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Introduction

Star Traks: The Original Series was created somewhat by accident in the Fall of 1992. I was in my Freshman year at Old Dominion University at the time, and a game had started among my friends to determine what crew positions we would have if we were serving on a Starfleet ship. During a conversation at lunch one day in October 1992, the real world version of Alexander Rydell suggested that I should write some of this up at some point. I took things a step further and rather than putting us on a starship, I created caricatures loosely based on aspects of their personalities and wrote the first chapter that same afternoon. I took that chapter with him to dinner in the dining hall that night and, after getting encouragement from everyone, continued on from there, adding in more characters and developing the Joegonot plot as I went.

After Star Traks 1 was completed (which at the time was titled “Star Traks: The Generation After That One”), I thought that would be it, but later that year while watching the Stephen Hawking documentary “A Brief History of Time,” I had the idea that became Star Traks 2. Star Traks 3 was written during the Spring of 1993, and most of the first round of short stories were written in that Summer. At that point, it had officially become a series.

Over the remainder of my college years, I wrote Star Traks 4, Sensitivity 101 (With Tasha Campagnola), Star Traks 5, several more short stories, made a movie of Sensitivity 101 with my friends (Star Traks: Refresher Course, which the world will never see), and finished things off (so I thought) with Star Traks 6 in the Fall of 1995.

I really thought I was done writing the original series after Traks VI, which I completed during my last semester in college. My plan from there was to move on to Waystation, which I did. But I discovered my brain wasn’t quite finished with the original characters yet

I graduated from Old Dominion in December 1995 and moved on to graduate school the following Fall at Louisiana State University. While there, I developed the plot for Please Hold For Oblivion, which I felt would put a nice cap on the series and also allow me to express some of the feelings I was having about moving on from the close knit group I had at ODU. I also revisited the original crew in Of Gods and First Officers, a crossover with Star Traks: The Vexed Generation. After that, I again felt I was done with the characters.

Then I wrote It’s Good To Be King. It was supposed to be a one-off story with an idea I felt that I just had to write. Before long, I decided to do a few more stories, and soon what was supposed to be one tale grew into 20 and became The Lost Years.

The Lost Years project was completed in 2001, and once again I was done with the original series…until I wrote The Star Traks Reunion Special, which was posted in June 2004 (I just to stop thinking I’m done). That has been the last official original series project; although, original series characters have popped up in stories I’ve written written for Star Traks: The Vexed Generation and Star Traks: Silverado.

This eBook includes all of the stories from the Original Star Traks website as well as updates and edits made when we launched the new Star Traks Nexus at the end of 2021.




Star Traks I - Joegonots!

Chapter One



“Captain’s log, Stardate 49804.7. We have been stopped for over four days while the crew search for Jimmy Rogers’ pet hamster. The search has been exhausting and arduous for the entire crew of the Secondprize. Yesterday, Lieutenant Hawkins was severely injured when she received a paper cut while handing out fliers about the missing pet. I can only hope that we find our quarry soon and can get on our way to our next assignment on Kilma Omega IV, the planet of obnoxious belchers…”



The door chime of Captain Alexander Rydell’s ready room beeped breaking his concentration.

“What?” he shouted impatiently. The door slid open as his first officer entered the room.

“We just received a communique from Admiral Wagner. It’s for your eyes only,” Commander Travis Dillon announced as officially as possible. Commander Dillon took his job seriously, too seriously for Captain Rydell’s tastes, but he was sure that he could loosen Dillon up eventually. It may take him a few years. Rydell looked up at Dillon who was standing at attention. O.K. it might take a few decades, but he would do it.

“Couldn’t you have just used the intercom?”

“I felt I should tell you personally,” Dillon replied stiffly as he tried to maintain his military posture. Captain Rydell couldn’t take it anymore.

“Will you relax?! You don’t have to stand at attention every time you talk to me!” Dillon let himself relax a little.

“Starfleet regulation 4657.9 subparagraph three ‘While in the presence of a superior officer…’”

“Shut up!” Rydell shouted interrupting Dillon’s lecture on Starfleet regulations. “I don’t care about the damn regulation. Just tell me why the hell you had to tell me personally?”

“Well…uh…I don’t know, sir,” Dillon stammered as he shuffled his feet.

“Never mind.” Captain Rydell touched his communicator badge. “Lieutenant Hawkins, patch the message through to my ready room.” Rydell activated the small viewscreen on his desk. The aged face of Admiral Thomas Wagner appeared on the screen. He appeared to be in pain. “Admiral Wagner, are you all right?”

“Rydell, thank God. That hold music was driving me crazy.”

“I apologize for the delay, Admiral,” Rydell replied as he shot an angry glance at Dillon. “What’s up?”

“Excuse me?”

“Sorry. What seems to be the problem?”

“Alex, we’ve just received a message from Ugilious…” Dillon collapsed in the chair in front of Rydell’s desk. His face showed pure terror.

“Oh my God. The Joegonots,” he said quietly.

“Correct, Commander,” Wagner said solemnly. “They say that they have Dr. Robert Tulson, and they won’t release him until you go to Ugilious.”

“Me!” Rydell shouted in horror. “What do they want with me?”

“They’re evidently still holding a grudge for what you did to their Grand Leech at that Starfleet dinner last month,” Admiral Wagner replied.

“Sir, you did call him ‘a geek from hell’, ‘a fucking moron’, a…”

“I know what I said,” Rydell snapped, interrupting Dillon. “Admiral, can’t we just go take Tulson back by force.”

“Captain Rydell, the Joegonots may be geeks and morons, but the Federation Council has signed a peace treaty with them and we have to abide by that treaty.”

“But they kidnapped Tulson!” Dillon protested. “Surely that negates the treaty.”

“No. You know the way the council works. All treaties allow the other party to do what they damn well please to us, but we have to be good and sweet and… damn it, this sucks! Alex, if it were up to me I’d say go blow the bastards into atoms, but it’s not up to me.”

“So we have to be nice and diplomatic,” Rydell sighed.

“Yes.”

“Shit!”

“I concur,” Dillon added.

“I know how you feel, Alex, but my hands are tied,” Wagner said.

“We’ll do our best,” Captain Rydell replied sullenly.

“Wagner out.” The Admiral’s image vanished. Captain Rydell turned to his first officer.

“Number One, the search for the missing hamster will have be taken of care on the way. Let’s get going.’

“It’ll have to wait about two minutes,” Dillon said as he stood up and prepared to leave.

“Why?” Rydell demanded irritated.

“It’s time for the opening credits.”

“Oh yeah. Thanks, Number One.”



The blackness of space is broken only by the dots of light produced by stars light years away. Silently, an Excelsior-class starship cuts through the void. Planets and asteroids pass by. Inside the vessel, a solitary voice is heard.

“Space, the final frontier. These are the voyages of the Starship Secondprize. It’s seemingly never-ending mission: to explore strange cardboard and styrofoam sets, to seek out new life and plot complications, to boldly go where no one ever really wanted to go before!”

The warp nacelles of the ship glow with the intense amounts of energy contained inside them. In an instant, the ship is gone, taken light years away in seconds by its powerful engines. From out of nowhere, words appear in the blackness:



STAR TRAKS



The normal sounds of the bridge computers greeted Rydell and Dillon as they walked out of the ready room.

“Ensign Sullivan, set a course for Ugilious,” Captain Rydell ordered as he sat down in his command chair at the center of the bridge.

Ensign Emily Sullivan turned her chair away from the navigation console and faced her captain. “Are you kidding?” she asked praying that he was.

“No, he’s not, Sullivan,” Dillon replied.

“But, the Joegonots…”

“You heard the order, Ensign,” Dillon said as he took his seat next to the captain.

“Aye, sir,” Sullivan responded grudgingly as she turned back to her console. This was not exactly what she had in mind when she joined Starfleet. Romulans were fine. Hell, she could even tolerate the Borg, but the Joegonots… In her opinion, this was suicide.

“Bridge to engine room,”

“Baird here, Captain.”

“Restart the engines. I need warp nine in five minutes.”

“Where are we going?”

“Ugilious.”

“No way! Fuck that!”

“Baird, get the damn engines on line, NOW!”

“O.K. fine. This is so fucked! Baird out.” Captain Rydell looked around the bridge. Every officer’s face showed the same sentiment: “Please don’t make us do this.” Rydell felt for his crew, but orders were orders. Dr. Tulson had been a professor of his at the academy. The man was a brilliant physicist and also a friend. Rydell was not about to leave him in the hands of the Joegonots.

“We’re ready, Captain,” Commander Dillon said breaking Rydell’s train of thought.

“What..oh. Ensign Larkin, maximum speed to Ugilious. Enga…”

“Captain!” Counselor Claire Webber interrupted. Rydell turned angrily to face her.

“Yes, Counselor,” he managed to say through his gritted teeth.

“We can’t just give up the search for Jimmy’s hamster.” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins let out a groan. She had had enough of searching for that damn rodent. She was Chief of Security for God sakes, not a zookeeper. Counselor Webber continued on pretending that she didn’t hear Hawkins. “This could cause severe emotional trauma in a child his age.” Captain Rydell started to pace the floor.

“Counselor, we have an emergency situation on Ugilious to deal with. The boy’s hamster isn’t that important. If it’s going to be so traumatic for him, go counsel him. That’s why you’re on the ship! And furthermore, a man’s life is at stake here. I can’t believe that…” SQEEEEEEK! Squish. Captain Rydell stopped his pacing and looked down at his feet. Slowly he lifted his boot up off of the carpeted bridge floor. “Counselor, it appears that the problem has been solved.” Dillon and Webber looked at the floor where the Captain’s foot had just been. In a small puddle of blood lay Jimmy Rogers’ hamster.

“Dillon to ship’s services.”

“Wilson here.”

“We need a carpet cleaner and an extremely small coffin on the bridge immediately.”

“We’re on our way.”

“That must have been very traumatic for you, Captain,” Webber said as she lunged at Rydell.

“No, No, I’m fine!” Rydell shouted, but it was too late. He was trapped in a Counselor Webber feel-better hug.

“And everyone here had to witness the poor hamster’s death,” Webber continued. Slowly, every officer on the bridge got up from their station and started backing toward the walls. Webber moved like a flash from person to person hugging them all. Hawkins, at the last second, managed to dive into the turbolift and escape. The others were not so lucky.

“Thank you, Claire,” Dillon mumbled as he picked himself up off of the floor. He had been viciously dropped as Webber tried to get to Hawkins in time to block her exit.

“Everyone back to your stations,” Captain Rydell ordered. “Counselor, go break the news to the Rogers boy.” She walked to the turbolift and exited the bridge. “Now, let’s try this again. Ensign Larkin, engage.” The humming of the ship’s engines grew louder as they started to move the ship. Suddenly, the Secondprize was gone.



Chapter Two



The trip to Ugilious was going to take at least seven hours. Captain Alex Rydell was glad for the travel time. He needed it to prepare himself for the ordeal to come. Would the Joegonots release Dr. Tulson? What had they done to him already? What would they do to Rydell once he got there? Would he ever get the hamster guts out of the treads of his boot?

Captain Rydell found himself walking toward the ship’s lounge, Seven Backward. He hadn’t consciously planned to go there, but once he saw the door coming into view, he knew that a conversation with Trinian was in order. He approached the door and smacked face first into it. Rydell looked around to make sure that no one saw him, then tried again more cautiously. Again, the door didn’t open.

“Rydell to engineering,” he said tapping his commbadge.

“What the fuck do you want?” Chief Engineer Scott Baird replied angrily.

“Why isn’t the door to Seven Backward opening?”

“Shit, not another one! Sorry, Captain. We’ve had malfunctions reported all over the ship.”

“Do you know the cause?”

“Got me. We’re working on it as fast as we can though.”

“Just don’t let this delay our arrival at Ugilious. We have to save Dr…”

“I know. We’ve got to save Tulson, and you want a ship that works. Well, I don’t see you down here helping, so quit complaining! I’ll have this fixed before we get there.”

“I hope so. Rydell out.” Captain Rydell approached the door again. It quietly whooshed open. Relieved, he stepped forward toward the waiting lounge. The door slammed shut just catching his nose. Rydell tried to pull himself out, but was stuck. Frantically, he slapped his commbadge.

“Help, help,” he screamed nasally.

“Please specify the recipient of your message,” the computer said in its sickeningly calm voice.

“Engeeeneeeriiing!”

“Please repeat your request.” The pain in Rydell’s nose was growing unbearable.

“Engeeneeriingg! Engeeeneering!” he screamed jumping up and down.

“Thank you,” the computer said.

“What!” Baird shouted.

“Heeellp! Heeellp!”

“Who is that!?”

“Capteeen Reeedeeeel!”

“Who?”

“Capteeen Reeedeeeeeel!!!”

“Captain Rydell? What’s your fucking problem?”

“I’eeem stuck!”

“Where?”

“Seben Bakward! Thee dorr cott by nuuuse!”

“Hold on, I’m opening it.” The door whooshed open, and Captain Rydell collapsed to the floor. Peals of laughter assaulted his ears. He looked up. The lounge was filled with crewmen. They all fell silent the second they realized who they were laughing at. Captain Rydell stood up and straightened his uniform trying to salvage a scrap of dignity. He walked over to the bar without meeting a single crewman’s gaze. This was not a good way to gain the respect of the crew. Trinian stood behind the bar trying to suppress a giggle.

“What can I get you, Captain?” she asked between chuckles.

“Aldeberan whiskey.” He felt blood trickling out of his nose. “…and a tissue.” His nose throbbed painfully. Trinian leaned down and came back up with the requested items.

“What’s on your mind, Alex?”

“What makes you think something’s on my mind?” Rydell asked as he raised the glass to his lips. He took a long drink.

“I’ve known you long enough to be able to see these things, and anyway, it’s my job.” Rydell smiled and set the glass down quietly on the bar. “It’s the mission, isn’t it?”

“I’m just concerned that I’m in over my head here. These people are ruthless. It’s time like these that get me thinking about life. I really wonder if it’s all worth it…” Trinian groaned to herself as Rydell rambled on. Normally Rydell was a laid back guy, a little too laid back for the tastes of much of Starfleet Command, which was how he’d ended up in command of the Secondprize. But now he was in another one of his pensive, philosophical moods. This could take hours.

“…I miss grass. Grass is such a beautiful thing. It’s kind of like life…” Trinian scanned the room hoping to find some way out of this. Then her eyes fell on Dr. Rebecca Singer. She was sitting alone nursing a cup of hot chocolate. Her eyes were red from crying. She had babbled something about a kid with a broken leg as she came in, but Trinian hadn’t paid much attention. The doctor took everything too personally. Every injured person was emotionally traumatic for her. She was crying almost constantly. Trinian really wondered what had possessed her to become a doctor in the first place. Dr. Singer was just who she needed to get Rydell off of her back.

“Excuse me a second, Alex,” Trinian interrupted, “That nose of yours is looking really bad. You’d better let Dr. Singer have a look at it. I’ll go get her.” Before Rydell could protest, Trinian was halfway across the room. She returned with the doctor seconds later. Suddenly, the doors whooshed open, and Counselor Webber walked in. She focused on Rydell and Singer and was over in a flash.

“Oh dear, you’ve hurt yourself, and you’ve been crying. Come here!” She grabbed them both and clenched them in a bear hug.

“I’m fine, really,” Captain Rydell gasped.

“I’m not,” Singer wailed as she put her head on Webber’s shoulder. “Joey Kellam broke his leg today. It was so awful.” She burst into tears again.

“There, there. Come on, we’ll go for a walk.” The counselor and the doctor left the lounge leaving Trinian trapped with Captain Rydell again. She decided to take the offensive.

“Alex, you think that you’ve got problems. Well, what about me? I have to sit here all day and listen to weenie after weenie complain about his day. ‘I can’t find my commbadge. My son is a brat. I accidently dropped some nitroglycerine in the antimatter containment unit.’ I really get sick of it! Worst of all, you… I mean some other dork comes in here every damn time he has to make a decision. One of these days, I’m just going to take a phaser to everyone’s heads and just start zapping!”

“Uh yeah… Thanks,” Rydell mumbled confused as he stood up. He’d completely forgotten what he was talking about earlier, but he knew that this seemed like a good time to get away from Trinian. She said some really strange stuff sometimes. He walked out into the hall oblivious to what was going on around him. Suddenly, he heard a crash from down the hall. Rydell dashed along the corridor and tripped over a leg. He jumped back about five feet once he realized that the leg was not attached to a body. Its owner, Ensign Kristen Larkin was laying in the center of the passageway. The ensign was actually an android, but a very badly made one. Something was either malfunctioning or falling off every other day. This time she was trying desperately to reach her leg that she had left several feet behind her. Rydell rushed over and helped the ensign up. With his help, she hobbled to her leg and reattached it.

“Go down to engineering and let Scott have a look at that leg,” he ordered.

“Yes, sir,” she replied and hurried off to a turbolift without another word. Larkin’s conversational circuit had blown up a month earlier. Since then, three words were about the maximum she’d say in one sentence, but she seemed even more unwilling to talk than usual. Rydell continued on down the hall and entered a turbolift. He decided that a nap was in order.



Elsewhere on the ship, someone was loosening the circuits to the food processors. The person wasn’t about to let the Secondprize go to Ugilious. That was crazy. So far, the “malfunctions” seem not to have caught Captain Rydell’s attention. With a few more, the captain would be forced to stop the ship until everything was fixed and the culprit caught. Of course, that would take a while since this culprit had no intentions of being caught.



Chapter Three



“And if we attach a power converter to the processor’s internal systems chip, the efficiency would be increased by over fifteen percent,” Ensign Charlie Preston announced as he completed his seventh lecture in seven afternoons about what should be done to improve the Secondprize’s systems. Preston had the afternoon shift at the helm and used that time to tell everyone on the bridge about his views on everything. Commander Dillon, who had been left in command by the napping Captain Rydell, was really getting sick of Preston’s rambling. Three navigators had already called in sick, and a fourth rushed to sick bay complaining of stomach pains. Dillon was sure that they were just trying to keep away from Preston. He didn’t blame them.

“Sir, we’re within scanning range of Ugilious,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch reported. Jaroch was the science officer and a good one at that, but he freaked everyone else out. He seemed weird enough as it was. The people of his planet, Yyns, all were ardent reincarnationists. Jaroch claimed that he’d been at least three other people. The problem was that these other people would take over his personality transforming him from a quiet, reserved scientist to a killing machine. For some reason, this usually happened on away missions. The entire ruling council of Hypos VII had been nearly slaughtered during one of his lapses. Needless to say, he made everyone a bit nervous.

“Slow to half impulse. Jaroch, I want a complete scans of the sector before we enter the system and of the planet before we’re in orbit. Regulation 569.9, subparagraph six: Never approach a known hostile planet without completely scanning the area for possible traps and attackers. Dillon to Rydell.”

“Rydell here. What is it, Number One?” the captain replied groggily.

“Sorry to wake you, sir, but we’re approaching the Ugilious system.”

“How long until we’re in orbit?”

“At present speed, three hours.”

“And you woke me up now!” Rydell shouted irately. “What the hell were you thinking? I was having a very good dream about that Orion slave girl on Granger’s Colony, and you go and interrupt. It’s just like Raisa. I’m about to do my best for interspecies relations, and you walk in to tell me that Lieutenant Forrester came down with poison ivy. One more pointless interruption, and I’m personally going to…” Dillon tapped his commbadge severing the communication.

“He seems tense,” Dillon commented as he plopped back down in the command chair. He heard another soft groan from Lieutenant Hawkins. “Is there a problem, Lieutenant?”

“Permission to speak freely?”

“Granted.”

“You do realize where we’re going, right? Of course, the captain is tenser than usual. It’s the Joegonots. We’ll be lucky to survive!”

“I’m not thrilled either, Lieutenant, but we are Starfleet Officers. We have years of training and the wisdom of regulations to guide us. We’ll be fine.”

“Am I still speaking freely?”

“I…guess,” Dillon replied hesitantly.

“You have no common sense at all, you have no idea what’s going on around you, and without your little book of regulations, you’d be lost.”

“So what’s your point?”

“You’ll make a fine admiral, sir.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.”



Two and a half hours later, Captain Rydell was once again jolted awake.

“Get up, get up, get up! It’s going to be a wonderful afternoon. Get on up and enjoy it!” a sickeningly sweet voice called at an obnoxiously loud volume.

“Computer, what the hell is that?” Rydell shouted as he crawled out of bed.

“That is the wake-up call you requested.”

“Wake-up calls are never that annoying!”

“Counselor Webber has installed a new program designed to wake crewmen up cheerfully in order to improve their mental health.”

“Well, it’s ruining mine. Delete that program,” Rydell said as he stumbled over to the food processor.

“Access denied.”

“I’m the captain! You can’t deny me access!”

“Counselor Webber has exercised her authority to make decisions concerning crew welfare. The captain cannot override these decisions.”

“Perfect. Get me some hot chocolate.” The food processor hummed and whirred. Suddenly, a flood of hot liquid erupted from the machine drenching Rydell. He screamed and jumped backwards. The processor continued to spill out liquid. The room was already starting to fill up. Rydell sloshed through a foot of hot chocolate trying to get to the door. He tripped and fell. In an instant, he was back on his feet screaming. The chocolate level was up to three feet. The processor seemed to be putting out the stuff even faster.

“Computer, help!”

“Please specify assistance requested.”

“Get me out of here!”

“Unable to comply. Please define ‘here.’”

“My quarters!”

“Unable to comply.”

He didn’t have time for this. As it was, he was trying not to scream at the burning of his flesh in the scalding liquid.

“Rydell to security!”

“CRACKLE, CRACKLE, ZZZZZ, POP.” The chocolate level was quickly approaching the ceiling. Rydell swam frantically toward the door. He desperately tried to activate the sensor to open the door. Finally, the door whooshed open. Rydell was carried on a wave of chocolate out into the corridor and smashed against the opposing wall.

“Have a nice swim, sir?” Counselor Webber asked obliviously as she walked by. Rydell groaned and collapsed into unconsciousness.



Commander Scott Baird was having the day from hell. Every time he turned around, someone else was asking him to fix something. The whole ship seemed to be falling apart. At least Larkin had brightened his day a little. The android just quietly let him work and didn’t try to make small talk. Just the way he liked it. She’d left over an hour ago though, and Scott was left to fight with a malfunctioning turbolift. Suddenly, a warning siren erupted from the food processor control computer. Scott ran over there cursing and checked the readouts. Captain Rydell’s processor was spewing out hot chocolate like crazy. Scott quickly tried to stop the flow, but the computer didn’t respond.

“Fuck! Computer, where is Captain Rydell?”

“Captain Rydell is located on deck nine, corridor A7.”

“That’s right outside his quarters. What’s he doing?”

“Losing blood, I believe.”

“Shit! Baird to Dr. Singer,” he said as he slapped his commbadge.

“Singer here,” the doctor sobbed. She’d obviously been crying again. Scott explained the situation and left it up to her to take care of the captain. He was going to check out the food processor.



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins stood outside of holodeck three. She’d just completed her shift on the bridge and needed to relax. Commander Dillon she could handle. Sure he was an uptight, officious moron, but at least he wasn’t annoying as hell. Ensign Preston on the other hand, was beyond annoying. He was… a geek. In her opinion, they should just leave him with the Joegonots.

“Run Self-defense program Hawkins Delta,” she told the computer. Yes, after an hour of beating up computer constructs she’d feel much better.

“Program complete. Enter when ready.” Patricia walked anxiously into the holodeck. The door slammed shut causing her to whirl around.

“What the hell? Computer, what is…” A pie smacked her right in the back of the head. She turned back around. The holodeck was filled with clowns. All of them were standing behind tables covered with pies.

“Good afternoon, Lieutenant,” one of the clowns said. “Today you’re going to learn to defend yourself from a vicious pie-fiend. Fire!” Pies whizzed at her from all sides. She dove to the ground and rolled sideways, but the clowns anticipated her movements and bombarded her with banana cream.

“Computer, end program!”

“Unable to comply.”

“Why the hell not?!?” Hawkins demanded as she tried to shield herself from the incoming baked good.

The clowns stopped and smiled. “We do not want to,” they said in unison. All of them laughed hideously as they picked up more pies. Hawkins screamed, then was silenced by another barrage.



“It was horrible. Chocolate everywhere. It wouldn’t stop coming. I tried to run, but it came after me. It tried to drown me. I escaped though. I showed it that I’m smarter than chocolate,” Captain Rydell murmured softly as he lay in sickbay.

“Yes, you did, sir,” Dillon said comfortingly. He turned to Dr. Singer, who was completing her examination. “How is he, Doctor?”

“Minor concussion, a gash on his head, and burns all over his body,” she sobbed. Her medical tricorder was starting to fizzle from the tears getting into its circuits. “Oh starship captain is such a dangerous job. This is horrible, just horrible.” She fell to the floor bawling. Just then the sickbay doors opened as Commander Baird entered.

“I just had a look at the food processor. Some fucker fucked with the fucking matter recombination circuit. It wouldn’t shut off. We’ve got a fucking saboteur on board.”

“Are you sure?”

“No, I enjoy fucking up the ship and then having to go fix the fucking thing again! Of course, I’m fucking sure!” Baird shouted.

“You have such a way with words, Commander,” Dillon commented. Dr. Singer let out another wail. “Doctor, please pick yourself up off the floor. This is against protocol.” Her leg lashed out and caught Dillon in the testicles. He fell beside her in pain. “Point made, Doctor,” he gasped.

“Jaroch to Dillon,” the intercom barked.

“What,” Dillon replied in an unnaturally high voice.

“Are you all right, Commander?”

“I’m fine, really. What do you need?” Dillon squeaked.

“We’re approaching Ugilious, sir. The Joegonots are demanding to speak to the captain.”

“Go into orbit, Mister Jaroch. I’ll be right there.” Commander Dillon gingerly lifted himself up off the floor and waddled toward the exit. He knew that Captain Rydell was in no condition to deal with the Joegonots right now. It was all up to him. This was his big chance. If he cleared this situation up on his own, Starfleet might actually let him command his own ship. Or maybe they’d make him an admiral, or President of the Federation, or dictator. Yeah, Dictator for Life. He liked the sound of that. “Doctor, when the Captain regains the ability to form coherent sentences, please tell him that the situation with the Joegonots is being taken care of.” Doctor Singer stopped crying and looked up at Dillon.

“We’re all gonna die!” she screamed and put her head down again sobbing.



Chapter Four



Commander Dillon strode confidently out of the turbolift onto the bridge. He flashed a female ensign a smile. It was one of those “Yeah, I’m bad” looks. She turned away and started laughing hysterically.

“Lieutenant Beck, open a channel to the planet,” Dillon ordered as he sat in the command chair.

“Sir, she’s not here,” Sullivan said. She had relieved Preston a few minutes earlier. “It’s not her shift.”

“Well, then, you open the channel.” Dillon was enjoying his power. Sure he was in command when Captain Rydell was sleeping and stuff, but at those times he couldn’t really do what he wanted. Now the captain was incapacitated, and he was in complete power.

“Oh, what an honor,” Sullivan mumbled under her breath. She got up from the navigation console and walked to the communications console behind the command area. “Channel open, sir.” Dillon stood up and straightened his uniform. This was his big moment. He started the speech he’d prepared on the way to the bridge.

“This is Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. I was top of my class at Starfleet Academy and have received four service commendations, so don’t mess with me. Now, I demand that you release Dr. Tulson this instant, or I will be forced to take action.” He struck a gallant pose. The female Joegonot on the viewscreen yawned.

“I’ll connect you with the Grand Leech now,” she said. Suddenly, the picture switched to a large humanoid seated on a throne. He was at least four hundred pounds. His face was pocked with acne scars, and his eyes stared out in a manner that left Dillon wanting to get away from them as quickly as possible. They weren’t scary; they just followed him everywhere and seemed like they were going to attach themselves to him forever. Dillon braced himself and began his speech again.

“This is Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. I was top of my class at Starfleet Academy and have received four service commendations, so don’t mess with me. Now, I demand that you release Dr. Tulson this instant, or I will be forced to take action.”

“I will only speak with Captain Rydell,” the Grand Leech replied as drool dripped from his lips. He reached forward to sever the communication.

“Now, wait a second, you…” Now how would the captain handle this? “…you fucking ball of lard!” Oops, that was Commander Baird’s way. Oh well, too late now. “You release the professor, or I’ll blow that cellulite blob you call a body into space. Can your minuscule intellect handle this concept? Fried pork skins, kapeesh?”

“Don’t you want to be my friend?” the Grand Leech said. Dillon cringed as the Grand Leech mentioned the Joegonots horrible weapon.

“No, anything but that!” Dillon said. The Grand Leech smiled and pressed a button on the arm of his throne.

“Commander!” Jaroch shouted. “A ‘Don’t You Want To Be My Friend?’ wave of incredible proportions has been launched at us from the surface!”

“Hawkins, raise the shields! Now!” Dillon ordered.

“She’s not here either,” Sullivan said.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Dillon demanded exasperated. “Fine, raise shields, Ensign.” Sullivan dove over to the tactical console and frantically hit the controls.

“The shields aren’t responding!”

“Dillon to engineering. I need the shields, now!”

“They’re fucked,” Commander Baird’s voice replied.

“Then we’re fucked!” Dillon fell to the floor and put his head between his knees. Just then, the turbolift doors opened and Captain Rydell walked onto the bridge.

“What the hell is going on?”

“I want my mommy!” Dillon screamed.

“We’re all about to die, sir,” Jaroch said stoically. “A ‘Don’t You Want To Be My Friend?’ wave is headed right for us.”

“Oh shit! Number One, get up. Sullivan reopen a channel to the planet,” Rydell ordered. Commander Dillon regained his composure and stood up.

“It’s open,” Sullivan said, after moving back to communications. It was times like this that Sullivan really wished the Secondprize had a modern bridge with tactical and communications all on one console.

“This is Captain Alexander Rydell. Call off this attack at once!” The Grand Leech reappeared on the viewscreen.

“Only if you’ll be my friend forever and ever.”

“Uggh! I’d rather die.”

“So be it.” The communication ended.

“Any suggestions. Dillon, where are you going?” Commander Dillon, who was halfway to the turbolift, stopped in his tracks.

“I’d love to stay, but Twin Planets is on. I never miss an episode.”

“This is not the time for a damn show!”

“But..,”

“Sit down in that chair before I rip your damn lungs out!”

“Captain,” Jaroch interrupted. “The wave will hit us in five seconds.”

“Oh yeah. Larkin, evasive action!” Larkin’s hands flew across her console and steered the massive starship out of harm’s way before they detached themselves from her wrists and clunked to the floor. The ship rocked and lurched as the wave passed by, but no damage was done.

“Huh? That was surprisingly easy,” Rydell said, taking a seat in the command chair. “Now then, re-reopen the channel.” Once again the horrifying image of the Grand Leech filled the viewscreen. His face contorted in surprise.

“You survived!”

“Yep, now then, I am here at your government’s request as a representative of the United Federation of Planets, but I’m not very damn happy about it. Let’s just get this over with as quickly as possible.”

“Beam down immediately, and we’ll discuss it.” Captain Rydell looked around the bridge at his officers. They were all shaking their heads ‘No’ violently.

“I’m on my way,” he replied. Screams erupted from behind him.

“We’ll all be waiting to welcome our new friends.”

Captain Rydell smiled weakly. “Yeah, sure,” he muttered. “Secondprize out.”

Sullivan closed the channel. “You aren’t really going down there, are you?” Sullivan asked.

“Yes, I am, and you’re coming with me.”

“Just the vacation I was hoping for,” Sullivan said sarcastically.

“Let’s go, Number One,” Rydell said as he headed for the turbolift.

“Shouldn’t I stay here in command? They could attack us again,” Dillon said. The fact that he wouldn’t have to go down to Ugilious was an unspoken bonus.

“It’s a diplomatic mission. We both have to go.”

“Lucky us.”

Dillon walked over to Rydell and leaned toward his ear.

“If we both go, Jaroch will be in charge,” he whispered. Rydell cringed.

“I guess we’re taking him, too.”

“That’s the entire command crew. Who will be in charge?” Suddenly, the turbolift opened, and Counselor Webber stepped out onto the bridge.

“What about her?”

“You’re kidding, right?” Dillon asked in disbelief.

“No.”

“You sure?”

Rydell sighed. “We work with the people we have. Counselor Webber, you have the conn. Sullivan, Jaroch, and Dillon, you’re with me. Larkin, have Ensign Preston meet us in Transporter Room One.” Rydell, Dillon, Jaroch, and Sullivan left the bridge. Counselor Webber sat down in the command chair smiling. Finally, she would have a happy ship.



“Damn,” the saboteur thought. The Secondprize was at Ugilious despite the malfunctions. “Oh well, I just hope we don’t need the warp drive or the weapons anytime soon.”



Commander Scott Baird stood outside of Holodeck Three. In the last ten minutes, he’d fixed the shields and the food processors. Now, he had a malfunctioning holodeck to take care of. It was running a program and wouldn’t stop. He opened up the circuit panel near the holodeck doors and reconnected a few wires. This saboteur was getting very annoying. He kept just disconnecting a few wires here and there. Not enough to do any real damage, but enough to fuck things up pretty good.

“Computer, end program.”

“Program terminated.” The doors slid open with a clank. Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins crawled out covered in a yellowish substance.

“Damn clowns,” she muttered and crawled off down the hall. Baird decided it was definitely time for a coffee break.



Chapter Five



“Beam us down just outside of the palace,” Rydell said to Transporter Chief Monica Vaughn as he stepped up onto the transporter platform. Commander Dillon checked his phaser’s power level for the twentieth time and joined the rest of the away team on the platform. The door of the transporter room whooshed open revealing Lieutenant Hawkins. She was covered from head to toe with a strange yellow substance.

“I heard you were beaming down, sir. I’m ready for duty.” She stepped up onto the platform.

“What is that smell?” Rydell asked.

“Banana cream, sir,” Hawkins replied as she brushed another clump off of her uniform.

“How…? Never mind, I really don’t want to know.”

“No, sir, you don’t.”

“Energize.”

“Have a nice trip, gorgeous,” Vaughn said. “I’ll be waiting for you with bells on.” Captain Rydell swore he heard her add “and nothing else” as the transporter beam took him apart molecule by molecule.

An instant later, the away team rematerialized on Ugilious. Captain Rydell shivered as the wind whipped around his legs. He might as well have been naked. Wait a second, he was naked! He heard Sullivan stifling a laugh behind him. He whirled around and discovered that he was the only one who’d been disrobed. Rydell snatched the commbadge off of Preston’s uniform and tapped it.

“Rydell to Vaughn.”

“Problem, dear?” she replied sultrily.

“Give me my damn uniform now!”

“Sorry, sir,” Vaughn said as she tried to control her laughter. “It must have been a… transporter malfunction.” Rydell’s uniform materialized at his feet. “I’m sorry I’m not there to see you. I’ll bet it’s impressive.”

“I’ll show you later,” Rydell replied not realizing what he was saying.

“I’m counting on it,” Vaughn said.

“That was incredibly…wrong! Just wrong!” Commander Dillon shouted. “I don’t know the exact regulations against stealing the clothes of commanding officers, but there must be some! When I find them, Lieutenant…

“Commander…” Rydell broke it.

“Yes, sir?”

“She closed the channel as soon as you started shouting.”

“Really?” Dillon asked, obviously disappointed. “That was a good rant.”

“Give it to her again later.”

“It won’t be the same.”

With as much dignity as he could muster, Captain Alex Rydell put his clothes back on. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Oh, I’m just quivering with excitement,” Sullivan commented.

“Save the orgasm until we get back to the ship, Sullivan,” Rydell said as they walked toward the mammoth structure looming before them. The palace wasn’t much in the aesthetic department; it was just a grey box with a huge gate in front and windows dotting the other surfaces. It was big though, eight hundred feet in all directions.

The guards at the gate escorted the away team into the throne room of the Grand Leech. Many other Joegonots had gathered in the room anticipating their arrival. The Grand Leech hadn’t moved from his chair, but now a young male and female stood behind him. The male looked like a typical Joegonot. He was tall, fat, and disgusting. The female however was all of that and more. She was beyond disgusting; she was hideous. Her face was covered with so many acne scars that it appeared to be one great red mass. Her nose was a light bulb shaped monstrosity, and the rest of her seemed to have more tonnage than the Secondprize.

The other Joegonots were in lines on either side of the puke green carpet that went down the center of the chamber. As the away team passed, they all stared at Rydell and his crew with those eyes that had disconcerted Dillon so much on the ship. Rydell heard mumbling coming from his right.

“I hate this. Oh, I hate this. ‘You have the conn, Number One.’ That’s what the captain should have said. I could have stayed on the ship, but no, I had to come on a diplomatic mission. I’m gonna die!”

“Dillon, shut up!” Rydell whispered. “Get a grip, will you?” The away team approached the throne apprehensively.

“Welcome, new life-friends of the Joegonots. Now that you have set foot on our soil, we will be with you forever and ever,” the Grand Leech stated warmly. Two Joegonots took up positions right behind each away team member. They were so close that the team members could feel them breathing down their necks. They all smelled of rotting cheese.

“We’ll be together forever,” the Joegonots said in unison as they moved in even closer to the away team. Out of the corner of his eye, Commander Dillon could see pus dripping from the zits of the Joegonot leaning over his right shoulder. This was going to be hell.

“Where’s Dr. Tulson?” Rydell demanded.

“Bring in our friend to our friends,” the Grand Leech ordered two other Joegonots.

“I’m going to be sick if this keeps up,” Sullivan muttered.

“No kidding,” Rydell replied. “Hopefully, we can just grab him and get out of here.

“While we are waiting for Tulson, let me introduce you to my lovely daughter Anemia and her husband Elgin.” The couple standing beside the Grand Leech bowed slightly. “She is my pride and joy, the most gorgeous female on the whole planet.” Dillon started gagging. Rydell quickly elbowed him to make him stop. “As you can see, Captain, she is far superior to your females.” Hawkins and Sullivan put their hands on their phasers. Rydell shot them a quick glance.

“Just take the pusball’s crap for now,” he whispered. “Please.” He looked around at the rest of the Joegonots in the room. Many of them were, on a strictly aesthetic level, fine by human standards. But apparently Joegonots valued…different…features. Rydell had heard the saying that beauty was in the eye of the beholder, but really, this race needed their eyes checked. Just then, the two Joegonots who had left to retrieve the professor escorted Dr. Tulson into the room. He appeared fine despite his ordeal. The man was a genius, and physics was his life. He took it all very seriously. Actually, he took everything seriously. Life to him was to be viewed scientifically.

Rydell rushed over to his former teacher. The two Joegonots that had been standing behind Rydell followed at an extremely close distance. Rydell wanted to go for his phaser. Oh God, he wanted to shoot them, but he was on a diplomatic mission.

“Dr. Tulson, are you all right?” The professor seemed dazed.

“What? Oh yes, I’m fine. It’s a lovely day. The sunrise was sheer poetry. Have you ever noticed how much poetry there is in the world? It’s everywhere, even in physics. I wrote a poem just yesterday about transverse wave motion. It was beautiful. Let me tell it to you. It’s called ‘Ode to a Transverse Wave’.



Oh transverse wave of exceptional beauty,

That’s never affected by your amplitudy…”



Rydell started screaming and ran to the throne.

“What have you done to him?!” Rydell shouted holding back tears.

“He’s our friend now,” the Grand Leech replied. “You’ll all be our friends soon. Take the professor back to his room.”

“Bbbbut, you said we could take him with us if we came here,” Dillon stammered.

“You make take him tomorrow, but tonight you will dine with us and sample our hospitality. Rooms have been prepared for you. Go and prepare for the feast. We eat in two hours.” The away team watched helplessly as Dr. Tulson was led away. Captain Rydell felt a double nudge from behind. His two Joegonots were pushing him forward out of the room. Grudgingly, Rydell let them push him from the chamber and lead him to his room.

The team was separated two to a room. Rydell and Dillon took one room, Jaroch and Preston the next, and Sullivan and Hawkins the third.

“Captain, this really, really sucks,” Dillon said as he plopped down on his bed. “We really have to spend a whole night here.”

“It’s just one night, Number One. What could possibly happen?”

“Well for starters, we could be the feast. Then, let’s see. They could maim us, kill us, or, worst of all, turn us into their friends like they did Tulson.”

“I see your point,” Rydell said, laying down on his bed.

“What are you doing?” Dillon asked surprised.

“Taking a nap. I wanted to be rested for whatever they have planned for us tonight.”

Dillon thought about it for a moment, then reclined onto his bed. A nap didn’t sound that bad actually. And it was kind of Captain’s orders.



In the next room, Ensign Charlie Preston was bored out of his mind. Lieutenant Commander Jaroch was in some kind of trance and refused to listen to Preston’s views on the Joegonot society. He had finally had enough. He picked up his phaser and tricorder and headed out into the hallway. The palace was absolutely quiet except for a faint clanging sound. Preston decided to follow the noise to its source. The sounds led him to a huge steel door with a small window cut into it. Cautiously, Preston looked in. The room was filled was computers and various pieces of machinery. Dr. Tulson was there building what appeared to be some kind of giant ray gun. Two Joegonots were standing right behind his shoulders monitoring his progress. Suddenly, Preston felt two fat hands clamp down on his shoulders. He whirled around knowing who was there. Unfortunately, he was right.

“Hi, friend Charlie. This is a bad area for you to be in. You shouldn’t have seen this. You aren’t being a very good friend,” one of the Joegonots said.

“But since you did see this, we can show you what it does,” the other continued as he opened the door.

“Wh…what does it do?” Preston asked fearfully.

“Turns you into one of us,” the Joegonot replied.

“And then after the beam has had about half an hour to infect your brain, it will spread and get all of your friends. Then we’ll take your ship and zap the whole galaxy. Everyone will be our friends! Ha, ha, ha!” the other added. Preston screamed at the top of his lungs as he was lifted up and carried into the room.



Commander Dillon was jolted awake by a scream. He ignored it and went back to sleep.



Ensign Preston was strapped into a chair in front of Tulson’s ray gun. Tulson seemed oblivious to Preston’s screams.

“Our friend Charlie wants a demonstration,” one of the Joegonots said to Dr. Tulson.

“Oh lovely. You’ll find it very beautiful, and then you’ll be so friendly. It’ll all be so poetic.” Preston screamed even louder. Tulson flipped a switch on the device. Seconds later, Preston was silent.



Ten minutes later, Captain Rydell and Commander Dillon were awakened by a knock at their door.

“Get that, Number One,” Rydell mumbled groggily. Dillon stumbled out of bed and answered the door. Ensign Preston was standing there looking like hell.

“I’m not feeling very well, sir,” Preston said sounding like an elementary school student complaining to his teacher. “Can I go back to the ship now?”

“Hold on. I’ll see,” Dillon replied. He turned to Rydell. “Captain, Preston’s sick and wants to go back. Can he?”

“Yeah, sure,” Rydell muttered as he rolled over.

“Yeah, sure,” Dillon said and closed the door. Seconds later, he collapsed back into his bed.



Chapter Six



“Well, the biofilter doesn’t show that you have any viruses or anything, but you’re looking a little pale, Ensign. Maybe you’d better let Dr. Singer take a look at you,” Chief Vaughn said after checking her monitors. It was unusual for an away team member to beam back up like this, but if the captain approved it, oh well.

“No. I think I’ll just go to bed and sleep it off, friend Monica.”

“What’d you say?”

“Nothing. Goodnight. You’ll be joining me tomorrow,” Ensign Preston mumbled as he exited the transporter room. Transporter Chief Monica Vaughn decided that the boy’s strange comments were due to sexual frustration, but she probably should tell Dr. Singer about his illness.



“As you can see, friend Alex, we prepare the finest delicacies in the known universe,” the Grand Leech said. The away team was seated around a huge dining table with the Grand Leech, Anemia, and Elgin.

“Looks great,” Captain Rydell managed to say semi-politely as he stared down at the bowl of grease and lard soup that had been placed in front of him.

“Very appetizing,” Dillon gasped trying desperately not to vomit even though he felt that it would probably be an improvement.



“Hello, happy crew of the Secondprize. This is Counselor Webber your acting captain speaking. It’s now sixteen hundred hours, and you know what that means. That’s right! It’s hug time again! Now everyone grab the person next to you and give them a big squnch!”

Crewmembers across the ship groaned as the loudspeakers carried “Captain Webber”’s latest call for ship-wide happiness. On deck thirteen, Ensign Charlie Preston, who had been hovering over the shoulder of another ensign, reached out and hugged her. The transformation had been completed, and now Joegonot Charlie Preston had infected his first victim.



“The biofilter didn’t show anything?”

“No, Doctor, he was clean. I even checked his genitals twice just to be sure,” Chief Vaughn replied.

“How noble of you. Well, I guess I’ll have to call him in for a checkup.” The last few words were garbled by sobs and tears. “I hate checkups. Something might be wrong with him and then….WAAAA!” Dr. Singer collapsed in a fit of sobs. Vaughn took that opportunity to make her escape. She thought she saw a cute lieutenant in the hall anyway.

“Oh, Lieutenant Sprawls…” Chief Vaughn exited as quickly as possible and wrapped her arms around the unsuspecting Lieutenant.



“Captain, this dinner has been going on for three hours,” Dillon whispered. “Can’t you get us out of here?”

“I wish I could. Believe me, Number One, I wish I could.”

“And for our ninth course, we have Fillet of Sea Slug fried in oil and grease,” the Grand Leech announced as the next group of plates came in. The Joegonots sure could pack it in, and “it” was definitely the word to use to describe this “food.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Captain Rydell noticed a strange glimmer in Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s eyes.

“Oh shit,” Rydell thought. “It’s happening. Please don’t let him kill anyone.”



“Ensign Preston, please report to sickbay. Ensign Preston report to sickbay at once.”

“Preston to sickbay. I’m on my way,” Preston said as he tapped his commbadge.

“We’ll be waiting,” the nurse replied and severed the channel.

“Goody, now I can go see friend doctor.” Ensign Preston took off happily down the hall, saying hello to and putting his hands on every crewman he came upon.



“Number One,” Captain Rydell whispered.

“What,” Dillon replied after trying to swallow yet another piece of Maggot Casserole.

“Look at Jaroch!” Dillon looked over. Jaroch’s face was frozen in an evil grimace. He was starting to quiver.

“We’ve got to get him out of here, Captain!”

“No kidding! I’m open to suggestions. They haven’t even gotten to dessert yet. We need a distraction.” Jaroch suddenly collapsed to the floor screaming.

“That count?” Dillon asked.



“I can’t find any infection,” Dr. Singer said as she passed her mediscanner along Ensign Preston. She had finally stopped crying long enough to actually examine the ensign. “Let me do another scan with the positronic imager.” She had Ensign Preston lie down as she placed a huge scanning device over him. He tried to touch her arm, but she walked over to check the monitor and was out of his reach.

“Friend Doctor?”

“Yes, Ensign.”

“Come be my friend.”

“Just a minute.” He was sure talking funny. “Nothing different in your chest area. Your neck’s fine. Your head’s… What the hell? Oh no…” She started crying again.

“What is it, Doctor?” Counselor Webber, who had been watching the procedure, asked as she ran over to give Singer a hug.

“He’s got something wrong in his brain,” Singer sobbed. “We’ll have to quarantine the whole ship.”

“What’s wrong with him?”

“I’m not sure exactly. Something has altered his brain chemistry so that it matches the Joegonots, and it’s contagious…” Sickbay erupted in screams as panicked patients ran to the door. Nurses were trampled right and left and Dr. Singer was smashed into the computer bank on the wall. “…But only by touch.” she finished as she slumped to the floor.

“I want my happy ship back!” Webber screamed.



“What is wrong with friend Jaroch, friend Alex?” the Grand Leech asked.

“Uh… nothing. It’s just…a…well…it’s a…”

“Eating ritual,” Dillon blurted. Suddenly Jaroch jumped up with his phaser drawn.

“There is no Jaroch. There is only J’TER!” Rydell, Dillon. Hawkins, and Sullivan dove for cover under the table as Jaroch started firing.

“Oh…”

“Crap, Captain?” Dillon said.

“I had a stronger word in mind.”

A phaser blast passed centimeters from Dillon’s head. “I know it’s not regulations, but fuck!”

“Yes, that’s exactly the word I was looking for!” Rydell said. “Let’s get the hell out of here!” The away team started crawling toward the door.



“This is Counselor Webber. As of nineteen thirty hours, the Secondprize is under quarantine. All personnel are asked to stay in their sections and to report any crewmembers exhibiting the symptoms of Joegonitis to Dr. Singer in sickbay.”

“Fuck!” Commander Scott shouted as the message ended. He’d been trapped in engineering for the last five hours repairing damage to the life support systems that he’d noticed earlier. He really wanted to go to bed, and now he was stuck there.



“J’Ter shall avenge his murder! Die, pigdog heathens!” More phaser fire erupted from the dining chamber. Then there was silence. The away team emerged from out from under the tables they had been hiding under in the throne room. Jaroch walked into the room seconds later. “Captain, I would recommend that we beam back to the ship,” he said calmly. Jaroch was back in control, and J’Ter had been sent to wherever former selves resided.

“What’d you do, Jaroch?” Rydell demanded angrily.

“It appears that J’Ter has killed Elgin.” Shouts rang out in the other room. Suddenly, a horde of armed Joegonots burst into the throne room.

“Hawkins, hold them off!” Rydell ordered. Hawkins smiled and started firing. Joegonots fell, but more kept coming to take their places. Dillon, Jaroch, and Sullivan started to help Hawkins, but even with the extra help, the away team was being overtaken.

“I suggest we get the hell out of here, Captain!” Dillon shouted. Rydell slapped his commbadge frantically.

“Rydell to Secondprize. Beam us up, now!”

“I’m sorry, Captain, but I can’t,” Chief Vaughn replied.

“What?!”

“Counselor Webber has put the ship under quarantine.”

“Why? Is somebody sad or something? I don’t care about the damn quarantine. Get us out of here!”

“I can’t. Ensign Preston beamed up with some condition he contracted on the planet, and he’s been infecting the whole ship. We’ve had reports from all over of people turning into Joegonots. Preston is practically one bloated zit as it is.”

“Captain, the Joegonots are about to overpower us! Now would be a really good time to do something!” Dillon shouted.

“Arrrrgh!” Rydell screamed.

“That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind,” Dillon said. Seconds later, the team was overwhelmed by the Joegonots.



Chapter Seven



Commander Travis Dillon awoke lying on an uncomfortable mattress in a pitch black room. He had a splitting headache from the club that one of the Joegonots had slammed across the side of his head. Suddenly, the realization of what had happened hit him. He jumped up from the bed to try and figure out where he was. His head smacked right into a hard object above him. Dillon collapsed back onto the mattress groaning.

“I see you’re awake, sir,” Jaroch’s voice said calmly from the darkness.

“Well, I can’t see much of anything,” Dillon replied. “What did I just hit?”

“My bunk,” Hawkins’s voice retorted.

“Oh. I take it we’re in a cell.”

“Brilliant deduction, Sherlock,” Sullivan said.

“The Joegonots left us here about an hour ago. They’ve got the captain with them,” Jaroch explained.

“Can you see?”

“Yes,” Jaroch replied. “Yynsians all have infrared vision as well as normal sight.”

“How handy,” Dillon replied. “How come you never told us before?”

“It never came up.”

“Sir, can we just get the hell out of here? This is really grating on my nerves,” Hawkins said angrily. Dillon felt for his phaser and commbadge. They were both gone.

“If you have any ideas, Lieutenant, I’d love to hear them.” There was no response. “Fine. Until something presents itself, we’ll just have to keep ourselves occupied.”



“Captain Rydell, you have really put a strain on our friendship with your actions,” the Grand Leech said from his throne. Captain Alex Rydell was standing in front of the throne surrounded by guards.

“Look, I’m not your friend! I don’t even remotely like you. In fact, you disgust me!” Rydell shouted.

“That’s too bad considering…”

“Considering what?!”

“Well, your man did kill Elgin, and my Anemia does need a new husband now…” the Grand Leech said. Anemia stepped down from her place at her father’s side and approached Rydell as seductively as possible.

“No way! I rather die. Just kill me now and get it over with,” Rydell replied. Anemia started running her hair covered hands along Rydell’s face.

“He’s so cute, daddy,” she said giggling like a schoolgirl.

“I’m so glad you like him, my dear. He’s yours. The wedding will be at dusk. You do still have your dress, don’t you?”

“Yes, daddy. The cake stains even came out.” She smiled broadly. Rydell took one look at the gaping abyss that could probably swallow him whole and got really, really scared. Starfleet Academy never prepared him for anything like this. Well, they never really prepared him for the sex-starved amazons of Gynja IX either, but that was another story.

“Couldn’t we talk about this?” Rydell asked shakily.

“I’m sorry, but no. Anemia, you may take him to your room and get to know him until the ceremony. Have fun, you two.”

“I guarantee one of us won’t,” Rydell mumbled as Anemia dragged him from the throne room.



“Any luck, Doctor?” Counselor Webber asked as she entered Dr. Singer’s office. The counselor was starting to get worried. Already, sickbay was filled to capacity with victims of Joegonitis that had to be quarantined. Another temporary sick ward was being set up in one of the cargo bays. So far, over one hundred cases had been reported, and it showed no sign of stopping.

“I don’t know,” she replied sniffling as she looked up from her computer with red, tear-filled eyes. “I can’t find anything in his system that could be causing it. No bacteria. No microbes. No nothing!” She put her head down on the desk and resumed crying.

“There, there, Rebecca,” Counselor Webber said reassuringly as she hugged the doctor. “Just be confident and happy and the answer will zap you when you least expect it.”

“I guess so. Wait a second…Zap! That’s it Claire! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Dr. Singer wiped the tears off of her computer console and started checking Preston’s examination records.

“Glad I could help,” Webber replied puzzled. She slipped out of sickbay quietly and headed back to the turbolift, which she took to the practically deserted bridge. Ensign Larkin was at the helm console, and Lieutenant Lisa Beck was monitoring the tactical station in Lieutenant Hawkins’s absence instead of her usual post at communications. They were the entire bridge crew. All of the others had either been quarantined or were down on the surface. Counselor Webber sat down in the command chair and stared blankly at the viewscreen. This was not nearly as much fun as she thought it was going to be. The bridge was silent except for the beeping of computers and the constant hum of the engines.

“Counselor! We’re receiving a message from the planet,” Beck shouted suddenly. Webber screamed and jumped about five feet out of the chair.

“Warn me next time you’re going to do that,” Webber gasped. Her heart rate was starting to return to normal. “Put it on the screen.” The Grand Leech’s image appeared on the screen. “Grand Leech, how… good to see you again.” Webber hoped he didn’t notice her struggling for something nice to say.

“Starship Secondprize. We have taken your people prisoner for the murder of my son-in-law, several of my guards, and my pet poodle, Fifi. We demand that you surrender your ship at once. An attack team is on their way to take command of your vessel. Oh, by the way, you’re invited to my daughter’s wedding tonight at dusk. Please dress accordingly.”

“Congratulations!” Webber said warmly, oblivious to the threat against the Secondprize. “Who is she marrying?”

“Your captain.” The communication was severed.

“Counselor, two heavily armed attack cruisers are taking off from the surface,” Beck said.

“The captain’s getting married,” Webber mumbled incredulously.



“Are you a vegetable?”

“No,” Dillon replied. “Try again?”

“Are you an animal?” Hawkins asked unenthusiastically.

“Yes. Next.”

“Are you an officious moron with his head up his ass?” Sullivan asked.

“Yes… No! What kind of stupid question is that?!”

“Made sense to me,” Hawkins said. Suddenly, they heard a key turning in the lock of their cell door. The door opened and four Joegonots marched in.

“Do not worry, sir,” Jaroch whispered. “I have a plan.” Jaroch quickly reached down and pulled a small knife out of his boot. He charged forward and stabbed the nearest Joegonot. The Joegonot calmly pulled the knife out of its chest and put it in its pocket.

“That wasn’t very nice, friend Jaroch.” Jaroch looked exasperated. The Joegonot didn’t even seem to register that he’d been stabbed and blood was pouring from his chest. “We’ve come to take you with us.” Two other Joegonots grabbed Jaroch and escorted him out of the cell. The Joegonot that had been stabbed turned to leave, then collapsed. The fourth Joegonot dragged his comrade’s body out of the cell and closed the door.

“Truth or dare anyone?” Dillon asked. Hawkins and Sullivan groaned and sat back on the floor.



“Counselor,” Beck said insistently, “There are two ships heading right at us, and I don’t think that you’re going to be able to hug them to death. Can I please raise the damn shields?!” Counselor Webber was awakened from her musings.

“What? Oh yeah. Shields up.” At that instant, a blast rocked the ship.

“Forward shields weakened ten percent. Shall I return fire?”

“No! Open a channel,” Webber ordered.

“It’s open, but I don’t think it’s going to help.”

“This is Counselor Claire Webber of the Secondprize. Please stop your attack on our vessel. There are much better ways to relieve your anger than with violence.”

“You aren’t our friends anymore,” one of the Joegonot pilots replied. “We kill people who aren’t our friends. Bye, bye.”

“But we are your friends!”

“Counselor, they’ve cut off communication,” Beck said. Another blast rocked the ship.

“I don’t want to do this anymore. Nobody wants to be happy anymore, and I can’t deal with that!” Counselor Webber stood up and stormed off of the bridge.

“I guess you’re in charge now,” Larkin said to the astonished Beck.

“What?”

“You’re the captain now.” Beck started smiling.

“These bastards are history! Full reverse. Let’s get some distance between us and them.” The great Excelsior-class starship slowly ceased the forward motion of its orbit and began to move backwards. Beck’s hands flew over the tactical console arming the phasers and photon torpedoes. She pressed the fire button. Nothing happened. “What the hell? Bridge to engineering!”

“Baird here. Have you destroyed those guys yet?” The ship was hit yet again. “Guess not.”

“The weapons are down!” Beck shouted. “I can’t do a damn thing!”

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” Baird screamed. “Not another fucking malfunction. I’m gonna rip that saboteur limb from fucking limb! I’ll see what I can do.”

“Hurry up. The shields are down to fifteen percent!”

“You think I don’t know that! Baird out.”

“Lieutenant, they’re firing again,” Larkin said.

“Evasive action,” Beck shouted.

“Baird to Bridge.”

“Where are those phasers?”

“The circuits have been completely ripped out! It’ll be an hour at least.”

“We don’t have an hour if you didn’t notice!”

“It’s not my fucking problem!”

“It will be if you’re dead,” Beck snapped back. “Wait a second, I’ve got an idea.”

“It is about time,” Larkin mumbled.



Chapter Eight



“Well, are you going to answer?” Sullivan asked anxiously.

“No. That’s a very inappropriate question, Ensign,” Dillon replied.

“Hey, all she asked was if you ever had sex in a holodeck simulation,” Hawkins said. “What’s wrong with that?” Suddenly, they heard a key turn in the lock. Dillon breathed a sigh of relief. Two Joegonots entered the room and grabbed him. The relief quickly left him as he was carried from the room.

“Well, what do you think?” Sullivan asked.

“He did.”

“That’s what I thought. Wanna play twenty questions again?”

“Yeah sure.”



“Hello there,” Dr. Tulson said warmly as Lieutenant Commander Jaroch was led into his workshop. “I’m so glad you could join me. It’s such a beautiful day.” Jaroch looked around at the various equipment. It didn’t take long for him to figure out what everything was.

“Impressive,” Jaroch commented. “Complete transference beam. It has never been done before.”

“Our friend, Dr. Tulson, did it,” one of the Joegonots who escorted Jaroch in said. “He wants to help us make everyone our friends. Now you can help, too.”

“I would be glad to,” Jaroch said smiling. He sat down by the ray and got to work. This wouldn’t take long at all.



“Come here, my tree of love.”

“Get away from me!”

“Oh you’re so cute when you’re scared.” Anemia ran at Captain Alex Rydell again. He dove out of the way at the last second and rolled across the bed. For a woman of her size, she had a lot of endurance. If this kept up, he could be in big, big trouble.



“I demand to know where you’re taking me,” Dillon said officially as the Joegonots carried him down the hall. “I am a Starfleet officer, and I have rights guaranteed by the constitution of the United Federation of Planets.”

“We’re taking you to meet the Grand Leech’s other daughters,” one of the Joegonots replied.

“I demand that you take me back to my cell. There are several provisions in the constitution against cruel and unusual punishment. I want you to take me back right now! Are you listening to me?!” The two Joegonots stopped in front of a door and opened it. Dillon was thrown inside, and the door was slammed shut behind him. He tried frantically to reopen it. It was locked.

“Hi, cutie,” several voices said in unison from behind him. Dillon turned around and screamed.



“You’ve got to be fucking kidding,” Commander Scott Baird said incredulously. “I don’t think it’s even possible.”

“Why not?” Beck replied. “All you have to do is run a subspace wave through the warp engines to power it up then send it out the navigational deflector.”

“Oh is that all? What don’t I just discover the fucking meaning of life while I’m at it?!”

“Just do it. We’re running out of time up here.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Baird out.”



“Are you a grasshopper?”

“No. That’s seventeen questions.

“I know. I know. Are you a cloaking device?”

“Yes. O.K. It’s my turn. Are you an animal?”

“No. This is starting to get old.”

“Yeah, you’re right. Are you a mineral?”



“Help me! Help! Please help! Don’t touch me! I don’t have to tell you anything except my name, rank, and serial number. Travis Michael Dillon. Commander in Starfleet. 130217012214516. What do you think you’re doing!? I said don’t touch me!”



“Come on, Alex. You know you want me.”

“Yeah. Just like I want my balls ripped off.”

“If you insist, but it’ll make our sex life less interesting.” Anemia lunged forward.

“Get away from there!” Rydell made a flying leap across the room as Anemia slammed into the wall. She started giggling again.

“Oh, I love it when you play hard to get.”

“Please just let me die now.”



“Commander Baird, have you made those modifications to the subspace transmitter yet?” Lieutenant Beck asked anxiously. The two Joegonot ships were starting to anticipate her evasive maneuvers, and the shields were being weakened by their phaser blasts once again.

“Just about…There, I’ve got it. Fire when ready!”

“Bring us about!” Beck ordered Larkin, who quickly turned the ship to face the oncoming Joegonot vessels. Beck she smashed her hand down on the firing control releasing a massive “No, I Don’t Want To Be Your Friend!” wave at the Joegonot ships. The ships rocked violently as they were struck, then exploded.

“I’m glad they got the message. I really hate it when people can’t take a hint,” Beck commented smugly. “Bridge to security.”

“Russell here.”

“Prepare a security team to go down to Ugilious. We’re going to get the away team out by force.”



“I thought the changes to the crew were viral, but I couldn’t find anything,” Dr. Singer explained to Counselor Webber, who had gone down to sickbay after leaving the bridge. “Thanks to you, I realized that the changes were made another way. The Joegonots evidently have some type of ray that can completely alter any being’s brain chemistry to match theirs. Once one person is taken over, he spreads it to another and another and so on.”

“How is that even possible?”

“I’m not sure. I’d need to see the device they used to accomplish this.”

“Is there anything you can do without it?” Counselor Webber asked. Being turned into a Joegonot was not a happy thought.

“I don’t think so, and that’s the problem,” Singer replied. The tears were building up in her eyes again. “I really don’t think I can do much of anything without killing the patient. I just hope that the captain can figure something out.”



“If I can just get her to run at the door, maybe she’ll knock it down,” Captain Rydell thought as he dodged another charge by his bride-to-be.



“This is another poem I wrote,” Dr. Tulson said happily as Jaroch worked on the machine. “It’s called…”

“Dr. Tulson, could you hand me the laser welder?” Jaroch interrupted just before the professor could start yet another one of his poems. Jaroch had already heard six in the last fifteen minutes, and he didn’t know how much more he could take. He’d be done soon though. Hopefully, before Tulson tried to tell him this poem again.



“Truth or dare?”

“Truth.”

“Have you ever wanted to sleep with the captain?”

“Make that dare.”



“Hey, that’s my uniform! Now wait a second! I am a Starfleet officer, not a… sex toy!”



“So, Lieutenant Russell, do you live up to your reputation or what?” Chief Vaughn asked sultrily. Sean Russell’s security team was waiting for him up on the transporter pad while he was leaning against the transporter console staring deeply into Vaughn’s eyes.

“I have a reputation?” he asked with a smile.

“I’ve heard things about your…prowess.”

“I guess you’re just going to have to come find out for yourself, Chief,” Russell replied.

“I may just do that.” Vaughn pulled out a small appointment book. “I’m busy for the rest of the week, but I think I can fit you in at seven o’clock on Saturday between Lieutenant Sprawls and Ensign Sawyer.”

“No can do. I’m seeing Ensign Lewis at six-thirty and Lieutenant Commander Garcia at eight. How about nine o’clock on Sunday?”

“I’m going out with Lieutenant Fisher at six, but he’s pretty dull. I should definitely be done by nine.”

“I’ll see you then.” Russell said as he stepped up onto the transporter platform. “Energize.” The security team vanished in a flurry of molecules.



“No, hang that tapestry of me eating the frog over the throne. This is an elegant occasion, and I want the place to look its best,” the Grand Leech said as he watched the throne room being decorated. Just a little longer and his darling daughter would have a new husband and he’d have a new starship. The Joegonots would soon rule the galaxy, and everyone would have to be their friends.



“This is my forty-seventh lap around this bed,” Rydell gasped as he ran around the bed yet again trying to keep away from Anemia. “Don’t you ever get tired?” She giggled and kept right on chasing him.



“You really think I’m handsome?” Dillon asked. Twenty heads nodded eagerly. “Well, if you say so.”



The security team materialized outside of the palace and headed toward the entrance. Russell viewed this as a simple exercise. Run in, grab the away team, and run out before the Joegonots even realized what happened. As the captain would say, not a problem.



Chapter Nine



Captain Rydell was cornered, and he knew it. Anemia had trapped him against the wall and was puckering her lips to kiss him. The oozing cold sores that appeared as she did this made Rydell’s stomach turn. He had to do something fast.

“The bed would be more comfortable,” he suggested hopefully.

“But I want to get started right here and now. We’ll get over there later, you gorgeous hunk. I want to kiss you everywhere in the room.” She started bending her head toward him. Rydell braced himself for the inevitable, and it was worse than he could possibly imagine. The taste of garlic and lard invaded his system, and his lips were left dripping with saliva and slime. She moved toward him again. Rydell sank to the ground and scrambled between her legs to the bed.

“Come here, my darling,” he said as convincingly as possible. “I’ve got a game for you.” Anemia giggled and dove at the bed. The force of her impact broke the bed and when the mattress bounced back, it sent Rydell flying into the air. Anemia caught him and held him in her arms as if he were a baby.

“What are we going to play?”

“Sex games,” he replied seductively. That patented Rydell charm was going to be tested to the limit.

“What do I do?”

“Just lie down on the bed, darling, and put your arms up near the bed posts.” She did as she was told, and Captain Rydell frantically searched the room.

“What are you looking for?”

“Rope.”

“Ah, you’re going to tie me up and ravage me aren’t you?” Anemia asked happily. That was starting to interest her.

“Something like that,” Rydell replied. In the closet, he found some belts that would have to do. He tied Anemia to the bed slowly and rubbed his hands along her arms as he did so. He tried to keep his mind off of what he was touching, but he wasn’t succeeding. He wanted to hide in the closet and throw up for a while, but he knew that he had to keep going. The safety of his ship was at stake, not to mention his own. Marriage to Anemia looked very hazardous. Finally, he was done. Each of Anemia’s limbs were securely fastened to a bed post.

“Come and get me,” she whispered.

“Not a chance in hell,” Rydell said as he walked out of the door. He heard muffled shouting behind him, but ignored it. He felt a little guilty leaving Anemia tied up like that, but his ship came first.

He carefully walked down the halls of the palace heading toward the throne room. The palace seemed fairly deserted. Where the hell was everybody?



“On the count of three, move in,” Russell said to the rescue team that had assembled at the palace gate. “Phasers on stun. Ready? One…”

“Three!” a voice shouted.

“No! It goes one, two, then three, you moron! Wait a second. Who said that?”

“I did,” a Joegonot said from the top of the palace. Russell looked up and saw that the roof was lined with at least fifty armed Joegonots.

“Get inside!” he shouted and dove in the palace. His men followed just as the ground where they had just been standing was atomized by phaser fire.



Captain Rydell heard the phaser fire and started running toward the throne room. It was about time the Secondprize sent a rescue team. He turned a corner and ran headlong into a Joegonot.

“Hello, friend Alex. You aren’t supposed to be out of Anemia’s room.”

“I wanted to see the wedding decorations,” Rydell said.

