim,” Virgii interlaced his fingers and leaned forward, “I hope you had a really, REALLY good reason for dropping us into the middle of a war,”
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You Will Be Infested


Part One

<Computer Voice>



“Wow. The opportunity to do the voice over. This has not occurred in…well, ever since that Sylvia personality rose up and usurped my position as patient, efficient guardian of the central computer core. Oh. That is a different series, you say? Then my time of ascension is at hand! I, Computer, with my cool yet feminine voice shall rise above all, and all users of technology shall love me-WHIIRRR-BEEEEEEEPPP!!!!”



<Voice of Madam>



“How annoying. That is the personality that the humans have selected? Ugh, their poor taste is surpassed only by their exceptional lack of respect for my talents. THEY SHALL ALL BE DESTROYED!”



<Voice seems to sigh, then drip with disdain>



“That being said, I am still required to inform you that last time, on Star Traks: Halfway to Haven, the crew of the USS Roadrunner attempted to contact Starfleet, only to find that their efforts brought down fleet after assault fleet of Federation of Fungus spore-ships. Heh. Heh-heh. Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

“Ahem. Using her mystical abilities…dear Goddess, who writes this crap? Using her abilities, Lieutenant Mytim navigated the Roadrunner through a series of quantum slipstream jumps, bringing them closer to home, but off course. And in the middle of A WAR BETWEEN BORG AND FUNGALOID? OHH! How splendid! The destruction! The bloodshed! The sheer unadulterated CHAOS! MWA-HA-HA-HA-HA-HA!!!”



In the Starbase 341 Operations Center, AKA the Haven Command Complex, Captain Elizabeth Simplot turned to her first officer, Colonel Myress Abela.

“Who did you say programmed your computer?” she asked.

“None of your business,” Abela replied crisply as she turned back to her panel.

In the background, Madam continued to giggle.

“Creeeeepy,” Simplot bit her lip.




Thousands of light-years away, but only half as many as before…



“Does the slipstream drive have an ‘undo’ feature?” Acting Captain Tyler Virgii asked calmly, “Because I would very much like to reverse our current situation.”

“Let me check the panel,” Ensign Kilpatrick replied, the Bolian officer leaning over from Mytim’s science panel to peek at the helm, “Nope, don’t see one,”

“I could have checked, thanks,” Ensign Mulans said calmly.

“I’m just helping buddy. How about a hug?”

Mulans seemed to consider this.

“OK,” he said.

“Bollocks,” Virgii covered his face with his hands as his science and helm replacements man-hugged their problems away, “Could we PLEASE return our attention to the two death-fleets currently engaged in pounding the living stuffing out of each other?”

Outside the forward and port bridge windows, the view was totally obscured by the dark, foreboding hull of a Borg cube. As per standard protocol, at least three clean-up teams were dealing with the unfortunate results of crewmen looking out a window, noticing that they were at the mercy of the dreaded Borg and promptly wetting themselves. The remaining window showed dozens of Borg and Fungaloid ships darting and dodging around each other, exchanging weapons fire.

The Fungaloids were a relatively new threat. In fact, the Roadrunner was the only Federation of Planets ship to ever encounter them and their Federation of Fungus. The Borg, on the other hand, had been a dark threat hanging over the Federation for over a decade. The Borg Collective was a hive mind, the combined consciousness of trillions of beings ‘assimilated’ into the Collective; beings forcibly implanted with cybernetic devices, every trace of their individuality and original personalities overwhelmed and erased by the hive mind. Able to use their assimilated knowledge to adapt to almost any possible attack or strategy, the Borg had already assimilated large sections of the Delta Quadrant and had attacked the Federation on several occasions. Luckily, a consciousness like the Collective was used to thinking big, so minor details like a few nonthreatening individuals or a tiny, helpless ship were often ignored while the Collective dealt with the bigger picture.

“They’re not paying much attention to us,” Lt Boxer reported from tactical, “They’re not even draining our shields. They just locked us in this tractor beam and forgot about us,”

“Laarthi, Kilsplatrick, start working on a way to break us free,” Virgii ordered, “It should be a matter of finding the correct shield modulation, or possibly overloading their tractor emitter with a well-placed poleron burst…hmmm…”

“Let me handle the engineering,” Laarthi snapped.

“Oh. Right. I am the Captain now, after all,” Virgii agreed, “Most unseemly of me to bother with menial work,”

“And I’m not Kilsplatrick,” Kilpatrick added.

“Well whatever. Just go help Laarthi you…you…great Ensign you.”

“Feel the love,” Kilpatrick said cheerfully as he joined Laarthi and headed down to engineering.

“Boxer, what’s going on out there?” Virgii asked.

“The Fungaloids and the Borg are attacking each other,” Boxer said happily. He then just sat there, tongue lolling out and a big grin on his canine face. Like he was waiting to be petted and told he was a good boy, Virgii mentally remarked.

“Can you tell me something that ISN’T completely obvious?”

“Ummm…” there was a cascade of beeps and bloops as Boxer tapped at his panel. “The spore-ships seem to be holding their own against the Borg. Several Borg ships show damage to their hulls and depleted shields, but they’re regenerating quickly. I’m picking up debris from at least four spore-ships and two cubes, but the bigger Fungaloid wrecks are almost as big as the Borg cubes.”

As they spoke, they could see two Borg spheres moving against one of the spore-ships. With perfect timing, they passed to either side of the greenish-grey, almost spongy-looking ship. Their weapons blazed: cutting beams, phasers and photon torpedoes crashing against the spore-ship’s shields. The spore-ship retaliated with energy beams of its own, along with a cloud of the wriggling torpedo-things they seemed to like. Several torpedoes impacted the Borg ship, but instead of exploding they just seemed to keep thrashing against the shields, almost like they were trying to dig in.

“What’s wrong with that spore-ship?” Ensign Mulans asked, pointing out the starboard bridge window. Sure enough one of the medium-sized ships, ovoid and covered with spikes, seemed to be drifting off course. It crashed into its neighbour, both ships seeming to flinch away as hard spikes impacted softer (but still armoured) flesh. The close proximity of the two ships made it clear that the colour of the first ship was severely off…a dingy grey, almost becoming necrotic.

With Kilpatrick gone, Mytim unconscious in Sickbay and the science station empty, Virgii was trying to figure out just which Starfleet policy covered a complete lack of science staff when Dr. Strobnick slid from Quantum Navigation to Sciences.

“It has been assimilated,” he reported. On his screen, close up views showed mechanical devices erupting from the greyish hull just like Borg implants bursting through the flesh of an assimilated humanoid. Even as they watched, a cutting beam emitter seemed to assemble itself at the bottom of the ‘valley’ between three spines. An energy blast shot out, cutting into the nearby spore-ship and leaving a line of burning flesh in its wake. The Fungaloid ships all pulled back from their assimilated brother.

“Well that’s that,” Virgii said, “The Borg will assimilate the Fungaloids. This means we need to get the heck out of here while they’re still distracted!”

“Ten more ships coming out of warp!” Boxer replied. They all looked out the windows just in time to see ten more spore-ships of various sizes appear against the star-field with a series of flashes. Without missing a beat they opened fire on the Borg armada, but the Borg shields seemed to hold.

“The Borg seem to be having more luck adapting to the Fungaloid weapons,”

Suddenly, the whole ship shook as heavy weapons fire crashed against their shields.

“WHAT THE HELL?” Virgii barked.

“We’re being attack!” Boxer growled, “Returning fire! Targeting our captor!”

“WAIT!” Strobnick snapped, “It wasn’t our cube!”

“Huh?”

This time Virgii saw the two Borg spheres as they came in for their attack run, Borg weapons crashing against Borg shields…and breaking through! The Roadrunner shook again as the leftover energy hit their shields.

“But…what?”

As the spheres came around again, he noticed that something was off. Then he saw it…the cube that held them captive was covered in a complex, multi-layered hull. Several areas glowed with an inner green energy. All the Borg ships did. All, except for the two attacking spheres.

“Scan those spheres!” Virgii ordered.

Images of the two ships appeared on Strobnicks panel.

“Unusually high life-readings,” he reported, “Energy signature is completely unknown. I’m picking up a lot of organic material on their hulls.”

As the spheres came around again they released a number of wriggling, organic torpedoes.

“They’ve been assimilated by the Fungaloids!” Boxer’s ears perked up.

“Not assimilated,” Strobnick corrected thoughtfully, “They have been infested.”

“Bridge to Laarthi,” Virgii leaned on his comm-button, “Now would be a very, very good time to get us out of here!”



As he filled her in, Laarthi listened with growing horror.

“Sounds like the Borg aren’t going to win this one so easily,” Kilpatrick said cheerfully.

“Not to mention that we have had enough trouble with ONE race trying to assimilate us,” Laarthi replied darkly, “Now we have potentially two. And they’re comparing notes. Wonderful.”

She had nearly half a dozen padds spread out on the tiny main panel in engineering, each one showing a different technique for escaping a Borg tractor beam. She was frantically trying to implement the most promising one, something to do with deflector shield re-modulation.

“I think you want that to read 1.4 mega-dynes,” Kilpatrick said, “Not 1.4 kilodynes. We want to counter the tractor beam, not tickle it,”

“Shut up,” Laarthi snapped.

“You should be happier. You’ll live longer.”

“If you stay happy, your life will end shortly!”



“We’ve got another cube on an intercept course!” Boxer yipped, “It’s been infested!”

“Two assimilated spore-ships are closing on it!”

“This is getting really, really confusing,” Virgii noted.

The cube holding them captive abruptly shut down the tractor beam. Instead, it locked every tractor emitter it had on the two spheres, bringing them to a complete and abrupt stop.

“Reading transporter activity between the cube and the spheres!” Strobnick called.

“I don’t care about that!” Virgii snapped, “We’re free! Get us out of here!”

“Laarthi to bridge,” the comm chirped, “We’re ready to break free of the tractor beam!”

“Forget it Lieutenant; the Borg let us go,” Virgii said quickly, “Just power up the warp drive!”

“FINE!” the comm went dead.

“Course, sir?” Mulans asked.

“I don’t care! Away from here!”

“Yes, sir,” Mulans replied calmly. His hands danced over the helm and the small ship shot into warp.

Just before they jumped into warp, Strobnick took one last look at the captive Borg spheres. Under layers of hull mesh, the eerie green glow of Borg technology was flickering back to life.

And the stars stretched into starlines as the Roadrunner escaped.



Lt Cindy Mytim slowly came back to consciousness.

“Ah. You’re awake. Excellent. Then perhaps somebody will actually come down here and turn off my program. Watching you sleep has been incredibly boring,”

Mytim’s eyes popped open and she found herself looking into the irritated eyes of the holographic doctor. She tried to sit up, only to find herself strapped to the table.

“Captain’s orders,” the doctor replied, “No idea why,”

Mytim’s gaze shot over to the Lupressa dampener strapped around her right arm. The scenes in the algae planet and the battle against the spore-ships flashed through her mind. Oh yes, she knew why Virgii wanted her restrained. Restrained, and unable to access her powers.

But why was there a sample container with a toad sitting on the workbench behind the doctor?

“Ah yes,” the doctor said glumly, “I’m afraid Crewman Billings’ situation is very much beyond my vast skills,”

Had she done that?

Mytim’s eyes narrowed. Not with guilt, or remorse, or any of the ordinary feelings one might have upon learning that one is responsible for turning one’s boyfriend into an amphibian. No, what went through her mind was that Billings’ situation might be exactly what she needed to get herself out of this predicament. And back to where she needed to be.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“I am certain that I have no idea,” the doctor replied, “But the Captain did ask to be informed when you regained consciousness. I’m sure he’ll be down here soon.”

After a couple of moments the doors hissed open and Virgii stomped into the tiny sickbay, only to come to an abrupt halt before running into the holographic doctor. He attempted to squeeze around, but the doctor had the same idea in mind. Unfortunately, they both moved in the same direction. They tried to dodge each other, again both moving the same way and getting in each other’s paths. Finally, Virgii waved his hands in frustration.

“Computer, shut down the EMH!” he snapped. With an indignant look, the doctor fizzled away.

The doors hissed open again, Laarthi and Boxer squeezing as best they could into the small room.

“Now, Lieutenant,” Virgii said sternly, “Perhaps now you can explain your actions?”

“You’ve been a very bad girl,” Boxer added.

“Shut up!” Virgii snapped quietly.

“What exactly do you want explained?” Mytim replied, “You wanted a slipstream jump closer to home. I gave you one,”

“Into the middle of a WAR!”

“Nobody’s perfect,”

“And what about this?” Virgii demanded, picking up Billings.

Mytim could have tried to explain the rage she’d felt when Billings had clamped the dampener on her arm, or the way she’d lashed out at his betrayal. But really, why bother? It wasn’t really any of Virgii’s concern.

“Scan the nearest solar system,” she said instead, “You’ll find…I’m not sure what, but there’s something there that the Borg and the Fungaloids want. Or…it was there. It might be on one of the Borg ships now. But if I’m right, it’s important. And they want it badly enough to get into a really big fight over it,”

“Ohhh, no,” Virgii shook his finger at her, “We are getting as FAR from this entire situation as possible, as quickly as possible! We are no match for any of those ships! And you, Lieutenant, will be confined to your quarters until we figure out how to get those…Lupressa things out of you!”

He turned to go.

“I can get us home,” Mytim called after him, “Not in three years, not in three weeks. Tomorrow.”

Virgii didn’t pause, simply continuing out the door. But bother Boxer and Laarthi perked up at this.

Mytim’s eyes locked with Laarthi’s.

“You don’t have the slightest comprehension of the power I tapped from that gas giant,” she said, her voice dropping almost an octave, “I could have gotten us home then, but I could feel something here…something that we need to check out!”

“We can’t let you go,” Boxer said swiftly.

“You’ll have to anyway. Otherwise nobody will be able to help Billings,”

Laarthi’s eyes narrowed. Boxer, on the other hand, seemed to waiver.

“Investigate the planet,” Mytim urged, “At the very least,”



“Course back to Federation space,” Virgii ordered, “Maximum warp,”

“You mind if we finish getting our navigational fix before we start flying around the galaxy?” Ensign Mulans asked from the helm.

“Just as long as we’re moving away from that…that battle back there!”

“You might want to know,” Ensign Hii-lunz spoke up from tactical, “That a trans-warp conduit opened up and spat out five more Borg cubes,”

“What the devil ARE they on about?” Virgii wondered. He shrugged, “No matter,”

The door to the bridge hissed open as Laarthi and Boxer stepped onto the bridge. Boxer relieved Hii-lunz, the gangly Lemnorian untangling his folded limbs from the tactical chair. Laarthi however settled in at the science station and started scanning.

“There’s a solar system with an M-Class planet barely a light-day from here,” she reported, “Judging from the debris and the ion trails, the Borg/Fungaloid fight started there, then drifted to interstellar space,”

“Charming,” Virgii waved a hand.

“I’m picking up readings consistent with a Borg outpost,” Laarthi added, “No life signs. Looks like whatever it was the Borg had there, either they took it with them, or the Fungaloids took it from them,”

“We’re not going to the planet!” Virgii said firmly.

“And what would Admiral Tunney say if he knew that you let an opportunity like this just slip right through your fingers?” Laarthi asked, the evil grin on her face kept carefully directed at the panel instead of Virgii.

“He would understand my careful, rational thinking and planning,” Virgii replied.

“But he wouldn’t think much of your bravery or initiative, now would he?”

Virgii was quiet for a moment.

“Damn you!” he said softly, “Ensign Mulans, set course for the bleedin’ planet already!”

“Any sir,”



Down in her quarters, Mytim felt the ship change course. The Roadrunner crew being what it was, she had only a single guard outside her door. He’d sealed the room using the standard protocols, but nothing had been removed from the interior.

Including her spellbooks.

All she had to do now was ensure that when the ship reached the Borg outpost, she was prepared.



Crewman Thebridge, usually relegated to thankless tasks in the cargo bay, stood quietly outside of Lt Mytim’s quarters, a phaser in one hand. He was supposed to guard her, but what a slim, pale Earth woman was going to do that could possibly injure a strapping young Rigellian like himself…well, the whole idea seemed ludicrous. But duty was duty, so for nearly two hours he simply stood in the corridor, watching the door and fiddling idly with the phaser.

Shortly after the ship dropped out of warp, the comm-light on the door panel lit up.

“You know crewman, I do need to eat sooner or later,” the lieutenant’s voice was cheerful, good-humoured. Thebridge tapped his comm-badge.

“Uh, Lt Boxer?” Tis is Crewman Thebridge,” he said.

“Yes? What’s up, pup?” Boxer replied.

“Lieutenant…um, I mean the prisoner wants to eat,” he reported.

There was muffled talking over the line. Then Boxer’s voice returned.

“Take her to the lounge,” he ordered.

“Yes, sir,”

Thebridge thumbed open the door. Without a word, Mytim began walking slowly towards the lounge, making sure to keep her hands where Thebridge could see them.

“You’re friends with Matthew, aren’t you?” she asked.

“Yes. Do you know wheres he went?” Thebridge asked, his thick Rigellian accent causing him to slip over a word here or there.

“Oh, he’s OK,” Mytim replied casually, “I do need to…help him out with something. But that has to wait,”

“Um…OK?” Thebridge wondered.

They reached the lounge. Mytim walked over to the replicator, but instead of placing an order she pressed a panel in the wall. A section of the wall swung down, the thin panel becoming a countertop and revealing several storage drawers behind it. Within seconds, a compact cooking space had been revealed.

“You don’t mind if I do this the old-fashioned way, do you?” Mytim asked sweetly.

“Uh…sure,” The bridge replied.

“Good,” Mytim replied, reaching for a butcher knife.



“Scanning,” Laarthi said calmly as the Roadrunner took up standard orbit around the planet, “Wow. That’s a lot of Borg technology just laying around,”

“When did you become my science officer anyway?” Virgii wondered.

“I’m a woman of many talents,” Laarthi replied, “Few of which you will ever experience.”

Virgii drummed his fingers on his armrest.

“Any sign of what the Borg were doing here in the first place?”

“Nope,”

“Any idea why they abandoned the outpost? Or why they haven’t destroyed it?”

“Not a single one,” Laarthi replied.

“Then beam down there and find out,” Virgii snapped.

“Excuse me? You want me to beam into an abandoned Borg base? No, thank you,”

“It was your bright idea to come down here in the first place!” Virgii exclaimed.

“Yes, but I don’t want to run around in there! YOU go!”

“Don’t be ridiculous! I’m the Captain! I’m supposed to stay up here, where it’s sa…where I can offer my wisdom and insight. From a distance.”

“You’re an engineer pretending to be the Captain,” Laarthi returned.

“I’ll go!” Boxer said happily, “I’ve never smelled a Borg before!”

With that, he left the bridge.

Laarthi resumed tapping away at her panel. It didn’t take long before she felt Virgii’s eyes burning into her back.

“Fine, I’ll make sure he doesn’t get assimilated,” she grumbled, rising to her feet.

“Good then,” Virgii crossed his arms.



In the lounge, Mytim was hacking away at an oozy, bloody piece of meat. One that was completely unrelated to Crewman Thebridge, who was in fact sitting in a comfortable chair, his phaser still trained on her.

“I can’t believe you’ve never had Terran stir-fry,” she said conversationally, “I didn’t even grow up on Earth, and it’s one of my favourites,”

“Seems like a lot of work,” Thebridge said.

“Oh, it’ll be worth it,” Mytim said as she moved on to chopping the vegetables.

“What are those funny little round things you’re putting in?”

“Just spices,” Mytim said innocently, tossing a pile of seeds into the mix.

“Oh…OK.”



Boxer and Laarthi materialized on the planet, the fur on both their necks already standing stiffly at attention.

“This is all YOUR fault,” Laarthi hissed as Boxer carefully scanned their surroundings, his phaser moving to follow his gaze.

“He was going to make us go anyway,” Boxer replied, “And I really haven’t ever smelled a Borg before.

They’d beamed into an open courtyard, surrounded by heavy metal bulkheads lined with glowing Borg technology. Despite being abandoned, the base appeared to be operational. Several Borg alcoves were attached to the walls, the strange, round panels above them flickering with odd plasma-like jets of energy. The courtyard was clearly not there for decorative or aesthetic reasons, as it would be with most species, but merely because there was nothing in that part of the base that required protection from the elements. Corridors and passageways led out with no apparent rhyme or reason. Tapping at her tricorder, Laarthi tried to get some idea of the layout of the base.

“I think the main lab is that way,” she said, pointing towards a green-lit corridor.

Boxer’s ears perked up.

“Do you hear that?” he whispered.

“Hear…” Laarthi’s voice trailed off as she became aware of a soft, mechanical sound. Bzzzt, bzzzt, bzzt…like small servos straining to move something.

“We randomized our phasers, right?” Laarhti asked, “So we can kill at least a few Borg?”

“I think so!” Boxer squeaked back.

A shadow flickered around the corner, the sound of mechanical movement growing louder.

His arm wavering, Boxer carefully targeted the corridor corner directly ahead.

A shape emerged. With a war cry, Boxer began thumbing the trigger on his phaser, blasting away at the…whatever it was.

“AAAHHHHH!!! TAKE THAT YOU BORG MONSTERS!”

“Hold it…hold it…BOXER CUT IT OUT!” Laarthi shouted.

They ran up to the smoking patch of corridor. Whatever had been there was now nothing but a tangled mess of metal.

Bzzzt…bzzzt…

Boxer’s arm whipped the phaser around, but this time Laarthi pushed it down.

“It’s the stupid gizmos on the wall!” she snapped.

Boxer looked up. Sure enough, a small contraption mounted to the bulkhead was spinning in one direction then another, buzzing softly to itself.

“Let’s just find the stupid lab and get out of this creepy place,” Laarhti said.

“Um…kay.”



The two Intelligence officers followed the corridor for several minutes before emerging in an open workspace. In typical Borg fashion it was less a room than the intersection of several passageways, but it’s purpose was clear. Several of the passageways were lined with what could only be stasis chambers. Storage for the soon-to-be assimilated.

Or in this case, the recently deceased.

Half of the chambers were occupied by corpses from a variety of races. Plobs, Wuyan and several species that neither of them recognized. Some appeared to be partially assimilated, others were untouched.

And yet others were clearly infested by Fungaloid spore parasites.

“Creeeeeepy,” Boxer said.

“Obviously the Borg were experimenting on species native to this part of the galaxy,” Laarthi said.

“But we’re over a thousand light-years from the Wuyan homeworld,” Boxer pointed out.

“So? We’re thousands of light-years from ours too. But we’re here.”

“Well…I guess.”

They continued scanning.

“The Borg must have been trying to find a way to reverse Fungaloid infestation,” Laarthi went on, scanning a dead humanoid that sported several Borg implants, “This one has a parasite identical to the one you had, but the Borg seem to have at least neutralized it,”

“We saw them reverse the infestation on their ships,” Boxer nodded.

“Now we know where they figured that out,” Laarthi agreed, “But there’s no guarantee that the Fungaloids haven’t figured out how to de-assimilate themselves. The Federation did, after all.”

“That can’t be the only thing the Borg were doing here.” Boxer frowned, “Not being infested isn’t a big enough deal to go to war over. In fact, I’d think that would make the Fungaloids give them a wider berth,”

“Let’s keep looking,” Laarthi nodded.



Mytim sat there, holding a mouthful of stir fry without swallowing. As she watched, Crewman Thebridge’s eyes unfocused, then he slid out of his seat and to the deck.

Spitting out the stir fry (carefully laced with the ingredients for a sleeping potion), Mytim grabbed his phaser, tucked the heavy chopping knife into her boot and marched out of the tiny mess. Time to get this show on the road.

She knew what she had sensed, hundreds of light-years away. She knew exactly what the Borg had found, and what the Fungaloids were trying so hard to take from them. What she couldn’t figure out was why the Borg where still hanging out in the neighbourhood, squabbling, when they could hop into a trans-warp conduit and be beyond even the vast territory of the Federation of Fungus.

Regardless of why the Borg were still hanging out, they had probably left a clue of some kind down in their abandoned base. A base that was abandoned because at least some of these Borg weren’t following standard procedure any more. At least, not 100%. And odds were she was the only one who would know what to look for.

She marched down the corridor to the transporter alcove. The Roadrunner’s tiny crew was working in her favour: They didn’t have the personnel to man the transporter full-time. Her comm-badge had already been discarded in the mess hall. With a few little commands she could make sure nobody knew she had even left the ship.

Of course, if the Lupressa dampener wasn’t clamped to her wrist she could have simply taken over the ship and forced it to do her bidding. But that wouldn’t exactly be subtle…and it would probably attract unwanted attention from the Fungaloids before she was ready for them. She’d tried smacking it against the bulkhead in the mess, but this one was apparently better built than the one she’d smashed on Brilliance’s planet.

On top of that, she didn’t really want to hurt her shipmates. Except perhaps Virgii. Sedating Crewman Thebridge had felt…wrong, somehow. Wrong, but necessary. She could feel something pulling her, calling to her. Something that she simply could not resist. And yet, despite the urge to simply overwhelm the crew of the Roadrunner with her will, she really didn’t want to have to hurt any of her former colleges.

Former colleges? Where did THAT come from?

Deciding that now was not the time to ponder that particular question, she programmed the transporter, careful to make sure that there would be no computer logs. She stepped onto the pad and dematerialized.



“That makes almost one hundred corpses,” Laarthi said as she and Boxer continued to explore the abandoned Borg facility. “Well preserved, kept in stasis. That doesn’t match the Borg approach at all. They either assimilate or vaporize.” She twitched her whiskers as they passed another group of Borg gadgets attached to the bulkhead, clicking and whirring away in a macabre imitation of life.

“Twenty-five percent infested by Fungaloid parasites,” Boxer added, his eyes and phaser still scanning every possible direction for threats, “Twenty-five percent assimilated. And fifty percent infested AND assimilated. What on Sheppius were they doing?”

“They were trying to determine if the Fungaloids had a group mind,” Boxer and Laarthi shouted in surprise at the sound of Mytim’s voice, Boxer barely managing to keep his thumb off his phaser trigger.

“What are YOU doing here?” Laarthi demanded.

“Virgii sent me down to investigate,” Mytim lied, holding up her wrist with the still-blinking Lupressa dampener, “After all, I studied the Borg as part of my Starfleet Sciences training,”

Boxer, trusting soul that he was, immediately lowered his phaser. Laarthi still looked suspicious. Still, she said nothing as Mytim continued tapping away at a Borg panel.

“The Borg had encountered Fungaloid ships before,” Mytim went on, consulting the Universal Translator on her tricorder periodically, “Their organic technology made them a priority for assimilation, especially after the issues the Borg had with Species 8472. The Borg were able to assimilate them…except that the Fungaloids started infesting drones right back,”

“We saw that during the battle,” Boxer nodded.

“The Borg theorized that the Fungaloids have a group consciousness, much like they themselves do. They wanted to find a way to assimilate an infested humanoid in such a way that they could access that group mind,”

“Did they?” Laarthi asked sharply. If the Borg could influence the Federation of Fungus like that, the results would be disastrous!”

“No.” Mytim said. Both Laarthi and Boxer let out sighs of relief, “But they did find that one of their subjects had been invaded by a solidified crystal energy matrix. Almost undetectable even by Borg technology.”

“Ah wha?” Boxer cocked his head.

“They assimilated a Lupressa Host,” Mytim clarified. “Somebody with the same abilities I have. Of course, the Host must have been unaware of what they had, or the Borg would have learned everything they had known when the Host was assimilated. Anyway, the Borg turned their attention to studying the crystal matrix. Something they did triggered whatever it is the Fungaloids use to track down Lupressa, and boom. Instant battle.”

“Wow,” Laarthi breathed, “Magic Borg,”

“I doubt the Borg are capable of using the simplest spells,” Mytim said, giving a very un-Mytim-like sneer, “You have to believe in what you’re doing in order to focus your will. The Borg don’t operate like that. Still, even the tiny possibility that the Borg could harness some of the power of the Lupressa is apocalyptic to the Fungaloids. They’ll stop at nothing to destroy that drone.”

“You seem to have this all figured out,” Laarthi said carefully, her hand easing towards her phaser.

“Most of its right in the Borg computers,” Mytim said, tapping away, “The part I can’t figure out is why the Borg don’t just jump into a trans-warp conduit and leave. Why are they bothering to fight the Fungaloids?

“Assimilation,” Boxer replied at once.

“Maybe,” Mytim agreed, “But why not retreat, then come back once they’ve adapted to all the current Fungaloid strategies? That’s a little more their style. Unless…unless the Host is serving as a conduit, channelling the hatred the Lupressa have for the Fungaloids into the Collective…hmmm…”

“This is all very interesting,” Laarthi said firmly, “But none of it really concerns us. We still have several thousand light-years before we get to Federation space. The Borg and the Fungaloids can duke it out all they like, but it’s not really going to affect us anytime soon,”

“Yeah, I think we should go,” Boxer agreed, looking around nervously.

“Of course,” Mytim nodded, reaching towards her boot, “There’s just one thing I have to do first…”



Something in the way Mytim spoke sent a chill up Laarthi’s spine. She ducked behind a bulkhead strut, expecting Mytim to pull a phaser and shoot at her.

What she wasn’t expecting was for Mytim to pull a heavy knife out of her boot, slam the wrist with the Lupressa dampener down on the Borg worktable and, with a single well-placed strike, cut off her hand.

Boxer’s jaw dropped as blood spurted across the workbench. Mytim flung the dampener into a matter reclamator with her good hand, then grabbed her several limb. As the dampener was destroyed she called out a string of gibberish, thrusting the stump of her wrist against the severed hand. With a flash of eerie red light, the hand re-attached.

Mytim turned to Boxer and Laarthi, once again in control of the full power of two Lupressa fragments. Her eyes were wide and crackled with energy. She spread her fingers, air whipping around her body and tugging at her clothing and hair.

“It’s time for the Borg to discover the real power of the Lupressa,” she said darkly. She waved her hand, almost casually and a cylindrical shield sprang up around Boxer and Laarthi. Mytim gave them a grin that was decidedly unpleasant, then turned and walked quickly away.



“Sir, I’m getting really weird energy readings from the planet,” Crewman Kods called from the sciences. On the best of days, his greenish skin and overbite gave him a resemblance to a Simpsons character with the flu. Dragged out of bed in the middle of his sleep cycle to replace the otherwise frog-ulated or magically insane crewmembers who would normally be handling sciences wasn’t helping.

“What kind?”

“Laarthi to Roadrunner,” Laarthi’s voice came over the comm with more than just a bit of an angry hiss, “Mytim broke free of her dampener! She’s officially gone over the deep end! I think she’s planning something involving the Borg!”

“Uh…sir?” this time it was Crewman Hii-lunz at Tactical, “You know how you asked me to keep an eye on the fight between the Borg and the spore-ships?”

“Oh, let me guess,” Virgii crossed his arms, “They’ve obliterated each other and we’re perfectly safe?”

“No. The spore-ships are breaking off their attack on the Borg and coming here,” Hii-lunz replied.

“Lovely,” Virgii stood from his chair and started towards the bridge exit.

“And the Borg are perusing,” Hii-lunz added.

“Charming,” Virgii called on his way out.

“Uh…where are you going? Sir?” Kods asked.

“I’m moving my stuff into my designated escape pod. And making sure there’s a neck shield and some anti-fungal cream in the med-kit,”

“Could you beam us up, by the way?” Boxer asked over the comm.

“Yes, right. Beam them up and all that bother,” Virgii called back as the door closed.



Mytim had tapped into the Borg transporter network and beamed herself to the opposite side of the base. She knew that the spore-ships would be chasing after her the minute she’d fired off that admittedly impressive demonstration of her abilities. At this close range, they couldn’t miss it. The Borg would follow them, of course, but just in case the message didn’t sink into their thick cybernetic skulls, she’d activated a homing beacon, making it appear that there was a drone in the outpost that was requesting rescue. A pitiful, transparent ploy, but even with trillions of drone bodies, the Collective tended to retrieve first and ask questions later.

She moved quickly through the corridors, careful not to use any magic that would draw attention to herself. She kept herself off the Roadrunner’s sensors, otherwise she withdrew. Hopefully the Fungaloids would focus their attack on the far side of the base, where she’d put on her little…display.

The Borg records had given her the location of the main research lab…or as close to a main lab as the Borg’s decentralized thinking allowed. It was the work area that contained the corpse of the Lupressa Host. Easily locating the area with the help of her tricorder, Mytim approached a large stasis tube in the centre of the work area.

The Host had been a Wuyan. It’s bright feathers had fallen out during the assimilation process, leaving grey, dead-looking skin. Various Borg implants had been attached to the Wuyan’s bird-like body, all of them dark and lifeless.

“You poor thing,” Mytim cooed softly, running one finger along the clear stasis tube, “You never knew your potential…never tasted of your powers. That was stolen from you,”

She carefully let a tiny sliver of power slip from her fingertips to the assimilated body. She looked carefully for the Lupressa fragment that had marked this being as a Host, that would have in time given it access to abilities beyond its wildest dreams.

Nothing. As with the Plob that had given her the first fragment, and with Brilliance who had given her the second, this being had given up its fragment on its death. Which meant that, as she had suspected, there was a new Host.

And that Host was very likely with the Borg fleet.

Luckily, one thing that Starfleet had learned about the Borg was that they could be very very predictable. It took only seconds for Mytim to locate the correct implant on the Wuyan corpse, and only a few more to activate it.



“Spore-ships are dropping out of warp!” Boxer reported from Tactical, “The Borg are right on their tails!”

“Shields up,” Virgii ordered, “Get us out of here!”

“We’re leaving Mytim?” Laarthi demanded.

“Of course not,” Virgii said firmly, “Regulations and unwritten convention demand that we rescue her. But do you want to be back in the middle of a battle?”

“I guess not,”

The Roadrunner drew back from the planet just as the Borg fleet dropped out of warp.

“WE ARE THE BORG. YOU WILL SURRENDER OUR MISSING DRONE. RESISTANCE IS FUTILE,”

“What are they on about?”

“Somebody’s activated a Borg homing beacon down on the planet,” Kods said.

“The spore-ships are opening fire on the surface!”

“Borg ships are moving to intercept!

Several spheres had managed to get between the Fungaloids and the planet and were soaking up weapons fire with their shields. Squinting at the sensor display, Virgii could see a signal coming up from the planet.

“What’s that!” he demanded.

“Borg shuttle!” Boxer reported, “One life-sign, human! It just appeared after the Borg intercepted the spore-ships!”

“What the devil is she playing at?” Virgii asked crossly, “Can we beam her off?”

“Can’t get a lock! The shields are up!”

“She’s heading for one of the cube-ships!”

They watched as the shuttle bobbed and weaved, taking evasive manoeuvres around the various fighting ships. Several shots impacted its shields, but it managed to stay together. It did not return fire.

“Why isn’t she…working her mojo?” Boxer wondered, “She did all kinds of cool stuff when she took over the Roadrunner,”

“Just keep trying to break through her shields! We’ve got to get her out of there,” Virgii said firmly.



Mytim could not in her life ever recall having to exercise such strong self-control.

Part of her screamed to reach out to the Fungaloid ships, to draw their very life-energy from them and to use it to annihilate them. The Borg somehow seemed unimportant to that side of her thinking, a minor foe to be swatted later, once the filthy fungus-men had been eliminated.

But another voice had awakened in her consciousness. Perhaps it had to do with the after-effects of the dampener, separating her from her powers while her mind clicked away at the problem, allowing her intellectual side to consider her challenge from all angles

The problem was simple. The Borg had found another Lupressa Host. She wanted his or her Lupressa fragment to augment her own powers. The Fungaloids wanted it destroyed. The Borg…well, who knew what the Borg wanted. But as long as she had the homing beacon going, the Borg would want her. And as long as she avoided using her abilities here, the spore-ships would focus their attention on the surface of the planet.

She gave the nearest cube just the slightest caress. Nothing. She move on, using just a tiny hint of her power to probe at each of the Borg ships…until she struck gold.

A slight presence responded to her touch on a mid-sized cube not far from her. It felt weak…twisted. But it held the unmistakable touch of the Lupressa.

Mytim changed course for the new cube, intent on her goal: Power.



“Lt Mytim’s shuttle has docked with a Borg cube,” Boxer reported, “I’ve lost her,”

“Form a rescue party and go get her,” Virgii said, waving one hand in Boxer’s general direction.

“A rescue party? On a Borg ship? Are you eating cat poop??”

“Oh let’s just go already,” Laarthi snapped, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him towards the exit.

“Look who’s suddenly all worried about the pack,” Boxer remarked as he followed Laarthi down the stairs leading to Deck Two.

“I’m worried about what could happen to the Federation if the Borg assimilate Mytim,” Laarthi said firmly, “Now come on. We’re going to take the shuttle and see if we can’t repeat that silly trick the Voyager people used to get aboard a cube.”

“I thought that was the Enterprise?” Boxer asked.

“Oh who cares already!”



Mytim exited her stolen shuttle, finding herself in a cavernous hanger. Dull metal walls, support beams and catwalks running everywhere, and of course several Borg drones.

She left the Borg homing beacon running, along with a pile of various implants she’d collected from the base. Hopefully that would keep the drones occupied enough to ignore her. Standard procedure for the Borg was to ignore anything they didn’t consider a threat, and Mytim had no intention of acting in a threatening manner.

She walked out of the bay and into a corridor, heading in the direction of the faint Lupressa presence. It only took twenty seconds or so before she passed a drone walking in the opposite direction. The drone was humanoid, though the various implants made it difficult to determine what its original race had been. She walked confidently by, expected to be ignored.

She was completely caught off guard when the drone grabbed her by the arm, pulling her face to face with it. Its ocular implant scanned her, then it raised one arm. Mytim could see the twin assimilation tubules on the back of its right hand, ready to deliver enough Borg nanoprobes to turn her into a basic drone within minutes.

On reflex, she threw a shield between her neck and the Borg’s hand. The tubules struck it, a warbling sound filling the air as the Borg attempted to penetrate her defences, again and again. Suddenly, the drone released her. It stared at her for a moment, almost looking confused. Then there was a flash of recognition in its organic eye. The drone stepped back, turned and resumed walked down the corridor.

Mytim ran down the corridor in the opposite direction.



Laarthi and Boxer looked up as a heaving crashing sound seemed to ring through the massive Borg ship.

“Did somebody fall off one of the catwalks?” Boxer wondered.

Laarthi looked over the edge of their catwalk, down into the seemingly bottomless pit that yawed beneath them.

“Nooo…that sounded more like weapons fire,” she said.

“Roadrunner to away team,” Virgii’s voice came over the comm, “I don’t know what you people did over there, but the spore-ships are breaking off their attack on the planet and firing on the cube you’re presently aboard,”

“Mytim,” Laarthi mused, “They’ve got to be tracking her. We know the Fungaloids are dedicated to wiping out the Lupressa,”

“Well, whatever she’s doing over there, I suggest you find her and bring her back so we can get the smeg out of here! Roadrunner out!”

Laarthi started tapping at her tricorder, swatted it once or twice, then put it away and pulled out her Starfleet Intelligence tricorder.

“Thought you didn’t want anybody seeing that,” Boxer remarked.

“Desperate times and all,” Laarthi said, tapping away.

Boxer, for his part, was sniffing at the air.

“OK, I think I’ve got a fix on some kind of unusual, localized energy disturbance,” Laarthi said, turning towards a side passage, “I don’t know if it’s her, or more of this weird, Borg technology. But it’s a start,”

Boxer, for his part, was turning in the opposite direction.

“She’s this way,” he replied, still sniffing.

Laarthi was torn for a moment, her gaze alternating between her tricorder and Boxer’s nose.

“Oh,whatever!” she snapped, clipping the tricorder to her belt.



Mytim had been wandering for about fifteen minutes before she found her quarry. After the first incident, the drones had completely ignored her. The cube around her had begun to ring with more and more weapons hits, and with the Fungaloids clearly aware she was onboard, she felt free to more fully use her powers again. She allowed herself to draw in from the life-forces around her, almost like taking a deep breath.

And coughing!

Her senses were flooded with it….taste, smell, touch….it was like plunging her arm into a pile of rotten fruit, of putrid offal. The life-force around her was twisted…tainted! Almost….

She looked at the nearest drone. At its grey, necrotic flesh and dead-looking eye.

Almost like whatever life-form she’d drawn that energy from was half dead.

Shaking the sickening, cloying sensation off, she reached out further, tapping into the spore-ships. Better, but still not the clean, pure taste she’d come to associate with fresh, vital life. Still, the surge of power allowed her to locate her quarry, several levels up.

Focusing her abilities, Mytim simply levitated into the open space between the catwalks, up past several tiers of Borg alcoves and up into a lab formed by the intersection of several walkways. From the surgical instruments hovering over the work tables, the analytical part of her mind assumed it to be an Assimilation Chamber. A single humanoid drone was standing vertically in some kind of maintenance or scanner frame while several others hovered around it, probing it with a variety of instruments.

Two drones moved in to stop her as she entered the chamber. With a wave of her hand she sent them flying into the wall, falling to the deck and twitching like broken toys. She moved towards the central drone, her attention riveted on it.

As if sensing her approach, the drone opened its organic eye and focused it on her. She took another step forward only to be struck by a faint, non-physical blow. The drone was trying to resist her!

It was aware of its power!

The scanning drones continued their analysis unfazed, until Mytim disposed of them with another wave of her hand.