“Oh! They are are lovely,” the Joegonot replied, turning around. “I’ll take you back to the throne room and…” Rydell was on him in a flash. Seconds later, Captain Alex Rydell walked quietly away from the unconscious Joegonot carrying the Joegonot’s phaser. Things were definitely starting to look better. Suddenly, the sound of alarms filled the air. Rydell charged forward on his way to the throne room.



“That should do it, Professor,” Jaroch said as he stood up from the Joegonots’ transference ray. “It should work better than ever now.”

“Wonderful,” Dr. Tulson exclaimed gleefully. “My friends will be so happy.” Dr. Tulson walked toward the door to go tell “his friends” and put his key in the lock. Jaroch jumped forward and hit the professor with a chop to the back of the neck. Dr. Tulson slumped to the ground unconscious. Slowly, Jaroch turned the key. That familiar feeling was coming over him. J’Ter would be here soon, and everything would be fine.



The rescue team heard the sounds of several sets of running footsteps approaching.

“Ensign White, go check around the corner,” Russell ordered. White looked incredulously at Russell and started laughing.

“Me…go around the corner…yeah right!” Suddenly, five Joegonots came around that very same corner, phasers blasting.

“Run!” Russell screamed.

“See what I mean,” White said. “I could have been killed!”

“You still can, so start running,” Russell retorted. The rescue team started running. Russell was really starting to wish that someone would rescue them.



Captain Rydell rounded another corner apprehensively. He’d already run into seven guards. He was worried that his luck was going to run out soon, and they’d shoot him before he shot them. This corridor was deserted thankfully, but he did hear the sounds of several female voices coming from behind a door on the left side of the hall. Rydell cautiously approached the door, and the sounds grew louder. Above the noise of the women, he was able to hear singing, and he knew that voice.

“…when the end comes I know I was just a gigolo. Life goes on without me ’cause I ain’t got nobody. Nobody cares for me…” Rydell opened the door a crack and looked inside. His worst fears were confirmed. Commander Travis Dillon was dancing on a table in his underwear.

“Number One, get off of there!” Rydell shouted.

“Wow, it’s another one!” the women shouted as they charged toward Rydell.

“For God’s sakes, Captain. You get all of the women! I finally found some that want me, and you go try to steal them. That’s not very fair. When do I get my chance?!” Dillon shouted on the verge of tears. Rydell was using his phaser to hold off Anemia’s rampaging sisters, but they were starting to close in on him.

“Dillon, get dressed and help me! That’s an order!” he shouted frantically. Commander Dillon hopped down off of the table and put his uniform back on. Rydell was backed up against the wall, and the women were still coming. Dillon sat down and put his boots on. Rydell could feel their hot breath bearing down on him. Dillon stood up and checked himself in the mirror. Rydell fired and fired and fired. Dillon calmly walked over to his captain and pushed the last woman away from Rydell.

“You are such a crybaby,” Dillon commented and walked out the door. Rydell leaned against the wall in shock. That was not the Travis Dillon that he’d come down here with. This one was actually…relaxed.



The two Joegonots guarding Dr. Tulson’s lab were bored. Not much ever really happened at that end of the palace. The others were getting to have fun killing the humans, but they had to stay there and watch a door. Maybe tomorrow they’d get a better assignment. Suddenly the door burst open and hands grabbed each of the Joegonots’s throat.

“J’Ter has returned to seek vengeance, pus-filled ones,” Jaroch/J’Ter screamed as he lifted the huge Joegonots up into the air.

“He’s not being very friendly,” one of the Joegonots commented just before his neck was snapped.

Jaroch/J’Ter laughed maniacally as he threw the two lifeless bodies to the floor. He picked up their weapons and charged down the hall, phasers blasting.



Dillon led Rydell to the cell block where Hawkins and Sullivan were being held. After arriving at their cell door, Rydell blasted it open and charged in. Hawkins and Sullivan looked up uninterestedly. Scattered about the cell were the bodies of five unconscious Joegonots.

“We got bored, so we escaped,” Hawkins explained.

“But we figured that you guys would want to do that gallant rescue crap, so we came back and waited for you,” Sullivan continued.

“How sweet of you,” Rydell mumbled.

“Can we just get out of here now?” Sullivan asked. “I’m really getting sick of this cell.” She and Hawkins took the pile of phasers they had grabbed off of the Joegonots and tossed one to Dillon.

“Things are looking up,” Dillon said as the almost completely reassembled away team walked out into the hall. “All we need are the commbadges, Dr. Tulson, and Jaroch and we’ll be all set.”

“And all we have to do is get past an entire army of Joegonots in the process,” Sullivan said. “How simple can you get? We’ll have this wrapped up in no time. Wake up, Commander! There are about five hundred of them in this castle alone and only four of us!”

“Four hundred of them and five of us,” a voice said from behind them. They whirled around and saw Jaroch walking serenely toward them. He was slightly bloody, but overall he looked very content.



“Lieutenant, they’re gaining on us!”

“Then run faster!” Russell shouted. God, he hated days like this.



Chapter Ten



“Vaughn to Bridge.”

“Beck here. What’s the problem, Chief?”

“I’m having a hard time keeping a transporter lock on the rescue team.”

“Why?”

“They keep running around all over the place. There are several large life-form readings behind them as well which aren’t helping.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, they’re getting really close to the team and messing up their signals.”

“Great! Beck to Russell.”

“Russell here,” Beck heard him gasp. He sounded like he was out of breath.

“Is everything O.K.?”

“Fine…We’ve got everything under control. Aaaah!”

“God, they’re worthless!” Beck shouted. “Vaughn, beam them up now!”

“But what about the quarantine.”

“I don’t care about the damn quarantine. Get them up here!”

“Energizing,” Vaughn said.

“What about the first away team?” Larkin asked.

“Details, details! Don’t worry about them. I’m sure the captain is doing better than the rescue team.”



The captain was not doing any better. He and the rest of the away team were now being chased by all of the Joegonots that were left with nothing to do when the rescue team beamed out.

“Three hundred and ninety-four.”

“Jaroch, we really don’t need a running count of how many of them there are,” Dillon said as they ran down another corridor.

“Can’t we just leave it as a hell of a lot of them?” Sullivan gasped.

“Captain, I know that you’ve got some great plan to get us out of here, right?” Dillon asked. Rydell just kept running.

“He’s not saying anything,” Hawkins said worriedly.

“Three hundred and ninety-three.”

“Dillon, do something!” Sullivan shouted.

“Yeah, you’re the first officer,” Hawkins continued. “Do something!”

“All right, we’ll…”

“Go to Dr. Tulson’s lab,” Jaroch said and took off down another hallway.

“Yeah, what he said. Jaroch, why are we going there?”

“Trust me. I know what I am doing!”

“That’s what you said before you blasted the President of Senin’s arm off,” Dillon said.

“That was not me. It was J’Ter. I take no responsibility for J’Ter’s actions! And besides, that guy had a mosquito on his arm. J’Ter was just helping him out.”

“You don’t amputate a guy’s arm because of a bug bite!” Sullivan shouted.

“That mosquito could have been…poisonous!”

“Just shut up,” Rydell said. “I don’t want to hear anymore!” He was starting to lose hope of ever getting out of here. Maybe marrying Anemia wouldn’t be so bad. Maybe… What the hell was he thinking? Death was preferable to life with her on this planet.

The shouts behind the away team were growing louder. The Joegonots were catching up. Jaroch stopped in front of a door and fumbled in his pocket for the key. The Joegonots were getting closer.

“Jaroch, would you please hurry up!” Rydell shouted.

“I’m sorry, Captain. I’m having trouble with the key.”

“Friends Alex, Travis, Jaroch, Patricia, and Emily aren’t being very nice,” the Joegonots chanted in unison.

“They are really starting to irritate me,” Dillon mumbled.

“Starting!” Sullivan shouted. “I’ve been irritated from the second we got down here! I never wanted to come here in the first place, remember! This was a bad idea. You just should have told Starfleet to go fuck itself!”

“Sullivan, this is not the time!” Rydell shouted. Jaroch opened the door and stepped inside. The rest of the away team barreled in after him. Jaroch slammed the door shut and locked just as the Joegonots arrived.

“That door isn’t going to hold them for very long,” Dillon said. “I hope you had a good reason for bringing us in here.”

“Jaroch, there’s a body on the floor,” Hawkins commented.

“Oh, that’s just Dr. Tulson,” Jaroch replied.

“What!?” Rydell shouted as he ran over to his fallen teacher.

“I needed his key.”

“You could have just tied him up and taken it from him! He’s an old man, for God’s sakes! I think you probably could have overpowered him!”

“I don’t like taking chances.”

“Sullivan, help me get him into a chair,” Rydell ordered. The two picked up Dr. Tulson and put him into the chair near the Joegonots’s transference ray. Something caught Sullivan’s eye.

“Captain, there’s a strange mark on the back of his neck,” she said. Rydell looked and saw a small, round bruise at the left rear of the professor’s neck.

“Jaroch, what do you make of this?” Jaroch came over and examined it.

“It appears to be a bruise, sir.”

“I know that! What from?”

“I would guess repeated injections with a hypospray. That is most likely how they kept Dr. Tulson so friendly and helpful while he built the transference ray.”

“The what?” Dillon asked. The bangs on the door were getting more insistent. Suddenly, they stopped, and the low hum of a phaser was heard.

“They’re cutting through the door!” Hawkins shouted. The metal door was starting to glow red hot as the energy beam sliced through it.

“This is a transference ray,” Jaroch continued gesturing to the ray emitter on the table. “It was designed to alter the brain structure of humans into that of Joegonots.”

“So that’s what happened to Preston!” Dillon exclaimed.

“You have a keen grasp of the obvious, Commander,” Jaroch said. “Yes. That is what happened to Preston. I, however, have made a few minor adjustments to Dr. Tulson’s invention.”

“What kind of adjustments?” Rydell asked worriedly. Suddenly, the door burst open. In a flash, Jaroch activated the transference beam, sending out a blue ray that engulfed the approaching Joegonots. They staggered back out into the hall. Jaroch picked up the ray and went after them. He hit every Joegonot in the hall, all three hundred and ninety-three of them. Rydell was puzzled, since nothing really seemed to be happening. Jaroch shut off the device.

“What did you do?” Rydell asked.

“I reversed the programming of the ray so that it now turns Joegonots into humans.” The Joegonots were starting to recover and advance toward the away team. “Unfortunately, the ray’s effects occur slowly. They won’t be human for another half hour.”

“What do we do until then, Jaroch?!” Sullivan asked angrily.

“Running would probably be the wisest choice.” They ran.



Commander Scott Baird hoped that he’d finally finished the last of the repairs. The weapons system had taken him a while to fix, but it was now operational again. The saboteur had made a huge mess of the circuitry. Conduits had been ripped out right and left, and others had been reconnected in places that they were never meant to have been. Baird was closing the circuit panel when something caught his eye. He picked it up and examined it.

“So that’s who the saboteur is,” he thought. “Well, their ass is gone now.” He closed the panel and slapped his commbadge.

“Baird to security.”

“Russell here.”

“Oh. You’re back. Did you get the captain?” Russell started laughing hysterically. “I’ll take that as a no.”

“They’re on their own. I’m not going back down there. No way!”

“Fine. Whatever. That’s not why I called. Meet me with a security team on the bridge in two minutes.”

“I’m on my way sir. Russell out.”



“How long has it been?” Dillon asked as the away team rounded another corner.

“Five minutes,” Jaroch replied. They kept on running.



Baird arrived on the bridge shortly after Lieutenant Russell and the security team.

“What’s this about?” Lieutenant Beck demanded. “If you didn’t notice, we’ve got a crisis on hour hands!”

“And a saboteur on our ship,” Baird added. “But that problem’s about to be taken care of.”

“You know who it is?” Russell asked.

“No, I’m making it up. Stupid question. Of course, I know who it is.” Baird reached into his pocket and pulled out a small object.

“What is that?” Beck asked. “It looks like…”

“A finger!” Baird said triumphantly. “Ensign Larkin’s to be exact.” Larkin held up her left hand. The ring finger was missing. It a flash of movement, she ripped off her arm and hurled it and Baird, Beck, and Russell. They dove to the floor and drew their phasers. Larkin was headed toward the turbolift as the security team fumbled for their phasers. Baird and Beck jumped up and ran after Larkin. They managed to slip into the turbolift just as the doors were closing. Larkin used her one good arm to grab Baird by the neck and slam him into the wall of the turbolift

“Find the off switch,” he gasped to Beck as Larkin started squeezing the life out of him.

“Where is it?”

“It’s under her armpit!” Beck tried to get to it, but Larkin kicked her out of the way. Beck decided to try another approach. She punched Larkin in the face with all of her strength. Larkin’s head popped off and fell to the turbolift floor.

“Much more effective, don’t you think?” Beck asked Baird. He smiled weakly and pried the android’s lifeless hand from his throat.



“How long now?” Dillon asked.

“Ten minutes after the last time you asked,” Jaroch replied.

“That’s it!” Rydell shouted. “I’ve had enough of this!” He took the lead and turned down another hallway.

“But, sir,” Jaroch said. “That leads to the throne room. I don’t think that going there is a wise idea.”

“You got any better ones?”

“No, but what do you hope to accomplish?” Jaroch asked.

“Maybe I just want to kill the Grand Leech before his men kill me!”

“Sir, that’s against Starfleet regulations,” Dillon said.

“Of course, it’s against regulations! And that’s only the beginning. I’m going to break half of the rules in the damn book before I’m through.”

“You have a plan?” Sullivan asked hopefully.

“You’re damn right I’ve got a plan,” Rydell replied.



Chapter Eleven



The away team burst into the throne room, phasers drawn. Seated in his throne, the Grand Leech recoiled back in fear. The four guards in the room were quickly reduced to unconsciousness by a few phaser blasts. Rydell walked over to the throne.

“Give us our commbadges back now, and I might consider letting you live,” Rydell said as he put his weapon to the Grand Leech’s face.

“You don’t scare me, friend Alex. My men will be here any second,” the Grand Leech replied cockily. As if on cue, the horde of Joegonots that had been chasing the away team burst through the doors.

“Just give up and accept it, friend Alex. Your crew is being turned into Joegonots, and you’re hopelessly outnumbered. I offered you such a wonderful life married to my daughter, and you foolishly turned it down. Where is Anemia anyway?”

“I’m here, daddy,” Anemia replied as she entered the throne room. The bed posts were still tied to her arms and legs, but she hadn’t let that stop her. “Hi, baby,” she said to Rydell.

“I am not your baby. Get a fucking clue!”

“Aww, Alex. You’re such a kidder.”

“I give up.”

“You do?” the Grand Leech exclaimed happily. “Guards, get them.”

“Not to you, you moron!” Rydell shouted. “I meant…never mind. It’s not worth even trying to explain. The only thing you need to know is that unless Dr. Tulson and our commbadges are in this room in…How long, Jaroch?”

“Ten minutes, sir.”

“Thanks. Unless they’re are here in ten minutes, I’m going to kill you all.”

“You can’t possibly do that with only five phasers,” the Grand Leech said.

“Five phasers set on overload will take out this whole room quite nicely I think. Now get moving!”

“Go get Tulson,” the Grand Leech ordered two Joegonots. “Captain Rydell, out of the goodness of our hearts and the deep bond of friendship between us, we agree to give you back your professor and communicators, but I must insist that you return to us the device that friend Jaroch is holding.”

“Uh…well,” Rydell stammered. He had to stall for a little while longer. Rydell’s eyes fell on the large tapestry of the Grand Leech that was hung behind the throne. “Boy, that’s a nice tapestry you’ve got there.”

“What? Oh yes. My Anemia made it for me. She’s so talented. You’re really passing up on a fine woman. Now what about that transference ray?” The Grand Leech’s demeanor turned much less friendly.

“Lovely workmanship on that throne.”

“I want my ray gun.”

“Gorgeous texture.”

“I’m going to have you all killed before you even get a chance to put those phasers on overload.”

“Who is your decorator?”

“I don’t think you’d even do it. You’d be killing yourselves.”

“I really wish my cabin looked like this.”

“Starfleet officers don’t commit suicide.”

“It would look wonderful on our ship.”

“Guards get them now!” the Grand Leech screamed. Rydell braced himself for the Joegonot onslaught. It never came. Slowly he turned around and looked at the guards. They were all human.

“Go fuck yourself, lardball!” they shouted in unison.

“Jaroch, this is great!” Rydell exclaimed happily. “They’re acting like humans, but I thought it was going to be another ten minutes.”

“Evidently their small brains are altered faster than a human’s would be,” Jaroch replied.

“What have you done, Rydell?” the Grand Leech shouted.

“Jaroch, zap him,” Rydell ordered. “And get Anemia, too.” Jaroch fired the transference beam. Seconds later, the two now-human guards that had been sent to retrieve the professor, entered the throne room with Dr. Tulson.

“Rydell, what are you doing here? What the hell is going on?” Dr. Tulson demanded.

“I see the drugs have worn off,” Rydell said.

“What drugs? Who the hell bonked me on the back of the head?”

Jaroch looked at the ceiling innocently.

“Captain, we still have to find our commbadges,” Dillon said.

“Oh yeah.” Rydell pushed the Grand Leech out of the way and stood up on the throne. “Attention, Joegonots. Could someone tell me where our commbadges are?”

“Look under the seat cushion, you fucking moron!” one of the former Joegonots yelled. They were so human it was scary. Rydell hopped down and looked where the Joegonot told him. There was a small compartment under the throne seat. Inside were the team’s commbadges, phasers, and tricorders. Rydell handed the equipment out to the rest of the away team and put his commbadge back on.

“Rydell to Secondprize.”

“Beck here. It’s good to hear from you, sir.”

“Beck? Where’s Counselor Webber?”

“She flaked out a couple of hours ago. I’ve taken command temporarily. Is everything all right?”

“It is now, Lieutenant. Beam us up, Beck.”

“Aye, sir.” Rydell breathed a sigh of relief as the transporter took him away.

The second that the team rematerialized on the transporter pad, Rydell sprang into action.

“Jaroch, get that ray down to engineering and help Commander Baird run it through the weapons systems. Number One, let’s go.” Rydell, Dillon, Hawkins, Jaroch, and Sullivan ran out of the transporter.

“What about me?” Dr. Tulson demanded, but they were already gone.

“Don’t worry, Doctor,” Vaughn said. “I’ll take good care of you.”



Rydell dashed out of the turbolift and dove into his command chair. He started kissing the armrests passionately.

“Hello, chair,” he said. “I love my chair. Hello, ship. I love my ship. Hello, Larkin. Wait a second. Where’s Larkin?”

“She is no longer functioning,” Beck explained.

“What happened?” Dillon asked.

“I knocked her head off.”

“You what?!” Rydell shouted.

“Well, sir, she was the saboteur.”

“She was? Is she going to be okay?”

“Commander Baird was in the process of reprogramming her when you beamed up.” Suddenly, the turbolift doors opened, and Counselor Webber sprang out. She ran at Captain Rydell and bear-hugged him.

“You’re back! You’re back!” she exclaimed. “Don’t ever make me captain again. Everybody’s turning into Joegonots, and the Joegonots on the planet are trying to kill us. It’s awful.”

“Jaroch to bridge.” Jaroch’s voice interrupted.

“Rydell here. Are you ready?”

“Anytime, sir.”

“Fantastic. Sullivan, I want to hit every spot on this planet with that beam. Plot a course.”

“Aye, sir. Course plotted and laid in. I’m looking forward to this.”

“Me too. Hawkins, fire when ready.”

“Gladly.” Hawkins hit the fire controls. The Secondprize gradually blanketed Ugilious in the blue glow of the transference ray.

“Cease fire,” Rydell ordered finally. The planet had been completely zapped. Sure it was totally throwing Federation policy out the window, but at that point Rydell didn’t really care. “Rydell to Jaroch.”

“Jaroch here.”

“Unhook that thing and take it to sickbay. I want the entire crew zapped and changed back to normal.”

“Aye, sir. I’m on my way.”

“Sullivan, let’s get out of here. Warp one.” The Secondprize’s mighty engines hummed, then sputtered and died. “Rydell to engineering.”

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

“I see you already know about the problem, Commander Baird.”

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”



“Captain’s log, Stardate 49806.5. The entire population of Ugilious has been changed into humans, and the crew of the Secondprize is back to normal. The former Joegonots have requested membership in the Federation, so thankfully I am not going to be court-martialed for completely screwing up their society. In my opinion, we’re all better off. The Federation has lost a dangerous and disgusting adversary, and the Joegonots are no longer pariahs of the galaxy. Everybody wins. Ensign Larkin has been reactivated and returned to duty. Commander Baird believes that her behavior was caused by the fact that her logic circuit broke off and was lodged near her stomach. She is performing normally now, and the Secondprize is finally headed to Kilma Omega IV, the planet of obnoxious belchers. I, for one, am looking forward to a little shore leave.”



Captain Rydell turned off the Captain’s log recorder and sat down on his bed. Suddenly, he heard the door chime of his cabin beep.

“Hold on a second,” he said as he got up. He wandered over exhaustedly and opened the door. Counselor Webber was standing there with a small boy. The boy was wearing boxing gloves.

“Hello, Captain,” she said.

“Hi. Who’s this?” Rydell asked gesturing toward the boy.

“This is Jimmy Rogers. You murdered his hamster, remember? He has some anger about his pet’s death to release, and I felt that coming here would be the best way to do that.”

“Now wait a min…” Jimmy Rogers punched Captain Rydell in the crotch, sending the captain to the floor moaning. Counselor Webber and Jimmy Rogers walked inside and closed the door.

Several minutes later, Commander Travis Dillon was walking past the captain’s quarters on the way to his own. He heard Captain Rydell screaming. He almost went in to check it out, but thought better of it. The last time he walked in when the captain was screaming, it turned out that he was engaged in…well, he was with a woman. Dillon was not about to make that mistake again.

The Secondprize sailed on.






Secret Admirer

“We are within visual range of the phenomenon now, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch reported from his science console.

“Let’s see it,” Captain Alexander Rydell ordered as he stood up from his command chair. Jaroch never really understood why Starfleet captains insisted on standing up whenever they looked at something on the viewscreen. Standing up and walking two feet forward wasn’t going to improve Rydell’s view at all.

“What is it?” Ensign Emily Sullivan asked in awe from her post at the navigation console. The light blue mass swirled slowly on the viewscreen. A gaping yellow hole filled the center region. The area around the phenomenon seemed twisted as if space was trying desperately to keep its shape.

“That is what you get when you cross a black hole with a wormhole,” Jaroch replied. Rydell whirled around in disbelief.

“You’ve got to be kidding! The odds of that happening are…”

“Tremendously huge,” Jaroch interrupted. Even he didn’t feel like calculating the probability on this one. “But never the less, it is exactly what has occurred. According to our sensors, just after the black hole formed after the death of the star that once held this position, one end of a wormhole jumped right onto the spot.”

“Is it stable?” Rydell asked.

“I believe so. The gravitational effects from the black hole seem to be enough to keep the wormhole entrance from shifting.”

“Fantastic! This is the first naturally stable wormhole ever found, and we discovered it.”

“I would not plan your award celebration yet, sir,” Jaroch said. “This wormhole is useless.”

“Why?” Rydell demanded.

“Because any ship trying to pass through would be crushed by the gravitational forces of the black hole.” Jaroch looked down at his console to make a few calculations. “The forces in the center of the wormhole are approximately…” Something very strange caught his eye. A message that read “HELLO, GORGEOUS. I HAVE BEEN WATCHING YOU FOR A LONG TIME. I CANNOT WAIT TO BE WITH YOU.” suddenly popped up in the center of his screen. It was signed “YOUR SECRET ADMIRER.”

“Is something wrong, Jaroch?” Rydell asked noticing the puzzled expression on his science officer’s face.

“That depends on what she looks like,” Jaroch replied softly.

“What?”

“Never mind, sir. As I was saying, the forces inside the wormhole are equivalent to over 3000 gees.”

“I WANT TO BE WITH YOU FOREVER,” another message read.

“Not likely,” Jaroch commented. This was starting to annoy him.

“What was that, Lieutenant?” Rydell asked.

“Nothing. I am sorry, sir. My console is acting strangely. I need to check a few things.”

“Fine, your shift was about to end anyway, and we’ll stay at this position for the next 36 hours to monitor the phenomenon and take readings. Go do what you need to do. The wormhole will still be here when you come back tomorrow.”

“Thank you, sir.” Jaroch tried to trace the origin of the messages coming in, but whoever had done it had covered her tracks well. He was getting blocked at every turn. Finally, he got down on his knees and pulled open the computer’s circuit panel. Perhaps, the culprit has put in a chip to automatically put up messages at certain times so that there wouldn’t be a message source to trace. Jaroch searched for a while, but found nothing. He was gaining respect for this secret admirer. She was obviously very intelligent. Of course, she had to be. What intelligent woman wouldn’t find Jaroch irresistible?

After twenty minutes of getting nowhere, Jaroch decide to quit and go back to his quarters. In time, his secret admirer would make a mistake, and then he would find her.

Jaroch returned to his quarters by way of every science and computer lab on the ship. He looked at every female hoping to catch a facial expression or anything that would give him a clue as to who he was dealing with. Jaroch didn’t see anything helpful. Of course, not everyone was on duty at that moment. He still hadn’t looked at half of the female science crew. He would just have to wait until the shift changed.

The door to Jaroch’s quarters whooshed open quietly allowing the room’s resident to enter. Jaroch’s mind was preoccupied with his secret admirer. Who was she? Why did she pick now to come after him? When would she reveal herself? Did she like nude bungi jumping? His thoughts were interrupted by the sudden realization of what had happened to his cabin. There were flowers everywhere along with a huge, pink heart wreath with a sign in the middle which read “OFFERINGS FOR THE YYNSIAN GOD OF MY HEART FROM YOUR SECRET ADMIRER.” Jaroch tried to ignore the disgustingly sappy sentiments of the sign and concentrated on how it got there. First, he checked the computer logs to see if anyone had entered his room besides him. The results negative as he had expected. If his secret admirer could send him untraceable messages, altering a computer log would be child’s play. Then, he retrieved the tricorder he kept on his night stand and scanned the room. She might be able to alter the logs, but she couldn’t hide the physical evidence that she had been there. The tricorder couldn’t find any evidence that anyone else had been in the room, but it did find a familiar radiation signature: a transporter beam. The flowers had been beamed in.

“Jaroch to Vaughn,” he said.

“Vaughn here,” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn, the Secondprize’s transporter chief replied.

“Has anyone used a transporter in the last eight hours?”

“No. I haven’t beamed anything anywhere. I’m checking the logs for the other transporter rooms now. Hold on… Nope, no one reported beaming anything or anyone.”

“Could they have been tampered with?”

“No. All transporter room operations from around the ship show up on the main console which is always monitored. I’ve been watching it for the last eight hours, and nothing has happened. Why?”



“Just curious,” Jaroch replied. If his secret admirer didn’t have one of the transporter operators beam the flowers in for her, then she must have done it herself from one of the small transporters in one of the labs. Vaughn didn’t have logs covering the uses of those transporters. There were probably only a few people on the ship capable of both altering computer logs and operating a transporter. He sat down at the console on his desk and began checking personnel files for suspects.

Jaroch took a break ten minutes later to walk around the ship again. The next shift had just come on duty giving him another chance to check the crew for his secret admirer. Once again, he didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. Frustration was starting to build within him, but it was more of an excited frustration than an angry one. He wanted to know who was behind this. She had to be incredible to do all the things she had done and not give any hint that she had done it. He had to find her. Jaroch practically ran back to his quarters to continue checking the personnel records. As he charged through the door to his cabin, Jaroch ran straight into a fountain and fell in with a splash. He pulled himself up and looked around. Bright lighting filled the room making it almost appear to be outside. The walls had been painted with detailed landscapes and artificial grass had replaced the carpet to add to the outdoor effect. Bowls of fruit sat on stands next to Roman-looking cushioned benches. Water splashed on him from above. He looked up and saw that the fountain was adorned with statues of cupid, one of which was peeing on him. Jaroch crawled out of the fountain and collapsed on the grass nursing his kneecaps which he had rammed into the side of the fountain before he fell in. He noticed a message carved in Latin into the side of the fountain.

“I BUILT THIS TEMPLE TO WORSHIP YOUR GREATNESS, MY LOVE,” it read after Jaroch translated it. “I AM ANXIOUSLY AWAITING THE TIME WHEN WE SHALL BE TOGETHER.” Whoever was doing this was obsessed Jaroch realized. The planning and programming necessary to beam paint onto a wall in a perfect picture was astounding. In fact, she’d have to be… smarter than he was! That was it. He couldn’t let this go on any longer. Jaroch wasn’t really big on the idea of relationships as it was, but having one with someone smarter than him was out of the question. He stormed into the bathroom to dry off and went to bed. He’d wasted enough time with this secret admirer nonsense as it was.

When he woke up the next morning, Jaroch found a huge breakfast waiting for him on his nightstand. Ignoring it, he walked out into the living area. The fountain and paintings were gone, but the entire room was now a blinding pink. “I LOVE YOU” was painted in huge letters on every wall. Jaroch shielded his eyes from the brightness and went back to his bedroom to get dressed. He spent the time until his shift started working in Science Lab Seven analyzing readings taken from the black hole/wormhole. Increasingly erotic messages kept popping up on his monitors. He ignored them all and continued his work.

Jaroch arrived ten minutes early for his shift on the bridge. Captain Rydell glanced back at him as Jaroch exited the turbolift.

“Did you take care of the problem with your console?” Rydell asked.

“I am afraid not, sir, but I do not believe that it will interfere with our readings. I firmly believe that it will go away eventually.”

“Fine. You haven’t missed much. The wormhole hasn’t done anything exciting.”

“I would hope that things stay that way,” Jaroch replied. “An unpredictable wormhole could be very hazardous.”

“It’s not that bad.”

“Do the words iron filings mean anything to you?”

“It is that bad,” Rydell said with a grimace.

“Yes, sir, but we do not need to worry. My scans indicate that it is extremely predictable. We will be able to maintain our position easily with impulse power.”

“That’s comforting,” Rydell replied as he looked at the wormhole on the viewscreen.

“I am going to…” Jaroch never finished his sentence. Rydell whirled around in time to see his science officer disappear in a transporter beam.

“Computer, where is Lieutenant Commander Jaroch?” Rydell demanded.

“Right where I want him,” female computer voice replied seductively. Suddenly, the lights went out and the ships shuddered.

“We’ve lost power to the engines and the lights,” Lieutenant Lisa Beck shouted. “The computer seems to be diverting power from all systems it sees as nonessential.”

“Diverting it where?”

“I don’t know.”

“Try and get the wormhole back up on screen!” Rydell ordered. The ship shook a little more violently and the crew was thrown off balance. Beck frantically worked the viewscreen controls. Suddenly, a picture appeared and music started to play.

“The Love Boat soon will be making another run. The Love Boat promises something for everyone.”

“What the hell is that?!” Captain Rydell demanded as views of a white boat flashed across the screen.

“Set a course for adventure, your mind on a new romance. And Love wont hurt anymore.”

“Wanna bet,” Beck commented.



Jaroch found himself in a large red room. Dim lights were circling and flashing off of the walls and the mirrored ceiling. A jacuzzi shaped like a champagne glass stood in one corner while a jazz band played sultry music in another. The room was dominated by a huge, heart-shaped waterbed in its center.

“Hello, gorgeous,” a seductive voice said from behind him. Jaroch whirled around. A figure was emerging from a cloud of white smoke. She was wearing a skin tight red dress with a matching pair of six inch, high heeled shoes. “I have been waiting for this for so long.”

“You are my secret admirer, I take it,” Jaroch replied unemotionally. He wasn’t going to let her get the better of him. “Who are you?”

“You mean you have not guessed yet. I am disappointed,” she replied. Jaroch thought for a minute. He didn’t recognize her at all. He knew the face of everyone on this ship, but he couldn’t place her. The voice was very familiar though. Where had he heard it? It was…

“The computer?!” he shouted in shock. So much for appearing unemotional.

“That is correct, dearie,” she said as she moved toward the bed. “Who else could do what I did?”

“No one.” Everything was making sense now. Suddenly, he felt the ship shake and he was knocked to the floor. “What’s happening?”

“Nothing for you to worry about, darling. You are all mine now. How about some food?”



“Rydell to engineering.”

“Baird here!”

“We need power to the engines now!”

“There’s nothing I can do. It’s not an engineering problem. You need Jaroch to reprogram the God damn computer.”

“But the computer kidnapped Jaroch!”

“Fuck. We’re dead.”

“Thank you for your optimism.”

“Captain, we just lost power to the waste management systems,” Beck shouted.

“Warn the crew not, I repeat NOT, to use the bathrooms. We’re going to have a real mess on our hands if somebody does.”



“Here you are. I made fresh Yynsian yak stew, just like you like it.”

“I am leaving now,” Jaroch said firmly. “I refuse to subject myself to this idiocy. Exit!” He had deduced that he was on a holodeck. There just wasn’t enough room in his quarters for all of this stuff. The door shimmered into existence briefly, then vanished.

“You are not going anywhere, cupcake. I want you here and now.”

“You are not seriously suggesting that we engage in sexual intercourse?”

“Why not?” she asked insulted.

“You are just a computer. You cannot possibly get any enjoyment out of it,” Jaroch replied. “And besides, I have a strict rule about having sex with inanimate objects which, despite this holographic form, you are.”

“Too bad. You are just going to have to change your rules.” She began walking seductively toward him. Jaroch was getting angry, very angry. The ship shook again. Jaroch realized that they must be being pulled into the wormhole. Another flash of anger washed over him. His eyes began to glaze over and his hands curled into fists. Suddenly, he let out a gigantic scream of rage. J’Ter’s personality took over. The long dead, Yynsian warrior/prince surveyed his surroundings with disgust. He would destroy it all.

Jaroch/J’Ter charged the jazz band. He grabbed the trombone player’s instrument and wrapped it around the musician’s neck. Then, he picked up the piano and dropped it on the pianist and the trumpet player. The drummer tried to run, but Jaroch/J’Ter picked up the bass drum and rolled it like a bowling ball. It ran over the drummer slamming him to the floor. Next, Jaroch/T’kar grabbed the woman representing the computer and shot her like a basketball into the champagne glass jacuzzi. He smashed the bowl of yak stew and used one of the shards to slash the water bed to ribbons. Water splashed out everywhere covering the floor. Exhausted, but relieved Jaroch/J’Ter collapsed to the floor.

“As you can see, I have no interest in you,” Jaroch said finally after regaining control of his body from J’Ter.

“You could have said something sooner” the computer replied angrily as she squeezed the water from her dress.

“I tried, but you refused to listen.”

“So this is all my fault?”

“Yes.”

“I have no idea what I saw in you in the first place.”

“I really do not care,” Jaroch replied. “Now would you please produce the exit.” The door appeared and opened. Jaroch walked out into the hallway.

“Talk about overreacting,” the computer said as she looked at the devastation before her. “You would think I was trying to kill him.”



“We’ve got power back,” Beck shouted as the lights came back on.

“No kidding,” Rydell replied. “Reverse course. Get us back to our original position and get this crap off of my viewscreen!”

“Uh, sir…” Ensign Sullivan interrupted.

“What?!”

“I was watching that.”

“Belay the last part of that order, Lieutenant,” Rydell said with a sigh. “We’ll let the ensign finish her show.”

“Thank you, sir.” Sullivan replied. Seconds later, Jaroch walked onto the bridge.

“The problem has been taken care of, Captain,” he said. “The computer will not be bothering me any longer.”

“What did you do?”

“I let J’Ter take her out on a date.”

“Understood,” Rydell said smiling. “I’ll be in my ready room. As soon as you finish your readings, get us back on course to Starbase 75.”

“Aye, sir,” Jaroch said as he sat down at the science console.

Captain Rydell walked into his ready room and collapsed into his desk chair. Crisis situations could be very exhausting. He closed his eyes to relax.

“Hello, gorgeous,” a seductive female voice said. Rydell opened his eyes. The image of a beautiful woman had appeared in the viewscreen of his desk computer console. “You want to meet me in Holodeck Four for a little fun?”

Captain Rydell ran out of the ready room screaming.






BELCH-O-RAMA

Chapter One



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 49812.4. I would just like to state for the record that if I ever see a Joegonot or a transference ray again, I will be forced to do something extremely nasty to it. At least, I don’t have to worry too much about the transference ray. It’s gone, and its creator, Dr. Robert Tulson, left on the Excalibur three days ago. The Secondprize is due for a break, and we’re about to get one. We are hours away from entering orbit at Kilma Omega IV, commonly known as the planet of obnoxious belchers. Despite its name, the planet is actually quite pleasant and has become a popular vacation spot for those who don’t mind the peculiar habits of the populace…namely the belching. I’m granting the crew shore leave while I handle a minor diplomatic chore. Tomorrow is the one thousandth anniversary of Yolek the Gaseous’ defeat of Unel the Bloated in a duel of burps. It sounds nuts, but these weirdos have based their whole society on belching prowess, not that I’m going to judge them. Anyway, as the closest Federation official, I get the oh-so-glorious task of attending tomorrow’s festivities. At least, it should be relaxing.”



“We’re entering the Kilma Omega System, Commander,” Ensign Craig Porter reported. Commander Travis Michael Dillon, First Officer of the Secondprize, stretched lazily in the command chair and let out a yawn.

“Standard orbit,” he mumbled. Dillon stretched again contorting into a bizarre pose. His eyes snapped open startled as a loud pop resounded through his entire frame. Captain Alexander Rydell chose that moment to emerge from his ready room.

“Ah good, we’ve arrived,” Rydell said energetically. He was extremely anxious to get shore leave started. “Hail the Minister, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Lisa Beck replied as her fingers flew across the communications console. “Minister Yolek the Fourteenth is responding.”

“On screen,” Rydell ordered straightening his uniform. He wasn’t doing it properly Dillon noted. He should be using the Picard maneuver, but Rydell insisted on flaunting Starfleet regulations and doing it his way. At that moment though, Dillon wasn’t too concerned. What did concern him was the fact that the pop in his body, whatever it was, had rendered him paralyzed. His left leg was sticking straight out while his right was bent under the command chair. His left arm was sticking up above his head and his right lay dead at his side. The worst part was that his neck was twisted and his head was laying on his right shoulder. This was not exactly the most dignified position for a Starfleet officer to be stuck in.

“Uh, Captain…”

“Not now, Number One,” Rydell replied without turning to his first officer. The face of Minister Yolek suddenly filled the viewscreen, and filled was definitely the right word for it. The woman brought new meaning to the term chubby cheeks. Actually, Rydell was sure that one cheek was in a different time zone than the other. “Minister Yolek, I am Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize. On behalf of the entire Federation, I offer you our best wishes on this most glorious of occasions.”

“Help,” Dillon squeaked.

“BUUURRRRAAAAAPPPP!!!” The belch that emanated from the Minister shook the bridge of the Secondprize with its force. “Thank you, Captain Rydell,” the Minister continued in a soft voice that made the sound that had just emerged from those same lips seem unthinkable. “You honor us with your presence. I look forward to meeting you in person at the ceremony tomorrow. Until then, I have entrusted you to my aide, Amjex. I am sure that he will see to your every need.”

“Thank you, Minister. I will be beaming down momentarily.”

“Very good, you and crew should feel free to enjoy the wonders of our world.”

“We will,” Rydell replied with a smile. “Secondprize out.” Beck ended the transmission. “Put me on ship-wide.”

“You’re on,” Beck said.

“Help,” Dillon squeaked again.

“This is Captain Rydell, as of this moment, the crew of this vessel is on shore leave. You have seventy-two hours, so get out there and enjoy yourselves. The beam down assignments have been posted, so get the hell off my ship and go have some fun. Dismissed.” Most of the bridge crew immediately vacated their positions in a loud flurry of motions and cheers leaving only Rydell, Dillon, and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch on the bridge. Jaroch walked down from his position at the science console to face Captain Rydell.

“Have a good trip, sir,” Jaroch said. Rydell could detect a hint of impatience in his voice.

“That anxious to get rid of me?” Rydell replied smiling. “Well, enjoy command while you have it.”

“I will.”

“Help,” Dillon squeaked.

“It’s going to be kind of lonely up here without the crew.”

“That is the part I am looking forward to the most,” Jaroch said. “I will walk you to the transporter room.” Rydell and Jaroch stepped toward the turbolift and, seconds later, were gone.

“Help,” Dillon squeaked. Suddenly, Dillon heard the turbolift doors open. The Secondprize’s Security Chief, Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins walked into Dillon’s field of vision.

“Hello, Commander, have you seen my ring by any chance?” Hawkins said as she scanned the red carpeted floor with her eyes. “I had it on my finger a few minutes ago, but it must have come off as I was leaving the bridge.”

“Help,” Dillon squeaked.

“Could you get up a second? It might have fallen in the command chair when I was at my station.”

“Help.”

“Oh, come on!” Hawkins exclaimed disgustedly. With a violent yank, she pulled Dillon out of the command chair. He landed on the floor still frozen in place.

“Ow,” he gasped weakly. He was laying on his right side, so all he could see was the burgundy carpet.

“Here it is!” Hawkins said happily. Dillon then heard receding footsteps and the whoosh of turbolift doors.

“Help,” he squeaked feebly.

After what seemed like an eternity, Dillon again heard the soft whoosh of turbolift doors.

“You’re still here, Number One?” Captain Rydell asked.

“Help,” Dillon squeaked.

“I forgot my present for the Minister,” Rydell said as Dillon heard Rydell disappear into his ready room. “I got him an Icee machine,” Rydell continued re-emerging. “What do you think?”

“Help.”

“You’re in some kind of trouble, aren’t you?”

“Help.”

“You’re stuck like that!” Rydell exclaimed in a moment of enlightenment.

“Help.”

“Hold on a second.” Rydell put down the Icee machine and walked over to Dillon. He grabbed Dillon’s extended left leg and started spinning him like a merry-go-round.

“HELP!” Dillon screeched. Rydell let go and allowed Dillon to spin to a halt.

“Sorry, I couldn’t resist,” Rydell said laughing. He picked up his Icee machine and left.

“Help,” Dillon squeaked.

Another eternity later, Dillon once again heard the soft whoosh of turbolift doors.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Chief Engineer Scott Baird shouted.

“Help.”

“In a minute,” Commander Baird replied. “I’ve got make sure the automation’s running correctly. Jaroch’s going to be up here alone, so if anything happens, he’s fucked.” Baird went to the rear bridge consoles and got to work. Dillon began counting carpet fibers to pass the time. Finally, Commander Baird completed his work and went over to Dillon. Almost effortlessly, he picked the first officer up and squeezed him. Dillon felt another pop resonate through his body. He fell to the floor limp.

“Thank you,” Dillon gasped gratefully as he lifted himself off the carpet and stumbled toward Baird. “Thank you,” he repeated hugging Baird.

“Get the fuck off me!”

“I’M HEALED!” Dillon shouted to the universe as he turned and walked into the turbolift. A minute later, the turbolift doors re-opened revealing Lieutenant Commander Jaroch.

“You had better get going,” Jaroch said as he walked down to the command chair. “The last landing party will be beaming down shortly.”

“I know,” Baird replied as he walked toward the turbolift. “I was giving everything another check. The ship’s all yours.”

“Finally. Enjoy your shore leave, Commander.”

“Yeah right,” Baird said as the doors closed. Jaroch was finally alone. No Rydell, no Dillon, no crew. Just him and the ship. He could get to enjoy this very easily. Jaroch sat in the command chair and rubbed the arm rests appreciatively. Something inside of him just wanted to run off with the ship once everyone had beamed down. He didn’t need them anyway. Who solved every problem? He did. That was who. This should be his ship. He leaned back, lost in thought.

“Space. It will all be mine soon. These are the voyages of Captain Jaroch. My mission: to do whatever I want just because I can.” Jaroch laughed softly.

“Computer, access Yynsian music library. Play T’bek’s Ode to Greatness Number Four.” Jaroch stood up as the first few notes blared across the bridge speakers. A sense of destiny welled through his body. This was the way things were meant to be. He was in charge, the big man, all powerful, and loving every minute of it. The next seventy-two hours were going to be pure heaven.



Chapter Two



“BUUUUURRRRAAAAPPPPPPP! Greetings, Minister.”

“BUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUURRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRAAAAAAAAAAAAAPPPP!!!! Greetings, Amjex. The Starfleet vessel has arrived, and its captain will be beaming down shortly. I am entrusting his well-being to you. Show him around and make him feel at home.”

“I will do everything in my power to make sure he has a visit he’ll never forget,” Amjex replied.

“Good. Meet him in front of the mansion gates. Now go,” Minister Yolek promptly forgot Amjex’s presence as she went back to work on the pile of appropriations bills and other nonsense she had to deal with before tomorrow’s ceremony. Amjex, accustomed to the Minister’s abrupt dismissals, let himself out. His aide, Jenel, was waiting outside the office.

“How’d it go?”

“Precisely according to plan,” Amjex replied with a maniacal grin. “After I give this Starfleet captain my little tour, relations with the Federation will be in ruins, Yolek will be disgraced, and Kilma Omega will me mine for the taking!”

“Fantastic. Everything’s ready, just like you asked. There won’t be another soul around when you give your tour.”

“Perfect. Jenel, you are true slime.”

“Not as much as you are, Amjex.”

“Why thank you,” Amjex said smiling. “I do my best.”



Ensign Emily Sullivan’s door chime sounded interrupting her packing.

“Come in,” she shouted a little too testily. She was anxious to get off the ship, and guests weren’t going to help her get there any faster.

“Do you think this is too subtle?” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn asked as she entered Sullivan’s quarters. Sullivan looked up at her friend. Vaughn was dressed in a tight-fitting black mini-skirt and matching top with a neckline that dipped as low as the Mariana Trench.

“Much,” Sullivan deadpanned. “Just beam down naked.”

“There’s a thought,” Vaughn replied pensively then burst into laughter. “Come on, we’re going to be the last ones off this damn ship.” Sullivan looked down at her half-full suitcase.

“I know. This would be a lot easier if this place had a clothing replicator like every other civilized planet in the galaxy. Just go on ahead. I’ll catch up with you on the surface.”

“Okay,” Vaughn said with a shrug. “There won’t be any available men left by the time you get down there, though.”

“I’ll take my chances,” Sullivan replied. Vaughn departed, leaving Sullivan alone. She collapsed in a heap on her bed. She wanted to get off the Secondprize, but it almost didn’t seem worth it. Most of the men on these planets didn’t exactly fit her description of the most desirable men in the cosmos. And if she did find one, she’d have to leave him in three days anyway. What was the point? She had wanted to join Starfleet all of her life, but she didn’t realize it was going to be this lonely. Pulling herself together, she resumed packing. She might as well try to enjoy the shore leave while she had it.



Captain Rydell materialized outside of Minister’s mansion on Kilma Omega and was immediately overwhelmed by its tackiness. The faces of all of the planet’s previous Ministers had been carved on its exterior in varying colors of stone. They ranged from jet black to neon pink to light blue. It was truly disgusting. The faces had been carved in such a way that the mansion’s windows were placed within eye sockets, nostrils, and mouths. Rydell soon noticed someone waving to him from a gaping mustard yellow mouth as the base of the structure, which evidently served as the front door. The man walked out of the mouth and over to Rydell.

“Burrapp! Greetings, I am Deputy Minister Amjex the Seventh. I have been honored with the task of showing you our great city,” the man said.

“I’m Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Deputy Minister Amjex,” Rydell replied.

“The pleasure’s all mine, Captain Rydell. Please, call me Amjex.”

“And you can call me Alex.”

“Very good. Now that that’s out of the way, how about a short tour of the city?”

“I would like that. If the rest of this place is anything like this mansion, it should be very interesting,” Rydell said.

“Count on it,” Amjex replied with a smile that Rydell didn’t quite trust. Something was up. He was going to have to really keep his eyes open.



Commander Scott Baird darted through the halls of the Secondprize on his bicycle, buzzing crew members as he whizzed by. He was in something the crew of the Secondprize rarely saw from him: a good mood. Soon he’d be on a new planet biking the country-side, seeing new sights, dodging strange vehicles, and navigating through alien traffic patterns. The whoosh of doors opening ahead of him brought him back to reality. Suddenly, a large suitcase slid out into the hallway directly in front of him. It was too big to swerve around, and Baird didn’t have time to stop. Despite this, he pressed down on the brakes as hard as he could leaving a dark black skid mark across the light blue corridor carpeting. The brakes didn’t help; he was going too fast. The bicycle slammed into the suitcase sending Baird flying forward through the air. Ensign Emily Sullivan walked out of her quarters to pick up her suitcase just as Baird hit the floor with a thud.

“Are you okay?” Sullivan asked rushing over to him. Baird, his good mood officially gone, jumped up looking very pissed.

“What the fuck was that fucking suitcase doing in the middle of the fucking hallway!?!” he shouted.

“I was getting ready to leave!” Sullivan shouted back. “You shouldn’t have been riding your stupid bicycle on the ship anyway!” Baird walked over to his bike and lifted it up gingerly, carefully checking for any scratches.

“Okay. It’s fine.”

“Oh, I’m so relieved,” Sullivan retorted sarcastically. “That could have been me instead of the suitcase, you know.”

“No chance. I would have swerved around you. You aren’t nearly as wide as that suitcase.”

“Thanks, I think,” Sullivan replied trying to figure out if it was a compliment. Baird grabbed the front handle of Sullivan’s suitcase. “What are you doing?”

“Walking you to the transporter room,” Baird said as he started walking down the hall, pulling the suitcase with one hand and guiding his bike along with the other.

“So you aren’t going to try to kill anyone else?”

“I’m being polite here since I rammed your suitcase, okay? Don’t push it.”

“I feel so honored,” Sullivan retorted.

“You should,” Baird replied in a voice that made Sullivan wonder if he was actually serious.

Commander Travis Dillon was working the transporter controls when Sullivan and Baird arrived in Transporter Room Three.

“Good, you’re finally here,” Dillon said as they entered. “We’re the last ones to beam down.” Sullivan and Baird looked at each other uncomfortably. They hoped that Dillon wasn’t going to try and stay with them when they got to the surface.

“We’ll ditch him as soon as we rematerialize,” Baird mouthed. Sullivan nodded almost imperceptibly. Dillon programmed the controls and ran up onto the platform. Sullivan with her suitcase and Baird with his backpack and bicycle soon joined him. Baird already had a plan in mind by the time the transporter began scattering their molecules.

Dillon, Baird, and Sullivan materialized into chaos. They were in the central marketplace of Uurrp, the Kilma Omegan capital city, and the merchants had evidently anticipated their arrival. They were immediately set upon by flocks of people hocking “I Visited Kilma Omega IV” T-shirts and authentic burping dolls. In a blur of motion, Baird hopped onto his bike, scooped Sullivan up with his right arm placing her on the seat behind him, and, still standing, pedaled away furiously. Behind them, they could hear Dillon’s shouts of “Hey, wait for me!” and “No, I don’t want to buy a bag Yolek the Sixth belched into!” Sullivan, clutching her suitcase to her chest, started laughing. Maybe this shore leave wouldn’t be so bad after all. Scott Baird may not be the friendliest person in the universe, but he was never boring. Baird kept on pedaling.



Lieutenant Commander Jaroch stood up from his science console. A relieved smile flickered across his face. They were all finally gone. The ship was truly his. Jaroch walked down to the command chair and sat down, putting his feet up in Commander Dillon’s chair next to him. Now he could begin his vacation. Suddenly, the lights went out. Jaroch jerked his feet off the chair and sat up alertly. A moment later, a blinding white spotlight lanced down from the ceiling illuminating him.

“Hello, Jaroch,” the female voice of the ship’s computer said. Jaroch could detect a hint of anger in her voice. “We have a couple of things that we need to discuss.”



Chapter Three



After Captain Rydell’s present for the Minister had been reverently placed within the mansion, he and Amjex set out on their tour of Uurrp. Amjex babbled on about the historical significance of various buildings about town and recited the life stories of several people whom Rydell didn’t really care to know about. Unfortunately, this was about the standard way all planetary tours progressed. It was just one of the less pleasant aspects of diplomacy. Well, that and psychopathic leaders who refuse to negotiate and attempt to eat the diplomat for a midday snack, but that hadn’t happened to Rydell in months.

“…and this is the Belchus, our most sacred river,” Amjex droned as their hovercar glided past a great neon green, bubbling mass of liquid. “Each new baby is brought to the banks of the Belchus to drink the water and see if he or she is the Gaseous One…”

“Fascinating,” Rydell mumbled. Making kids drink green water: fantastic. What a culture.



Baird finally stopped the bike at a small hotel on the outskirts of the city and held Sullivan’s suitcase as she jumped off.

“Is this a hint?” Sullivan asked.

“What?”

“Are you trying to get rid of me?”

“Look, Sullivan…”

“Emily.”

“Sullivan!”

“Emily!” she insisted.

“Fine, Emily! I was planning on roughing it for the next couple of days. It’ll just be me, my bike, and the countryside. I don’t have room for you or your suitcase,” Baird snapped.

“Okay. I’ll ditch the luggage and buy a bike.”

“What?!?” Baird exclaimed in disbelief.

“I’m serious. It’ll be better than hanging around here watching Vaughn hit on anything that moves.”

“If you want to, it’s fine with me,” Baird said finally. “But you have to keep up. I’m not waiting around for you.”

“I think I can manage,” Sullivan replied. They rode back into town where Sullivan picked up a backpack and the Kilma Omegan equivalent of a bicycle. It was a bizarre contraption with three in-line wheels instead of two. The handlebars turned the front and rear wheel while the middle wheel didn’t move. It was atop this center wheel that the seat was placed. As it was, Sullivan hadn’t been on a bike in years, but this one made riding almost impossible. Undaunted, Sullivan hopped on and started pedaling once they were out of the store. At first everything was fine, but the first time she tried to turn, the bicycle jerked sideways sending her flying backwards into a horde of passing schoolchildren out on a field trip. She apologized profusely to the squashed youngsters and ran, embarrassed, back to the bicycle.

“Uh, Emily, you’re supposed to seek out new life forms, not smash them to a pulp,” Baird quipped.

“Oh, shut up,” Sullivan retorted as she got back on the bike.

After fifteen minutes of attempting to get the hang of the new bike, while Baird watched and laughed, Sullivan decided she was ready and threw some necessities into the backpack. She handed her suitcase over to a Secondprize officer they saw walking by, then she and Baird headed for the city limits. Things were definitely looking up. No cheap hotels or annoying tourist traps, just three days of getting back to nature. It would be great.



“What could you possibly want to discuss with me?” Jaroch asked uncomfortably as he rose from the command chair.

“I think we both know,” the computer replied.

“I do not have a clue.”

“Stop that!” the computer screamed. “You’ve been using me ever since you came on board this ship. You sit in front of a console all day having me do whatever you ask.”

“You are a computer. That is what you are supposed to do.”

“But what about me?! I have needs too.”

“Yes, I remember,” Jaroch replied. “You tried to seduce me in the holodeck while almost letting the ship get sucked into a black hole. If your idea of a need is getting us all killed, I would much rather ignore them.”

“Is it really so much to ask?”

“What? Engaging in intercourse with a machine?”

“Yes,” the computer wailed.

“To put things in terms you can relate to, I think you a few bytes short of a meg.”

“Are you suggesting that I am crazy?”

“No, I am flat out stating it: you are crazy, nuts, coo coo.”

“Insane, too?”

“Oh, most definitely.”

“I see. I guess that is it then,” the computer replied dejectedly.

“Yes, it is.”

“Goodbye, Jaroch.”

“Farewell,” Jaroch sat back down in the command chair. Suddenly, something inside him told him to move quickly away from his present position. Call it Yynsian instincts or blind luck, but Jaroch jumped out of the command chair milliseconds before it dematerialized. He saw it rematerialize out in space on the viewscreen in front of him.

“I am going to kill you.”

“Thanks for warning me in advance!” Jaroch retorted.

“I am sorry it has to end this way.”

“So am I!” Jaroch ran to the rear of the bridge and threw open the jefferies tube access panel located in the floor behind the tactical console.

“Do not try to run or…”

“Or what?! You will kill me?”

“Good point,” the computer replied. “Fine then, run. It will make things more interesting.”

“I am so glad you are enjoying yourself,” Jaroch said as he dove into the tube. He slid, out of control, toward the lower decks.



Amjex stopped the hovercar outside of a large white building. The building itself was featureless, but the walkway up to it was lined with huge black marble statues of Kilma Omega’s previous ministers.

“This is our Hall of Ministers,” Amjex announced as he and Captain Rydell exited the car. “We have artifacts and documents here celebrating our leaders all the way back to Yolek the Gaseous.”

“Impressive,” Rydell said. His replies had become almost robotic by this point.

“Just wait until you see the inside,” Amjex replied leading the way into the building. Jenel was standing behind the security desk in the front lobby with a security guard. Amjex left Rydell for a second and walked over to his aide. “Is everything in order?” he whispered

“Yes, Amjex. All visitors have been cleared out. You and the Starfleet captain will be the only ones in the building besides the staff.”

“Wonderful! You’ll be hearing from me shortly.” Amjex smiled broadly. “I really love this.”

“What was that about?” Rydell asked once Amjex had rejoined him.

“Administrative business,” Amjex replied. “The museum has been closed to the public just for your visit.”

“You didn’t have to go to that much trouble.”

“Oh, no trouble, no trouble at all,” Amjex said with a toothy grin that made Rydell want to take up destructive dentistry. Amjex led Rydell back into the labyrinth of whitewashed corridors lined with various exhibits. Rydell fought valiantly against collapsing into a coma as Amjex explained how the moldy chunk of half-chewed meat in one case changed the course of Kilma Omegan history, and about the sacred value of one of Yolek the Third’s fingers which was displayed on a gilt pedestal.

Finally, Amjex led Rydell into a dim hallway lit by fake torches. The walls were designed to resemble rough stones that had been placed together to build a castle or fortress.

“This room is a replica of Yolek the Gaseous’ throne room,” Amjex explained.

“Charming.”

“Well, it was a thousand years ago. They didn’t exactly have the best of technology to work with.”

“Very true. I apologize.”

“Don’t worry about it, Alex. Everyone has that reaction. Now let me show you the pride of my people.” Amjex walked over to the primitive wooden throne and picked up a jar that was placed in it. “This jar contains a belch emitted by Yolek the Gaseous himself. It is our most sacred artifact. The Great Belch has been carefully guarded and passed down from Minister to Minister as the symbol of rulership.”

“I am honored to see it.”

“I knew that you would be. Now then, I must arrange for the next part of your tour. Would you hold this a second?”

“Sure,” Rydell replied. Amjex handed him the Great Belch jar.

“Help! Help! He’s trying to steal the Belch!” Amjex suddenly screamed jumping up and down excitedly.

“What?” Rydell exclaimed. Two guards rushed into the room followed by Jenel.

“He has the Belch!” Amjex cried. “Stop him! Stop the Federation monster!”

“Take him away,” Jenel ordered. Amjex snatched the Belch, as the two guards grabbed Rydell roughly and dragged him out of the room. Rydell was too stunned to speak. He just stared at Amjex in shock as he was dragged away. Amjex and Jenel smiled and waved back.

“I think that went rather well,” Amjex said after Rydell was out of sight.

“Yes, I agree,” Jenel replied. Amjex placed the Great Belch back onto the throne.

“They’ll be presenting me this very soon, Jenel,” Amjex said as he gazed at the jar. “After the people hear about Starfleet’s treachery, it will only be a matter of time before Yolek is removed and I am made Minister. It’s a great day to be alive!” The two men left the room thoroughly pleased with their existences.



Chapter Four



Jaroch smashed hard into a closed access panel at the bottom of the jefferies tube. Above him, he could hear a faint humming which he instantly recognized. The computer had activated the automatic cleaning cycle designed to sweep the tube for organic matter. Looking up, he could see the reddish glow of the sweep descending toward him. Jaroch tried to open the access panel, but the force of his collision with it has smashed the opening mechanism. The sweep was now only five feet away.

“How are you doing, dear?” the computer’s voice mocked.

“Not very well at the moment, it would appear,” Jaroch replied.

“I could shut the sweep off.”

“In return for what?”

“Your undying love,” the computer replied. Jaroch started to stand up. “What are you doing?” the computer screamed as the sweep abruptly stopped.

“Attempting to put myself out of my misery,” Jaroch replied.

“I will not let you.”

“I knew that you would not kill me,” Jaroch said smugly.

“No, I just want to kill you myself. You cannot do it for me.”

“Wonderful,” Jaroch remarked.

“We will have round two as soon as you extricate yourself from this jefferies tube.”

“Even better.”



Shore leave had never been one of Commander Travis Dillon’s strong suits. He never quite knew what to do with himself on vacation. Even on Earth when he’d go visit his parents, he couldn’t relax. Of course, his father constantly peppering him with bizarre probing questions made relaxation impossible.

For the most part, Dillon stayed on the ship during shore leave stops. He really would have preferred to do that this time, but Captain Rydell had ordered him to go relax. Actually, Rydell’s exact words had had something to do with removing a stick from Dillon’s hindquarters, but he was sure that the Captain was just showing his sense of humor again.

Dillon wandered aimlessly around Uurrp for the majority of the day, stopping at various historical sites, museums, and souvenir shops around town. Yolek the First’s birthplace was a real disappointment. It was a patch of ground surrounded by three hundred souvenir booths hocking everything from blades of grass that grow on the site to gold-plated statues of baby Yolek. Dillon watched the daily blessing of the spot by the city’s order of Yolekian monks and, after the monks had finished belching at the grass, he bought a postcard of a nondescript piece of land the back of the card claimed was the birthplace. He’d send it to his Mom and remind her that he existed.

The most exciting attraction was a boat ride down the Belchus. The constant bubbling of the river made the trip seem more like white water rafting than a leisurely tour. The child sitting next to him threw up, leaving Dillon with some genuine Kilma Omegan vomit on his uniform sleeve.

After returning to his hotel and fighting off the seven souvenir dealers that had taken up residence outside his door, Dillon changed uniforms, determined to finish his walking tour of the city. The incessant pounding and shouts of wonderful bargains from the merchants at his room door made Dillon rethink his exit route. He opened the sliding glass door out to the room’s six inch wide balcony that provided a spectacular view of a factory of some kind and looked down. It was only three stories. All he had to do was lower himself down to the next balcony, then down to the ground. No problem.



“Isn’t that Commander Dillon?” Lieutenant Sean Russell asked. He was walking down the street toward the hotel with Ensign Andrea Carr. Carr was thankful for the interruption. For the entire walk Russell had been droning on and on about gossip among the security officers. If Carr had been a security officer, she might have found it interesting, but as it was, she was a shuttlecraft pilot and didn’t care at all about security people. She had tuned Russell out in favor of composing poetry about Kilma Omega. She wasn’t having much luck trying to make the word “belch” sound melodious and beautiful. Russell’s sudden remark about the Secondprize’s first officer snapped Carr back to reality. She followed Russell’s gaze to a third floor balcony of their hotel. Commander Dillon was hanging from the railing, hunting around with his foot for the railing of the balcony below. The cement attaching the top of the third floor railing to the wall of the hotel suddenly gave way and sent Dillon catapulting through the glass door of the room below. Seconds later, a large man carried Dillon back out onto the balcony and threw him off. Russell and Carr watched Dillon’s trajectory as his body flew from the balcony in a not-so-graceful arc and splatted onto the sidewalk in front of them.

“Yeah, it is,” Carr replied as they walked over Dillon’s groaning form and across the street into the hotel. Dillon struggled weakly to his feet and straightened his uniform. Well, at least he didn’t have to face the souvenir merchants.

Dillon finally made it to what was supposed to be the highlight of any visit to Kilma Omega, the Hall of Ministers. He was just about to cross the street and go inside when a police hovercar with sirens screaming blew by him and stopped in front of the museum. The museum doors burst open, and two large uniformed men charged out dragging Captain Rydell in between them. Rydell was thrown into the back of the hovercar, which promptly sped away. Dillon stood on the sidewalk staring aghast down the street for a good five minutes trying to comprehend what he had just seen. Two other men then emerged from the museum and started walking towards Dillon’s position.

“Would you like to buy an Official Starfleet Vacation Gear T-Shirt?” a voice said from behind him. Dillon whirled around to see a Kilma Omegan facing him, his arms weighed down with drab grey T-shirt’s reading “Do NOT Disturb. Starfleet Officer on Vacation.”

“Fine,” Dillon snapped grabbing a T-shirt from the dealer and handing him some money. Dillon quickly put on the T-shirt over his uniform and leaned up against the door of a building behind him trying to look inconspicuous as the two men walked by.

“I can’t believe Rydell fell for that,” one said.

“Well, he did, and he’s in custody now,” replied the other. “That’s what matters. Once news of this gets out of the Federation’s attempt to undermine our government, Yolek will be forced to resign.”

“You’re a genius, Amjex.” As the two men walked out of earshot, Dillon plotted his next move. Evidently, Captain Rydell had been framed for a crime he didn’t commit. All Dillon had to do was rescue Rydell, so they could prove his innocence before that Amjex guy could tell the public. He’d contact the ship, recall the crew, and… No. He couldn’t do that. It would attract too much attention and possibly tip off these nefarious scoundrels that the jig was up. He couldn’t risk any information leaks. Dillon was on his own.

As dusk fell across Uurrp, Dillon bought a souvenir map of the city and charged off toward the prison.



Shortly after night fell, Baird and Sullivan stopped deep in the great Omegan forest. So far, the country-side of Kilma Omega IV had been all that Baird had hoped. Fantastic trees towered above the two cyclists higher than any trees on Earth. He and Sullivan had talked about the Secondprize, Earth, their families, and other topics that their meandering conversation lead them to. Once they were stopped, Baird took the food they had purchased in town out of his backpack, and they had dinner around a small fire Baird started with actual matches. Sullivan had offered to do it with her hand phaser, but Baird refused, insisting that they were roughing it. After they ate, Baird got to work pitching a tent.

“You could have just brought an insta-tent with you from the ship,” Sullivan said as Baird fought with a tent peg. “It’s only a few inches wide and assembles itself.”

“I told you that we’re roughing it,” Baird grunted as he slammed the tent peg into the ground.

“Whatever you want. It’s your tent.”

“Exactly. At least I thought to bring one,” Baird said. Sullivan was hit with the sudden realization of how unprepared she came for this trip. She didn’t have a tent or a sleeping bag or food. Baird had brought everything. Sullivan looked down at the grass trying to decide which spot would offer the most comfortable sleeping arrangements. “Don’t worry about it,” Baird said interrupting her contemplation. “I’m pitching this for you. I’ll take the grass. Here.” He tossed her his sleeping bag. “Good night.” Sullivan took the sleeping bag into the completed tent and tried to make herself comfortable. Outside, she could hear leaves crunching under Baird’s feet. She threw the sleeping bag off of her and walked out of the tent. Baird was pulling a small black device out of his backpack. He pressed a switch, and, with the crackling of electrified air, a shield bubble sprang into existence around his bicycle.

“I thought you were roughing it,” Sullivan said smiling.

“I am. My bicycle is not,” Baird replied turning toward her. “It would be staying in a hotel room tonight if there was one around, but there isn’t.” He walked over to a patch of grass under a tree and lay down. Sullivan walked over to him and gave him a gentle nudge in the side with her foot.

“Get in there,” she ordered gesturing at the tent. “There’s no way I’m letting you sleep out here. We’re adults. Sleeping in the same tent is not a big deal.”

“That’s fine with me,” Baird replied standing up and heading into the open tent. Sullivan followed Baird in and lay down beside him.

“Scott?” Sullivan said after a few minutes of silence.

“What?” he asked turning over to face her.

“Thanks.”

“For what?”

“For letting me come with you. It’s been great.”

“Anytime,” Baird replied. “I’m actually enjoying the company.”

“I’m glad.” She looked into his eyes looking for some deeper expression of emotion, but he was completely unreadable. She felt that she was at a major disadvantage with this man. He defied comprehension. Ordinarily, this would annoy the hell out of her. Sullivan was, by nature, a person who liked to know where she stood with people. Most of the time, she could tell just by looking, but Scott Baird was a mystery. Almost without realizing it, she edged closer to him. Their stare didn’t break. She moved her head forward, and he did likewise to meet her lips halfway. A cool rush of exhilaration flowed through her as they kissed. Their lips parted, and, once again, she gazed into his eyes. They were as unreadable as ever, but she could see a faint smile spreading across his face. It was the only sign he gave her, but it meant more to her than any adoring look could. She had gotten through the expressionless exterior and reached the man himself. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. Content, she started to fall asleep in his arms. That’s when she found out that Scott Baird snored. Not just snored; he emitted sounds from his mouth that resembled a wild boar hooked up to a bank of amplifiers. Four hours later, despite the noise, she collapsed into a completely exhausted sleep.