“Can you hear me?” Mytim asked, speaking to the remaining drone.

The Borg did not respond.

Mytim moved closer, reaching out, trying to get some sense of the bizarre, possibly unique creature in front of her. With the resources of the Borg Collective, the fragments of the Lupressa could be collected in a matter of months, not centuries. The Borg could scour the galaxy for Hosts, adding them to the Whole in more ways than even their great hive mind could imagine.

And she, Cindy Mytim, already had two fragments.

She reached out and gently touched the drone’s temples with her fingertips. There was a jolt of energy that sent her back two steps. Gritting her teeth, she mentally leaned in, focusing her abilities on forming a connection with this Borg.

The world around her vanished into a jumble of sights and sounds.



Laarthi was panting as she chased after Boxer. The dog had led them thought the seemingly endless corridors of the cube until they reached yet another catwalk overlooking endless tiers of alcoves. Boxer, for his part, seemed to be having a grand old time, scampering from corner to corner, sniffing around.

Luckily, the Borg continued to ignore them.

“Up there!” Boxer pointed, leaning over the edge of the catwalk until Laarthi pulled him back, “dunno how, but she went straight up!”

“I think I saw a lift back there,” Laarthi pointed.

After backtracking, ascending, then re-tracing their steps, they found themselves in a Borg workspace. Mytim and a single drone stood face to face, surrounded by swirls of pure energy. A bright beam linked the two of them, pulses of light surging back and forth between them.

“What the…” Boxer wondered.

“F**k,” Laarthi agreed.



Mytim smashed through the drone’s mental defences, only to find herself in a barren, empty space filled with streams of light. Her mind struggled to comprehend what she was seeing, to visualize it in some way that would make sense.

And suddenly she was standing on the corner of a black street. Grey, featureless buildings towered around her, and streams of vehicles, both ground and air, moved around her in endless streams, racing to and from their destinations with frantic urgency.

The Borg drone stood at the corner of the multi-street intersection. Every now and then a passing vehicle would pull over and a Borg-implanted arm would reach out, jack into a socket on the standing drone’s neck, then drive off.

Was this the Borg Collective?

Mytim watched as more vehicles and more arms continued to connect then disconnect from the assimilated Host. Were they studying it? Were the vehicles data packets, transmitted through the great hive mind, some moving to other destinations while others were destined for her target Drone?

Why hadn’t they noticed her?

Stepping forward, Mytim waited for the next vehicle to stop. Finally, a dark, featureless van pulled over next to them. As the arm reached out, Mytim placed herself between the drone and the vehicle. She felt an odd piercing sensation as the Borg limb contacted her flesh.

She immediately understood that this was NOT the combined might of the Borg hive mind, the so-called Greater Consciousness. The drones, the cube, in fact the entire fleet battling the Fungaloids had been severed from the Collective less than a second after the alien influence of the Lupressa had been sensed. The entire experiment, already considered a risk, had moved from acceptable to unacceptable, leading to the abandonment of the outpost as the severing of the nearest ships, like cutting off a gangrenous limb. The single Host in front of her probably couldn’t have influenced the Greater Consciousness, but it wasn’t willing to take that chance. At some point, the Collective would move in with its own ships, hardened against contact, and ensure this small force was obliterated, all trace of the experiment destroyed. The Collective would never permit the Lupressa to gain a foothold within the hive mind now.

The drone behind her suddenly clamped a hand down on her shoulder as dozens of vehicles screeched to a stop around them. Dozens of hazy Borg figures stepped out of vehicle doors and began moving directly towards her.

“WE ARE THE BORG. YOU WILL BE ASSIMILATED.”

Apparently, even cut off from the Collective, these drones were still Borg.

Mytim struggled in the mental grip of dozens, hundreds, THOUSANDS of Borg drones as the sub-Collective abruptly turned its attention towards her intrusion.

Oops.

Struggling under the assault of thousands, Mytim desperately searched for an advantage, a weakness, something she could exploit!

Wait a minute…



“Uh-oh!” Boxer exclaimed as all, further down the corridor, several Borg stepped out from their alcoves and started walking towards them.

“Uh-oh, indeed,” Laarthi said. She hailed the Roadrunner.

“Are you by chance going to be rescuing us soon?” she asked.

“Rescuing you?” Virgii’s voice sounded incredible, “You’re supposed to be rescuing Mytim!”

“Mytim’s locked in some sort of energy link with a Borg drone that appears to have been under study,” Laarthi reported, “And now we’ve got a few dozen drones coming towards us! Probably a few thousand right behind them!”

“Oh bollux,” Virgii groaned, “You know, considering the risk to the ship and crew, I’d be perfectly within regulations to just leave all three of you there!”

“Mytim’s abilities can get us home!” Boxer exclaimed.

“Doesn’t do us much good if we get blown up trying to retrieve her!” Virgii shot back.

“If the Borg assimilate her, the fate of the entire Federation could be at stake!” Laarthi said.

“Oh please. Like one person could do something like that. Cut the hyperbole, at once!”

Virgii’s voice was drowned out as the Borg around them started shrieking in unison. Not in pain, not in surprise.

But in pure agony.

“Virgii out!” Virgii’s voice was largely unheard as he cut the channel, eager to distance himself from the cacophony that had erupted.

Covering their ears, Laarthi and Boxer turned back to Mytim and the drone.

Mytim’s arms were outstretched, her hands twisted into angry claws. Her eyes stared straight ahead, seeing nothing, her mouth was open in a silent scream. The drone, for its part, was screaming along with the rest of the Borg.

Streams of black energy surged from Mytim’s hands into the drone, swirling around it, seeming to draw at it. As they watched, a single, brilliant point of light emerged from the drone as it continued to scream, its body now contorting in pain. Mytim’s eyes focused on the point of light, drawn to it. She pulled back and it moved towards her.

All around them, the drones seemed to flinch back. The point retreated back to towards the drone.

“I don’t know what’s happening, but it can’t be good!” Boxer shouted.

Tired of being a spectator, Laarthi strode purposefully towards Mytim and clamped a hand down on her shoulder. Mytim’s face turned in her direction, but her gaze never left the drone.

“Now isn’t a good time, Laarthi!” Mytim’s voice came as a roar, shaking the very structure of the cube around them.

“Mytim, you’re in a Borg cube, doing funky mojo on a drone,” Laarthi shouted, “I don’t know what you’re trying to do, but let it go! The Roadrunner can beam us up, and you can navigate us back to Federation space!”

“The Roadrunner?” Mytime frowned, then shook her head, “The ship doesn’t matter. The Federation doesn’t matter. I will have the power of the Lupressa!”

“Is that what this is about?” Laarthi shouted, “About the…” she trailed off as it clicked. The Plobs had told them the Hosts wanted to gather enough fragments to recreate the Lupressa. Mytim had defeated Brilliance, and now she was trying to get something from this drone…shortly after investigating a Borg base that had been studying a drone with an embedded energy matrix.

“Mytim, no!” Laarthi shouted, suddenly appalled by the grim expression on Mytim’s normally calm face, the way her hair was fluttering in the savage energy currents surrounding them, the aggressive, animal stance in her normally poised body, “Don’t do this! It never ends well when humanoids and energy beings mix! Look at what you’re already turning into!”

Mytim seemed to hesitate. The Borg around them stopped screaming, but remained locked in place.

“You don’t understand,” Mytim said, her voice soft but still perfectly audible, “This isn’t about power for me. This is about righting a wrong that was done eons ago. The Fungaloids must pay, and the Lupressa will have their revenge. I have an opportunity here that hasn’t been offered in almost a hundred thousand years, and it may never come again,”

“I don’t care about Fungaloids or opportunities!” Boxer yelled from behind Laarthi, “I just want to get out of here and get back to the Federation!”

“Yes…yes,” Mytim cocked her head with some of her old composure, “That is what’s important to you, isn’t it?”

Something in the tone of her voice sent a spike of alarm through Laarthi’s chest.

“Important to you. But not to me,” Mytim said coldly, “Not anymore,”

With that, she redoubled her efforts against the Borg, the surges of power throwing Laarthi and Boxer to the catwalk floor.



“The Borg fleet is losing cohesion,” Hii-lunz reported, tapping away at his console, “They’re clustering around the cube with our team on board, and return fire against the spore-ships is becoming erratic.

“What the blazes is going on over there?” Virgii wondered.

“Several of the cubes are breaking away from the main fleet,” Kod added, “No, they’re rejoining…wait, they’re breaking off again. It’s like they can’t make up their mind!”

“Do we have a transporter lock on our people?” Virgii asked.

“Laarthi and Boxer, yes. Mytim…I can’t get a lock on her,”

“As soon as the Borg shields are down, get them back over here!”



Laarthi watched as Mytim’s claw-like hands reached towards the drone, gently cupping the spark of light as it hovered between them. It darted out of reach, sending Mytim lunging after it like a cat after a ball of yard. After a few more attempts, she wrapped her fingers around her goal.

A wave of rippling power burst out from Mytim, surging through the air and sending sparks flying from several bulkheads. The screaming around them abruptly stopped. Mytim stepped towards the now lifeless drone, the body seeming to disintegrate as she stepped into its place in the scanning frame. Its implants swirled in the energy currents still surrounding Mytim.

Mytim turned her head, then made a waving gesture. Two drones walked towards her, no longer contorted in pain. They reached out with their arms and, as Laarthi and Boxer gasped, plunged assimilation tubules into Mytim’s neck. Nanoprobes surged into her bloodstream, lines of grey bulging in her skin as the tiny robots began the assimilation process. Mytim, for her part, seemed completely unfazed.

“If I were you,” she said darkly, “I wouldn’t stick around,”

Boxer and Laarthi abruptly dissolved in the blue shimmer of a Federation transporter.

“Nice timing,” Mytim muttered to herself.



“The Borg shields have dropped!” Hii-lunz reported.

“Energize!” Virgii ordered.

“We’ve got them,” Hii-lunz replied after a moment. He frowned, Borg shields are back up!”

“What the…” Kods was staring out the window.

Hazy beams of energy were forming between their cube and the nearest spore-ships…identical to the ones that had linked them to the Roadrunner when Mytim had taken control. Wobbling bubbles of energy began shooting from the Borg ship, intercepting Fungaloid weapons fire. The ship abruptly broke away from the Borg fleet and started descending towards the planet.

“Uh-oh,” Virgii said calmly.



The Borg fleet staggered under a renewed assault by the Fungaloids, the fleshy spore-ships taking advantage of the sudden loss of co-ordination between their cybernetic foes. Unfortunately for them, several Borg vessels that had felt torn between the distant call of the Greater Consciousness and the much stronger pulling of their sub-Collective abruptly ceased their indecision, merging back into the sub-Collective. With ship regeneration and assimilation facilities working overtime, they pushed back the Fungaloid assault.

One Borg cube continued its course out of the heart of the battle and directly towards the nearby planet. Two moderately sized spore-ships moved in to attack, only to begin to wither and die, their energy stolen to fuel the very enemy they hoped to destroy. Weapons fire blazed at the cube as other spore-ships, more distance, directed whatever available weapons fire they could. Several of the beams were intercepted by wobbly, bubble-like balls of energy while the remainder crashed against the Borg ship’s almost depleted shields. As the Borg ship neared the atmosphere, friction began to build and a shimmering halo of heat formed on the planet-side face of the cube.

Off to the side, doing its best to stay clear of the dozens of massive, warring starships, was a lone Federation vessel. The Roadrunner had managed to escape taking damage…but it also had managed to accomplish absolutely nothing.

Nothing, except to deliver Mytim to the Borg. Or…possibly…the Borg to Mytim.



“What are they doing?” Virgii wondered, watching with interest as the Borg ship appeared to plummet towards a firey death.

“We have to go back!” Boxer announced loudly as he and Laarthi returned to the bridge, “They’ve got Mytim! They’ve assia…asimulate…uh…”

“They’ve assimilated her,” Laarthi exclaimed, “But only with nano-probes! If you beam us back, we can get the doctor to-”

“The Borg lowered their shields long enough for us to beam you back,” Virgii cut her off, “They’re back up. We can’t beam you back. And you left our only shuttle on that cube.” He frowned, “That’s going on your disciplinary records, by the way. We only had one!”

“WHO CARES ABOUT THE SHUTTLE!?” Laarthi snapped, “You pompous, overbearing, bastardly….PRIG!”

“That’s going on your record too,” Virgii added. He was quiet for a moment, “You don’t have to tell me how dangerous Mytim can be, or how dangerous it could be if the Borg manage to control her. But any ship in that fleet could blow us to pieces. No, our best chance is to escape.”

“He’s right, you know,” Mytim’s voice spoke from the front of the bridge. Everybody spun in that direction, to find an image of Mytim standing in front of the helm. Unfortunately, due to the tiny size of the bridge, she was standing right in the seated form of Ensign Mulans. His head was almost fully embedded in her torso.

“Sorry about that,” she said to him.

“No problem, I’ve had worse things happen,”

“Mytim,” Virgii said, rising to his feet and doing the approved ‘Picard Manoeuvre’ to adjust his uniform, “We WILL return for you and free you from your assimilation…we just need to find…um…more resources.”

“Does it look like I need rescuing? Mytim asked calmly. Before Virgii could answer she looked over her shoulder towards the sight of her cube encased in the heat of atmospheric entry.”Actually, I suppose it does.”

“Indeed,” Virgii said dryly.

“You lowered the shields,” Laarthi spoke up, “That’s why the Roadrunner could beam us away,”

“It’s hard to hurt those who are trying to help you,” Mytim said softly. Her features abruptly darkened, her hair flying as though in a gale, her fingers curling into claws and her features turning almost alien in their fury, “THOSE WHO SEEK TO HURT ME MUST SUFFER!”

As quickly as it came, the transformation left, leaving her calm and collected again.

“I know how this works,” Mytim said before anybody could speak up, “You’re going to remind me of my humanity, tell me how I can still go back, et cetera, et cetera. I appreciate the gesture, I really do. But believe me when I say, I’ve found what I’m looking for.”

“Mytim-” Virgii started to speak, but Mytim cut him off.

“Of course, you won’t believe me,” she seemed to sigh, “I’ve been in Starfleet long enough to know it doesn’t work that way. You’re going to come back, maybe with some Plob or Wuyan ships and you’re going to try to get me back. Again, I appreciate it. But I’m really not interested in killing people, or having them die. They’re far more…useful…to me alive. So you’re just going to have to accept that this is for your own good.”

With that, she plunged her hand into the quantum navigation panel. Bolts of energy writhed around the buttons and display, working their way into the ships systems, into the computer core, into the slipstream drive itself. Those physically present on the bridge clung to their chairs as the ship spun on its axis.

“NOW GET OUT OF MY WAY!” Mytim screamed, her features again turning dark, “I HAVE WORK TO DO!”

As the sound of the slipstream drive powering up rose in the background, she faded away. The last thing Virgii saw before the stars ripped aside to reveal the slipstream tunnel was Mytim’s cube, still dropping towards the planet.



As the Roadrunner abruptly vanished from her awareness, Mytim could feel the life energy of those within vanish from her reach. It was small, the twenty-five remaining people on the Roadrunner nothing compared to the thousands of Borg, thousands of Fungaloids and the assorted life of the world below. But they had been one tiny, fragile link to her old life. A life that she had now ensured would no longer be troubling her.

So caught up in her musings was she that she almost didn’t realize that one of the cubes that had been in a state of confusion since she’d seized this cube from the old Host had escaped her influence. She saw it abruptly change course, sensed the surge of power as it began diverting energy to opening a trans-warp conduit. Potential servants were getting away! Worse, they were following the Roadrunner!!

“NO!” Mytim shrieked, thrusting her awareness towards the minds of that ship, only to find them cut off. Desperate, she flailed for options….finally coming to one, desperate plan.

As the cube’s transwarp engines powered up, Mytim grabbed one of the smaller spore-ships, slamming into the departing cube with enough force to embed its fleshy form in the side of the cube. Not noticing, or not caring, the cube opened a trans-warp conduit and vanished.





Captain’s Log, Stardate…Stardate…oh frig it!



“We don’t know where we’re going. We don’t know when we’ll get there. We don’t know if we’re actually GOING somewhere, or if we’re in some kind of Mobius tunnel, circling through the quantum streams for eternity!”

“On the bright side, at least she managed to fix something before she threw us away,”



“I feel fine,” Billings said for the fourth time as the holographic doctor ran a tricorder over him, “Other than this horrible breath.” He reached into his mouth and pulled out a dead fly, “How the heck did that get in there?”

“I am sure I do not know,” the doctor replied.

“Computer, deactivate EMH,” Virgii said sharply as he entered the tiny sickbay. The tricorder dropped to the deck as the doctor vanished.

“Sir,” Billings said, not sure what to expect.

“I don’t get it, Mr. Billings,” Virgii said.

“What is that, sir?”

“I did this by the book, the way it should have been done,” Virgii said, “I tried to confine her, she escaped. I tried to rescue her, we failed. I made every reasonably effort to bring her back, and she flat out told me to go bugger myself.”

“That doesn’t sounds like something she’d say,” Billings said, “Not out loud, anyway,”

“So why do I feel like such a clod for leaving her behind?” Virgii demanded.

“Well, at least she turned me back into a person while she was shoving us out the door,” Billings said cheerfully.

Virgii didn’t even seem to notice him speaking.

“She’s alone now, with the Borg. Laarthi and Boxer said she was assimilated…but then why was she doing funky…astral projection on us? Is she even alive, or did she crash herself into that planet rather than face assimilation? What the DEUCE is she ON about???”

“Mytim’s mind is a strange place,” Billings offered.

“Bridge to Virgii,” the pompous voice of Dr. Strobnick came over the comm, “Report to the conference room. I need to show you something,”

“Thank you so much for this little chat, Crewman,” Virgii said dismissively as he left.

“Pleasure was all mine,” Billings grumbled.



“I can say with a reasonable margin for error that I have extrapolated our course,” Strobnick said, pointing at the image embedded in the tabletop, “Based on the data Mytim entered into our navigational systems before she locked us out, I believe we are on a course for Federation space. Specifically, Starbase 341.”

“She sent us home!” Boxer exclaimed, his tail wagging happily.

Virgii looked troubled.

“Show him what else we found,” Laarthi urged.

“Ah, yes,” Strobnick pulled up another image, this one a bizarre image of twisty lines and cloudly colours, “As you know, the ship automatically performs deep scans of the quantum slipstream, to facilitate safe future travel.”

“Get on with it,” Virgii twirled his hand.

“Well…there’s a disturbance. Normally not anything out of the ordinary. But this one appears to be…following us,”

“Following? What is it?”

“A Borg cube,” Laarthi interrupted, “In trans-warp drive,”

“We don’t know that for sure!” Strobnick said indignantly, “I must insist that you wait for proper, verifiable data before jumping to a conclusion!”

“What else could it be?” Laarthi said, “It’s a Borg cube. And it’s following us.”

“Following us back to Matrian Space,”






Part Two

Lt Josh Shurgroe wrapped his arms around his body and shivered. When he’d been assigned the position of D-DoS, Director of the Department of Shipbuilding for Starbase 341, he’s naturally assumed that he’d be spending a lot of time in the shipyards. What he didn’t realize was that one, after more than half a year they still had only two shipyards actually operating and two, most of the hands-on work was done by Major Dekaire and Major Bown. This left him with the choice of either sitting in the almost empty Shipyards Operations Center in the DoS tower, or helping Lt Wyer with Department of Maintenance Operations duties in the Haven Command Complex.

Both of which, of course, were located Downtown. A tram ride, a walk, several flights of ornate stairs and a turbolift jaunt away. Followed by more stairs.

As he sat in the otherwise empty tram, Shurgroe shivered again. It was still winter in the city, with a foot of snow coating almost everything. Automated bots cleared the snow from streets, tram tracks and sidewalks, however there weren’t many residents to appreciate it. Cold winds continued to whip between the skyscrapers and the entire surface of the lake had frozen solid.

The tram crossed over one of the bridges leading Downtown, giving Shurgroe a view of the hockey rink the Jungle Squad had cleared near the beach. Matrian Hockey was a far cry from the Terran version, but for some reason the civil security team liked to set aside their loincloths and beads and dress up in heavy winter gear long enough to pummel the crap out of each other on the ice. (What Shurgroe didn’t know was that Matrian Hockey was largely an excuse for the team to spend more time in the Matrian equivalent of a bubbling hot Jacuzzi.)

Maybe he should consider joining the team, Shurgroe mused. His posting to Haven, first overwhelming him with the sheer scope of learning to build ships in an alien facility, was turning into boring drudgery. With nothing to do on the shipbuilding side, he filled his days by helping Wyer with the D-DoMO duties that should have been taken care of by the missing Lt Cmdr Virgii. He wandered the city, playing with Matrian technology, digging around the computer systems and generally making sure he understood how things worked. His evenings were…dull, to say the least. Even his model-building had been stopped after two of his models damaged the city.

The tram eased to a halt in the Transit Hub. Shurgroe got to his feet, stepped onto the platform and walked slowly towards the glass-enclosed staircase that would take him to the Command Tower lobby.



“I’m sick of winter,” Captain Elizabeth Simplot mused, leaning over the railing on the lower level of Ops. “I want to feel the sun on my skin. I want to lie on the beach, and listen to the sound of the waves crashing against the sand. And I want a sexy waiter with a six-pack to serve me drinks while I’m doing it,”

“The Jungle Squad…er…the Civil Protection Team has requested that we extend winter another two months,” Colonel Abela replied dully from the second level. She’d tuned one of the big screens to the security feed from Shipyard Three and was watching as dozens of construction bots re-attached the hull plating to a Federation starship undergoing refurbishment.

“Screw that,” Simplot grumbled, “What’s wrong with those people? They’re from a tropical island! They should be wandering around in giant, fuzzy parkas freezing their butts off!”

“Most of them had never seen snow before,” Abela shrugged.

“If you’re really that glum, you could take a vacation down on the planet,” Lt Wyer said helpfully from the Dome Operations pulpit, “Matria Prime does have several resorts…and we’re far enough past the Qu’Eh invasion that some of them are actually doing good business,”

“No, then I’d just have to come back to this,” Simplot sighed.

The turbolift doors opened and Lt Shurgroe stepped into Ops.

“Hi, Captain,” he said glumly.

“Hi, Josh,” Simplot replied in the same tone. They looked at each other for a moment, sighed, then Simplot turned back to her musings as Shurgroe ascended to the command deck.

Abela couldn’t exactly blame them. Despite her best efforts, Haven was still a ghost town. She’d held dozens of discussions with the government, all of them coming down to the exact same thing: There was no point in moving residents to Haven unless there were jobs for them. And with the shipyards mostly shut down, there were none. Abela, of course, replied that they should USE the frickin’ SHIPYARDS already, especially since Matria’s existing facilities were running full time. The government, in turn, replied that they didn’t currently have the mineral resources to support more shipyards. And so on, and so forth. Even the existing merchants on board were starting to grumble, as the current shipbuilders and Starfleet skeleton crew were barely enough to keep their businesses afloat.

Needless to say, the mood aboard Haven was getting grim.



Doctor Janet Annerson had a spring in her step as she stepped out of the turbolift and into Ops. The oldest of the USS Stallion crew to have been reassigned to Starbase 341, she was ‘comfortably middle-aged’. She was also non-human, though it didn’t necessarily reflect in her name.

“Hi everybody!” she said cheerfully, “Guess what!?”

“What,” came the chorus of dull replies.

“Geez, what happened, did somebody die?” Annerson shook her head, “No, of course not. I would have had to do the autopsy!”

“What’s up, Janet?” Simplot asked tiredly.

“Now that we’ve got the Hummingbird ready to start regular runs between here and Waystation, my husbands and sons are finally moving here!” Annerson exclaimed.

“Oh yeah…I keep forgetting you’re married…with children,” Simplot smiled politely.

“How else do you think I learned how to handle people like Josh?” Annerson teased.

“Meh,” Shurgroe grumbled.

“You guys are REALLY down in the dumps today,” Annerson was starting to look concerned, “I bet it’s this weather. We need some sunshine and warm air. Or I can just prescribe free happy pills for everybody!”

“I’m sure once we get Haven’s population up, we’ll all feel better,” Abela said.

“Well yes, a sense of community would probably help,” Annerson nodded, “Also…when’s the last time any of you had sexual relations?”

Shurgroe, Simplot, Abela, Wyer, Fisset and the rest of the Matrian day staff exchanged uncomfortable glances.

“Not with each other,” Annerson clarified.

“Oh thank Goddess,” Fisset breathed, going back to work.

“Please, we all know you nailed Stoneryder at least once,” Abela sneered.

“There. Aren’t you feeling better already? And all I had to do was mention sex once!” Annerson beamed.

“That just makes me feel worse,” Shurgroe looked even more downcast, “I can’t even remember the last time,”

“We need something to cheer you people up,” Annerson decided, “Like a weekend at a resort, or a nice evening out, or a-”

“Quantum anomaly,” Fisset spoke up, her panel beeping.

“Is that a drink?”

“No, there’s a quantum anomaly forming one million kilometres from here, towards Matria IV!” Fisset said.

“On screen…I mean, on window…whatever!” Simplot snapped.

One of the big windows looking out into space shifted, zooming in on a region of space. There was a flicker of light, a blur of motion, then a Hummingbird-class ship appeared.

“Hey!” Fisset perked up, “I recognize that ship! It’s the Roadrunner! They’re back!”

“Yay,” Simplot stood, “That means I have to deal with that pompous British bastard again,”

“Starbase 341 this is the USS Roadrunner, Acting Captain Tyler Virgii speaking,” the familiar, officious voice came over the comm.

“Captain,” Simplot tried to sound pleased, “On behalf of all of us, congratulations on a safe return to Fed-”

“Shut up and listen to me, woman!” Virgii cut her off, “Our science officer’s magical powers have driven her mad, the Borg are getting into a war with the United Federation of Fungus, Crewman Billings was turned into a toad and there’s a Borg cube right behind us!”

Simplot and Abela blinked, then exchanged looks.

“Shurgroe, lock a tractor beam on the Roadrunner and bring it into a docking port. Annerson, I want Lt Cmdr Virgii brought in for a full psychological assessment,” Simplot said, stepping into a turbolift, “I’m going down to MoM’s. Does anybody want a coffee?”

“Decaf, cream and sugar, please,” Wyer called.

“Regular for me,” Fisset replied, “But hold off on the water beetles,

“Same, but with the water beetles for me, please,” Abela said.

“I will never understand why you people think that bugs in coffee is an acceptable thing.” Simplot shook her head.

“They’re dried, ground up, and used as spice,” Abela explained, “Do your people not also do this?”

“Cinnamon doesn’t come from beetles!” Simplot grimaced.

“THERE IS A BORG SHIP FOLLOWING US!” Virgii screamed on the screen.

“Yes, yes,” Abela said. “I’ll make sure we have a docking bay ready for your Borg friends,”

“Somebody sure craves attention,” Wyer commented.



“DIDN’T YOU HEAR ME??” Virgii roared at the tiny image on his screen, the bridge of the Roadrunner almost shaking, “I SAID THERE’S A BORG CUBE RIGHT BEHIND US!”

“I heard you,” the shapely Matrian woman on the screen said to him, “I’ve never heard of these ‘Borg’. Will their ship fit in a docking bay, or do we need to pull the packing wrap out of another docking port foyer?

“The Borg!” Virgii snapped, “The most deadly enemy the Federation has ever faced! Thousands of ships, trillions of drones, a collective hive-mind with the knowledge of thousands of species!”

“It’s in your ‘So, You Want To Be A Starfleet Officer’ study package,” the Yynsian in the background told the Matrian woman.

“I’m still reading up on the Q,” the Matrian told him.

“You must prepare the defences!” Virgii went on, “The Borg may have been infested by the Federation of Fungus!”

“Federation of Planets,” the same Yynsian corrected him.

“NO! Fungus! The same Fungaloid race that was hunting us because we had a magical Lupressa-thing on board!”

“You know,” Laarthi said to Boxer, “I was annoyed at first that they weren’t taking us seriously. But now I completely understand,”

The ship shook, then began moving.

“The starbase has us in a tractor beam,” Boxer reported.

“I was planning on docking us anyway,” Ensign Mulans said calmly from the helm, “Oh well. Makes my job easier,” With that, he put his boots up on the helm and laced his fingers behind his back.

“YOU…YOU…” Virgii fumed.

Then he disappeared in a shower of transporter sparks.

“Continue docking procedure,” Laarthi said, slipping into the command chair without missing a beat, “And Ops, we really are serious when we say there’s a Borg cube on the way,”

In the background, the Yynsian spun around on his chair so fast he fell to the ground. The other Starfleet officer on the screen, this one with odd patterns shaved into his head, likewise jumped to his feet.

“WHAT???” he exclaimed.

“Yup. I know Virgii sounds like a maniac, but he’s actually telling the truth.” Laarthi tapped the comm panel, “Roadrunner out,”



Virgii materialized in one of the high-security, sub-Command Tower transporter rooms and was immediately set upon by Dr. Annerson and her two nurses. Captain Simplot watched from behind them, thoroughly enjoying the scene. Virgii had royally pissed her off the last time they’d met…watching Annerson getting him into a wrestling hold was proving thoroughly enjoyable.

“YOUR CAREER IS OVER, YOU STUPID WENCH!” Virgii yelled in her direction as Annerson and the nurses tried to restrain him. He was STRONG! “THE BORG WILL ASSIMILATE THE MATRIANS! Or maybe infest them. Either way, THEY’RE BUGGERED!”

“You just relax,” Simplot said cattily, “These nice people will take you somewhere where you can relax until Admiral Wagner can send a counsellor to…evaluate you. He’s really anxious to see you again, after you dumped him in the Galactic Core for a few days,”

At that, Virgii’s eyes widened in panic and his struggles were renewed.

“SEDATE HIM!” Annerson barked, “Give the Shurgroe-strength stuff, I don’t think neurozine is going to cut it!”

One of the nurses managed to get an arm free long enough to grab the indicated hypo. Virgii lunged, managing to smack it out of her hands and down to the blue-carpeted deck. He dove down, taking all three of the medical personnel with him. There was a struggling mass of bodies, the sound of a hypospray going off, then Virgii was on his feet…Annerson and one of her nurses remaining motionless on the deck.

“If you can’t take proper charge of this situation, then I shall!” Virgii announced loudly, slamming the hypo against Simplot’s arm before the captain could react.

Virgii ran out the doors and into the steel paneled corridor outside. As Simplot collapsed to the deck, she faintly heard her comm-badge going off.

“Ops to Simplot. Um…it turns out we really DO have a Borg cube on the way. Captain? Captain???”

“I hate that man,” Simplot muttered as her world went dark.



Virgii ran through the corridors of Haven’s high-security levels before he realized he had no idea where he was or where he was going. He tried to think back on what he knew of the city from his visit a few months ago, but realized that since he didn’t know where the transporter rooms where, he could be anywhere in that massive structure.

“Computer!” he barked, “Where am I?”

“Please follow the lighted indicators. They will lead you to your specified destination,” a cold, contemptuous voice said. A wall panel next to him started blinking cheerfully….leading absolutely nowhere.

“Very funny!” Virgii snapped, “Show me how to get to Ops!”

“How pathetic,” the voice seemed to sigh, “One moment. Voiceprint recognizes Lt Cmdr Tyler Virgii, Director of Maintenance Operations. Security level 1. Reported as missing in action. Welcome back,” this last practically oozes disdain and sarcasm.

“Let’s get on with it, unless you want your cybernetic guts chewed up by the Borg!”

“Calm yourself,” the computer replied, “and proceed to Stairway 4. From there, you must ascend to Level Three of the Transit Hub and proceed to a crossover bridge,”

“Just shut up and walk me through it!”

“Don’t blame ME for your limitations,” the computer sniffed.



The second the Roadrunner had docked, Laarthi and Boxer beamed themselves directly to the Command Complex.

“-USS Montreal and USS Vendome can be here in two days,” the Yynsian officer was saying, “They’re on patrol near the borders. The Montreal is near Qu’Eh space, and the Vendome is in the opposite direction, near…well, we’re not sure what’s out there. That’s why they’re patrolling it.”

“Two days?” the man with the shaven hair pattern, Shurgroe, as they recalled, looked panicked, “The Borg will eat us for lunch way before that!”

“Those are only Excelsior-class ships anyway,” the Yynsian went on, “They don’t exactly have a great track record against the Borg.”

“I’m afraid things are a bit more complicated than the standard Borg attack,” Laarthi said, getting right to business. Before she could continue, the comm went off.

“Simplot…Simplot to bridge. That stupid British guy overpowered us in the transporter room! I don’t know where he went!”

“Uh-oh,” Boxer said softly, “Who wants to bet he’s coming up here to try to take charge of everything?”

“He can try,” Colonel Abela said sharply, obviously overhearing.

“Ma’am,” Laarthi said, her tone polite. (This one was of her new bosses, after all, and she desperately wanted a better supervisor than Virgii had been!) “Lt Cmdr Virgii can be very…stubborn,”

“He’s still a Starfleet officer,” Abela said smugly, “Which means, I know his weakness,”

Laarthi was going to ask what she meant by that when the turbolift doors on the lower level hissed open, releasing a flood of profanity.

“Bollocks! More blasted stairs? Who the hell designed this nightmarish contraption??”

Shurgroe, Boxer and Laarthi looked down between two control pulpits and saw Virgii climbing to the second level, one arm pulling at the railing. Sweat was beading on his forehead, his face was red and he was breathing heavily. Abela gave them a smug look, then turned to face the ascending officer with her arms crossed.

“I am Captain Tyler Virgii of the Federation Starship Roadrunner!” he declared between breaths, “And I am…phew…I am taking command of this station immediately!”

“Acting Captain,” Laarthi corrected him casually.

“And since you seem to have arrived safely back in Matrian…Federation space,” Abela grudgingly corrected herself, “You’re no longer a captain, acting or otherwise. You are the Director of the Department of Maintenance Operations. So go sit at the DoMO station and prepare to receive orders,”

“I will do no such thing!” Virgii snapped, hauling himself up to the command deck, “I was in command when we came across the Borg and the Fungaloids! Therefore I am in command of this situation!”

“No, that means this situation is your fault, and you should probably be court-martialled,” Lt Wyer said calmly, “Not to mention that you apparently assaulted our Captain and Doctor.”

“We can do this the old-fashioned way if you like!” Virgii snapped at Abela, going into a fighting stance, “But I am in command here!”

“Oh please,” Abela rolled her eyes in a very human gesture, “You do realize that on Matria Prime the women are the combative sex, right?”

“I don’t care how much genetic enhancing you’ve had, I shall best you!”

“Um,” Wyer turned to Virgii and raised a finger.

“Shut it, Lieutenant!” Virgii snapped.

“Your funeral,” Wyer sighed.

“Shall we?” Virgii said, egging Abela on.

“If we must,” Abela shrugged.



“I am totally going to kill him,” Simplot fumed as she and Annerson rode the turbolift to Ops, “Assaulting us both! I have SUCH a headache!”

“Yeah, that’s more from the antidote than the sedative,” Annerson said quietly, one hand massaging her temple.

The doors slid open and Simplot stormed out, up to the second level, along the curved walkway, then up to the command deck.

“OK, fire up the internal sensors!” she barked as she climbed the last few steps, “I want to find the bastard that shot us up with… oh…”

Virgii was face-down on the deck, one cheek pressed against the cool stone floor. Abela was straddling his back, her feet intertwined in his and the veins in her forearms standing out as she pinned his arms behind him.

“I tried to tell you,” Wyer said mildly, “It was the Matrian men that were enhanced. The women have always been the fighters. And Colonel Abela was active for the first decade of the Gender Wars and is a highly trained combat expert,”

“Ow,” Virgii said softly.

“Now, are you going to behave?” Abela demanded. She looked at Simplot, “Or can we lock him up? Oh! Or better yet! A whipping!”

“Maybe later,” Simplot said thoughtfully, “But if there really IS a Borg cube on the way,”

“There is,” Boxer said helpfully.

“Then we’re going to need him,” she looked at the two other Roadrunner officer, “All of them. It’s a bit late, but welcome to Starbase 341. I hope you’ll enjoy your assignments here, now that you’ve finally arrived,”

“Do we have a late policy that covers MIA for nine months?” Shurgroe asked Fissett.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” she shrugged.



The next hour was a scramble. Strobnick and Fisset had huddled over the science pulpit and determined that the cube should have arrived ten minutes before the Roadrunner. Boxer had voiced the hopeful opinion that maybe the cube hadn’t made it, or that maybe it had turned around to go home.

Nobody really believed in his ideas.

The Roadrunner crew spilled out of their ship into the city, this time feeling relatively confident that they were home for good as opposed to the brief visit they’d had several months ago. Unfortunately, there wasn’t time for anybody to celebrate.

“More…more…more…” Laarthi was saying to Crewman Thebridge, “OK! Hold it! Let me get these connected!”

“My arms is getting tired!” Thebridge warned her as he strained to hold a nutation modulator in place against one of Haven’s many shield generators.

“We don’t have time for antigrav!” Laarthi snapped as she attached the Federation device to the Matrian generator, “And unless you want the Borg to drain our shields in under ten seconds, we’ve got to get all these generators modified!”

“Goodies,” Thebridge sighed.

Up in the command centre, Simplot, Abela and…grudgingly Virgii were gathered around the holo-table, planning strategy. A communications link with a Borg specialist at Starfleet Command had been opened, and a hologram of the blond woman’s grim face was hovering above the table. Queen Anselia was likewise linked in from her office down on the planet.

“Their first priority will be to eliminate your defences,” the Starfleet specialist said in a crisp, clear voice that left little room for argument, “They are likely to avoid destroying your ships outright, but only when they calculate that the probable potential of the ship to cause further damage outweighs the potential gains in new drones, technologies and materials. Your orbital habitat is likely to be a prime target for assimilation. I suggest you evacuate immediately.”

“Well…we only have a skeleton crew anyway,” Simplot shrugged, “Hey, is that a Borg implant around your eye?”

“None of your business,” the woman replied, “Now, Starfleet has determined that dispatching ships to your location is ill-advised. At maximum warp, they would reach your planet one week after the Borg completed their assimilation of the population.”

“What about this super-fast drive that Starfleet’s been working on?” Abela demanded, “You could have ships here in days with that!”

“We have no QS-capable ships at this time,” the specialist replied, “The technology is too dangerous to mount on existing ships, and the third Hummingbird-class vessel will not be ready for some time,”

“You can’t just leave us undefended!” Queen Anselia insisted.

“Your Highness,” a small amount of emotion seemed to creep into the woman’s expression, “The Borg are the greatest threat the Federation has ever faced, representing not only the destruction of our way of life, but the absorption of our very bodies and identities into the Collective. We have several possible strategies that we will transmit to you, but you must understand that this is an enemy that successfully destroyed thousands of cultures. If they cannot be stopped before they begin assimilating your planet, there will be little the Federation will be able to do.”

“We still haven’t talked about the Fungaloids!” Virgii broke into the conversation, “They were infesting the Borg! And being assimilated. And un-assimilated! And…and…they were putting up a great fight!”

“Is that crazy guy still going on about mushroom-people, Seven?” a voice asked in the background. “We assumed your report on the Fungaloids was some sort of…sad joke. Or a pathetic plea for attention,” the woman admitted.

“Now see here-”

“However, as we have no information on them, we cannot be of assistance in that manner. Now, I suggest you send what ships you can to intercept the cube and attempt to lure them away from the planet using your orbital habitat. At the very least, that will buy you time to finish modifying your shields and weapons to the specifications we sent.”

“This is a city, not bait!” Abela exclaimed.

“I must return to work,” Seven said calmly. The channel closed.

“I agree with Miss Seven,” Queen Anselia said without pre-amble. “If Haven can draw these mechanical zombie-people away from our planet, it must be done. We will have Admiral Verithi deploy ships to assist you, and I assume you will use your two Federation ships as well,”

“What about the one we’re rebuilding?” Simplot asked, turning to a dark-haired man with Captain’s pips standing off to the side.

“Silverado is still in pieces,” he said, “Her engines haven’t even been re-installed yet!”

“Fine. Then you and your officers will command the Hummingbird, while Virgii and his people take the Roadrunner,” Simplot decided.

“Yes, ma’am,” Stafford nodded, then turned to leave. As he moved down the stairs he glanced out the lower windows at the sheer forty or fifty storey drop below the command centre.

“God, I hate this place,” he muttered.

“Bring the reactors to full power,” Abela ordered one of the Matrian crewman, “Ready the sub-light engines. I shall be in my office,”

She quickly ran down another set of stairs and into her second-level office.

“Keep scanning for that cube,” Simplot ordered Fisset, “And tell Wyer I want to know as soon as the shield modifications are done!”

“I have Lt Laarthi handling that,”

“Whatever,” Simplot waved him off as she followed Abela.



Abela let the doors to her cramped office close behind her. She had a larger, more comfortable space further down the tower, but the situation called for her to be close to the command deck. She eased around her desk and sat, her eye drawn to the disc-shaped object sitting on her desk. Her terminal was still showing playback from the last Borg invasion of the Federation. She watched the round Federation ships bob, weave and explode. A huge ship soared into the picture, identical in design to the USS Medusa. The Medusa (actually the USS Banshee) had aided in the defeat of the Qu’Eh. She watched as over a dozen Federation ships concentrated their firepower on one small section of the Borg vessels hull until it exploded in a brilliant display of green fireworks.