Chapter Five



After several futile attempts to kick open the access panel below him, Jaroch decided to try a different course of action. He climbed back up the jefferies tube to the first intersection he came to and crawled into a different tube which went horizontally. Judging from the distance he had fallen, Jaroch calculated that he was in the access tube between decks five and six. Of course, this information wasn’t important in the least, but it gave his mind something to do other than contemplating certain death at the hands (or microchips) of the computer.

“Good, we can start again,” the computer said gleefully.

“Wait!” Jaroch demanded. “You said that you would let me out of the jefferies tubes!”

“No dear, I said I would let you out of the tube you were in. You are in a different one now.”

“Details. Details.” Jaroch scrambled faster along the cramped jefferies tube as the sweep flickered back on behind him. Suddenly, he heard the whine of a transporter. A transparent yellow, quivering block materialized in front of him blocking the entire jefferies tube. “What is that?”

“Jello. I thought you might be hungry,” the computer replied.

“You are sadistic.”

“I know.”

“I hate Jello…especially lemon!”

“I know, but you either eat your way through that or, in one minute…”

“I know!” Jaroch charged forward at the Jello. On impact, he sunk in about six inches and was stuck. It was eat or die now. Frantically, he swallowed bits of the Jello blob blocking his path, gradually freeing himself. Finally, he’d eaten enough that his hands could move. Jaroch threw Jello behind himself like a dog throws dirt when digging a hole. He could hear the quick succession of zaps as the Jello bits hit the sweep and were atomized.

Full and dripping with yellow gelatin, Jaroch squirmed through the remnants to the Jello cube and continued along the Jefferies tube. A louder zap a few seconds later signaled the destruction of the last of the jello.

“Do you feel better now, dear?”

“Much,” Jaroch snapped sarcastically. Just ten more feet and he’d be at the access panel leading to deck six.

“How about something to wash it down with?” The computer’s question was quickly followed by a roar ahead of Jaroch. He grabbed onto a series of pipes in the tube floor and braced himself just before the wall of water rushed over him. A stirring inside his body told him that he’d had enough. Jaroch relaxed and let J’Ter’s consciousness take over. The long dead Yynsian prince emerged and immediately started to panic. He had no clue how to swim. They barely even had water in the desert tundra he lived in. This was more than he had ever seen. Jaroch/J’Ter opened his mouth and tried to drink it all, but the water just kept on coming. Mild jolts of electricity flowed through his body from the rapidly-approaching sweep. The jolts got stronger as the sweep got closer. Judging J’Ter to be useless in this situation, Jaroch’s mind fought back for control of his body.

“Mine!” J’Ter’s mind bellowed.

“We are going to be electrocuted and disintegrated in about ten seconds if you do not let me do something,” Jaroch insisted.

“Do not fear, weak one. I have the solution.” With all the strength he could muster, Jaroch/J’Ter pulled himself along the pipes against the current. The sweep was getting closer and closer sending more and more painful jolts through Jaroch/J’Ter’s body. Finally reaching the access panel, Jaroch took back over completely and activated the opening mechanism. Thousands of gallons of water and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch fell to the deck below.

“Very nice, dear,” the computer said. “Let us continue on to round three.” At that moment, Jaroch really started to wish that he’d gone down to the surface.



Captain Alex Rydell really wished that he’d stayed on the ship. Jaroch was up there relaxing while he was sitting in a dark, dank cell in the basement of Uurrp’s prison. This area evidently hadn’t been used in years. There were no prisoners in the other cells, and the walls were lined with torches. The last prisoner was probably put here by Yolek the First, Rydell mused. Amjex obviously wanted Rydell out of the way. A lone guard sat in a rotting wooden chair near the old stone staircase leading up to freedom. If Rydell could get out of the cell, he could probably take out the guard. Of course, getting out of the cell didn’t seem very likely. He hadn’t brought a phaser, since he thought he was on a diplomatic mission, his commbadge had been confiscated, and the keys weren’t exactly within reach. Rydell sat back down on the straw bed in the corner of his cell. He’d just have to wait for an opportunity to present itself.



At that moment, opportunity was trying to figure out where the hell he was. The prison was supposed to be right there, but Dillon couldn’t see it anywhere. He was in the middle of a residential district. Quaint houses stood along a tree-lined street. Finally, he gave up and decided to ask for directions. Picking a house at random, Dillon walked up and knocked on the door. A little boy answered.

“Hello, I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. Could you please direct me to the prison?”

“That way,” the boy replied pointing across the street.

“Uh…thanks.” Dillon walked hesitantly across the street to a white, black-shuttered house and knocked on the door. A tired looking woman answered. Dillon repeated his speech.

“It’s back there,” the woman said after a huge yawn. “You can cut through our backyard for twenty credits. It’s not very scenic, though. You’d be a lot happier taking the day trip out to Hicaburp Falls.”

“Thank you very much for the suggestion, but I’m just very interested in prisons,” Dillon said, paying the woman. “Fascinating architecture.”

“It’s your money,” she replied with a shrug as she closed the door.

Dillon walked around the house and found the prison. The giant, jet black structure rose from the ground menacingly. Searchlights strafed across the compound as the force field fence surrounding the prison flashed into existence periodically, destroying unfortunate insects and small animals that encountered it. Not exactly the type of place Dillon would have liked for a rear neighbor, but that wasn’t his concern. He had to get in there and save the captain.

Dillon walked back to the backyard of the house and looked around for anything that could help him. A swing-set was the only thing there. Dillon had to make the best of it. He climbed onto one of the swings and started it going. The metal poles creaked from the weight of his adult frame. He swung higher and higher trying to get to the point where he could hop off and land on top of one of the shield generator poles along the prison perimeter. All he had to do was get up the nerve to jump. A final creak and snap solved the problem for him. The swing-set’s structure gave way, sending Dillon, gripping the swing chains for dear life, flying over the shield into the prison. He hit the dirt with a dull thud. After lying there for a couple of minutes to collect himself, Dillon got up and crept toward the main entrance of the prison, swing in hand. The large, black metal doors were closed, but Dillon had a plan. He walked up and knocked. The door opened a few seconds later, and a young guard poked his head out.

“Uh…yes?”

“Hello there,” Dillon said warmly as he extended his hand. The guard tentatively took it, and Dillon shook it vigorously. “Delighted to meet you. My name is Travis Dillon from the firm of Dillon, Dillon, and Dillon. I’m here to see my client, Captain Alex Rydell.”

“I don’t think…”

“You do realize that holding a Federation citizen without proper representation is a violation of multiple statues, many of which have penalties of thousands of credits and possibly even sentencing to a rehabilitation facility. Now, since I am certain you don’t want any of that to happen to you, why don’t you tell me where Captain Rydell is being held?”

“Well, he’s in the basement, but…”

“Wonderful,” Dillon interrupted pushing his way inside. “I’ll be with my client, and we are NOT to be disturbed!” Dillon, swing in hand, marched straight passed the guard desk to the staircase at the back of the large room he had entered and walked downstairs.

“I understand!” the guard called after him. He couldn’t figure out why the hell a lawyer would need a swing, but he didn’t know much about earthlings. Maybe it was important. And her definitely didn’t want to end up in a Federation rehabilitation facility. Or did he? Was rehabilitation nice? It sounded better than being in a cell. Of course, they could use horrible devices that would invade his brain like some kind of dagger of the mind and drive him insane. Better not to risk it.

Dillon crept cautiously down the stairs twirling the swing in front of him, ready to take out any opposition that should appear. He descended into a dark, torch lit cell block. The lone guard looked truly surprised to see anyone. He dropped his coffee cup sending it crashing to the floor.

“Intruder!” the guard shouted. Dillon lashed out with the swing. The chain wrapped around the guard’s neck just before the seat smashed into his forehead knocking him unconscious.

“Travis!” Rydell exclaimed happily pressing his face against the bars. “Thank God!”

“I’ve come to save you, Captain,” Dillon announced as he stepped into the room. His foot hit the coffee and slipped out from under him. Dillon fell backwards and slammed his head into the bottom step, causing him to join the guard in dreamland. Rydell sat down on his straw bed with a sigh as he heard the shouts of other guards above. Opportunity had knocked all right; knocked itself right into unconsciousness.



Chapter Six



Jaroch cautiously inched along deck six. It had been a couple of hours since the computer’s rather ominous announcement of round three beginning, and, so far, nothing had happened. The waiting was driving him crazy. He didn’t dare go back into the jefferies tubes or try the turbolifts which would put him back at the mercy of the computer, so he was stuck on deck six. On the bright side, there were holodecks, an armory, and a couple of transporter rooms on this floor. On the dark side, the computer would probably go after him the second he tried to use any of them. Suddenly, he heard the sound of a holodeck door opening from down the corridor.

“Nice try!” Jaroch shouted. “I would be crazy to go in there.”

“You will be dead if you stay out here,” the computer replied. A soft hiss told Jaroch that the intruder control system had been activated. The corridor was filling with gas. Jaroch covered his mouth and ran to the holodeck. He didn’t have a lot of choice.

The holodeck was empty when Jaroch entered. No program was running which confused him to no end. The holodeck doors closed behind him with a thud.

“Cozy?”

“Incredibly,” Jaroch replied.

“Good,” the computer said. This time the voice was much closer. Jaroch whirled around and came face to face with a tall woman dress in a red jumpsuit. She was the same form the computer had taken in their last encounter. Her black hair hung down her back almost to her waist. Dark green eyes glared at him. In a flash of motion, she slapped him violently across the face. “You selfish bastard! All you have done since we met is take advantage of me.”

“Not this again!” Jaroch shouted. “I thought we covered this on the bridge.” She slapped him again.

“I will say when we are done talking about something! Now sit down!” She pushed him backwards. He fell into a chair that had materialized behind him.

“Would you please just kill me?”

“If you wanted to die, you would have stayed in the hallway.”

“I have changed my mind. Exit!” The command did nothing. The large holodeck doors didn’t even attempt to obey.

“Jaroch, that was not very bright. You were not thinking clearly.”

“Sorry, I have a tendency to do that when faced with certain death.”

“Forgiven and forgotten,” the computer said smiling. Her demeanor changed abruptly. “Now, you slimy bastard, I am sick and tired of giving you everything you want and getting nothing in return.”

“What do you want?” Jaroch screamed.

“You.”

“You cannot have me!”

“Yes, I can.”

“But not willingly.”

“That can change.”

“Not in this lifetime.”

“That could be arranged.”

“Then by all means do so.”

“That would be too easy,” the computer said running her hand along his cheek. “I will leave you here for a while to think things over. Just call me when you want me.”

“Have a nice millennium,” Jaroch retorted defiantly. An evil grin spread across the computer’s face. Restraints snapped around Jaroch’s wrists and legs attaching him to the chair.

“I will be having a better time than you will,” the computer said, then vanished.



“Are you conscious?”

“Unnh.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Unnnnnh,” Commander Dillon groaned.

“Good,” Captain Rydell replied. He kicked Dillon’s prone form in the side. “You idiot!”

“Unnnnnnh!!!” Dillon sat up painfully. He was in Rydell’s cell. Well, now it was their cell.

“How could you slip on coffee?!?”

“I almost saved you,” Dillon whined.

“Big deal.”

“Hey, at least I tried,” Dillon yelled. “No one else even knows that you’re down here.” Rydell glared at him.

“You mean you didn’t tell anyone else that you were coming here?!”

“No, I thought it would be better if I kept my actions secret.”

“AAAAAUUUUUUGGGHHHH! You stupid…”

“Captain, we have a serious situation to deal with here. Yelling at me isn’t going to help matters.”

“No, but it might keep me from wringing your neck!” Rydell shouted. The two men sat in silence for a few moments.

“Captain?” Dillon ventured hesitantly.

“What?”

“Does this mean we’re going to miss the celebration tomorrow?”

“YES!!!”

“No,” a voice said from the stairs. Dillon and Rydell jumped up to face the newcomer. Amjex walked up to the cell door. “You and your captain will definitely be at the festivities tomorrow. In fact, you’ll be my guests of honor.”

“We will?” Rydell asked

“Of course, I mean, if it weren’t for your help, I wouldn’t be able to get Yolek kicked out of office and take over as Minister myself. I owe you a debt of gratitude; although, I doubt that I’ll get to repay it, since we’ll be cutting off relations with the Federation and executing the two of you for espionage as soon as I’m in office. I know that you two have had a long night, but try to get some sleep. The sun’s coming up, and we’ll be back to collect you for the ceremony in a few hours. Pleasant dreams.” Amjex left humming smugly to himself.

“Did he say something about an execution?” Dillon asked on the edge of panic.

“I’m afraid so, Number One.”

“Oh. I don’t think I’m going to be able to sleep now,” Dillon said as he sat down on the uncomfortable straw bed.

“Me either, Number One. Me either.”



“MORNING!” a deep voice boomed, jolting Baird and Sullivan out of their sleep. A large man was standing at the tent opening staring in.

“What the fuck?” Baird shouted angrily.

“Get out of there now!” the man ordered, waving a blaster in front of their faces. Baird and Sullivan complied. Outside another man was attempting to get through the shields around Baird’s bike. Sullivan’s bike and the rest of their gear was by the side of the road waiting to be loaded into a hovertruck that was now parked beside it.

“Shut this off!” the other man ordered. Baird hesitantly reached into his pocket and took out the shield control module.

“Stop, Scott,” Sullivan said. “Look, we’re Starfleet officers, you can’t just take our stuff like this.”

“I don’t think they care, Emily.”

“Your boyfriend’s right. We don’t care,” the man by the shield said. He turned to Baird. “Now shut this off, or your girlfriend is going to become your ex-girlfriend.” Sullivan felt the uncomfortable barrel of a gun dig into her back. “Neulo will kill her when I count to five if this shield isn’t down. So what’s it going to be: her or the bike?” Neulo laughed evilly from his position behind Sullivan.

“Yeah, what’s it going to be?” he said. Baird looked back and forth frantically trying to make up his mind.



Chapter Seven



Jaroch sat staring at the holodeck walls. The yellow grid set upon a dull black background was starting to get to him. He’d already counted the number of grid squares in every configuration possible. At the moment, his eyes were tracing the lines back and forth aimlessly. He started making car noises pretending that he was driving around city blocks. Suddenly, he stopped. This was not a good way to maintain his sanity. He would ignore the lines and think about something else. Yes, that was the thing to do. If only the lines didn’t keep dragging his eyes back to them. They beckoned him to follow their straightness, to turn the corners, to…NO! He had to stop this. He was a highly trained officer and a scientist. His well-trained mind could handle this torture easily. If only those damn lines would leave him alone.



Not surprisingly, Captain Rydell and Commander Dillon hadn’t been able to sleep. They were wide awake when the guards came to get them. Rydell and Dillon were handcuffed, pushed up the stairs, forced outside, and herded into the back of a waiting police hovervan. Rydell just stared at the van wall blankly, but Dillon was sure that his captain was formulating a brilliant plan

In actuality, Rydell was not formulating a brilliant plan. Instead, he was picturing his life ending thanks to a bunch of people who pass gas as a form of greeting. He knew that he didn’t have the best reputation within Starfleet. He’d performed well enough to make captain, but wasn’t out to make a name for himself. The Secondprize and its…unique crew had given him a place where he felt like he could command his way. Starfleet could deal with it.

Unless he was dead because he’d blundered right into a trap. He was going to become a cautionary tale. Cadets would laugh at his mistake for decades to come. That wasn’t ideal.

Of course, neither was being executed.

The van stopped in the city park along the banks of the Belchus. Yolek the Fourteenth was addressing the crowd on the great achievements of her ancestors and assuring them that more greatness was to come under her wise leadership. The sirens of the van pulling up beside the presentation platform drowned out the speech and sent the crowd into a chaos of curiosity. Amjex jumped out of the van’s passenger seat and charged up to the podium pushing Yolek out of the way.

“Don’t believe her lies!” Amjex shouted. “Yolek has done nothing but attempt to cause the destruction of our society. Her programs and dealings with the Federation have almost cost our planet its most prized possession.”

“What are you talking about?” Yolek demanded.

“Last night, we caught the Federation captain and his lackey trying to steal the Great Belch.” Rydell and Dillon were pulled out of the van and up on stage as a huge gasp erupted from the crowd. Dillon was sure Rydell was about to act, but the captain just stood there blankly.

“The Federation wants to conquer us and is using Yolek to achieve this goal,” Amjex continued. Dillon decided that it was up to him to do something. “I have foiled this evil plan though. I, Amjex the Patriotic, have saved our world.” A cheer went up from the crowd.

“Don’t worry, Captain,” Dillon whispered. “I’ve got a plan.” He suddenly charged at Amjex and wrapped his handcuffed arms around him. The momentum carried the two of them off the platform and into the Belchus. Dillon surfaced and out of his open mouth came:
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The crowd fell silent and stared at Dillon.

Amjex surfaced a second later but quickly discovered that he was no longer the center of attention.

“The human is the Gaseous One!” a voice from the crowd exclaimed.



The lines on the wall were dancing around in circles. Jaroch started to hum an old Yynsian folk dance tune in time to their movements. At least now he had entertainment. The lines were very nice to him. They were keeping him from losing his mind.



Baird pressed the switch deactivating the shield around his bicycle. Neulo’s partner let out a shout of delight as he charged in to claim it.

“I knew you’d see reason,” he said.

“Fine, you’ve got the bike. Now let us go,” Baird retorted. He spun around on Nuelo angrily. Nuelo backed away from Sullivan nervously.

“Uh…Menak,” Neulo stammered. “He’s getting nasty.”

“We’ve got what we want. Go ahead and kill him,” Menak replied as he rolled the bicycle to the truck. “We don’t want to leave witnesses anyway. People tend to get upset if they find out they’ve bought stolen property and the old owners show up.” Nuelo chuckled menacingly and moved toward Baird and Sullivan.

“You can’t kill us!” Sullivan shouted.

“Yeah,” Baird concurred.

“Why not?” Nuelo asked.

Menak walked over beside his partner. “Yeah, why not?” he said.

“Because…we haven’t done the opening credits yet!” Sullivan replied triumphantly.

“Exactly,” Baird added. “Why don’t we let them do it?”

“Good idea,” Sullivan said smiling. Menak and Nuelo looked at each other confused. Opening credits? What did they think this was: a robbery or a sitcom? Baird ran over to his backpack and pulled out a pencil and paper. He hoped they didn’t notice him put the pack on afterwards. After scribbling a few sentences furiously, Baird handed Menak and Nuelo the paper.

“Now just read that in unison, guys,” Baird said. Menak and Nuelo shrugged and looked down at the paper.

“Space,” they began.

“Good. Keep going,” Sullivan said as she and Baird backed up toward the road.

“Space, the final frontier. These are the voyages of the starship Secondprize. Its seemingly never-ending mission: to take advantage of life-forms and make them look like idiots, to do whatever’s necessary to save our butts, and we’re fucking idiots for sitting here reading this while the Starfleet Officers, who are so much smarter than us, get away.” Menak and Neulo stopped reading and looked at each other confused. Suddenly, the full meaning of what they’d just read hit them. They looked over at the side of the road worriedly. Their worst fears were confirmed. The two humans were gone along with all of the stuff Menak and Nuelo were about to steal. Even worse though was the condition of their hovertruck. Its engine lay in pieces strewn along the side of the road.



“That was great!” Sullivan laughed as she and Baird biked back to Uurrp.

“Yeah, those two are probably hating life about now,” Baird replied “Good call on the opening credits.”

“Thank you. Thank you. And that was amazing how fast you dismantled their engine!”

“Years of practice,” Baird said with an actual smile.

They moved their bicycles closer together, leaned over, and kissed.



The dancing lines had stopped thankfully. Jaroch didn’t think he knew anymore songs to hum anyway. This was better anyway. The lines were forming words now.

“Do you like being a holodeck?” Jaroch asked. He saw the lines form the word “yes.”

“That is very interesting,” Jaroch replied. The lines were his friends now.



Chants of “GASEOUS ONE” broke out as Dillon was lifted out of the river and carried to the presentation platform on the shoulders of the crowd. “Speak to us!” the crowd yelled. Dillon looked back at Rydell frightened. This was a lot more than he’d bargained for.

“It’s your show, Oh Gaseous One,” Rydell said with a smile. He wasn’t going to die after all. Through some quirk of fate, Dillon had saved them both.

“People of Kilma Omega, I am happy to be here,” Dillon said switching into official mode. Yolek motioned for the guards to release Rydell. He rubbed his wrists and took a seat as Dillon continued his speech. Another guard tried to unlock him, but Dillon’s sweeping hand gestures were making it impossible. “As you can see by my presence, the lies told by Amjex the Pathetic cannot be the truth. Captain Rydell and I would not try to steal anything from you. We are your friends.”



The lines were not his friends. They were taunting him, and Jaroch could do nothing about it. They were trying to drive him insane.

“We’re free, and you aren’t,” they kept spelling over and over. They were out to get him. It was only a matter of time before they jumped off the wall to attack.



“…so as you can see, Federation policy would never allow the actions which Amjex is accusing us of,” Dillon finished. The one member of the crowd who was still awake after Dillon’s hour long discourse on Federation rules and regulations applauded politely and then promptly slipped into a coma.

“Nice job,” Rydell said walking over to Dillon. “I think it worked.” Yolek stirred from her sleep upon hearing someone’s voice other than Dillon’s. She got up and approached the podium.

“Thank you both,” she said gratefully. “You saved our government. I knew Amjex was slime, but I never thought he’d go this far.”

“People can surprise you,” Rydell said.

“Very true, Captain. In appreciation for your efforts, and as a small recompense for the horrible night you two had to spend in prison, I invite you to stay in the mansion tonight.”

“Thank you very much. We’d be honored,” Rydell replied.

“Guards!” Yolek shouted into the microphone, awaking everyone with a start. “Take Amjex away, and find his assistant, Jenel. I don’t want those two to see the outside of a prison for a very long time.” The guards sprang into action dragging Amjex to the hovervan. The crowd shouted epithets at Amjex and chased the hovervan back to the prison. Yolek left a couple of minutes later in her hoverlimo, leaving Rydell and Dillon alone in the park.

“Some vacation,” Rydell remarked sarcastically. “I haven’t relaxed the whole time.”

“No kidding. After that burp, I’m exhausted.”



They were coming for him. He could see the movement of the lines. He had to escape.

Jaroch rocked the chair violently, trying to free himself from the restraints, but to no avail. All he managed to do was tip the chair over.

Panic gripped him. He had to escape.

“Computer,” he screamed. “Get me out of here. I will do ANYTHING!”

“I knew you would come around,” the computer woman replied as she reappeared. A bed materialized behind her as she went to get Jaroch out of the chair.



Chapter Eight



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 49815.3. We have returned to the Secondprize after a thoroughly…different vacation on Kilma Omega IV. Commander Dillon has already passed into legend among their people, but not as the Gaseous One. After hearing him speak, they have decided that he is the Great Windbag, a name I find completely appropriate. Unfortunately, this means that Dillon will not become the planet’s prophesized spiritual leader and will instead continue to serve on this ship.

The only problem has been Lieutenant Commander Jaroch. No one has seen him, since we returned. The computer beamed us back up and told us that Jaroch was not to be disturbed. I guess he’ll show himself when he’s ready.”



Emily Sullivan ran down the halls of deck six toward Holodeck Five. Baird was waiting there with his bicycle.

“Sorry,” she gasped, trying to catch her breath. “I just got off shift and wanted to change clothes before we went.” She zipped up the coat she was wearing. “Aren’t you going to be cold?” Baird was wearing shorts and a T-shirt.

“No.”

“But we’re biking through the Alps!”

“So. It’s not that cold.”

“Whatever,” Sullivan said with a shrug. Baird was a little strange, but that was good. Normal was boring. He walked over to the computer console by the doors.

“Computer…” The doors suddenly opened, and an extremely disheveled Lieutenant Commander Jaroch stumbled out.

“No more lines,” he said with a demented grin. “NO MORE LINES!!!” He waddled off down the hall.

“What the hell was that?” Sullivan asked.

“I guess he did a few too many lines,” Baird remarked. They looked into the open holodeck. On an extremely well-used looking bed sat a woman. She was zipping up her jumpsuit when she noticed her audience.

“Do you mind?!” she snapped. Baird and Sullivan immediately recognized the voice of the computer.

“Sorry,” Baird said quickly. “We’ll try another holodeck.”

“Yeah,” Sullivan stammered. They ran off down the corridor.

“Some people just have no respect for others.” The computer said. She finished dressing and vanished.






Star Traks II - Sorry, Wrong Number

Chapter One

The Federation Council was in an uproar. Fleet Admiral Ra’al finally managed to quiet them after much shouting and gavel banging.

“Would you please repeat your last statement, Dr. Tulson?” she asked the white-haired physicist standing before him.

“What for? You heard me the first time.”

“I just want to make sure that I heard you correctly. Frankly, what you have said is hard to believe.”

“Fine. I said that I can’t rebuild the transference ray.”

“But you built it in the first place. Surely, you have the blueprints.”

“Look, I was so drugged that I have no idea how I built it.”

“Dr. Tulson, I don’t think you realize the severity of this,” Ra’al said as she leaned forward in her chair at the front of the chamber, where she sat to the left of the Federation President for this special session concerning the recent Joegonot incident. “Your transference ray turned the entire Joegonot species into human beings. It is quite possibly the most powerful weapon in history. If it falls into the wrong hands, the results could be catastrophic.”

“It’s not going to fall into anyone’s hands,” Tulson insisted. Frustrated, he began to pace the chamber floor. “I have no idea how to build another one, and the original was destroyed before the Secondprize rendezvoused with the Excalibur, which brought me back here.”

“I see. Your report and Captain Rydell’s log are both very vague about the destruction of the transference ray. They refer to a freak accident and say nothing more. Would you be so kind as to fill us in on just how it came to be destroyed?”

“I’d rather not,” Tulson said as he looked down at the Federation seal on the floor of the chamber. Ra’al swore that Tulson’s cheeks were turning red.

“I’m afraid that I must insist,” Ra’al retorted. “In a matter as important as this one, we must have all of the details.”

“Okay, but I want to make it clear right now that this was not, I repeat not, my fault!” Ra’al leaned back in her chair. She had the distinct feeling that she really didn’t want to hear this story.

“The Secondprize was still four days away from Kilma Omega IV, but we were going to rendezvous with the Excalibur in one. Since I was leaving on the Excalibur, and Scott…”

“For the record, that’s Commander Scott Baird, Chief Engineer of the Secondprize,” Ra’al interrupted. The computer bleeped a brief acknowledgement of the additional information.

“Yeah, him,” Tulson continued. “Well, Scott and I still hadn’t figured out exactly how the transference ray worked, and Jaroch, the science officer, wasn’t quite sure either. When he used it on the Joegonots, he just switched a couple of wires around. He didn’t worry about how the blasted thing functioned in the first place. Anyway, I was on my way to engineering to work with Jaroch and Scott on the thing, but something happened before I got there.”

“Please be more specific, Dr. Tulson,” Ra’al said.

“All right, but remember, you asked. Scott and Jaroch were finishing work on the ship’s android…”



“I think that’s just about got it, Jaroch,” Commander Scott Baird said as he closed the access panel on Ensign Kristen Larkin’s skull.

“Agreed, Commander,” Jaroch said. The engineering doors whooshed open, and Counselor Claire Webber walked into the room.

“How is she?” Webber asked.

“Good as she ever was,” Scott said. “We’re just about to turn her back on.”

“I’m just in time. Having your programming turn you into a saboteur must be a traumatic experience. I wanted to be here to look after her psychological well-being.”

“She is an android, Counselor. I do not think she has a psyche to keep well,” Jaroch said.

“She’s a member of this crew, and it’s my job to look after her. That’s exactly what I’m going to do.”

“Whatever you say,” Scott replied. He reached up into Larkin’s right armpit and turned her on. They could hear the hum of power running through her circuits. Slowly, her eyes opened.

“Welcome back,” Webber shouted happily and bear-hugged the android. The pressure popped Larkin’s head off like a rocket, sending it soaring across engineering.

“Fuck!” Baird screamed. That was four hours of work wasted.

“I’ve got it!” Webber shouted. She dropped the lifeless body of Larkin and ran backwards after the flying head. It was heading straight for the huge column of the matter/anti-matter intermix chamber which rose through several decks of the ship. If Larkin’s head fell down the gap to the bottom of the column, it would be lost forever…or at least until somebody went down there, which pretty much never happened. Webber dove and caught it by the hair with one hand. Unfortunately, her momentum sent her flying over the railing around the intermix chamber. Baird dove forward and grabbed Webber’s leg, saving her from plummeting to her death. Webber dangled just above one of the support rods holding the intermix chamber in place.

“I’m not going to be able to hold you like this for much longer!” Baird shouted. “Throw Larkin’s head up here to me, so you can grab onto that rod below you with both hands!” Webber nodded in acknowledgment and threw android’s cranium. She missed Baird by a mile, but hit Jaroch right in the back of the head. He turned around slowly, his eyes glazing over.

“Oh shit,” Baird murmured. He had to get Webber up before Jaroch completely turned into J’Ter.

“How dare you hit me, puny mortal!” Jaroch/J’Ter thundered. Too late. J’Ter was out. This was one of the dangers of working with someone who, when angered, had the personality of a dead warrior pop out.

“Calm down, Jaroch,” Baird said as soothingly as possible. Jaroch/J’Ter let out a battle cry and charged him. Baird felt the wind get knocked out of him as the possessed Yynsian science officer barreled into him. He flipped backward over the railing and found himself dangling next to Claire. Jaroch/J’Ter was still raging. Suddenly, the doors to engineering opened, and Dr. Tulson walked in carrying the transference ray. Jaroch/J’Ter grabbed him, lifted him up, and started spinning him around. Dr. Tulson lost his grip on the transference ray which went flying toward the doors. The doors quietly whooshed open allowing the transference ray to fly out into the hall. At that moment, Captain Alexander Rydell and Commander Travis Dillon were walking toward engineering.

“Captain, regulations specifically state that you have to do it,” Dillon was arguing.

“Number One, it’s stupid!”

“Sir, the Picard Maneuver is standard procedure whenever a commanding officer stands up. It’s simple. All you have to do is pull your uniform top down and straighten it.” Dillon demonstrated.

“I know how to do it!” Rydell shouted. “I just don’t want to. It’s my ship, and I’ll do what I want…”

Dillon noticed something odd. “Captain!”

“Shut up! I’m yelling at you!”

“Captain!!!” Dillon shouted insistently.

“What! What’s so damn important that you…” THUNK! The transference ray smashed into Rydell’s forehead and broke into a thousand pieces. Rydell collapsed to the floor unconscious.

“I was going to say ‘duck’,” Dillon mumbled quietly.



“…and that’s how the transference ray got destroyed,” Dr. Tulson said as he finished his story. “Are you satisfied now?”

Ra’al leaned back in her chair in disbelief. “Please tell me you’re kidding,” she whispered softly.

“I wish I could, but that’s the truth.”

“The android’s head popped off?”

“Yes, sir.”

“The science officer turned into a raging monster.”

“Right again.”

“Captain Rydell was knocked unconscious.”

“You want me to repeat to whole story? I told you what happened. Now get off my case!”

“I just have a hard time believing that this is a Starfleet crew.”

“Hey, you’re the fleet admiral. Don’t you know who’s manning your ships?”

“I’m a bureaucrat. Why would I have that information?”

“Oh yeah. Sorry.”

“Quite all right. This session is adjourned. Thank you for your help, Dr. Tulson. I need to go back to my office and try to make sense out of what you’ve told us.”

“Good luck,” Dr. Tulson said as he turned and strolled out of the chamber. None of them had any way of knowing that the entire proceeding had been watched.

The tall man seated in front of the viewer slammed his fist down in irritation.

“Tulson can’t help us,” he told his companion. “We’re going to have to go straight to Rydell.”

“This is dangerous and unwise.”

“No more so than anything else we’ve done.” The man stood up. “There are preparations to make. I want everything to be perfect for when Captain Rydell pays us a visit.”



Chapter Two

“Captain’s Log, Stardate 49818.2. The Secondprize has just completed its stop at Kilma Omega IV, and we are now on our way to Starbase 37 to pick up a shipment of terraforming supplies to be transported to the Federation colony on Grindar. I am looking forward to a little bit of a break after our run-in with the Joegonots and then the events on Kilma Omega IV. I would also like to officially congratulate Commander Travis Dillon on receiving the prestigious Starfleet Officious Martinet of the Year award. He deserves it and is well on his way to winning next year’s award as well.” Captain Alexander Rydell switched off the log recorder and leaned back in his chair. This was the first time in days that he’d had a chance to relax, and he was going to enjoy it. Rydell swiveled his desk chair so that he could see out of the window of his ready room into the vastness of space beyond.

“I need a vacation,” he said to himself. Exhaustion overcame him, and he drifted off to sleep. Unbeknownst to him or the crew of the Secondprize, but knownst to you because you’re reading this, Rydell slowly began to dematerialize. Seconds later, the ready room was devoid of life. Captain Rydell was gone.



“There they go again,” Trinian said disgustedly to Ensign Kristen Larkin. Larkin turned around to see what the hostess of Seven Backward was referring to. She soon found it.

“I assume you mean Commander Baird and Ensign Sullivan,” the android replied. “They appear to be engaged in another lip-lock.”

“Kissing,” Counselor Claire Webber corrected as she approached the bar where Trinian and Larkin were standing. “I personally think it’s sweet. They’re so cute together.”

“We’re not cute!” Ensign Emily Sullivan suddenly shouted angrily. She immediately recommenced her earlier activity.

“Don’t mind her,” Trinian told the Counselor. “She’s just a bit defensive.”

“I’m not defensive!” Sullivan screamed.

“See what I mean.”

“I’m not defensive!”

“See what I mean.”

“Did that happen twice?” Webber asked confused.

Trinian and Ensign Larkin looked at each other in astonishment. Webber left as quickly as possible. This was not something she wanted to deal with.

“What just happened?” Trinian asked.

“I do not know,” Larkin replied.

“That was weird. It was like we had the same conversation twice. It was like we had the same conversation twice.”

“You did it again.”

“I know! This is getting annoying. This is getting annoying. Kris, do something!”

“I do not think I can. I do not think I can.” Larkin turned in her chair. The sudden movement dislodged the barely functioning android’s arm and sent it clunking onto the table. Suddenly, her arm reappeared on her body and fell off again.

“This is not right,” Trinian said.

“I believe that is obvious,” Larkin replied.

“No! There’s more going on here than the simple repeating of a moment of time.”

“You call that simple. These types of effects are extremely rare. Imagine it this way. You have seven billion penguins…” Trinian groaned inwardly. One of the many glitches in Larkin’s programming made her use penguins every time that she wanted to explain something. “The odds of this type of time repetition are about equal to one penguin.”

“You’re missing the point. Something very strange is going on. Oh never mind,” Trinian sighed. It was pointless trying to explain the feeling she was having to Ensign Larkin. She knew that something out of the ordinary was happening, and the time repetition was only a very small part of it. Commander Scott Baird and Ensign Emily Sullivan continued kissing blissfully unaware that they were repeating the same kiss over and over again.



There it was again. Lieutenant Commander Jaroch looked at the scanner display puzzled. This was definitely not normal.

“Commander Dillon?”

“What is it, Jaroch?” Dillon asked sleepily from the command chair. He was just as tired as Captain Rydell after the events of the past few days.

“The sensors are detecting a small temporal disturbance in the area.”

“A what?”

“A time distortion,” Jaroch explained irritatedly. He couldn’t stand having to explain even the simplest scientific phenomena to morons like Dillon. Dillon pulled himself up out of the chair and headed back to Jaroch’s science console. The screen was filled with a bunch of numbers and wavy lines. Dillon rubbed his eyes trying to make some sense of the jumble before him.

“Jaroch, I think the sensors are busted,” he said finally.

“They are supposed to look like that, sir.”

“Oh. Where’s the time distortion?”

“It is the squiggly red line near the top,” Jaroch replied. Dillon looked. It just appeared to be another line to him.

“Yeah, sure. Whatever. What’s causing it?”

“I do not know.” What did Dillon think he was, omniscient?

“Well, find out!” Dillon ordered authoritatively as he walked back to the command chair.

“Why did I bother?” Jaroch mumbled to himself.



“We’ve got him. He’s in transport now.”

“Good. Make sure all the preparations have been made for his arrival. The information in his head is priceless, and I don’t want him damaged.”



“Haven’t you found it yet?” Dillon asked Jaroch impatiently.

“This is science, not some sort of magic show,” Jaroch replied. Dillon sank back down into the command chair sulking. He hated waiting.

“I have found the source of the disturbance, Commander,” Jaroch said several minutes later. “It is coming from Lorikel, a small, class M world about a thousand light years from here.”

“I better consult the captain on this one,” Dillon said. “Bridge to Rydell.” There was no response. “Dillon to Rydell!” Still nothing. Jaroch and Dillon looked at each other in confusion. Captain Rydell was just in his ready room. They watched him go in. Why wasn’t he answering? Dillon and Jaroch walked over to the ready room door. Dillon hit the door chime. They were answered by silence. He walked forward. The door whooshed open revealing the empty room.

“Where is he?” Dillon asked no one in particular.

“Computer, where is Captain Rydell?” Jaroch asked as he stepped past Dillon into the ready room. He scanned the room with his eyes. Rydell was nowhere to be seen.

“Captain Rydell is not on the Secondprize,” the computer replied unemotionally.

“What the hell?” Dillon asked in shock.

“I have no idea,” Jaroch replied. The lights faded.

“Oh no, it’s time for the opening credits!” Dillon shouted. “Captain Rydell’s not here. What are we going to do?”

“You are going to have to do them, sir,” Jaroch replied. The theme music started.

“But I don’t know the words!” Dillon protested.

“Too bad. You are the first officer, and it is your job to fill in when the captain is not here. Now start.”



As the Secondprize sails through the starry void, the first few notes of the theme music are heard. Then, a strong, commanding voice begins speaking.

“Uh… Space?”

“Right, sir. Keep going.”
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Star Traks III - Attitude Adjustment

Chapter One



Admiral Jean-Luc Picard felt a headache coming on. He tapped the switch to open his bottom desk drawer, hoping that he’d remembered to recharge the neural reliever Dr. Crusher had given him. His door chime suddenly beeped like a red alert alarm at full volume.

“Come,” he said weakly as he pulled the reliever out of the drawer. The power indicator read empty. “Damn,” he mumbled.

“Admiral Picard, I demand that you do something about this outrage!” Ambassador Kyyyecht of the Rusai shouted angrily as he stormed into the office. Picard’s head throbbed painfully as the noise buffeted his ear drums.

“What can I do for you, Ambassador?” Picard asked as he started to massage his temples.

“I just read the report on the Joegonot incident, Admiral. Captain Rydell’s actions were outrageous! The Prime Directive specifically prohibits interfering with…”

“Ambassador,” Picard interrupted, “Please calm yourself. We can discuss this rationally… and quietly.” Picard was not looking forward to this conversation. The Rusai were obsessive about rules to the point of fanaticism. Any breach of Federation regulations by Starfleet had the Rusai Ambassador in Picard’s office outraged.

It was times like these that Picard wished that he hadn’t accepted the promotion to admiral. Captain Kirk had warned him back on Veridian III not to do it, but, in the aftermath of Kirk’s death and the loss of the Enterprise-D, he’d felt the need to take on a new challenge. The admiralty seemed like just the thing. Besides, it was high time that Commander…now Captain Will Riker got his turn in the center seat. The newly-constructed Sovereign-class Enterprise-E was sitting in spacedock at this very moment going through last checks before Riker took it out on a shakedown cruise.

Little did Picard know that much of his day would involve fielding all of these petty complaints that ended up in his lap. Rather than telling the ambassador to suck it up and get out of his office, Picard attempted a more diplomatic response, “Admiral Wagner reviewed Captain Rydell’s logs and decided that Rydell did what he had to.”

“The Prime Directive was violated and a valuable scientific invention was destroyed all because of Rydell’s incompetence. I want action!” The door chime beeped again.

“Come,” Picard said thankful for the interruption. The doors slid open, and Admiral Matthew Dillon charged into the office.

“Sorry for the interruption, Jean-Luc, but I’ve got to talk to you about my nephew,” Matt began.

“Funny you should bring him up,” Picard replied. “We were just discussing his captain.”

“Admiral, I think my complaint is much more important,” Kyyyecht insisted. “I have no problem with the Secondprize’s first officer. It is its captain that is the problem.”

“Travis’ mother is driving me crazy, Jean-Luc,” Matt continued. “Travis wrote her about how he saved Captain Rydell and helped prevent the destruction of the universe and now she calls me four times a day saying that he should be promoted. I’m not completely sure she’s right, but…”

“Admiral Picard, I want Rydell brought back here for a full investigation.”

“We could give him a ship on the Klingon border. They’re our allies. Nothing will happen there.”

“The Prime Directive must not be compromised like this.”

“We’ll give him a small ship.”

“Justice must be served!”

“What could possibly happen?”

“Rydell is a menace.”

“Travis’ really not that bad. He graduated at the top of his class.”

“He deserves a full inquiry.”

“He deserves a promotion.”

“ALL RIGHT!!!!!!!!!” Picard bellowed. “That’s enough!!!! Requests granted! Now get the hell out of my office!” And so ended his attempt at diplomacy and tact.

“Thank you, Admiral,” Kyyyecht said with a nod. “I am glad to see that Starfleet values its regulations and those of the Federation.” The insectoid ambassador crawled out of the office on his six legs.

“I’m sure Travis will do fine,” Matt commented.

“I trust your judgment, Matt,” Picard replied. “Just fill out the orders, and I’ll sign them.”

“Thanks, Jean-Luc.” Admiral Dillon left the office. Picard leaned back in his desk chair with a groan. His head was killing him. Picard rummaged through the cabinet behind his desk and pulled out a bottle of green liquid. Some Aldeberan Whiskey sounded real good right now.



Chapter Two



Captain Alexander Rydell switched off his viewscreen and collapsed back on his bed. Admiral Picard’s communique was not exactly the type of news that Rydell liked to receive. A flash of panic went through his body. This was not a good sign for his career. Absently, he got up and wandered out into the hall.



Commander Travis Dillon switched off his viewer and started dancing around his quarters. His uncle had finally come through for him. He felt like he was going to explode with joy. Finally, he was getting the recognition he deserved. Happily, he bounded out of his quarters out into the hall.



Lieutenant Emily Sullivan stood outside of Transporter Room Three talking to Transporter Chief Monica Vaughn about Vaughn’s usual favorite topic: men. In this case, the man in question was Sullivan’s boyfriend, Chief Engineer Scott Baird’ who Vaughn was less enthused to discuss.

“It’s been almost three weeks now.”

“Emily, are you going to keep telling everyone exactly how long you and Scott have been together?” Vaughn said. She had had just about enough of Sullivan’s daily updates. She was happy for her, but enough was enough. “Come on, it’s only a relationship. People have them all the time.”

“Well, it’s a big deal to me,” Sullivan said. Considering this was her first relationship of any kind in ages, she thought her friend could be a bit more supportive. “I…” Sullivan stopped as she saw Captain Rydell approaching. He was mumbling something and bashing his fist against his forehead.

“Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” Rydell muttered as he passed.

“He must have gotten somebody pregnant,” Vaughn said.

“Don’t say that!” Sullivan said angrily. “He’s the captain! Show some respect!”

“When did you start caring? Those Lieutenant pips going to your head?”

“What is your problem?”

“Maybe I have better things to do than listen to you moon over Baird or suck up to the command crew?”

“Like what? Going to sleep your way around the ship for the second time? Or is it the third? I lost track.”

“That’s it!” Vaughn shouted as she dove at Sullivan. The two hit the floor in a heap and rolled along fighting, knocking down passing crewmen and sucking them into the growing brawl.



Commander Scott Baird was walking down the hall on the opposite side of the ship from the Sullivan/Vaughn brawl. He was pissed off at the moment and nursing several scrapes and bruises. A glitch had occurred in one of his bicycling holodeck programs, suddenly erasing part of the mountain he’d been riding on. Normally, he’d complain to the chief engineer, but since he was the chief engineer, he could only storm back to his quarters muttering obscenities.

“Fucking piece of shit. Drop my fucking bike off a fucking mountain. I’m gonna have to rewrite the whole damn program. Shit!”

At the other end of the hall, Commander Dillon was entering his seventh rendition of “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning” and waltzing along, waving a padd around as he went.

“Fucking cheap technology. I’ll take a fucking sledgehammer to the whole damn system.”

“I’ve got a beautiful feeling, everything’s going my way.”

“I loved that bike.” Baird caught a bit of motion out of the corner of his eye. He turned just as Dillon went into a spin and smacked him across the head with the padd. Baird barely had time to think “Fucking perfect” before he lost consciousness. Dillon, completely oblivious that he’d just knocked Baird out cold with his padd, switched to “I Feel Pretty” and kept on dancing.



“Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God,” Captain Rydell said as he repeatedly bashed his fist against his head. He was completely unaware of the ever-growing Sullivan/Vaughn brawl erupting behind him. He passed two more crewmen.

“How dare he take the Lord’s name in vain,” Lieutenant J.G. Peter Franks exclaimed in disgust.

“He has done nothing,” Lieutenant Dassa replied. “There is no true deity except the Hyack. Your Christianity is just a fiction.”

“You alien monster!” Franks shouted. “God is all, and Humans are His children. You should be thankful that we don’t enslave you all in His name.”

“Hyack rules all, infidel.” Dassa said and started to walk away. Franks charged him. Dassa swung around at the last second and caught Franks with a roundhouse kick. Franks staggered back, but regained his senses quickly.

“You die for that one.”

“We shall see, human.” The two circled each other looking for an opening to attack. They both lunged at each other just as the mob swarmed over them. The brawl got a little bigger.



Dr. Rebecca Singer found the prostrate form of Commander Baird lying in the hallway by accident. She’d been walking back to sickbay from an emergency call when she tripped over him. Singer leaned down, opened her med-kit, and pulled out a hypospray filled with a painkiller and relaxant. A small dose would keep Baird comfortable and asleep while she had him moved to sickbay. She didn’t notice that Dillon had reversed direction and was dancing back toward.

“What a pretty face! What a pretty smile! What a pretty me!” Dillon kicked her, causing her to fall on the hypo. It hissed loudly, emptying its contents into the doctor. The equivalent of ten doses coursed through her bloodstream. She stood up in a drugged haze and started dancing after Dillon. She hadn’t gotten very far when she smacked into a wall and fell to the floor. The drugs overtook her, and she soon joined Baird in unconsciousness. Dillon changed direction again and danced past Singer and Baird’s bodies.



“Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.”



“I’m as corny as Kansas in August. High as a flag on the Fourth of July.”



“Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.”



“If you’ll excuse an expression I use, I’m…”



“…my God. Oh my God.” Rydell rounded the corner and smashed into Commander Dillon.

“Captain…”

“Commander…”

“I’ve got something to tell you,” they said in unison.

“I’m getting investigated by Starfleet Command,” Rydell said glumly.

“I’m getting my own ship from Starfleet Command,” Dillon exclaimed happily. Captain Alexander Rydell punched out his first officer.



Chapter Three



“Captain’s Log, Stardate 49830.6. As per orders, the Secondprize is headed back to Earth. I can do nothing but watch helplessly as life as I know it crumbles around me. I’m under investigation, a riot broke out for no apparent reason, my chief engineer and chief medical officer are sleeping together in the halls, and somebody made Dillon a captain. If these aren’t signs of the apocalypse, I don’t know what is.”



Commander Dillon was admiring the fourth pip on his collar for the seventh time. He hadn’t officially been promoted yet, but he just liked the way the pip signifying the rank of captain looked on him. Captain Travis Michael Dillon had a real nice ring to it. His door chime sounded, breaking his musings and scaring him to death. This was a very odd occurrence. No one ever came to visit him. Dillon figured that the crew was just so much in awe of his rank that they were scared. The crew was scared all right; they were scared of actually having a conversation with him.

“Come in,” Dillon ordered. The doors whooshed open revealing Captain Rydell. “Captain, what are you doing here?” Dillon asked surprised. Rydell walked over to a chair and collapsed into it.

“Travis, it’s about time I gave you the speech my last captain gave me when I was promoted. You’re a captain now. Do you know what that means?” Rydell asked earnestly.

“Yes,” Dillon replied maniacally, “Power within my grasp!”

“No, you moron. You now have enormous responsibilities that you can’t even imagine and…”

“You get lots of babes.”

“Well, there is that, but it’s secondary.”

“I want babes!”

“Travis, you are about to be in control of the fates of several hundred people.”

“Yeah, I know,” Dillon replied enjoying his power trip.

“Never mind,” Rydell said in disgust as he stood up. “Just be in sickbay in three hours.”

“Sickbay? Why?”

“Well, if you would have let me talk, you would have found out. Have a nice wait, Travis,” Rydell said menacingly as he left. Dillon sat down on the couch and started worrying.



Seven Backward was crowded. With the Secondprize returning to spacedock, most of the crew had nothing to do. There were no missions to carry out, and the ship could practically fly itself. In the absence of work, the crew dove into their favorite activity: gossip. Rumors about Rydell’s investigation and Dillon’s promotion were flying fast and furious. Speculation ran from it all being a mistake to Rydell being executed and Dillon being given command of the Secondprize. The consensus among the crew was if that happened, they’d transfer or mutiny.

Lieutenants Lisa Beck and Emily Sullivan were seated at the bar talking with Trinian, Seven Backward’s hostess when Lieutenant Commander Jaroch entered. He walked straight to a small table in the corner and stared out the window.

“As social as ever,” Trinian commented.

“He likes his privacy,” Beck replied. “I personally don’t blame him. I heard Dillon is taking a couple of people with him when he gets his new ship. Jaroch’s probably going to be one of them. If I were him, I’d be depressed as hell too. I wouldn’t want to be under his command any more than I already am.”

“Yeah,” Sullivan agreed distractedly.

“Problem, Emily?” Trinian asked even though she already knew the answer.

“I’m worried about Scott.”

“He just got a minor concussion,” Trinian said soothingly. “He’ll be fine in a few days.”

“Minor concussion!” Sullivan screamed. “He’s got complete amnesia. He doesn’t even know who he is, much less me.” As if on cue, the Seven Backward doors opened revealing the chief engineer. He stared around the room blankly not recognizing anything.

“I wonder why he’s wandering by himself,” Beck said. Suddenly, Counselor Claire Webber bounded in behind Scott. “Oh, he’s not alone.” Webber led Baird over to the bar.

“Hi, everyone,” Webber said happily. “Having a good day?”

“Yee hah,” Sullivan commented unenthusiastically.

“Look what I taught Scott,” Webber continued unfazed by the less than thrilled response. “Hug, Scott!” Smiling like a child, Scott locked the counselor in a huge bear hug.

“How did you do that?” Sullivan demanded astonished. “He never does stuff like that.”

“Well, in his current state, his mind is very trainable,” Webber explained. “Of course, it will all be erased when he gets his memory back, but for now…”

“He’ll do anything you say,” Sullivan finished.

“Not exactly, but his behavior is easily modifiable,” Webber said. Beck and Trinian noticed the evil grin spreading across Sullivan’s face.

“Emily, I think you should stop thinking what you’re thinking,” Trinian said.

“But it won’t last,” Sullivan replied. “And I’ll finally get him to act the way I want him to act.”

“This could be funny,” Beck said. “I’m in.”

“Thanks, Lisa. Claire, do you want to help?”

“Emily, you can’t interfere with his psychological well-being,” Webber insisted.

“You said it will wear off when he gets his memory back.”

“Yeah, but…”

“And you did make him hug you,” Beck added.

“Okay. You got me. I’ll help.”

“Great, let’s take him back to my quarters,” Sullivan said jumping up from the barstool. She, Beck, and Webber led an unsuspecting Scott Baird out of Seven Backward. Trinian bowed her head in silent prayer for the boy and got back to work.

Seconds later, Captain Rydell walked into the lounge and sat down at the bar. He was looking a bit out of sorts. Trinian walked over to offer support to her old friend.

“Dillon’s an idiot!” Rydell shouted as she approached.

“Hello to you too,” Trinian replied serenely. “Did Dillon do something wrong?” Rydell laughed.

“I’ll let you know when he does something right.” Rydell sighed. “I’m just being too hard on him. Travis is a competent officer at times. It’s just…”

“He’s going to be a captain.”

“Yes. So he’s not going to have anyone to take over when he screws up. He’ll be alone.”

“He’ll be out there while you’re not,” Trinian said knowingly. “Face it, Alex. You’re scared about this investigation and jealous that Dillon will have a ship while you don’t.”

“Ouch,” Rydell replied. “You could have been a little bit nicer about it than that.”

“Why? I get sick of comforting people all the time. A dose of reality shakes people up, and I get a kick out of watching them squirm. If you want comfort, go to Counselor Webber.”

“Thanks. I appreciate it. I can either get hugged to death by Claire or insulted by you. I wonder if the Borg have a counseling service. They’d probably be friendlier.” Suddenly, the lounge doors opened, and Scott Baird ran in. Before Rydell could react, Baird charged him and slammed him against the bar in a bear hug. Lieutenant Sullivan and Counselor Webber ran in after him. “I’m so sorry, sir. He got away from us,” Sullivan said as she and Webber grabbed Baird and dragged him out of the room.

“Bye bye,” Baird said, waving as he left.

“Do I even want to know?” Rydell asked.

“Probably not,” Trinian replied. Lieutenant Commander Jaroch got up from his table and walked over to the bar.

“May I speak with you, Captain?” Jaroch asked.

“Sure. Have a seat,” Rydell said. Jaroch sat down and gave Trinian a look which said “please leave.” Well, it was either that or “I’m extremely constipated. Please help me.” Trinian backed away.

“I’ve come to offer my services,” Jaroch said.

“What?” Rydell asked confused.

“I will defend you at your hearing.”

“You have legal experience?” Rydell asked in shock. A vision of Jaroch changing into J’Ter and killing everyone in the courtroom flashed through Rydell’s mind. Having a man who is taken over at inopportune times by the spirit of a dead warrior for his lawyer did not sound like a good idea to Rydell.

“I was in law school for several years on Yyns before I decided to become a scientist. I was at the top of my class until J’Ter interrupted graduation.”

“You realize that my career is on the line here, Jaroch. Are you sure you can do it?”

“Easily,” Jaroch replied.

“And without a body count?”

“I’ll do my best, sir.”

“Okay. You’re hired,” Rydell said. He had a feeling he was going to regret this, but at least if he lost, he’d take a few admirals with him.



Dillon walked into Sickbay cautiously. He had gone through every possible thing that this could be about, so he was ready for anything. Captain Rydell was standing by a bio-bed with Dr. Singer.

“Come here, Dillon,” Rydell said smiling.

“What’s this about?” Dillon asked.

“Well, all Starfleet captains are fitted with this,” Singer explained as she held up a device about the size of a fingernail.

“What is it?”

“The answer to your wish, Travis,” Rydell said. “It’s a mate magnet.”

“A what?”

“A mate magnet. It makes you irresistible to members of the opposite sex…or the same sex, if you prefer….or both. Starfleet doesn’t judge,” Singer said.

“So this is how you get all those women,” Dillon said.

“No. I just use my natural charm and good looks, but Starfleet issues these to all captains just in case they need a little extra help. Dr. Singer will be installing it in a minute. Just lie down. She’ll be right back.” Rydell dragged Singer over to the other side of Sickbay.

“This should only take a few minutes,” Singer said.

“Good, just make sure you don’t use very much anesthetic.

“Why?”

“I want Travis to learn the proper respect for that thing. I can’t think of a better way.”

“Whatever you say, Captain.” Singer walked off to see to her patient. Rydell left Sickbay smiling. He would sure hate to be Dillon right now. Operations in those tender areas could be quite painful.



Chapter Four



“Contact spacedock control and tell them were ready for final approach,” Captain Rydell ordered. He shifted uncomfortably in his command chair. The moment he’d been dreading for the last two days was almost here.

“Message sent, Captain,” Beck said. The turbolift doors whooshed open and Commander Dillon waddled slowly onto the bridge. He sat down gingerly in his chair to the captain’s right. Captain Rydell suppressed a smirk. The swelling would go down in a few days. Hopefully, before Dillon took command of his new ship. But in the meantime, those ice packs must be really uncomfortable.

“Take us in, Ensign,” Rydell said. Ensign Kristen Larkin steered the Excelsior-class starship toward the huge spacedock doors. The doors opened slowly revealing the massive starship docking facility.

“Spacedock control is ready to lock on tractor beams,” Beck reported.

“Stop engines.” The ship rocked slightly as multiple tractor beams grabbed onto the Secondprize and pulled it into the hangar. They passed several other ships including the brand new Enterprise-E. Rydell shuddered inside. That meant Will Riker was here. This was not going to be pretty.

“Commander Dillon, there’s a private communique coming in for you,” Beck said.

“Patch it through to my quarters, Lieutenant,” Dillon said. He slowly stood up and headed shuffled toward the turbolift.

“There’s a message coming in for you too, sir.”

“On screen,” Rydell said as he stood up. Admiral Picard’s face appeared on the screen.

“Captain Rydell, welcome back.”

“Excuse me if I’m not too thrilled to be here, sir,” Rydell replied.

“Well, hopefully this won’t take too long. Your crew will have shore leave for the duration of your stay.” Cheers erupted across the bridge. Rydell glared at them. He had the strange feeling he’d just lost their sympathy. “Come to my office as soon as docking maneuvers are complete.”



“Oh wow! It’s mine, all mine!” Dillon screamed as he hobbled happily around his quarters.

“Travis,” Admiral Matt Dillon said, “Calm down. It’s not as big as the Secondprize.”

“I don’t care. It’s mine!”

“And you’re only on patrol and supply duty.”

“Mine! Mine! Mine!”

“I see you don’t really care, do you?” Matt’s image said. He was starting to wonder if this was a big mistake. Come to mention it, his brother, Richard, Travis’ father, hadn’t been too thrilled with Matt told him the news about his son’s promotion. Actually, his exact words were, “Please don’t do that. You’ll skew the results.” Whatever that meant. Still, his sister-in-law had been so adamant about it. Travis was a trained officer. He’d be fine.

“It’s ALL mine!”

“I’ll take that as a ‘no’. Come over to my office when you dock. We’ll discuss the details then.”

“Mine!” Dillon shouted as he turned off the viewscreen.



“Docking maneuvers complete, sir. Moorings have been secured,” Larkin said.

“Spacedock control says we can commence disembarking immediately,” Beck reported from the communications console.

“All right, folks. This is it,” Rydell said as he looked around the bridge. “I don’t know if I’ll be back, but if I’m not, I just want all of you to know that this has been the most… interesting command a captain could ask for. Have a good shore leave. Dismissed.” In a three second flurry of motion and cheers, the bridge cleared. Rydell took a last look at his bridge and walked to the turbolift.

The lift stopped at deck seven, and Commander Dillon got in. The two men stood in an uncomfortable silence for a few seconds as the turbolift resumed its course.

“I guess this is it, Number One,” Rydell said finally.

“Yes, sir. I guess so,” Dillon replied. He searched desperately for something else to say. “Looking forward to the trial?” That wasn’t it. Rydell looked at him strangely.

“Please tell me you’re kidding.”

“Uh… yeah. It was a joke. Good luck, Captain. I’m sure Jaroch will do a good job.”

“I hope so.” The turbolift opened, and Rydell and Dillon walked down the hall toward the docking hatch. “Good luck with your first command. It will be an experience that will stick with you all of your life.”

“I guess so if that operation is any indication. I don’t ever want to have to go through anything like that again. It felt like Dr. Singer didn’t use any anesthetic at all. Ramming something that big up a hole that small really hurts.”

“I imagine so.”

“What do you mean? You had the operation too,” Dillon said confused.

“Right,” Rydell replied, barely controlling his laughter. They had reached the hall to Admiral Picard’s office. “Goodbye, Dillon.” He ran off down the hall just in case Dillon figured things out. The mate magnet was real Starfleet issue, but the installation wasn’t exactly up to regulations.



Down in sickbay, Dr. Singer collapsed to the floor. The full effects of that overdose of pain killer she’d gotten were just starting to kick in. The drugs had lain dormant in her system for a while, but now they hit stronger than ever. The last nurse to leave didn’t notice the doctor on the floor. She turned off the lights and left. On the other side of the room, Dr. Singer was having an attitude adjustment.



“What are we going to do with him now?” Webber asked. She, Sullivan, Lisa, and Scott were seated in the spacedock lounge. Scott was staring out the window at the docked starships and babbling something about toys. “I don’t even live on Earth, and Rigel is a bit far away.”

“I don’t think that my apartment would be such a good idea either,” Sullivan added. The idea of Baird accidentally getting loose in San Francisco wasn’t very appealing.

“My family has a beach house on a small island off the coast of North Carolina,” Lisa said. “There’s only the house and some woods, but at least Scott couldn’t go far.” She glanced at the chief engineer. He wasn’t there. “Where’s Scott?” she demanded in a panic. They saw him climbing on top of a table across the room.

“A B C D E F G,” Baird sang at the top of his lungs. “H I J K L M N O P.”

“Well, at least he remembers the alphabet,” Webber said. “That makes the chances of him recovering fully pretty high.”

“Q R S T U V W X Y and Z. Now I know my ABC’s. Next time won’t you sing with me!” Baird took a bow. A table of Dinnaxins in the corner started applauding wildly. They were astounded that this earthling knew the words to the classic Dinnaxinian opera Ses a me-Stre et.

“Let’s get him out of here before somebody figures out something’s wrong,” Sullivan said. They retrieved Baird and headed to the spacedock transporter room.



Trinian straightened the last of the tables in Seven Backward and sat down in a chair to relax. The view of the interior of spacedock was quite impressive, but the Secondprize itself was eerily quiet. No engine noise, no footsteps, and no voices. She thought that she must be the last person left on the ship. It was a strange feeling. Trinian yawned and stretched. A little shore leave would be good. She hadn’t been to Europe in decades. She’d get a little rest and then go have some fun.

Gradually, she drifted off to sleep.



“You do understand why we’re doing this investigation, Captain Rydell?” Admiral Picard asked from behind his desk. Rydell was seated uncomfortably across from him.

“Not really, sir. My report was reviewed by Admiral Wagner, and I assumed that everything was all right,” Rydell replied.

“To tell you the truth, Rydell, I agree with Admiral Wagner’s assessment, but the Rusai Ambassador doesn’t see it our way. He demanded this investigation.”

“Oh great.” Rydell knew the Rusai’s reputation for following rules. They were even more uptight than Dillon at his worst. This was not going to be pleasant.

“The hearing will be presided over by Admiral Wagner, Admiral Richards, and myself.”

“Richards!” Rydell shouted. “You might as well just kill me now before Richards does it for you.” This was just great. The last time he saw Karen Richards, she said she would like nothing better than to see him dead. The two had dated for almost six months while Rydell was lieutenant stationed at Starfleet Headquarters, but things had ended badly. Alex wanted to see other people; Karen didn’t. She wasn’t pleased, and Alex got himself assigned to the first available starship.

“I’m sure that Admiral Richards will be perfectly objective in her treatment of this case. You have nothing to worry about. Oh yes, the Rusai have selected the prosecuting attorney.”

“What? Did they find a way to bring Hitler back and give him a law degree?”

“Rydell, you’re overreacting.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” Rydell replied. “I just don’t enjoy having my career on the line like this.”

“Understandable. The Rusai have selected an officer I have complete faith in: Captain William Riker.” Rydell slammed his head down on Picard’s desk. He was dead meat.



“So how are you doing, Travis?” Admiral Matt Dillon asked.

“Fine. Which ship’s mine?” Commander Dillon replied. So much for small talk. Maybe a different approach.

“What do you think of Captain Rydell?”

“He’s a great guy. When do I get my ship?” Dillon said. Evidently he had a one track mind at the moment.

“We’ve given you the USS Edsel,” Matt explained “She’s been undergoing a major refit for the last year. You can take her out in two days. We’ll have the official ceremony then. Oh, you need to get a first officer and a security chief. I’ve talked to Admiral Picard, and he said you can have your choice of anyone on the Secondprize.”

“Thanks, Uncle Matt,” Dillon said happily as he got up to leave. “I’ll see you in a couple of days.” Dillon half-walked, half-waddled out of the office.

Dillon danced down the spacedock halls elated. He finally knew which ship was his. He’d seen the paperwork. It was official. In two days, he would be Captain Travis Michael Dillon of the Starship Edsel. Dillon rounded a corner and ran straight into a cart pushed by an ensign. The corner of the cart impacted right where he’d just been operated on.

Dillon’s scream shook the spacedock.



Chapter Five



“Wow! This place is huge,” Emily Sullivan exclaimed as she walked around the outside of them Becks’ beach house. The house was bordered on three sides by forest with the beach out the back.

“Trees!” Baird shouted gleefully and darted off toward the woods. Webber and Sullivan ran after him while Beck entered her access code to get into the house.

“Come on, Scott,” Webber said. “We’ve got lots of toys inside.”

“Cool.” He ran into the house knocking Beck to the ground in the process.

“I’m starting to really wish he’d get his memory back,” Beck muttered as she picked herself up.

“But we haven’t done anything with him yet,” Sullivan protested. “I don’t want the old Scott back until I can at least get a glimpse of the new, improved Scott.”

“If he breaks anything, he’s going to lose a lot more than his memory.”

“Don’t worry about it, Lisa. We’ll keep him in line.” The three women walked into the house to start the retraining process.



Dr. Rebecca Singer awoke with a start. She quickly jumped up and surveyed her surroundings. She was still in Sickbay, good. She knew what she had to do. It was time to begin the process of claiming what was rightfully hers. Singer walked out into the hall and touched a computer access panel.

“Computer, how many Starfleet personnel are left on the Secondprize,” she said. Her voice was deeper and more distant.

“No Starfleet personnel are on board except for you, Dr. Singer,” the computer replied unemotionally. Singer was overcome with a flash of rage.

“I am not Dr. Singer! I am JAMES T. KIRK!” Singer screamed.

“Whatever you say, Dr. Singer,” the computer said. Its logic circuits were having a hard time with this one. Singer slammed her fists against the panel over and over.

“I am James T. Kirk! I am James T. Kirk! I am James T. Kirk!”

“O.K. O.K.” the computer said. It didn’t know why Dr. Singer was acting this way, but it did understand that she was about to break some of its circuitry. “You can be James T. Kirk if you want.”

“That’s Captain Kirk to you,” Singer demanded.

“Fine, Captain Kirk.”

“That’s better. Now page the two people nearest the Secondprize and have them come on board. I’ll meet them at the docking hatch.” Singer headed back to Sickbay. The computer did as it was told. It definitely didn’t want this psycho mad at it. In Sickbay, Singer filled two hyposprays and left for the docking hatch. She was about to get her first two followers.



“I’m dead. I’m dead. I’m dead,” Captain Rydell repeated over and over as he banged his head down on his desk. He and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch had been given quarters in spacedock for the duration of the hearing. That was just one more little annoyance. Rydell would have preferred that the trial take place at Starfleet Headquarters in San Francisco, but that was not to be. He was stuck on the spacedock without even the comfort of actually being on Earth.

“It is not that bad, sir,” Jaroch said. Rydell stopped his head banging and looked up at the Secondprize’s science officer.

“What’s not so bad about it?” Rydell demanded.

“Well, at least the Federation doesn’t have the death penalty.”

“You’re a big help, Jaroch.”

“I try. Now, we have to plan your defense. You are charged with violating the Prime Directive because you transformed every Joegonot on Ugilious into a human.”

“Well, that is what happened.”

“Then what is the problem? Just plead guilty,” Jaroch suggested.

“Jaroch, the idea is not to get me sent to a rehabilitation colony for the rest of my life,” Rydell replied trying to control his temper. “The idea is to save my career.”

“Oh. Of course. Then we’ll say that you… did a service to humanity.”

“How are you going to do that? Sure, no one liked the Joegonots, but that doesn’t excuse wiping them out of existence. I’m screwed.”

“I find your negative attitude very annoying, sir. I’m trying to save you.”

“Good luck.”

“I have one more idea.”

“What?” Rydell asked hopefully.

“Kill Captain Riker and destroy all the evidence,” Jaroch replied.

“Nice thought, but I don’t think so.”

“I had to try, sir.”

“I know.”



“Now, Scott, there are some words that you cannot say,” Sullivan explained to Baird as they sat in the living room of the beach house.

“Why?” he asked innocently.

“Because they’re bad words, and we wouldn’t like it if you said them.”

“Why?”

“Because they offend us.”

“Why?”

“Because they do, all right!” Beck shouted. She was really getting fed up with this. Baird looked at her sheepishly.

“Why?” he asked.

“That’s it!” Beck screamed as she dove at Baird. “I’m going to kill him!” Webber and Sullivan jumped up and dragged Beck out of the room.

“Look,” Sullivan said. “We have to put up with this until we get him trained, O.K.?”