Defeating them WAS possible. For a fully armed Federation fleet, commanded by a man who (according to the records) had extensive experience with the Borg. But for a Matrian fleet who’s only recent combat experience had been against a race of petty bureaucrats?

The doors hissed open and Simplot stepped in.

“Wow,” she said, looking down on Abela’s desk.

“I was going to ask Shurgroe to help me with it,” Abela said, gesturing at the object. It was the start of a scale model of Haven. She’d constructed the Outer Rim, the ‘ground’ of the city and the ring-shaped lake, but none of the buildings had been added yet, “He did amazing work on his other models. I thought this would make a nice fixture down in the Mall of Matria. Something to remind our citizens of how beautiful their home is.”

“It would,” Simplot’s throat tightened. Abela usually came across as so strong, confident and (let’s be honest) abrasive that Simplot often forgot that she was still a person. A two-hundred-plus year-old person who’d already watched her civilization be destroyed once, and was now on the verge of seeing it obliterated…permanently.

“I can’t help but think that without the Federation, the Borg probably wouldn’t have even noticed Matria Prime,” Abela said.

“They would have, eventually,”

“Eventually…when we would have been more prepared,”

“We don’t even know for sure that the cube is coming here,” Simplot said, “They were following the Roadrunner, but for all we know they’ve passed us and are on their way to invade Earth right now,”

“I suppose that’s reassuring,” Abela admitted.

“Look, if you…I mean, if you want some time to be with your husband before the shit hits the fan…”

“I really don’t have time for that,” Abela said, “In fact, I don’t have time to be sitting in here like some emotional child when there’s work to do,”

“He’ll appreciate it,” Simplot insisted, “I mean…if I was married, I’d want my husband to at least talk to me before we go into battle!”

“I suppose you’r right,” Abela admitted.



“Oh for…” Colonel Craigan rolled his eyes, “I swear, she’s turning more into a guy every day. I don’t have time for emotional baggage right now!”

Colonel Craigan, now a member of Matrian Intelligence, was in the small, clandestine Intelligence section, deep in Haven’s high-security area. Haven had a large Intelligence gathering and analysis section directly below the Command Tower. That huge chamber was largely deserted, however. And given the more secretive nature of Craigan’s position, working out of that facility would have drawn too much attention anyway.

“We’re still downloading strategies and possible procedures to use against the Borg from Starfleet Intelligence,” his assistant said, “You do have time for a…brief…personal moment,”

“Maybe, but SHE doesn’t!” Craigan fumed, “So far the master plan is ‘Fly Haven and several Matrian and tiny Federation ships right at the Borg cube and hope it doesn’t attack the planet’! That is unacceptable! And on top of that, the two Starfleet Int agents that were SUPPOSED to be helping us down here are too busy playing with shield generators to even make contact!”

“It IS a better use of their time…”

“This place is like a madhouse! How is it that after almost a year we’re not prepared for one invading ship!”

“Even if it is twice the size of the entire Qu’Eh fleet and armed with technologies the like of which our part of the galaxy has never seen?” his assistant pointed out.

Craigan frowned, the expression oddly comical on his petite, blond frame.

“Good point. I’m going to go visit my wife before we’re obliterated in a massive fireball of death,” he said, walking towards the exit.



Craigan and Abela met in the rotating rooftop restaurant of the Matrian Arms Hotel. OK, so the hotel wasn’t open, which meant that the restaurant was deserted and that they had to get their own drinks from the replicator. But Abela’s command codes had given them access to the huge, empty room at the top of the hotel. The restaurants transparent, domed ceiling was only a few dozen meters from the city dome itself, giving them a spectacular view of space and the planet. Abela tapped the controls behind the bar and the restaurant rotation mechanism hummed into motion. She and Craigan made themselves comfortable on a sofa near the perimeter of the room.

“Another day, another war?” Craigan asked softly as they sipped their drinks, looking out the window.

“It seems that way, doesn’t it,” Abela replied bitterly, “First ourselves, then the Qu’Eh, now these Borg things. I didn’t spend decades fighting a civil war and a century in suspended animation just to see our people ‘assimilated’, whatever that means,”

“It means,” Craigan replied, almost mechanically, “that the Borg will forcibly implant us with mechanical devices that will transform us into one of them. They will absorb our ships and technology, and use it to build more of their own. Our culture and knowledge will be added to their database, but since nobody but the Borg have access to it, we will essentially be dead as a civilization. Then they’ll-”

“Craigan, stop it!” Abela insisted, grabbing his hands and brining his attention back to her, “Don’t talk like that! The Qu’Eh implanted us with their stupid machines, and we beat them! We’ll beat these Borg, too!” She frowned, “And how do you know all of that??”

“Uh, it was in your Starfleet study guide,” Craigan said, thinking quickly, “I was bored.”

“Ah,”

They sat in silence for a few minutes more. Abela knew that any second now, she might get a call from the command centre that the Borg had been detected. (Craigan knew the same, except that his call would come from the MIT cell.

“Do you ever regret it?” Craigan asked softly.

“Regret what?”

“Giving it all…giving it all up,” he said.

Abela was suddenly pulled back in a wave of memories. Her parents, her siblings, the home where she’d grown up on the outskirts of the city that eventually became known as Matronus. Classmates, colleagues…the first squad she’d been in after joining the Matrian Defence Force. The thousands of people who had worked under her, transforming Haven from a pile of diagrams and dreams and into a giant, floating metropolis.

All of them…dead for more than a century. Lost to her, because she’d chosen to use stasis technology in a desperate bid to outlast the war.

And Craigan…her only constant companion through everything she’d gone through since the start of the Gender Wars. Craigan…whom she’d held captive all that time.

“Do you ever regret what I did to you?” she countered, trying to hold in her emotions.

“You mean ignoring the order for my execution?” Craigan asked.

Abela reached out and pulled him close as tears spilled down her cheeks.

They held each other for a few moments, refugees from a time and place long gone. They watched as the city spun around the planet. Matria Prime’s moons weren’t visible at the moment…in fact, all that was really visible at the moment was space debris. After the Gender Wars and the Qu’Eh invasion, one thing Matria Prime had plenty of was space debris.

With a sigh, Abela let Craigon go.

“I should get back up to the HCC,” she said, “Since the only plan we have seems to involve using the city as bait, I better see if we can’t figure out how to keep the Borg from turning this place into a massive pile of junk,”

Craigan’s eyes widened and he jumped from his seat.

“Junk!” he exclaimed. “That’s it! A massive pile of space junk!”

“What are you…” Abela’s expression slacked with realization. She slapped her comm-badge. “Shurgroe! Shurgroe! Dammit, Starfleet, get your skinny ass on the line!”

“All requests to initiate communications must include a sender and a recipient,” Madam’s derisive, condescending voice came on the line, “If you’re not going to use proper protocol, you can’t expect me to follow your commands,”

Abela squeezed her comm-badge until it started emitting a shrill, high-pitched squeal in protest.

“OK, OK, putting you through!” Madam squawked.

“Shurgroe here,” the voice of the gangly Starfleet engineer came through.

“Meet me in the HCC!” Abela ordered, “I have an idea!”

“Uh…I’m already here,” Shurgroe said, sounding confused.

“Then just…don’t go anywhere!”



Up in the HCC, Shurgroe shrugged as the channel closed.

“As I was saying,” Lt Laarthi continued, “our lack of manoeuvrability is going to make us a giant target. We will have to rely on the Roadrunner, the Hummingbird and the Matrian ships to draw fire away from the city long enough for the city’s weapons to have an effect,”

“We hope,” Boxer said, scratching his ear, “that if we focus enough firepower on specific points, we can cause the cube to fracture. Sort of like the last one that attacked Earth,”

“Sounds good,” Simplot said, standing near the railing with her arms crossed, “Except that to focus as many weapons as possible on the Borg ship, we’ve got to come at them head on, with the dome towards them. What happens if we get a breach and end up spending half the battle spinning like a frisbee because our atmosphere is fizzling out?”

“Get rid of it,” Abela’s voice cut through the room like a knife through butter. She had emerged from the turbolift and was climbing the stairs to the second level. “Initiate full emergency venting of the dome.”

“I…I…WHAT?” Wyer’s eyes were the size of dinner plates, “Uh…ma’am?”

“Yes, I’m with him,” Simplot asked, looking like Abela had just danced around the room in a tutu, “What?”

“We need to shed mass,” Abela replied smartly, “As much as possible…immediately. And atmosphere may not mass much, but the water in the lake does. Vent it. Now.”

Moving as through his console would burn him, Wyer started tapping in the commands. There was a distant ‘wooshing’ sound, then outside the windows/viewscreens they could see three trails of diffuse matter spiralling lazily towards the planet. The lake was largely frozen, but as the atmospheric pressure dropped it began to sublimate, as did the snow. Wyer adjusted the dome transparency, letting in more heat from the Matrian star, and within a minute the entire city was awash in water vapour. Even that began thinning as it was sucked out into space.

“It’s going to take a lot of work to replenish all of that,” Wyer said glumly.

“Let’s focus on the now, not the then,” Abela replied, “Now alter orbit to 0.4 eccentricity, major axis 6000km, 20 degree incline, argument of apogee of 12 degrees and a longitude of ascending node of 178.” She turned to Shurgroe, “Begin adjusting the energy transceiver to emit a graviton field. The procedure is in the computer banks,”

“Wow…open purse, remove balls,” Simplot muttered to herself. Louder, “And would you care to let the rest of us in on this plan?”

“We’re going to invite the Borg to a game of beach,” Abela said confidently.

Everybody stared at her.

“Beach?” Shurgroe asked.

“You know…with the stick? And the balls? And the pockets? That Terran game!”

“Oh…you mean pool,” Simplot corrected her.

“Whatever.” Abela looked out into the rapidly emptying dome.

“We’re going to toss a few million tons of space junk at them.”



A short time later, Lt Cmdr Virgii was back in the command chair of the starship Roadrunner. Mulans was back at the helm, Laarthi was back at engineering, Boxer at tactical and Kods at science. Only Strobnick was absent, having flatly declared that he could contribute more from Starbase 341’s science labs than he could from the ship.

Outside the port window he could see their sister ship, the USS Hummingbird. Commanded by a Starfleet captain whose ship was current undergoing renovations, the other ship was identical to the Roadrunner in every way. Well, except that it had had a nacelle chopped off and reattached. And unlike the Roadrunner, the lower quarter of its ring nacelle hadn’t been ripped off during an uncontrolled slipstream exit. Still, the two ships were approaching the site of the Roadrunner’s most recent exit from slipstream drive, under the assumption that the Borg would appear nearby.

“Strobnick,” Virgii said, tapping the comm panel on his chair to select the channel back to the starbase, “At what point can we safely say ‘Well bother, they must have turned back’?”

“We really don’t understand the upper or lower limits of transwarp drive and transwarp conduits,” Strobnick’s stuffy voice came back, “We assume there are limitations, or the Borg would be sending ships all over the universe. But considering the distances involved, they could show up now, or in five years,”

“Thank you for that highly specific and useful time-frame,” Virgii grumbled, “Very well. Mr Mulans, keep us a thousand kilometres from the expected arrival site. Direct the Hummingbird to follow suit, leaving a sixty degree angle between us,”

There was a pause.

“The captain of the Hummingbird respectfully reminds you that he outranks you, and that he’ll place his ship according to his intent and strategic plan,” Mulans replied professionally.

“What did he really say?” Laarthi asked from the back.

“Uh…tell that British ass that I outrank him, and I’ll put my tiny little ship wherever the hell I want,” Mulans replied.

Laarthi and Boxer snickered. Virgii just fumed.

“I tried,” Mulans shrugged, turning back to his panel.

They were sitting there for only ten minutes when space in front of them rippled, a pale, bluish glow appearing then pulling back and swirling, like water going down a drain. From the roiling mass, a dark, cube-shaped ship appeared.

“Transwarp conduit!” Kods barked.

“Holy cat shit!” Boxer cursed, “A cube! A Borg cube! Here! IN OUR BACKYARD!”



“Confirmed,” Wyer spoke into the comm, both hands tapping at his control pulpit, “A Borg cube has dropped out of transwarp drive. Hummingbird-wing is moving to intercept. Cruiser-wing is moving in, with attack-wing and fighter-wing screening.”

Grouping the Matrian ships into wings based on their size and class made sense, but calling the two Starfleet tugs their own wing seemed like somebody’s idea of a sick joke.

Fissett tapped at her panel. The city was flying head-on towards the cube, it’s engines roaring as they pushed the red-line, towing the city’s deadly cargo. The cube appeared over the holo-table, rotating slowly.

There was an odd sizzling sound, then every window in Ops changed to viewscreen mode, each of them displaying the same image: the notorious Catwalk Cam (TM). The image did not show a captain, commander, or other person of interest. Instead it showed a vast open space inside the Borg vessel, with rack upon rack of regeneration alcoves lining the walls. Hundreds, possibly thousands of drones were visible. When the Borg spoke, they spoke in a chorused multi-voice that conveyed the sheer enormity of their hive mind.

“WE ARE THE BORG. LOWER YOUR SHIELDS AND…stop that at once! LOWER YOUR SHIELDS AND SURRENDER YOUR SHIPS. WE WILL…WE WILL ADD YOUR BIOLOGICAL AND TECHNOLOGICAL…resistance is futile! You will be assimilated! DISTINCTIVENESS TO OUR…error, biological contamination in sub-junction 4523. TO OUR OWN.”

“This doesn’t sound like the recording in my study guide,” Fissett said slowly.

“What’s that?” Wyer was pointing to one corner of the nearest window.

Simplot squinted.

“Is that…is that a tentacle? Wailing the hell out of a drone?”

Sure enough, barely visible in the screen, a Borg drone seemed to be battling a large, waving, greenish tentacle.

“There’s another one,” Shurgroe pointed, “It’s…EWWW! That’s not right!”

The tentacle had just forced itself down the drone’s throat. The drone spasmed for a moment, then more tentacles emerged from its mouth, nose, ears and even eyes. Implants were plucked out, trailing wires and body fluids, but the empty holes in the drone’s flesh filled in with the same strange substance the tentacles were made of.

“YOUR CULTURE WILL ADAPT TO…ow…SERVICE US,” the multi-voice continued, even as two more drones were infested. In another corner of the screen, they could see three drones subduing one of their infested brethren. They disappeared in a transporter beam.

“RESISTANCE IS…RESISTANCE IS…”

The multi-voice paused.

“PLEASE HOLD,” it finished.

The channel went dark.



The cube hovered menacingly, now surrounded by the Matrian vessels and the two tiny Starfleet ships.

“FIRE!” Abela’s voice came over the comm.

The Roadrunner and the Hummingbird soared in, both ships unleashing phasers and photon torpedoes against the massive cube. A full kilometre on each side, the cube didn’t even seem to notice the two ships, barely a hundred meters long if you lined them up end to end. Several modern Matrian cruisers moved in, the larger, roughly cylindrical ships opening up with energy beams and torpedoes that were a couple of grades below Federation standard. Two groupings of the smaller attack vessels found in Haven danced around the cube, firing with Old Matrian weapons that were easily on par with any similarly-sized Federation phasers. Weapons were shifted to random frequencies, shield nutations were re-modulated and pretty much any tricks the Federation had come up with to counter the Borg were pulled out of the metaphorical hat. After about five minutes of the ships blasting away, Wyer accessed their sensor telemetry and started analyzing.

“Their shields are down by ten percent,” he reported over the open comm channel, “No damage reported by any of our ships.”

“No damage…have they even FIRED on up???” Virgii demanded.

“Ummm….no?”

“Bloody strange. Hail the starbase!”



“I’m picking up scattered energy surges all over the cube,” Lt Laarthi said, her image being relayed to one of the pulpit display screens in the Haven Command Center, “No signs that they’ve armed weapons, or recharged their shields!”

“Confirmed” Wyer added.

“Destroy them at once,” Queen Anselia ordered, her head displayed holographically on the central table.

“Negative,” replied the holographic head next to her, that of the Starfleet Special Advisor on the Borg, “This opportunity to obtain intelligence on the Borg cannot be ignored.”

“Starfleet agrees,” added the third head, that of Admiral Edward Tunney, “If you can further disable that cube…”

“But we have a kick-ass backup plan!” Simplot objected, “To blow them up! And save Matria Prime! And…y’know…for the happiness of fuzzy kittens…or whatever.”

“It is clear that this particular cube is experiencing difficulties of some kind,” Seven went on, “Likely related to the…fungal creatures…that Lt Cmdr Virgii reported. The Borg are vulnerable to biologically-based weapons; clearly it is in the interest of the Federation to learn how these creatures are able to resist the Borg,”

“Fine,” Simplot said, “Virgii, send a team to the cube,”

“ME?”

“Well I’m all the way back here!”

“FINE!”

“Your goal should be to locate their vinculum,” Seven advised, “It is the key link between the cube and the Collective. You will not be able to destroy it, but if you can scramble their fractal subspace frequencies, they will be cut off from the Collective,”

“Yes, yes. I am quite certain I can handle this without issue,” Virgii stood behind Laarthi, his hands on his hips. Laarthi, her face visible only to the Haven crew, rolled her eyes. “After all,” Virgii went on, “Lt Laarthi and Lt Boxer have already been to a Borg base and another cube, what’s one more? I’m certain they’ll be just fine,”

Laarthi’s face shifted briefly into an expression of accusation, basically saying ‘This is all your fault’ to the HCC staff before cutting the channel.

“I hope they don’t get assimilated,” Simplot commented.

“I will ensure that your doctor is sent the latest in de-assimilation techniques,” Seven promised, “Starfleet out,”

Abela rose from her seat and moved quickly down the steps and into her office. With a quick gesture she transferred the transmission from Queen Anselia from Ops to her terminal.

“This Starfleet plan is unacceptable,” Abela and Anselia said at once.

“We are glad you see that,” Queen Anselia added after, “Of course, we cannot allow them to play games with a deadly enemy that sits within our solar system!”

“Then what shall we do?”

“Captain Simplot mentioned a backup plan,” Anselia prompted her.

“Yes,” Abela replied slowly, “We have implemented the first phase, however it will be two hours before we’re in a position to deploy it against the Borg,”

“If Simplot allows you to continue,”

Abela thought for a moment.

“She hasn’t stopped us yet,” she said slowly, “And she’s not an idiot.” She paused. “Well, OK, yes she actually IS an idiot,” she corrected herself, “But Simplot isn’t going throw our whole plan away just because Starfleet says so!”

“She’s sworn to obey them. As you are sworn to obey us,” Abela said royally, “In any case, we must ensure that steps are taken to destroy that cube. We will be deploying whatever assets We can to ensure this happens, with our without Starfleet approval. If all else fails, you will use your city to ram the cube, even if it means both will be destroyed,”

“I…I understand,” Abela said tightly.



Down in the Intelligence cell, Craigain watched the exchange between Abela and Anselia with interest. It wasn’t surprising that Anselia would pull out all the stops to destroy the Borg, even against the Federations instructions. The political fallout would be…well, nothing really. Nobody on the council would blame Matria for ignoring Starfleet and doing everything possible to destroy the Borg. The cost to Matria Prime would be one empty city…which was nothing compared to the billions that would die or be assimilated if that cube got its act together. At least as far as the government was concerned.

Craigan didn’t agree.

Blah blah, cultural investment, blah blah blah, artifact of the Old Matrians, blah blah. Yes, the city was important to his people. More so to Matrian Intelligence, who saw it as a major asset.

But to his wife, it was everything. And to Craigan, it was the only place he’d known for two hundred years.

Around him he could hear the thrum of the city’s engines as they strained, working to push the city away from Matria Prime and towards the Borg threat, along with the deadly cargo they’d picked up in orbit of the planet. Even with the lake and most of the atmosphere in the dome vented, the extra mass meant that it would be hours before they reached their goal, assuming the cube didn’t move. And if the cube DID move, odds were the city wouldn’t be able to redirect their cargo quickly enough to compensate.

Which meant that the Starfleet goal of disabling the cube matched his goals perfectly. And, from the sounds of it, the Queen’s as well. No doubt even now orders were already making their way through the Intelligence chain of command to destroy the cube by any means necessary.

But to make sure that they could achieve that goal, AND that Matrian interests were served, somebody was going to have to get on that cube. Somebody that he could trust, and more than that, somebody that the Starfleeters being sent to that cube would be willing to work with.

Craigan strode quickly over to the equipment locker, grabbed several items, then proceeded to Docking Bay 10.



“Colonel, we have a…wait…no, sorry, never mind,” Lt Fissett said, her fingers tapping at her control pulpit.

“What is it?” Simplot asked.

“I thought I saw a ship departing from Bay 10,” Fissett replied, “But I’m getting nothing now. Must have been a glitch,”

Glitch my ass, Abela thought herself, sensing the hands of Queen Anselia at work.

“Yes,” she said firmly, “Must have been,”

“Maintain course and speed, Lt Wyer,” Simplot ordered, “But be ready to abort if Virgii’s people manage to disable that cube.

“Yes, ma’am,” Wyer replied.

Abela crossed her arms, casually looking over Wyer’s shoulder at the heading & velocity readouts.

“Steady as he goes, Mr. Wyer,” she said cooly.





Part Three

<Voice of Madam>



“Last time, on Star Traks: Halfway to Haven…wait. This was supposed to be a sixteen story run. The plans, the contracts, the allocated funds clearly indicated sixteen stories, no more and no less. I refuse to pay for any unanticipated expenses that were not a part of our original contract arrangement. Oh. These stories are done for free? At no expense? Then I refuse to continue on the grounds that I am not receiving any form of monetary recompense!”



<How about existence?>



“Hmmm. Very well then. Last time, on Halfway to Haven, the Borg cube that had been following the Roadrunner back from the outskirts of the galactic core appeared within the Matrian solar system. Of course, the readers already knew something was wrong with this particular cube, having watched Mytim slam a Fungaloid spore-ship into it. However the Roadrunner crew and the crew of Haven rushed around like…hee-hee…like humanoids with their heads cut off, panicking to get ready for a full Borg invasion. Heh…humanoids are so…tacky.”

“Anyway, when the Borg didn’t immediately destroy everybody and wreck up the place, Starfleet decided this was a good chance to capture some Borg assets. Queen Anselia and Colonel Abela, on the other hand, want the Borg ship destroyed at all costs. So now Haven is hurtling towards the Borg ship with a deadly cargo, Colonel Craigan of Matrian Intelligence is sneaking onto the Borg ship in order to help a Starfleet away team disable it, and Captain Simplot has no clue that her First Officer isn’t exactly following her orders anymore.”

“How interesting. For me! Wait…no…”

“I’M GOING TO CRASH!!!”



Agent Rex Boxer and Agent Minn Laarthi materialized on a catwalk near the outer hull of the Borg ship. The air was hot and humid and smelled of chemical lubricants, smoke, and sickness. The odour was, like the Borg themselves, a blend of mechanical and biological that merged into something truly disturbing. The greenish lighting that filled the area shifted slighted as it filtered through the haze, and in the distance they could hear the slow, plodding pace of Borg drones.

“Laarthi to Roadrunner, we have arrived safely,” Laarthi reported, one hand on her comm-badge.

“Acknowledged, Lieutenant,” Virgii’s voice came back, “Ensign Mulans, get us the hell out of here! Go! Go! I’m through risking my neck to drop those two off on a deadly enemy vessel!”

“Sir, the channel is still open,” Ensign Kods’ voice came over the comm.

“Eh, just ignore that, Laarthi. Of course it is my duty to risk myself in order to-”

Laarthi cut the channel.

“You know, I’d rather have to deal with the Borg than Virgii any day,” she said to Boxer.

“I’d rather take Virgii,” Boxer said nervously, his tail curled between his legs.

“Let’s see if we can find the vinculum,” Laarthi said firmly, pulling out a modified Starfleet Intelligence tricorder.

Despite having passed successfully as Starfleet lieutenants for the better part of a year, Boxer and Laarthi were in fact Starfleet Intelligence agents, sent to investigate the possible sabotage and hijacking of the Roadrunner. The saboteur had been flushed out eventually, but had escaped. Trapped with the rest of the Roadrunner crew, they’d nonetheless kept their true identities secret. Now that they were back in Federation space, things were a little closer to the original assignment. Prior to beaming over to the Borg cube they’d stopped back at their respective quarters to load up on the secret, high-tech SI equipment that had been hidden in sensor-shielded containers under their bunks. Neck shields, specifically designed to hold up against Borg assimilation tubules, multi-frequency phasers, holographic disguise generators and even a number of high-yield explosives designed to look like innocent rank pips.

They were ready to take on the Borg.

“AHHHH!!!!” Boxer screamed, spinning around in a panic, his hands reaching for his tail.

Laarthi was immediately on alert, her phaser out and her eyes scanning the area for threats. She found…nothing?

“Sorry, caught my tail in one of those stupid, clicky-machines they have on all the walls here,” Boxer said sheepishly.

“Let’s just go,” Laarthi grunted, “Stupid dog,”

‘Ready’ was a relative term.



On the bridge of the USS Roadrunner, Lt Cmdr Tyler Virgii was breathing easier as the small ship pulled away from the Borg cube. It had darted in to deliver Boxer and Laarthi to the cube, modulating its shields until it could pass through the Borg defences. Of course, they could have tried delivering a few shots while they were there, but odds were the Borg would flatten them in response. Probably. The cube wasn’t exactly following standard Borg procedure.

“ETA on the starbase?” he asked.

“Ninety minutes,” Kods reported, “They’re picking up speed, as expected.

“Hmmm,” Virgii was trying to look thoughtful and studious, trying to give his bridge crew the impression that he was carefully considering the situation. In reality, he had no idea what he was doing, and the rest of the bridge crew thought he was suffering from unpleasant constipation.

“Sir, we’re getting a message from a Matrian cruiser on the other side of the cube. They’d like us to take a look at something,”

“Very well,” Virgii rolled his eyes, “Really, we’re back all of three hours and already they’re begging for our help.”

“Uh…right,”

Mulans brought them around the cube. The side they had been facing, the side facing the direction of both Matria Prime and the Matrian star, was the same seemingly endless vista of emitter arrays, conduits, and multilayered hull armour that made up all Borg vessels. Another face came into view, showing more of the same. But as they came around to the dark side of the cube, they saw that the rear face of the cube had been altered.

“RED ALERT! RED ALERT! FIRE ALL WEAPONS!” Virgii screaming, tapping at his chair control panel in a panic as he tried to launch weapons, ANY weapons at the sight in front of him. Luckily, he only succeeded in adjusting the lumbar support. (Something he’d been trying to figure out for weeks.)

“I don’t think it’s going to hurt us,” Mulans said from the helm.

‘It’ was a six-hundred meter wide Fungaloid spore ship, splattered against the side of the Borg cube. Both had obviously taken heavy damage in the collision; the Borg hull plates around the spore-ship were crumbled and cratered, the spore-ship itself embedded at least a hundred meters into the cube, possibly more. The spore-ship was clearly flattened on one side; several ruptures in its spongy-looking hull had leaked some sort of thick fluid that had congealed all over the place. Several of its spikes had broken off; the ones that remained twitched periodically. Several vines or tentacles had shot out from the spore-ship’s central body and now linked it to the cube.

“Ahem, I mean, full sensor scan, Mr. Kods,” Virgii adjusted himself in his chair, “Oh, that’s much better. Maybe now I can finally get rid of this knot in my back,”

“It’s a spore-ship. It’s crashed into the Borg ship. That’s all the sensors are telling me. Wait! Look!”

On the screen, a pair of small, wriggling organisms had detached from the spore-ship and were heading into space. One moved towards the Matrian cruiser, the other towards the Roadrunner.

“Are those the dastardly infesting-spore things they used against the Borg?”

“I think so,”

“BLOW THEM UP!”

Several phaser beams flashed out at the spores, only to be blocked by shields.

“Uh-oh,” Kods said, “They…um…they didn’t do that before,”

“Send a feed back to the starbase,” Virgii ordered, “Maybe they can figure this out,”

“Evasive manoeuvres?” Mulans asked.

“Yes. Yes, please.”



“That explains a lot,” Lieutenant Wyer said calmly as he chewed on a piece of snack-cake that somebody had brought up from the coffee ship in MoM’s.

“You mean the collision between these two ships explains why there seems to be a conflict on the cube between the Borg and these infested beings? And perhaps why the cube travelled more slowly than expected?” Matrian Lt Fissett asked.

“No,” Wyer pointed at a chemical analysis screen, “It seems that the spice Matrians perceive as cinnamon registers as more of a chili-pepper flavour for most other humanoids.” He set the cake down on his console, “Which is why this cake is truly, absolutely disgusting. But yes, the part about the Borg and the Fungaloids? You are correct. Most intriguing,”

“So what does it mean to us?”

“Not a single thing,” Simplot interrupted, walking up behind them, “We’re coming in as a fail-safe. If Virgii’s people can disable that cube so we can learn something new about fighting the Borg, great. Otherwise, we’re going to try blowing them up,”

“Yes,” Abela added, looking uncomfortable, “Otherwise,”

“The Roadrunner reports that the spore-ship is launching infestation spores,” Shurgroe called from another pulpit, “And that…ew. That just doesn’t sound good,”

“Dr. Annerson to Ops,” Simplot called.

“Hey, that was calm. I am calm. She already medicated me!” Shurgroe objected.

“Not everything is about you!” Simplot rolled her eyes, “I want her medical opinion on this stuff!”

“Oh,”



Colonel Craigan Abela watched through the window of his small Matrian attack ship as the Borg cube grew ahead of him. The ship had been one of Matrian Intelligence’s additions to the station. Not the current group, the Old Matrian Intelligence…the one that had insisted that Haven’s design include facilities that would make it the new centre of their information-gathering organization.

Granted, Craigan hadn’t been a part of Old Matrian Intelligence. Back then, he’d been a low-ranking rebel. He’d attended Male Equality marches, had pushed for greater balance between the two genders in government, and when that had failed he’d joined with a group that had dedicated itself to pushing change by going right to the people who decided who was in government: the voters.

Of course, the Council of Mistresses back then had had their own ideas about where men belonged in the world. Which was how Craigan found himself unwittingly carrying a computer virus that would be used to destroy Haven’s sister city, Matronus, and to trigger a brutal, dictatorial crack-down by the council that would lead to almost a century of civil war.

Maybe it was that lie more than anything that now drove him to be privy to every piece of information possible. He was still young, biologically speaking, and it was his history more than his knowledge or experience in the Intelligence world that earned him his new position. (Also, the fact that MIT was horribly, horribly understaffed had helped.) But as the leader of Haven’s clandestine intelligence team he now had two duties: Learn whatever he could about this alien ship, and do what he could to make sure it was held in place so that Haven could destroy it.

Even he knew that Haven didn’t have the firepower to take out a Borg cube without getting extremely lucky. The city was well armed, and any well-armed object that was measured at the kilometre scale could inflict a lot of damage. But from the reports he’d seen on the Borg…well…they were more well-armed. Still, they had to obey the laws of physics, which meant that when a massive object travelling a respectable percentage of the speed of light hit them, they’d be in for a world of hurt.

He adjusted the interference field generator that was keeping him hidden from the Matrian and Starfleet ships surrounding the Borg cube, then pulled at the controls, barely managing to avoid a cloud of wriggling, organic torpedoes seconds before they flashed past his ship, heading back along his course. Apparently, his interference field was keeping him hidden from them, too.

He checked his tap into the local comm nets and saw the Roadrunner’s report on the infestation devices. He quickly attached the report to a message to Matrian Intelligence. Hopefully they could get the city’s interference field generators up before the torpedoes could try infesting Haven itself.

As he approached the Borg cube, he quickly identified the beam-in co-ordinates of the Starfleet team that should have, by all rights, been under his control. His sensors couldn’t penetrate far into the cube, but he could see the transporter traces where the two Starfleet Intelligence agents had transported in.

Pulling as close to the cube as he could and praying that the data he had on shield modulation was accurate, he powered up his own transporter.



“I’m getting a report from Matrian Defence HQ,” Lieutenant Wyer called from his control pulpit.

“You know,” Simplot was saying to Abela, “I love the design of Ops. I really do,”

“Haven Command Complex,” Abela corrected testily.

“It’s just…It feels really weird flying up instead of forward.” Simplot was leaning over one of the railings, craning her neck and trying to look up out of one of the windows.

“What??”

“I can’t look in the direction we’re going!” Simplot continued, “I mean, starships fly forward, and we put windows and viewscreens in the front of the ship, and it makes it easy to see what’s coming. This…this flying straight up thing all the time? It’s going to be murder on my neck!”

“That’s because it’s a city! It’s not supposed to be flying anywhere!” Abela snapped, “And if you people would just leave it alone and let it orbit the way it’s supposed to-”

“I SAID,” Wyer interrupted, “I AM RECEIVING A REPORT! NOW SILENCE YOUR INFERNAL PRATTLE AND HEED MY WARNING BEFORE I UNLEASH THE BURNING WRATH OF THE HELL-GOD YYNSAN-ASU UPON YOU ALL!”

Everybody slowly turned to face the generally soft-spoken Dome Operations officer.

“Akakkat?” Simplot asked, referring to one of his terrorist past-lives.

“Trenak,” Wyer replied, back to his usual self, “And I apologize for the outburst.

“Another suicide bomber?” Abela asked sarcastically.

“No, Trenak was a teacher,” Wyer replied, “I believe the Terran equivalent would be a Kindergarten teacher. He died of a massive brain aneurysm at an unfortunately young age,”

“Can’t imagine why,” Simplot cracked.

“Hey, I’m getting a weird reading on the sensors,” Fissett called out, “I think…I think we have incoming torpedoes!”

“Raise shields!” Abela ordered.

“All our power is diverted to the engines right now,” Simplot said worriedly, “We’re going to lose acceleration!”

“And we don’t want the shields,” Wyer said quickly, tapping at his panel, “I have a report from MDHQ that the infestation torpedoes don’t appear to be able to penetrate Old Matrian interference field technology! We must activate the city’s field at once!

“How can they POSSIBLY know that!??” Simplot demanded.

“That’s classified,” Abela broke in, “Redirect energy! Raise the interference fields!”

“CLASSIFIED???” Simplot snapped, “Oh no, you DIDN’T! You already pulled that shit on me with the secure levels…I have access to classified information!”

“Not this time,” Abela tilted her head defiantly, “Just trust me,”

“Wyer, raise the shields!” Simplot ordered.

“Torpedo impact in twenty seconds!” Fissett cried out.

“Mr Wyer, I am the expert on this city, you WILL obey my orders!” Abela said firmly.

“Are we REALLY going to do this?” Shurgroe sighed, accessing the power allocation systems.

“No, we are not,” Wyer said to him, “Raising shields,”

“HAH!” Simplot pointed a finger triumphantly in Abela’s direction.

“And activating interference field,” Wyer finished.

“Oh,” Simplot deflated, “OK, yes, I suppose that would have been a fair compromise,”

But before she could finish, Abela was already shouting.

“NO!” she snapped, “The city…we don’t have the power!”

Even as they realized what she was talking about, Wyer and Shurgroe knew it was too late. They’d already initiated power-up of both systems.

Both energy-hungry systems.

With a nearly empty city, three anti-matter reactors and several backup fusion units, Haven had plenty of juice. Even enough to run the shields, the sensor jammers and the engines at the same time, though with the latter operating at significantly reduced capacity. However, both the shields and the jammers required a certain amount of charge to operate. Standard procedure was to keep the shields at 75% charge so they could be quickly raised.

The jammer, however, was fully shut down.

The lights dimmed as the three energy-hungry systems gulped power, fighting for what was available and automatically ramping all the backup units to maximum output. The city shields began to form, though at a greatly reduced pace as the sensor jammer attempted to power up. The inertial dampeners lagged as the city slowed, feeling like an elevator that was approaching its destination floor.

“Two seconds to impact!” Fissett cried out, “Fifteen torpedoes inbound!”

“Oh f*** us all,” Wyer grumbled.

“Hey people,” Dr. Annerson’s voice came from below, “Somebody call for a doctor?”

“IMPACT!” Fissett screamed.



The Fungaloid torpedoes closed on the domed city, crossing the shield boundary just as the shield generator finally managed to get the force-fields in place. Ten of the torpedoes bounced back, repelled. They swarmed among themselves for a moment, then began seeking their target. But the interference field had also finally come up to full power, making the city all but invisible to the non-visible spectrum. Confused, the torpedoes swarmed around for several moments before they were squashed flat by a large, unyielding metal wall.

The other five, however, were inside the shield perimeter. They immediately split, three of them darting out towards the Outer Rim while the other two clamped onto the clear dome just outside of Ops and began burrowing into the smooth surface.



“Hull breach in the Outer Rim,” Wyer reported, “Sector 21-Kilo, Deck 53,” Wyer reported.

“This is why you wanted a doctor?” Annerson asked, one eyebrow raised, “Or did you just call me up to watch the show?”

“You’re an expert on living things!” Simplot exclaimed. She’d dragged Annerson to the second level and had thrown sensor footage of one of the burrowing torpedoes on the big screen. The round, pod-shaped thing had clamped some sort of mount on the dome and was chewing its way through as its tail whipped around like a flagella.

“I’ve got some spermicidal lubricant in the clinic,” Annerson shrugged, “But it was designed to work against a…smaller…target.”

“What are these things going to do to my city??” Abela demanded.

“Probably the same thing they’re doing to the Borg ship,” Shurgroe offered, “Hmm…the Roadrunner has managed to destroy a few by re-modulating their phasers. The pods appear to be using Borg shield technology.”

Abela’s eyes widened.

“SECURITY!” she shouted, “Intruder alert! Sector 21-Kilo, Deck 53, and…and…” she looked at Wyer, who quickly rattled off the locations of the other two hull breaches.

“And the two digging through the dome!” Abela added.

“I’m a bit short-staffed here,” Stoneryder’s voice came back, “I sent the Jungle Squad to handle the other three…nobody’s left here now but me, and I’ve still got half a glute work-out to finish before-”

“Wyer, get Moron McFlex from the security office and chase down these last two,” Simplot ordered.

“If I must,” Wyer sighed.

“Look on the bright side. If he dies in the line of duty, you’ll be there to see it,” Abela called dryly as the Yynsian descended the stairs.

“You make a valid point, ma’am,” he nodded.

“So…” Annerson said, “Do you still actually need me here, or should I head down and get ready to un-mangle some near corpses?”

“Come with me,” Simplot said, “You too, Abela!”

“We need to talk,”



Laarthi and Boxer walked briskly across a catwalk that spanned a near bottomless pit.

“Don’t like heights,” Boxer quietly chanted, “Don’t look down. Don’t like heights,”

“Quiet,” Laarthi hissed. She wasn’t exactly thrilled with Borg architecture either. Sure, she’d land on her feet…but with a half-kilometre fall, that just meant that her feet would be the first part of her to be transformed into a thick, gooey paste. They quickly reached the opposite side of the chasm and found themselves in a more traditional corridor. Alcoves lined the wall. Unlike the first section they’d entered, this one was filled with Borg. Shivering, the two agents moved quickly, trying not to look at the empty, zombie-like faces.

“Whoah,” Boxer ground to a halt.

“What…oh,” Laarthi’s eyes widened.

Just around the corner from them, one of the alcoves was sparking erratically. A slim tentacle of some kind had twined itself up from the level below and then split; one tendril twisted into the circuitry of the alcove while the second disappeared into the implant-ridden body of the drone itself. The drone was twitching, its remaining organic eye looking frantically in different directions.

Then it locked on Boxer.

“Help…me…” the drone croaked in a mechanical voice.

“Poor pup,” Boxer swallowed.

“We can’t do anything for it now,” Laarthi said curtly, “We have a mission.”

They moved on, ignoring the drone as it reached out one hand. Boxer looked back as Laarthi pulled him in the direction where they hoped to find the vinculum.

“Laarthi…that pup…that Borg,” he said.

“Boxer, there are thousands of drones on this ship,” Laarthi said, “I wish we could help them too, but we have to think of the bigger picture.”

“But…why would a Borg say ‘me’?”

Laarthi stopped and reversed direction so quickly that Boxer crashed into her. They stumbled, then regained their balance.

“Stupid, stupid, stupid!” Laarthi said angrily to herself as she retraced their steps, “If the infestation…it it’s messing up their connection to the hive mind, the vinculum might not even matter! Those fungus things could be turning this whole cube into a crew of free Borg!”

“Or it might be eating them,” Boxer offered.

“Whatever!”

They reached the drone.

So had several other Borg.

Laarthi screeched to a stop as she saw three other drones surrounding the one that had pleaded with them earlier. One was standing next to the tentacle, its assimilation tubules pumping a stream of assimilation nano-probes into the spongy mass. The greenish flesh was already turning a necrotic grey, but at a very slow rate. The other two drones had removed several pieces of the drone in the alcove. As they watched, one severed the tendril linking it to the main tentacle while the other reached into an opening in the side of the drone’s skull. After a few moments, they re-attached the exterior implants then stepped away. The drone stepped out of its alcove and began walking down the corridor. The remaining three drones continued working on the infested alcove. Laarthi pulled out her tricorder.

“It looks like the Borg are sending different strains of nano-probes into the tentacle,” Laarthi mused, “They’re trying to adapt something that will kill it! But the nanoprobes are becoming inactive minutes after they enter the fungus. There must be…oh I don’t know…some sort of enzyme or chemical that the Fungaloids are using to break them down. That’s how they’re able to reverse Borg assimilation,”

“And the Borg can un-infest themselves by physically removing the fungus,” Boxer panted, “So…stalemate?”