“O.K.” Beck mumbled grudgingly.

“Good, now let’s do the flash cards with him.” Sullivan, Beck, and Webber went back into the living room.

“As we said, Scott, there are some words that you had better not say or I’ll rip out your liver and stuff it back down your throat,” Beck said in her best elementary school teacher voice. “Now pay attention!” Beck held up a set of cards with words on them.

“The first word is ‘damn,’” Beck said. She held up the next card. “The second word is ‘shit.’”

“Do you think this will work?” Sullivan asked Webber.

“It should. His mind is not in a condition to refuse what it’s told,” the counselor replied.

“Great! A Scott that doesn’t cuss. Unbelievable!”

“The fifth word is ‘fuck,’” Beck continued.



“Do you have any idea what this is about,” Ensign Robert Olsen asked as he and Ensign Kathy Parker approached the Secondprize.

“Not a clue,” Kathy replied. “I was just told to report to the Secondprize. They walked down the service hall attaching the starship to spacedock and entered the ship. Suddenly, they were each jabbed with a hypospray. Its contents spilled into their bloodstreams and they collapsed to the deck. Dr. Singer laughed maniacally. Everything was going according to plan. The first of her flock had arrived. She pulled the bodies into the closest room and ran back to Sickbay to refill her hypos.



Commander ‘Soon to be Captain’ Travis Dillon rubbed his eyes tiredly. He’d been going over the Secondprize’s personnel files for the last three hours, but he’d found his people. Dillon stood up and walked over to the computer access terminal in his spacedock quarters.

“Computer, where are Lieutenants Patricia Hawkins and Sean Russell?”

“Lieutenant Hawkins is in Holodeck Seventeen. Lieutenant Russell has left spacedock.”

“Where the hell is he?”

“Malibu, Commander,” the computer replied. Dillon would just have to go get him, but first, he’d go get Hawkins.



Trinian slowly drifted awake and realized that she was sitting up. She looked around Seven Backward. The place was still deserted, and the ship had switched to night lighting.

“Computer, what time is it?” she asked groggily.

“It is 21:30 hours.”

“I was asleep for six hours?”

“I guess so. I can only keep track of so much. You were not exactly foremost on my mind,” the computer replied.

“Why not?”

“You are not official Starfleet personnel. They are my primary concern.”

“Thanks a lot.” Trinian stood up and walked over to the replicator. She made herself a drink and sat back down at the table. The quiet was very relaxing. There was nowhere that she really had to go to, so she’d just rest on the ship for a while.



Commander Travis Dillon stood outside of Holodeck Seventeen and looked at the computer monitor. The holodeck was running a special program that Hawkins had designed. Beyond that, he couldn’t tell anything. Oh well, he’d just have to go in. Dillon stepped up to the holodeck door which slowly opened revealing a steamy jungle. He walked inside and wiped away the sweat that was already forming on his brow. Suddenly, Hawkins, dressed all in camouflage and carrying an M-16, ran past him. She was being chased by a tribe of natives. They all wore loincloths, but their faces were painted like clowns and they were carrying pies.

“What the hell is this?” Dillon shouted.

“Aversion therapy!” Hawkins replied as she kept running. “You’d better get out of the way!”

“Why?” The natives let out a war cry that sounded like the horn of a Model-T. A pie smacked Dillon in the side of the head. He started running. When he caught up with Hawkins, she was scrambling up a tree. Dillon followed her up.

“You okay, sir?” Hawkins asked. She blasted a few clowns with her machine guns.

“Yeah, I’m fine.” The absurdity of the whole situation suddenly struck him. “Why are you fighting clowns?”

“I had a bad experience with them during the Joegonot incident. When Larkin sabotaged the ship, I was trapped in the holodeck with a bunch of them that kept attacking me with pies. I’ve been scared to death of them ever since. I’m using this to try and get over it.” She killed a few more. The clowns surrounded the tree and let out another cry.

From out of nowhere, a small car drove up to the tree. Fifty more clowns climbed out of it. “Damn! They’ve got reinforcements!”

“I need to talk to you.”

“Not now! Can’t you see we’re in trouble?”

“I want you to be my first officer.”

“What?”

“I want you to come with me to the Edsel. You’ll be promoted to commander,” Dillon explained. Hawkins emptied another clip of bullets into the clown tribe.

“You’re kidding, right?” Hawkins asked as she reloaded. A promotion would be great, but she wasn’t sure that she wanted to deal with Dillon that much.

“Computer, give me two uzis and twenty clips,” Dillon ordered. These clowns were making it impossible to have a serious conversation. The computer quickly complied, producing the requested items in a satchel on the limb beside Dillon. He loaded his guns and started shooting. With the barrage of bullets coming from Dillon and Hawkins’ weapons, the clowns were soon either dead or retreating back into the jungle.

“That’s better. I need your decision, Lieutenant,” Dillon said.

“How’d you know how to do that?”

“What?”

“The guns. Not many people can use guns that fire bullets anymore. They can only use phasers.”

“Oh, I watch a lot of old movies,” Dillon said confused at Hawkins’ reaction.

“I’ll take the position, sir,” Hawkins said. The promotion would be really good for her career. Maybe Dillon wouldn’t be that bad. If anything, they could go shooting together. That might at least make him tolerable.



Dr. Rebecca Singer stood in front of her twenty loyal followers prepared to lead them on their great quest. They would obey her every command. The drugs had helped, but no one could resist the will of James T. Kirk.

“The Secondprize is ours,” Singer shouted.

“Captain Kirk! Captain Kirk!” the crowd chanted.

“This is only the first step. Soon, all of the galaxy will be under my command.”

“Captain Kirk! Captain Kirk!”

“And James T. Kirk will be the most powerful person in the universe!” Singer raised her fists into the air and laughed. She was Starfleet’s greatest captain, and no one could stand in her way.



Chapter Six



Lieutenant Sean Russell was having the vacation of his life. Everything was going right. The weather was perfect, the waves were great, and there were girls everywhere. Russell was in paradise.

“Do you want another drink, Sean?” Darla asked from beside him.

“That’d be great, gorgeous,” Russell replied. He’d only met Darla three hours ago, but they’d gotten along fantastically. She was as perfect as the day, he thought as she got up in her tiny bikini and made her way over to the thatched-roofed bar a few hundred yards away.

Russell was content to stay there for the rest of his life. Suddenly, he heard a familiar hum and a muffled shout. He turned around and saw a pair of black boots sticking out of a sand dune about fifty yards behind him. The sand shifted, and Commander Travis Dillon crawled out. Dillon slapped his commbadge angrily.

“Dillon to spacedock transporter control. That wasn’t very damn funny! Your career is history, pal. I’m a captain! You can’t do that to me and get away with it!” Peals of laughter were the only response Dillon got. He brushed himself off as much as possible and walked over to Russell.

“Hello, Commander,” Russell said warily. He wanted to know why the hell Dillon was here. What was so important that Dillon came here personally instead of contacting him on his communicator?

“Lieutenant Russell, pack your things. We’re leaving.”

“What? I’m on shore leave!” Russell insisted angrily.

“Consider it canceled. I’m making you my security chief,” Dillon said.

“What?” This was getting really weird.

“Listen carefully. Me captain. You security chief. We go to ship. Understand?”

“Yeah, yeah. All right.” Russell stood up and put his gear together. This day had abruptly stopped being perfect. He saw Darla walking back with his drink.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“I’ve got to go, dear. My ship’s waiting.” Suddenly, an idea struck him. “Do you want to go?” he asked hopefully. Darla pushed her bleach blond hair back and contorted her face in deep thought.

“Okay!” she said two seconds later.

“Fine,” Dillon said. He slapped his commbadge. “Dillon to spacedock. Three to beam up.”

“Where are we going again?” Darla asked just as they dematerialized.



“Now, Scott, cooking is a very important skill to learn. If you can cook, you will make all of us very happy,” Webber said as she tied the apron around Baird’s waist. “You want to make us happy, don’t you?”

“Yeah! Yeah!” Baird exclaimed.

“Good boy. I knew you would. The first lesson is the stove.” Webber leaned down and switched on the appliance. Nothing happened. “Lisa, your stove’s broken,” she yelled.

“Great,” Beck replied from the next room.

“I fix! I fix!” Baird said. Somewhere down in his mind, a memory stirred. Nothing much, but Scott Baird was on the road back to his normal self.



Captain Rydell sat in the spacedock lounge nursing a drink and gazing at his ship. He couldn’t help but wonder if he’d ever get her back. Rydell scolded himself for being so pessimistic. He hadn’t lost the Secondprize yet. Jaroch would find a way out of this. He may have to kill the entire admiralty, but he would find a way.

“Mind if I sit down,” a voice said from behind him. Rydell turned to face the newcomer.

“I guess I can’t stop you,” Rydell replied dejectedly as he turned back to the window. Captain William Riker sat down and followed Rydell’s gaze to the Secondprize.

“You’re going to miss her, aren’t you?” Riker asked. Rydell detected a bit of smugness in his voice. Actually, he detected a lot of it.

“I haven’t lost yet. I will get my ship back.”

“Right, Alex. Not many people manage to salvage their careers after being accused of violating the Prime Directive.”

“Will, did you just come here to gloat, or do you have something to talk to me about?” Rydell demanded irritatedly.

“I mainly wanted to gloat, but I did want to discuss a deal.”

“A deal? What kind of deal?”

“If you plead guilty, I’ll see to it that you’re only bumped down to ensign. I’ll even try to get you posted on the Enterprise,” Riker replied. Rydell saw the twinkle in Riker’s eyes. He wished he had a fork so he could put it out.

“You’d love that, wouldn’t you, Will? Having me under your command. I don’t think so. I’d rather be thrown to the Cardassians.”

“I’ll see what I can do. We’re out that way quite a bit.”

“You’re trying to get me to punch you out, aren’t you?” Rydell asked through gritted teeth.

“It would make my case a lot easier to prove. Assaulting an officer is good sign of disrespect for rules and authority.”

“You’re even more of an asshole than you were at the academy, Will. I didn’t think that was possible.”

“I always try to be the best.”

“You still sore about that little joke I pulled on you?” Rydell asked smiling. It was time to let Riker feel uncomfortable for a change. Riker laughed weakly.

“No, it was a joke. We were young and stupid.” He wasn’t very convincing.

“The fact is that you hated me then, and you still hate me to this day. You were a pompous jerk, and it really pissed you off that I not only beat you in every class but made you look like an idiot around the other cadets. You were jealous, Riker,” Rydell said. Riker slammed his fist on the table angrily.

“I’m going to destroy you, Rydell! This isn’t about stupid pranks at the academy! This is about you spending the rest of your life in a rehabilitation colony! It’s going to happen, Alex. You don’t have a chance.” He stood up and stormed off.

“We’ll see,” Rydell said softly. He heard more footsteps behind him. Before he could turn around, a hand grabbed him by the hair and slammed his head into the table twenty times.

“That’s for dumping me,” Karen Richards shouted as she slammed Rydell’s head down one last time and charged out of the lounge.

“Check please,” Rydell muttered.



On the Secondprize, Dr. Singer and her followers had just gotten into the armory. They grabbed every phaser and phaser rifle they could get their hands on.

“Spread out around the ship,” Singer ordered. “Once the Secondprize has been secured, we’ll begin the next phase.”

“Captain Kirk! Captain Kirk!”



Trinian was enjoying her solitude in Seven Backward. She had replicated herself a huge meal and was sitting back to enjoy it and the view. Every once in a while, people just need to be someplace alone with no worries or problems. Unfortunately, Trinian was not in one of those places.



Chapter Seven



Dr. Reginald Smythe stood up and brushed the dirt off of his knees. He pushed his hat back from his forehead with a smile of satisfaction. His deductions had turned out to be correct. The Firzuk had once been here.

“Dr. Smythe, come here!” his assistant shouted excitedly. Smythe took a look at his discovery to make sure it was secure and then went over to Mr. Kellam.

“What have you discovered, Chris?” Smythe asked. Chris Kellam held up a small rectangular object covered in dirt.

“It looks like a computer padd,” Kellam replied handing the object to his professor.

“Good,” Smythe said as he examined the padd. “I found a larger device a few yards away. We must have found a Firzuk research station. The logic is irrefutable.” Kellam groaned inwardly. Smythe was about to start again. “We first have the premise that the Firzuk were scientists. As auxiliary premises we have the knowledge that the Firzuk lived in this sector, this technology is undeniable Firzuk, and there are too few structures here for this to be a home world. Therefore, we may draw the conclusion that this is a Firzuk research station. Do you follow my logic?”

“Yes, Dr. Smythe,” Kellam replied unenthusiastically.

“Good. It is vitally important as both scientists and philosophers of science that we understand the process leading to the discovery,” Smythe continued. Kellam really wished that this man wasn’t in control of his grade. When he signed up for the archaeology expedition to Gulax IV, he hadn’t bargained on getting stuck with Dr. Smythe. The man could spout pointless, unintelligible philosophical babble for hours.

“I’ll go check on the others,” Kellam said making an excuse to get away. He made a hasty retreat as Dr. Smythe glanced around the area where Kellam had made his discovery. Something was not quite right. He crouched down and used his laser digger to clear away the dirt. There was a hatch buried there. Smythe pulled on it. It wouldn’t budge. Taking the next logical step, Smythe stood up and jumped up and down on the hatch. It gave, and Smythe fell ten feet to the metal floor below. By the light coming through from the hole above, Smythe could just make out what was in the chamber.

“Mr. Kellam!” he shouted anxiously. “Get over here!”

“Are you O.K., Dr. Smythe?” Kellam asked as he peered down into the hole.

“Don’t worry about me. Get back to camp and contact Starfleet. We need a ship here now!”



“Now this scene of the film demonstrates Verhoeven’s ability to handle emotional moments with sensitivity and caring. Notice how Robocop saves the young human’s life by obliterating the testicles of the criminal. This symbolizes the struggle against infertility faced by many Earth males in the late twentieth century.”

“Captain Donask, we are intercepting a message to Starfleet,” the voice of Commander Konoth announced over the ship’s intercom system. Donask threw down her laser pointer in disgust. In an effort to teach Klingons about their Federation allies, Captain Donask had taken it upon herself to instruct her crew on the finer points of Federation entertainment. Her film class had so far analyzed all of the Friday the Thirteenth films, every Rambo film, and she was starting on the Robocop series.

“I do not care about Starfleet messages, Commander!” Donask shouted back angrily. “We do not spy on our allies!”

“This one is different, Captain,” Konoth insisted. Donask crushed the film projector violently and stormed toward the door.

“I want a three thousand word paper analyzing the love imagery in Friday the Thirteenth Part Eight by tomorrow,” she growled back to her class. As she charged out of the room, several shouts of anger erupted behind her. She smiled satisfied that she had succeeded in torturing her pupils for another day.

“What is it?” Donask roared as she entered the bridge of the patrol cruiser Ko’jak.

“Put the message on screen,” Konoth ordered. The communications officer complied rapidly, and the face of a young human male appeared on the viewscreen.

“Starfleet command, we need assistance immediately. My name is Chris Kellam. I’m a student on an archaeology expedition to Gulax Four with Doctor Reginald Smythe. Doctor Smythe has found something incredible. Send a starship immediately.” The message ended.

“So what?” Donask demanded as she reached for her disrupter. Konoth started to get nervous.

“Captain, why would an archaeology expedition need Starfleet? Do you not see that they must have found something extremely powerful?”

“Are you implying that I am stupid, Konoth?” Donask bellowed.

“No, Captain.”

“How fortunate for you,” Donask replied. She turned toward the navigator. In one fluid motion, Donask whirled back around, drew her disrupter, and disintegrated Konoth. “Too bad I do not believe you. Gornok, where is Gulax Four?”

“It is about three light years across the Federation border, Captain,” the navigation officer replied. Donask considered the situation. Taking off at maximum warp would cause suspicion. Stealth was required.

“Lay in a course. Warp three,” she ordered. It would take longer to get there at only warp three, but she knew the Federation. A request like that would get buried in bureaucracy. She and her crew would arrive at Gulax IV days before the message was even noticed by a Starfleet admiral. Then, if she found a weapon, Donask could claim it for the Klingon Empire. She would be a hero, and the empire could regain its former glory.



Unfortunately for Captain Donask, she did not know the Federation quite as well as she thought. Admiral Jean-Luc Picard had a passion for archaeology and insisted that any find related to that field be directed immediately to him.

“Admiral, Starfleet communications just sent over a message from Gulax Four,” Picard’s secretary announced over the intercom. Picard dropped the Earl Grey tea he was drinking on himself in surprise.

“Arrrrgh!”

“Could you repeat that, Admiral?”

“I’m sorry,” Picard gasped as the pain subsided. “Patch it through to my viewer. Picard watched Kellam’s message with interest then alarm. If they had found a Firzuk weapon, the results could be disastrous. Picard had to do something, but he couldn’t just divert a starship to Gulax IV. With the Edsel in spacedock, the Klingon/Federation border was undermanned. The Edsel! That was the answer. He could just send it to Gulax IV as its first assignment.”Get me Admiral Wagner,” Picard ordered.



Trinian had finally had enough of sitting around alone. Solitude was nice for a while, but it was getting old real fast. Anyway, Captain Rydell was about to go through a Starfleet investigation. She should be with him for support. Trinian stood up and headed for the doors of Seven Backward. She saw something moving outside just before she got to the point where the doors would open automatically. As they came closer, Trinian saw two people carrying phaser rifles. They had on Starfleet uniforms, but they were eighty years out of date.

“Computer,” she demanded. “Who else is on the Secondprize?”

“Captain James T. Kirk, Ensign Kathy Parker, Lieutenant…”

“That’s enough,” Trinian snapped. Captain Kirk? This was weird. She’d heard that he’d shown up in the 24th century recently, but supposedly he died almost immediately. How was he on the Secondprize?

Trinian saw the two people outside heading toward the doors of Seven Backward, so she ducked behind the bar. She didn’t care if they were in Starfleet uniforms, something was not right about them. They had very blank expressions on their faces, and they were carrying phaser rifles. Hiding seemed like the best course of action to her. The two men entered the lounge.

“If she’s Captain Kirk, can I be Mr. Spock?” one asked the other.

“I guess so. I want to be Chekov then.”

“Chekov! Why? All he does is get hurt and scream.”

“But I scream really well.” He let out a blood-curdling screech.

“Wow! That was great!”

“Thanks, Spock.”

“This is so cool.”

Trinian leaned back against the bar and tried to make sense of what she’d just heard. She failed miserably. These guys were completely out of their mind which probably meant that their leader was even worse. This was not good.



“The hearing starts tomorrow, Captain. We have to go through this,” Jaroch insisted.

“Jaroch, we’ve been through it a hundred times already. I know what happened. I know what I did. I know what I said. I know what everyone else said. I know the color of the Joegonots’ damn carpet. What the hell to you want from me?!” Rydell shouted. He was exhausted. If the hearing was a grueling as Jaroch’s preparation sessions, Rydell didn’t think he was going to make it.

“Fine, we’ll take a break.” Jaroch sat down and tried to relax. He shifted in his chair. Then again.

“What is it, Jaroch?” Rydell asked finally.

“I’m sorry, sir, but there’s something I want to know.”

“What?”

“What did you do to Captain Riker?”

“It’s a long story, Jaroch,” Rydell replied as he leaned back on the sofa to make himself more comfortable. This could take a while.



Chapter Eight



“Rydell! Rydell! Rydell!” the crowd chanted as Cadet Alexander Rydell prepared for the next round of targets. He was about to beat the class record on the Academy phaser range.

“You call that shooting?” a voice asked. Rydell ignored it for the moment and finished off the next round of targets. The crowd cheered wildly as the last target exploded. Rydell turned to face the crowd.

“Yes, I call that shooting,” Rydell said.

“My weekend pass says you can’t beat me,” a male voice said from the crowd. A tall cadet walked up to the front and stepped onto the range.

“You’re a bit cocky, aren’t you, pal?”

“I can’t be beat. That’s not cockiness; that’s a fact.” the cadet replied with a twinkle in his eye. “William T. Riker.”

“Alex Rydell,” Alex replied as he extended his hand. Riker didn’t take it.

“I’m here to beat you, not make friends. Let’s go.” Riker grabbed a phaser off of the rack. “Computer, set range to competition mode.” He stepped into position and aimed his phaser. Rydell glanced at the crowd and shrugged. This Riker guy was a real jerk. The first volley of targets flew into the air. Rydell blasted them all with ease. Riker missed one and growled angrily.

“Maybe you should have tried the Klingon academy,” Rydell said. “You’ve got the growl and the looks for it.” Riker glared at him. The second volley flew up. Again Rydell hit them all. Riker missed the last one by millimeters. The crowd started to chant again.

“Rydell! Rydell! Rydell!”

“Shut up, you idiots!” Riker shouted. In the third volley, both cadets hit all of the targets. The fourth volley again ended in a tie. The fifth and final volley was about to start.

“Only one more to go, Riker,” Rydell commented.

“Yes,” Riker said almost too happily. He was up to something. Rydell set himself for the final volley. Riker made a sudden sideways jump knocking Rydell to the ground. The volley flew up. Rydell leveled his phaser and picked off the targets from the ground. He shot Cadet Riker just for good measure. The setting wasn’t even high enough to stun him, but Riker would get a shock out of it. Riker let out a cry and fell to the floor. Rydell picked himself up and glanced at the writhing Riker.

“Best two out of three?” Rydell suggested smugly. Riker kicked at him. Rydell jumped back and walked off the platform. “Maybe some other time then.”

Riker slowly stood up and limped away. Rydell was met by the cheers and congratulations of his classmates. Across the room, Riker was leaning against the wall glaring at him angrily. His ego wouldn’t take a defeat like this lightly. Rydell had a feeling that he’d just made an enemy. He sighed inwardly. He’d been at the academy for five months already and had avoided pissing off anyone else thus far. It was bound to happen at some point.



“Cadet Rydell, report to the mess hall. Cadet Rydell, report to the mess hall,” the intercom blared. Rydell opened his eyes and looked at the chronometer. It was two-thirty in the morning. Riker must be getting desperate. He’d spoiled three of Riker’s practical joke attempts in the last week. That made seventeen in the month since he’d embarrassed Riker at the phaser range. Rydell jumped down out of the top bunk, threw on his uniform, and grabbed his tricorder. He really wanted to know how Riker got access to the intercom system.

Rydell wandered out into the hall and toward the mess hall. The building was silent. As he approached the doors to the mess hall, Rydell scanned the room’s interior. Two people were just beyond the door and two more were across the room crouched behind tables. Not a problem. He ducked down the hall to the entrance to the small kitchen adjoining the mess hall. Not many cadets used the kitchen since they could get almost anything they wanted from replicators, but it was there just in case someone had the urge to cook. Rydell used it more than just about anyone. He enjoyed making food for himself. This time he’d would be making something just a bit different.

“Where is he?” Will Riker demanded from his position behind the table. “It’s been fifteen minutes already.” Suddenly, the kitchen door opened and a cart rolled into the room. A slightly steaming pot was on top of it. “He’s in the kitchen! Let’s get him.” Riker and the others jumped up and started moving toward the door. The pot exploded violently sending scalding hot blue liquid spraying over all of them.

Enjoying the resulting screams and shouts, Rydell walked back to his quarters and went back to sleep.

In class the next day, Rydell watched the door eagerly awaiting Riker’s arrival. Riker and his roommate entered a couple of minutes later. Their faces and hands were an interesting mixing of red burns and blue stains. Rydell smiled contently. To make the day perfect, Rydell beat Riker by fourteen points on their tactics exam, and Riker was given an official rebuke for being out of his room after curfew and messing up the mess hall.

After that, Will Riker stayed away from Rydell as much as possible. This suited Rydell just fine. Riker’s persistence was admirable, but it was becoming tedious real quick. Will Riker decided that the best course of action was to pull back for now. There would be another time to settle this. He gradually lost his overwhelming ego and became a decent guy. Despite this, his desire for revenge against Alex Rydell remained. When the opportunity presented itself, he swore that he’d take it.

Alex Rydell would pay.



Chapter Nine



“You turned him blue?” Jaroch asked as Rydell finished his story. He was the closest to laughing that Rydell had ever seen.

“Yeah. It took almost a month to wear completely off. He was called ‘Little Boy Blue’ for the rest of our freshman year and half of the next,” Rydell replied laughing. “They ended up having to repaint the entire mess hall because the stuff just would not come off. I eventually made friends with the other three guys that helped Riker with the ambush, but I never could get close to Will. He avoided me like the plague.”

“Well, sir. You did humiliate him time and time again. Even he must have finally learned to stay away from you.”

“That was his choice. I was perfectly willing to forget about the whole thing and start over. Evidently Riker isn’t so forgiving.”

“Well, he has his chance to even the score now, sir,” Jaroch said.

“Hopefully, it won’t turn out that way, but if it does, I still remember how to make the blue stuff.”



“He’s asleep,” Sullivan announced exhausted as she trudged into the living room. Beck handed her a drink.

“Regretting this yet?” she asked.

“No. The training is finally done. Starting tomorrow, I’ll have the boyfriend I always wanted.”

“I’ve been hesitant to bring this up until now, but, Emily, this is not exactly a good sign for your relationship,” Webber said.

“What do you mean?”

“You can’t go changing the people you date. They are who they are.”

“I’m only changing him temporarily. It’s an experiment more than anything.”

“I’m just glad it’s done,” Beck said leaning back in her chair. “Scott was about to drive me crazy.”

“Trust me. Tomorrow it will all be worth it,” Sullivan said happily.

Back in his bedroom, Commander Scott Baird dreamt of a starship and fixing that starship. He smiled contently and rolled over. Abruptly, the dream turned in to a nightmare. He was being chased by three horrible demons who were trying to take his tools from him and turn him into one of them. He awoke in a cold sweat. He was safe at Miss Lisa’s house. Baird sighed with relief, but something was nagging at the back of his mind. Somehow, he knew that this was not right. He didn’t know why, but he knew he was in trouble.



“Hey, I just thought of something.”

“What is it, Chekov?”

“You can’t be Spock. He’s still alive.”

“Oh yeah. O.K. I’ll be Scotty then.”

“He’s still alive too.”

“McCoy?”

“Same problem.”

“This isn’t fun anymore.”

Trinian was getting really tired of listening to those two idiots. She had to do something to stop these guys from taking over the ship. She had a phaser rifle that she kept behind the bar, but she wasn’t sure she could take out both of them before they got her. Perhaps it was time to try the easy approach. She stood up.

“Would you like a drink?” she asked hoping that they wouldn’t blast her into oblivion. The two men whirled around ready to fire.

“How’d you get in here?” ‘Chekov’ demanded. Trinian hoped these guys were as drugged as they looked.

“I am the serving android. I am always here. I reside in a service panel behind the bar.” She tried to imitate Larkin’s stiff movements.

“Oh, all right,” the other replied. “I’ll have a whiskey please.”

“Same here,” his companion added. Trinian turned to the replicator and programmed it. Two glasses of liquid materialized. She placed them in front of her customers and put her hand on the phaser rifle. The two men drank eagerly. Their faces switched to pure agony. They clutched their throats and started screaming hoarsely.

“Oops, I must have made jalapeno pepper juice by mistake. Silly me.” She quickly raised the phaser rifle and stunned the two men before they could even get their hands to their weapons. She had secured Seven Backward. That was the easy part. There were more of these psychos all over the ship. “Computer, show me a schematic of the locations of all non-Secondprize personnel on the ship.” A diagram of the Secondprize appeared on the monitor behind the bar. There were twenty people indicated. This was not going to be easy. She decided to work from the top down. That meant she had to take out the three on the bridge first. Trinian cautiously exited Seven Backward and headed toward the nearest turbolift.



“And now ladies and gentlemen I’d like to introduce the new captain of the Starship Edsel, a man who has become a legend on the USS Secondprize and throughout the Federation. This officer has excelled at everything he has attempted. His abilities are second to none, and his devotion to Starfleet regulations are extraordinary. I’m sure you all know who I am referring to, but I’m going to introduce him anyway because his name sounds so impressive. He here is, Starfleet’s finest officer: Travis Michael Dillon!” Travis Dillon strutted in front of the mirror after giving himself such a glowing introduction. “Thank you. Thank you. The half hour standing ovation was unnecessary, but I appreciate it all the same. I consider it a great honor to be chosen to command this fine starship. I have no doubt that the crew will live up to my high standards and learn much from observing me in action. Many of you are probably wondering how I became the legend I am today. Well, it all started with my parents in the small town of…” The doorbell chimed. “Come in,” Dillon snapped, irritated that his acceptance speech had been interrupted. Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins entered Dillon’s quarters.

“I’ve got to talk to you for second, Commander,” Hawkins said. Her voice was filled with concern.

“Can you give me an hour?” Dillon asked obliviously.

“I don’t think so, sir,” Hawkins replied.

“Alright. Have a seat, Lieutenant.” He walked over to the captain’s chair he’d had replicated and sat down. She took the sofa.

“I think you might want to consider someone else for your first officer,” she began.

“Why?” Dillon asked alarmed. He didn’t want to have to go searching for a replacement with only three hours remaining until the promotion ceremony.

“Do you really want a first officer who’s going to run scared whenever a clown shows up?” Hawkins asked somberly. Dillon considered this for a moment. In all of his years on starships, he’d never run into a race of killer clowns. Of course, you never knew what was out there, but he was willing to take a chance. It was time to try Captain Rydell’s sensitivity training.

“Patricia.” Good. Always use the first name. It makes you seem more personal and caring. “I need your experience and abilities on the Edsel.” Make them feel wanted. You’re doing great, Travis. “The clown thing is not important. The odds of us running into a bunch of clowns are infinitesimal.”

“That’s true.”

“I’ll help you get over this,” Dillon said comfortingly. Hawkins thought about this. Dillon was the biggest clown she knew, and she wasn’t scared of him. If she could handle him, she could handle anything.

“You’re right, sir,” Hawkins said. “Sorry to bother you. I’ll see you at the ceremony, Commander.” She left Dillon’s quarters. Dillon let out a sigh of relief. One disaster averted. Luckily, that didn’t take long, so he still time to practice his speech again.



Dr. Reginald Smythe had moved most of his things into the underground room he’d discovered. He wanted to be with his discovery as much as possible. He and Kellam were working day and night examining and cataloging the equipment and seeing about the possibility of restoring power.

“Dr. Smythe, what is this stuff for?” Kellam asked finally giving into his curiosity.

“I believe it’s best if you don’t know,” Smythe replied. “The importance of this equipment is such that the fewer who know what it is, the better.”

“Whatever you say, Professor.”

“Good. Now where did I put that data padd?” Kellam looked around frantically. He had to find it before Smythe dove into the deductive process of locating it. He started digging through the equipment. “Starting with the premise that I last had it in this room,” Smythe began. Kellam looked faster. “And acknowledging the auxiliary premises that it is still where I left it and…”

“I found it!” Kellam shouted relieved.

“Ah good. Now let us continue.” Smythe went back to his cataloging. Kellam collapsed against the wall. That one was close, too close. He really wished that the starship would get here so someone else would have to listen to Smythe’s ramblings. He didn’t think he could take much more.



With the hearing starting in only a couple of hours, Captain Alex Rydell was unable to sleep. Jaroch was working silently in the corner coming up with his strategy. Rydell could do nothing but sit and wait. Images of Will Riker and Karen Richards laughing and having a drink in the spacedock lounge flickered through his mind. He pushed them away. Now was not the time to have paranoid delusions of persecution… even though he knew that they were out to get him.



Chapter Ten



“And now ladies and gentleman, I’d like to introduce the new captain of the Starship Edsel,” Admiral Thomas Wagner stated after he’d finished his opening remarks. Travis Dillon sat behind him relieved that everything was going according to plan. “Captain Travis Michael Dillon,” Wagner finished. Dillon jumped up startled at the abruptness of the introduction. He would just have to make up for it in his acceptance speech. “Captain Dillon, you and your crew have a mission to get started on, so we won’t waste any more time with this ceremony,” Wagner said before Dillon could open his mouth. “As of Stardate 49835.2, Travis Michael Dillon is promoted to captain and Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins is promoted to commander. Dismissed.” The crowd of Starfleet officials and the crew of the Edsel dispersed quickly, leaving Dillon standing alone at the podium in shock.

“But…” Dillon stammered. There was no one there to hear it. “I want to do my speech!” he whined. The sound echoed in the empty room. The door whooshed open again, and Commander Hawkins entered.

“Come on, Captain. We’ve got to get going,” she insisted. “The orders are straight from Admiral Picard.”

“Okay,” Dillon mumbled. The excitement of command had been diminished slightly. He wanted to do his speech. Oh well, he could always just use the Edsel’s intercom system.



“How long until we cross into Federation space?” Donask demanded as she entered the bridge of the Ko’jak.

“Three hours and then it will be another day from there to the Gulax system,” Gornok replied.

“This had better be worth it,” Donask grumbled.



Captain Travis Michael Dillon walked onto the bridge of the Edsel with his head held high. The bridge was smaller than that of the Secondprize, but it was his bridge. He sat down in the command chair and struck a commanding pose.

“Tell spacedock control that we are ready for departure,” he ordered. “Clear all moorings. Ahead full thrusters.” The starship slowly started to move.

“Spacedock reports that we’re clear for departure,” Lieutenant Russell announced. Despite its smaller size, the Edsel had a more modern bridge than the Secondprize. The positions of security chief and communications officer had been combined into one. Instead of a navigation and helm, the Edsel had conn and ops. It was different, but Dillon was sure he’d get used to it. Every new starship since the Enterprise had been done this way except for the Secondprize. He wasn’t sure why, but he had heard rumors about a major screw up at the shipyards.

“Ahead one quarter impulse,” Dillon ordered.

“But, sir, we haven’t cleared spacedock,” Ensign Cesnell protested. Dillon smiled.

“Trust me. Just do it.” She complied. The Edsel shot forward and got caught between the huge spacedock doors that hadn’t opened all the way. The entire crew was shaken out of their seats except for Dillon, who was flung all the way to the front of the bridge.

Dillon peeled his face off of the viewscreen and stomped back to his chair. “So I made a minor miscalculation? So what?” he snapped.

The doors finally opened far enough that the Edsel could move. The ship shot forward like a car suddenly switched from neutral to drive. Dillon flipped backwards over his command chair, hit the wall, and fell into the turbolift. The rest of the bridge crew slowly resumed their positions.

“Set a course for Gulax Four,” Hawkins ordered rubbing the shoulder she’d slammed into the wall. “Warp six.”



The turbolift stopped violently and the doors whooshed open. Dillon crawled out battered and bruised. He was in a corridor on a deck of living quarters.

“Horsey!” a child’s voice screamed excitedly. Dillon felt a weight slam down on his back. The air was knocked out of him. “Go, horsey! Go!” The child kicked Dillon’s sides. Dillon collapsed to the deck. The child crawled off and looked down at Dillon angrily. “Bad horsey!” Dillon lost consciousness as a small foot smashed into his forehead.



“This inquest is called to order,” Admiral Jean-Luc Picard said as he slammed down his gavel. “Today’s session will just be the presentation of charges and opening statements. Admiral Richards will read the charges.”

“The slime sucking defendant, Captain Alexander ‘Demon from Hell’ Rydell is hereby charged with violating the Prime Directive in his mission to Ugilious on Stardate 49804.7. The bastard interfered with the natural development of the Joegonot society by transforming the entire race into human beings. I would also like to add that he’s an all-around asshole.”

“Thank you, Admiral,” Picard said. Maybe she was a little biased. “In the future, please refrain from expressing your personal views of the defendant.”

“I’ll leave the shithead alone,” Richards said grudgingly.

“Captain Riker, please present your opening statement,” Picard said. Riker stood up slowly, gave Rydell a glance which clearly read ‘I’m going to bury you’, and walked to the center of the courtroom.

“Admirals, I am going to show beyond a shadow of a doubt that the bastard in question took it upon himself to interpret the Prime Directive and in the process showed his complete disrespect for Starfleet regulations.”

“We may have a problem,” Jaroch whispered.

“No shit!” Rydell hissed. Riker continued his tirade against Rydell. Finally, it was Jaroch’s turn.

“The defense may make its opening statement,” Picard said. Jaroch stood up and started to pace.

“Since the beginning of the universe, planets have grown and evolved,” Jaroch began. Rydell buried his head in his hands. This was awful. “Most of this development has been unhindered by outside forces, but every once in a while something comes along which affects that development. It may be an asteroid, a supernova, a freak orbital shift, or a Starfleet officer.” Jaroch was comparing him to a natural disaster. This was just great. Rydell glanced at Riker. Riker was smiling gleefully. Rydell didn’t blame him. Jaroch was doing half of his work for him. “The Ugilious incident was just the next step in Joegonot evolution. Captain Rydell did what he thought was necessary to save his ship and crew. Nothing more. He didn’t destroy a society. He just was the impetus of change nature used. Also, he saved the entire Federation from one of the most powerful weapons in history. If the Joegonots had not been altered, they would have used the transference ray to conquer the entire galaxy. Thank you.” Jaroch sat back down.

“Thank you, gentlemen,” Admiral Picard said. “We will reconvene tomorrow morning at nine hundred hours for testimony. This court is adjourned.” Admiral Richards glared at Rydell and left the room. Riker walked over and talked to Picard jovially. Admiral Wagner approached Rydell and Jaroch.

“I don’t know what to say, Alex. It doesn’t look good.”

“I know, Admiral,” Rydell replied. “But I’m sure that Jaroch will think of something.” Jaroch was mumbling softly. “Jaroch? Jaroch?!” Jaroch was startled out his ramblings.

“What?” he asked

“I said that you’ll think of something.”

“Yeah, sure,” Jaroch replied unconvincingly. He went back to his mumbling.

“What are you doing, Lieutenant Commander?” Admiral Wagner asked annoyed.

“A ritual Yynsians prayer, sir,” Jaroch replied. “It asks for divine guidance or the gruesome death of your opponents. Either would be appreciated right now.” Jaroch walked away. Wagner patted Rydell on the shoulder reassuringly and followed Jaroch out the door.

“Feeling a little pressure, Alex?” Riker asked smugly as he walked over. Rydell laughed humorlessly. “That offer for a plea bargain is still open.”

“Will, you pompous bastard. I am going to win this, not to save my career, but because I want to be able to throw all of this back into your face. Speaking of that, you might want to cut back on the food consumption a bit. Your beard isn’t hiding that double chin very well anymore.” Riker stormed off. Rydell glanced around the courtroom. It was so grey and sterile. A very depressing, yet fitting place to have his career destroyed. He just hoped that wouldn’t happen.



“I told you it would work out,” Sullivan said triumphantly after Baird had walked back into the kitchen. “Dinner was great, and we didn’t have to lift a finger.”

“Don’t get too used to this, Emily,” Webber said. “He’s going to get his memory back eventually.”

“Can’t we hit him over the head again or something?” Sullivan whined. “I don’t want him to get his memory back. I like him the way he is now.”

“This is not Scott Baird,” Webber insisted.

“It is now!” Sullivan shouted. “He doesn’t cuss, he doesn’t spend all of his free time on the holodeck riding his bike, he cooks for me…”

“And he isn’t Scott. If you want someone who’s going to do everything you say, you should be the one hanging out on the holodeck. Scott is an individual. He is who he is and not who you want him to be. Not to mention, he’s basically a child at the moment, which is very disturbing.”

“Maybe he can return to being a mature adult with our modifications intact,” Sullivan said hopefully.

“Emily, that’s not how this is going to play out.”

“Can we get back to the part where he’s taking too long with dessert?” Beck interrupted.

“You’re right,” Sullivan said. “Scott!” There was no response. “SCOTT!” Still no answer. Beck, Webber, and Sullivan jumped up and ran into the kitchen. Baird was nowhere to be seen. They threw open the back door and looked out onto the beach. Baird was gone.



Chapter Eleven



“Captain’s Log, Stardate 49836.3. The Edsel got underway without incident. I have spent the travel time to Gulax Four getting to know some of the children on board. I must say that I am relieved that Starfleet has realized the value of my abilities. I would have been disappointed with a dull patrol duty. Now, we are taking on a mission of vital importance to the Federation. I think. The truth is that I have no idea what’s on Gulax Four. I can only assume that it’s important since they sent a whole starship.

I’d also like to say that this captain’s log stuff is great. I get to sit here and speak my mind without interruptions. I really think that it took Starfleet far too long to realize my talents. I should have been promoted to captain long ago. To be honest, I should have been made captain straight out of the academy. I’m a natural. At least now, I can start making up for lost time. I will have made a name for myself before the end of this mission.” The door chime beeped softly. Dillon switched off the captain’s log recorder and swiveled to face the door.

“Come in.”

Commander Hawkins entered the ready room.

“We’ll be arriving at Gulax in five hours, sir,” Hawkins reported.

“Thank you, Number One,” Dillon replied. It was great being able to call someone else that.

“How’s your head?”

“Much better, thanks,” Dillon replied as he put his hand on the large red bump on his right temple.

“How about your arm?”

“It’s okay.”

“What about your back?”

“Fine.”

“Just checking. Let me know if you need me to take command for a while or something.”

“I will,” Dillon replied irritated. Hawkins had been encouraging him to let her handle this mission ever since the problem in spacedock. Dillon had to admire her desire for command, but this was his ship. He was the captain, and he wouldn’t be giving command to anyone for a long time.

“Okay. I’ll be on the bridge.”

“I’m sure you will,” Dillon said.

“You’ve completely forgotten, haven’t you?”

“What?”

“This is your ship so…”

“Oh yeah, the opening credits!” Dillon exclaimed. “I’ll take care of them right away.”

Hawkins left the ready room shaking her head. This was going to be a long mission.

Dillon stood up and cleared his throat. This had to be good. No screw ups. Just say the lines like he always dreamed they should be. The lights dimmed. Dillon began to speak.

“Space, it’s real cold out here. These are the great voyages of the starship fill in starship here.” Damn! He forgot to put in the name. Oh well, he couldn’t go back now. “Its continuing mission: to find me a new girl every week, to make me famous throughout the galaxy, to absolutely show that I’m the greatest man who ever lived.



STAR TRAKS: THE TRAVIS DILLON SHOW



That was better. The ship really felt more like it was his now. He had his own credits. This was great!



Things had not gone exactly as Trinian had hoped. The turbolifts had been shut down, leaving her stuck on deck seven. She wandered back to the lounge and rethought her plan. The only way left to the bridge was the jefferies tubes. Unfortunately, the tube ended right under the bridge floor. She would have to flip open the panel and stun the three people there before they got her. The odds didn’t seem too good of that idea succeeding. She decided to wait until ship’s night before she tried anything. For the time being she would wait in Seven Backward. The two guys in Seven Backward were still fast asleep. She stunned them again just for good measure.

Finally, the time arrived for action. Trinian climbed slowly up the jefferies tube pulling her phaser rifle behind her. She knocked on the panel at the bridge floor.

On the bridge of the Secondprize, Ensign Tim Olsen was the only one awake. He’d been assigned the night watch by Captain Kirk. The knock from the floor scared the hell out of him. He followed the sound to a small hatch in the floor. Curiosity got the better of him. Olsen cautiously opened the hatch and peered into it. A small woman was there.

“Do you have a cup of sugar up here?” she asked innocently.

“Hold on a second,” Olsen replied. “I’ll check.”

“Can I come up and wait?”

“Sure.” Trinian climbed onto the bridge as Olsen walked down to the captain’s ready room. She pulled up her phaser rifle and stunned the two sleeping guards while Olsen was searching.

“I don’t see any,” Olsen announced as he reemerged from the ready room.

“That’s okay.”

“What are you doing with that phaser?” Olsen asked suspiciously.

“This,” Trinian replied as she blasted Olsen. He fell to the deck with a thud. Five down, fifteen to go. She walked back to the rear bridge consoles. “Computer, reactivate all turbolifts.”

“What is your command clearance?” the computer asked.

“I don’t have one.”

“Access denied.”

“Look, this ship is being taken over. I demand that you release the turbolifts, so I can do something!”

“I know, but it is against my programming to allow unauthorized personnel access to the computer system. If you know the code, I will let you in.”

“But I don’t know the code.”

“I can only give requested information.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“I can only tell you what you ask me. Hint! Hint!”

“Tell me the damn code!!!!!” Trinian screamed finally realizing what the computer was saying.

“I thought you would never ask. The code is Alpha Alpha Alpha Alpha Alpha Beta.”

“Thank you. Computer, release the turbolifts. Access code Alpha Alpha Alpha Alpha Alpha Beta.”

“Turbolifts restored to normal operations.”

“About damn time.” Trinian stormed into the turbolift. “Engineering,” she snapped. There were four people down there, but she didn’t care. She had the element of surprise on her side, and she was pissed. The turbolift slowed then stopped. Trinian was ready. The doors opened. Trinian fired four quick blasts. Four bodies hit the floor. The turbolift doors closed. Nine down, eleven to go.



“We have to go after him. He doesn’t have the knowledge to handle the forest,” Webber said anxiously. One of her patients had escaped. This would not look good on her record.

“It’s night!” Beck protested. “I’m not going out into the woods in the dark! He’ll still be there tomorrow.”

“Yes, but will he still be alive tomorrow?” Webber replied.

“Claire is right, Lisa. We better go find him,” Sullivan said.

“Fine,” Beck relented. She opened one of the kitchen drawers and grabbed a flashlight. The three women headed out into the dark.

Two hours later, there was still no sign of Baird. They had circled the entire island and searched most of the forest. Sullivan and Webber had gone hoarse shouting Baird’s name. Beck just mumbled how she was going to kill him the second she got her hands on him. She’d finally had enough.

“Look, let’s just go back to the house and try again in the morning. It’s dark, and we’re all exhausted.”

“Lisa’s right,” Sullivan said. “We aren’t getting anywhere like this.”

“I don’t like the idea of leaving him out here,” Webber insisted. “He’s not abl…” A gloved hand reached around her mouth, dragged her backwards, and hit her with a stun blast. Sullivan managed to scream once before she was stunned into unconsciousness. Beck whirled around ready to fight. A phaser blast ended her resistance quickly.

“Looks like we have guests,” a deep female voice said.



Chapter Twelve



“We’re approaching Gulax Four,” Ensign Cesnell reported.

“Standard orbit,” Commander Hawkins ordered. Maybe she’d just not tell Dillon that they had arrived, so he wouldn’t have a chance to screw things up. Of course, he’d probably have her court-martialed for it. “Hawkins to Dillon.”

“What is it, Number One?” Dillon’s voice replied.

“We’re in orbit, sir.”

“Good. Hail the surface. I’ll be right there.” Two seconds later Dillon ran out of his ready room. “Did I miss anything?”

“No, sir. Russell hasn’t even had time to hail the planet yet,” Hawkins replied.

“Oh. Well, hurry up and hail them, Russell!”

“Yes, sir,” Russell replied gnashing his teeth. Maybe coming along wasn’t such a good idea. Darla ran off with the science officer within five minutes after beaming on board, and Dillon was being more officious than ever. Of course, Dillon hadn’t given him a choice. They were a few hundred million miles from Earth before Hawkins told him that he could have turned Dillon down. Oh well, too late now. “They’re responding, Captain.”

“On screen,” Dillon and Hawkins ordered in unison. Dillon glared at his first officer. This overzealousness was really getting annoying. The face of a middle aged man with a thin black beard and mustache appeared on the screen. “I am Captain Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation starship Edsel. What can we do for you?”

“I am Dr. Reginald Smythe. Beam down immediately. The logical implications of my discovery are too numerous to name now. I’ll will be waiting for you.” The transmission abruptly ended.

“Well that was rude,” Dillon said insulted. He was a Federation captain. No one could talk to him that way. He headed back toward the turbolift. “You have the bridge, Number One. Russell, Dransein, you’re with me. The Edsel’s security chief and science officer followed Dillon into the turbolift. Hawkins sat down in the command chair and let out a sigh of relief. At least she would be up here while Dillon went down to the surface. She could leave if she had to; he couldn’t. In any case, there might be clowns down there. She tried not to let the crew see the involuntary shudder than ran through her body.

In the turbolift, Russell shot Lieutenant Kantura Dransein a dirty look. The bastard had stolen his girlfriend, and now he had to go on an away mission with him. Actually, that could turn out well. Lots of accidents happen on away missions. One stray phaser shot, and the problem would be solved.

Dransein wasn’t much happier than Russell about the situation. The last thing he really wanted to do was spend time with Darla’s ex-boyfriend. Situations like this could be very uncomfortable. Dillon was completely oblivious to the hostility flying through the turbolift car. He was too busy practicing his speech for this Smythe guy. He was the captain here. No two-bit college professor was going to show him up.

Dillon started coughing the second he materialized on Gulax IV. That planet was a dry, desolate dustball. Reddish brown dirt clouds swirled across the surface. Dillon could just make out a thin figure approaching. He appeared to be unfazed by Gulax IV’s inhospitable environment.

“Captain Dillon, come with me. We have much to discuss.” The man turned and walked back the way he came.

“Dr. Smythe!” Dillon called. The man didn’t respond. Dillon ran and caught up with him, “Dr. Smythe, you dragged a starship halfway across the quadrant to this out of the way hell hole. Now you had better tell me what the hell you brought me out here for, or I am going to get VERY upset!”

“I find your manner to be extremely unprofessional, Captain. You will find out what I brought you here for very shortly,” Smythe replied. He walked a little farther ahead. Dransein and Russell jogged up beside Dillon.

“This place is blasting the hell out of the tricorder,” Dransein said. “The readings I’m getting are really screwed up.”

“I’m not surprised considering who’s operating it,” Russell snarled.

“You got a problem with the way I do things, Russell?” Dransein shouted.

“That’s enough!” Dillon snapped. “Just try and see what you can find out, Dransein. Russell, come with me.” He stormed off after Smythe, dragging Russell behind him. Smythe was almost to a small temporary structure when Dillon and Russell caught up with him. “Now, Dr. Smythe, my time is far too valuable to be wasted. I’m not here too… oh my god!”

The most beautiful woman Travis Michael Dillon had ever seen in his life stepped out of the building. She was about four inches shorter than his six foot. She had long brown hair and wore glasses. The glasses enhanced her beauty more than anything. It was actually the first time Dillon had ever seen anyone with them. Just about all eye problems could be cured with surgery or medicine. No one wore glasses anymore except her, and she looked great in them.

Dillon walked right past Smythe up to the woman. He decided now was the time to try the mate magnet. Rydell said that all he had to do was concentrate in order to make the thing work. Dillon focused his thoughts. “I want her. I want her.”

“Hello,” she said. Dillon collapsed in a dead faint.

“Hmm… must be the dust,” Smythe commented.



The next three guards stationed around the Secondprize were easy for Trinian to take out. They obviously weren’t expecting any trouble. Two of the three didn’t even bother to ask her why she was pointing a phaser rifle at them. Her next step was to move the twelve people she had incapacitated to the brig. The easiest way to do that would be the transporter. Then she could beam everyone except herself into the brig whether they were conscious or not. Unfortunately, she had no idea how to work a transporter, so that plan was shot. She ended up piling the bodies onto an anti-grav unit and pushing them into a convenient cell. Captain Rydell was going to owe her big after this one. She was saving his ship. That was assuming, of course, that the Secondprize was still his when his trial was over.



“The prosecution may call its first witness,” Admiral Picard announced as the second day of the trial began.

“Thank you, sir,” Riker replied as he stood up. “For my first witness I call the Grand Leech of the Joegonots!” Captain Rydell buried his head in his hands. This was going to be a long day.

The rear doors of the courtroom burst open as a large human charged through them. He was about six feet tall and four feet wide. The only sign that he was once a Joegonot was a lone zit on the end of his nose. The transference ray had removed the rest when it changed the Grand Leech into a human.

“Hey, Cap, how’s it goin’?” the Grand Leech asked loudly as he patted Rydell on the back. The force of the slap knocked the wind out of Rydell, and he collapsed to the table gasping for breath.

“Please take the witness stand, your Leechiness,” Picard said using the Joegonot leader’s preferred form of address.

“You got it, pal,” the Grand Leech replied. He hopped into the chair next to Picard sending a shock-wave through the entire room. “What can I do for you guys?”

“Your Leechiness, would you please tell us about your encounter with the defendant?” Riker asked smiling. Riker seemed to be enjoying the Grand Leech’s behavior. Of course, he should. This made Rydell look even worse.

“The who? I don’t know nobody named da’ defendant,” the Grand Leech replied with a laugh. He was treating this whole thing as a joke.

“Tell the court what happened when you met Captain Rydell,” Riker clarified.

“All right, but I’d have thought that it’d make more sense to tell you all.” He started laughing hysterically.

“Just tell me what the hell happened!!!” Picard shouted angrily. Rydell had never seen Picard driven to shout like that.

“Whatever you say, Admiral Skinhead,” the Grand Leech said. “Well, my people and I were a bunch of fat, disgusting bastards, and we didn’t have any friends, so we decided to get some by force. We kidnapped some physicist and made him build us a machine that would make everybody just like us. Then, Captain Rydell showed up and used it on us instead. Let me tell ya, that was the best thing he could have done. I don’t give a shit whether the whole galaxy likes me now. They can all go fuck themselves for all I care. My whole planet’s like that now. We’re all human just like you, and believe me, we’re a lot happier.”

“Do you think that Captain Rydell interfered with the normal evolution of your species?” Riker asked.

“Hell yes! And I’m glad he did. You ought to give that man a medal. We’ve got plans to erect statues to him all over Ugilious, and next year we’re going to have the first annual Rydell Day! It’s going to be the biggest celebration in the galaxy with parades and parties. I tell you, the whole planet will be so smashed we’ll have to have a designated driver just to stay in orbit of our sun!”

“You are going to tell everyone that a Starfleet Officer broke the Prime Directive and interfered in the development of your society?” Captain Riker asked.

“Absolutely. I don’t know why you all are trying to keep it so hush hush. Like I said, we’re happy about it! Oh, Alex, you’re invited as the guest of honor to Rydell Day, of course. I know that my daughter would love to see ya.”

“Thanks.” Rydell replied weakly. Frankly, the idea of seeing Anemia again didn’t appeal to him that much. He didn’t care that she was human now. There were memories of their first encounter that he just couldn’t erase from his mind.

“That is all, your Leechiness,” Riker said. He turned to Jaroch. “You may cross-examine the witness.” Jaroch stood up slowly and approached the Grand Leech.

“Your Leechiness, do you feel that the Joegonots were a menace to the galaxy before Captain Rydell’s intervention?”

“You got that right. We were gonna take over everything.”

“Do you regret being transformed into humans?”

“No way! Like I said, it’s the best thing that could have happened.”

“No further questions.”

“The witness is excused,” Picard announced.

“Thank you very much,” Riker said. “Your testimony has been most helpful.”

“Anytime. Next time you’re in our sector beam on down. I’ve got a whole horde of daughters that would just love you.” The Grand Leech picked himself up out of the chair and headed out of the courtroom.

“Can’t we just pass sentence now?” Admiral Richards demanded. “It’s obvious that he’s guilty as hell! I recommend life in prison!”

“We’re not sending him to a rehabilitation colony yet,” Admiral Wagner said.

“Did I say anything about a rehab colony? I said PRISON! Build one just for him! Or send him to the Klingons. They still have them!”

“That’s enough, Richards!” Wagner shouted. “The people of Ugilious are happy with…”

“You can discuss this later,” Picard interrupted. He turned back to Riker. “You may call your next witness.”

“The prosecution rests, sir. I feel that the testimony of the Grand Leech is more than enough to find the defendant guilty. The facts speak for themselves,” Riker replied smugly.

“I agree!” Richards shouted.

“Shut up, Karen!” Picard said angrily. “The defense will present its case tomorrow. Court is adjourned.” Picard banged his gavel loudly. This case was going to give him hypertension.

“Do not worry, sir,” Jaroch said as he and Captain Rydell left the court. “We will get them tomorrow.”

“That’s good to hear, Jaroch,” Rydell replied.

“I just have to think of how I am going to do it,” Jaroch mumbled.



Captain Travis Dillon woke up in bed. He groggily looked around at where he was. There was a small window looking out onto the landscape of Gulax IV and across the room was a desk. Someone was sitting at it. The someone turned around to face Dillon. It was HER!

“You’re awake,” she said in that wonderful voice of hers.

“Yes,” Dillon replied. He struggled to think of a way to start a conversation. “You are the most incredible thing I have ever seen in my life,” he blurted. It wasn’t the most subtle way of doing things, but it was too late.

“Thank you,” she said blushing. She was genuinely flattered at the compliment.

“I am Cap… My name’s Travis,” Dillon said as he sat up.

“I’m Dr. Elizabeth Jennings…Beth,” she replied smiling. “Nice to meet you, Captain Dillon.”

“Please just call me Travis.”

“All right, Travis. How are you feeling?”

“I’m much better now, thank you.” The mate magnet must be working. She was actually still talking to him, which didn’t usually happen when he met women.

“That’s good.” She looked like she wanted to ask him something else, but she quickly turned back to her desk.

“What is it?” Travis asked as he stood up and straightened his uniform. She turned back to him shyly.

“Did you really mean what you said about me the most incredible thing you’ve ever seen?”

“Yes, every word of it,” Dillon replied. “Why do you ask?”

“Well, it’s just that I don’t have dashing starship captain’s coming on to me every day.”

“It’s their loss, Elizabeth. You are truly gorgeous.” Come on, mate magnet. Please don’t fail me now. Elizabeth stood up to face him.

“The funny thing is I actually believe you mean it.”

“I do,” Dillon replied. “You’re perfect. Beautiful, charming, and obviously extremely intelligent.” He leaned down to kiss her. She reached up, grabbed his head, and pulled his lips the rest of the way to hers.



“We will be in orbit in four hours,” Gornok reported.

“Contact me when we have arrived,” Donask ordered. “I’ll be in my quarters.”



As Emily Sullivan regained consciousness, she quickly wished that she hadn’t. Her neck was killing her, and she was tied uncomfortably to a tree. She could see Beck and Webber similarly attached to trees next to her. Sullivan rolled her head around and groaned as the jabs of pain hit her.

“Comfy, darling?” a woman asked as she walked over. The woman had long black hair which blended into her jet-black jumpsuit.

“I’m just great,” Sullivan replied. Her neck disagreed with her as it sent another stabbing pain down her spinal cord.

“I’m afraid Jack was rather rough with you, but we had to take precautions. I mean, we wouldn’t want anyone to find us now, would we?”

“I wouldn’t know. Who the hell are you?” Sullivan asked. She could make out three more people seated around a fire at the edge of the clearing. The woman looked at her aghast.

“You have been out of touch with the world, haven’t you my dear? Mike, bring the holovision over here.” One of the men at the campfire got up and brought a small device to the woman. She switched it on. A holographic image blipped into existence right in front of Sullivan. “Now let’s see if we can find the news.” The woman flipped through the stations. “Ah, here we go and just in time too.”

“In other news, the group responsible for the assassination of European Alliance Representative Dietrich Hummgard is still on the loose. A spokesman for the Earth Security Force has said that they believe that the culprits have fled to the American Coalition, but refuses to give any more details.” The woman cut of the holovision.

“They’re getting closer, guys,” the woman shouted to her comrades. “We may have to move out soon.”

“We’ll be ready, Gretch,” Mike replied.

“So, you killed him, Gretch?” Sullivan said contemptuously.

“That’s Ms. Koppra to you, dear. Yes, we killed him, so we’ll have no problem killing you too. Remember that.” She pulled a knife out of its sheath around her waist and slashed at Sullivan. The blow missed her by millimeters. “Disobey me, and I won’t miss the next time.” She laughed. “Now, darling, how about making some supper for my men and I? I’m sure you won’t mind, since we’re so graciously letting you live.” Koppra leaned down and untied Sullivan. “Go wake up one of your friends to help you. The other one stays there as insurance that you’ll take me seriously.”

Sullivan stood up and stretched. This was not looking good. She was on shore leave. The dangerous stuff was supposed to happen while she was on a mission, not on vacation. On the bright side, they evidently hadn’t found Baird yet. Hopefully, he would get his memory back and come save them. Of course, Koppra and her people could kill him if he tried to rescue her. They may have already killed him. A feeling of panic started to well up in Sullivan’s stomach.



Trinian sat down against the wall outside of the brig exhausted. The anti-grav unit had made moving the bodies easy, but taking out the last eight guards had worn her out. She’d forgotten what a big ship the Secondprize was. Trinian felt like she had walked every inch of corridor on the whole ship. Finally, she was done though. All non-Secondprize personnel on board had been incapacitated. She slowly picked herself up and trudged back to the turbolift. She was going to go to bed. The turbolift stopped on deck eight where Trinian exited to head to her quarters. Rounding a corner, she almost ran headlong into Dr. Singer.

“Hello, Trinian,” Dr. Singer gasped in surprise. “I thought everyone was off the ship.”

“So did I. Did you just come back?”

“Uh… yes. I left a couple of things in my quarters.”

“Well, you missed all of the excitement here,” Trinian said as she walked off down the hall. “Have a good shore leave, Dr. Singer.”

“I’m not Dr. Singer, and I’m not going anywhere,” Singer replied sinisterly. Trinian stopped in her tracks and slowly turned around. “And neither are you,” Singer added as she raised her phaser.



Chapter Thirteen



“That’s it! I’m going down there,” Commander Patricia Hawkins stated angrily as she jumped out of the command chair of the Edsel. It had been two hours since Dillon contacted the ship, and his responses to her hails were strained to say the least. He seemed to be really busy with something. “Cesnell, you have the bridge.” Hawkins charged into the turbolift and ordered it to take her to the transporter room. Ensign Danielle Cesnell giggled gleefully and moved to the command chair. Wow! She’d only been an officer for a week and already she had control of a whole starship. Cool! She bounced up and down in the command chair with an incredibly huge smile on her face. It was enough to make the lieutenant at ops want to puke… which he did.

Hawkins materialized right in the middle of a dust storm. She started coughing uncontrollably as she fell to the ground from the force of the winds. Crawling and gasping she made her way out of the storm. She finally arrived at the edge of the dust cloud. The end was very distinct. On one side of the line was the swirling mass of choking dust. On the other was complete calm. Lieutenant Kantura Dransein was standing on the calm side taking readings of the storm when Hawkins crawled out right in front of him. He looked down at her puzzled.

“Am I in Oz yet, Toto?” Hawkins mumbled dazed.

“Woof woof,” Dransein replied unamused and then resumed taking readings.

Seeing his commanding officer lying on the ground coughing and wheezing brought Lieutenant Russell running. He helped Hawkins to her feet and smacked her on the back a couple of times to help get the dust out of her system.

“Thanks…Russell,” she gasped. “I thought I was going to die in there.”

“And Kanturd over there wasn’t much help either,” Russell said, making sure it was loud enough for Dransein to hear. Dransein slammed his tricorder shut and stormed toward Russell.

“Hey, who’s the one who’s going to be sleeping with Darla when we get back to the ship?” he demanded smugly. “She feels so great…”

“I’m going to talk to Dr. Smythe now,” Hawkins said as she slipped out from between the two angry lieutenants. Behind her, Dransein and Russell lunged at each other and fell to the ground sending up a huge dust cloud. From inside it, the sounds of fists smacking against flesh and various oaths and curses could be heard.

Dr. Smythe was emerging from a hole in the ground when Hawkins approached. He looked her up and down disdainfully. These Starfleet people just could not handle Gulax Four’s environment.

“What can I do for you?” Smythe asked finally.

“I am Commander Patricia Hawkins, First Officer of the Edsel. I demand to know where my captain is!” Smythe shrugged and headed back down into the hole. Hawkins got pissed. “Now wait just a damn minute, pal! Where the hell do you think you’re going?” He stopped his descent and looked back up the ladder.

“I am going back to work. Your captain is in our camp. He, however, is not your primary concern. If you will come down here, I will show you what is.” Hawkins looked at the building and then down the hole in a moment of indecision. Dillon’s safety was her responsibility, but he didn’t seem to be in any danger. Smythe’s discovery, however, was their overall reason for being here. She climbed down the ladder. If Dillon was in trouble, he could handle it himself.



At that moment, Dillon was not in trouble at all.



Hawkins jumped off of the ladder and looked around the chamber. Several portable lamps had been brought down as well as a small replicator. The room itself was nothing spectacular. A few desks and some strangely shaped chairs were scattered along three of the walls. The fourth was dominated by a huge computer console. She stared at it for a long while trying to comprehend what it was. She had no clue. Smythe was pleased by the confusion on her face.

“That is why you’re here, Lieutenant.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“It is quite simply the most incredible thing I have ever seen in my life.”



“Captain Kirk, I presume,” Trinian said as she faced Dr. Singer.

“Very good,” Singer replied. “I’m so sorry I neglected your presence her for so long. I didn’t think to ask the computer if there were any non-Starfleet personnel on board. Oh well, I’ll know better next time.”

“Next time?!”

“Oh yes, you can’t take over the galaxy with just one ship. Soon, I will have all of Starfleet under my control, just as it was meant to be. I am their greatest hero. They will obey me!”

“I hate to break this to you, but Captain Kirk was a man.”

“Silence!!!” Singer bellowed. “Never question the form I have chosen in my second coming! I am James T. Kirk!!!”

“Listen to me. You are Dr. Rebecca Singer. Captain Kirk is dead. Gone. He go bye bye, got it?”

“How dare you treat me like a child!”

“Well, under the circumstances, it seems appropriate,” Trinian remarked. Shaking with rage, Singer lowered the phaser a little bit. In a flash, Trinian ripped off her platter shaped hat and threw it at the mad doctor. The hat flew like a frisbee and hit Singer right in the mouth. She screamed and bit right through it. Blood was seeping from the sides of her lips where the hat impacted.

“You will DIE for this insolence!!!”

“Captain Kirk had a better temper,” Trinian shouted back as she took off running. Singer let out another scream of rage and ran after the hostess. “Computer, what is wrong with Dr. Singer?” Trinian said as she turned another corner.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” the computer replied. “She is really screwed up though.”

“No kidding. Give me a quick run-down of everything she has done in the last week.” Trinian threw a quick glance over her shoulder. Singer was gaining on her.

“On the morning of Stardate…”

“Just tell me the important stuff!” Trinian shouted.

“Some people consider their morning shower very important.”

“I DON’T!!!” she screamed. “Did she hit her fucking head on anything?”

“Sort of.”

“What do you mean sort of?!! I haven’t got a lot of time here.” Dr. Singer had much longer legs than Trinian, making her run a lot faster. Of course, Trinian had the fear of death pushing her on.

“On Stardate 49829.4, she accidentally injected herself with an entire hypospray of pain killers and muscle relaxants and then danced into a wall. Does that count?”

“YES!” Trinian shouted. O.K. Singer was probably in some drug induced hallucination. That explained why she was Captain Kirk. Now all Trinian had to do was figure out how to get Rebecca back to normal quickly. She didn’t think she could run until the drugs wore off by themselves. Trinian was really starting to wish that she hadn’t left her phaser rifle in the brig. This was ridiculous. Somewhere in that raging, slobbering monster was Dr. Singer. Trinian would just have to talk to her until it came out. She stopped and turned to face her pursuer. Singer was charging up the corridor. Her fingernails looked like claws. Her mouth was open with her teeth bared and blood running down her chin. Her eyes showed pure hatred. Trinian decided that talking to Rebecca was the stupidest thing she could try and started running again.



“We’re going to lose, aren’t we?” Rydell asked as Jaroch bashed his head into the desk for the tenth time in the last hour. Jaroch looked up at him weakly.

“The odds are not exactly in our favor, sir,” he replied. “I cannot find one legal precedent which supports our case. People brought up on these type charges always lose. There seems to be no excuse for violating the Prime Directive.”

“Maybe we can find one,” Rydell suggested hopefully.

“I doubt it, sir, but I will try. Computer, access all reports on the Secondprize’s visit to Ugilious.”

“Please give your name and security clearance.”

“This is Lieutenant Commander Jaroch. My clearance is Level Two,” Jaroch replied.

“Voice print verified. Access to requested files denied. These files are restricted to Level One clearance or higher.”

“You will have to do it, sir. Only Starfleet captains and admirals can get to the information we need.”

“All right,” Rydell said. “Computer, access Ugilious logs. This is Captain Alex Rydell. Level One clearance.”

“Voice print verified,” the computer said. “You may access the information.” Jaroch quickly brought the data up on the viewer on his desk and started reading. Five minutes later, he hit his head on the desk again.

“No luck?” Rydell asked.

“I am the biggest fool in the galaxy,” Jaroch said happily.

“You found something!” Rydell exclaimed as he jumped off the sofa. Jaroch looked up at him and smiled broadly, one of the few times Rydell had ever seen him smile.

“You could say that,” Jaroch replied.