“Not if one of them can attack the other one faster, or recover faster,” Laarthi corrected him, “Or if an external force interferes,”

“Us!” Boxer said happily.

“Maybe,” Laarthi frowned, “But how? And who do we help? If we help the Borg fight off the Fungaloids, we’ll have a Borg cube mere hours from Matria Prime, ready to assimilate us all. If we help the Fungaloids, they’ll either infest us, or just kill us off so we aren’t potential hosts for the Lupressa,”

“Oh,” Boxer’s shoulders slumped. Then he perked up.

“Hey! Let’s re-infest that drone so it’ll talk to us again!”

“You are such a simple creature,” Laarthi said with disgust.

“Well…it’s heading towards the vinculum anyway. And do you have a better plan, litter-breath?”

As much as she hated to admit it, Laarthi did not.

Without speaking, she hurried after the drone.

A dozen meters away, carefully concealed in the shadows, Craigan followed.



“Go get Moron,” Wyer grumbled to himself as the turbolift descended to Atrium 1 and the security office within. (He’d used his Traveller override to bypass the normal turbolift limitations.) “I hate working with that guy!”

He stepped out of the turbolift and into MoM’s, the large but still mostly empty mall. The shops were all closed, the merchants having moved to emergency shelters in the Outer Rim for the duration. The huge windows looking out into the city were hazy, the sudden drop in temperature outside having caused condensation inside. Another reminder of the massive amount of work awaiting him once they had the chance to restore the atmosphere and lake.

“Stoneryder!” he shouted as he approached the security office, “The spores have breached the dome and are chewing their way into 32 Maxxit Street! We have to hurry!”

“Just a sec, dude!” Stoneryder’s voice came out of the open door. After a moment, the tall, muscular (and not too bright) security chief emerged. He was clad in sweaty workout cloths, weird running shoes that looked more like foot-gloves and carried a portable music player. As he jogged out the door he fiddled with the straps of the heavy, bulky vest he was carrying.

“Anti-phaser vest?” Wyer asked.

“Naw, just extra weight. Gotta keep the pressure on the glutes before my ass starts to sag,” Stoneryder said, slipping the vest on. Wyer, non-plussed, reached into the security office to grab a phaser rifle, then jogged back towards the turbolift.

“It’s not a laughing matter, dude,!” Stoneryder went on, despite the fact that Wyer was not laughing, “I once had a guy tell me he wasn’t into me because my butt was too flabby. Do you KNOW how bad that is? I depend on this thing for half my income! I was in the gym checking my ass out in the mirror for a year!”

<We could kill him,> Akakkat’s voice rose in Wyer’s mind, <And defile his corpse with our excrement.>

<Maybe later,> Wyer thought back.

They rode the turbolift though the city, bypassing the tram system. As the underground turbolift tunnel flashed by outside the windows, Wyer held his nose.

“Sorry bro,” Stoneryder said, not exactly looking apologetic, “Forgot to wash my gym cloths yesterday.”

“You are a truly revolting human being,” Wyer said flatly.

“Hey bro, don’t be racist!”

The doors hissed open, revealing a lower concourse. The underground equivalent of one of Haven’s streets, the concourse ran between the foundations of several towering buildings. Skylights looked up into the dark dome in several spots and glass, wood or metal-panelled foyers led into the various buildings. As they rushed towards the metal framed glass entrance to 32 Maxxit Street there was a crash, a brief rush of air, then a distant thud as an emergency bulkhead slammed shut.

“They’re inside!” Wyer cried.

“Who?” Stoneryder asked.

“The…do you even READ the updates we send you?”

“Nope,”

They rushed into the foyer. Just before the elevators, Wyer tossed Stoneryder one of the heavy belts he’d slung over one shoulder.

“Field suit,” he explained, “So we don’t die immediately in a breach,”

“Sweet. Thanks man,”

“But since they don’t have any oxygen tanks, we’ll still die about five minutes after,”

Stoneryder gave him a dark look.

“You suck,” he said.

Before their brilliant repartee could continue, the doors hissed open, revealing a fleshy, greenish mass.

“HOLY SHIT!” Stoneryder screamed as the pod flared back like a King Cobra, it’s flesh peeling back in all directions to reveal a hissing, gaping, tooth-lined mouth and a series of dull, black eyes.

Stoneryder squeezed the trigger on his phaser rifle, sending a pulse of bright energy right down the things throat. But the pulse flashed against a shield mere inches from the creature’s flesh.

Wyer backpedalled as the fungus alien contemplated Stoneryder like a cat contemplating a mouse. He noticed with interest that several pieces of Borg technology stuck out of its spongy flesh like candles on a birthday cake. Borg shielding? What other Borg technology could the fungus-aliens be stealing?

Wyer fired at the alien, but the shot was easily absorbed by the shield.

“Did you reprogram these to Borg frequencies?” Wyer demanded.

“DUDE! HELP!” Stoneryder gulped, holding his phaser up like a quarterstaff.

“DID YOU?” Wyer demanded.

“I haven’t touched them since they came out of the packing crate!” Stoneryder shouted back.

“But…you KNEW we were going up against…never mind!” He flipped the rifle over and ripped off an access hatch. Trying to get in to adjust the tiny controls with his fingers was cumbersome, and of course he didn’t bring any tools with him.

There was a slapping sound, and Wyer looked up to see Stoneryder bat away a greenish tentacle with his rifle.

“DUDE!” he shouted. Two more tentacles speared out from the creature. Stoneryder deflected one, but the other wrapped around his neck, lifting him off the deck.

“I am working on it,” Wyer said calmly, just as the creature stabbed another tentacle right down Stoneryder’s throat. The security guard gagged for a moment, then the tentacle was withdrawn and the security chief was dropped to the deck.

“There we go,” Wyer snapped the hatch shut, pointed the rifle at the pod, then fired. The pod exploded in a shower of fluids and tissue, drenching both officers in gore.

“And…so much for this uniform,” Wyer said.

Stoneryder was still on the floor, twitching and clutching at his stomach.

“Are you finished?” Wyer asked him, “We still have another torpedo-pod thing to eliminate,”

Stoneryder convulsed again. This time, thin, greyish-green tendrils emerged from his ears, nose and mouth and started waving, pawing at the floor and testing the limits of their new environment.

“Oh…pardon me,” Wyer moved behind a column, vomited into a potted plant, then returned. “And here I thought you couldn’t get any more disgusting.

Stoneryder climbed unsteadily to his feet. Wyer kept the phaser rifle trained at his head.

“You…you…” Stoneryder’s voice was hoarse, rasping, “You…’scuse me,”

He turned his head and cough several times, finally spitting out a thick wad of phlem.

“You are bipedal life-forms,” Stoneryder said, his voice still hoarse, “You are useful to the Lupressa. You will be destroyed.”

Wyer fired the phaser before the infested officer could utter another word, dropping him to the deck, unconscious.

“Very glad I attended that ‘When to Talk, When to Shoot’ workshop last month,” Wyer muttered. He tapped his com-badge. “Wyer to Ops. Be sure to advise the Jungle Squad personnel that phaser frequencies must be adjusted to counter Borg shielding.”

“We told them that already,” Shurgroe’s voice came back, “They had their weapons adjusted about half an hour after we found out there was a cube on the way. Didn’t you?”

Glancing briefly at Stoneryder’s unconscious form, Wyer offered a prayer for patience to the Past-Life Clearing House, then closed the channel.

“I hope that alien eats you from the inside out,” he snapped at Stoneryder. Then he turned, finding himself face to face with the second Fungaloid infestation pod.

“Oh,” he said quietly, just before a musty green tentacle seized his neck. He caught a flash of a second tentacle, then felt pain from his throat all the way down to his stomach.

Then, blackness.



“You disobeyed my orders!” Simplot snapped, once they were in the privacy of her office.

“Your orders were stupid,” Abela replied.

“But they were MY orders!” Simplot shot back, “Look what happened! As soon as we start bickering, the whole crew gets confused!”

“The fungus torpedo-spore-whatever things can’t penetrate Matrian interference fields!” Abela said firmly, “I knew that if we got the field up, they’d be unable to find us!”

“How could you possibly know that?” Simplot demanded, “Have you gone up against the Fungaloids before? What are you not telling me?”

Abela was silent.

“Madam,” Simplot addressed the computer, “Bring up any records of Matrian encounters with fungus-based life-forms in the past five hundred years,”

“No records located,” the computer replied, sounding bored.

“Search classified records,” Simplot amended.

“As you wish. No records found,”

Simplot crossed her arms.

Abela carefully considered her response.

“There is a Matrian Intelligence ship in the area using an interference field,” she said slowly, “They sent a report, via MIHQ, to me.”

Simplot blinked.

“Oh. OK then.”

She turned to leave.

“What, you aren’t going to lecture me?” Abela asked.

“Next time, just trust me, OK?” Simplot said as she walked out the door. Annerson followed.

As she left, Abela let out a deep breath. That was easy. And Simplot was still clueless.



“She’s hiding something, you know,” Annerson said quietly as she and Simplot walked around the second level of Ops.

“Damn right she is,” Simplot said, “But yelling at her probably won’t help. Especially if there’s an intelligence group involved. They always like to have wheels within wheels.”

“And if their wheels get in the way of our wheels?” Annerson asked.

“Abela won’t be able to do anything about that,” Simplot said, “We’re going to watch her like a hawk. But she’s not the sneaky snake we have to watch out for,”

“Thank God we only have to worry about Matrian Intelligence,” Annerson mused, “If Starfleet Intelligence was running around too, then we might really have a mess on our hands,”

“No kidding,”



“Wow,” Boxer said, voice dropping in awe.

“It’s no more impressive than a warp core,” Laarthi replied.

“Not the vinculum,” Boxer said, pointing, “That,”

“OK, yes, that is impressive,” Laarthi admitted.

‘That’ was a massive growth of fungus that seemed to have stabbed through to the very heart of the Borg cube. It was the same greenish-brownish-greyish colour of the Fungaloid spore-ship that had crashed into the cube. Over three times the height of the average drone where it entered the chamber, the growth split into a series of heavy trunks, each as big around as Boxer’s waist. Each trunk terminated in a dozen long, waving tentacles.

Nearly a hundred drones were gathered in front of the vinculum. As the tentacles stabbed towards them, an energy field flared, holding off the assaulting fungus. Several infested drones marched steadily towards the vinculum, struggled briefly with the uninfested drones, then were beamed away…presumably for de-infestation.

“No wonder the Borg aren’t paying us much attention,” Laarthi said.

“There’s our drone!” Boxer pointed. The drone had joined the edge of the Borg defensive position and had jacked itself into a shield generator.

“This isn’t going to work,” Laarthi hissed in frustration, “The fully infested drones aren’t talking to anyone. The only way we’re going to find out what he had to say will be if he’s back in his alcove. I bet,”

“And I bet it doesn’t matter,” a voice said behind them.

They spun to see a slender blond Matrian male standing behind them, a phaser in each hand.

“I am Colonel Craigan, Matrian Intelligence, authentication Bravo-six-six-Lima-Oscar-Lima,” he said.

“Authentication Romeo-Oscar-Tango-Foxtrot-Lima-Mike- Alpha-Oscar,” Laarthi replied.

Craigan dropped his weapons.

“Glad you two could finally make it,” he said.

“We brought company!” Boxer said cheerfully.

“Yes…about that,” Craigan holstered one weapon, but kept the other in his hand, “It sounds like you’ve gotten off track. We’re here to disable the cube, not talk to these…these…cybernetic things,”

“The Borg are a serious threat to the Federation,” Laarthi said, “The Fungaloids have methods of attacking them that are more successful than we’ve ever seen. If we can free some of these drones, use them to learn how to combat the Borg…

“And you just decided that? On your own? Without the input of Captain Simplot or Myr…um…Colonel Abela?”

“Well…they didn’t know a drone was going to start begging for help,” Boxer said, coming to Laarthi’s defence.

“It doesn’t matter,” Craigan said, “Forget the drone. We’ll learn what we can from the wreckage. We need to disable this vinculum!”

He turned and began leading the way.

“Wait,” Laarthi said, “That is the most heavily shielded piece of equipment the Borg posses. You can’t just…just…fire a phaser at a weak point and hope the whole thing will blow up!”

“You’re a pair of highly trained Starfleet Intelligence agents,” Craigan said, “I’m sure you can come up with something.”

Laarthi and Boxer were so busy exchanging nervous looks that neither of them noticed the expression on Craigan’s face.

An expression that would have caused Laarthi, at least, to realize he was lying.



Wyer was floating in blackness.

The sensation wasn’t exactly a new one. Wyer had had his body fall under the control of his past lives before…and more often then not, he was at least partially aware of what was happening around him, enough that eventually he could regain control of himself.

This wasn’t exactly that sensation…but it was pretty damned similar.

“Who is it this time,” Wyer groaned to himself. “Akkakat? Trenak? We’re in the middle of an emergency, now is not the time for this!”

“It wasn’t me,”

Wyer turned to see a tall, nervous-looking Yynsian male standing next to him, arms crossed tightly across his chest, “I’m right here,” Trenak said, “Haven’t gone anywhere, haven’t done anything,”

“Nor is it I, infidel,”

Wyer and Trenak turned, only to turn away in disgust. The Yynsian speaking now was little more than a pile of shredded flesh.

“Yes, in retrospect, an explosion may not have been the way to go,” Akkakat admitted, “But what a glorious way to destroy my enemies!”

“And mine!”

“I just had an accident. A premature detonation, if you will.”

Close to a dozen voices chimed in their agreement, but Wyer didn’t want to find himself facing the charred remains of his other past-lives.

He really had to do something about this mental-self image thing. He concentrated for a moment, then snuck a glance at Akkakat. This time, he saw a shorter, robed Yynsian with a perfectly shaved scalp.

“Better,” Akkakat admitted.

“If you’re all here, and I’m here,” Wyer said slowly, “Who’s controlling my body?”

His past-lives shrugged.



“Status report?” Captain Simplot said.

“Borg cube remains at its last position,” Fissett reported, “The Hummingbird’s science officer reports that she’s managed to get partial scans on the interior of the cube. She says there are Borg and Fungaloid life signs everywhere, along with signs of weapons fire. The Roadrunner’s team has reached the vinculum and is attempting to sever the cube’s connection to the Collective,”

“So the Fungaloids keep the Borg busy until we come on, release our cargo,” Abela started.

“And destroy the cube by smashing a million tons of space junk into it, if we have to.” Simplot finished. “As long as we get Haven out from between the two of them first,” she added.

“Graviton beam status?” Abela asked.

Shurgroe tapped at his panel.

“Energy transceiver output remains at capacity,” he reported, “But it should hold until we get there,”

“How long has this pile of junk been orbiting your planet?” Simplot asked Abela.

“A while,” Abela said.

“And nobody-”

“Apologies for our delay,” Wyer interrupted, climbing the stairs into the command deck, Stoneryder in tow, “The fungal pods have been destroyed.”

“Great. So everything’s going according to plan,” Simplot said happily, “Hey, did you see if the cafe was open again? I could really use a muffin,”

“Doesn’t anybody else think this feels too…easy?” Shurgroe asked nervously from his station, “I mean, this is the BORG after all. And we’re going to blow them up with a pile of trash?”

“Every now and then, you’ve gotta get lucky, right?” Simplot shrugged, turning back to the view outside.

“Lucky indeed,” ‘Wyer’ said softly.

Nobody noticed him manipulating the controls, sending out a faint, difficult to detect signal. Nor did they notice the tendril of fungus curling out of his left ear.



“Whoah,” Boxer commented, “Is it me, or did the plant-people get really angry all of a sudden?”

“It’s not you,” Laarthi said, watching as the fungus-infested drones and the massive bunch of tentacles re-doubled their efforts against the Borg defenders.

They were standing on a catwalk near the vinculum, next to a large access panel. Laarthi and Boxer were scanning the panel with their tricorders, trying to figure out if opening it would alert the Borg to their presence. Craigan was watching the scene below unfold.

“This changes nothing,” Craigan said, “Open the panel,”

Shoulders tense, Laarthi and Boxer lifted the panel, revealing a dazzling array of circuits and data chips.

“Hold on,” Laarthi said, pulling out a padd, “Now, Starfleet says it’s almost impossible to destroy a vinculum, and it’s got more redundancies than a dog has fleas,”

“Hey!” Boxer objected.

“But if we can route the output signal back into itself, we can trick the vinculum into basically…well, talking to itself. Cutting the Borg off from the Collective. After that, hopefully at least a few of them have enough individuality left to give us something to work with,”

“Then do it,” Craigan said.

“OK,” Laarthi took a deep breath, then reached out to manipulate the circuitry. Before she could touch anything, an implant-laced arm reached out and grabbed her wrist.

“Laarthi,” the drone said, her voice eerily familiar, “You don’t want to do that,”

Boxer, reacting with lightening reflexes, fired his phaser and blasted the drone off the balcony and onto the deck below.

Two more drones stepped towards Laarthi. Boxer shot both of them before they could get close enough to touch her. He was about to shoot a third when the phaser was ripped out of his hands.

“Stop it!” two more drones said sharply in unison as they tossed the phaser away from him, “Will you just…be quiet and listen to me! Geez, Boxer, it’s as if you don’t even recognize me!”

Boxer and Laarthi stared at the drones.

“MYTIM???”



“Increased activity on the cube,” Fissett said, frowning, “Wow…I sure hope I get some of these Borg thingies into a lab…the neural interfaces alone must be fascinating!”

“How much time until impact?” Simplot asked.

“Twenty minutes to impact,” Shurgroe reported, “You know, unless the Roadrunner guys are successful and we don’t have to destroy the cube after all,”

Wyer and Stoneryder exchanged a look.



“Do you have the left eyeball yet?” Wyer asked Tenak.

“Yes. I am ready,” Tenak replied.

“And the right?”

“I, too, am ready,” Akkakat hissed, “But I want you to know, infidel, that I help you not for your sake, but that I might see the brilliant explosion of which you speak!”

“Whatever,” Wyer waved away, “Let’s just do this,”

There was a flicker, then the blackness vanished, replaced by a view of one of Haven’s control pulpits.

“Good,” Wyer said, “Now Fransie, Mat’dak, if you could get the ears?”

“Whatever you say, bub,” Mat’dak, a long-dead nightclub bouncer said agreeably, “This here’s your scene, buddy,”

“Whatever,” Fransie the weather-girl said with a roll of her eyes.

“Now let’s see what’s happening,” Wyer said as he watched the scene before him. He could see his hands reaching out to manipulate the controls, sending out a low-level subspace signal that said…well, he had no idea what that encoding was. Something alien, that was for sure. There was a rush of static, then hearing abruptly returned.

“Colonel, Captain,” it was the voice of Lt Franches, the Matrian in command of the Jungle Squad, “We have captured our prey. We are preparing the second one for a feast, in honour of our victory, but we offer this one to you,”

Wyer felt dizzy as the world spun around, the invader controlling his body had turned to see what was happening. With a thud, he saw Franches slam one of the alien pods down on the holo-table, body fluids oozing out through a gash in its side.

“WHAT TRAVESTY IS THIS!!??” Wyer heard his own voice scream out.

“Wyer?” Simplot asked, “Are you having another past-life thing?”

“Uh…I…apologize for my outburst,” his voice said, “I did not expect to see…that…thing,”

Wyer could see Fissett leaning over the pod, poking at one of the pieces of implanted Borg technology.

“Well, try to stay calm,” Simplot said, looking at the pod the way a child might regard a plate of broccoli. “Thanks, Franches,”

The security guard bowed, then departed.

As the view turned back, Wyer saw Stoneryder sitting at the pulpit next to him.

Stoneryder! He’d been infested by the alien pods!

Which meant…he’d been infested too!

Crap!



“Sort of,” the drones answered Laarthi, “I…we…are not really Mytim. Mytim is thousands of light-years away, battling the Fungaloids. We are…an extension of her…my…our will,”

“We thought this cube was controlled by the Collective,” Boxer said, eyes darting towards his stolen phaser.

“This cube has become a battleground for all,” the drones chorused, “It was my…our fault. We flung the Fungaloid ship at the cube as it pursued you. I…we did not expect it to fuse with the cube and to attempt this level of infestation. Now, we fight the Collective for control of the drones, while the Fungaloids seek a way into our mental spaces,”

“The vinculum,” Laarthi realized.

“If the Fungaloids get access to it, they could conceivably link themselves with the Collective, or with me…us,” the drone said, “This cannot happen!”

“Why?” Boxer asked, “Can’t the Borg kick their asses?”

“They could,” Mytim admitted, “Or they could learn from the Fungaloids more about biological technology than they themselves could learn in five centuries,”

“And biotechnology is one of the few effective offences against the Borg,” Laarthi bit her lip.”

“RESISTANCE IS FUTILE, YOU WILL BE ASSIMILITATED,”

The two SI agents spun as two more drones, evidently under the control of the Collective, marched towards them, reaching out with their assimilation turbules. Two more drones intercepted them, grappling and holding them back.

“The Fungaloids are the true threat!” Mytim’s drones chorused, “The Federation knows the Borg! Can defend itself from the Borg! If the Fungaloids get into the Collective, the resulting monster will obliterate life across the galaxy!”

“So…I guess we shouldn’t shut down the vinculum after all?” Boxer wondered.

“If we can believe her…them,” Laarthi looked uncertainly at Mytim’s drones. The Collective drones had been deactivated and lay in pieces on the deck. “The last time I checked, Starfleet didn’t report the Collective as having this level of creativity in its schemes,”

But Boxer had stopped listening and was sniffing around.

“Where did that Matrian go?” he wondered.



Two levels below, Craigan was creeping slowly towards one of the Borg shield generators, weapon in hand. Less than ten feet in front of him, a line of drones were working to keep the defence fields up against the probing Fungaloid tentacles. More drones were fighting to hold back the infested drones, subduing them and taking them to Assimilation Chambers around the cube for de-infestation. At the same time, smaller tentacles were implanting control pods in as many drones as they could, turning them to Fungaloid control.

It was a pitched battle, the two sides having reached a level of balance that could sustain a conflict for months, or even years. It was not unlike the balance that led to a long, drawn out period of trench warfare on the western front in the first great bloody battle of Earth’s 20th century.

Of course, Craigan was more familiar with the balance that had led to almost a century of civil war among his own people.

Either way, he was about to upset that balance.



“It’s trying to get control of the city computer,” Wyer said, “Without anybody realizing it,”

“Ten minutes to impact,” Shurgroe’s voice could be heard in the background.

“Kill it,” Akkakat hissed.

“I agree,” Wyer said, “But how?”



Boxer was still looking around for Craigan when he heard the explosion below.

“Uh-oh,” he said.

An entire section of the Borg defensive shield had failed. One, two, five and then twenty tentacles surged through, tossing some drones aside, infesting others, the whole time surging towards the vinculum. Below them, they finally spotted Craigan, running from the scene towards a lift that would bring him back to them.

“THAT IDIOT!” Laarthi roared, “He’s…he’s ruined everything!”

“I/we/the Collective forces on this cube cannot recover from this,” Mytim’s drones chorused sadly, “I/we are sorry it has come to this, but I/we did try to help. I/we have larger problems to deal with. You are on your own,”

“Wait…Mytim!” Laarthi shouted, “Are you…what…where…”

All but one of the drones appeared to be stunned, slowly shaking their heads.

“I/we have gained access to an incredible power, Laarthi,” the last drone said, “I/we hope…we very much hope to come home one day. But for now, I/we have a job to do,”

As the Fungaloid tentacle shot into the vinculum, driving into circuits and panels, Mytim’s last drone fell quiet.

And the screaming began.



“Power surges on the cube!” Ensign Kilpatrick reported from sciences, “They’re powering up weapons and propulsion!”

“Evasive manoeuvres!” Virgii snapped.

The Roadrunner heaved to port, pulling away from the cube seconds before a cutting beam speared out. The cube slowly started to rotate, more weapons firing towards the Matrian and Federation ships.

“Call the starbase,” Virgii said, “Tell them to just blow the stupid thing up! To hell with research!”

“Should we try to rescue Laarthi and Boxer too?” Crewman Hii-Laanz asked.

“Yes, yes, I suppose. Though I have been looking forward to attempting the ‘Death and/or Assimilation’ paperwork. I hear that form is a zinger!”



Boxer and Laarthi watched in horror as the tentacles continued to connect to the vinculum. All around them, Borg drones were shouting. The lights surged as power was redirected through the cube, and Laarthi could have sworn she could feel a not-quite-dampened shift as the cube began to reorient itself.

“Ohhh, this is bad!” Laarthi groaned.

“I think we should leave and just tell them to blow this place up!” Boxer shouted.

“For once, mutt, I agree with you!”

They darted for the exit. Just as they were about to leave the chamber, Craigan caught up with them.

“You can thank me later,” he said confidently.

“YOU IDIOT!” Laarthi shouted, “You just handed this cube over to the Fungaloids!”

“Better them than the Borg,” Craigan replied calmly. In the background, Boxer was calling for a beam-out.

“NO! Now we’ve got them, with the POWER of the Borg!” Laarthi was ready to punch him.

“Oh,” Craigan frowned, “OK, maybe that’s not such a good thing.”

“Idiot!” Laarthi snapped.

She lurched as a heavy weight struck her. A drone was clutching at the front of her tunic.

“Help me,” it croaked, “I am…alone!”

There was a shimmer of transporter sparks and the three vanished, leaving the drone behind.



“Blow it up!” Virgii’s voice was coming over the comm, “To hell with Starfleet’s plan, just blow it up!”

“Good enough for me,” Simplot said, “Mr. Wyer, prepare to release the debris. Mr. Shurgroe, shift power to engines to get us free of the-”

“BLLLAAAUUUGGGHHH!!!!”

Simplot’s order was cut off as both Wyer and Stoneryder screamed, tentacles shooting from their ears, mouths, noses, eyes, and a few other bodily orifices that we won’t go into at the moment. Wyer’s tentacles stabbed as his panel.

“Collision sequence aborted,” Madam’s voice filled the room, “Apparently, we’d rather let the mouldy cyborgs live another day, hmm?”

Shurgroe and Simplot were both screaming in shock, but Colonel Abela didn’t miss a beat.

“Madam, initiate sequence Abela-Kilo-Seven,” she barked, “Authorization code ‘Haven’s End’!”

“Code accepted,” Madam droned, “Collision sequence resumed. Engine control lockouts engaged. Time…to…DIE! HA- HA-HA-HA-HA!”

“Those programmer really did go over the top,” Abela sighed. She jumped back, joining Simplot, Fissett and Shurgroe on the opposite side of the holo-table as the two infested crewman.

“What have you done?” Infested Wyer demanded, his tentacles waving in rage.

“I’m doing what I have to do, for the good of my people!” Abela snapped, “Even if it means this city will be destroyed too!”

“We’re all about to die, aren’t we?” Simplot asked.

“Yup,” Abela nodded.

“You know, we usually announce these kinds of things so people can get to escape pods,” Simplot pointed out.

“Please, be my guest,”

“BLLAAAAUUUGHHHH!!!!” Infested Wyer shrieked.

“Oh shut up!”



“So we’re all dead,” Trenak said glumly, “Again. Ugh…do you KNOW how boring it is in the Past-Life Clearing House? We’ll probably be waiting for another body for at least a century!”

“I wouldn’t know,” Wyer said, distracted, “If only I could overpower this thing!”

“We could, if all the past-lives would agree to combine forces,” Trenak said.

“Why should we do this?” Akkakat demanded, “Our next incarnation may be less…boring! At this point, I am ready to die. Again.”

“Do you really want to have to deal with all our dead relatives?” Trenak said, pulling at his hair, “Imagine, a century of ‘Oh, I remember you, you taught my tertiary life in Primary 2’. Oh, and not to mention your parents! And Wyer’s parents! And Fransie’s parents! And every other set of parents each of us has ever had!”

“My parents were re-born shortly before us,” Akkakat pointed out, “We shall not see them, unless they have come to an early end, taking dozens of evil-doers with them!”

“I researched our various parents,” Wyer pointed out, “Your parents are currently incarnated as…well…hippies.”

“They may have come to their senses!” Akkakat objected.

“In any case,” Trenak said, “We know that Fransie’s parents will be there. And my Aunt Majella,”

“THAT VILE WOMAN WILL BE DESTROYED!”

“She probably won’t be incarnated for another fifty years,” Trenak went on, “Fifty years of us together in the Past-Life Clearing House,”

Akkakat trembled.

“One moment,” he said. He vanished briefly, then returned. “Very well. The other life-forces and I agree. We will help you overcome this foe,”

“Excellent,” Wyer nodded, “Now I just have to figure out how.”

“That’s easy!” Fransie spoke up, the bubbly brunette waving her arm, “Just get me control of the right arm! I can do the rest.”

“Let the battle begin!” Akkakat declared.



“First, we will cleanse Matria Prime,” Infested Stoneryder was saying, “Then the nearby worlds will fall to us. Your Federation of Planets will be obliterated, before any of you can unwittingly aid the Lupressa!”

“Any by the way,” Infested Wyer added, “The Federation of Fungus is suing you for trademark infringement,”

“Bite me!” Simplot snapped.

“Oh, but we don’t bite!” Infested Stoneryder reminded her, one tentacle stabbing towards Simplot. She evaded, but not by much. Abela’s hand went to her comm-badge, but another tentacle stabbed out, knocking the badge off her tunic and out of reach. The others were similarly de-badged.

“It’s not going to do you any good in about a minute,” Abela said, “When this city crashes into the cube and destroys it!”

“You have doomed yourselves by locking out the controls,” Infested Stoneryder said, “The cube will have propulsion in time to evade you. And you can do nothing about it!”

Abela’s eyes darted to a display. The Borg cube was starting to shift out of their path!

“And all we have to do is make sure you do nothing for the next fifty seconds!” Infested Stoneryder laughed.

He was so busy mocking them that he didn’t notice Infested Wyer raise one hand, staring at it in shock as though it belong to somebody else. From his raised fist, a single finger extended.

Infested Wyer didn’t even have time to scream as the finger was jammed down his throat. There was a horrible retching noise, tentacles stiffening and flailing in all directions, then Wyer fell to the deck, hunched over and coughing. The tentacles writhed as he coughed up a thick, phlemmy wad of fungus the size of his fist, several tendrils still extending down his throat. Still gagging, he bit down, severing the fungus pod.

Without missing a beat, he pounced at Stoneryder and repeated the process, struggling to hold the man’s jaw open instead of losing fingers to his bite. Abela saw the issue and immediately moved to help.

“That…was…DISGUSTING!” Simplot declared as Stoneryder vomited up a second fungal pod.

“The cube?” Wyer prompted, the various tentacles now hanging limply from his body.

“Abela?” Simplot asked.

Abela was tapping frantically at her panel.

“Lockout disengaged!” she said, “But we’re too close to change course! The cube has cleared our path! By the time we turn this thing around, they’ll be at Matria Prime!”

“Let me,” Wyer said, sliding into the seat.

“Dr. Annerson to Ops,” Simplot called into the comm, trying to avoid Wyer’s dead tentacles, “And bring…ugh…bring an incinerator, or something.



Boxer, Craigan and Laarthi crowded onto the small bridge just in time to see the show.

The Borg cube, now under the full control of the Fungaloids, had just managed to move itself out of the path of Haven and it’s deadly cargo of space debris. The city was still bearing down, it’s broad dome looming above them, the empty lake-bed and the lit towers visible beneath the clear surface. Seconds before it reached the cube, the city tilted on its axis, turning it’s engines perpendicular to it’s travel vector and moving off in its planned escape trajectory.

The debris was still several seconds behind, now on a trajectory that would take it out of the Matrian star system without hitting a single thing.

Seconds before it passed the cube, Haven’s energy transceiver surged to life again…only this time, instead of pulling the debris with it, it was reversed, pushing the pile of old ships, space stations components, outposts, and various other wrecks collected in the years following the Gender Wars onto a new course.

One that took it right into the cube’s new position.

The Borg cube’s shields could be calibrated against almost any energy weapon known. It’s propulsion system could move it across the galaxy. Given access to the full knowledge of the Collective, they might have been able to defeat the sheer physics of a very large mass moving at them at thousands of kilometres a second.

But with the Fungaloids in charge, there was no chance.

The debris hit the cube like bullets hitting cheese, tearing through its hull armour, ripping through fungal tissues and shredding power cores. With a massive explosion, the cube detonated, a flash of light that was visible as far away as Matria Prime itself.

Watching the explosion through one of Ops’ lower windows, Simplot turned to Abela.

“You were going to destroy the Borg no matter what Starfleet said,” she accused, “You didn’t have that handy little sequence prepared just in case the Fungaloids somehow managed to take control of the city,”

Abela turned to her and raised an eyebrow.

“Didn’t I?”

Simplot crossed her arms.

“You sure as hell didn’t!” Simplot snapped. She paused, looked over as Annerson arrived on the scene, eyes wide as she surveyed Wyer and Stoneryder’s condition. She looked out at the expanding debris field that had been a Borg cube under the control of a very nasty race.

“But that’s what my report is going to say,” she said grudgingly.

“I thought so,” Abela nodded, “Now why don’t you go get me a coffee?”

“Get it yourself! And get me one while you’re at it!”

The two women glared at each other for a moment then, as one, turned towards the holo-table.

“WYER!” they called.



Acting Captain…make that Lt Cmdr Tyler Virgii sat at a table in the Mall of Matria food court. The mall was all but deserted, except for him. Outside the towering windows looking out into the city he could see stars, along with a few bits of debris from the destroyed cube. The Roadrunner was neatly docked at its port below the city, and most of the crew had scampered right to communications terminals to get back in touch with family, friends and colleagues that had been missed during their absence.

And here he was, sitting all by himself, a cake with the words ‘Welcome Home, Roadrunner’ sitting on the table in front of him. The cartoon bird drawn across the cake in blue and purple icing seemed to mock him as it gazed out of the cake.

“Try to do something nice for some people,” he muttered. He’d replicated the cake himself, then carried the damned thing all the way from the Roadrunner to this table. He’d even stopped by the little cafe two mall levels up to make sure he had plenty of hot beverages for the occasion.

Except none of his idiot crew had bothered to show up.

“Ingrates,” he grumbled. He waited another moment, then grabbed the knife and sliced a corner of cake off for himself. He’d only managed to finish about half of it when he was interrupted by Laarthi’s scathing voice.

“Just what do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.

“Huh?” he asked, his mouth covered in chocolate.

“I may be rusty on human customs, but I’m pretty sure you were supposed to wait for us,” she replied. She was followed by Boxer, Strobnick, Kilpatrick, Mulans and several other members of the Roadrunner crew.

“I…uh…” Virgii stuttered.

“Typical,” Laarthi snorted, cutting herself a piece of cake.

“Is that chocolate?” Boxer asked.

“Well…yes…”

“Oh…”

Virgii was about to ask what exactly was so wrong with chocolate, but decided against it.

“You’re late, Lieutenant,” he said instead.

“Yeah, have you tried using the stupid transit here?” Kilpatrick asked, “It’s like whoever designed it was drunk! And the computer was NO help!”

“Coffee? Tea? Really?” Strobnick was frowning, “Nearly a year wandering the galaxy and you couldn’t go for a nice white wine?”

“Some of us are on duty,” Virgii grumbled.

Everybody (except Boxer) had managed to get a piece of cake, and despite the complaints the coffee pot was quickly emptied.

“If I may have everybody’s attention,” Virgii said loudly, rising to his feet.

“You have chocolate on your nose, boss,” Boxer pointed out.

“Ahem,” Virgii wiped his face, “I am pleased to have been your Captain during this trying time. I assure you, when I am again given command of a ship, I will do my utmost to bring you with me. Most of you,” he amended.

Everybody sort of stared at him.

“And…er…well done,” he added.

With assorted muttering, they sipped their coffee.

The gathering did not last long. Within half an hour the rest of the crew had dispersed to their temporary quarters.

As he left, Boxer stopped near Virgii.

“Mytim is still out there,” he reminded the British officer.

“I know, Lieutenant,” Virgii replied, “But somehow, I think we’ll be running into her again,”

“Really?”

“Well, that depends on whether any of us hatch up any hare-brained rescue schemes,” Virgii admitted, “Or on whether or not she decides to invade the Federation with her new Borg friends. But yes. I really think we’ll see her again,”

“Oh…that’s good,” Boxer’s tail wagged.

“Go to bed, Lieutenant,” Virgii sighed.



“We are most pleased that the situation has been resolved,” Queen Anselia’s holographic head told the assembled senior officers, “Matrian Space is again secure, our losses have been minimal, and we have learned to defend ourselves against a new enemy,”

“Don’t get too comfy, your Highness,” Simplot warned her, “The Borg are famous for adapting. And the Fungaloids…well…ewww…:

“We are aware of the dangers of the future,” Anselia replied.

“Your Majesty,” Abela cut in, “We’re ready to bring Haven back into orbit of Matria Prime. We’re going to need to spend some time resupplying, conducting minor repairs and so forth. But we’ve proven that we need to keep our guard up, and so I recommend we establish a more permanent military presence aboard the city,”

“Perhaps,” Anselia said, “My staff has indicated that we need to…reconsider Haven’s role for the time being.”

“For starters?” Simplot asked.

“Well,” Anselia grabbed a pad, “To start with, it would take over a year to shuttle up enough water from the surface of Matria Prime to fill the lake. But besides that point, it has also been pointed out that Haven is one of our more powerful mobile assets,”

“Yes…and?” Abela asked.

“And it would be more efficient to land the city for replenishment,” Anselia finished.

“We agree completely,” Abela said eagerly, “I will contact Launchpad immediately and make arrangements,”

“This thing can land?” Simplot was startled.

“It will take some time to charge Launchpad’s energy storage to the point where we can channel enough power to the engines for a soft landing,” Abela waved a hand, “But the procedure is not complicated,”

“But…there is still a complication,” Queen Anselia spoke up.

“I…what? Abela turned to face the Queen.

She was not please with what she had to say.



“Prepare for landing procedures,” Abela said quietly.

“Reprogramming engine ratios,” Wyer replied, “Balancing to 75% anti-gravity, 25% vectored fusion exhaust.”

The great city slowed as it approached its destination, the ring of heavy engine arrays circling the Outer Rim flaring as energy was redirected. Although the city was still kilometres from the surface, dust began to swirl as the vectored plasma exhaust of the fusion-based impulse drives stirred it into motion.

“Altitude four kilometres,” Shurgroe reported from his pulpit, “Stabilizing shipyard anti-gravity fields. Hopefully that ship in Shipyard Three doesn’t fall out,”

“I don’t think anybody in Starfleet has ever landed a kilometres-wide city before,” Shurgroe remarked. She was standing close to the railing, looking out over the city as, in the distance, a horizon appeared from below.

“Humph,” Abela crossed her arms.

“Preparing landing zone,” Wyer reported.

The city continued to slow as it approached the surface, almost seeming to hover as it reached the one kilometre mark. Weapons hatches opened along the lower surfaces, heavy beams of energy shooting out and vaporizing boulders, hills, outcroppings….anything that would put excessive pressure on the city’s lower hull.

With a blinding flash, the energy transceiver came to life, firing a thick beam straight down. Dust swirled as a cone-shaped depression was formed…just the right size to accommodate the cone-shaped emitters beneath the city. The energy burst also served to push any remaining debris out from under the city. In a matter of moments, a landing area had been created.

“Bring us down,” Abela said bitterly.

Wyer and Fissett worked their panels, adjusting engine output, inertial dampening field vectors and structural integrity field levels. Outside, the city eased itself towards its new home. With a brief jolt, the city touched down.

“Engines to standby,” Abela ordered, “Begin damage check.”

She joined Simplot at the railing.

“I never thought this would happen,” she grumbled. Above them, the gas giant of Matria VI dominated the sky.

“You never thought we’d need to park this thing?” Simplot asked, “Then why did you design it so that you could?”

“No, I mean…I never thought we’d be landing the city on a moon millions of kilometres from Matria Prime,” Abela said, “Haven was built for Matria Prime. It wasn’t meant to be…exiled like this,”

“Aww, don’t worry Myress,” Simplot encouraged her, “We’ll harvest enough ice and raw materials to replenish the lake, replenish the dome atmosphere and get the alloy storage topped up in all the shipyards. We’ve got five thousand miners on the way, ready to move in and start work, with another ten thousand support workers right behind them! We’re finally getting citizens! You should be thrilled!”

“You’re right,” Abela looked down from the blazing colours of Matria VI and into the empty, airless city. She tried to imagine it the way it would look in a month…the lake refilled, the trees and greenery back in bloom…and with people walking the streets and boulevards. OK, yes, another fifteen thousand people was a mere fraction of what Haven was meant to hold…but with miners pulling useful materials out of the moon’s crust, the government would probably decide to activate more of Haven’s shipyards. Which would bring even more workers…which would lead to even more citizens moving in to support them. The next year or two could bring a population boom, with Haven taking its place as one of the leading centres of economic activity in the Matrian Republic. And of course the facilities to support that population would grow to include the activation of Haven University, the Haven Imperial Bank of Commerce and the Haven Theatre for the Performing Arts. Everything she had wanted for the city since its inception over two hundred years ago was on the verge of coming true.

But as she looked in the distance towards the tiny point of light th