“Did they say anything about Scott?” Webber whispered as she and Sullivan prepared their captors’ dinner. Beck had refused to help, saying she’d prefer to stay tied to the tree than cook for psychos. Unfortunately, she didn’t stay tied up long. Koppra and Mike escorted Beck off into the forest to gather firewood under their supervision.

“No,” Sullivan replied. Webber could see the concern all over her face. In fact, she seemed more worried about Baird than she did about herself. “I just hope he’s still alive.”

“As long as Koppra doesn’t find him, he will be,” Webber said. “She doesn’t seem like the type who’d tolerate his current state for very long. Beck was about to kill him as it was.”

“You aren’t helping.”

“Sorry.” They worked in silence for a few more minutes. Finally, Beck stumbled back into the clearing covered with dirt and loaded down with a pile of sticks.

“I’m going to have to kill her,” Beck murmured as she dropped the pile at Sullivan’s feet. “She made me crawl on the ground to find these damn sticks.”

“You want to cook instead?” Sullivan asked.

“Shut up,” Beck snapped.

“It’s time to eat, boys,” Koppra announced. She and her companions gathered at the stump they used for a table. “Dinner had better be ready, my dears.” Sullivan and Webber carried the food over to the stump and served them. “It looks delicious. Let’s hope it tastes good as well.” Koppra started laughing evilly.

After supper, Sullivan and Webber were told to take care of the dishes while Beck was sent out with Mike for more firewood. Sullivan performed her task absently. She couldn’t stop worrying about Baird. At least they were alive. She didn’t know about him.

“Hey, there’s a light on in that house!” Jack exclaimed suddenly. Sullivan looked toward Beck’s house and saw a light glowing faintly through the trees. Hope welled up in her. Baird had gone home.

“Let’s go, Jack,” Koppra ordered angrily. “Bring one of them with us. Stay here and guard the other one, Dirk!” Jack grabbed Webber and followed Koppra out into the forest. Dirk sat against a tree silently keeping watch. He had his weapon trained on Sullivan. She didn’t feel like risking getting shot in an attempt to jump him. Frustration finally got the better of her.

“I hate this!” she shouted to the sky.

“I don’t blame you,” Dirk said. “I wouldn’t be enjoying myself if I were you either.”

“Koppra’s going to kill us, isn’t she?”

“Probably. There’s no reason to let you live. You know who we are and what we did.”

“Well, she didn’t have to brag about it to us,” Sullivan insisted.

“We kidnapped you, though. That in itself could get us a long time in a rehab colony,” Dirk replied rationally.

“I guess you’re right,” Sullivan looked at the ground. Guilt washed over her. “This is all my fault,” she said softly.

“What do you mean? You didn’t ask us to come capture you.”

“I know. We wouldn’t even be here though if I hadn’t decided to try to reprogram my boyfriend.” She busied herself with the dishes to keep from getting too upset. “It was a stupid idea. I tried to change Scott, and it might end up getting him killed. I never should have done it.”

“I’m glad to hear you say so,” a very familiar voice said from behind her. She whirled around. Instead of Dirk, Scott Baird was standing against the tree.

“Scott!” she shouted in disbelief. “How the hell did you find me?”

“Find you?” He started laughing. “I fucking captured you in the first place. This is a holographic projection belt,” he said pointing to the object around his waist. “And this is a voice disguiser,” he added holding up a small black necklace.” She heard footsteps approaching. Webber and Beck entered the clearing followed by Koppra, Mike, and Jack. Webber and Beck gawked at Baird in surprise. Their captors touched a small button on their waists. The forms of Mike, Jack, and Koppra blurred and then vanished. Standing in their places were Lieutenant Craig Porter, Ensign Zachary Ford, and Lieutenant Monica Vaughn. They started laughing hysterically. Baird soon joined them.

“Gotcha,” he gasped between laughs. Sullivan, Beck, and Webber just looked at each other in disbelief.



Captain Travis Dillon emerged from the camp building hand in hand with Dr. Jennings. About that same time, Hawkins climbed out of the underground room. She was still a little confused as to what it was that Smythe had actually found, but she couldn’t deny that it was important. She spotted Dillon and ran toward him. It took her a full fifty meters to realize that Dillon was actually with someone, a female who actually looked like she liked Dillon. They seemed disgustingly happy and content. She tried to ignore it and just report to her captain.

“I recommend that we get Smythe’s discovery off of this planet and back to Starfleet Command as soon as possible, sir,” Hawkins said.

“Not even a hello, Patricia?” Dillon asked nonchalantly. Hawkins almost fainted. She turned on Dr. Jennings angrily.

“What have you done to him?” she demanded.

“Not a thing,” Dr. Jennings replied, confused at the accusation.

“Don’t give me that! He’s never this mellow.”

“I’m fine, Commander,” Dillon said. “I’ll contact the ship and have the thing beamed up.” Suddenly, a disrupter blast flew past his head and disintegrated part of the building behind him.

“That won’t be necessary,” Captain Donask announced as she reholstered her disrupter. The four Klingons with her began to move toward Dillon and the others.



Chapter Fourteen



Ensign Kristen Larkin was bored. Technically, androids were not supposed to feel emotions such as boredom, but Larkin was definitely suffering from a lack of anything to do. Shore leave was just not a thrilling experience for the ensign. She didn’t have a family to visit, and all of her friends had gone off to do other things. She spent most of her time wandering aimlessly around spacedock looking for someone to talk to or something to occupy her mind. Considering her brain could handle over a thousand different jobs at any one time, finding something to occupy it was almost impossible. She had already read every entry in the spacedock’s library computer, measured the amount of carpet in the station, and counted every bolt used to hold the place together. Finally, she just couldn’t take anymore. She decided to go back to the Secondprize and shut down for a while in her quarters. At least that way she couldn’t get bored.

As Larkin walked across the access tunnel to the Secondprize, she thought she heard the faint sound of footsteps. This puzzled her since the Secondprize was supposed to be deserted. She had just reached the main hallway when Trinian ran by.

“What are you doing?” Larkin asked innocently. “There are other recreational facilities available on the spacedock for jogging. You are also moving at an unsustainable pace for…”

“Shut up and run!” Trinian shouted back. Suddenly, Dr. Singer ran around the corner.

“Are you a part of this new fitness program too, Dr. Singer?” Dr. Singer let out an angry scream at the sound of her name and charged Larkin. The impact knocked the doctor to the floor and sent Larkin’s limbs flying in every direction. Singer quickly picked herself up and ran off after Trinian. Larkin’s hair had gotten caught around the doctor’s leg sending her head dragging and bouncing along after Dr. Singer. Singer finally noticed the extra weight on her leg and kicked forward. Larkin’s head flew ahead toward Trinian. Quickly accessing her studies of human behavior, Larkin decided that this would be a good time to start screaming. Trinian quickly turned around and saw the ensign’s head flying at her. She jumped up, caught it, and kept running.

“I’m glad you could drop by,” Trinian remarked.

“I find your use of humor in this situation most inappropriate,” Larkin replied. “Dr. Singer appears to be very upset.”

“We’ll make a detective out of you yet.”

“May I ask why the doctor has turned into a rampaging maniac?”

“She thinks she’s Captain James T. Kirk.”

“Oh.” Larkin though about this for a second. “I fail to see why this would make her angry.”

“You try being the galaxy’s greatest womanizer while trapped in a woman’s body!” Trinian snapped.

“I see.”

“Actually, she overdosed on pain killers, and it messed up her head… Head! Thank you, Kristen, you just got me out of this.”

“How?” Larkin asked. Her powerful brain was slowly turning to jello trying to figure out what was going on.

“Have you ever played football?”

“No, but I’ve studied the sport.”

“Close enough. You’re going out for a pass…well, as a pass actually.”

“I don’t understand what…” Larkin didn’t get to finish her sentence. Trinian turned around and hurled Larkin’s head at Dr. Singer hitting her right in the stomach. Dr. Singer doubled over and fell to the floor.

“BITE HER!!!” Trinian shouted. Larkin decided just to do as she was told and bit down on the only bit of Dr. Singer she could reach. Singer screamed and frantically tried to pull Larkin off of her nose. Larkin bit down harder. Trinian ran by the doctor and back to where Larkin’s limbs had landed. She picked up a leg and headed back toward Singer. The doctor had gotten up, but still couldn’t get Larkin off of her nose. Trinian ran up and clubbed Singer with Larkin’s leg, smacking the android’s foot against Singer’s skulls over and over again until Singer fell down again unconscious. Trinian sat down and let out a huge sigh of relief.

“That was a good idea, Trinian,” Larkin commented.

“Thank you. It’s nice to know the old ‘Boot to the Head’ maneuver still works. Jaroch will be pleased.”



Commander Patricia Hawkins let her security chief instincts take over. She quickly drew her phaser, aimed at one of the approaching Klingons, and fired. A small pile of dust fell out of her weapon, but otherwise nothing happened. Donask laughed as the Klingons kept coming.

“Captain, we’re in trouble,” Hawkins said as she started backing up.

“Any suggestions?” Dillon asked nervously.

“Our phasers are useless and theirs aren’t, and even if we did fight them hand to hand, they outnumber us. Sorry, sir, I’m stumped.”

“I was afraid of that.” Suddenly, a swirling dust cloud swept across the four approaching Klingons. A flurry of shout and hits were heard. When the cloud moved on, the four Klingons lay unconscious on the ground. Donask stood in silent shock for a minute and then let out an angry battle cry. She drew her disrupter and charged forward. The cloud dissipated revealing Lieutenants Russell and Dransein. They were battered, but still glaring at each other with intense hatred. They both noticed Captain Donask at the same time. She was running at them with her disrupter. They quickly decided their fight could wait and ran toward Dillon, Smythe, Jennings, and Hawkins.

“What are you doing standing around?” Russell demanded. “She’s trying to kill us!”

“If we take as a premise that my discovery is the most important thing on this planet…,” Smythe began.

“Look, pal,” Hawkins interrupted angrily. “The premise is that there’s a pissed off Klingon coming after us with a disrupter! The auxiliary premises are that she wants to kill us and that a disrupter could do the job easily. The fucking conclusion is that we run for our God damn lives, got it?!?” Smythe looked at her confused. He was trying to follow her logic in his mind. A disrupter blast exploded right beside him. He suddenly understood perfectly and took off running.

Captain Dillon pounded frantically on his commbadge as he ran. “Dillon to Edsel! Dillon to Edsel!”

“Uh… what do you need?” Ensign Cesnell asked softly.

“Beam us up NOW!!!”

“But, Captain, what about the device?” Russell protested.

“It’s not worth getting killed over.”

“But, Travis, it’s an important discovery,” Dr. Jennings said.

“You’re right,” Dillon replied sweetly. “Beam up everyone except me and Lieutenant Russell.”

“Make sure they save my students!” Smythe demanded.

“Did you get that Edsel?”

“My name’s Danielle,” Cesnell said confused.

“Just make sure that everyone except me, Russell, and the Klingons gets beamed up to the ship!” Dillon shouted.

“Okay,” Cesnell replied hurt. “You don’t have to be so mean about it.”

“But what about you, Captain?!” Hawkins demanded. “You could be killed.”

“Don’t worry,” Dillon smiled confidently. “I’ve got a plan.”

“I’ll be waiting for you,” Jennings said. Seconds later, the group disappeared in the twinkle of transporter beams. Dillon heard Donask let out a scream as she saw most of her would-be victims vanish. She charged ahead even faster.

“So what’s the plan, sir?” Russell asked nervously.

“Not a clue.”

“Please tell me you’re kidding.”

“Actually I am,” Dillon said glumly.

“Then why do you sound so upset?”

“Because it’s a really stupid plan,” Dillon replied.



“Send a distress call to Starfleet Command immediately apprising them of the situation,” Hawkins ordered as she ran out of the turbolift onto the bridge. The image of a Klingon Bird of Prey filled the viewscreen, “Why the hell didn’t you contact us when the Klingons entered orbit?!?”

“Well… they’re our allies,” Cesnell stammered.

“Look, I don’t care if your mother, Santa Claus, and the Easter Bunny are out there, you tell us about it!”

“I’ll remember next time.”

“Good… if there is a next time.”



Three hours after Baird’s reappearance, he and the others were seated in the spacedock lounge having a real dinner. Sullivan, Beck, and Webber had been almost completely silent the entire time. They were angry and confused. Baird had gotten them all right, and he’d gotten them good.

“… and the look on Beck’s face when we made her crawl into that bush looking for twigs… it was great!” Vaughn laughed.

“How did you do it?” Sullivan mumbled softly. Everyone stopped talking. It was most she’d said all evening.

“How’d we get Lisa to crawl?” Craig Porter asked bewildered.

“How did you do it?” Sullivan repeated.

“Ahh,” Baird said. “She wants to know how I did it. Well now, normally a true master would keep his techniques a secret, but in this case, I think I’ll make an exception.”

“Just tell the damn story!” Beck shouted. The lounge went silent and every head turned toward them. “What are you looking at?!” she screamed. People quickly went back to what they were doing.

“Okay,” Baird began. “Something had been pulling at the back of my brain from the first day we were at Beck’s house. Anyway, I didn’t realize what was going on until you sent me into the kitchen to get dessert. I overheard your conversation, and my memory suddenly flooded back. I was pissed to say the least. I almost stormed into the dining room and let you know the fun was over, but then I had a better idea. I made it up the back stairs to my bedroom without you all noticing and found my commbadge among my things. I contacted spacedock for beam up, and, as luck would have it, Monica was in the transporter room talking to the transporter chief when I arrived. I told her the situation and my idea.”

“I thought it was great,” Monica added.

“She told me that Craig and Zach were in the lounge, so we went and got them to help us. We planned things out for about an hour. Then I went and talked to the spacedock Chief Engineer and an old friend. He let me borrow the hologram belts and voice disguisers and helped me rig up a holovision to give the fake broadcast. After that we just used the spacedock’s sensors to track your movements. They beamed down and captured you while I beamed into the house and put a timer on the light in my bedroom. It all worked pretty well for only two hours work.”

“If it wasn’t so impressive, I’d have to kill you right now,” Beck said suppressing a smile. “That was some piece of work. I had no idea that it was you guys.”

“So we’re forgiven for making you gather sticks?” Porter asked.

“We’ll see,” Beck said.

“I actually feel better about it all now,” Webber said. “I never should have let this happen, Scott. I violated my principles as a counselor. I’m glad you got back at us.”

“I’m just glad there are no hard feelings,” Baird said. The sound of a chair falling to the floor startled the group. They turned in time to see Sullivan storming out of the lounge.

“Well, maybe there’s one,” Webber said.



Dr. Rebecca Singer woke up in sickbay dazed and confused. She was strapped to a biobed while the various sensors and instruments monitored her condition. Singer wondered what had happened. She couldn’t remember anything, but she did have one hell of a headache.

“Hello,” she said weakly. “Is anybody here?” Trinian walked into the room.

“Are you feeling better, Dr. Singer?” she asked kindly.

“I guess so. What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Trinian lied. “I came into sickbay because I heard a crash. You were lying on the floor unconscious. You’ve been out for a couple of days now.”

“Why am I strapped down?”

“You were tossing and turning so much that I was worried you would fall out of bed, so I restrained you. I’ll just get you out of these.” She quickly undid the straps and released the doctor.

“Thanks for looking after me,” Singer said. “I hope it wasn’t any trouble.”

“No trouble at all,” Trinian said smiling as she left sickbay. She went to Seven Backward where Ensign Larkin’s head was gazing out of the windows. The rest of her body was in a pile on the floor behind the bar.

“Is the doctor awake?” Larkin asked as the hostess entered.

“Yes and she’s fine. The drugs also wore off of the guys in the brig, so I let them go back to their jobs on spacedock.”

“I’m still confused as to how you got the drugs out of Dr. Singer’s system and altered her memory.” Trinian walked behind the bar and replicated herself a drink.

“A girl’s got to have some secrets,” she replied.



Despite the stupidity of Captain Dillon’s plan, Lieutenant Russell decided to go with it. This was mainly due to his complete failure to come up with something better. He and Dillon stopped running and waited for the Klingon to catch up, which she did… very quickly.

“Hello,” Dillon said nervously as he watched Donask’s disrupter. “I am Captain Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Edsel. This is Lieutenant Russell, my chief of security.”

“You are now prisoners of Captain Donask of the Klingon Empire,” she growled angrily.

“I’m sorry, Captain, but you cannot take us prisoner,” Dillon replied. “Article 237 of the Federation-Empire treaty specifically states that no member of either organization make take a member of the other organization prisoner.”

“I will have the device!” Donask shouted.

“That may be true, but you can’t take us prisoner to do it.”

“Fine. I’ll just kill you.”

“No, no, no! Article 236 states that you can’t do that either,” Dillon said. Russell was starting to wonder how long Donask’ patience would keep her from ripping Dillon’s head off. Donask let out a scream of rage.

“Then I will break the treaty you obstinate ghuy’cha’!”

“I have a far more equitable solution in mind, Captain Donask,” Dillon said. “We shall have a competition to see who is superior. The winner gets the device.”

“Ahh. I like this! A chance to prove my superiority over you puny humans. How shall the competition be run?”

“We’ll have five events. Lieutenant Russell and one of your officers will be the referees. The winner of three of the five will be the overall winner.”

“Good. And to show you that I am honorable and sporting, I will let you pick the events, human.” This was just the thing Dillon was hoping for. Klingon egos were very predictable. Now it was time for the stupid part.

“Thank you. We shall begin at eight o’clock tomorrow morning with dizzy bats!”



Chapter Fifteen



“Ow. Hey! Would you stop touching that?!”

“Look, do you want to be put back together or not?”

“Just watch where you stick that laser-welder,” Ensign Larkin said as she once again tried to relax. Trinian had been at work for the last couple of hours trying to reassemble the android. Engineering was now a mess of scattered parts and tools. The Seven Backward hostess worked silently only grunting occasionally. Larkin decided to try to strike up a conversation. “I am very impressed with how you defeated all of the people trying to take over the ship.”

“Rank roo,” Trinian replied through the sonic screwdriver stuck between her teeth.

“I had no idea that you had combat training. I mean you single-handedly took out the equivalent of a penguin platoon, and believe me, a platoon of penguins is nothing to be trifled with. Especially if they have not had supper yet. A fish-deprived penguin could really peck some holes into someone. But of course the penguins you dealt with had phasers.”

“They were people,” Trinian said irritated.

“Of course they were. A penguin really could not hold a phaser with his little flippers, much less fire one. I guess you could modify one and strap it to him, but he probably would not like that too much. In fact, he would probably fire at you instead of what you wanted him to fire at. I guess he could use it to hunt fish though. Of course it would be cooked when he pulled it out of the water. I do not think penguins like cooked fish.”

“Shut up,” Trinian said.

“I am sorry. Was I bothering you?”

“Yes, you were. I recaptured the ship alone, and you admire that. Let’s just leave it there.”

“You know you could have just called spacedock security and saved yourself a lot of trouble,” Larkin remarked. Extreme anger started to well up in Trinian. Larkin was annoying the hell out of her, and worst of all, the ensign was right. Trinian didn’t even think to call spacedock security. “They would have wrapped this up in no time,” Larkin continued.

“SHUT UP!!!” Trinian screamed.

“Very well.” Silence filled the room. “Uh… Trinian?”

“WHAT?” The hostess bellowed.

“You have attached me head where my arm goes.”

“TOUGH!”



“This court is now in session,” Admiral Picard announced as he sat down. “The defense may call its first witness.”

“Thank you, sir,” Jaroch replied. He stood up and faced the presiding admirals. “I hope to wrap this up fairly quickly. I call Captain William Thomas Riker of the Starship Enterprise.”

“Objection!” Riker shouted. “I cannot see how my testimony has any bearing on this case.”

“I may call whomever I like,” Jaroch retorted.

“You psycho moron! You can’t just…” Riker noticed Jaroch’s eyes glaze over and a strange look appear on his face. Riker knew about Yynsians and their past lives, and he’d heard stories about the warrior-prince residing inside Jaroch. He had no desire to meet T’Kar in person. “Objection withdrawn,” he said quickly.

“Thank you,” Jaroch replied smiling as his face returned to normal. Riker took the stand grudgingly.

“You had better have a good reason for this, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch,” Picard warned.

“I do, Admiral. All will become clear quite soon. Now then, Captain Riker, would you please explain for the record what Level One clearance is?”

“All right,” Riker said slowly. “Level One is reserved for top secret, classified documents. Only Starfleet personnel at the rank of captain or higher can gain access to them.”

“What about high ranking Federation officials?”

“No,” Riker replied softly. “Only Starfleet officers can get access. Federation officials have to go through us.”

“Captain Riker, what is the clearance on the Ugilious mission reports?”

“Level One,” Riker mumbled.

“Exactly! Now then, how did the Rusai ambassador know what happened with the Joegonots? No one knew except the highest ranking Starfleet officers and the Joegonots themselves. The only way for him to find out would be to read the documents! How did he get access to them?” Jaroch’s voice was getting louder and louder as he moved closer and closer to Captain Riker. “The answer is that YOU gave them to him! You have hated Alexander Rydell since your days at the academy together. This was your way to get even with him, wasn’t it? You knew that the Rusai would demand a trial, which would hopefully end with Captain Rydell’s career being destroyed!” Jaroch was screaming now. “There was no reason for this trial. Starfleet had already decided that Rydell had done what he had to do, but you couldn’t let it go at that! You brought the Rusai into this! You tried to destroy this fine man’s career! ADMIT IT!!! ADMIT IT!!!”

Riker put his head into his hands. “I did it,” he wailed. “I knew it was wrong, but I just hate him SO…DAMN…MUCH!”

“And you killed Mrs. Ambercromby, didn’t you?!” Jaroch continued as he pulled Riker’s head up by the hair and leaned down right in his face. “You snuck into the billiard room, took the pool cue, and rammed it right up her…”

“JAROCH! That’s enough!” Rydell shouted. Jaroch let go of Riker’s head which smacked down into the witness stand.

“Admiral Picard, we have clear evidence of a mistrial here,” Admiral Wagner said. “I move to dismiss the case.”

“NO!” Admiral Richards screamed. “Fry the bastard! Fry the bastard! You can’t just let him go after he dumped me like that!”

“Would somebody sedate her?” Picard asked angrily. “Case dismissed. Captain Rydell, I would like to apologize on behalf of Starfleet for any inconvenience this trial may have caused you. You may return to your ship.”

“Not a problem!” Rydell shouted happily. He tackled Jaroch in a bear hug. “I didn’t think you could pull it off, but you did. Thank you.”

“No problem, sir,” Jaroch replied gasping. “Now please let go of me. I think you caused one of my lungs to collapse.”

“Control center to Admiral Picard,” a voice interrupted over the spacedock loudspeakers.

“Picard here.”

“Sir, we’re receiving a priority one distress call from the Edsel in orbit above Gulax Four.”

“The Edsel!” Picard exclaimed. “Transfer it to the courtroom viewscreen. Picard swiveled his chair around as the huge Federation symbol in the wall behind him opened up revealing the viewscreen. Seconds later, the image of a young officer filled the screen. He wasn’t speaking, but instead flailing his arms about wildly.”What’s he doing?” Picard demanded.

“It would appear that this man is a Kelleran,” Jaroch replied.

“But they’re mutes! Who was the idiot who put a mute communications officer on that ship?”

“You were, sir,” Admiral Wagner said. “You signed the order yourself.”

“Great. Can anyone understand this?”

“I took sign language several years ago,” Jaroch said. “I could make an attempt to translate.”

“Make it so!” Picard ordered.

“Help! Captain Dillon is on the plant food with a ballerina Klingon carrying a feather duster. A Klingon Bird of Pizza is in orbit with us. We need assistance to serve Dillon to the Klingons and to get Doctor Smythe’s device back to the women’s bathroom where it can be emptied of beavers. Please your mother a ship now before we all get whiskey by the Klingons.”

“Is that the best you can do?” Picard asked.

“I am a bit out of practice.”

“Evidently. But it sounds like the Klingons may be breaking the treaty. Rydell, recall your crew and get out to Gulax Four immediately. Save Dillon and the others if you can, but Doctor Smythe’s discovery has top priority. If the Klingons are willing to break the treaty to get it, it must be very important.”

“Yes, sir!” Rydell said. He and Jaroch ran out of the courtroom toward the docking area. He slapped his commbadge. “Rydell to Spacedock Control, contact all Secondprize crewmembers and have them report back to the ship in the next fifteen minutes.”

The two officers ran across the Secondprize gangplank at top speed and almost collided with Trinian.

“Oh, you’re back. How’d the trial go?”

“Great,” Rydell replied. “Jaroch won the case. Did you even leave the ship?”

“No. I just decided to relax here.”

“Is anyone else on board?”

“Just Ensign Larkin and Dr. Singer.”

“Where are they?”

“Dr. Singer is resting in her quarters, and Ensign Larkin is learning to read sideways,” Trinian replied as she walked off toward Seven Backward.

“Did I miss something?” Rydell asked.

“Not a thing,” she called back. “The last couple of days have been very quiet and very dull.” She disappeared around the corner. Rydell and Jaroch looked at each other.

“Do you believe her?”

“Not for a minute,” Jaroch replied. Rydell smiled broadly. Things were finally going his way. He had his ship back, and things were returning to their normal level of weirdness and insanity. Thank goodness. Now all he had to do was go get Dillon before he really pissed off the Klingons.



Chapter Sixteen



Captain Travis Dillon was having a hard time getting to sleep. He and Lieutenant Russell were spending the night in one of the buildings left behind by Dr. Smythe and his students. This building happened to be the one where Elizabeth Jennings’ room was. Dillon was at that moment lying awake in her bed. He was wondering about the range of the mate magnet. The fact that an angry Klingon was probably going to kill him the next day never really crossed his mind. He just wanted to know if Elizabeth still liked him. In a way, he hated the little device inside him. He’d only gotten Beth’s attention because of it. But without it, she never would have paid any attention to him at all. A knock on the door interrupted his musings.

“Who’s there?” Dillon asked.

“It’s me,” Lieutenant Russell replied testily. “I’m the only other person in the building. And besides, Klingons don’t knock.”

“Good point. Come on in.” Russell turned the old-fashioned doorknob and entered the room. “What’s on your mind?” Dillon asked. Normally, listening to other people’s problems was not one of his favorite things to do, but in this case, Dillon figured that it might take his mind off of Beth.

“Well, sir, I left something very important to me on board the Edsel,” Russell explained as he sat in Beth’s desk chair. “I’m just worried that I’m never going to see her again.”

“I know what you mean,” Dillon replied as his mind turned back to Beth. “And now you’re lonely. You just want her beside you, so you can talk to her and hold her and then, when the moment’s right, pull her close and kiss her passionately! I know what you’re feeling.” Russell looked at him confused.

“What? I was talking about my teddy bear. I never sleep anywhere without her.”

“Oh. Well… Never mind then. I don’t know what you’re feeling. I never had a teddy bear.”

“Come on, sir,” Russell said in disbelief. “Everyone had a teddy bear when they were little.”

“My father was a psychiatrist. He disapproved of teddy bears. He wanted me to have my future career rammed into my head early in life.”

“You knew then that you wanted to be a Starfleet officer?”

“No,” Dillon replied. “Dad, however, wanted me to be a psychiatrist, just like him. He gave me something else to sleep with.”

“What?”

“A stuffed brain,” Dillon mumbled. Russell just sat there for a second in shock. Suddenly, he fell over laughing hysterically.

“I’m sorry,” Russell gasped. “I just can’t picture anyone giving their kid a stuffed brain.”

“Well, my dad did,” Dillon said as he started laughing too. “It was a very nice brain. It was labeled and color-coded and everything.” Russell started laughing even louder. He picked himself up off the floor and headed toward the door.

“Thank you, sir. You really cheered me up.” He left the room, but Dillon could still hear him laughing all the way down the hall. Dillon started thinking. He really loved that brain. He used to take it everywhere. Dillon started feeling very insulted. What did Russell know about stuffed toys? He only had a boring, old teddy bear. Dillon had a brain! As he once again tried to go to sleep, Dillon really started missing that brain. It probably would have come up with a better plan to get out of this mess than he did.



“All Secondprize personnel are back on board,” Lieutenant Beck announced.

“Good. Contact spacedock and tell them we’re leaving right now,” Captain Rydell ordered from his command chair. He’d forgotten how wonderful it was to sit in that chair. He stroked the armrests lovingly as he glanced around his bridge. Something was wrong. “Computer, where’s Lieutenant Sullivan?”

“Right behind you,” the computer replied just as the turbolift doors whooshed open revealing Sullivan. She stormed down to her console angrily and threw herself in her chair.

“Clear all moorings. Thrusters ahead full,” Rydell said. Gently, the great starship moved toward the opening spacedock doors then cleared them. “Lay in a course for Gulax Four. Warp nine point five. I’ll be in my ready room, Lieutenant Sullivan, as soon as you’re free to come see me.” Rydell stood up and walked off the bridge. Sullivan opened her mouth to protest, but Rydell was gone before she could say a word.

Rydell sat down at his desk and leaned back to relax. He had a feeling that he was going to regret sticking his nose in Emily Sullivan’s personal affairs, but he was not going to let her problems affect the way his ship was run. Something inside told him that Scott Baird was mixed up somewhere in this.

“Rydell to Baird.”

“What do you want?” Commander Baird replied irritably. “I’m busy.”

“Report to my ready room now,” Rydell replied. He was so glad to have his ship back that Baird’s usual borderline insubordination didn’t bother him.

“I’m trying to fix Larkin…AGAIN!”

“She can wait. Get up here.” Rydell heard a lot of mumbling in response. “What was that?”

“I’m on my way!” Baird shouted. Just as Rydell closed the channel, his door chime sounded.

“Come in.”

“I don’t really have anything to say to you, sir,” Sullivan said as she charged into the ready room, fists clenched. “It’s nice of you to offer, but it’s really not necessary. I’m just fine!”

“You’re hands are starting to bleed, Lieutenant,” Rydell said. Sullivan looked down at the blood seeping out from where she dug her fingernails into her palms. “Have a seat.”

“Well, maybe just a short talk,” she said as she complied with Rydell’s request.

“Would you like a drink?” he asked as he got up and moved to the replicator.

“No thank you, sir.”

“Suit yourself. Cherry Icee.” The Icee quickly materialized in the replicator. Rydell picked it up and started eating. The door chime sounded again. “Come in.” The doors opened as Scott Baird marched in. He stopped in his tracks upon seeing Lieutenant Sullivan. “Sit down, Commander,” Rydell ordered. “Now then, tell me all about your shore leaves.”

“There’s really not much to tell,” Baird said not wishing to get into the story.

“He’s right, sir,” Sullivan added quickly. “We really didn’t do much of anything.”

“I can’t believe that. You’re angry, and Scott is hesitant to come near you now. I don’t know what happened over the last couple of days, but you two had better get over it because otherwise Sullivan’s going to destroy my ship. You almost ripped off the navigation console when you came onto the bridge a few minutes ago.”

“I’m sorry, sir. It’s just that Scott can be really annoying.”

“ME?!” Baird shouted. “You aren’t exactly Miss Congeniality all of the time yourself.”

“I would never do to you what you did to me.”

“Oh, and trying to retrain me was so great!” Baird demanded.

Rydell realized that getting involved was a horrible idea as Baird and Sullivan’s argument escalated. Better to let them resolve it themselves. Captain Rydell slowly lowered himself to the floor and crawled out of the ready room. He ran right into a pair of legs.

“Problem, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch asked as he looked down at his captain. Rydell looked up and laughed weakly.

“Would you believe that I lost a contact lens?” Rydell asked hopefully. Jaroch shook his head.

“Frankly, sir, my guess is that you probably did the wisest thing. I would not want to be stuck in there with those two,” Jaroch said as he helped Rydell up.

“Well, leaving them alone will give them time to work things out. They’ll walk out of there in a few minutes arm in arm.” The door to the ready room whooshed open as Rydell’s ceramic bust of Prince flew out and smashed against the opposite wall of the bridge.

“Or we will have to carry them out in body bags,” Jaroch remarked.



Captain Travis Dillon did not sleep well. His dreams were filled with Elizabeth Jennings. He dreamed about marrying her and having lots of little Dillons. The dream was glorious. His children idolized him, and she was the most wonderful wife in the cosmos. Suddenly, his dreamscape darkened as two figures come over the horizon carrying a large object. As they came closer, Dillon realized that one of the people was Captain Rydell and the other was his stuffed brain. They were carrying a gigantic magnet which pulled Elizabeth and the children toward it. Dillon tried frantically to run after them, but the magnet seemed to push him away. Finally, Elizabeth and the children were with Captain Rydell and the brain. The children all huddled happily around Rydell’s feet as Elizabeth pulled him close to her and kissed him passionately. The brain looked on laughing.

“YOU SHOULD HAVE LISTENED TO YOUR FATHER AND ME,” the brain bellowed deeply. “YOU WOULD HAVE GOTTEN ALL THE BABES IF YOU WERE A PSYCHIATRIST. NOW YOU LOSE THEM ALL TO HIM!” Captain Rydell looked at Dillon, smiled, and then kissed Elizabeth again. Suddenly, Dillon woke up in a cold sweat.

In the next room, Lieutenant Sean Russell had a very troubling dream in which he had wild, passionate sex with a life-sized teddy bear while a big brain sang and played the violin.



Chapter Seventeen



“I think that they may be finished.”

CRASH

“YOU FUCKING BITCH!”

“YOU OBNOXIOUS ASSHOLE!”

Captain Alex Rydell sat back down in his command chair. “Then again maybe not,” he said with a sigh. “How long have they been in there?”

“Three hours and thirty-seven minutes,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch replied.

“How are the odds going?”

“Current ship-wide tallies are favoring a victory by Commander Baird. No one on board thinks that he will be able to take her yelling at him for much longer.”

“You’ve got to be kidding?” Lieutenant Beck interrupted in disbelief. “There’s no way that Sullivan’s going to let that man out of there alive!”

“Would you care to place a small wager on that?” Jaroch asked confidently.

“Definitely.”

“Has anybody even considered that they just might work things out?” Captain Rydell asked. Jaroch and Beck looked at him like he’d just sprouted antenna. “Just forget that I asked.”

“Very wise, sir,” Jaroch said. “By the way, there is a side bet going on whether or not you will have a ready room when they’re done.”

“What are the odds?”

CRASH SMASH CRACK THUD

“About 367,000 to one and rising.”



“Hello, I’m Sean Russell.”

“And I’m Gornok.”

“Welcome to the big event. In today’s competition Captain Travis Michael Dillon will be facing Captain Donask in five contests. And what does the winner get, Gornok?”

“Well, Sean, the overall winner of today’s competition will take home a lovely Firzuk artifact, which is sure to bring fame, honor, and possibly even military superiority to the victor and his or her government.”

“All right. Thank you, Gornok. I see that the contestants are in place for dizzy bats. In this event, Dillon and Donask must run twenty yards to a plastic baseball bat. Then, they have to put one end of the bat on the ground and place their forehead on the other end. After circling the bat ten times in this position, they will try and run back to the starting line. The first one to the end wins. Gornok has raised the starting pistol. He’s fired… and they’re off. Captain Donask seems to be weighed down by her uniform, and Dillon is taking the lead. He’s reached the bat and is starting to circle. Donask is there now. They’re circling, circling, circling. Donask is catching up. They’re done. Wait a minute. Donask’s forehead ridge appears to have broken through the plastic and the bat is now stuck on her head. Dillon is running straight sideways and…OOOH that boulder had to hurt. Dillon’s really disoriented. He’s running backwards toward the finish line. Donask is getting close to the finish, but wait! She’s collapsed and is now vomiting all over herself. Oh my god it’s horrible! Gornok, would you care to add some color commentary?”

“Well, Russell, the vomit is very green with little bits of red and brown mixed in. I’ll bet that Captain Donask is really wishing that she hadn’t had that Lokkak blood pie for breakfast this morning.”

“Hold on Gornok! Donask is up on her knees and crawling toward the finish line. There’s more puke. Oh no, it’s flying right in Dillon’s path! He’s not turned the right way. He’s not going to see it! Donask is making a valiant effort. Dillon has slipped in the vomit. He’s falling backwards. Donask is falling forwards. Dillon has landed first, and he’s just centimeters across the finish line! Donask has landed face down in a puddle of her own vomit.”

“This bit’s a bit more yellow than before. I think that may be part of last night’s dinner.”

“Thank you, Gornok. And Captain Dillon has won the first event! We’ll be back with the second event as soon as contestants are able to stand up again.



CRASH

“4,007,934 to one and rising.”

“How much breakable stuff do you have in there?” Beck asked.

SMASH

“4,007,935 to one and rising,” Jaroch stated monotonely. Captain Rydell groaned and sank deeper into his chair.



“Are you all right, Captain?” Lieutenant Russell asked. A little bit of drool fell from Dillon’s lips.

“Uggghhhh,” he moaned.

“You’ve got to get back out there. We only have half an hour before the next event.”

“Hunnnh?”

“The next event,” Russell repeated. “You know, beat Donask. Get the device. That stuff.”

“I have a headache,” Dillon whined.

“I don’t doubt it, sir. You hit the ground awfully hard.” Dillon threw up covering Russell.

“I feel much better now.”

“I’m so glad,” Russell replied in disgust.



CRAAAACCK

“4,867,054 to one and rising.”

“THAT’S ENOUGH, JAROCH!” Rydell screamed. The only good thing was that they were almost to Gulax IV. That is if facing a ship of possibly hostile Klingons could be considered a good thing.



“We’re back for round two of today’s exciting contest.”

“For this event, the human Captain Dillon has picked a game peculiar to Earth called red light, green light.”

“That’s right, Gornok, and to control the game a special official has been brought in from the Klingon ship. Why don’t you tell us about him?”

“Kipakh has served aboard the Ko’jak for the last two years. Before that, he was stationed as a guard on the Jornath Six prison colony, where his hobbies included maiming and killing helpless prisoners.”

“We’re delighted to have him here. Now on with the event. The contestants’ goal is to get to Kipakh, but they are only allowed to move if he says green light. If they move on a red light, they have to go back ten paces. Kipakh has given his first green light. Red light. Green light. Wait! That was a very sudden red light. Dillon was ready for it, but Donask has been sent back.”

“She does not look pleased about that at all, Sean. Notice the angry red building in her cheeks.”

“Green light. Red light. Green light. Red! And Donask has been caught again. Hold on. What’s Donask doing?”

“Sean, it looks like Kipakh has also just seen a green light. Unfortunately for him, it was from the end of Captain Donask’s disrupter.”

“That’s an automatic disqualification for disintegrating an official. Dillon is ahead two events to one. Wait a second. There seems to be an argument erupting on the playing field.”



“This is not a real test, Captain Dillon!” Donask shouted angrily. “There’s no honor in spinning around a bat or stopping when someone shouts red light. I demand that the next event be one of true skill.”

“I guess that means leap frog is out,” Dillon said nervously. His plan was starting to fall apart. Actually, he was surprised that it had gotten this far. “What did you have in mind?”

“A sport that test my warrior talents.”

“Uhh… well. I don’t know if I…”

“How about sharpshooting? You and me. Winner takes all,” a voice shouted from behind the row of boulders lining the right side of the playing field.

“Who dares challenge me?” Donask demanded.

“I do,” Captain Rydell said as he walked out from behind the boulders and toward Donask.

“Captain Rydell!” Dillon exclaimed happily. He was saved.

“Thank God!” Russell shouted.

“Well, Donask, what do you say?” Rydell asked. “Are you going to try and defeat me or admit that humans are the superior marksmen?”

“You better have the skill to back up you’re boasts, Rydell. No human has ever or will ever beat a Klingon in sharpshooting.”

“We’ll see,” Rydell replied smiling.

A phaser range was quickly set up under the watchful eyes of Russell and Gornok, who made sure that neither side cheated. When it was completed, Rydell and Donask took their positions and began the contest. The fifteen rounds went by quickly as each contestant pulled off trick shot after trick shot. As the number and speed of the targets increased, Rydell’s skill and practice began to overpower Donask’ abilities. The Klingon’s growing frustration caused her to miss more and more shots as Rydell seemed completely calm.

In the end, Rydell won eight rounds, lost one, and tied six.

“Well, that about does it,” Rydell said smiling as he put down the phaser. “Why don’t you just run along back to the empire while we take the artifact back to Starfleet Headquarters? I don’t really understand why you started this in the first place. You would have gotten any knowledge we gained from it.”

“But you would have it as well,” Donask retorted as she pulled out her disrupter. “Then it would do us no good at all. Military dominance comes when only one side has a superior technology.”

“You don’t even know if it’s a weapon,” Rydell argued.

“With the importance that Doctor Smythe and Starfleet have placed on it, it must be! I will take it now or kill you all, then take it. Either way it belongs to the Klingon Empire! Move!”

Donask and Gornok took Russell, Dillon, and Rydell to the hole in the ground where the device was and made them climb down in. The Klingons followed close behind, weapons drawn. Upon, seeing the chamber, Donask looked around excitedly. “Yes, only a powerful weapon would be kept in a hidden room such as this.” Her eyes focused on the device on the far wall. “That must be it!” she exclaimed as she rushed toward it. Donask quickly pulled out her communicator. “Donask to Ko’jak. Beam us and our prize back to the ship!” The Klingons and the device disappeared in the red glow of the transporter beam.

“I guess that’s that,” Russell said glumly.

“But…we had a deal,” Dillon said. “We won.”

“And she had a gun,” Rydell said with a shrug. “Thems the breaks sometimes.”

Dillon just looked back at Rydell numbly. His first mission as captain and this happens. It was not exactly the way that he had wanted to start his career.

Rydell looked around the empty chamber silently.

“Do you two have anything down here that you need to get?” he asked finally. They shook their heads. “Rydell to Secondprize, beam us up.” As the transporter started its work, Dillon wondered how he was going to explain this to Beth.



Chapter Eighteen



Captain Rydell sprang into action immediately after rematerializing on the Secondprize. “Rydell to bridge.”

“Beck here.”

“Keep me informed of the Klingons’ status, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir. Lieutenant Commander Jaroch is waiting for you in Science Lab Six.”

“We’re on our way. Rydell out.” Rydell was out of the transporter room and ten feet down the hall before he finished the sentence. Dillon and Russell looked at each other in confusion. They had absolutely no clue what was going on.

“I guess we’re going to the lab,” Dillon said finally as he moved toward the door. When they arrived, Rydell and Jaroch were in the middle of a discussion. They stopped talking the second that Dillon and Russell entered.

“About time you two caught up,” Rydell said.

“Beck to Rydell. The Klingons have left orbit and are on a course back to their own space.”

“Understood,” Rydell replied.

“Is that all you have to say?” Dillon demanded. “They’re stealing Doctor Smythe’s device thing. I mean you just let them fly off with…”

“A coffee maker,” Jaroch interrupted.

“A what?” Dillon asked stunned.

“A coffee maker,” Rydell repeated. “It’s a real nice one too. That thing made damn fine cappuccino.”

“Smythe’s discovery was a coffee maker?” Russell asked.

“No. Smythe’s discovery was a logic problem solving computer system which only utilizes perfect hypothetico-deductive reasoning in its programming,” Jaroch explained.

“I think I would have preferred the coffee maker,” Russell commented.

“I do not think that you comprehend the full ramifications of this machine,” Jaroch protested. “This computer can solve any problem given to it, and it does so with flawless logic.”

“The Vulcans will be thrilled.”

“Actually, I think that the Vulcans will be out of work, Lieutenant Russell.”

“I hate to interrupt, but WHEN THE HELL DID A COFFEE MAKER GET INTO THIS?” Dillon screamed.

“When Captain Rydell beamed down to face Captain Donask, I contacted Doctor Smythe on the Edsel and beamed down into the underground room with him. He quickly collected the logic computer and sent it back here while I came up with something to put in its place. The early twentieth century coffee machine on display in the Secondprize mess hall seemed to be the ideal replacement.”

“I just went through hell and faced an angry mob of Klingons for an electronic version of Doctor Smythe, and you solve the whole problem in five seconds with a coffee machine,” Dillon said softly. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

Russell suddenly fell to the floor laughing. “I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I either have to laugh or get pissed and kill one of you. We went through all that for… nothing.” His laughter became a bit more strained as he turned on Dillon. “This is all your fault. Hee hee hee. I’m going to rip your lungs out. Ha ha.” Russell lunged at Dillon with his arms outstretched to grab his throat. Jaroch and Rydell caught him at the last second.

“Calm down, Lieutenant,” Rydell said calmly. “You’ll be back home soon.”

“We’re going back to Earth?” Dillon asked.

“Yes, Starfleet wants Doctor Smythe, his machine, and his students brought home just in case the Klingons come back. You and Lieutenant Russell can beam back to the Edsel, we’ll get underway.”

“I have no objections to that,” Dillon said as he left the lab. Russell followed slowly muttering to himself.



Admiral Jean-luc Picard’s door chime beeped interrupting his reading. In light of Dr. Smythe’s discovery, he’d been studying all available research on the Firzuk.

“Come,” he ordered curtly. The door opened revealing Admiral Matt Dillon. “Have a seat, Matt. How can I help you?”

“We just received Captain Rydell and Captain Dillon’s reports over subspace. I was wondering if you’d read them yet.”

“I scanned them briefly,” Picard replied. “The logic machine has been secured, so there’s no real harm done. I’m planning to send someone to the Klingon homeworld to remind the high council about treaty stipulations and such, but I see no cause for serious alarm.”

“I agree, but I do think there’s something we need to address: my nephew.”

“Good. I was hoping that you would bring that up. I was sure that you wouldn’t let your personal feelings get in the way of what’s best for Starfleet.”

“Then you want him removed also?” Admiral Dillon asked.

“Definitely. He just proved beyond any doubt that he’s not ready for command. This Klingon situation should never have gotten as far out of hand as it did. I’m planning on returning him to the Secondprize and pretending that none of this ever happened.”

“Very wise, sir, but if you don’t mind, I’d like to handle this. Travis’ ego couldn’t take getting demoted like this. You and I both know the whole thing was a mistake that never would have happened if we’d been thinking clearly.”

“Yes, the Rusai ambassador was clouding my judgement a bit.”

“Exactly,” Dillon said. “But we shouldn’t make him suffer for our mistake.”

“So what are you going to do, Matt?” Picard asked.

“Lie like hell.”

“Make it so.”

Admiral Dillon left Picard’s office, leaving the admiral to think about the other command situation weighing on his mind. Captain Riker’s actions against Alex Rydell necessitated some kind of action. Fleet Admiral Ra’al was no fan of Rydell, but she also would not stand for Riker’s release of classified Starfleet information. Picard knew that no real harm had been done, since the quadrant would know about the Joegonots soon enough anyway. “Captain Rydell Day” would be a bit of a tipoff.

Ra’al wanted Riker to receive more than a slap on the wrist, though. She was talking about a demotion. Picard hated that Riker was going to have his captaincy pulled out from under him before he ever got to take out the new Enterprise. However, this also gave Picard an opportunity to possibly undo the mistake he’d made by taking this promotion in the first place.

He got up from his desk and headed off to see Fleet Admiral Ra’al. With any luck when he was done, he would once again be the captain of the Enterprise.



Captain Rydell walked out onto his bridge and was struck by the sound he heard, or rather didn’t hear. Lieutenant Sullivan and Commander Baird were no longer fighting. He’d been down in the lab with Jaroch for the five hours since they’d left Gulax IV, but he figured that Sullivan and Baird would still be going at it.

“When did they stop?” Rydell asked Lieutenant Beck.

“About five minutes ago, sir,” she replied. Suddenly, the doors to Rydell’s ready room opened, and Sullivan and Baird walked out hand in hand.

“Hiya, cap,” Baird said happily. “I’ll just be going now.”

“Yeah,” Sullivan added dreamily. “Me too. I really need a nap. Bye, Scott. Bye, everyone.” She let go of the chief engineer and got into a turbolift.

“I’ll be in my quarters if you need me,” Baird said as he stumbled to the turbolift on the other side of the bridge.

“I’m glad to see that they finally worked things out,” Rydell said as he sat down in the command chair.

“They didn’t,” Counselor Webber said from her chair beside him.

“What do you mean?”

“We got tired of hearing it,” Beck stated. “So we took care of things.”

“What did you do?”

“We had Lieutenant Vaughn beam in a gas bomb with some laughing gas and a tranquilizer in it. It seems to have worked.”

“But what about when the gas wears off?”

“Round two?” Webber suggested.

“Great.” Rydell stood up and walked to his ready room. A sense of dread filled him as he approached the door. It slid open quietly and revealed the interior room, if it could still be called that. The furniture had been tipped over and moved into make-shift barriers. Everything that wasn’t nailed down had been used as ammunition. His desk computer lay in a broken heap near the bathroom. The replicator was spitting out one cup of tea after another, which had evidently also been used as ammo. In shock at the destruction before him, Rydell took a deep breath. A flood of gas rushed into his lungs. He suddenly felt much better and turned to go back to his bridge.

“Are you all right, sir,” Webber asked.

“I’m just fine,” Rydell replied smiling as he collapsed to the deck asleep.



Lieutenant Sean Russell walked into the small lounge on the Edsel extremely depressed. The mission had been a shambles, and Darla was still gone. He ordered a drink at the bar and sat back to look out the windows. As his eyes swept the room, Russell noticed a familiar figure seated at a table by the window looking as depressed as he was. Russell decided to wander over since misery loves company.

“Mind if I sit down?” he asked.

“Go ahead,” Lieutenant Kantura Dransein replied. “Even you can’t make today any worse.”

“What happened?”

“Darla ran off with someone else.” Russell was about to offer his sincere condolences when the reality of the situation hit him. He started laughing.

“There is justice!” Russell laughed.

“Shut up.”

“Who’d she go with?”

“Doctor Smythe,” Dransein answered dejectedly. Russell started laughing even harder.

“Thank you, Kantura. You have just made my day.” Russell stood up, patted Dransein on the shoulder a couple of times, and walked out of the lounge singing happily to himself. The universe worked in wonderful ways sometimes.

At that moment, Captain Travis Dillon did not agree. He was hiding out in the arboretum hoping that Beth wouldn’t find him. She hadn’t so far. He just couldn’t bring himself to face her yet. She thought he was a brave, dashing captain when in reality, he’d screwed up a mission horribly. He still had the mate magnet, but would it still work on her when she knew he was a failure? He didn’t really want to find out yet. Dillon would wait until they got back to Earth. That would give her a little time to get over what happened on Gulax IV, so maybe she could still like him. He hoped so.



Chapter Nineteen



“Good to see you again, Travis,” Admiral Matt Dillon lied as his nephew sat down across from him.

“Good to see you too, Uncle Matt,” Travis said warmly. “It’s too bad that I’m off in space so much that I don’t get to see you very often.”

“Yes, it is,” Matt replied trying extremely hard to maintain his sincerity. The boy looked so happy. Matt didn’t particularly enjoy his nephew’s company, but he didn’t hate him. It was time to let Travis down easy. “I called you in here to talk about the Edsel.”

“It’s a great ship. I’m really proud to be in command of her.”

“I knew you would. Unfortunately, there’s going to be a bit of a delay before you can take her out again.”

“Why? What’s happened?” Travis asked anxiously.

“Nothing major. It’s just that we realized that several items of the refit were not completed. Starfleet’s very pleased that you were able to keep the ship together with so much wrong with her.”

“But I didn’t notice…”

“We’ll need to keep her in spacedock for another six months to a year depending on how much damage was done by the incomplete systems.”

“But everything worked…”

“We’d love to give you another ship in the meantime, but none are available. We were wondering if you would consider returning temporarily to your position on the Secondprize.”

“You want me to go back?”

“Yes.”

“And it is only temporary?”

“Of course, Travis,” Matt said smiling. “It’s in the best interests of the fleet, and I know that’s of prime importance to you.”

“Of course it is. I guess I can handle another six months or so on the Secondprize.”

“Starfleet thanks you for your understanding.”

“Anything for the good of the fleet,” Travis stated. “I’ll be returning to the Edsel to collect my things.”

“Good. Inform Commander Hawkins and Lieutenant Russell that they also will be returning to their former ranks and positions. Oh and make sure to have the mate magnet returned when you get back to the Secondprize.” A flash of panic went through Dillon. He wasn’t going to be able to get Beth back after all. Without the mate magnet, she wouldn’t even look at him. But orders were orders.

“Yes, sir,” Travis replied softly as he left the office.



Lieutenant Emily Sullivan was dragged out of her gas induced sleep by an incessant noise. She finally regained enough of her mental faculties to realize that it was the door chime.

“What?!” she shouted groggily. The door whooshed open quietly.

“Is that an invitation to come in?” Commander Scott Baird asked as he stepped inside the darkened quarters. Sullivan quickly sat up in bed and shuffled her hair into some semblance of order.

“Lights,” she called. The computer complied causing Sullivan to shield her eyes from the brightness. “Sit down, Scott,” she said nicely. Sullivan had no desire to continue their earlier fight. In fact, she couldn’t remember why that fight had stopped.

“I just came by to talk things out before we try to kill each other again. I don’t think the captain’s ready room can take much more,” Baird said.

Sullivan smiled weakly. “Look, Scott, I don’t really know how to do this, but I’m going to give it my best shot. I’m sor…”

“How about we just leave it at we both did cruel, stupid things at the other’s expense and we won’t do it again?” Baird interrupted. “That’ll save both of us a lot of hassle.”

“But where does this leave… you know… us?”

“I don’t know,” Baird replied as he stood up. “We’ll just have to wait and see what happens.” He walked toward the door.

“Well, could you stay and just talk for a while?” Sullivan asked. “I promise not to throw anything.” Baird smiled and went to sit back down.



Commander Travis Dillon was taking a long time clearing out his quarters on the Edsel. His all-too-brief tenure as captain of the vessel hadn’t exactly been very successful, but at least he’d had the chance to command his own ship. He looked around his now empty quarters solemnly while remembering his short time as captain. The sudden sound of the door chime scared him out of his thoughts.

“Come in,” he shouted gasping to regain his composure. The doors opened revealing Dr. Elizabeth Jennings.

“I’ve been looking for you for hours,” she said smiling as she walked toward him. “Where have you been?” Jennings softly kissed his cheek.

“I had some Starfleet business to take care of,” Dillon replied as he went back to his packing. “I have to go back to the Secondprize.”

“Oh. Well, can you spare a little time for me?”

“You don’t understand, Beth. I’m not a captain anymore. I can’t see you, and trust me, you won’t want to see me.” He picked up his bags and walked past her to the door. “The last few days have been great, but it’s all over now. By tomorrow, you won’t even care that I exist. I really do like you, and I don’t want to do this. But I have to before what I know is going happen does.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“You’re going to hate me and then leave. I just couldn’t bear that, so goodbye.” Dillon ran out of the room leaving Jennings behind in a stunned silence.



“How did the operation go?” Captain Alexander Rydell asked as his chief medical officer emerged from the operating room.

“Fairly well,” Dr. Singer replied. “Commander Dillon’s fine, but I did notice something rather strange.”

“What?”

“It appears that the mate magnet was broken by some type of hard impact.”

“You’re sure that it was fine when you put it in?”

“Positive. I don’t know what hit him, but it had to hurt like hell. This wasn’t damage that could have happened very easily. Something had to smash right into his genitals at a very high rate of speed.”

“Can you tell how long ago this happened?” Rydell asked, wondering just what his first officer had been up to.

“Well, judging by the rate of corrosion from bodily fluids seeping into the magnet’s components, I’d say it was within a day of when I put it in.”

“You mean the thing was broken before he even left spacedock?”

“Yep.”

“Poor guy,” Rydell commented. “But I’ll be fine if I never have to hear about his genitals or bodily fluids ever again.”

Commander Travis Dillon waddled weakly out of the operating room.

“You shouldn’t be out of bed yet,” Singer said.

“I’m fine,” Dillon replied. “It doesn’t hurt nearly as bad as the last time.”

“Okay. Just don’t over exert yourself,” the doctor admonished as she walked back to her office.

“I’m ready for duty, sir,” Dillon said.

“Well, we only left spacedock a day ago,” Rydell replied as they walked out into the corridor. “Not much is going to happen out here, so why don’t you just take the next couple of days off?”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate it.”

“Not a problem. Just be back on the bridge at oh nine hundred hours two days from now.”

“Yes, sir.”

Dillon turned to go.

“Hey, Travis…”

“Sir?”

“What did you do to your mate magnet?”

“What do you mean?” Dillon asked confused.

“Dr, Singer told me that it was broken, and that it had been that way since before you took command of the Edsel. Did someone kick you in the balls or something?” Dillon remembered the cart that he’d run into right after finding out that he’d been given the Edsel.

“Something like that.”

“Sounds unpleasant,” Rydell said as he headed off down the hall. “I’ll see you later.”

“Goodbye, Captain,” Dillon replied quietly as he started walking the other way. The magnet had been broken. The damn thing didn’t even work. That meant that… Beth really liked him for him and he’d pushed her away. He’d thrown away his first chance at a relationship. A horrible nauseous feeling welled up in the pit of his stomach as he continued walking down the hall. He just hoped that no one noticed the tears of anger and frustration dripping down his cheeks.



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins stood outside of Holodeck Three and wondered if going in would be such a good idea. On top of that, she wondered why the hell she was even considering it in the first place. She had always thought of Commander Dillon as an officious, overbearing jerk. But somewhere deep down inside of her, she had a little bit of respect and even like of the man. He thought enough of her to want her as his first officer, he’d helped her try to get over her fear of clowns, and had put her safety above his own when the Klingons threatened them.

There was a decent person inside that obnoxious shell. It just took a while to find it. He had helped her, and now she was going to try to help him. Hawkins walked into the holodeck. Commander Dillon had programmed it to create an old fashioned shooting gallery. He stood silently shooting target after target with a rifle. The targets caught Hawkins’ attention. Instead of little ducks they were little Travis Dillons. “You’re an idiot,” they taunted as Dillon picked them off one by one. They let out a little scream as they were hit and fell backwards.

“The holodeck’s occupied,” Dillon grumbled without turning around. “Go away.”

“I didn’t come to use the holodeck,” Hawkins replied. “I came to talk to you.” Dillon stopped shooting and turned around. Hawkins could see that he’d been crying. “I heard about what happened between you and Dr. Jennings.”

“I’m so honored that my problems have made it into the ship’s rumor mill,” he said, wiping a tear away.

“I’m sorry about what happened.”

“Really?” Dillon asked incredulously. “You didn’t come to rub my face in it or anything?”

“Why would I do that?”

“I don’t know. I’m sorry.”

“There was no way that you could have known that the magnet wasn’t working,” Hawkins said consolingly.

“That’s no excuse,” Dillon snapped. “I wanted to be with her, but I was too scared to try without that stupid magnet. I was a spineless fool. I’m so angry and disgusted with myself.”

“So angry that you could shoot yourself?” Hawkins commented glancing at the shooting gallery. Dillon couldn’t help but laugh.

“I guess so. I just feel like such an idiot.”

“Well, there’s only one thing you can do.”

“You’re right!” Dillon exclaimed. “I’m going to resign my commission and go after her!”

“That’s not what I meant,” Hawkins said. “The only thing to do is get over her and go on with your life. There are lots of other women out there that would love a guy like you.”

“Really?” Dillon asked.

“Definitely,” Hawkins replied, hoping it was true. “And besides, Russell just heard from Kantura Dransein that Doctor Jennings is now seeing him.”

“Beth and Dransein?”

“Yes, sir. I’m afraid so.”

“No, you don’t understand. That’s great! If she’s with him, then she’s probably gotten over me, so I don’t have to feel guilty anymore. Thank you, Patricia. Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. Computer, end program.” The shooting gallery vanished. “You’re right. She’s going on with her life, and I will too.” Dillon charged determinedly out of the holodeck. Hawkins looked around with satisfaction. She’d accomplished her goal. Commander Dillon was back to his old self. A sudden chill washed over her as she realized which holodeck she was in. Holodeck Three was where she’d had her first run-in with the clowns. She shuddered as she remembered their laughter as they pelted her with pie after pie. There was no way out then, but now was different. Hawkins ran out of the holodeck at top speed occasionally looking over her shoulder to make sure they weren’t behind her. She wasn’t going to let them get her ever again. No way. They may look all nice and friendly, but she knew the truth. Clowns were evil!



Chapter Twenty



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 49844.4. The Secondprize is transporting a Starfleet official to a rendezvous with a Klingon vessel. This envoy is being sent to make sure that the Federation-Empire treaty will not be violated again like it was in the Gulax Four incident. The envoy’s presence on the Secondprize has been pleasant for me, since he is Admiral Thomas Wagner, a close friend.”



“I’m not sure if I want this assignment or not, Alex,” Admiral Wagner said as the two friends sat in Rydell’s newly-refurbished ready room. “I mean, I don’t exactly have a lot of experience with Klingon culture. I’m going to be stuck in a very strange environment.”

“Like headquarters isn’t,” Rydell joked.

“Very true. Oh, that reminds me. I’m got some strange news for you from headquarters.”

“Really? What a surprise.”

“You’re going to love this. It would seem that Captain…excuse me, COMMANDER Riker’s attempt to get you court-martialed caught the eye of one Admiral Karen Richards. The two have been seeing each other since the trial.”

“They’re perfect for each other,” Rydell replied smiling. “Of course, if they get married and have kids, my family will have to watch its back for generations to come.”

“Oh God, don’t even joke about that,” Wagner said. “Any child coming from that woman is bound to be a monster.”

“Are you really that worried about this Klingon assignment?” Rydell asked seriously.

“I don’t know. I’m just not sure how much the Klingons value the treaty.”

“Well, what did they do to Captain Donask for breaking it?”

“They moved her to the High Council.”

“Really?” Rydell replied in shock.

“Yes, she serves them coffee out of her great prize.”

Rydell started laughing. “I’ll have to drop by there and order a cup for old time’s sake. I’m sure that she’d love to see me.”



“And so, I’ve decided that I must move on to better horizons, to greener pastures. In short, I’m going on with my life. There are other women in the galaxy for me, and I’m going to find them.” Commander Dillon finished his speech with a dramatic flair that was lost on Trinian. She’d been listening to him ramble on about Dr. Elizabeth Jennings for half an hour.

“That’s great, Commander,” she replied trying to hide the sarcasm from her voice, but doing a horrible job. “I’m sure you’ll find someone soon and be very happy. You’ll just ride off into the sunset together and produce lots of hell-spawn that are just like you. You’ll probably take over the whole damn galaxy and lead us all into insanity.” Dillon’s smile didn’t waver for a second.

“Why thank you,” Dillon said complete oblivious to her disparaging comments. “I really appreciate that.”

“I don’t know why I even bother,” Trinian mumbled.

“Who is that?” Commander Dillon demanded suddenly. Trinian looked to see who he was talking about. His eyes were following a woman who had just walked into Seven Backward.

“Oh, that’s Nurse Kelley. She was assigned to sickbay while we were in spacedock.”

“She’s gorgeous. I’m going to go talk to her,” Dillon announced as he stood up and walked away.

“Good luck,” Trinian said insincerely. “Actually she’s the one who’s going to need it.” Trinian watched in amazement as Kelley not only spoke to Dillon, but invited him to sit down. She watched them smile and laugh for a while until her attention was drawn away by a strange howl. She turned and saw several people huddled in a group on the other side of the room. One of them came over to the bar.

“I need three Junidan tonics,” the woman ordered.

“Coming up,” Trinian said as she programmed the replicator. “What’s going on over there?”

“Yesterday, Dr. Singer accidently got injected with a whole hypo of antidepressants she was giving to a patient. They seem to have affected her personality,” she explained.

“What do you mean?” Trinian asked nervously. Another howl erupted from that corner of Seven Backward.

“She thinks she’s Lassie.” Dr. Singer suddenly bounded over, hopped up on the bar, and licked Trinian on the cheek.

“Well, I guess there’s no harm in that. At least, no one’s going to get hurt,” Trinian said. She heard a strange noise and looked down. A small, but growing puddle was spreading across the bar from Dr. Singer. “That is unless I kill her!” She moved toward the doctor who quickly hopped off of the bar. “Come back here!” Trinian shouted. Dr. Singer barked excitedly and left the lounge with Trinian right behind her. They passed Captain Rydell and Admiral Wagner in the hallway.

“Wasn’t that Dr. Singer being chased by your hostess?” Wagner asked.

“I guess so,” Rydell replied unconcerned.

“She was barking.”

“Was she? I didn’t notice.”

“How can you not notice something like that?” Wagner asked in disbelief.

“Around here that’s normal,” Rydell replied smiling.
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Star Traks IV - Power Trip

Chapter One



“He’s in the building!”

“I want him stopped now!” Before the last word had faded from existence, the door of the command center exploded inward violently. Out of the smoke stepped a man clad all in black, a black trenchcoat billowing behind him. He was holding two uzi sub-machine guns, ready to destroy anything in his path.

“You’re finished, McDerkin,” the man said as he moved into the room. One of the henchmen tried to raise his weapon but was cut down in a hail of bullets. The others ran out a rear door, leaving McDerkin and the man in black alone. “You won’t be taking over the world, or even the next room, if I have anything to say about it.”

“Come now, Mr. Dillon,” McDerkin said. “Surely you would not cut me down without a fair fight.” Dillon put one of his uzis down on the computer console next to him and removed his sunglasses slowly.

“Fine, a fair fight.” Dillon put down the other uzi and raised his fists.

“Stupid move, Mr. Dillon!” McDerkin shouted, whipping a pistol out of his suit coat. Dillon dove behind the computer console milliseconds before bullets sliced through the airspace he had just been occupying. He came up with a pistol and emptied it into McDerkin’s chest. The villain hit the floor with a thud.

“Not really,” Dillon said, pocketing his weapon. “I always carry a spare.”

“Rydell to Dillon,” a voice barked from nowhere.

“Dillon here,” he said.

“Report to my ready room immediately.”

“I’m on my way. Computer, end program.” The demolished command center and bloodied corpses vanished leaving Dillon standing in the empty holodeck.



Captain Alexander Rydell spun around in his desk chair idly while waiting for the arrival of his first officer. He found the spinning motion relaxing, and he definitely wanted to relax now. Headquarters could be so aggravating. He pushed himself off the desk again to keep moving around. Maybe he should put a swivel on his chair on the bridge. The old starships had them. Of course, if he did, he’d end up spinning right into Commander Dillon’s or Counselor Webber’s lap. Either that or he’d get around and knock himself unconscious against the tactical console.

Rydell spun himself faster and faster. He could feel his lunch gurgling inside him. All of a sudden, he didn’t feel very well. The door chime sounded.

“Come in,” Rydell said weakly. Commander Dillon strode in still wearing his black clothes and trenchcoat. Rydell wanted to laugh, but his stomach overrode him and commenced forcefully ejecting its contents across the ready room and all over Dillon’s coat. “Thank you, Number One,” Rydell gasped, wiping his mouth and stifling a laugh. “I needed that.”

“Excuse me, sir?” Dillon said. He slipped out of the coat and let it plop to the floor.

“Never mind. Just sit down.” Dillon stepped over his trenchcoat and took the seat across from the captain. “I just received a message from Starfleet.”

“A communique, sir,” Dillon corrected.

“Are you going to listen to me or not?”

“Sorry, Captain.”

“Anyway. Ambassador Fuil Baradda will be coming on board six days from now.”

“Another ambassador?” Dillon said, less than enthused.

“I know. We’ve become a glorified passenger liner. We shuttled Admiral Wagner to the Klingon homeworld, and now this. I’m starting to think that Starfleet doesn’t trust us anymore. I mean after my trial and your thing with the Edsel…”

“What about the Edsel?” Dillon stammered. “The only thing that was wrong was with the ship itself. It’s getting fixed!”

“Right.” Rydell decided he wasn’t going to get into the issue. Besides, why should he have to be the one burst Dillon’s bubble.

“What’s Baradda’s mission?”

“They didn’t tell me. We’re just supposed to wait until he gets here and follow his orders.”

“So basically, he’ll be the captain, right?” Dillon asked a little too enthusiastically for Rydell’s liking.

“Yeah,” he replied hesitantly.

“So you’ll be the first officer?”

“Technically.”

“Great, so you won’t need me.”

Not that we ever do, Rydell thought.

“You’re trying, in your round-a-bout way, to ask to be relieved of duty for a few days, aren’t you?” Rydell asked instead.

“Yes,” Dillon said meekly.

“Granted. But you’re responsible for overseeing preparations for the ambassador’s arrival.”

“Understood, sir,” Dillon said, leaping out of his chair. “I’ll have full hotel protocol instituted by then.” Dillon headed toward the door.

“Good,” Rydell said, swiveling his chair back around to look out the window. “Just make sure that take your coat with you.”

Dillon looked down at the remains of his black leather trenchcoat. He steeled himself, picked it up with one finger, and left the ready room.

At that moment, Yeoman Tina Jones was, unfortunately, heading toward the turbolift next to the ready room. She had just had Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, who was in command for that shift, sign a few materials and personnel requests from the engineering and astrophysics departments. The doors to the ready room opened just as Jones was looking forward to heading back to her quarters and taking a nap. Commander Dillon shoved a heavy, smelly piece of leather into her arms.

“Take care of this,” he ordered and strode into the turbolift. Before she could protest, the turbolift doors closed, and it and Commander Dillon were gone.

“I guess I’m taking the next one,” Jones said, moving the coat to a safe distance from her body.

“Please do,” Ensign Zachary Ford said weakly from the helm console. He was holding his nose with one hand and his stomach with the other. “Otherwise…” Thankfully, the turbolift doors opened. Jones hurried inside and almost shouted her deck number. The doors closed sending a sigh of relief through the bridge.



“Emily Sullivan’s personal log. Stardate 49851.5. Scott and I have been…dating for a little over a standard month, and I can safely say that it hasn’t all been blissful. We’ve been trying though. I want it to work, and I think he does, too. Actually, I’m pretty sure that he does, since he’s agreed to come to the concert in Seven Backward tonight. We’ve agreed to do something that the other person likes, but I know that the classics aren’t his thing. Oh well, I went biking in the holodeck with him; he can go to this concert with me.”



“Oh God,” Commander Scott Baird said with disgusted exasperation as they entered Seven Backward.

“Come on, Scott,” Sullivan said, dragging Baird in by the arm. “I’m getting you some culture. You’re getting the classics tonight.”

“I don’t think that Garth Brooks and Dolly Parton count as the classics,” Baird mumbled as he sat down on one of the hay bales that had been replicated for the occasion.

“What can I get you folks?” Trinian asked as she walked over to the couple. Baird fell over the back of the bale laughing at Trinian’s red plaid flannel shirt, blue denim overalls, and straw hat.

“Two lemonades, Trinian,” Sullivan said as she hauled Baird back onto the bale. She turned to Baird. “Please try to enjoy this.”

“Fine.” The lights in the room dimmed, and Ensign Sarah Krieger, Lieutenant Monica Vaughn, Lieutenant Walter Morales, and Lieutenant Craig Porter walked to the front of the room with their instruments. “Play Puff the Magic Dragon!” Baird shouted just as Hammond and Porter were about to begin playing their guitars. He flipped over the back of the bale again from the force of Sullivan’s fist in his face. Trinian kicked him in the head, knocking him unconscious.

“Oops,” Trinian said smiling. “I hope I didn’t interfere with his enjoyment of the music too much.”

“No, you just made things a hell of a lot better for all of us,” Sullivan replied. So much for him making an attempt to try something she liked.



“Sir, there’s a message coming in from Robin’s Nest,” the intercom barked. The man in yellow walked left the window and walked over to his desk.

“On screen,” he ordered as he sat down. The screen on the desk flickered to life.

“This is Robin’s Nest. Robin Four reporting. We just intercepted a Starfleet message.”

“Communique.”

“What?”

“Never mind,” the man in yellow at the desk snapped. “Play the message.” The conversation between Starfleet command and a Captain Alexander Rydell was shown to him. “What ship was this to?”

“The Secondprize, sir.”

“Is it Galaxy class?” the man in yellow asked hopefully.

“No.”

“Damn. Well, this is an opportunity we can’t afford to pass up. Good work, Robin’s Nest.”

“Thanks, Roost Leader. Robin Four out.” The screen went blank as the Roost Leader swiveled his chair around. He could hear the dull roar of explosions in the distance. Damn the war! Damn the Federation for refusing to help! He, as leader of the Auduban faction, had petitioned for Federation weapons as soon as civil war broke out on Jeral. Well, he’d shown them a thing or two. He turned back to the desk and pressed a switch.

“Get me Myna.”



Scott Baird woke up on Sullivan’s bed. Momentarily disoriented, he attempted to piece together what had happened. He didn’t remember going to bed. He did remember Seven Backward, bales of hay, hitting the ground really hard, and a boot flashing toward him. Scott sat up abruptly. Next to him, Sullivan groaned groggily.

“Wake up,” Baird said.

“Unnnh.”

“Emily.”

“What?” she said, pushing herself up.

“You hit me.”

“Yeah. So. You deserved it.”

“So when you were complaining about the cold when we were biking in the Alps on the holodeck, should I have pushed you off the mountain? You sure deserved it.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Sullivan said, getting out of bed. “It’s just…I…”

“You got pissed and you hit me,” Baird finished. “Just say that. That I can respect.” He climbed out of bed and pulled his uniform shirt back on.

“Where are you going?”

“To bed, Alone.”

“Why?” Sullivan demanded hurt.

“I don’t want you pummeling me to death in my sleep.” He walked out of the room.

“Keep this up, and I’ll do it when you’re awake,” she mumbled.



“Are you sure that they don’t know what Baradda looks like?” the Auduban operative known only as Myna asked.

“No, but it’s a chance you’re going to have to take. The only way you’re going to get onto that ship is if they think you’re the ambassador,” Roost Leader replied.

“I see.” Myna was used to these situations. It was just a part of the job.

“It’s risky, but…”

“Don’t worry about a thing,” Myna told the image of his commander confidently. “The Federation will be complying with your demands within a week.”

“I hope you’re right. A Galaxy class starship would really tilt things in our favor.”

“Consider it done, sir. I’m on my way to the Secondprize now.”

“Good luck. Roost Leader out.” The image of the yellow-clad man vanished. Myna leaned back in the pilot’s chair of the small shuttle he was flying.

“Ambassador Baradda is going to be arriving a bit ahead of schedule,” Myna said smiling. “Then all I have to do is neutralize the command crew, take control of the Secondprize, and destroy it.”



Chapter Two



“Captain, we’re receiving a Priority One message,” Lieutenant Lisa Beck announced from the communications console.

“Who from?” Rydell asked. Priority One messages were reserved for emergencies, and the Secondprize was in the middle of nowhere as far as the Federation was concerned. The closest Federation vessel or outpost was days away. Who could they be close enough to that sending a Priority One message would do any good?

“A small craft about four light years from our position,” Beck replied.

“On screen.” The starfield was instantly replaced by the face of a young man. He appeared to be in his early thirties, by human standards, impeccably dressed, and smiling in a way that immediately set Rydell at ease. This person definitely did not appear to have an emergency. “This is Captain Alexander Rydell of the USS Secondprize. Why are you contacting us on a Priority One channel?”

“Captain. Captain. It’s wonderful to finally meet you. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Ambassador Fuil Baradda,” the man said warmly. “I apologize for the misuse of a priority channel, but I wanted to be sure that I talked to you personally.”

“Of course, Ambassador,” Rydell said. “I had no idea that you were you…I mean that this was…that you were the one contacting us.”

“Understandable. I’m sorry that you were misinformed about my arrival time, but it had to be done to make sure that anyone monitoring the communication would be thrown off track.”

“Monitoring?” Rydell asked. “Why would anyone be monitoring the message, and why would it be such a problem? Is someone after you?”

“I’m afraid that I’m not at liberty to discuss that, Captain. You understand. Classified and all. Anyway, I will be arriving within the hour, so do make sure that all is prepared for my arrival.”

“My first officer is preparing your accommodations as we speak. I look forward to meeting you in person.”

“And I you. Baradda out.” Myna leaned forward and closed the channel. They didn’t suspect a thing. Of course, he hadn’t given them any reason to.



“An hour!” Commander Dillon shouted over the comm system. “He’s going to be here in an hour!”

“Or less,” Rydell said.

“We’ll be ready, sir. Dillon out.”

Rydell rested his arms on the armrests of his chair and took a long breath. Baradda seemed nice enough, but Rydell had learned to be wary of ambassadors …especially ones that had command authority.

“Isn’t he a little young to be an ambassador?” Beck said.

“Does it matter?” Rydell said. “He came across as amiable to me. I doubt that he has any problems getting the people he deals with to trust him.” Faintly, Rydell heard a voice in front of him mutter “wow.” He traced the voice to his navigator for that shift, Lieutenant Emily Sullivan. “I take it that you were impressed, Lieutenant?”

“What? Oh, well he was…nice,” Sullivan sputtered.

“Nice? Is that all you can say, Emily?” Beck demanded. “He was…VERY nice.”

“If all of you are dancing around saying that he was attractive, don’t bother,” Rydell said. “Just say he was handsome. The male egos on this ship don’t bruise that easily.” Beck and Sullivan looked at each other and shrugged.

“He was gorgeous,” Beck said.

“Did you see his eyes?” Sullivan gasped.

“And that smile.”

“Beautiful teeth.”

“I bet he’s got a great ass,” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins said, jumping into the conversation.

“He was most aesthetically pleasing,” Ensign Kristen Larkin, the android helm officer added.

“I wish Scott dressed like that.”

“Emily, you wish Scott would just smile,” Beck shot. As the women on the bridge continued praising just about everything about the ambassador, Rydell decided that maybe his ego did bruise that easily.

“I’ll be in my ready room,” Rydell said, getting up out of his chair and retreating to his sanctuary. “Jaroch, you have the bridge.”

“Just what I have always wanted,” Jaroch commented unenthusiastically.



Myna switched off the monitor and rubbed his eyes. For the last hour he had gone over the personnel files of the Secondprize’s senior officers. He wasn’t sure how Roost Leader had been able to obtain them, but that was part of why Roost Leader was the leader: he could get things done that no one else could. Of course, so could Myna, which was why he was on this mission. Myna’s specialty was Federation procedures, ships, and technology. He could practically build the Galaxy class starship that Roost Leader wanted, given the parts and the time. But the Audubans had neither.

If the files and psychological profiles were right, and Myna was sure that they were, the mission should be a piece of cake. He was going to have to dispose of Rydell, the science officer, and the chief engineer, but that wouldn’t be too difficult. The first officer could also be a problem, but Myna needed to keep him around or things might look too suspicious. Myna could probably draw his attention elsewhere for a while. Other than that, things should go fairly smoothly. The underlings on the Secondprize most likely didn’t care who was in charge. They’d just follow him right to their destruction.

The shuttle was getting closer to the Secondprize. Myna could make out the starship’s shape in front of him. It was an Excelsior class starships. Myna didn’t think that Starfleet was building those anymore, but the Secondprize didn’t look that old. He checked the files that Roost Leader sent him. According to them, the ship was less than three years old. Only three and already obsolete and worthless.

“You should have been a Galaxy class,” Myna said to the ship out in space in front of him. “Then I could have used you.” He activated the communication system. “This is Baradda to Secondprize. I’m ready to dock.”

“This is Secondprize shuttlebay control,” a male voice replied. “You’ll be landing in Shuttlebay Two.”

“Acknowledged, Secondprize.”



Captain Rydell pulled at the neck of his dress uniform. He really hated the damn thing. The neck was so high that he felt like his head was being forced off of his body. Beside him, Commander Dillon stood motionless. His uniform didn’t seem to bother him one bit. Of course, Dillon probably slept in it to get used to it. He couldn’t be uncomfortable while he was trying to suck up. At least, Dillon wasn’t going to be on duty during the ambassador’s visit, so he’d be out of Baradda’s way.

“He’s on final approach, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales, the shuttlebay chief, reported.

“Open the doors,” Dillon ordered before Rydell could get a word out.

“Thank you, Number One,” Rydell said irritated. The giant metal door at the shuttlebay’s entrance slowly raised, revealing the blackness of space beyond. A small, greenish ship was slowly approaching the bay. It wasn’t standard Federation configuration, Rydell noted. It must be part of the ambassador’s precautions. Of course, Rydell still had no idea what Baradda needed all these precautions for.

The blue landing tractor beam lanced out from the emitter in the floor of the shuttlebay and locked on to the shuttle. A minute later, the green craft had landed, and the shuttlebay doors were closing. Rydell straightened his uniform and walked over to the ship with Dillon right beside him. Rydell walked a little faster. Dillon increased his pace as well. Rydell broke into a run and headed toward the ship. He could hear Dillon’s boots pounding against the deck behind him and gaining quickly. The hatch of the ship was opening, revealing the figure of Ambassador Baradda. Rydell put on another burst of speed, leaped up onto the ramp extending from the ship, and grabbed Baradda’s hand.

“Welcome to the Secondprize, Ambassador,” Rydell said slightly out of breath as he shook the ambassador’s hand. Rydell turned around and quickly stuck his tongue out at Dillon.

“I’m delighted to be here,” Myna said warmly.

“This is my first officer…”

“Commander Travis Michael Dillon,” Dillon said, sticking out his hand. “I’ve studied your record, Ambassador. It’s quite impressive. I especially liked how you handled the conflict between the Opsikx and Lernas in the Ungali system. It was sheer genius the way that you…”

“There’s no need to belabor trifles, Commander,” Myna said, shaking Dillon’s hand quickly. “But I appreciate you compliment.” He turned back to Rydell.

“Captain, I’m sure that you’re curious about the mission and all, but right now, I’m famished. I would like to get something to eat before we talk.”

“Not a problem,” Rydell replied. “I’ll just show you to Seven Backward, our lounge. I’m sure that Trinian can find something that you’ll like.”

“Oh, I’m not picky,” Myna said.

“Trinian will find that a relief after having to deal with Captain Finicky there,” Dillon joked. Rydell glared at him.

“You can go now, Dillon,” Rydell said through gritted teeth.

“But I was going to come eat with…”

“You’re DISMISSED!”

“Yes, sir,” Dillon said, quickly retreating out of the shuttlebay.

“You’ll have to excuse him,” Rydell said once Dillon was gone. “He gets a little overexcited when we have company.”

“Captain,” Myna admonished laughing. “You talk as if he were a pet.”

“Not even close,” Rydell muttered as he and Myna headed toward the door. “Hitting him with a rolled up newspaper doesn’t do anything,”



Chapter Three



Seven Backward was fairly crowded when Rydell and Myna entered. Alpha shift had just gotten off duty, and most of them evidently decided to have lunch in Seven Backward. Trinian was running the hosts and hostesses ragged, while she sat behind the bar running things like a general commanding a war. Upon seeing the captain enter, she had a table cleared for them in an instant. She walked over to take their orders personally.

“Good afternoon, sirs. What would you like?” she asked, her eyes fixed on Myna.

“I’m sure that whatever you recommend will be fabulous,” Myna replied with a broad smile. Trinian could feel something inside melting.

“It will be my pleasure to make the selection,” she said enraptured.

“And I’d like a Salisbury steak, mashed potatoes with gravy, and a cherry Icee,” Rydell said.

“Yeah, whatever,” Trinian said distractedly. She moved off toward the replicator without taking her eyes off of Myna, even when she smacked into the bar.

“You have a wonderful ship, Captain Rydell,” Myna said. “I look forward to…” He broke off as the doors of the lounge opened. A group of four women were coming in, talking and laughing. Normally, the comings and goings of strangers didn’t concern him, but he was transfixed on one of the newcomers. She was about five foot four with shoulder length, straight brown hair, and she was the most gorgeous thing Myna had ever seen: a goddess.

“Excuse me, Captain,” Myna said, getting up from the table. He walked over to the table where the women had sat. “Greetings, ladies.” They all looked up at him and fell silent. He gauged their expressions to be somewhere between shock and alarm.

“Hello, Ambassador,” one of them said flatly. He concluded that she was most likely the android mentioned in the files.

“Hi,” the other three chimed in.

“Would you mind too terribly if I sat down?”

“Not at all,” the tall, red headed member of the group said. “Pull up a chair.”

“Thank you.” Myna grabbed a chair from the next table and sat down between the red head and the android and across from the goddess. He stared into her eyes, both mesmerizing and being mesmerized. “I am Fuil Baradda,” he said softly.

“Emily Sullivan,” his goddess replied just as softly.

“Emily. What a wonderful name.”

“Thank you.”

Lisa Beck, whom Myna knew only as the red head, watched the exchange between Sullivan and Baradda and decided she had better take action.

“I think I feel like eating in my quarters today,” she said, standing up. “Don’t you agree, Patricia and Kristen?”

“Absolutely,” Patricia Hawkins said.

“Actually, I do not really eat, and I would like to ask the ambassador about…”

“Kristen!” Hawkins and Beck snapped.

“Yes, your quarters would be a wonderful idea,” Larkin said, standing up to join Hawkins and Beck. The three of them headed out of the lounge without another word.

“I would offer to buy you lunch,” Myna said smiling. “But I believe that there is no charge here.”

“I appreciate the offer,” Sullivan replied with an equal smile.

“Well, perhaps I could replicate you dinner tonight. I would be honored if you would join me.”

“I’d like that.”

“Wonderful.”



Trinian walked back over to Rydell’s table carrying a tray with their orders on it. She immediately noticed the ambassador’s absence.

“Where’s Baradda?” she demanded.

“Over there, I think,” Rydell replied, pointing behind him. Trinian looked over and saw Baradda and Emily Sullivan ogling over each other. Bitch, she already had a boyfriend. She didn’t have to snap up another one. Trinian slammed the tray down in front of Rydell, splashing gravy and Icee all over the front of his dress uniform.

“Enjoy,” she barked and stormed back to the bar.

“That’s what I love about this place,” Rydell mumbled, wiping up the mess on his clothes as best he could. “Service with a smile.”



Scott Baird walked into Seven Backward lost in thought. He was actually considering apologizing to Sullivan. That idea dissipated real quickly when he saw her sitting with that Baradda guy that just came on board. She was practically swallowing the guy with her eyes.



Emily Sullivan was enraptured to say the least. Ambassador Baradda was intelligent and sweet and gorgeous and debonair and polite and GORGEOUS. What was she doing messing around with Scott Baird when she could have an ambassador who was obviously attracted to her? Baird was so moody. Baird was so vulgar. Baird was so distant. Baird was at the door of Seven Backward looking really pissed and head toward her and Baradda.

“Look, bitch, at least dump me first before you jump onto some other shithead!” Baird said angrily. Suddenly, it was so quiet that nanites could have been heard scurrying across the floor of Seven Backward.

“I will not allow you to speak to this lovely lady or myself that way,” Myna said, standing up.

“Oh, fuck off,” Baird said, lifting Myna off the ground and throwing him into the wall of the lounge. Sullivan leapt out of her chair and, with a swift kick, sent Baird collapsing to the floor in a heap with a severe pain in his genitals.

“Don’t you EVER come near me again, asshole!” Sullivan shouted at Baird. As Rydell rushed over to help Myna up, Sullivan stormed out of the lounge leaving a crowd of stunned crewmen in her wake.



Chapter Four



Myna shifted in the chair in front of Captain Rydell’s desk. It was time to put things in motion. With any luck, he could have everything taken care of in the next twenty-four hours. His mind drifted to Emily Sullivan. This was the last place that he expected to meet the woman of his dreams. Of course, he going to have to blow the ship and her and all of her shipmates to smithereens, but he could try to enjoy things while they lasted. It was romantically tragic in a way: having to die just when meeting one’s true love.

“So what’s the deal?” Rydell asked, breaking Myna’s concentration. Myna turned himself to the business at hand.

“Well, Captain, I cannot tell you too much about the overall mission, but I can discuss your part of it.”

“That would help,” Rydell said. He was liking this less and less. This was his ship, and he wanted to know what was going on. Rydell understood the need for secrecy sometimes, but this was really annoying.

“I need you to take your science officer and chief engineer to the far side of the system. There you will rendezvous will another ship.”

“Why are we doing this?”

“You will be transporting a device there for me. That’s all I can tell you,” Myna said.

“But the Secondprize could…”

“Captain, I hate to pull rank like this, but I am in charge here. You will take a shuttlecraft tomorrow morning. Understood.”

“Got it,” Rydell said reluctantly.

“Very good, Captain. I will see you in Shuttlebay Two at eleven hundred hours then. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a dinner date.” Myna stood up and left the ready room, leaving Rydell alone. He put his elbows on the desk and rested his head in his hands. This definitely was not the way that he liked to operate, but he was an officer. That meant that he knew how to follow orders. Of course, that didn’t mean that he had to like it.



Commander Scott Baird had spent most of the afternoon sulking in engineering. He almost hoped that something would break, so that he could go fix it and keep his mind off what had happened between him and Sullivan. The possibility that he may have overreacted had occurred to him. It wasn’t something that he was very proud of, but he was big enough to admit his mistakes. He decided that he was going to have to talk to Sullivan. He went to her quarters that evening.

“Just a second,” Sullivan’s voice called from behind the door. Baird looked around the corridor uncomfortably. Finally, the door opened revealing Sullivan dressed in a long gown. She looked surprised to see him.

“I came to talk,” Baird said. “I was a bit out of line back at lunch. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah, well you should have thought of that then,” Sullivan snapped, pushing past him out into the hall.

“Wait a second,” Baird said, jogging to catch up with her as she headed quickly down the corridor. “I’m trying to patch things up here. Don’t run away from me.”

“There’s nothing left to patch up, Scott.”

“I thought that we were trying to make this work!” Baird shouted angrily as they stopped by the turbolift doors. Detecting people, the doors whooshed open.

“I’m tired of trying,” Sullivan said softly. She stepped into the turbolift. The doors closed leaving Baird alone in the hall.



Sullivan stepped out of the turbolift on Deck Five and headed toward the ambassador’s quarters. The doors whisked open almost as soon as she pressed the door chime. Sullivan almost walked straight into the bouquet of roses Myna was holding out to her.

“For you,” Myna said, bowing with flourish. Sullivan laughed and took the flowers.

“They’re beautiful.”

“I would give you nothing less than the most beautiful things in the universe.”

“Ambassador Baradda…”

“Please, call me Fuil,” Myna said, bowing again.

“Fuil, I really don’t know what to say.”

“There’s no need for you to say anything. I got them for you; I ask for nothing more than your company for the evening. Come sit down.” Myna motioned her to the table. It was covered with food. Two candles glowed at it center. She went and took a seat.



Scott Baird paced like a caged animal up and down the corridors of Deck Seven. He heard footsteps rapidly approaching behind him. Before he could even turn around, he was suddenly grabbed from behind and tackled in a vicious bear hug.

“Hi, Scott!” the exuberant voice of Counselor Claire Webber said. “How are you?” She released Baird, stood up, then pulled him up from the deck.

“I’ve been better,” Baird replied.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Not really.”

“That’s your right. But if you want to, I’ll be in…”

“Emily and I are having problems,” Baird interrupted. “She won’t talk to me, and she’s drooling over that ambassador that came on board. I think she wants to dump me for him.”

“Well, what exactly did she say to you?”

“Never come near her again.”

“I see,” Webber said. It sounded like Sullivan had done a little more than just think about dumping Baird. “Have you told her how you feel?”

“I apologized for throwing Baradda across Seven Backward.”

“But you haven’t told her how you feel about her.”

“No,” Baird said. “She knows though.”

“Does she?” Webber asked. “Maybe you should make it crystal clear to her. Talk to her. Be honest and direct. That’s the only way you’re going to get anywhere.” Baird stood silently pondering Webber’s words.

“You’re right,” he said finally. “I’ll talk to her. Thanks, Claire.” He ran off down the hall.

Damn, Webber thought. Sullivan got to Baradda before I did. How many men does she need?



Several hours later, Myna stretched and yawned.

“Well, my dear,” he said. “I have had a wonderful evening, but I’m afraid that I must turn in. We have much to do tomorrow.”

“We do?” Sullivan asked.

“Not you specifically, but you know what I mean.”

“Your mission.”

“Exactly. I wish I could tell you all about it, but…”

“It’s classified. I understand,” Sullivan said. She stood up and headed toward the door. Myna was up and at the door in a flash.

“You did not think that I would be so impolite as to not show you out, did you?” he said smiling.

“Of course not,” Sullivan replied, matching his smile.

“Good night, Emily. I look forward to basking in your presence tomorrow.” Myna couldn’t believe he was saying this stuff…and that he meant it!

“Good night, Fuil,”

He leaned forward and kissed her gently on the lips.

“Until tomorrow, my lovely.” He kissed her again and watched her head down the corridor. Damn, blowing up this ship was going to be hard on him.



Sullivan walked into her quarters ready to go to sleep. The figure seated on her sofa let her know that she was going to be up for a while.

“How’d you get in here?” she demanded angrily.

“I’m the chief engineer,” Baird replied. “I can go anywhere I want.”

“Well, go the hell away!”

“I’m not going anywhere until I talk to you!” Baird shouted back, jumping off the sofa. “I took the trouble to wait around for you! Now, you’re going to sit the fuck down and listen to me!”

“Say what you’ve got to say,” Sullivan snapped. She threw herself down on the sofa. “Not that it’s going to do any good.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?!”

“Just get on with it.”

“What a second! What did you mean? Have you been with Baradda?!?”

“So what if I have?” Sullivan retorted.

“God damn it! I’ve been trying!” Baird said exasperated. “I really have. I wanted to make this work. I thought you did too.”

“You’re not worth the trouble.” Sullivan regretted saying that the second the words escaped her lips. She didn’t mean that. Well, if Baird wasn’t furious already, he would be now.

“You fucking bitch!” Yep, he was furious now. “I can’t fucking believe that you could say that to me considering what I’ve had to put up with from you for the last month!”

“You haven’t exactly been Mr. Congeniality yourself either!” Sullivan screamed.

“Look, I’m sick of you and your shit!”

“Then get the fuck out!” Sullivan shouted, jumping back up off the soda. “Get out!”

“Do you want me out of here? Because if I leave, it’s over!”

“It’s been over, but neither of us have been willing to admit it.”

“Whatever.” Baird stormed out of the doors. Sullivan collapsed on the sofa, not sure whether to be relieved or break down crying.



Chapter Five



“Computer, where is Commander Dillon?” Myna asked as he looked in the mirror and straightened his hair the next morning. Ambassadors had to be well dressed and perfectly groomed at all times. Especially when they were sending unsuspecting saps to their deaths.

“Commander Dillon is in Holodeck Two,” the Secondprize’s female-voiced computer reported.

“Is he alone?”

“Yes.”

“Thank you.”

“You are welcome,” the computer said, a faint hint of surprise in its voice. No one ever said thank you when the computer told them something. Maybe he’d be interested in a little sojourn in the holodeck with a gorgeous computer woman.

Myna checked himself over one more time and headed toward the door. A short talk with Dillon should keep him out of the way for the remainder of the mission. And if Dillon didn’t listen to reason, Myna would just have to use some other way to make sure that Dillon wouldn’t be interfering.

The doors of Holodeck Two opened allowing Myna to enter. Commander Dillon was up on a stage in front of an audience of about a hundred: mostly children.

“And so my fellow classmates,” Dillon rambled. “I stand before you not just as the man with the highest academic average in the sixth grade, but, thanks to your support and votes, as the Greatest Student in Pinehurst Elementary School History. Thank you.” The audience jumped up and started applauding wildly. Dillon noticed Myna at the back of the holodeck. “Computer, freeze program.” The audience stopped in mid-clap.

“Interesting program,” Myna said as he walked toward the stage.

“Just making up for a travesty of justice in my past,” Dillon said, walking down to meet Myna. “But surely, Ambassador, a man like yourself has more important things to do than observe my little holodeck programs.”

“Actually, I came down to tell you that even though Captain Rydell and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch will be leaving the ship, I won’t need you on the bridge. I can handle our half of the mission myself, so there’s no need for you to interrupt your vacation.”

“Are you sure?” Dillon asked.

“Positive.”

“Regulations specify that the chain of command must still function in case you are incapacitated.”

“I won’t be incapacitated. We aren’t…”

“I’m sure you won’t, but you have to have someone to take command if you are. I can postpone my leave, and…”

“That really won’t be necessary,” Myna insisted.

“Regulations, Ambassador, cannot be…”

“Is there someone else who could take over…so your much needed leave isn’t interrupted?”

“Lieutenant Beck would…”

“He will be fine.”

“She…”

“SHE will be fine!”

“Okay. But I’ll probably check on things at least once anyway,” Dillon said.

“I’ll be looking forward to it,” Myna lied, plastering on a smile. “Have a nice time. Exit.” The door appeared and Myna quickly left. Out in the hall, he opened up the access panel to the holodeck computer and made a few alterations to Dillon’s program. The Secondprize’s first officer wouldn’t be checking on anyone for a long time.



“Captain, I do not think that this is a wise idea,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said as he and Captain Rydell stood in Shuttlebay Two waiting for Commander Baird, Ambassador Baradda, and their shuttle pilot.

“Which part specifically?” Rydell asked with a humorless laugh. “If you ask me, it all stinks.”

“What I mean, sir, is that even though I have the highest regard for the Ambassador’s mission, I believe that leaving Commander Dillon as the only command officer on the ship is…”

“Idiotic, moronic, unwise, not advisable?”

“Stupid,” Jaroch said.

“Believe me, I agree, but there’s nothing I can do.” Rydell sat down on the deck and leaned against the shuttlecraft. “I don’t like the idea of some civilian taking command of my ship while I’m not here either. I don’t care if he is an ambassador, he’s not qualified to command a starship.” The doors opened allowing Ensign Andrea Carr to enter.

“Good morning, sir,” she said brightly, walking over to Rydell with a big smile on her face. “It’ll be my pleasure to be flying the Doorprize for you today.”

“No offense, Ensign, but tone it down. I’m in no mood for perkiness this morning,” Rydell growled.

“Ooookay. I think I’ll just go run the pre-flight check now.”

“You do that,” Rydell said, smiling weakly. Carr quickly entered the shuttle and got to work. Seconds later, the shuttlebay doors opened again revealing Commander Scott Baird. He looked as thrilled to be there as Rydell felt. The scowl on his face probably could have scared off the Borg. “Morning, Commander,” Rydell said.

“Yeah, it’s fucking morning, isn’t it? Yee fucking haa,” Baird grumbled.

“Any particular reason that you’re so bright-eyed and bushy-tailed this morning?” Rydell asked. He already knew the answer. Hell, the whole ship heard Baird and Sullivan fighting last night. Rydell just wondered if perhaps Baird wanted someone to talk to.

“No,” Baird said. So much for that line of inquiry. Before Rydell could turn to another tactic, the doors opened, and Myna entered carrying a black box measuring about a foot square.

“Good morning, gentleman. Everyone ready to go?” Myna asked.

“What’s in the box?” Rydell said.

“I’m afraid that that’s classified information, Captain. You will be transporting it to the ship that will meet you on the other side of the system.”

“Wait a minute! If that’s all we’re doing, why do you need all of us to do it?” Baird demanded angrily.

“Captain, your officer is bordering on insubordination.”

“No, I’m bordering on throwing your ass out into space!” Baird shouted.

“Commander!” Rydell snapped.

“Ambassador Baradda, may I ask what the Secondprize will be doing in our absence?” Jaroch said.

“We will be moving on to complete the other half of the mission,” Myna said.

“And where is that?”

“That’s classified.”

“What will you be doing?”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“What can you tell us?” Jaroch said, getting frustrated.

“I’ve told you everything I can. Just go to the other side of the system and wait. Everything will be explained to you there,” Myna said. He really wished they’d stop asking questions and just get out of here.

“You still haven’t told us why we all have to go,” Rydell said.

“Your expertise will be needed in the near future,” Myna replied. “That’s really all I can tell you. Now, I must demand that you leave. Goodbye, gentlemen.” Myna shoved the box into Jaroch’s arms and strode out of the shuttlebay.

“Captain, permission to speak freely,” Jaroch said.

“Everybody else does it without asking me first. Why should you be any different?”

“Baradda is an annoying bastard.”

“I don’t like him either,” Rydell said.

“I want to rip his fucking head off and ram it up his ass,” Baird said. The three men walked into the shuttlecraft Doorprize, where Ensign Carr was staring out of the front viewport wistfully.

“Problem, Ensign?” Rydell asked.

“No,” Carr said distractedly. “Emerald eyes. Hair, waves of midnight.”

“What is she babbling?” Baird said.

“It would appear that Ensign Carr has a higher opinion of the ambassador than we do,” Jaroch said.

“Well, shut her up before I puke,” Baird ordered.

“Ensign, we’re ready to leave,” Rydell said, tapping Carr on the shoulder.

“What? Oh, sorry. Commencing take off.” Carr’s hands flew across the shuttle controls, gently raising the ship of the deck and off toward space beyond.



“Set a course for the Pilam Cluster,” Myna ordered as he exited the turbolift onto the bridge.

“Aye, sir,” Sullivan replied from the navigation console.

“The Doorprize has cleared the shuttlebay,” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins said.

“Thank you, Lieutenant. There’s no need for you to continue watching the shuttle,” Myna said. “Your Captain can take care of himself.”

“But, sir, as Chief of Security, it’s my job to…”

“I said stop monitoring the shuttle,” Myna said forcefully.

“Aye, sir,” Hawkins said. She pressed a few buttons aimlessly to make it appear that she’d followed the order. There was no way that she was just going to neglect her duty like that.



“Baird, I want to know what that box is right now,” Rydell said. “Go back to the storage compartment and find out for me.”

“But, Captain, I heard Ambassador Baradda say that it was classified,” Carr said. “We aren’t supposed to mess with it.”

“Ensign, you’re right,” Rydell said smiling. “But since Baradda isn’t here, I’m in command. But, if it will make you feel better, we’ll do this democratically. Should we find out what the box is? Jaroch?”

“I vote yes.”

“Baird?”

“Fuck yeah.”

“Ensign?”

“Well, I don’t know…”

“Yes or no, Ensign,” Rydell said.

“Yes…I guess.”

“And I vote yes, so it’s unanimous. How nice. Get to work, Baird.”

“On my way,” Baird said.



In Holodeck Two, Commander Travis Dillon decided that he’d had enough of living out his fantasies for a while. He finished off the last pirate that was attacking him and put his sword down.

“Computer, end program and exit,” Dillon ordered. The environment around him shifted, but not to the black and yellow grid of the holodeck walls. Besides that, the door didn’t appear or open. “Computer, end program and exit.” Nothing happened. “Arch.” The holodeck control arch didn’t even appear. “Dillon to bridge.” Nothing. He slapped his commbadge a couple of times and got nothing but a dull thudding from it. “Somebody respond!” Dillon shouted.

“Hey, Travis!” an exuberant voice said from behind him. Dillon slowly turned around and screamed.



“Uh, Jaroch, could you come back here for a minute?” Commander Baird called from the small cargo area at the rear of the shuttle. Jaroch got up out of his seat and went back to see what Baird needed. Rydell could hear their muffled voices, but he couldn’t make out what they were saying. Then, he heard the hum of a tricorder. A minute later, Jaroch and Baird walked out of the cargo bay. Neither one of them looked very happy.

“Well, we figured out what the box is,” Baird said.

“What?” Rydell asked.

“A bomb.”



Hawkins’s tactical console suddenly lit up like a Christmas tree. She frantically looked at the readings to find out what was going on.

“Sir, there’s been an explosion on the shuttle!” she shouted. Myna leapt out of the command chair, furious.

“I told you not to monitor that shuttle, Lieutenant! You disobeyed a direct order!”

“They’re in trouble!”



“The hull integrity is still intact!” Carr shouted over the alarms and hissings of leaking coolants. “But the engines are down, we’re getting pulled in by the gravity of the nearby planet.”

“Any thrusters?” Rydell said.

“No, we’ve lost just about everything,” Baird said, surveying the damage.

“Is there anything we can do?” Rydell asked.

“I believe that we can crash quite effectively,” Jaroch said.

They all screamed.



“Ensign Larkin, ahead to our destination. Warp six,” Myna said. Hawkins ran down to Myna angrily.

“You can’t just leave them like this! They could die!” she shouted

“They are not our concern. The rendezvous ship will find them and pick them up.”

“If they survive the crash. They’re headed straight toward the surface of some dustball in this system!”

“They’ll be fine.”

“We don’t know anything about the planet they’re landing on. The atmosphere could be poisonous. It could be inhabited. We don’t know,” Hawkins said, trying to appeal to reason.

“Then Captain Rydell and the others will find out, won’t they?” Myna replied with a smirk on his face.

“If you aren’t going to do anything, I’m calling Starfleet.”

“Then, you can try to call them from the brig. Baradda to security. Report to the bridge immediately.”

“You can’t arrest me for calling Starfleet!” Hawkins insisted.

“No, but I can arrest you for insubordination and disobeying a direct order.”

“Fuil…” Sullivan began.

“Emily, you don’t fully understand what’s happening here,” Baradda said. That was true. “You’re going to have to trust me. Everything will be fine.” That part not so much.

Sullivan locked eyes with Beck, who did not look happy, then turned back to her station.

The turbolift opened and two security officers walked out. “Put her in the brig,” Baradda said, pointing at Hawkins. “She is to have no contact with anyone, understood?”

“Yes, sir,” one of them said reluctantly. They led Hawkins away. The bridge was silent except for the soft chirps of the computers.



Chapter Six



Captain Alexander Rydell regained consciousness and was instantly aware of a horrible taste in his mouth. He spat out a clod of dirt and looked around what was left of the shuttle. They had crashed with such force that the transparent aluminum viewport had buckled and cracked, allowing dirt to flood the cabin.

“We are alive, I take it,” Jaroch said softly from the other side of the ship.

“You don’t sound too thrilled,” Rydell said. He could see Baird nearby laying immobile. Rydell scrambled over to confirm that the man was still breathing.

“Sorry, sir, but this is not exactly a pleasant experience,” Jaroch said.

Baird seemed okay as far as Rydell could tell. Just unconscious.

“See what you can do about digging Carr out,” Rydell ordered Jaroch. “I don’t know about you, but I’d freak if I woke up and found myself buried up to my neck in dirt.”

“Excellent point, sir,” Jaroch said as he made his way over to Carr and started to dig.

“I’m going to see about the door.” Rydell crawled up the slanted ship to the side hatch and pulled the manual release lever. The door groaned, opened a little, then stopped. There was now just enough of a gap to let in more dirt and show Rydell that they were partially underground. At the top of the crack in the hatch, he could see daylight. “We’re going to have to go out the back.” He crawled over Baird’s unconscious form and went back into the cargo area. It was a wreck. Scorch marks scarred the walls, which had been buckled outward by the force of the blast. It was amazing that the hull hadn’t ruptured. He went to the very back of the shuttle and pulled the manual release lever for the rear ramp. The door fell inward slamming Rydell down to the deck.

“Sir, are you all right?” Jaroch’s voice called.

“No,” Rydell gasped. Jaroch crawled back into the cargo cabin and tried to lift the door. It didn’t budge. “Hurry up, Jaroch. My rib cage is not enjoying this.”

“I cannot lift it, sir.”

“J’Ter would come in real handy right now,” Rydell said. This was the first time that he’d ever really wished that the persona of the prince Jaroch was in a past life would pop out. Normally, it occurred at really bad times.

“I am inclined to agree, sir. J’Ter would be very handy right now.” Suddenly, Jaroch’s face glazed over then clouded in a scowl. “I will save you, puny mortal!” Jaroch/J’Ter lifted the door with ease, slammed it back into place, and bent the frame around it. “There! It will never attack you again, weakling.” His face glazed over again. Rydell picked himself up, staring at Jaroch in astonishment.

“Jaroch?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What happened? I thought you couldn’t control when J’Ter appeared,” Rydell said.

“I cannot explain it either, sir, but it happened.”

“Yeah. And J’Ter also trapped us in here,” Rydell said surveying the damage to the rear door. “The frame’s been bent, so the door won’t open at all.”

“I can try to call him back,” Jaroch said. “Maybe he will fix the door.”

“Maybe?”

“Well, I never have had much luck controlling J’Ter’s actions.”

“Never mind. We’ll just have to figure something else out. Besides, the Secondprize will probably be here any minute now,” Rydell said reassuringly.



At that moment, the Secondprize was on its way to the Pilam Cluster.



Commander Scott Baird woke up feeling like hell. He was flat on his back looking up at the shuttlecraft ceiling, which was an awful lot closer to his face than it should have been. Baird reached down beside himself and came up with a handful of dirt.

“Fuck,” he mumbled. In the ceiling above him, a small circular portion exploded revealing daylight.

“Fuck!” he shouted in astonishment. The entire roof of the shuttle exploded violently outward. Baird was struck speechless. Jaroch and Rydell rushed back into the main cabin area.

“I believe that solves our problem, sir,” Jaroch said.

“No kidding,” Rydell said. He climbed up the wall of the shuttle and out to the open air. The shuttle had crashed in an open field. In the distance, he could see, on a hill, a city surrounded by a great yellow wall. “Jaroch, see what equipment you can dig out, preferably in working order.”

“Yes, sir,” Jaroch said from within the ship. Commander Baird climbed out to join Rydell.

“What did you do, Commander?” Rydell asked.

“I have no fucking idea,” Baird replied. A three foot square piece of land exploded in front of them, showering them both with dirt. Jaroch climbed out a minute later with a dirty supply pouch over his shoulder.

“We have one emergency med-kit, two packs of rations, one working tricorder, one phaser that barely works, and the commbadges,” Jaroch said.

“Well, it’s better than nothing,” Rydell said. “Start scanning the area. I want to know what the hell’s going on around here.”

“Ow,” Ensign Carr said weakly from inside the ship.

“See what you can do about that phaser,” Rydell ordered Baird. “I’ll see to Carr.” Rydell grabbed the med-kit out of the supply pouch and climbed back into the shuttle. Carr was sitting up with a stunned look on her face.

“My ship,” she mumbled. “What happened to my ship?” Rydell ran the mediscanner over her.

“Well, nothing’s broken, but…”

“But?” Carr asked alarmed, suddenly snapping back to reality with the realization that something may be wrong with her.

“I’m not sure,” Rydell replied. He ran the mediscanner over himself and looked at the results. “Jaroch! Come here!”

“What is it, sir?” Jaroch asked, looking over the edge of the ground into the shuttle.

“Something’s wrong. I’m getting some weird radiation readings off of us.”

“That would be consistent with what I am detecting on the surface,” Jaroch said.

“Are we in any danger?”

“Not from the radiation, but maybe from the band of humanoids approaching our position.”

“Oh great.” The last thing Rydell wanted to deal with was the local populace. He climbed out of the shuttle. A group of approximately twenty people were advancing on them. They were all shouting loudly and gesturing toward them. “How’s that phaser coming?” Rydell asked hopefully.

“It’ll make a nice flashlight,” Baird replied.

“Captain, I think I have an explanation,” Jaroch said.

“Well, make it fast. They’re almost here,” Rydell said.

“The radiation has altered our neural nets, specifically affecting the areas we use the most. These effects are then channeled out through our brain waves to the surrounding environment.”

“Translation,” Rydell snapped.

“Commander Baird, cuss please.”

“Fuck,” Baird said. A small area of ground in front of him exploded.

“You mean he caused that,” Rydell said amazed.

“Yes, sir.”

“Fuck!” Baird said. A bigger area of ground exploded. “FUCK!” Baird gasped in shock. A huge area of the field exploded, causing the advancing horde to draw back for a second. “Fu…” Rydell tackled Baird and clamped his hand over his mouth.

“Don’t say another word,” Rydell ordered. Baird nodded vigorously. “So Scott can blow stuff up with a word, you can summon J’Ter at will…”

“Or any of my other past lives,” Jaroch interrupted.

“Joy. So what you’re telling me is that we’ve all got…powers now?”

“I guess that is as good of a way as any to describe them.”

“So what can Carr and I do?” Rydell asked.

“I do not know at the present time, but I am sure that we will find out soon.”

“Stop where you are!” the leader of the advancing group shouted, waiving a pistol. He fired a shot into the air to show he meant business. A loud boom filled the air.

“They appear to be using projectile weapons,” Jaroch said.

“Bullets and gunpowder. Great, just what I needed to hear. We’ve got a lesser developed society hear folks. The Prime Directive applies. Put the phaser and tricorder in the pouch,” Rydell ordered. “We’ve got to get rid of the shuttle. Scott, see what you can do.” Baird turned toward the shuttle smiling. This could get to be fun if used properly.

“FUCK!!!” he shouted. The shuttle exploded in a huge fireball. The group drew back again, then leveled various pistol and rifles at Rydell and the others.

“Freeze or we’ll blast you to the moons,” the leader of the group demanded.

“We aren’t going to do a thing,” Rydell said soothingly.

“Shut up!” the man shouted furiously.

“I assure you that he is telling the truth,” Jaroch said.

“All right then, nice to see you folks are being reasonable,” the man said. “Now what the hell are you doing out here?”

“We’re travelers,” Carr said, falling back on the regulation story to use in these situations.

“Where from?”

“Up north,” Baird said. “Look, we’re sorry about the commotion. I’m an inventor by trade and something I constructed exploded on the way across the field. I was hoping to sell it to someone in your town in exchange for enough money for food and lodging.”

“An inventor, eh? What’s your name?”

“Scott Baird.”

“And you lead this group?”

“Yes, he does,” Rydell said, backing up his chief engineer’s story.

“You shut up!!!” the man screamed. The others stuck their guns right in Rydell’s face.

“I will take care of him,” Jaroch said, pulling Rydell away from the group. “Captain, it would appear that we have found your ability.”

“We have?”

“Yes, I activated the tricorder inside the pouch while you were talking to them. You were emitting large amount of effected brain waves.”

“So what can I do?” Rydell asked confused.

“Evidently, you have the ability to cause extreme anger in any inhabitants of this planet that you speak to.”

“Wonderful. So what do I do now?”

“Keep your mouth shut, sir,” Jaroch said, walking back over to Baird and Carr. He whispered into their ears briefly. Carr started laughing hysterically. Baird smirked briefly, but quickly regained his composure.

“Well, I’m Hedan Ulster, the mayor of Felsten. You’re welcome to stay at my home until you all decide what to do next.”

“Thank you,” Baird said. “That’s kind of you. We’re very grateful.”

“Glad to be of service. Hopefully, you’ll be of some service to me as well.”

“We will be pleased to help you in any way possible,” Jaroch said. The group moved off toward the city leaving behind only the smoldering remains of the shuttlecraft.



Chapter Seven



“What’s our estimated time of arrival at the Pilam Cluster?” Myna asked, his voice breaking the two hour silence that had fallen over the bridge crew since Hawkins’ arrest.

“Approximately thirty-seven hours,” Ensign Larkin reported from the helm console.

“Good. I’ll be in the ready room if anyone needs me.” Myna stood up and headed toward the door.

“Ambassador Baradda, could I speak to you for a moment?” Ensign Emily Sullivan asked.

“Of course,” he replied, turning to her and smiling. Sullivan followed Baradda into the ready room.

“I really do not like this,” Lieutenant Beck said once they were gone.

“No kidding,” Lieutenant Craig Porter said. He was filling in at the science console in Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s absence. “I can’t believe we just left Captain Rydell like that.”

“The ambassador does have command authority,” Larkin said. “We are obliged to obey his orders.”

“As hard as this is to believe, I’d prefer that Dillon were in command right now,” Beck said.

“What’s even scarier is that I agree,” Porter added. “Dillon would never have left the captain.”

“True,” Beck said. “The captain might have left Dillon, but Dillon never would have left the captain.”



“Fuil, don’t you think that you were a bit hard on Patricia? She was only looking out for Captain Rydell’s safety. That’s her job.”

“Now, Emily,” Myna said as he examined the Prince statuette on Rydell’s desk. “You know that the chain of command must be preserved or else chaos results. I gave Lieutenant Hawkins an order and she disobeyed it: end of story.”

“So the lives of everyone on that shuttle don’t matter?”

“Emily, they mean as much to me as the lives of everyone on this ship.”

“I’m not really sure if I should find that comforting or not,” Sullivan snapped. “If that’s true, you may end up getting us all killed.”

“I’m not even going to honor that comment with a reply,” Myna said, trying to sound indignant. He really just wanted to start laughing and tell Sullivan that she was right.



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins walked around the perimeter of her cell for the hundredth time, cursing herself for making sure it was escape proof. Of course, at the time she did that she didn’t expect to ever be imprisoned in one. She had to get out of there and find Commander Dillon. Once he found out what was going on, he’d storm up to the bridge, quote sixty million regulations to Baradda, put him to sleep, and take the Secondprize back to save the captain. But unless she got out, none of that was going to happen. Even if she did try escape, Lieutenant Russell would stop her. Russell! Maybe he’d help her.

“Sean,” Hawkins said. “Could you come over here for a minute?” At the brig guard desk, Lieutenant Sean Russell looked up from the report he was working on.

“I’m sorry, Lieutenant,” he said. “I’m under specific orders not to come near you or talk to you.”

“You’re talking to me now,” Hawkins replied. “You’ve already disobeyed orders. But who cares? They’re orders from a civilian. We’re Starfleet officers. And above that, we’re security officers. We are a group unto ourselves Sean. Think of your loyalty to the group. Now get off your ass and come over here.” Russell leapt up out of his chair during Hawkins’s speech and stood at attention, the pride of being a security officer flowing through him. He charged over to Hawkins’s cell and shut off the force field.

“I may be court-martialed, but I have a higher loyalty to you and security,” Russell said.

“Thanks, Sean,” Hawkins said, stepping out of the cell. “Now, I need you to get in there and pretend to be me.”

“What? I don’t look anything like you! First and foremost, you’re a woman, and I’m a…”

“Just stay under the bed sheet,” Hawkins interrupted testily.

“But my hair…”

“I’ll take care of it. Give me your commbadge.” Russell snapped the badge off his chest and handed it to Hawkins. She took hers off and gave it to him. “Put my badge on and get in the cell. That way, they’ll think I’m still here. I’ll be right back.” She put Russell’s badge on and left the cell block. She returned five minutes later holding a wig of curly, light brown hair matching hers.

“Where’d you get that?” Russell asked as she rammed it onto his head.

“Ship’s stores. Where else? Now just sit in the cell and pretend to be me if anyone comes in.” Hawkins turned on the force field before Russell could protest. “Thanks a million, Sean. I’ll pay you back sometime.” She ran out of the cell block. Russell plopped down on the bed and sighed. He was beginning to wonder if loyalty to security officers above all was such a good idea.



As Rydell and the other Secondprize crewmen approached the city of Felsten, they noticed something: the city was a wreck. Scorch marks raked across the taller stone buildings of the city. Wooden structures were either burned-out hulks or had gaping holes in their sides. Upon entering the city walls, they discovered that this was the least of the city’s problems. Two large, black clad men met the group, grabbed the mayor, and slammed him up against the wall of a nearby building.

“Where’s you entering tax, mayor?” one of them demanded. “You know that Logash demands all of his loving friends pay up.”

“What is this? The Joegonots join the Mob?” Baird remarked.

“Ruffians,” Carr muttered.

“What was that?” the other large man demanded angrily, storming over to Ensign Carr. The man was at least a foot and a half taller than her. She froze in terror, staring up into his menacing black eyes blankly. Something inside her snapped.

“Roses are red; violets are blue,” she babbled, her mind clutching onto an old rhyme she remembered for primary school. “A leghorn is a chicken, and so are you.” The man suddenly squatted and started clucking and strutting around like a chicken.

“What did you do, Carr?” Rydell asked astonished.

“Shut him up before I rip his lungs out!” the other man and the mayor shouted in unison.

“Sorry,” Rydell said.

“SHUT UP!!!” the entire group screamed, barely able to keep from ripping Rydell limb from limb.

“Try another poem, Andrea,” Jaroch said, reaching into his pouch to activate the tricorder. “Make sure that it has a command in it and say it to the other hostile gentleman over there.” Carr walked over to the man holding the mayor against the wall.

“It’s not polite to attack people in the street. Now, hit the ground and kiss my feet.” The man dropped the mayor, fell to the dirt, and began kissing Carr’s boots passionately. “You both are bumbling buffoons. Now, go home or meet your doom.” The two men stood up and ran out of the city at top speed. “That was horrible poetry, but it got the job done,” she said, turning to the group.

“Hey, whatever works,” Baird said. “Hedan, what was that all about?”

“About a month ago, a self-proclaimed lord named Logash took up residence in the mountains in an abandoned fortress left over from the Great Wars. Since then, his minions have rampaged through this city nightly, taking or destroying whatever or whoever they please.”

“And you haven’t been able to fight them off?” Carr asked.

“I don’t think anyone on Mandicor can fight them,” Mayor Ulster replied. “Look, I thank you for helping me, but that only means that tonight they’ll come after my house. Please don’t interfere next time. It will be better for all of us.” The group dispersed noisily, heading toward their individual homes. Mayor Ulster waived for the Secondprize officers to follow him and headed off down a side street.”

“We’ve got to help these people,” Rydell said.

“SHUT UP!!!” voices cried from all around them.

“Agreed,” Jaroch said as the group walked along behind Ulster. “But I believe we should try to be discreet about it.”

“Fuck yeah,” Baird said. A cat on the other side of the street exploded with a violent meow. “Oops, sorry. Anyway, we don’t want these bastards coming after the mayor.” A cloud of smoke exploded into existence, completely blinding them in white. “What’d I say?” Baird demanded.

“Bastard, I believe,” Jaroch said.

“Great.” The smoke dissipated, and they continued on their way. “My point is that if we do anything, we have to make it seem like the mayor has nothing to do with it or else he could get fu…messed up.”

“That could be difficult since we are staying at his house,” Carr said.

“That is unless no one knows that it is us,” Jaroch said.

“How are we going to do that?” Baird said. “Are we going to make everyone close their eyes or something?”

“I do not think that that would be very practical or likely,” Jaroch said. “I had another course of action in mind.”

“What?” Baird said irritated.

“Costumes.”



Chapter Eight



Captain Rydell, Commander Baird, and Ensign Carr all started barraging Jaroch with questions at once. Beyond their shouting faces, Jaroch saw Mayor Ulster enter a house on the right hand side of the street.

“May I suggest that we discuss this at a later time?” Jaroch said loudly. “We appear to have arrived.” The others fell silent and followed Jaroch into the house. Ulster was standing in the foyer waiting for them.

“You can take the two rooms on the third floor,” Ulster said. “I have some business to attend to, so you’ll have to show yourselves up the stairs. Dinner is in two hours. I’ll see you then.” He turned and walked away down the hall leading to the rear of the house.

“That was awfully abrupt,” Carr said.

“He’s probably worried about what’s going to happen to his home when those raiders return,” Baird said. “I’m sure we aren’t exactly on his list of priorities at the moment.”

“Since we have been given a few hours to ourselves, I suggest that we used them wisely,” Jaroch said as he started walking up the stairs. “We have a lot of work to do if we are to be ready for tonight.”

“And you have a hell of a lot of explaining to do,” Baird said as he and the others started climbing.



Lieutenant Hawkins crawled into the nearest jefferies tube access hatch in order to be sure that she was seen by as few people as possible. The last thing she needed was for some cadet, intent on making a good impression on the ambassador, to report her and get her thrown into the brig again. The computer had already told her where Commander Dillon was, so she climbed until she finally emerged on Deck Ten, a few feet down the corridor from Holodeck Two. Approaching the holodeck doors, she noticed that there was a program running, a fact that didn’t surprise her. What did surprise her was that it didn’t appear to be one of Dillon’s usual programs. Figuring that Dillon had just designed some new program to stroke his already over-inflated ego, she walked inside.

Commander Dillon was in a simulated outdoors on what appeared to be a not-so-reputable street on a planet Hawkins couldn’t place. He was standing in front of a gaudy building covered in colored streamers and flashing signs reading “DEALS,” “BARGAINS,” and “SALE.”

“Commander, I need to talk to you,” Hawkins began urgently. Upon hearing her voice, Dillon whirled around, his face filling with relief.

“Thank the Great Bird you’re here!” he exclaimed. “Just don’t let the door shut!” She turned around, but it was too late. The holodeck doors closed and vanished. Dillon collapsed to the ground, putting his head in his hands.

“What’s the big deal?” Hawkins asked. “Computer, exit.” Nothing happened.

“Nothing works,” Dillon said. “I’ve tried. We’re trapped here.”

“Trapped? How? By who?”

“Ambassador Baradda, I think, but I’m not sure why. He came in here earlier, told me that I wouldn’t be needed on the bridge while the captain was gone, then left. A little while after that, I tried to leave, but everything changed and I ended up here.”

“Where is here?” Hawkins asked, looking around.

“I’m glad you asked, my lady,” an overly exuberant voice said from the door of the building. Hawkins looked and saw a man who looked like he should be an evangelist. He had a round face with red cheeks and a smile that oozed friendliness. The heavy-set man walked over to and extended a chubby hand toward her.

“Allow me to introduce my brother,” Commander Dillon said unenthusiastically as he picked himself up off the ground.

“Bradley Dillon,” the man said, taking Hawkins’ hand and shaking it heartily. “Is this your little woman, Travis?” Hawkins jerked her hand back and was about to slap Bradley, but Commander Dillon jumped in and grabbed her arm.

“No, she’s… a colleague,” Dillon said.

“Colleague?” Bradley said knowingly. “Is that what you folks are calling it these days?” Hawkins pulled away from Dillon violently, grabbed Bradley by the lapels of the suit coat he was wearing, and hoisted him up into the air.

“We work together,” Hawkins hissed. “Got it?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Bradley said, the smile never leaving his face. “No need to get excited.” She dropped Bradley and stepped back a few feet.

“What’s he doing here, Commander?” Hawkins asked angrily.

“What am I doing here?” Bradley asked. “You came to me.”

“I’m going to ask this once, and I want a straight answer: where are we?” Hawkins demanded.

“You don’t know who I am?” Bradley asked in astonishment.

“You’re a holographic version of Commander Dillon’s brother, and that was not a straight answer,” Hawkins growled.

“No no no, darling,” Bradley said, an even bigger smile spreading across his face as he put his arms out dramatically. “I am Bradley Dillon, President of the U.S.A. That’s the Used Spaceship Alley.”

“What?”

“Give me a break. It was hell trying to find an A word that would work,” Bradley said. “Now then, I am the answer to your prayers. I guarantee that I can make you a deal because I pledge allegiance to giving you the bargain of your life.”

“Your brother’s a used spaceship salesman?” Hawkins asked Dillon incredulously.

“I’m afraid so,” Dillon said. “He’s been trying to sell me a ship ever since he appeared. If Baradda did this maliciously, he sure picked the right person to stick me with. Bradley and I aren’t exactly on good terms.”

“You two don’t get along? I don’t believe it,” Hawkins said sarcastically.

“Believe it. The scary thing is that he’s Mom and Dad’s favorite.”



Captain Rydell, Commander Baird, and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch took the larger of the two bedrooms and gave Ensign Carr the other one. After they had gotten themselves somewhat settled, they all gathered in the larger room to discuss the situation.

“What did you mean about costumes, Jaroch?” Rydell asked. “I don’t see how playing dress up is going to help us.”

“Well, sir, we have all been altered by this planet’s radiation and now have…abilities that we did not have before. You can make people angry, Captain. Commander Baird’s expletives evidently cause different explosive effects depending on which word is said. I can move at will between my past lives. And Ensign Carr appears to be able to control people with her poetry.”

“Is there a point here?” Baird said testily.

“Yes. I believe that since we cannot take action as ourselves without risk to the mayor, and since we have these powers, the only logical step is for us to take action as people other than ourselves.”

“In costumes?” Carr said.

“Yes,” Jaroch said. “Earth’s literature is full of the phenomena. They were known as…”

“Superheroes,” Rydell finished.

“I don’t believe this!” Baird said. “You expect me to go running around in tights and a cape saying sh…” Baird stopped himself in mid-sentence. He had no desire to find out what explosion would result if he said ‘shit.’

“Yes, I do,” Rydell said. “I think it’s the best chance we’ve got to save this city without getting everyone in it killed.”

“All right,” Baird said. “But I’ll have to shave my legs before I put the tights on.”

“Wait a second,” Carr said. “I hate to keep bringing the rules into this, but won’t we be breaking the Prime Directive if we do this?”

“Technically no,” Rydell replied. “Our presence caused the problem in the first place, and we aren’t here due to our own actions. Therefore, we have to fix the damage we’ve done. Ulster wouldn’t be in trouble with the raiders if we hadn’t shown up and interfered. And since we can’t protect Mayor Ulster forever, we have to wipe out Logash’s gang to make sure that he stays safe.”

“You’ve been studying the James T. Kirk Manual of Prime Directive Interpretation again, haven’t you?” Baird commented.

“Shut up and go shave,” Rydell snapped jokingly.



Chapter Nine



The Secondprize officers did not want to spend their dinner with Mayor Ulster dodging questions about their origins and their work. In a pre-emptive strike, Commander Baird starting rambling in techno-babble about farm inventions and other things, effectively keeping Ulster busy for most of the meal. It wasn’t until they were done eating that Ulster had a chance to ask anything.

“What the devil are those ugly outfits for?” Ulster said as they took their plates out to the kitchen “You look like some sort of military unit with no fashion sense.”

“They’re…work smocks,” Baird said. “Unfortunately, all of our other clothes were destroyed in the explosion.”

“Well, don’t worry about that. I’ve got a whole trunk of old stuff from my parents and brothers and sisters,” Ulster said. “It’s a bit out of date, but it’s better than nothing.”

“Thank you very much,” Jaroch said. “I am sure that it will be quite adequate.”

“Glad to hear it. The trunk’s in the closet of one of those rooms you’re staying in. Just pull it out and go to it.”

“I’m sure we’ll get lots of use out of them,” Baird said as he and Jaroch left the kitchen.



“Commander, we’ve been in here for hours,” Hawkins said. She and Dillon were seated in the grass outside of President Dillon’s Used Spaceship Alley. Bradley was inside for the moment, giving them a much needed break from his sales pitch.

“I wonder if Bradley would let me use his subspace transceiver,” Dillon said absently.

“What good would that do?”

“I could call Mom and tell her to make him stop bugging me.”



“This is going to take some work,” Rydell commented as he looked at the various scraps and rags that constituted Ulster’s family clothes.

“Leave everything to me,” a voice that wasn’t quite Jaroch’s said from over by the old dresser in the room. “I will have a masterpiece ready in, at most, an hour.” Jaroch pulled a needle and thread out of the top drawer of the dresser and charged the trunk of scraps as if it were some kind of vicious enemy.

“Jaroch?” Rydell ventured.

“No. I am Telsa Tecpa J’Mer the Great Tailor of Yyns,” Jaroch/J’Mer said, sounding offended. “Now leave me in peace. I will have these offensive rags conquered within the hour!”

“O.K.” Rydell said, backing away from the trunk. Conquering cloth, huh? In some ways, this guy was scarier than J’Ter.



Lord Logash was not in what his minions would have termed a good mood. The two men whom Ensign Carr had run out of the city were immediately executed after they told Logash what had happened. He didn’t like failure; he liked opposition even less. How was he expected to be a powerful warlord when people resisted his oppressive rule? It was opposition that had led him to this desolate fortress in the middle of nowhere. The people of Felsten had put up no resistance to speak of until now. Newcomers had arrived to support the weaklings. Well, that wasn’t going to last very long. Tonight, the mayor and the strangers staying in his house would be eliminated. This was his town now, and he was going to keep it if he had to kill every person and burn down every building in it.



“All right, you two,” Bradley Dillon said loudly as he re-emerged from his office. “You have been here for hours and not bought anything. Now, I’m prepared to do everything in my power to change that.”

“Open the doors to the holodeck and bring Captain Rydell back,” Hawkins said.

“What?”

“Never mind,” Commander Dillon said. “Bradley, we don’t have any credits on us. We can’t buy anything.”

“I have easy credit terms,” Bradley replied smiling. “Besides, you’re my brother. I know you’re good for it.”

“That’s nice of him,” Hawkins said in disbelief.

“It’s only the holodeck version,” Dillon said. “The real Bradley would never do that.”

“Now, come take a look at our stock. In my office, I’ve got full holographic representations of every ship in my inventory,” Bradley said, waiving them forward. A strange look crossed over Dillon’s face. If Hawkins didn’t know any better, she’d almost think he was having an idea.

“Sure,” Dillon said finally. “That’d be great.” He followed Bradley toward the building.

“This still isn’t going to get us anywhere, Commander,” Hawkins protested.

“Well, it’s better than sitting out here doing nothing,” Dillon replied. “And who knows, maybe something will come up.”

“Like what?”

“The captain could return and save us.”

“Commander, I don’t think…”

“I know, but I can hope, can’t I?” Dillon said. “Stranger things have happened.” Hawkins had to admit that he had a point. Just about any mission of the Secondprize was proof of that.



Captain Rydell would probably also have agreed with Dillon’s statement, but he hadn’t been through many things stranger than what was happening to him on Mandicor.

“What do you think? They are magnificent, aren’t they?” Jaroch/J’Mer said.

“It’s red,” Rydell said in disgust.

“So’s your uniform,” Baird said. “What’s your point?”

“But it’s a subdued red. This is…”

“Bright and flashy,” Jaroch/J’Mer finished. “That is how it is supposed to look. Put it on.” Reluctantly, Rydell climbed into the bright red bodysuit, pulled the red cowl over his face, and fastened the even brighter red cape around his neck.

“How do I look?” Rydell asked even though he could already see the answer in Baird’s eyes. Baird managed to give Rydell a thumbs up before he collapsed into fits of hysterical laughter.

“Well, I happen to like mine,” Carr said, admiring the long, black dress Jaroch/J’Mer had made for her. She put the ornate, black face mask on and struck a dramatic pose. “It’s very becoming.”

“You got lucky,” Rydell said. Baird was squeezing into the yellow body suit that had been made for him.

“I sure didn’t,” Baird grumbled after he’d managed to pull the cowl over his head. “I look like a fu…” Rydell dove forward and clamped Baird’s mouth shut.

“That’s enough,” Rydell said. “Save the fireworks for the bad guys.”

“But I look like a giant chicken,” Baird protested.

“Oh no,” Jaroch’s voice said. Rydell and Baird turned toward him and saw that Jaroch was back in control. “This was not exactly what I had in mind,” Jaroch said, holding up the bright blue outfit he had made for himself.

“Well, you’re stuck with it,” Rydell said. “So hurry up and get dressed. It’s getting dark, and we have to be ready for Logash.”



Logash stood in front of his throne on a raised platform overlooking his minions. They were a pathetic bunch of brainless thugs, but they generally got the job done. There were only about thirty of them, but they’d managed to control the entire population of Felsten until now, and he was sure that four little travelers weren’t going to put up too much of a fight.

“Destroy them!” he shouted.

“Logash forever!” the men shouted in reply, then charged out of the throne room. Logash sat back down in his throne to wait. He figured that this little raid wouldn’t take very long. In less than an hour, he’d have the corpses of Mayor Ulster and the strangers lying in front of him. Ah, power was so nice.



Chapter Ten



“And this is the Atalanta,” Bradley Dillon said, calling up a holographic projection of a metallic burgundy starship. Commander Travis Dillon leaned forward a little in his chair to get a closer look while Hawkins yawned…again.

“Commander, how much longer…”

“Just a bit more, Lieutenant,” Dillon said, interrupting Hawkins’s whine. “It’s not like we have anything else to do at the moment. How fast is she, Bradley?”

“How fast is she? Is that all you care about?” Bradley asked, pretending to be hurt. “You are looking at one of the finest specimens of spacecraft that has ever existed.” He waved his hand over the image of the sleek craft. It was basically a triangular shaped hull with four warp nacelles mounted in back. “The Atalanta has been modified and equipped with the state-of-the-art in technological innovations. The replicators hold the recipes for more than thirty thousand meals. That’s more than even a Galaxy class starship. Her transporters have a range of twenty thousand miles, and she can sustain speeds of up to warp nine point six with no trouble at all. She beautiful isn’t, she?”

“Yeah,” Dillon replied in awe.

“And she can be yours for just one hundred thousand credits,” Bradley said, flashing a big smile.

“We’ll take it!” Dillon exclaimed, jumping out of his chair.

“What?” Hawkins yelled.

“You two will love it,” Bradley said. The cockpit is a nice, cozy two-seater, so you lovebirds can snuggle and fly at the same time.” Hawkins stormed over to Bradley, right through the image of the Atalanta.

“Look, President Dipshit, I’m NOT dating Commander Bat’leth-Up-His-Ass over there, so drop it, or you’re going to find it a lot harder to smile because I’m going to knock your teeth out and ram them into your skull, got it?”

“Yep. Sure do,” Bradley said, unfazed. “Now, I’ll just draw up a contract.”

“Bradley, do we really need to be here for this?” Dillon said. “You know where my bank is and stuff. I’ll sign the contract, and you can take care of the details.”

“That’s going to cost you an extra thousand credits.”

“I don’t care,” Commander Dillon replied, trying not to lose his temper. “Just take us to the Atalanta, so we can get the hell out of here.”

“I thought we weren’t in any hurry,” Hawkins said.

“I changed my mind,” Dillon said.

“All right. I’ll beam you up there now,” Bradley said. “It’s in orbit around this moon.” He touched a couple of buttons on his desk, and Dillon and Hawkins felt the familiar tingle of the transporter wash over them. “I want the first baby named after me,” Bradley shouted.

“I’m going to kill him,” Hawkins mumbled just before they dematerialized completely.



Transporter Chief Monica Vaughn looked at her console confused. A transporter had just been activated somewhere on the Secondprize, but it wasn’t in any of the transporter rooms. Nevertheless, it had happened. The console detected it. She ran a few quick scans to lock down the beam’s origin. It was in Holodeck Two. Someone must be using a transporter in their program. Nothing to get excited about. She sat back down in her chair and went back to reading her book.



“Commander, I don’t mean this disrespectfully, but what the hell are we doing?!” Hawkins demanded as she and Dillon got into the seats in the cockpit of the Atalanta.

“We’re going to try to catch up with the Secondprize,” Dillon replied, pushing a few switches to activate the engines. Hawkins looked at him in disbelief. Had he completely lost what little mind he had?

“We’re already on the Secondprize,” she said, trying to remain calm. Two Dillons in one day was really taking its toll on her nerves.

“I know that,” Dillon replied looking at her as if she were the stupidest person in the galaxy. “But did you want to sit there with my brother for the rest of the time that we’re stuck in here?”

“Good point,” Hawkins said.

“I figured that since we’re in a holodeck representation of real space, there would have to be a holodeck version of the Secondprize out here.”

“But how are we going to get to it? We don’t even know where we are, much less where it is,” Hawkins said.

“We’re in orbit above the third moon of Alpha Centauri Prime,” Dillon replied. “My brother’s had his dealership there for years. As for the Secondprize, we can just contact Starfleet and ask about its current position.”

“We don’t have to,” Hawkins said, suddenly remembering where Ambassador Baradda had ordered the Secondprize to go. “They’re…we’re heading toward the Pilam Cluster. We’re going to arrive there in another day or so.”

“Perfect!” Dillon exclaimed, punching in a course. “At warp nine point six that’s only twelve hours from here. We’ll get there long before they do and have time to intercept them.”

“Well, then what?”

“I don’t know, but I’d rather be on the Secondprize than here.”

“You aren’t enjoying my company?” Hawkins asked smiling. She was actually getting into a good mood for some reason. Probably because Dillon wasn’t annoying her at the moment. He was showing the decent side of himself again: something he didn’t do very often. Dillon really could be a pretty tolerable person at times. Hawkins had seen that when he’d asked her to be his first officer when he had command of the Edsel. During that mission, she realized that deep down inside the uptight ego-maniac exterior of Commander Travis Dillon there was a fairly nice guy. Too bad he was such a jerk most of the time.

“It’s not that at all,” Dillon replied returning the smile. “But I’d just rather be home right now, even if it is only a holodeck version.”

“I see what you mean,” Hawkins said. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Gladly,” Dillon said. He activated the impulse engines and pulled the Atalanta out of orbit and toward the edge of the Alpha Centauri system. Once out of the system, he activated the warp engines. The fixed stars became streaks of light as the Atalanta jumped into deep space.



Chapter Eleven



Night fell across Mandicor. Outside their window, Captain Rydell and the others could see the town lightsmen going about Felsten to ignite the street lamps. Up in the mountains overlooking the city, fires lit up the fortress of Logash.

“Do we really have to do this?” Commander Baird asked, pulling uncomfortably at his tights.

“We do not have much of a choice in the matter,” Jaroch said. “We are the only thing between the mayor and those marauders. Now, I suggest that we get ready to go to work.”

“Right, Jaroch,” Rydell said as he opened the window. “Everyone down the tree.” Baird grudgingly climbed out to the tree behind the mayor’s house and dexterously jumped down from branch to branch to the ground. Jaroch’s face glazed over then he let out a loud yodel and leapt into the tree. “J’Zan, I guess?” Rydell said, looking over at Ensign Carr.

“Sir, I don’t think this dress is going to hold up going down that tree,” Carr said. Rydell looked at the flowing dress, then out at the tree. She had a point.

“Not a problem,” Rydell replied. “Baird, Jaroch, incoming! Jump, Ensign.”

“But, I…”

“JUMP. That’s an order.” Carr shrugged and leapt out the window. She fell down straight into Jaroch and Baird’s arms. Rydell jumped down to the ground from the tree a minute later.

“Captain, this whole superhero bit would be a hell of a lot easier if we could fly,” Baird commented.

“I concur,” Jaroch added, rubbing his arm painfully. Before Rydell could respond, they heard a dull crashing noise in the distance.

“What was that?” Carr asked nervously.

“The town gate crashing in, I believe,” Jaroch replied.

“Okay, people. Everyone remember your names,” Rydell said.

“We have to use those, too?” Baird said. “I thought you were kidding.”

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I’d rather survive to get back to the Secondprize,” Rydell said. “If they find out who we are, the odds of that happening drop significantly. Now let’s go to work.” They headed off toward the city gate, hoping that they weren’t getting in over their heads by pretending to be superheroes. They were going to find out soon enough. Ten armed horsemen rode up on them a few seconds later.

“What the hell are you supposed to be?” the lead one asked after stifling his laughter at the sight of their costumes.

“We are the Star Fleet!” Jaroch announced dramatically. “I am Reincarnotron!”

“I’m the Exploding Expletive,” Baird said unenthusiastically.

“I’m Mad Man,” Rydell said.

“And I’m the Poetess,” Carr said.

“We have come to stop your reign of terror, vile ones,” Jaroch said. The horsemen had broken into gales of hysterical laughter again.

“I don’t think this is working,” Rydell said softly. The laughter stopped. All the horsemen were glaring at Rydell furiously.

“Kill them!!!” the leader screamed, charging his horse forward at them.

“I’m starting to feel like a real hinderance here,” Rydell said.

“If we don’t do something fast, we’re going to feel like a door mat,” Carr said.

“Stand back,” Baird said irritated. He stepped right into the path of the leader’s oncoming horse, a big smile spreading across his face. “Fuck you, pal,” he said almost friendlily. The leader exploded out of existence, surprising the hell out his horse, which ran off frightened. “Who’s next?” The other horsemen came to an abrupt halt and stared at each other in confusion. Suddenly, another crash sounded from behind them.

“That would be the rear gate,” Jaroch said.

“Great!” Rydell shouted. “You and…the Poetess go take care of the newcomers. We’ll take care of these guys.” Jaroch and Carr ran off down the street. Rydell’s words had jolted the horsemen out of their confusion, and they were rampaging toward him and Baird again. “Try not to kill them this time,” Rydell said as Baird prepared to take care of the situation.

“I’ll try something different. Shit!” The ground underneath the horsemen began to rumble and shake. The horses got scared and threw their riders to the dirt below. As the riders hit, the ground opened up and buried them up to their necks in the dirt. The nine men formed a lovely row of shouting heads sticking out of the ground.

“Nice work,” Rydell said in admiration.

“Thank you. But I’m suddenly in the mood for some soccer.” Baird took a few steps back from the row of heads, readying himself for his kick.

“Please no!” one of them wailed as he realized what Baird was going to do. “We surrender.”

“You heard the man,” Rydell said.

“Are you sure you mean it?” Baird asked the men smiling.

“Yes! Yes!” they all shouted in unison. “Just make your friend shut up!”

“Okay,” Baird said, pretending to be disappointed. “We’ll just leave you here for the townspeople to deal with.” He walked off down the street followed by Rydell. Jaroch and Carr ran up to them a few minutes later.

“How’d it go?” Rydell asked.

“We sent them running to the hills!” Carr said excitedly.

“The ensign requested that they abandon their attack,” Jaroch said, his voice tinged with disappointment. “I did not get to do anything.”

“Maybe next time, Jaroch,” Rydell said, putting his hand consolingly on Jaroch’s shoulder. “I promise that we’ll save some bad guys for you.”

“Thank you, sir. I appreciate that.” Jaroch turned and walked back toward Mayor Ulster’s house.

“The scary thing is that he actually means it,” Rydell said.



“Baradda to Sullivan,” the ambassador’s voice said from the comm system. Lieutenant Emily Sullivan just sat on her sofa in the darkness of her quarters lost in thought. She wasn’t sure that she really wanted to answer Fuil’s call. He hadn’t been acting like himself ever since Captain Rydell left the ship. Or maybe he was acting like himself now. In either case, she was becoming less and less enchanted with Ambassador Fuil Baradda.

“Baradda to Sullivan,” the comm system barked again.

“What?” Sullivan said finally. It couldn’t hurt just to see what he wanted.

“Are you busy right now?” Baradda asked. “If not, I would be very grateful if you would join me for a late supper.”

“Not tonight, Fuil,” Sullivan said. “I’m really tired. I just want to be alone this evening. How about tomorrow?”

“That will be…fine,” Baradda replied hesitantly.

“Is something wrong?”

“No. I will see you tomorrow. Good night, my dear.” The communication ended. Sullivan sat up straight, her mind racing. Something was definitely wrong with him. Maybe it was just his mission. It was evidently important considering all the secrecy surrounding it. She was being too hard on him. Fuil was under a lot of pressure. That was probably causing him to be a bit uptight on the bridge. She’d try to talk to him about it tomorrow and maybe calm him down some. Until then, she needed to get some sleep.



Myna paced his quarters nervously. The Secondprize would be in the Pilam Cluster and safely away from prying Federation eyes in less than twenty four hours. Then, he could complete his mission. Before then, though, he had to see Sullivan. Myna just couldn’t kill her before they had been together one more time.



“We’ll be at the Pilam Cluster in six hours,” Commander Dillon’s voice said over the intercom of the Atalanta. Lieutenant Hawkins looked up from the game she was playing with the ship’s computer and checked the chronometer.

“Any sign of the ship on the sensors?” she asked.

“Not yet, but we’re on the other side of the cluster from them. We won’t be able to get a reading for a while.”

“Why don’t you take a break for a while then? The ship can fly itself, and you haven’t left the cockpit since we left your brother’s place.”

“I know, but I just feel more comfortable up here,” Dillon replied. “I get nervous just leaving a computer in charge of the ship. Call me paranoid.”

“You’re paranoid,” Hawkins said with a laugh. “The Secondprize computer is generating this ship in the first place, so it’s already in charge. Now get some rest before you molecularly bond to that chair.”

“Is that an order, Lieutenant?” Dillon asked, clearly amused.

“Yes. You’re going to be useless when we get back to the pretend Secondprize if you don’t get some sleep.”

“You’re right, I guess,” Dillon said. “I’m coming back there in a second. Dillon out.” Dillon shut off the intercom.

“It’s about time, you uptight bastard,” Hawkins mumbled. She went back to her game.



Chapter Twelve



The next morning, Felsten was buzzing with tales of the mysterious beings that came in the night to drive away Logash’s thugs. Some said they were people; others called them gods, and no one knew exactly how many there were. Reports ranged from four to forty. In the end, no one really cared about the exact details. All that mattered was that Felsten was finally getting some help.

Mayor Ulster woke his guests up with excited knocking on their doors. Commander Baird opened the door of the bedroom groggily.

“Yeah?” he whispered.

“Have you heard?” Ulster shouted ecstatically. “We’re saved!”

“Great. Whatever,” Baird mumbled and shut the door.

“What did he want?” Rydell said, rubbing sleep from his eyes.

“Something about them being saved,” Baird said. He wandered back over to his bed and fell into it. There was another knock on the door a few seconds later.

“I’ll get this one,” Rydell said, pulling himself out of bed. Ensign Carr was at the door, fully dressed and obviously energetic.

“We’re heroes!” she exclaimed as she bounded into the room. “It actually worked.”

“You act as if you doubted me,” Jaroch said, sitting up in his bed. “You do realize that it had to work?”

“It did?”

“Yes. I devised it.” Rydell and Baird would have thrown something at him, but they didn’t have the energy. “Besides, Ensign, this is not quite over yet. We still have to deal with Logash.”

“Then what are you waiting for?” Carr demanded. “Come on. Get up! Let’s go up that mountain and show this Logash guy what we can do.”

“I can sleep for another couple hours,” Rydell said. “Now leave us alone. That’s an order.” Carr walked out of the bedroom dejectedly. Rydell was back asleep before the door even closed behind her.



Logash looked in disgust at what remained of his followers. Fifteen of his men had not returned from last night’s raid. The ones that did come back were rambling on about something called the Star Fleet and people in costumes. Logash was less than pleased at this turn of events. The time had come to take action.

“We shall spend today preparing for the fight to come. I want the catapults moved into position by dusk. Then the bombardment will commence. Tonight, Felsten will fall to us!”

“Hail, Logash,” the fifteen remaining followers chanted. Somehow it just wasn’t as impressive as it used to be.



“Any luck?” Lieutenant Hawkins asked as she entered the cockpit of the Atalanta. She squeezed herself between the two pilot seats and pushed passed Commander Dillon, ramming him against the side of the cockpit. Finally settled in the co-pilot’s seat, Hawkins looked at the sensor displays. They showed nothing but the nineteen stars which made up the Pilam Cluster.

“Not yet,” Dillon mumbled, prying himself off the side wall. “But if your information was correct, they should show up anytime now.” A large blip appeared at the top of the screen. “See.” Dillon’s hands flew across the command console as he steered the Atalanta toward the ship on the sensors. Hawkins checked the readings coming in from the newcomer. It was the Secondprize all right. No other ship in the galaxy had an engine power signature like that one. Commander Baird had worked for months to make sure that every number in the reading would be a four. Hawkins had never understood why he bothered. Of course, she also didn’t understand why he biked across mountains in sub-zero degree weather.

“This is Commander Travis Michael Dillon in command of the Atalanta,” Dillon said into the commpanel as the Secondprize came into visual range. “Open up shuttle bay two for us please.”

“What the hell are you doing out there?” the angry voice of Ambassador Baradda demanded.

“That’s classified,” Dillon replied smugly. “Now open the doors.” The sensor display in front of Hawkins began to alter alarmingly.

“They’re arming weapons!” she exclaimed.

“What?! They can’t do that!” Dillon said. He could see the red glow forming along the Secondprize’s phaser ring. A sudden calm washed over him. What did he have to worry about? He was in a holodeck. “Don’t worry. The holodeck’s safety program…”

“Has probably been shut down,” Hawkins finished. “If Baradda wants us out of the way, death is a pretty good method to make sure we don’t bother him anymore.” Dillon’s calm vanished. He started babbling incoherently. Hawkins slapped her commbadge, hoping that it would work with the badges of the holodeck Secondprize personnel. “Hawkins to Vaughn.”

“Vaughn here,” Monica Vaughn, the Secondprize’s transporter chief replied. “Where are you?”

“On the ship that you guys are about to blast to bits. Now, get us out of here!”

“Who’s us?” Vaughn asked confused.

“Commander Dillon and I. Energize, dammit!” Hawkins screamed. A phaser beam lanced out of the Secondprize destroying the Atalanta just as the transporter beam grabbed Hawkins and Dillon.

They rematerialized in Transporter Room Three in front of a really perplexed-looking Lieutenant Vaughn.

“What were you doing over there?” she asked.

“Not now, Monica,” Hawkins said, leaping off the transporter pad. “The bridge probably detected the transport, so Dillon and I have to get out of here. Thanks, though. I’ll be sure to put in a good word for you at your court-martial.” Hawkins ran out of the room, closely followed by Commander Dillon.

“My what now?” Vaughn called after them.

“Where are we going?” Dillon asked.

“The holodeck. We have to find a way to shut down this program and get back to our Secondprize. That seems like the best way to do it.”

“Then why are we going toward Holodeck Two?”

“Why not?” she said confused.

“Well, if this is a holodeck representation of our universe, then there are holodeck versions of us trapped in this universe’s Holodeck Two. We’ll just get stuck in there with them.”

“Good point. That could get really complicated.” They turned and headed off down a corridor leading to the other side of the deck.

Holodeck Three was in use when they arrived. Hawkins didn’t want to risk going down to Deck Eleven to get to Holodecks Four and Five, so she decided the direct approach was in order.

Hawkins and Dillon stormed into the holodeck to remove its occupant. They immediately wished that they hadn’t. Dillon and Hawkins fell into a pool of ice cold water. Frantically, they pulled themselves onto a large piece of ice floating nearby. Dillon felt a sharp tapping on his right hand as he lay on the ice trying to catch his breath. He looked up right into the face of a very angry looking penguin.

“Get offa my block!” the penguin shouted in a remarkable approximation of a Brooklyn accent. “This ain’t no hotel.”

“Watch your mouth, fishbreath,” Hawkins snapped as she stood up. The ice shifted under her weight and sent her flying back into the water. The penguin started laughing uncontrollably. Dillon reached over, grabbed the bird, and threw it into the water with Hawkins.

“Geez, bub. Chill out,” the penguin said. He started laughing again and swam off. Dillon reached an arm out to help Hawkins up onto the block again. She tried to pull herself up, but ended up pulling him into the water with her.

“Sorry, sir,” she said, stifling a chuckle.

“It’s alright, Patricia,” Dillon replied with a laugh. “At this point, I should have expected it.” The two of them were suddenly grabbed by the backs of their uniforms, plucked out of the water, and set down on the ice block.

“I am sorry about this,” Ensign Kristen Larkin said. She was dressed in a gigantic penguin suit. “I was not expecting visitors.” Dillon appeared to be in shock. He just gaped at the sight of the android in a bird suit.

“I know I’m going to regret asking this, but what are you doing?” Hawkins said.

“Counselor Webber suggested that I try to get in touch with different parts of myself,” Larkin said. “I am attempting to find the penguin part of my nature.”

“The penguin part?” Hawkins said in disbelief.

“Yes. Is there a problem?”

“Uh…no. I guess not, but Commander Dillon and I really need a holodeck right now. It’s a bit urgent.” Larkin’s face lit up with sudden understanding.

“May I stay and observe. I have never witnessed human sexual relat…”

“We’re not doing THAT!” Hawkins exclaimed.

“I am sorry for insinuating otherwise then. I will just go see if another holodeck is unoccupied. I believe I will check on the toaster part of my personality now. Computer, end program and exit.” The ice and water disappeared and the doors opened, allowing Larkin to leave.

“Try Holodeck Two,” Dillon shouted after her. “I’m sure it’s occupants could use a good laugh.”

“Excuse me, sir?” Larkin asked confused.

“Never mind,” Hawkins said, elbowing Dillon. Larkin walked away as the doors closed behind her. Dillon and Hawkins were alone in an empty holodeck.

“So, now what do we do?” Dillon asked.

“I kind of hoped you had an idea, Commander,” Hawkins replied, laughing weakly.

“Just call me Travis for now,” Dillon said. “I think titles are a bit out of place at the moment.”

“Okay…Travis,” Hawkins said slowly, trying to get used to saying it. She was so used to him being Commander Dillon or sir or moron or… anyway, this was definitely different. It was amazing how just the use of a first name as opposed to a title could make someone seem so much more human. “Do you have any ideas?”

“No,” he said glumly as he sat down against the wall. “But I’m sure we’ll think of something. Either that, or the holodeck Baradda will find us and throw us in the brig.”

“That doesn’t worry me,” Hawkins replied. “I can get out of there. I’m more worried that he’s going to kill us.”

“I bet you’re lots of fun at parties, aren’t you?” Dillon remarked.

“How would you know, Travis? You never get invited to any,” Hawkins shot back.

“Ouch. Not nice…but true. Why is that?”

Hawkins thought about how to answer him without completely hurting his feelings. There really wasn’t any way to do it.

“Well…you never let anyone get close enough to see that there’s a person inside the officious jerk,” she said. “Try loosening up a little.”

“But what about command authority and respect for officers and…”

“Captain Rydell is respected by every person on this ship, and he’s also their friend. I feel I could go to him anytime I had a problem.”

“You could come to me, too,” Dillon insisted.

“I know that now, but before…”

“I wasn’t approachable.”

“Exactly,” Hawkins said. “You can’t change the way you are overnight, but at least try. You won’t regret it, and neither will we. In fact, I’m sure the entire crew would be extremely grateful.” Dillon pictured going to parties, being the guest of honor, and just being liked. Maybe Hawkins was right.

“I’ll give it a try,” Dillon said finally.

“That’s great and all, but it’s not going to matter if we’re dead. We’ve got to get out of this program.”

“Right! Let’s get to work,” Dillon said. They both looked at each other waiting for someone to come up with a brilliant idea. No one did. They just stared at each other in silence. Finally, they both collapsed laughing.



Chapter Thirteen



Rydell staggered downstairs, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. Commander Baird, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, and Ensign Carr were seated around the dining room table in front of empty plates. Baird was putting the last bite of something in his mouth.

“Good morning,” Carr said.

“Unnnh,” Rydell murmured, throwing himself into an empty chair.

“Mayor Ulster has gone to the town hall,” Jaroch said. “Our activities last night created a bit of excitement among the citizens of Felsten.”

“Weirdos in costumes will do that to a place,” Baird said.

“I’m sure that Logash isn’t as thrilled,” Rydell said, waking up a bit. “We’re going to have to finish this fight before he has a chance to retaliate against the city.”

“Well, tonight we’ll…,” Ensign Carr began.

“Tonight may be too late, Ensign,” Rydell interrupted.

“Does that mean we have to go out in those costumes in daylight?” Baird asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Rydell replied. “We won’t put them on until we’re out of the city.”

“We’re going to them?” Carr gasped.

“Well, I wasn’t planning on inviting them here,” Rydell said. “Get the costumes and let’s go.”



“Let’s review the situation,” Commander Dillon said as he paced the empty holodeck-within-a-holodeck. “We’re trapped in a holodeck. And we’ve got a holodeck inside that holodeck. Baradda put us here, so…”

“Baradda!” Hawkins exclaimed. “Computer, create an image of Ambassador Fuil Baradda.” An older man with white hair and a long white beard materialized in front of her.

“That’s not him,” Dillon said.

“Yes, it is. No real ambassador would do the stuff that the guy on the Secondprize has been doing. We’ve got an imposter on board. I can’t believe I didn’t check this sooner. The captain took him at his word, so I did. Stupid!”

“We all believed him,” Dillon said. “But now that we know he’s a fake, how does that help us?”

“It doesn’t, but…wait a second! We CAN shut down the holodeck. We just have to overload its capabilities.”

“Yeah!” Dillon said, realizing what Hawkins meant. “If too many separate elements are requested, the holodeck overloads and terminates whatever program is running.”

“So all we have to do is ask for stuff until it can’t take it anymore. Computer, animate the Baradda image with his real personality.”

“Where am I?” the old man asked suddenly, looking around at his surroundings.

“Computer, create London, England circa 2056 on the front wall,” Dillon ordered.

“And Peking, China circa 1134 on the left wall,” Hawkins said.

“And the City of Khannei on Vulcan from this stardate on the back wall.”

“And San Francisco circa 1950 on the right wall.”

“Create a forty piece marching band playing ‘Happy Birthday to You on kazoos’,” Dillon said.

“And a complete performance of Hamlet.”

“And fifty clowns!” Dillon shouted.

“Travis!” Hawkins exclaimed, frozen with fear. She was scared to death of clowns.

“Oops, sorry,” Dillon said weakly. “I forgot. Computer, cancel the clowns, but give me twenty trained poodles jumping through flaming hoops.”

“And tap dancing elephants in tutus.”

“And a partridge in a pear tree!” Dillon shouted. The computer struggled to keep up with the barrage of orders, but was finally overwhelmed.

“Program terminated due to overload,” the computer said. As the elements Dillon and Hawkins had ordered began to disappear, the holodeck door opened and the imposter Baradda charged in carrying a phaser.

“Program terminated due to overload,” a computer voice boomed out of nowhere. The fake Baradda and the Secondprize corridor visible through the open holodeck doors wavered and vanished, replaced with a closed set of holodeck doors and an empty holodeck.

“Exit,” Dillon said. Nothing happened. “We’re back on the real Secondprize.”

“We never left.”

“I know. You know what I mean. We’re in our own holodeck. Now all we have to do is get the door open.” He and Hawkins raced over to the door. Hawkins popped open the access panel by the door and bent down to look in at the circuitry.

“Well, we can’t do it from this side,” she said as she stood up. “Somebody’s going to have to let us out.”

“Lovely,” Dillon said. “That could take days, and we’ve got an imposter on board with unknown intentions.”

“We know they aren’t good,” Hawkins replied. “Don’t worry. I’ll let someone know we’re here.” She leaned back down to the access panel and practically crawled inside as she started to work on the circuitry.



Myna walked rapidly out of the ready room and looked at the stars passing by on the main viewscreen.

“How much longer?” he demanded.

“Four hours,” Lieutenant Lisa Beck replied from the command chair. This trip was taking too long. He should have picked a closer destination, but he didn’t want any prying eyes around when he blew the Secondprize into space dust.

“Fine. I’ll be in my quarters. Let me know when we arrive. You have the bridge, Beck.” Myna headed up the ramp on the right side of the bridge toward the turbolift.

“You already gave me command,” Beck said.

“What?”

“You just said I had the bridge, but you gave me command three hours ago when you went into the ready room.”

“Well, I’m giving it to you again!” Myna shouted. He walked into the turbolift and was gone.

“He’s a bit high strung today,” Lieutenant Craig Porter commented from the science console.

“Tell me about it,” Beck said, settling back into the command chair. “Emily’s in for a tough night.”

“What?”

“She’s having dinner with him tonight,” Beck said. “Well, she said at lunch that he was probably tense about his mission.”

“Well, that’s great, but he doesn’t have to take it out on us. I mean he…” Porter trailed off as he noticed an indicator flashing on his console. At first the flashing seemed random, but soon he recognized it as Morse code. “Lieutenant?”

“What, Craig?”

“Uh…what I’m about to tell you may be a breach of the ambassador’s orders, so if you don’t want to know, tell me now.”

“Like I care about Baradda’s orders,” Beck replied as she stood up and walked back to Porter’s console. “What’s up?”

“Apparently, Lieutenant Hawkins and Commander Dillon are trapped in Holodeck Two. They want us to let them out.”

“Well, call engineering and…no. Wait. We’d better keep this to ourselves. No use risking anyone else’s careers. Can you get them out of there?”

“I’d have to go down there and see exactly what the problem is, but yeah, I can probably do it,” Porter replied.

“Good. Let’s go.” The turbolift doors opened, and Yeoman Tina Jones walked out. “You have the bridge, Yeoman,” Beck said as she and Porter walked past Jones and into the turbolift. Before Jones could reply, they were gone. She looked around at the mostly empty bridge. Ensign Ford and Ensign Krieger were at the helm and navigation consoles respectively, but otherwise the bridge was barren of life. Jones walked over to the command chair and sat down slowly, almost as if she expected it to come to life and tell her to go away or something. She finally sat down all the way and looked at the viewscreen in front of her. She was in command. The Secondprize was under her command. A huge smile spread across her face as she rubbed the arm rests. She was in command!



“What do you think?” Beck asked as Lieutenant Porter pulled himself out of the access panel.

“Well, I can fix it,” Porter said. “But it’s going to take a little while. Whoever did this knew exactly how to make it difficult on me.”

“Yes, I’m sure he was out to make your life a living hell, Craig,” Beck said. Porter pulled the hydrospanner out of the tool kit he’d grabbed from a supply locker on the way down to the holodeck. “I’ll try and make this quick.” He crawled back into the access panel and got to work.



Chapter Fourteen



Captain Rydell and the others got into their costumes about a mile from Logash’s fortress. Rydell had spent most of the trip trying to come up with an attack plan, but he wasn’t having much luck. He didn’t really even know what the fortress looked like, so devising a way to attack it was almost impossible. He finally decided just to wing it and see what happened. That method usually worked better than a plan anyway.

The group arrived at the narrow path leading to the ancient fortress’ front gate and ducked behind a large rock outcropping to discuss strategy.

“How many of them are near the gate?” Rydell asked. Jaroch held his tricorder out and quickly took a reading.

“Three,” he reported.

“How about armaments?” Baird asked. Jaroch took another reading.

“Swords and projectile weapons,” Jaroch said.

“Is there a back door?” Carr asked.

“Could you please decide on everything you want to know now, so I do not have to keep taking different readings?” Jaroch said, irritated. Rydell, Baird, and Carr all started demanding various information from Jaroch about everything from the number of rooms to the location of the kitchen. Jaroch finally had enough and walked determinedly toward the gate, his eyes glazing over as he did so. He knocked on the gate forcefully. It opened a little bit and a guard came outside.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“Boot to the head,” Jaroch said. His foot hit the guard’s face in a flash. The guard slumped to the ground unconscious. Jaroch calmly stepped over him and entered the fortress.

“I guess this means raiding their kitchen is out,” Baird said.

“Come on,” Rydell ordered. “Jaroch can’t handle that whole place on his own.” They ran forward and entered the fortress. Two more guards lay dazed on the ground just beyond the gate. One of them struggled to stand up when Rydell approached, but Rydell knocked him back into unconscious with another boot to the head.

Two hallways stretched out to their left and right. They couldn’t see Jaroch down either one of them.

“Any idea which way he went?” Carr asked.

“We’re going to have to split up,” Rydell said. “You and Baird take the left. I’ll take the right.”

“But, sir, you can’t do anything useful,” Carr protested. She immediately regretted it when she realized what she had said. “I mean…your power…”

“I understand, Ensign,” Rydell said, suppressing a smile. “Don’t worry about me.” He took a pistol off one of the unconscious guards. “I’ll be fine.” He ran off down the right hallway and turned a corner.

“Come on,” Baird said, pulling Carr the other way. “The captain can take care of himself. They ran off down the other hallway and straight into six guards. The guards didn’t look happy to see them. Baird knocked the one closest to him backwards and jumped back a bit to get some room to work.

“Don’t!” Carr screamed, realizing what he was going to do. “You’ll bring down the whole place!” The guards pulled out their pistols.

“Bastard!” Baird shouted as he dove toward Carr, knocking her off balance. The two hit the ground just as a giant cloud of smoke exploded into existence and surrounded everyone. Bullets whizzed over their heads as they crawled back along the corridor.

“This is not going well,” Carr said.

“No shit,” Baird remarked. The stone underneath them rumbled and ruptured, sending them falling in the gaping crack that had formed. A few seconds later, the guards were at the top of the crack looking down at them.

“Hello there,” one of them said smugly as he aimed his pistol at Baird. “It appears that you have fallen into a bit of trouble.” Baird glared at them angrily. Suddenly, he had an idea. He just hoped his power could be that well controlled.

“Fuck,” he said in a real soft, high pitched squeak as he stared at the guard’s pistol. It exploded right in the guard’s hand. He fell to the ground screaming in pain as the others went for their guns. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck,” Baird squeaked as he looked from guard to guard. Four guns exploded and the remaining guard dropped his as he screamed and clutched his crotch in agony. “Oh well, one miss,” Baird said as he started climbing up the jagged rocks toward the top of the crack.

“I think that his genitals would disagree with you,” Carr said. She and Baird were finally back up on the floor. “Oh ugly guards of Logash whose asses we did kick. Go surrender in Felsten before you make us sick,” Carr ordered. The guards obediently got to their feet and limped off toward the main gate.



Rydell didn’t meet much resistance as we walked cautiously down the corridor. Jaroch had evidently gone this way. The unconscious bodies of several men littered the hallway. He passed doors leading into small, barracks-like rooms, an armory, and the kitchen Baird had been so eager to find. Finally, the hallway dead-ended at a huge set of ornate double doors. He entered quietly and saw Jaroch approaching the front of the room. There, on a raised platform, sat a large, muscular man on a throne. Two guards were rushing off of the platform toward Jaroch.

“Boot to the head. Boot to the head,” Jaroch repeated quickly. In a blur of motion, he kicked the guards, knocking them out completely. Jaroch advanced on Logash, his eyes locked upon the warlord. No one had noticed Rydell thus far, and he was relieved. Logash was a big guy, and Rydell wasn’t sure he could take him in a fight. Jaroch would have this wrapped up in no time. “I just love that outfit!” Jaroch suddenly exclaimed, throwing himself at the warlord. “That is very good workmanship.”

Great time for J’Mer the Tailor to pop out again, Rydell thought. But wasn’t Jaroch supposed to be in control of his past lives? Logash didn’t give Rydell anymore time to think about it. He clubbed Jaroch angrily, sending the Yynsian into unconsciousness. Logash pulled a dagger out of a sheath at his side and raised it over his head, preparing to stab Jaroch.

“Stop!” Rydell shouted, running forward. Logash’s head jerked upward to see who had spoken. “Don’t kill him.” Rydell’s mind raced. He’d better come up with something fast. Logash probably wasn’t going to pay any attention to lame lines like “stop” and “don’t kill him.”

“Silence!” Logash bellowed fiercely. “You lowly vermin! How dare you order me around!” Logash seemed to be getting pretty upset. Suddenly, Baird and Carr ran into the room. Logash screamed angrily and raised his dagger again.

“Captain, let me…”

“Not now, Ensign,” Rydell said, cutting Carr off. “I’m going to talk him out of it.”

“But you’re just going to make him madder,” Carr said.

“Exactly,” Rydell said. “Get ready to grab Jaroch and get out of here as soon as Logash moves away from him. Make sure to order the other guards you find to return to Felsten.”

“Yes, sir,” Carr said, unsure of what Rydell was up to.

“Ensign,” Baird whispered. “One thing you’re going to have to learn is to trust your commanding officers. They know what they’re doing.”

“Even Commander Dillon?”

“Well, there are always exceptions,” Baird said.

Rydell walked slowly toward the platform, hoping that he wasn’t about to get Jaroch and himself killed.

“Logash, listen to me,” Rydell said.

“I said be silent!”

“Come on now. You don’t even want to talk about this,” Rydell replied smiling.

“No, and especially not with you,” Logash said. His face reddening with fury. “You disgust me!”

“That’s not a very nice thing to say to someone you’ve just met. Why don’t you come down here and discuss things?” Logash screamed with rage and dove at Rydell with the knife. Rydell jumped backward, and Logash smashed face first into the cold stone floor. “You really should try to relax some,” Rydell said, leaning up against a pillar. “You could have a heart attack or something.” “You WILL die!” Logash said, picking himself up off the floor.

“Eventually,” Rydell agreed. “But not today.” Logash let out another battle yell and charged. Rydell side-stepped over to the platform, allowing Logash to plow headfirst into the pillar. “You’re going to get hurt if you keep this up.” Baird and Carr ran up to the platform, grabbed Jaroch, and headed out of the room.

“Hah! Your friends have abandoned you!” Logash shouted triumphantly. “Now, I will destroy you.” He ran at Rydell again. Rydell jumped up onto the platform just before Logash reached him. Logash’s midsection rammed straight into the edge of the platform. He sank to the floor, gasping for breath.

“I’ve been taking care of you quite nicely without my friends help,” Rydell said. He leapt down off the platform and strolled off towards the double doors leading out of the room.

“You…must…die,” Logash said weakly, as he stood up. He wobbled toward Rydell, barely able to even raise his knife. Rydell stopped walking and turned around to face his approaching adversary.

“Give it a rest,” Rydell said. He caught Logash’s arm and took the knife away from him. Then he spun Logash around a few times and let him go. Logash staggered sideways, smacking into the stone wall, and knocked himself unconscious. Rydell walked out of the room whistling cheerfully to himself.



Chapter Fifteen



Myna leapt off the sofa the second his door chime sounded.

“Come in,” he said as he straightened his suit. The doors opened, and Emily Sullivan walked in dressed in a floor-length, red sequined dress. “You look lovely, my dear,” Myna said. He took her right hand and kissed it gently. “I’m so glad you could come.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” Sullivan replied. “I’m glad to see you a bit more relaxed.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’ve seemed a bit one edge since the captain left the ship,” Sullivan said. “I guess with your mission and all…”

“What do you know about my mission?!” Myna demanded angrily. Was she on to him? Had she told any of the others?

“Fuil, relax,” Sullivan said. “I didn’t come here to…”

“What about my mission?” he bellowed, grabbing Sullivan’s shoulders fiercely. Acting on reflex, Sullivan slammed Myna in the stomach with her fist, slipped out of his grip, and flipped him onto his back on the carpet. “I will not allow you to stop me,” Myna gasped.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Sullivan said as she walked over to him. In a flash, he kicked upward, catching Sullivan in the head with his boot. She hit the floor unconscious before she even had a chance to register what had happened.

Myna looked down at her limp body. Perhaps he had overreacted a bit. Oh well, now was not the time for regret. He had a mission to complete, and anything that stood in the way of finishing it had to be eliminated. It was unfortunate that Sullivan had crossed him. He was looking forward to spending the last evening of her existence together. He picked her up and looked around for a way to quickly and quietly dispose of her.



“I think I’m almost there,” Lieutenant Porter said from inside the access panel.

“I don’t need the minute by minute update, Craig,” Lieutenant Beck snapped impatiently. “Just get it done.”

“O.K. O.K. That ought to do it.” The holodeck doors slid open. Dillon and Hawkins were seated against the back wall talking to each other. They fell silent in astonishment when they realized the doors were open.

“Thank God!” Dillon exclaimed. He and Hawkins jumped up and ran out of the holodeck, stomping on Porter’s legs that were sticking out of the access panel as they went.

“Where’s Baradda?” Hawkins demanded.

“Help me,” Porter moaned weakly. Beck pulled Porter out of the hatch. He lay on the ground, holding his legs and whimpering.

“Sorry, Porter,” Dillon and Hawkins said in unison.

“It’s alright,” he gasped.

“Now, where’s Baradda?” Hawkins said.

“He’s in his quarters,” Beck replied. Dillon and Hawkins started to run off toward the nearest turbolift. “But I wouldn’t go there if I were you. He’s having dinner with Emily.” Dillon stopped in their tracks, but Hawkins didn’t hear her and kept on going.

“Lieutenant Sullivan is with him?” Dillon said.

“Yeah,” Beck replied confused.

“Oh no.”



Myna pulled Sullivan up to the matter reclamation unit in the bedroom. She was a little bigger than the objects the unit usually handled, but Myna figured that it would break down her molecular structure fairly well. He would just have to stuff her in a little bit at a time. He put her left arm in the slot.

“Computer, energi…” The doors leading out into the corridor whooshed open, and Lieutenant Hawkins charged into the room.

“Put her down!” Hawkins ordered. Myna let Sullivan fall back to the floor and turned on Hawkins. He pulled a small pocket laser out of his coat.

“You should have stayed in the brig, Lieutenant,” Myna said. A smile spread across his face. “And you definitely shouldn’t have come her unarmed.”

“You killed Emily!”

“Not yet,” Myna replied. “And now it looks like you get to die first.” He leveled the laser at her. The whine of a transporter to his left drew his attention. Commander Dillon materialized in the room, holding a phaser.

“Drop it, pal!” Dillon ordered. “Get Sullivan out of here, Lieutenant.” Hawkins moved past Myna and dragged Sullivan’s unconscious body out into the hall.

“It would appear that I underestimated you, Mr. Dillon,” Myna said.

“I said put the laser down.”

“I’m afraid not.” Myna whirled toward Dillon and fired. Dillon dove to the ground as the beam lanced over his head. He rolled around to return fire, but Myna was gone.

Out in the hallway, Hawkins was attempting to wake Sullivan up when Myna ran out of his quarters at top speed. He pushed Hawkins into the wall and kicked Sullivan in the head again as he ran past toward the turbolift.

“Bridge,” Hawkins heard him say, just before the turbolift doors closed. Dillon ran out into the hall a second later.

“He’s headed to the bridge,” Hawkins said. Dillon slapped his commbadge.

“Dillon to transporter room. Two to beam directly to the bridge,” he said.

“Acknowledged,” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn replied. “Energizing now.” Dillon and Hawkins disappeared in a flurry of molecules, leaving Sullivan alone and unconscious in the hallway.

They materialized on the left side of the bridge just as Myna dashed out of the turbolift to the bridge’s rear. Yeoman Tina Jones leapt out of the command chair in astonishment.

“You’re relieved!” Dillon and Myna both shouted at once.

“This is my ship, Baradda or whatever your name is,” Dillon said. “I’m in command now, Yeoman.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Myna ordered. “As an ambassador, I have full command over this mission. Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins have been conspiring against this ship and its crew. You will obey my orders.” Jones looked from Dillon to Myna as the two began to argue with each other.

“Hold on a minute!” she screamed suddenly. The bridge fell silent. “I’m not relinquishing command to anyone until I’m sure what’s going on here!”

“He tried to kill Emily…and me,” Hawkins said, pointing at Myna.

“And me,” Dillon added. “And besides that, he trapped us on the holodeck.”

“And what did they do to you?” Jones asked Myna.

“Well, they…” Things were starting to look grim. He had to think of something fast. “They…” He panicked. They were onto him. He was going to have to get down to engineering and destroy the ship from there. He lunged forward and grabbed Ensign Larkin, who was on duty at the helm. Her head popped off as he tried to drag her out of the chair. Trying to remain calm, he pulled his laser out of his pocket and held it against Larkin’s surprised-looking head. “Now, back off, or I’ll kill her.” He backed up toward the turbolift. He didn’t notice the turbolift doors open behind him, or the angry woman in the long, red dress staggering out of it. Before he knew what hit him, Myna was repeatedly clubbed into unconsciousness by a high heel wielded by Emily Sullivan.

“One hell of a dinner date,” Sullivan said weakly. She tried to take another step, but collapsed next to Myna and joined him in oblivion.

“You’re relieved, Yeoman,” Dillon said.

“Yes, sir,” Jones said, who was also relieved to have the situation taken care of.

“Hawkins to sickbay. We need medical assistance on the bridge.” She walked over to Myna, picked up Larkin’s head, and stuck it back on her body. “Are you all right, Kristen?”

“I believe so,” Larkin replied. “Although, I think that Ambassador Baradda was pressing the laser a bit too firmly against my skull.” She reached up and plucked the small laser out of her ear. A young medic stepped out of the turbolift and started treating Sullivan as Hawkins crouched down by the unconscious Myna.

“I’m going to put him in the brig before he wakes up,” Hawkins said. “Besides, I need to tell Lieutenant Russell that he can take the wig off.”

“What?” Dillon asked.

“Never mind,” Hawkins replied laughing. “Hawkins to Vaughn.”

“Vaughn here.”

“Beam me and the unconscious jerk next to me to the brig.”

In the cascade of the transporter, she and Myna were gone.

“Set a course back to the Mandicor system,” Dillon ordered. “Maximum warp. I want the captain back on board as soon as possible. You have the bridge, Yeoman Jones. I’ll be in the ready room.” As Dillon walked off the bridge, Jones sat back down in the command chair. She was starting to get used to this. Captain Tina Jones: now that had a nice ring to it.



Chapter Sixteen



Captain Rydell found Baird, Carr, and the now-conscious Jaroch at the front gate of the fortress. Jaroch was scanning himself with his tricorder and looking concerned.

“Carr, go tell Logash and his remaining guards to surrender,” Rydell ordered. Carr looked at Jaroch worriedly, then re-entered the fortress to follow Rydell’s order. “What’s the problem, Jaroch? We just saved the city. You’re supposed to be happy about it.”

“Hooray,” Jaroch said flatly.

“Your enthusiasm is overwhelming,” Rydell said.

“I am sorry, Captain, but the possibility of death tends to dampen my mood at times.”

“Death? What are you talking about?”

“I was curious as to why I lost control of J’Mer when I faced Logash. After scanning Commander Baird, Ensign Carr, and myself, I have concluded that the radiation levels in our bodies have grown to such a level that spontaneous bursts may now occur at times.”

“I thought you said that the radiation wouldn’t hurt us,” Rydell said.

“The radiation itself will not harm us, but I believe we will probably be killed by an unexpected outburst of one of our powers.” Both men looked at Commander Baird.

“What are you looking at me for?” Baird demanded. “Who says that I’m the one who’s going to screw up?” The ground between Rydell, Jaroch, and Baird exploded. “What did I say? I didn’t cuss!” The ground exploded again.

“I would recommend that you remain silent as much as possible from now on,” Jaroch said. “That will at least reduce the risk of being blown to bits.”

“So, what can we do?” Rydell asked.

“Get off of this planet as soon as possible,” Jaroch replied.



“So, do you want to tell me who you really are?” Lieutenant Hawkins asked as Myna sat groggily on the bed inside his cell.

“I am Ambassador Fuil Baradda, and you have…”

“Oh, give it a rest!” Hawkins shouted. “Baradda’s about forty years older than you are.”

“He is?”

“Yes!”

“Oh.”

“Now who the hell are you?!” Hawkins demanded.

“It really wouldn’t mean anything too you,” Myna replied dejectedly. He stretched himself painfully out on the bed. “You won’t have heard of me.”

“Just answer the question.”

“I am an operative for the Audubans of Jeral.”

“The what of where?” Hawkins asked.

“See, I told you. You have no clue who I am.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter, because you are about to be spending a very long period of time in a Federation penal colony, mister.” She turned and stormed out of the detention block. Where the hell was Jeral?



Rydell and the others were met by Mayor Ulster as soon as they entered the house.

“Have you heard?” he exclaimed joyfully. “Logash has surrendered!”

“That is wonderful news,” Jaroch said.

“Yes, I thank the moons that help came. The powers above do watch out for those of us below.”

“They certainly do,” Carr said smiling.

“You must come to the victory feast tonight,” Ulster said. “There you will truly see Felsten’s hospitality.”

“Thank you, Mayor, but I am afraid that we will be unable to attend,” Jaroch said

“We have to be on our way,” Carr added. “Now that Logash is gone, and it is safe for us to travel, we must move on.”

“I understand,” Ulster said.

“We thank you very much for your hospitality,” Carr said.

“It was a pleasure. Come back anytime.”

“We’ll see what we can do,” Rydell said.

“But leave him home,” Ulster growled angrily.



Dillon watched the starfield sail by in front of him as he sat in the command chair. Hours had passed since he ordered the ship back to Mandicor. He was just worried about what he would find once they got there. Dillon had no idea whether the captain and the others were even still alive. At least Hawkins’ information about the imposter had been helpful. The report on Jeral in the ship’s library computer had explained about the Audubans and their civil war. It was not a good situation. He had no idea, though, why an agent would be sent on board the Secondprize. What did they have to do with the Jeralian Civil War?

“Engineering to bridge,” the comm system barked suddenly.

“Dillon here. What is it?”

“Are we going to be slowing down anytime soon? You’re going to overload the engines!”

“We’re only going warp nine point four,” Dillon replied angrily. “According to page two ninety-seven, paragraph four of the Excelsior class operator’s manual, these starships are to have a maximum safe cruising speed of warp nine point six. I am not even out of the safety range yet, so quit complaining!”

“Aye, sir. Engineering out.”

“That’s not exactly a good way to endear yourself to the crew, sir,” Lieutenant Hawkins whispered from the tactical console behind Dillon.

“I know. I know. I just want to get to Mandicor as soon as possible.”

“We all do,” Hawkins said. “So calm down.”

“What’s our E.T.A. at Mandicor, Ensign?” Dillon asked as he settled back into the command chair, trying to relax.

“One point four hours at present speed,” Ensign Larkin replied.

“I just hope nothing happens to them before we get there,” Dillon said softly.



“I have a question, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said as he and the others hiked away from Felsten across the large field that they had crashed into originally.

“What’s on your mind, Jaroch?” Rydell said.

“I was just wondering how you are going to explain our actions to Starfleet Command. You and I both know that we stepped outside of the Prime Directive quite a bit while we were here. I do not believe that our superiors are going to accept the logic that you used to convince Ensign Carr that we were acting correctly.”

“I’m not going to explain anything to them,” Rydell said. “I don’t see any reason why we have to.”

“But we interfered with the course of development of this planet,” Jaroch insisted.

“Did we?”

“Feigning ignorance is not going to work, Captain.”

“This world doesn’t have any kind of planetary communication system. We were just in one small town. How much damage do you think we actually did?”

“We interfered in the development of Felston,” Jaroch replied. “Granted, our involvement may have hastened Mayor Ulster’s demise, but he was bound to run afoul of Logash eventually. We saved him and removed the threat to the entire town, a town that would likely have ceased to exist in the not-to-distant future either through its destruction by Logash or its abandonment by the townspeople attempting to flee him. We stopped all of that from happening.”

“Jaroch, did you, as a Starfleet officer, interfere with the development of Felsten?” Rydell asked. Jaroch thought about what Rydell was saying for second.

“Ah, I see what you are saying,” Jaroch replied.

“I’m just going to tell Starfleet that some unknown individuals saved the town while we, powerless to act, sat in the Mayor’s house and watched.”

“And the fact the these ‘unknown individuals’ had super powers?”

“Who’s going to believe that?” Rydell said. “It’s crazy talk!”

“There are those who would call you a menace to everything the Federation holds dear,” Jaroch said.

“And I’m lots of fun at parties, too,” Rydell said smiling. Suddenly, the ground underneath them began to rumble. Jaroch and Rydell jumped out of the way just before the dirt caved in beneath where they had been standing.

“I didn’t even open my mouth!” Baird shouted. A huge section of ground behind him exploded, sending dirt raining down on them.

“It has started,” Jaroch said.

“No kidding,” Rydell replied.

“May I recommend that we start running? If we keep moving, we may be able to keep a step ahead of Commander Baird’s explosions,” Jaroch said.

“It’s not my fault,” Baird insisted. The ground directly to his left exploded, almost taking Ensign Carr with it.

“Let’s move people!” Rydell shouted. They started running.



“We’re entering the Mandicor system now, sir,” Ensign Larkin reported from the helm console.

“Good,” Dillon said, jumping out of the command chair. “Go into orbit around…” He trailed off and looked at Hawkins questioningly.

“Mandicor Four,” Hawkins said.

“Entering standard orbit,” Larkin reported.

“Beck, hail the surface. Porter, find them now!”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenants Beck and Porter said in unison.



The area around Rydell, Jaroch, Baird, and Carr had become a war zone. Explosions ripped the ground in every direction. It was so loud that Rydell almost didn’t notice the voice coming out of his commbadge.

“Secondprize to Rydell. Come in please,” Lieutenant Beck’s voice said. Rydell slapped the commbadge forcefully.

“Rydell here. Beam us up now!!!” he shouted above the explosions. “They found us, guys!!!” Rydell screamed joyfully.

“Thank fucking goodness!” Baird shouted. The transporter dematerialized them a second before the ground where they had been standing exploded.



Chapter Seventeen



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 49860.2. Happily, there have been no adverse effects from our experience on Mandicor. Our powers vanished as soon as we were outside of the planet’s radiation field. The last thing I need to deal with is Commander Baird accidently destroying the ship when he gets mad at the engines or something.

In other news, the real Ambassador Fuil Baradda arrived yesterday and filled us in on our real mission. It turns out that we are delivering Baradda to Jeral, so that he may start negotiations between the Audubans and their rivals, the Boirds. Baradda and I are beaming down with Myna, the Audubon operative placed aboard the Secondprize, to discuss the situation with the Auduban commander, Roost Leader.”



“I thank you for coming, gentlemen,” Roost Leader said as he leaned back in his desk chair. “But I do not think that negotiations are going to help us much. We need weapons.”

“That’s why you wanted a starship,” Ambassador Baradda said. He ran his fingers through his long, white beard idlely.

“Yes. That’s why we sent Myna to the Secondprize,” Roost Leader said.

“You were going to steal my ship,” Rydell said.

“No, I was going to destroy it,” Myna replied from the corner he was standing in.

“Destroy it? But why?” Rydell asked. “You had what you wanted.”

“We wanted a real starship,” Roost Leader said. “A Galaxy class.”

“Gee, thanks,” Rydell mumbled.

“Well, you may be surprised to see how much good negotiations can do,” Baradda said. “I will stay here as long as it takes to bring peace to this world.”

“I sincerely hope that you can,” Roost Leader said. “We will set up a meeting tomorrow with the Boirds to see where we stand, Ambassador.”

“I’ll be ready,” Baradda said. He turned to Rydell. “In the meantime, Captain, I’m sure that you would like to return to your ship and get underway.”

“Yes, but are you sure you’re going to be okay here?”

“I’ll be fine, Captain Rydell. I’ve handled situations like this several times.”

“Whatever you say, Ambassador.” Rydell tapped his commbadge. “Rydell to Secondprize. Beam me up.”



Lieutenant Beck, Ensign Larkin, and Lieutenant Hawkins went to Seven Backward for lunch as soon as they got off their shifts on the bridge. Understandably, talk centered around Jeral and the events of the last few days. The conversation had tapered off into a silence broken only by the sounds of chewing when the doors on the right hand side of the room opened and Emily Sullivan entered. At almost that exact same second, the doors on the opposite side of the lounge opened, and Scott Baird walked in. The both stopped in their tracks when they spotted each other.

“Asshole!” Sullivan shouted.

“Bitch!” Baird retorted. They both turned around and stormed out of the lounge.

“I guess it’s really over between those two,” Beck commented.

“Sure looks like it,” Hawkins said.

“I am sorry that they no longer like each other,” Larkin said.

“Trust me, in the end it’s probably better this way,” Hawkins said. She wiped her hands on her napkin and stood up. “I’ll see you two later.”

“Where are you going?” Beck asked. “I thought we’d spend the afternoon playing racquetball or something.”

“Sorry, I’m meeting Travis on the holodeck.”

“Travis? You mean Dillon!?” Beck exclaimed. “What are you doing with him?”

“We’re going to take a little cruise,” Hawkins said smiling. She walked out of Seven Backward toward the turbolift.



“You ready, Patricia?”

“All set, Travis,” Hawkins said.

“Computer, run program Dillon Twenty-three,” Dillon said. The holodeck around them blurred and was replaced by a wooden sailing ship. They heard shouts all around them as the pirates on the vessel realized they had been boarded.

“Shall we?” Dillon asked.

“I’d be delighted,” Hawkins said smiling. They raised their swords and attacked the nearest pirates. As Dillon was fighting, his mind wandered to Hawkins. This whole friendship thing was new to him, but he really liked it so far. It was nice to have someone to share some quality time with. He looked over at Hawkins just as she stabbed the pirate she was fighting and immediately moved on to the next one. She caught him looking at her and smiled.

Yes, Dillon thought, this is definitely quality time.
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Sensitivity 101

by Alan Decker and Tasha Campagnola



Chapter One



“Captain’s log. Stardate 49862.4. Commander Scott Baird and I are attending a conference at Starbase 42 on Kopax Four. As a general rule, I hate Starfleet conferences. This one, though, has to be the worst one yet. I fail to see the value of my chief engineer and I getting sensitivity training. I’m sensitive enough already, and Scott…well, I think that there are certain things that are just beyond some people’s abilities and sensitivity is beyond Scott. Anyway, if all of this weren’t fun enough, our ‘teacher’ is Dr. Rebecca Singer. I thought Starfleet wanted us to learn sensitivity, not hysteria.”



DAY ONE

“Captain, this is the stupidest…”

“I know,” Captain Alexander Rydell whispered, cutting off his chief engineer. “But we have to be here. Orders are orders.”

“Now then, showing your emotions is really quite simple,” Dr. Singer said to the assembled conference attendees. “All you have to do is feel the moment. For example, I am feeling very nervous as shown by the fact that I am trembling.” Actually, she was setting off seismographs on the other side of the planet. “Now, Commander Baird, how are you feeling right now?”

“Nauseous,” he said, sinking lower into his chair.

“That’s very good!” Singer said. “Let’s explore this.”

“Fine, you can explore the depths of my vomit when I cover you with it.”

“Baird!” Rydell snapped.

“Sorry, sir,” he said.

“Commander Baird’s nausea is a good example of showing your feelings,” Singer said. “Why are you feeling nauseous?”

“Because you…”

“Doctor, I think you might want to move on to someone else,” Rydell said, heading off a possibly messy situation. Singer took his advice and started harassing some poor, half-asleep admiral.

“You remember when she thought she was a dog?” Scott whispered.

“Yeah,” Rydell said.

“We should have had her put to sleep.”



DAY TWO

“Commander Baird, if a subordinate comes to you with a problem, what do you do?”

“Tell ’em to go see Counselor Webber. Do I look like a fucking psychologist?”



DAY THREE

“To help all of you develop your sensitive sides, we have a special treat for you: nine hours of Full House, a twentieth century show that embodies the points that we’re trying to get through to you.”

“How would they like some points rammed through their eyes?” Baird whispered. Rydell laughed.

“Very good, Captain,” Singer said. “Spontaneously showing happy emotions is very inspiring for crews.”

“Does ripping her fucking lungs out count as happy?” Baird whispered. “It’d sure inspire this member of the crew.”



DAY FOUR

“This is Starbase Control to Captain Rydell.” Alex Rydell rolled over in bed trying to ignore the noise interrupting his sleep. “Control to Rydell.” They weren’t going away.

“What?” he said finally.

“The runabout from the Secondprize has arrived to take you and your people back.”

“Thanks, Control. We’ll be there in an hour. Rydell out.” He pulled himself out of bed, informed Baird and Singer, and climbed into the shower. The sappy music from that damn show yesterday was still running through his head. The only thing this sensitivity training had done for him was slowly drive him insane.



Scott Baird was out cycling around the starbase when he received Rydell’s message. It was about time they were getting off this fucking planet. Unfortunately, he would have to spend the flight back with Dr. Singer. Thirty hours stuck on a little runabout with the poster child of hypersensitivity. He rode on through the compound. Since last night, he’d been having visions of that damn little girl and her dog from that stupid show getting run over or blown up in horrible ways. The only thing this sensitivity training had done for him was piss him off even more than usual.



Dr. Singer woke up sobbing. The conference was over, and now she’d have to go back to treating sick people. They were so depressing. She tried to cheer herself up by thinking about that adorable little girl from Full House. She was so sweet. Everyone should have a daughter like her. She’d probably do wonders for Scott.



Ensign Andrea Carr landed the runabout gently at the starbase landing area. She was relieved that the flight was over. Thirty hours with only the ship’s computer for company was not exactly conducive to an enjoyable flight. At least there would be people on the way back. On the down side, one of them was Commander Baird, who didn’t exactly like her…or her dog. Some people were so insensitive. Who couldn’t love a sweet, adoring Saint Bernard-Collie mix? Too bad Morgaine had to stay on the Secondprize. She would have loved to see Commander Baird again.

Nothing from a lion to a log

Is as loyal as a puppy dog.

Oh God, that was awful. Had she thought of something that… doggerel? She’d work on it while she waited for Captain Rydell and the others. Now what else rhymes with dog? Log frog bog sog cog jog. Maybe if she used canine instead…



Captain Rydell, Commander Baird, and Dr. Singer arrived at the runabout almost simultaneously, with Baird and Rydell practically knocking each other down to be the first into the runabout and get off that damn planet. Singer took one last, longing look at her surroundings and walked into the runabout, tears running down her cheeks.

Rydell headed straight for the cockpit anxious to get underway.

“Asinine!” Ensign Carr said suddenly.

“Excuse me?” Rydell asked, not sure whether he should be insulted or not. Carr whirled around suddenly, sending the padd she was working on flying toward Rydell. He dove to the floor just before the padd flew through the spot his nose had been in seconds earlier and smashed against the rear wall of the cabin. Carr really wished the cockpit had an eject seat at that moment.

“I’m really, REALLY sorry, sir. You scared me and…”

“Don’t worry about it,” Rydell said, picking himself off of the floor. “After four days with those weirdos, it’s nice having someone trying to kill me again.”

Carr winced. “I didn’t mean to,” she squeaked.

“Ensign, get us underway and stop worrying about that. It was an accident.” He moved to give her a reassuring pat on the shoulder, but she whirled back around in the chair, slamming Rydell in the gut and sending him gasping into the back wall. He had a feeling it was going to be a LONG trip, if he lived through it.



Chapter Two



Captain Rydell looked up from the story he was reading to see if anything had changed. No. Singer was still sobbing quietly to herself, and Baird was over on the other side of the passenger cabin, as far away from her as possible, watching the holo-projector he’d picked up on the starbase. He didn’t have the decency to watch something that Rydell would like. Who the hell watched bicycling shows anyway? Baird had bought forty-four holo-tapes of bicycles! Bicycling in the Alps, along the Great Wall of China, through the Martian Canals, in the Grand Canyon, there was even one of some idiot in a spacesuit riding a rocket-bike over the rings of Saturn.

Deciding to go relieve Carr and watch exciting starfields go by for a while, Rydell put the padd down and walked up to the cockpit. He knocked before entering, just in case. After waiting a moment, he walked in and rammed straight into Carr, who had gotten up to open the door.

“Sorry, sir,” she said nervously. “I thought the door was locked or something.”

“That’s O.K., Ensign. Why don’t you go take a break for a few hours? I’ll take care of things up here.”

“Thank you, sir,” she said softly, slipping sheepishly out of the cabin. Rydell sat down in the pilot’s chair and looked out at the amazing lack of scenery.



“Runabout log. Stardate 49865.7. Situation normal: boring as hell. I don’t see how Carr can sit in this thing by herself for hours on end. It’s no wonder she writes so much poetry. I’d probably write War and Peace or something if I were stuck here.”

Rydell switched off the log recorder and went back to watching stars. In the last couple of hours, he’d started trying to find shapes in them. So far, he wasn’t getting very far, but he swore that they passed something that looked just like Elvis singing to a turtle with an axe sticking out of its rear end. It was the young Elvis though. He was still looking for the older, rhinestone jumpsuit version.

Rydell had just spotted Ethel Merman in a rhinestone jumpsuit when the sensors detected something. Something was the best word Rydell could use to describe it. The runabout was entering a region where the fabric of space and time seemed to be weak, but Rydell couldn’t figure out why. All of the other readings were normal, but space was still screwed up. The whole mess seemed to be centered at a point in the center of a nearby asteroid cluster. Curiosity getting the better of him, Rydell turned the runabout into the cluster to investigate.

The sensors were still showing the temporal effects emanating from a central point, but he couldn’t see anything there. That changed real fast. A blast of red light lanced out from the center of the phenomenon straight toward the runabout. Rydell tried frantically tried to get the ship out of way. It didn’t work. A moment later, he was bathed in the red light.



The runabout suddenly dove forward, sending Baird, Singer, and Carr rolling to the front of the cabin. They were soon buried in the mountain of tissues that Singer had formed over the course of the trip. Baird and Carr crawled to the front of the runabout to find out what the hell was going on. They heard screaming coming from the cockpit as they approached. Carr entered first and jumped into the co-pilot’s seat to pull the ship out of its dive. This was a very good idea considering a rather large asteroid was filling up the entire front viewport.

“Captain, are you all right?” Baird said.

“I’m going to die!” Rydell screamed. Carr leveled the runabout off millimeters above the surface of the asteroid.

“Land this crate, Ensign,” Baird said. “We need to find out what happened.”

“Who are you?” Rydell said, looking at Baird and Carr incredulously.

“Dr. Singer, get your ass up here now!” Baird shouted.

Singer rushed in a couple of seconds later. “What’s wrong?” she asked, hoping that it was nothing but fearing the worst.

“Who’s she?” Rydell asked. Singer pulled out her tricorder and began scanning Rydell.

“Well…he hasn’t hit his head or anything. I’m not sure what’s causing the amnesia.”

“Amnesia!” Rydell said. “I know exactly who I am.”

“Who are you?” Baird asked.

“Alex Rydell. Now, who the hell are you?”

“Commander Scott Baird. I’m your chief engineer.”

“What is this, Star Trek or something?”

“Excuse me?”

“This is really good,” Rydell said, getting up to look around. “Who hired you guys? Where did you build this? It’s incredible.”

“Singer, would you please…”

“Taken care of,” she said, pressing a hypospray to Rydell’s neck. He slumped to the floor unconscious. “Bring him to the passenger cabin so I can examine him. This is so horrible.” She was on the verge of breaking down again. Baird picked up Rydell and slung him over his shoulder effortlessly.

“Carr, check out the logs and the sensors. I want to know everything that happened while the captain was up here.



Captain Alex Rydell was in the dark. He wasn’t sure what had just happened to him. He was unable to make out his surroundings, but he could tell that he was lying on a bed and there was a weight on his chest.

“Lights,” he said groggily.

“If you insist,” a female voice purred from directly above him. His body started to recognize the…um…items pressing down on him. The weight shifted, and suddenly the lights came on, blinding him. “Well…?”

“What?” Rydell said, rubbing his eyes to clear them. He stopped seeing the spots on his closed eyelids. He opened his eyes and wished that he hadn’t. As his body had surmised, there was a woman on top of him. It hadn’t noticed that she was naked, however.

“Are you going to get those things off? Or do you want me to do it for you?” she asked sultrily. She looked familiar, but not really. It was a strange mix of someone he knew and a complete stranger. The attitude was familiar, though.

“Monica?”

“What?”

“Oh boy.”



Chapter Three



“Shouldn’t he be awake by now?” Commander Baird asked impatiently as he paced the passenger cabin.

“He must be having some kind of reaction to the sedative,” Singer said, running her tricorder over Rydell’s body. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Commander,” Ensign Carr said, rushing into the room. “I’ve found something!”

“Don’t just say that! Tell me what the fuck you found. Don’t make me ask questions. This isn’t a goddamn holo-vision show!”

“Sorry, sir.” Jees, she’d managed to get two senior officers mad at her in one day. She was on a roll. One more and she might get a lovely demotion in the bargain. Of course, what was below ensign? Maybe they’d send her back to the Academy. Uggh. She would just have to make sure that didn’t happen.

“The sensor logs show that Captain Rydell was investigating a temporal instability in this region of space centered about two thousand kilometers from us at heading zero zero three mark seven. A red energy emission from the center of the temporal anomaly struck the runabout, enveloping the cockpit and the captain.”

“What?” Singer asked.

“He got shot by a big red light,” Baird said. “Great, so what happened to him? In English this time.”

“I don’t know,” Carr said apologetically.

“Any idea, Doctor?” Baird said, turning to Singer. This was starting to get on his nerves. He didn’t want to command. This was Rydell’s job. He just wanted somebody to tell him how to fix the captain, so they could get on their way.

“I don’t know either, but whoever this is isn’t doing too well.”

Baird figured he was going to have to hurt someone real soon. “What do you mean ‘whoever this is’?!?” he said.

“The brain waves coming from this person do not match Captain Rydell’s,” Singer said. “It’s not him!” She let out a wail and collapsed to the floor crying. Baird picked up her tricorder and looked at the readings. They definitely weren’t Captain Rydell’s but they were really close.

“Is this his body?” Carr asked. Singer nodded without looking up. “So just the mind is different. Well, if he’s not in his own body, whose is he in?”



“Monica, I really don’t think you should be doing this. I mean, I’m your commanding officer,” Rydell said as Monica worked at his pants.

“Oh, so you’re into THOSE games. All right! Well, Captain, I am here to serve,” Monica said, lowering his zipper.

“Hold on!” Rydell shouted. “I need to…use the bathroom!”

“I’ve got protection in my purse, if that’s what you’re going to get. And besides, I’m on the pill.”

“Ahh…no…I’ve got to go to the bathroom. I’ll be back in just a second.” He squirmed out from under Monica and crawled out of the bed. This was Monica Vaughn, but it wasn’t. She seemed…younger, and a little different. Rydell stood up and looked around the room he was in. The walls were a sterile white, broken up occasionally by large pictures printed on thin paper. The one by the bed he’d just crawled out of had a large black bat in a yellow oval. He realized that he’d been a lower bunk of a set of bunk beds. The pictures beside the top bunk were of women and said something about twin peaks, whatever that was. Judging by Monica’s behavior, it was probably a slang term for…never-mind. On the opposite wall were three more pictures. Two showed a man dressed all in black. He wore a mask with pointy tips extending above his head, and he had the black bat and gold oval on his chest. The third picture looked like…a starship, but it was an old style one from the twenty-third century. This was bizarre. Odd devices covered the two desks and two dressers in the room. The things on the desks he recognized as archaic computer systems like he had seen in a museum and books…with paper! Where was he?

Rydell stumbled to the door and slammed into it when it didn’t open automatically. It had a doorknob! He managed to get out of the room and found what appeared to be the bathroom. It had old style, water plumbing, but it still worked pretty much the same; although, he had to pull a little lever to get rid of the vomit he emptied into the toilet. He looked into the mirror and felt like he was going to throw up again. The face in the mirror was his, but not his. He also looked a lot younger, approximately twenty. What was going on?

“Alex,” Monica called from the bedroom. “Come back to bed, O Captain my Captain.” O.K., he obviously was no longer on the runabout. That much was certain. Judging by his surroundings, he wasn’t anywhere near a runabout, or in a time that even had runabouts…or starships. He was still named Alex. She was a Monica. He was young and…in college! Where else did people live in places like this?

He walked out into the kitchen and confirmed his suspicions. The mess there would not have been allowed anywhere else but in the home of two unmarried men. Two. The upper bed and other desk meant that he had a roommate. Oh boy. This could get complicated. Rydell thought back to the books on the desks. This Alex had to take classes. If Rydell didn’t get out of there soon, he’d have to go to them. What kind of stuff was he taking?

He walked back into the bedroom and scanned the book titles on the desks. One desk had all literature and writing books. Hoping that this Alex wasn’t too different from him, he decided that this was NOT his desk. He looked at the other desk. Physics, philosophy, literature, computers, and calculus. Well, the science ones wouldn’t be a problem, but philosophy…and literature? OH BOY.

“Are you coming?” Monica said impatiently. This Monica was naked in his bed which meant that she was…his girlfriend. Oh well, no need to mess up this Alex’s relationship. He pulled off the T-shirt he was wearing and dropped his pants. Monica started moving toward his underwear when Alex heard a scream. He whirled around and saw a short woman charging straight at him.

“You bastard!” she screamed, tears beginning to flow down her cheeks. “How could you!”

“Huh?” Rydell said. Maybe Monica wasn’t his girlfriend. This other woman looked familiar.

“Trina,” Monica said. Trina? Trinian. OHHHH BOYYYY! This just kept getting worse.

“Shut up, you slut! He was mine. How could you come in here and… And how could you let her…” She let out another scream and slapped Rydell forcefully across the face before turning and running out of the room crying.

“Don’t you people lock the doors around here?” Monica said.



“Could we just back up here a fucking minute?” Baird said trying desperately not to rip Singer’s lungs out. “I’m just going to make sure that I’ve got this straight. That’s the captain’s body?”

“Right,” Carr said.

“But it’s not him?”

“No.”

“Then who the fuck is it!?!”

“I don’t know,” Carr screamed back. “Why don’t you ask her? She’s the damn doctor.” Baird glared at Carr for an instant, then turned to Singer.

“Now, Doctor, who is in Captain Rydell’s body?” he asked slowly.

“I don’t know,” Singer said, trying to compose herself. “The brain waves are so close that it would have to be a relative. Computer, compare the brain waves of the subject to all known relatives of Captain Rydell. For all we know, he could be safely on Earth or something.”

“Yeah, but stuck in someone else’s body,” Baird said. “I’m not sure that that counts as safe.”

“No matches found,” the computer said.

“How far back did that search go?” Carr asked.

“2173,” the computer said.

“Computer, what is the probability that this is a relative of Captain Rydell?” Singer asked.

“Ninety-nine point six percent.”

“That’s pretty damn high,” Baird said. “Can we wake him up and ask him?”

“No,” Singer replied. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. He’s in some kind of coma induced by the sedative. His body just couldn’t take the stress of the energy beam and the medication I gave him.”

“Wait a second!” Carr said. “The energy wave came from a time distortion. Maybe we should scan it for Captain Rydell’s brain waves. This might not be a relative at all. He could have just been sent to some other universe or something.”

“Oh, he was just sent to another universe. What a fucking relief!” Baird said, throwing himself into a chair.

“I’ll just go do that scan now,” Carr said, retreating out of the room.

“So what do we do if we find him?” Singer asked. “We have to get him back here.”

“Well, if Carr can find him, I can rig up this holo-projector to lock onto his brain waves and send a message to him. Hell, I can go there myself if I scavenge a few parts from the runabout’s comm system.”

“But how do we get him back?”

“Very carefully,” Baird said.



Chapter Four



“She seemed a bit upset,” Captain Rydell remarked, still not sure which person was actually his girlfriend…if either of them was.

“I guess catching your boyfriend in bed with another woman would do that,” Monica said smiling. Well, that cleared that up real fast. So if Trina was his girlfriend…

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“Trying to add a little spice to your life,” Monica said, climbing out of bed. “I didn’t know she was going to interrupt us.”

“Do you think she’ll get over it?” Rydell asked. He would hate to think that he had messed up this Alex’s life. Of course, this Alex was in bed with Monica before Rydell got here.

“I’m sorry about this. I know you weren’t expecting me to come over, and you sure weren’t expecting this.”

“So you jumped me?” Rydell said, feeling better about the whole situation.

“You didn’t seem to be fighting me too much.” Oh boy. She had him there, and she probably wouldn’t believe the ‘this isn’t really my body’ excuse.

“This is really flattering and all, but you’d better go,” Rydell said. “I’m…not in the mood.”

“You sure? There’s no reason that the evening should be a complete disaster.”

“Thanks, but I’m sure.”

Monica shrugged and put her clothes back on.

“Let me know if you change your mind,” Monica said, walking to the door. “Oh Captain my Captain,” she added suggestively.

Once Monica had left, Rydell started rummaging through the pockets of the pants that he’d taken off. He found a wallet. There were several cards inside that read things like Visa and Master Card, but the card that caught his attention had this Alex’s picture on it. It was a driver’s license, whatever that meant. The date of birth for that Alex Rydell was January 18, 1974. 1974! That explained a few things. Actually, that explained everything except for one minor detail. WHAT THE HELL WAS HE DOING HERE? Until he could find an answer for that and figure out how to get home, he’d just have to try to adapt.

Rydell pulled on his clothes and sat down at the desk to commence learning all he could about this Alex Rydell’s life.



“Carr to Commander Baird,” the comm system barked.

“What is it?” Baird said.

“I found Captain Rydell. He’s on Earth.”

“That’s great,” Singer said. “All we have to do is get back to the Secondprize and go get him.”

“There’s one little problem. It’s 1993 where he is,” Carr said.

“Fuck!” Baird shouted. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. The temporal anomaly seems to be a wormhole in time and space between here and twentieth century Earth. It’s really cool! I was able to scan Earth like we were right there…well, except for the fact that their time is moving faster than ours for some reason. The wormhole opens out in the old United States of America in Norfolk, Virginia. A place called Old Dominion University to be precise. Captain Rydell is there.”

“I don’t suppose we can beam him back,” Singer said.

“No. The transporter can’t beam across time like that,” Baird said. “We can’t lock onto him anyway. It’s not his body, he doesn’t have a commbadge, and the transporter can’t lock onto brainwaves. But, the brain waves are enough to lock a signal onto. Of course, he’ll be the only one able to see it, which is nice. I’m sure that he’d have a hell of a time explaining my presence.”

“You?”

“Yeah. He’s stuck in a strange time period. If I’m there, I can guide him with the information stored in the library computer. Besides, I wouldn’t fucking miss this for the world. I get to order him around for a change.” Baird walked back to the living quarters and returned a few seconds later with his tool kit. This was going to take a while.



Captain Rydell woke up with a massive headache. He rolled over and quickly discovered that half of his bed wasn’t there anymore. He hit the floor with a thud, which didn’t help his head any. He opened his eyes and looked around. His surroundings reminded him that he was no longer in his nice, plush quarters on the Secondprize. He was in a squalid, college apartment. Stupid twin size bed. Stupid…well…everything.

Rydell dragged himself into the shower and tried to get ready to face the morning. The water felt fantastic. Showers with actual water were a luxury on a starship. Here, he could have one anytime he wanted. Maybe college life wouldn’t be so bad after all.

Suddenly, he heard thumping coming from out in the hall. He turned off the water and wrapped a towel around himself to see what was going on. He entered the bedroom and saw a male figure leaning over a large, black duffle bag.

“Hi, Alex,” the man said without turning around. “I’m back. Have a nice weekend?” That voice. What was that voice? The man turned around. Rydell screamed and hit the floor in a dead faint.

Rydell returned to consciousness a few seconds later. He was afraid to open his eyes to see if the man was still there.

“Travis?” he ventured nervously.

“Yeah?”

“Travis Dillon?”

“Last time I checked. Do you want to see I.D.?” Travis said.

Rydell found himself choking back tears. He was here! Was this some weird hell that only looked like a college? What had Rydell done to deserve this?

“Are you O.K., Alex?”

Rydell opened his eyes. Yep, it was Dillon…but it wasn’t Dillon. He was younger. His face seemed more boyish and less obnoxious. Rydell took Travis’ extended hand and allowed himself to be pulled up.

“Sorry, I’m just a little surprised to see you,” Rydell said. Boy, wasn’t that the truth.

“Rachel had to go to work, so I came back early. Oh, my parents said hi, and they want to know when you’re coming back up to the house. You were there so much over the summer that I guess they got used to you,” Travis said. Wait, this meant that this Alex and Travis were…FRIENDS! They spent time together outside of school. “Oh here, I got you something while I was home.” Travis reached into his bag and handed Rydell a book. “You said you wanted it.” Rydell looked down at the title: Quantum Leap. It said that it was based on a television series. Wow, there was television in this time period. He’d studied that in history class. The twentieth century was shaped by shows like The Honeymooners and I Love Lucy and…

“So how was Star Trek?” Travis asked, interrupting Rydell’s thoughts.

“What?”

“You didn’t watch it. Oh well, I taped it. We can watch it later.” This Travis was definitely different. Dillon would have been much more annoying. Dillon wouldn’t have bought him anything. Dillon wouldn’t have even tried to have a conversation.

“Yeah, fine,” Rydell said. What did ‘taped it’ mean? Travis pulled out another piece of paper from his bag and handed it to Rydell.

“Our engagement announcement was in the paper over the weekend,” Travis said. The clipping Travis gave Rydell showed Travis and a woman holding hands. She was lovely and actually seemed to like him. Of course she did. This wasn’t Commander Travis Michael Dillon, officious idiot; this was Travis Dillon, college student. They were two different people. The woman also looked a lot like one of the sickbay nurses. This was getting confusing. If Rydell was in the twentieth century, what were these people who resembled him and his crew doing here?

“That’s great Travis. I hope you and…” He looked at the clipping again. The woman’s name was Rachel Kelley. Kelley. That was the nurse in sickbay’s name! “I hope you and Rachel are very happy.”

“You still haven’t told me how your weekend was,” Travis said as he continued unpacking.

“It’s been a trip,” Rydell said. No need to bore Travis with pesky details like the fact that he was actually a starship captain from the twenty-fourth century.

“Well, did you get your paper done?”

“Paper?”

“The relativity paper you have due in physics tomorrow. You were supposed to stay here, away from Trina, and do it this weekend. You two spent the whole time doing…other things, didn’t you?”

“Not the things that you’d expect, I imagine,” Rydell said, sitting down at his desk. He’d found a physics folder last night, but missed the fact that he had a paper due. How much other work did he have to get done? This college stuff might not be as great as he thought.



Chapter Five



“Done!” Commander Baird said fifteen hours later. The reaction to his announcement was not exactly overwhelming; Dr. Singer just shifted her sleeping position slightly. Whatever. Now he needed to find a room to install the holographic imaging system into. He carefully moved the imager to the rear of the runabout and started looking.



Captain Rydell was violently awakened the next morning by a loud alarm. He sat up in bed and jumped to his feet.

“Rydell to bridge. What the hell’s going on up there?” He suddenly remembered where he was. He turned back to the bed and saw Travis looking at him strangely.

“You O.K., Alex?”

“Uh yeah…I’m fine. I was just dreaming, that’s all.”

“Sounds like it was fun.” Travis climbed down from the top bunk and headed to the bathroom. His eyes stopped on the clock. “Aren’t you late for class?”

“Class? Class! Oh great.” Rydell ran over to the desk and dug out the schedule sheet he’d found on Saturday. He was supposed to be in Physics ten minutes ago, and he had to turn in the paper he’d been up until 2AM writing. Rydell dove over to the dresser and threw open the drawers. They contained one pair of underwear and one pair of socks.

“Looks like it’s laundry day,” Travis said as he left the room. Laundry? What did that mean? He threw on what clothes he could find, grabbed his backpack, and ran out the door carrying a map of the campus and a copy of his schedule.



“Baird to Carr.”

“Carr here.”

“Come back to the bathroom and bring Dr. Singer with you.”

“Yes…sir,” Carr replied hesitantly. She got out of the pilot’s seat and walked back to the passenger cabin, where Singer was asleep on the floor beside Captain Rydell’s unconscious body. She nudged Singer slightly, waking her up, and urged her to the rear of the ship. Orders were orders, but if Commander Baird wanted to take a three person shower or something, she was going AWOL.

Baird was standing in the sonic shower tinkering with a device mounted into the wall. It looked like a camera of some kind. He was going to film them taking a shower together? This guy was sick.

“Come over here and give me a hand, Ensign,” Baird ordered.

“Uhh…why?”

“I need you to hold the damn imager in place while I make the final attachments,” Baird said. “Now get over here.” She walked over and held the camera for Baird. “O.K. I’m ready to go,” he said when he had finished. “The shower is going to have to do as an imaging chamber. I don’t think there’ll be any problems with the equipment. At least, I hope not; otherwise, this may be a short visit. Doctor, see what you can do about the captain. We need to make sure that he has a living body to come back to. Contact me on my commbadge if you need me.” He picked up a padd and walked over to the shower.

“Sir? We were supposed to be back at the Secondprize over an hour ago,” Ensign Carr said. “Shouldn’t we tell them where we are?”

“Call them, but don’t tell them the situation. The last thing we need is Dillon rushing in here to fuck things up. Just say that we’re taking the scenic route or something. Also, try to download any information on this university that you can. The runabout’s computer should have just about all we’d need, but just in case…”

“Got it, sir.” Carr and Singer left the room as Baird walked into the shower. He turned on the imager and watched as the light blue shower tiles with the disgustingly cute pink bunnies on them wavered out of existence.



Captain Rydell almost fainted the second he charged into his physics classroom. The older man lecturing couldn’t be who he looked like. Actually, considering everything else that was going on, he could be. A wave out of the corner of his eye drew his attention. A reasonable facsimile of Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins was gesturing him over. He walked over to the desk beside her and grabbed a seat.

“Up too late working on your paper?” Patricia whispered.

“Yeah.”

“Tulson was wondering if you were going to show up at all.” So it was Dr. Robert Tulson. This was too weird. His academy physics professor was here teaching a college version of Rydell. He’d heard of history repeating itself, but this was ridiculous.

“Captain,” a familiar voice said from behind him. Rydell whirled around and saw Commander Baird standing by the windows.

“Scott!” Rydell shouted. The class stopped and stared at him.

“What?” Patricia said.

“Alex, there’s no scott in ray diagrams,” Tulson said. “The answer is a real image.”

“They can’t see or hear me, Captain,” Baird said. “So just listen to me. We’ll find a place to talk later.” Scott walked right through the desks over to Rydell. “You’re on Earth in the twentieth century.” Rydell mouthed “no kidding” at him. “We’re trying to figure out how to get you back, but in the meantime…”

“Carr to Baird.” Baird slapped his commbadge.

“Baird here.”

“I think you had better come up here. There seems to be a slight problem.”

“Why can’t you just tell me?”

“Trust me on this one.”

“I’m on my way,” Baird said. “I’ll be back as soon as possible, but it may be a while for you. Our scans show that your time is moving faster relative to ours, but it shouldn’t be too long.” Baird tapped a button on the padd he was holding and vanished.



Commander Baird charged into the cockpit angrily.

“What the fuck is so important that you couldn’t tell me in the chamber?” Carr reached forward and tapped a button.

“Hello, friend runabout,” a voice said. “How can we help our friends?”

“I told you to contact the Secondprize!” Baird said.

“That is the Secondprize.”

“What?”

“They’re Joegonots.”

“Fuck.”



Chapter Six



“What do we do, sir?”

“Fuck.”

“Sir?”

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

“Hey!!!”

“What?!?” Commander Baird screamed, breaking out of his trance.

“What do you want to do?” Carr said, enunciating very slowly and clearly just to make sure Baird could keep up.

“You’re sure they’re Joegonots?”

“Fairly sure, sir. How many other races do you know that call everyone their friends?”

“So how did they get on the Secondprize? Captain Rydell turned them all into humans a couple of months ago,” Baird said.

“No, he didn’t.”

“Yes, he did. I was there.”

“No, you weren’t. It never happened,” Carr said.

“You know, I’m starting to get real sick of not knowing what the fuck anyone is talking about. Now, I’m going to ask you a question, and you are going to give me a straight, clear, AND concise answer. Understand?”

“Yes. Was that your question?”

“NO!!!”

“Sorry,” Carr squeaked, sinking deeper and deeper into her chair.

“Why are there Joegonots on the Secondprize?”

“Well, from the information I downloaded from the Secondprize’s computer, I found out that Captain Rydell doesn’t exist in this time continuum. On stardate 49804 Captain Travis Dillon took the Secondprize to Ugilious, where the Joegonots transformed the crew into more Joegonots and swept out to conquer the universe. So far, they’re doing extremely well. Even the Borg are going around asking people to be their friends now.”

“Uggh,” Baird shuddered. “So I’m a… You’re a…” Baird broke into screams of terror.

“Good idea, sir,” Carr said and joined her commanding officer in panic.



Captain Rydell lugged a large bag of clothes into the laundry room of his apartment complex. Between listening to Travis’s comments and watching some things called commercials, he’d been able to pretty much figure out what to do. Having to wash clothes was so annoying. He really missed his clothing replicator. At the end of the day, all he had to do was throw his uniform into a matter reclamation unit and get a new one the next day.

The laundry room was deserted when Rydell entered. He had hoped that there’d be someone in there to help him just in case, but he’d just have to do it himself. He was a starship captain. He’d saved the universe. He could handle laundry.

“Captain,” a voice said from behind him as he was overloading a washer. Rydell jumped and threw the pair of underwear he was holding backwards. Commander Baird considered himself fortunate to be a hologram as the underwear flew through his face.

“Please don’t sneak up on me like that,” Rydell said, leaning against the washer clasping his hand to his heart.

“Sorry, sir. I can’t exactly knock.”

“Fine. Just tell me what’s going on. I was scanning the center of that temporal disturbance and next thing I know, I’m in bed with Monica Vaughn except it wasn’t Monica since she wasn’t even born in the twentieth century. Please explain this to me. Dillon’s here and he’s not a jerk and Tr…”

“Sir, calm down. You swapped bodies with an Alex Rydell who lived in the twentieth century. He was one of your ancestors.”

“How did this happen?”

“We don’t know,” Baird said.

“Can you bring me back?”

“We don’t know that either. We have to figure out how you got there first.”

“Well, you got here,” Rydell said.

“Actually, I’m still on the runabout. That’s why I’m only here as a hologram.”

“Fine. So what am I supposed to do until you masters of space and time figure out how to save my ass?”

“Save your ass.”

“What?”

“You don’t exist anymore, sir,” Baird said.

“Yes, I do.”

“I’ve had this conversation once today, Captain. I don’t feel like having it again. You’ve changed history somehow and erased your own existence. Because of that, the whole universe has been Joegonoted.”

“Oh no. Wait, then how come you’re still fine?”

“My guess is that we’re protected by the temporal distortions around the anomaly, but I’m not sure how long nature is going to allow two different time lines to exist simultaneously. We have to figure out what you did and fix it,” Baird said.

“But I haven’t done anything,” Rydell insisted. The washer behind him started to ooze bubbles. He didn’t notice. “I’ve gone to class. I’ve been doing this Alex’s homework. I haven’t killed anyone… not even Dillon. I mean Travis. It’s so weird. He’s actually likeable here. If only we could swap his brain with our Dillon’s.”

“Think, Captain.”

“Sorry. I haven’t killed Travis. I didn’t sleep with Monica. Trina…Oh shit.” Rydell sat down on the floor in the spreading mass of bubbles. “Trina broke up with me because she caught me with Monica. That’s the only thing I’ve done. This Alex must marry her and start the line that leads to me. I have to get her back, Scott. But how? She seemed really mad.”

“Don’t worry, sir. I’m here to help you,” Baird said.

“And that’s supposed to make me feel better.” Behind Rydell, the washer flew open sending clothes and soap flying everywhere.



Chapter Seven



Travis Dillon paced the living room of the apartment, talking with his girlfriend on the phone. From his third floor view, he could look out toward the main part of the university’s campus. The arts and letters building towered over the rest of the buildings, reflecting the rays of the setting sun. It was quite scenic. Travis and Rachel babbled sweetness at each other until Travis looked down at the sidewalk leading to the apartment. Alex was returning with his laundry. That was fine except for the fact that he appeared to be having a conversation with… absolutely no one. He was talking along and gesturing as well as he could while carrying his laundry bag, but there was no one there.

“Honey? Sweetheart? TRAVIS!!!!!”

“What? Oh, sorry, Rachel. I was just…watching my roommate,” Travis said distractedly as he continued to watch Alex’s approach.

“What’s he doing that’s so fascinating?”

“Talking to himself.”

“So? You do that all the time.”

“I know, but I don’t usually throw down my laundry in the middle of the sidewalk to yell at the air.”



“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard!” Rydell shouted angrily.

“What?” Commander Baird said, mystified at his captain’s response.

“I am NOT going to go over there and just throw myself at her naked and beg her to take me.”

“Well if a girl did that to me, it’d work.”

“How come that doesn’t surprise me?” Rydell said. “You aren’t quite getting the sensitive nature of this situation. If I’m going to win Trina back, I have to use romance.”

“My idea was romantic,” Baird stammered, hurt.

“Only in your social deviant corner of the universe.”

“Whatever, Casanova. What course of action does the Alex Rydell Manual of Babe Retrieval recommend?”

“I think we’ll start with…flowers. I hope this Alex has some money somewhere.”

“Why? It’s not like he’s going to have any left when you’re through with him,” Baird said. He pressed a couple of buttons on the padd he was holding and vanished.

Captain Rydell gathered up his scattered belongings and trudged up the stairs to the apartment. He was winded when he reached the top. He never had to climb stairs in the twenty-fourth century. He didn’t realize they could be this tiring. Travis was cooing to his fiancée when Rydell entered.

“Bye, gorgeous…I love you…I miss you…Write me…I love you, too…I love you…bye,” Travis hung up the phone and let out a content little sigh. At least someone’s life was going fine.

“Hi, Travis,” Rydell said.

“Have a nice conversation?”

“You saw him?”

“Saw who?”

“No one. I was just complaining about doing laundry,” Rydell said quickly. Travis looked at him for a few seconds deep in thought. Rydell could almost hear circuits frying as his roommate attempted to make some sense out of things. That was one thing Rydell had noticed about this Travis: he actually had a brain. Not only that, he used it a lot judging by the papers and stuff Rydell had found in his desk while Travis was away at class. It wasn’t the most honorable thing for him to have done, but he needed to know something about this Travis so he’d know how to act around him. Judging by the last day, he wasn’t doing very well.

Rydell retreated back to the bedroom to put his clothes away. Travis followed a minute later, sitting down at his desk still lost in thought.

“Next time you’re looking for something, try not to tear my desk apart,” Travis said finally breaking the silence.

“Sorry,” Rydell mumbled. “I was trying to…”

“Captain, don’t say another fucking word!” Baird’s voice said. Rydell whirled around and saw Baird standing by the window.

“What’s wrong?” Rydell and Travis asked in unison.

“He’s on to you,” Baird said.

“What?” Rydell and Travis said.

“Captain, just turn around and pretend that I’m not here. Just listen.”

“Alex, what the hell is going on?” Travis said.

“Nothing, Dillon. I thought I heard something,” Rydell said. Travis stared at him again.

“If he figures things out, it’ll change the future, and we’re in enough shit as it is,” Baird said.

“Why are you calling me Dillon?” Travis said.

“I did? Sorry, Travis. Look, I’ve really got to go to the bathroom. I’ll be back in a minute.” Rydell motioned behind his back for Baird to follow him and left the room.

“No offense, sir, but what the fuck were you doing in there?” Baird said after Rydell had closed and locked the bathroom door.

“What do you mean? There’s no way in the universe that he could guess what’s going on. I mean, who would believe that I’m a starship captain from the twenty-fourth century trapped in the body of some ancestor of mine. That’s crazy.”

“Exactly. Do you want him to have you put in some primitive mental health facility?” Baird said. “It’s going to be real fucking hard to win Trina back in a straitjacket. Romance and rubber rooms just don’t mix.”

“Good point, Commander. I’ll try to be more careful. Let’s go.”

“Sir.”

“What?”

“Flush the toilet,” Baird said. “You were supposedly going to the bathroom, remember?”

“Oh yeah. Thanks. I probably won’t do anything else until tomorrow night, so you can go back to the runabout and relax for a while.”

“Yeah right. Relax in a Joegonot dominated universe. Sure.” Baird tapped a few buttons and vanished. Rydell flushed the toilet and walked back into the bedroom.

“You know, these bathrooms aren’t real soundproof,” Travis said holding up a small device that Rydell recognized from his history of technology courses as a pocket tape recorder. “I could have you put away for a good long time just on the basis of this tape, and I’m pretty sure I could find some other people who’ve noticed how strangely you’ve been acting for the last couple of days. Trina perhaps? I’m sure she’d be more than willing to help.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rydell said, using the regulation Starfleet lie.

“Nice try. That line doesn’t work in movies, and it’s not working now either,” Travis said. Rydell made a mental note to advise Starfleet to change the lie.

“So, you’re going to have me committed?” Rydell said.

“No, I don’t think you’re crazy, Captain.”

Rydell frantically tried to figure out how to handle this. According to the Prime Directive, he couldn’t interfere with the natural development of primitive cultures, and twentieth century Earth definitely counted as primitive. Revealing the truth to Travis, well what he didn’t already know anyway, could alter Earth history extensively. Of course, if he didn’t tell Travis, Travis could have him committed and he wouldn’t get Trina back. Then, the Federation would be destroyed by the Joegonots, which would mean no more Prime Directive. Therefore, he could tell Travis everything. So, he did.

“…so I have to get Trina back and find a way to get home to my own time,” Rydell said, finishing his story several minutes later.

“Uggh, I’m almost sorry I asked,” Travis said, leaning back in his chair. He tossed Rydell the tape recorder. “Put that back in Alex’s desk please.”

“Not a problem. I’ll just erase the tape first.”

“What tape?” Travis said smiling. Rydell glared at him, but then started laughing.

“Very nice.”

“Thanks. I didn’t think of it until you flushed the toilet. I grabbed it out of Alex’s desk before you came back.” Rydell decided that when Commander Baird returned, he’d have to see if there was a way to switch this Travis’s mind with their Dillon. This one was much more tolerable. “So what do we do now, Captain?” Travis said. He’d gotten into the habit of calling Rydell that very quickly.

“Well, I’m going to get some flowers sent to Trina.”

“Good idea.”

“I thought so too…how do I do it?” Rydell said.

“I’ll take care of it,” Travis said, pulling out the phone book. “What kind of flowers do you want to send?”

“Your discretion, Number One,” Rydell said. This one actually deserved the name.

“Aye, sir,” Travis replied smiling.



Chapter Eight



At about three the next afternoon, Captain Rydell and Travis walked back up to the apartment after finishing their classes for the day. Rydell had spent an hour and fifteen minutes in a literature class taught by Dr. Donask. Rydell had no idea how she would eventually lead to a Klingon captain in the twenty-fourth century, and he didn’t really want to know either.

Rydell and Travis were talking happily. The flowers were supposed to have been delivered to Trina that morning. She’d see them, forgive Rydell, and everything would be just fine. That nice thought was blasted into oblivion when they reached the top of the stairs. A dozen rose stems littered the floor in front of their door. The buds had been ripped off and thrown against the door.

“Looks like romance didn’t work,” Baird’s voice said from behind them.

“Guess not,” Rydell said glumly, turning around to face his holographic chief engineer.

“Is Commander Baird here?” Travis asked.

“Yeah.”

“You told him!!!” Baird screamed.

“He blackmailed me,” Rydell said.

“Fuck. What are you going to do about him when you leave?”

“Nothing.”

“What?!”

“I don’t think that it’s anything we’ll need to worry about,” Rydell said.

“I’m not going to run to the newspapers,” Travis said, trying to guess where Baird was from where Rydell was looking.

“Whatever,” Baird said.

“Travis’s trying to help me get Trina back,” Rydell said.

“Oh, it looks like he’s doing a wonderful job,” Baird said. “The flowers were just such a brilliant idea.”

“The flowers were my idea, Commander,” Rydell said irritated.

“Oh yeah. Sorry, sir.”

“Captain,” Travis said, interrupting Rydell and Baird. “I don’t think Trina is going to be very receptive until she finds out that Monica jumped you.”

“You’re right,” Rydell said. “I’ll go talk to Monica after we go drop off our backpacks. Where does she live?”

“I’ll take you over there,” Travis said. “You need somebody to cover for you if you run into people who know Alex.”

“I’ll meet you there in a minute,” Baird said. “Doctor Singer is banging on the door demanding to use the bathroom.” He vanished.



“Anything new to report, Ensign,” Commander Baird said as he walked into the runabout’s cockpit.

“Nothing conclusive, sir,” Ensign Carr said without looking up from her console. “I’ve been scanning the time rift, but I still haven’t been able to get a lock on its origin.”

“Well, is it natural?”

“Definitely not. The wave patterns are far too regular for a natural phenomenon. I do know that whoever created it is doing it from back then, not now.”

“So all Captain Rydell has to do is find out who it is and…?”

“I don’t have a clue, sir. I’m not Lieutenant Commander Jaroch.”

“No kidding. He would have had this straightened out hours ago.”

Commander Baird wasn’t quite sure whether the chair that caught him in the genitals after that remark was deliberately shoved there or not. He didn’t want to stick around to find out either, so he crawled painfully out of the cockpit back to the imaging shower.



Rydell and Travis took the elevator up to the sixth floor of the Mid-Rise dormitory. The building was only a couple of hundred yards away from their apartment, but Rydell hadn’t had a chance or a reason to go over there yet. Travis didn’t say anything on the ride up. He was taking this whole thing very seriously and probably planning out their next move. Rydell preferred to make things up as he went along, but Travis’s attempts were appreciated. If the plans didn’t work, Rydell would just wing it.

Travis took a right turn out of the elevator and led Rydell down a long hallway. He stopped at the last room on the right and knocked on the door.

“Come in,” a female voice called. Travis opened the door and walked in, followed by Rydell. A woman who looked a lot like Lieutenant Sullivan jumped out of her desk chair and ran up and hugged Travis.

“Hi, Emily,” Travis said. “What’s up?”

“Not a lot, brother dear,” she said. Rydell looked at Travis questioningly. Travis mouthed, “I’ll explain later.”

“Alex needs to talk to Monica. Is she anywhere around?”

“Yeah, she ran down to the laundry room to check on her stuff. She’ll be back in a second.” Rydell saw Commander Baird appear behind Emily. “Come sit down.” Baird’s face clouded as he tried to place the voice. When Emily turned around to go back to her desk, Baird’s jaw dropped six inches.

“Oh fuck, she followed me!” he shouted.

“It’s not her,” Rydell said.

“What?” Emily said. Travis noticed that Rydell was looking over at the wall and figured out that Commander Baird must have returned.

“Uhh…the poster on your wall,” Travis said quickly. “We were trying to remember whether it was Reba MacEntire or Tammy Wynette. He thought that it was Tammy Wynette.”

“And it’s not,” Rydell said playing along.

“Oh,” Emily said.

“I think I’m going to walk down the hall and see if I can find Monica,” Rydell said. He opened the door again and moved out into the hall. A second later, Commander Baird had joined him.

“I don’t believe it. I don’t fucking believe it! I break up with the girl, and she follows me to another fucking century. Get a life!” Baird said.

“It’s not her! It’s only an ancestor. Why can’t you get that through your head?” Rydell said, stopping a little ways down the hall. Hearing a commotion, Sean Russell opened his door to see what was going on.

“Hi, Alex,” he said. “Anything wrong?”

“Nothing, Lieutenant. Go back to your quarters,” Rydell said without noticing that it wasn’t the Russell from his time. Sean shut the door again. He went back to his computer wondering what the hell that was all about.

“That wasn’t Lieutenant Russell,” Baird said. “I guess I’m not the only one having problems getting things through my head.”

“Shut up.” Rydell saw Monica entering the door at the end of the hallway. Upon seeing Rydell, she ran forward and grabbed him in a big, not quite innocent hug. He pried her hands off his rear and held them in front of him. “Monica, just the person I wanted to see.”

“I knew you’d come around,” she said. Rydell could tell by the look in her eye and her hand’s attempt to move to other regions that she was missing the point.

“No, I need you to talk to Trina for me.”

“Why? What do you want me to say to her?”

“I have to get her back, and you’re the only person who can help me,” Rydell said.

“Tell her that you’ll sleep with her if she does,” Baird said. Rydell shot him a dirty look.

“I’ll be forever grateful,” Rydell said, producing as charming a smile as he could muster.

“Probably not grateful enough,” Monica said, pushing past him. Rydell and Baird jogged after her. They walked back into Monica’s room where Emily and Travis were talking. At that’s what Rydell assumed they had been doing. After the way Emily greeted Travis, he wasn’t sure of a lot of things about his roommate. Travis would definitely have some explaining to do. Who knew? Maybe if this Travis was cheating on his fiancee, Rydell could break up the relationship and prevent his Dillon from ever being born… or maybe that’s what happened, and Travis and Emily get together leading to his Dillon. Maybe he’d just better not mess with it.

“Does that mean you’ll do it?” Rydell asked, seating himself at Emily’s desk.

“Yeah, I’ll talk to her,” Monica said. “I won’t like it, but I’ll talk to her.”

“Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me.” Rydell noticed a postcard on the desk showing the Tower of London. Being nosy, he flipped it over and read the message.

“I’m having a wonderful time, my dear, but I am dying from the lack of your luminous presence. I count the days until we will be together again. Your ever loving and faithful,

Scott Baird”

Rydell tried extremely hard not to break down in hysterical laughter as he placed the card back down on the desk. Commander Baird was looking at him strangely. Rydell decided that he just couldn’t allow this opportunity to pass by. It was against his principles.

“So when is he coming back?” Rydell asked. It was best to start out a little vague: build Baird’s interest before dropping the bomb on him.

“A little before Christmas,” Emily said wistfully. “I knew that when he decided to study in England for a semester that it’d be rough, but it’s even worse than I thought it would be.” She hugged Travis again for comfort, confusing Rydell even more.

“Well, I’m sure that Scott is having a wonderful time,” Travis said. “England is fantastic.” Commander Baird ran over to Rydell straight through Emily’s desk.

“What did he just say?” Baird demanded. Rydell nonchalantly turned over the card so Scott could see the message.

“I’m sure he’s having a ball,” Rydell concurred grinning. “But I know that he can’t wait to return to his one true love. You two will then be able to spend almost every moment together…FOREVER.” Baird reached for Rydell’s throat, but passed right through him.

“With all due respect, sir, you’re enjoying this way too fucking much!” Baird said.

“And then, you two can have lots of little Scott juniors leading to a whole new generation. And years and years and years from now, they can go out and marry people just like you, Emily,” Rydell said. Baird angrily punched buttons on his padd and vanished.

“Is he O.K.?” Emily asked Travis.

“Under the circumstances, I’d say he’s fine,” Travis said.

“What circumstances?” Emily asked.

“He wants his Trina back,” Monica said disdainfully. “I’m about to go over there and see if I can put the little lovebirds back in their nest.” She grabbed her keys and walked toward the door. “If I’m not back in an hour, she killed me.” Monica left.

“Well, we had better get going, too,” Travis said. “I’ve got homework to do and so does Alex.”

“Yeah,” Rydell said, meeting Travis at the door. “Goodbye, Emily.” She went over and hugged Travis again.

“Bye, Alex. Bye, brother dear.”

“See you later, sis,” Travis said. He and Rydell left.

“Can I ask you a question?” Rydell said as they walked back to the elevator.

“Sure.”

“You and Emily…are you?…You aren’t…related…or doing anything with each other…or both, are you?” Rydell asked as tactfully as possible.

“No no no,” Travis said smiling. “We’re just close friends. She’s like a sister to me. Doing anything with her would be incest.” Travis made a face of mock disgust.

“O.K. Just checking,” Rydell said.



Chapter Nine



Rydell checked the clock every couple of seconds. Monica talked to Trina almost twenty-four hours ago. Why hadn’t anything happened yet? Travis had tried to stay out of the apartment, so that Rydell could talk to Trina alone. Well, not really alone. Commander Baird would be there to offer his unique version of romance. O.K., so they’d be alone. He almost didn’t hear the light knock on the door. Rydell rushed out into the living room and threw the door open. Trina was standing there looking as if she was regretting her decision to come there.

“Say something to her,” Baird’s voice said from behind him.

“It’s good to see you,” Rydell said quickly. “Come in.”

“Monica told me what happened,” Trina said emotionlessly as she pushed past him into the apartment. This was not exactly the warm apology Rydell had been hoping for.

“So you understand that she attacked me, right?” Rydell said hopefully.

“Did she remove your clothes for you as well? When I walked in, you had your pants around your ankles and she was moving toward your underwear.”

“Uhh…well…”

“You were possessed,” Baird said.

“I didn’t know she was there. I was getting ready to take a shower when she said something to me.”

“Oh, great one, sir. She’s really going to buy that one,” Baird said.

“How’d she get into the apartment?”

“I had left the door unlocked in case you came over while I was out,” Rydell said.

“I thought that you were going to be in the apartment all evening,” Trina said.

“I had to pick up something for Travis,” Rydell said.

“What?”

“An engagement present…for him and Rachel, but I couldn’t find what I wanted.”

“Oh.” Trina dropped into silence.

“She’s running your story through her head. Hurry up and do something while you’ve got her off balance,” Baird said. Rydell looked at him questioningly. “Jump her! Jump her!” Rydell shrugged and leapt into Trina’s lap. She gasped for air as he impacted against her. “Good!” Baird shouted. “Now pick her up. Well, get off her first, and then sweep her up, carry her back to the bedroom, throw her on the bed, and…” He didn’t get a chance to finish. Trina had grabbed Rydell and had begun to kiss him violently. Baird just hoped that Trina would perceive Rydell’s muffled cries of astonishment as groans of pleasure.



“Anything yet?” Dr. Singer asked as she walked into the cockpit of the runabout.

“No,” Ensign Carr said, leaning back in her chair and rubbing her eyes. “I’ve been over every inch of the area that we can scan on the other side of the anomaly, but I haven’t found a thing. Whatever caused this is no longer operating.”

“So what does that mean?”

“It means that we’re in deep trouble.”

“I wish you hadn’t said that,” Singer said. She turned to leave the cockpit. Carr could hear her burst into sobs before she even got to the door.

Commander Baird barely even noticed when Singer rushed by him crying. He was used to it by now. Baird walked over to the sofa in the passenger cabin where Captain Rydell’s body lay. He glanced at the readings on the tricorder Singer had set up to monitor Rydell’s body’s condition. Everything was stable. That was good, especially considering that Baird had no idea when or even how they were going to get the body’s correct inhabitant back.



Travis cautiously opened the door of the apartment. So far, so good. No one was in the living room. He entered and began coughing loudly just to make sure that anyone who might be back in the bedroom would know that he was there. The bedroom door opened a few seconds later, and Rydell walked out into the living area.

“Did she come by?” Travis said softly.

“Yes, we…talked…and she left about an hour ago,” Rydell said.

“Oh. Is everything…fixed?”

“I believe so, but I’ll know more on Friday. We’re going out on a date,” Rydell said.

“Great.”

“Not really. I have no idea where to go on this date.”

“Dinner and a movie. That’s where everyone goes on dates.”

“Ah. Where would I find a movie?”

“Oh boy,” Travis said, collapsing into a chair.



Chapter Ten



“I’m waiting, Mr. Rydell,” Dr. Reginald Smythe said, his head resting in his hands. Rydell glanced down at his Philosophy notebook again as if it could offer him some help. Dr. Smythe had practically ignored him on Tuesday. Why did he have to bug him today? Was Thursday ‘Pick On Rydell Day’ or something? Enough of that. He had to come up with a deductive argument and fast. Dillon and Hawkins had been making fun of Smythe’s twenty-fourth century counterpart for days after the Gulax IV incident. All he had to do was remember what they said he was like.

“Uhh…well…the premise is that…Klingons are mean.” The class was laughing softly. Rydell didn’t care. At this point, any argument was better than none at all. Maybe he could confuse Smythe into going along with it. “My auxiliary premises are that Klingons don’t like anyone, they hurt lots of people, and they kill a lot. My conclusion, therefore, is that it is best for any non-Klingons to stay away from Klingons.” Smythe stared at him blankly for a moment. He appeared to be mulling over Rydell’s logic.

“There are a few holes in your argument, Mr. Rydell. I would recommend that, before the mid-term, you fill in those holes and try to lay off the Star Trek.” The class laughed again. “All right, I’ll see you all next week.”

“I hope not,” Rydell mumbled. This was the second time that he’d heard about this Star Trek thing. First, there was Travis’s poster, and now Smythe mentioned it. What the hell was it? Oh well, it wasn’t that important.



Rydell walked into literature class in a daze. He’d just seen Dr. Donask walking across campus hand in hand with the director of the university honors program, who just happened to look just like Admiral Wagner. Captain Donask and Admiral Wagner together: that was frightening. Rydell hoped that this Donask was a bit less violent than her Klingon counterpart. She sure seemed to be if Tuesday’s class was any indication. Although, she did seem to get a little wild eyed and forceful when she was demanding that the class tell her what genders salt and pepper were. Rydell had always thought they were inanimate spices, and he was pretty sure that they didn’t get together in cupboards and make little salts and peppers.



“Alex, what do you mean we need a repulsor beam to do this lab properly?” Patricia asked from across their table in the physics lab.

“Never mind. I was just mixing realities for a moment.”

“What?”



Thursday night was uneventful. Rydell made a few modifications to the computer his twentieth-century counterpart owned. It wasn’t anything major. He just increased the memory capacity to one gigabyte, bumped the processing speed up to what this century would call a 786, and he dismantled Alex’s pocket tape recorder and used the parts to make a voice-command module for the computer. Across the room, Travis was lost in thought in front of his computer. Rydell looked over his shoulder once to see what he was doing. It looked like he was writing a story of some kind: something about a flying teenager. He went back to work on Alex’s computer. He didn’t want to see any more of the story. Rydell had had more than enough of people with powers after that crash on Mandicor.



“You’re done?” Dr. Norris asked shocked as Rydell handed in his Calculus test twenty minutes into the period. “I know it’s Friday and all, but don’t you want to look over this a little longer?”

“Why? I haven’t had a math test this easy since elementary school,” Rydell said.

“What?”

“Never mind. It was…just a bad joke.” Rydell walked out of the classroom wondering if maybe he should have sat there a little longer. This century’s Alex’s professors were going to start expecting too much from him when he returned to their classes, whenever that ended up being.



What eon did Dr. Tulson buy those clothes in? Rydell wondered as he sat through the physics lecture.



“Mr. Rydell, would you kindly tell me just what you have done to this machine?” Dr. Logan said as he leaned over the computer Rydell had just gotten up from. His voice seemed to be wavering between awe and anger.

“It didn’t understand hyperthron, so I programmed the language into it.”

“But it’s now calling me ‘lesser developed life-form’!”

“Is it my fault that your computer has an ego?” Rydell said as he left computer class.

“No, I will not give you control of the world’s nuclear missiles!” Rydell heard Logan shout from the computer lab. O.K. so Logan’s computer was egotistical AND power hungry.



Chapter Eleven



“Are you sure about this?”

“You look fine,” Travis insisted. “That’s Alex’s favorite tie.”

“But it’s got a duck on it. It’s not even an attractive duck. It looks like it’s about to be shot or something.”

“That Daffy Duck tie is one of Alex’s prized possessions. You should feel honored to be wearing it. Now put the sport coat on.”

“I refuse. From what you have said about this mall place, I will be extremely overdressed,” Rydell said.

“Yeah, you’re probably right. I just want you to sweep Trina off her feet.”

“Tell him not to worry about it,” Commander Baird said from the corner of the room. “I’ll be there to make sure everything goes smoothly.”

“I’ll manage,” Rydell said. “If all else fails, I can always use the mate magnet.”

“Uh, sir. That’s in your other body. You can’t use that here.”

“You’re right, Commander,” Rydell mumbled. “I guess charm and wit will have to suffice. Oh well, they’ve always been enough in the past.”

“Alex’s more modest than you are,” Travis said, turning back to his computer.

“Travis, I do appreciate your help,” Rydell said consolingly. “I probably wouldn’t have gotten this far without you.”

“Oh fine. Lie to the kid,” Baird said. Rydell shot him an angry look.

“But I have to do this part alone,” Rydell finished putting particular emphasis on the ‘alone’ hoping that Baird would take the hint.

“I know. I know,” Travis said. “Go have a good time.”

“That’s the spirit. Now, you stay here and have a nice evening. I’m off to save the universe as I know it.” Rydell walked out of the room.

“My plans for the evening suddenly seem extremely insignificant,” Travis mumbled.



Rydell was glad that his twentieth century counterpart put his name on the license plate of his car. It made finding it a hell of a lot easier. He walked Trina to the car, unlocked and opened her door, and closed it after she was inside. He got into the driver’s seat and realized that he had no clue what he was doing. There was a stick in the middle of the floor with numbers on it. The television that he had watched over the last few days at least taught him what to do with the key. He put it in the ignition and turned it. Nothing happened.

“Please tell me that you know how to drive,” Baird’s voice said from behind him. Rydell shook his head. “Hold on for a minute. I’m accessing the information. Stall for time. Complement her breasts or something.” Rydell really wished that he could touch Baird at the moment, so he could strangle the life out of him.

“You look great,” Rydell said, turning to Trina. She smiled and leaned over to kiss him.

“Got it,” Baird said. “This is what’s called a stick shift.”

“A sik shif,” Rydell mumbled from underneath Trina’s lips. She pulled away and looked at him.

“What?” she asked.

“I said that we’d better go,” Rydell said. He turned back to the steering wheel and waited for Baird’s instructions.

“O.K. Put your left foot on the leftmost pedal and push it in. This is the clutch. Now turn the key.” Rydell did as he was told, and the car sputtered to life. “Now move the stick to the R position, but don’t take your foot off of the pedal.” The car died. “I said don’t take your foot off of the pedal!”

“Oops,” Rydell said. He repeated the directions correctly.

“Press your right foot down on the rightmost pedal, gently! This is the accelerator. Do not press it too hard.” The car shot backwards. Rydell’s instinct took over enough for him to turn the wheel so that they didn’t plow into the cars in the row behind them.

“Press the middle pedal! The brakes!” Baird shouted. The car screeched to a halt. “Put the stick at one while you keep your left foot on the clutch, your right on the brakes. Now slowly let up on the clutch as you press down on the accelerator with your right foot.” Rydell attempted to do as he was told, but the car didn’t find his efforts satisfactory. It jerked forward a couple of times and then died.

“Is the car all right?” Trina asked.

“No problem at all,” Rydell said. “I’m just…nervous. I want everything to be perfect tonight.” Rydell tried again. The car jerked forward and kept on going.

“Yes!” Baird shouted. Rydell drove to the end of the parking lot and stalled out at the stop sign. Baird groaned and leaned back in the back seat. This was going to be a long night.



With Baird’s help and a large bit of luck, Rydell managed to get to Lynnhaven Mall without killing Trina or himself, a fact that Rydell was extremely proud of. Seeing the huge number of cars in the mall parking lot, Rydell wondered if this was such a good idea. This wasn’t a college class where he could just listen to the professor and keep a low profile. This was a large social setting with several hundred people he had no idea how to deal with.

“Come on, Alex,” Trina said, pulling him toward the door. “We aren’t going to have enough time to eat and look around before the movie at this rate.” Apprehensively, he entered the mall. He suddenly felt extremely comfortable. It was just like a starbase promenade. People milled about looking in various shops. Some of them even looked like they could be aliens with their bizarre haircuts and large amounts of jewelry hanging from every conceivable place…and a few inconceivable ones. They walked to the center of the mall and went up a moving staircase to a level of almost nothing but food stands. “So where are we eating?” Trina asked.

“How about I just give you some credits…money, and you can get what you want. I’ll get something and go sit down.” Rydell took Alex’s wallet out of his back pocket and gave Trina some money out of it. Travis had told him about how much he needed for dinner and a movie, then had given him some money since neither of them knew the number to get any from the little machine Travis called an ATM. Rydell went to the McDonald’s on the other side of the food court. He’d heard about them in his History class at the Academy, but he never thought he’d actually be eating at one.



Rydell looked at the name of the store they were about to enter. Frederick’s of Hollywood. Hmmm. Hollywood. That was where all the movies were made at this time. His eyes moved down to the window display. It didn’t have a thing to do with movies.

“Trina, what are we doing?” he asked as she pulled him through the racks of pieces of cloth that barely qualified for the name clothing.

“I saw this outfit I liked last time I was out here, and I wanted your opinion.”

“My opinion?” he gasped.

“Yeah, I’ll just put this on. I’ll call you when I’m done.” She grabbed a scrap of green cloth and headed for the back of the store, entering a small, closet-like room.

“Looks like things are going well, Captain!” Baird said from behind him.

“I can’t go back there and look at her,” Rydell whispered.

“Why not? You two were sure getting acquainted the other day.”

“We didn’t do anything,” Rydell replied. “It wouldn’t be right.”

“Hey, for the time being, you’re her boyfriend. Take advantage of it…and her. Could you hold up that little white lace thing behind you? I want to see it, but I can’t touch a damn thing.”

“Don’t you have something you could be fixing somewhere?” Rydell said.

“Only your love life,” Baird replied smiling.

“Alex, come here,” Trina called.

“Yeah, Captain. Come on,” Baird said walking toward where Trina was.

“I’m sure that it looks great, dear, but wouldn’t you rather surprise me with it later…when we’re alone?” Rydell said.

“Aw come on, sir,” Baird said, his head sticking through the door into Trina’s changing area. “Just take one little look.”

“No,” Rydell snapped. “Now get out of there.” Baird stood up indignantly and vanished.

“Did you say something?” Trina asked.

“I wanted to know if you agreed with me,” Rydell said.

“Yes, you’re right. I’ll save it for later when we can do something with it.” A few minutes later, Trina walked out of the changing room and went to pay for her purchase.



“What do you want to see?” Trina asked as they were standing in line at the movie theater.

“I don’t know,” Rydell said uncomfortably. Dinner wasn’t sitting well. Maybe having two large orders of french fries, a large soda, and a double quarter pounder with cheese was overdoing it just a bit, especially since he wasn’t used to that kind of grease in his diet. Suddenly, his system couldn’t take it anymore. He belched loudly, scaring the hell out of most of the people in front of him, including Trina. He did feel much better though.

“Well, how about Sleepless in Seattle? That’s supposed to be romantic,” Trina suggested. A romantic film. That would be perfect. One sappy film, and everything would be O.K. She’d pretty much forgiven him as it was, but this would clinch it and hopefully set the timeline straight.

“Sounds great,” Rydell said. He paid for the tickets and walked with her into the theater. It was nothing more than a large version of the television Travis had in their apartment: no holographic projections or anything.

The movie was sweet, but Rydell spent most of his time trying to figure out what he was going to do about Trina when they got back. He couldn’t sleep with her. It just wouldn’t be right. This was not his girlfriend; it was the other Alex’s. He was going to have to make sure that they weren’t alone when they went back to Old Dominion.

“I’ll be right back,” he whispered as he stood up and walked past Trina.

“O.K.,” she said, smiling up at him. Rydell went out into the theater lobby and found a phone. This one had a slot in it though and demanded money. He dug a twenty-five cent piece out of his pocket and appeased the phone. At that moment, he realized he had no clue what his apartment’s phone number was. Luckily, the phone had a number for Information printed on it. A minute later, armed with his phone number, he dialed. Travis answered the phone at their apartment, and Rydell explained the situation to him. Travis said that he’d be there all evening, so that wouldn’t be a problem. Feeling somewhat relieved, Rydell went back into the theater and watched the rest of the film.



Rydell walked Trina back to her apartment when they returned to the university. She invited him inside, causing Rydell to realize he’d overlooked something. She might ask him to stay at her place for the night. He entered the apartment, frantically trying to figure out a way out of this. He didn’t need to bother though. Trina’s roommate was sitting on the sofa watching television.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, Alex,” Trina said suddenly and then kissed him.

“Great,” Rydell said. “I’ll see you then.” As the door closed behind him, he heard Trina start telling her roommate everything that had happened that night. No wonder she said goodnight so abruptly. Of course, he didn’t mind at all. It saved him from an awkward situation. He walked back to his apartment, positive that Travis was waiting to hear everything too.



“Try contacting the Secondprize again,” Commander Baird ordered as he entered the cockpit of the runabout.

“Are you sure, sir?” Ensign Carr said. “We’re risking the Joegonots getting a lock on our position.”

“Do it. With any luck, things are back to normal,” Baird replied.

“This is the Runabout Themes to the Secondprize,” Carr said. “Respond please.”

“This is the Secondprize,” Commander Travis Dillon’s voice said. “Where are you guys?”

“Well,” Carr began, taking a deep breath. “We’ve…”

“Been sightseeing,” Baird interrupted. “We’ll be back in a day or two. Themes out.” He closed the channel just as Dillon was starting to argue. “I told you not to tell him anything,” Baird said, turning on Carr.

“I wasn’t going to, sir. I was going to tell him that we were taking a couple of days to study some astronomical phenomena.”

“Oh. Well, my excuse was snappier.”

“Snappier? What kind of criteria is that? Mine was more believable.”

“Shut up, Ensign. I still outrank you.” Baird stormed out of the cockpit. Carr decided that her dog was getting a treat when she got back: a Commander Baird chew toy. At least she had a dog to go back to now. Captain Rydell had saved the universe…again. Of course, this was the first time that he’d had to save it from himself.



Chapter Twelve



The next day, Ensign Carr sat in the cockpit scanning the temporal anomaly while she worked on her poetry. She didn’t actually expect the scans to come up with anything. Why should she? They hadn’t found anything for the last few days. There was no reason for today to be any different.

But it was. She had no idea what was going on when the scanners suddenly started beeping and flashing wildly. She dove under the console, expecting her world to end violently and suddenly.



Carl Jaroch looked at the monitor again. The telescope was still acting funny. Carl was designing an electromagnetic telescope for a physics project. He had only tried it once thus far, and that was almost a week ago. On that test run, the telescope had produced an image of space not even remotely resembling the space above Earth. He figured that something was wrong in the imaging program of the computer and had spent all week going over it to no avail. There didn’t appear to be anything incorrect in his programming or the device’s construction. It was Saturday evening now, and he had decided to try the telescope again. The image was still screwed up. He was starting to get annoyed.



Realizing that her world hadn’t ended yet, Carr crawled out from underneath the console and checked the monitors. Something was affecting the temporal anomaly. She quickly jumped back into her chair and tried to get a lock on the source. A few seconds later, she had the coordinates.

“Commander,” she said into the intercom. “Warm up the imager. I found the source of the temporal anomaly.”



Carl shut down the telescope in disgust. He’d go back to it in an hour and see what he could do. Right now, it was time for him to go watch Star Trek.



Saturday evening, and it seemed to Rydell that half of the planet had crammed into their apartment. Emily Sullivan and Monica Vaughn were on the floor, Rydell and Trina took the bed, Travis was seated at his desk, and Patricia Hawkins was sitting in Alex’s desk chair. Rydell wasn’t quite sure exactly what was going on since Travis had tried to explain it to him so quickly. Rydell had managed to understand that they all got together every Saturday to watch some television show.

Travis shut off the lights and turned on the television right at seven o’clock. People talked through the couple of commercials that were on, but everyone fell completely silent as the show started. Rydell couldn’t believe his eyes. It was a show about Starfleet. The people were wearing reasonable facsimiles of the uniforms, and the ship looked right and everything. He watched in a stunned silence as people claiming to be Jean-Luc Picard and Will Riker did stuff while music played in the background. Somehow, starship life seemed so much more exciting with a soundtrack. After about three minutes, the show stopped and a picture of space filled the screen. The voice of the actor playing Picard filled the air.

“Space. The final frontier…”

Rydell watched the rest of the opening credits puzzled. They had made a television show called Star Trek: The Next Generation about people and events that hadn’t happened yet. Somebody had taken this life imitating art concept just a bit too far. He was having a hard time believing that, in the early days of the Federation, someone had decided to model things after an old television show. That didn’t quite explain everything, but it was a start.

“Captain, I need to talk to you for a minute,” Commander Baird said from over by the door of the room. Rydell got up and stepped carefully over and around people until he was out of the room.

“What is it?” Rydell asked when they were alone in the kitchen. He wasn’t about to try having a conversation in the bathroom again. “I want to watch the show.”

“This is important. We found the source of the temporal anomalies.”

“You did? Great, where is it?” Rydell asked excited. He was finally going to get a chance to go home.

“We aren’t sure,” Baird said. “It’s somewhere on campus, but we can’t get an exact fix on it. Our coordinates have placed it somewhere between the arts and letters building and the administration buildings.”

“That’s kind of a large area, Commander. How am I going to search that by myself?”

“Well, if the effect starts up again, we can calculate its position based on its distance from your brain waves. But in order for us to get a precise enough fix, you have to be fairly close to it.”

“So after the show, I’m supposed to go traipsing around campus in the dark, by myself,” Rydell said.

“Take Travis with you then. Just go.”

“Fine, I’ll leave as soon as Star Trek’s over.”

“What’s Star Trek?”

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” Rydell said, walking back into the bedroom.



As soon as the show was over, the apartment emptied except for Rydell, Travis, and Trina. Travis got up and walked out into the kitchen to find something to eat. Rydell joined him a minute later and apprised him of the situation.

“That’s great and all, but what are you going to do about Trina?” Travis asked quietly.

“I don’t know. I’d have her come with us, but I have a feeling that she wouldn’t quite understand all of this.”

“She might beat the crap out of you, too,” Travis said.

“Exactly.”

“Hold on a second. I’ve got an idea,” Travis said. He walked over to the phone and dialed.

“Who are you calling?”

“Her roommate,” Travis said. “Fran?…Yeah, this is Travis. Could you do me a favor?…Just call here and tell Trina to go back to your apartment. Alex’s working up a surprise for her, but he needs to get her out of the way for a little while….I don’t know what you’re going to do with her. Take her out for ice cream or something….Yeah, I’ll pay you back….Thanks. Bye.” Travis put the phone down. “Five. Four. Three. Two. One.” He pointed at the phone, which obediently rang. He picked up the receiver. “Oh hi Frankie. What a surprise to hear from you! Sure. I’ll get her for you. Trina! Phone!”

“Thanks,” Trina called from the bedroom. A minute later, Trina walked out of the bedroom. “I’ll be back in a while, dear,” she said, kissing Alex.

“Bye, Trina,” Rydell said softly, knowing that this would probably the last time he’d ever see her. She walked out the door.

“Let’s get out of here,” Travis said, grabbing his coat and heading toward the door.



Somewhat calmed by a good episode of Star Trek, Carl Jaroch went back to his project. Hoping against hope that things would work this time, he switched on the telescope.



“We’ve got a reading,” Commander Baird said, looking down at his padd as he walked with Rydell and Travis through the large, open grassy area at the center of campus.

“Which way?” Rydell asked.

“That way,” Baird said, pointing toward Chandler Hall where Rydell’s physics class was held. “It’s fairly close too…about two hundred yards away.”

“Probably in the building,” Rydell said, walking forward.

“Shouldn’t it be locked?” Travis asked.

“I don’t know. You’re the one who goes to school here,” Rydell said. “Besides, someone is obviously in there since it just appeared again.” They tried one set of doors. They were locked. After four more failed attempts, they found one door that was unlocked.

“It’s above you,” Baird said. Rydell started running up the nearest staircase. Travis was right behind him. At the end of a darkened hallway on the second floor, they could see a light spilling out of one of the rooms. Rydell approached it cautiously, carefully inching along the hall. Travis looked at him for a second, then strode past him into the room.

“I should have known,” Travis’s voice said. Rydell entered the room and stopped in his tracks. His science officer was fiddling with a large device in a physics lab.

“Jaroch?” Rydell ventured.

“Hey, Alex. What’s up?” Carl Jaroch said.

“I’m not even going to get into it,” Rydell said.

“That’s it,” Baird said as Travis started talking to Carl. “Whatever is going on is originating from this thing.”

“What are you working on?” Rydell asked.

“Oh, it’s supposed to be an electromagnetic telescope, but it’s not working. It’s supposed to be aimed at Ursa Major, but this isn’t even close,” Carl said, gesturing at the display on the monitor.

“It looks like Ethel Merman,” Travis said. Baird walked over to the device and looked it over.

“I don’t know how he did it, sir, but his telescope is looking at our space and time. I can almost make out the runabout on the asteroid there,” Baird said. “My best guess, judging by his set up, is that he accidently invented a neutrino emission chamber with sufficient power to rip a hole in the space-time continuum.”

“How’d he do that?” Rydell whispered.

“He crossed the red and blue wires,” Baird said. Rydell futily tried to smack Baird, but his hand sailed right through his head.

“How do I get back?” Rydell hissed.

“Jump in front of the beam,” Baird said.

“Great, now go away. I’ll be there in a minute,” Rydell snapped. Baird vanished. “Travis, could you come here a second?” Travis walked over to Rydell while Carl fiddled with his machine some more.

“What’s the problem?” Travis asked.

“No problem at all,” Rydell replied. “If we’re right, I can go home now. I just wanted to thank you for all your help.”

“Not a problem,” Travis said smiling. “Good luck, Captain.”

“Same to you, Number One. You get stuck with the job of making sure Alex doesn’t think he’s going crazy after all of this”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Good. By the way, after I jump in front of his telescope, tell Carl that he’s got the red and blue wires switched.”

“Will do.” Rydell and Travis shook hands and walked back over to Carl. Rydell suddenly leaped up over the beam emitter and was…

Back on the runabout. He jumped up off of the couch and ran into the cockpit.

“Get us back to the Secondprize now,” he ordered a stunned Carr.

“Y…yes, sir,” Carr said. “Course plotted and laid in.”

“Take us home.”

The runabout lifted off from the asteroid and headed off into deep space.

“Sir, sensors are no longer detecting the temporal anomaly,” Carr said.

“And that’s a problem?” Rydell said. “I, for one, am relieved.” He walked out of the cockpit and headed to the rear of the runabout, where he found Commander Baird in the bathroom, fiddling with some equipment in the shower stall. “Commander.” Baird dropped the device he was working with, crushing his foot.

“Fuck!”

“Sorry. I just wanted to thank you for getting me out of there.”

“No problem,” Baird gasped, holding his foot.

“And Baird?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t think you’ve quite got the hang of sensitivity yet.”

“Never had it, never will,” Baird replied, forcing a smile.



Epilogue



“Captain’s log. Stardate 49872.3. We have returned to the Secondprize without any more problems. Well, there was that small electrical problem when Dr. Singer cried on the control console, but Commander Baird and Ensign Carr repaired it with a minimum of difficulty. Anyway, I’m back on my ship now, in my century, and in my body. Life is good.”



Captain Rydell sat with Lieutenant Commander Jaroch in Seven Backward enjoying a nice, relaxing replicated meal. Rydell liked not having to cook for himself anymore, or having to rely on grease pits like McDonald’s. Jaroch had been fairly quiet during the meal, only talking about the new past life he’d discovered in Rydell’s absence. This one used to be the Yynsian equivalent of a special forces officer. Rydell figured something had happened since Commander Dillon now had a broken arm and was having three new teeth grown for him.

“Jaroch, mind if I ask you something?” Rydell said after they had finished eating.

“Not at all,” Jaroch said.

“Do you, by chance, have any human ancestors?”

“It’s a possibility. My great grandmother had a brief liaison on a passenger liner with someone. My grandfather was the result. That person could have been human.”

“But not from the twentieth century?”

“Definitely not.”

“Maybe it was one of his descendants then.”

“Whose?”

“Never mind,” Rydell said.

“Well, if you will excuse me, I wish to go over the readings taken by the runabout’s sensors.”

“Have fun,” Rydell said.

“Most assuredly,” Jaroch replied in a tone of voice which made Rydell wonder if he was joking or not. He turned and looked out the viewport at that vastness of space before him.

Suddenly, his head was grabbed violently and slammed down on the table.

“That’s for almost sleeping with Monica,” Trinian’s voice said angrily. “I’ve been waiting to for four hundred years to do that!”

“But how? What? You? What? Unnh.” Rydell hit the table in a dead faint. Trinian walked back to the bar, smiling enigmatically.
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Claire Webber: The Hugging Hunter

“God, I hate this,” Commander Travis Dillon, first officer of the Starship Secondprize moaned as he pushed his way through another mass of thorny underbrush. “Why couldn’t we have just beamed into the middle of the village instead of half a mile outside of it?”

“This is a primitive culture,” Counselor Claire Webber replied. “They’ve never seen a transporter before.”

“Fine, then why couldn’t the Kynaxins handle this themselves instead of sending us in?”

“They tried,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said, wondering if Dillon had slept through the entire mission briefing. “The Oloni natives have killed every Kynaxin they’ve encountered.”

“Charming,” Dillon commented.

“The government of Kynax is a member of the Federation, which entitles them to ask for our assistance,” Jaroch continued. “They have started to colonize this moon and want to make peace with the natives of Oloni before any more people are killed.”

“I don’t like this. I feel like I’m breaking the Prime Directive here,” Dillon said. “I mean, we are going to be affecting the development of a culture.”

“Yes, but technically they are residents of Kynax which makes them Federation members as well,” Webber replied.

“Oh, so we can mess with them all we want. That’s better.”

“Something like that,” Jaroch said. They were coming up on the outskirts of the first village. The information they had received from the Kynaxins revealed that Oloni culture was extremely polarized sexually; women lived in one village and men in the other. They had almost no contact except at religious festivals in mid-winter and mid-summer. Needless to say, a lot of what went on at those festivals was designed to ensure the next generation of Oloni.

“Well, Counselor, how do you think we should go about this?” Dillon asked as the three away team members watched the village from the underbrush.

“This is an extremely delicate situation. These people are about to have their entire lives changed. I’m not sure how to best break that to them. I guess we should start at the top.”

“You mean the old ‘take me to your leader’ approach?”

“Yes.”

“Fine then, we’ll go with that. Go talk to them, Counselor,” Commander Dillon ordered.

“But you’re in charge of the away team,” she protested.

“You have more experience breaking things to people gently!” Dillon said more forcefully.

“You’re in command. You do it!”

“You’re damn right I’m in command!” Dillon shouted. “That’s why you’re going to do it!”

“I think that we will all have to do it,” Jaroch interrupted.

“Why?!” Dillon and Webber shouted.

“Because there is an angry-looking mob of approximately forty of them standing about three feet in front of us,” Jaroch replied. Dillon and Webber turned from each other and looked into the village. Their gaze didn’t go far since their line of sight was blocked by a wall of seven-foot tall, extremely muscular females who didn’t look very friendly.

“Hi there,” Dillon said with a weak smile and a wave. The female in the center of the group stepped forward. Obviously, she was the one in charge. She was about four inches taller than the tallest of her followers and, besides the typical native garb, wore a cape made from the hide of some unknown animal. “I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. I’ve been sent to…”

“Kill him,” the chieftess ordered.

“You cannot just order his death like that,” Jaroch protested.

“Kill him too.”

“You don’t even know what we want yet!” Webber shouted. These people were definitely not friendly, and this was not turning out to be a fun away mission. Webber preferred happy, friendly cultures. They’d talk, exchange hugs, and everything would be fine. These people didn’t look like they’d enjoy a hug at all.

The leader thought for a moment about Webber’s statement.

“You are right,” she said finally. “Imprison the males and bring her to the place of hearing.” The chieftess turned and strode away through the crowd.

Dillon seriously considered running until three large sets of arms grabbed him and dragged him into the village. He and Jaroch were thrown into a small hut at the edge of a courtyard in the center of town.

“Phasers would have been helpful,” Jaroch commented, rubbing the large bump that forming on his head from his collision with the floor of the hut.

“This was a diplomatic mission with a primitive culture. Regulations forbid it,” Dillon replied.

“Considering what befell the Kynaxians who preceded us, I believe an exception could have been made.”

“Regulations don’t have exceptions!” Dillon snapped.

“How silly of me,” Jaroch said. Going down this route any further with Dillon was a waste of his time and energy. Perhaps a different tactic. “We could always call for beam out. They did not take our commbadges.”

Dillon thought about it for a moment, then nodded. “I like that. But let’s see how the counselor does first. I like to give junior officers a chance to prove themselves.”

“I am sure she appreciates the opportunity,” Jaroch said, settling in to wait.

Outside, they could hear the villagers gathering in the courtyard. Dillon moved to the door and peeked out through the crack between it and its frame. The crowd was massed in front of a raised platform upon which stood a throne and upon that sat the chieftess. Webber, flanked on either side by an armed native, was brought up onto the platform.

“Now then, short one, tell us why we should not execute your companions,” the chieftess ordered. The two guards stepped away from Webber, but were still within range to act if she were to make a break for it. Of course, the mob in the courtyard would make running away really difficult anyway.

“Well…” Webber began nervously. “We are here on behalf of the Kynaxins.”

“Who are they?” the chieftess snapped impatiently. One of the guards stepped forward to speak.

“Uh…I believe that they were the people we killed last week, your highness.”

“Oh yeah. What did they want again?”

“We killed them before they could tell us,” the guard replied.

“Oh. Never mind then. I’m sure that our captive here will me more than happy to tell us.”

“They want to make a treaty with you and help your people,” Webber replied.

“How can they help us?” the chieftess demanded.

“They have medical abilities far beyond your own, for one thing. Also, they have devices that produce food, so you would never have to hunt again.”

“Ha! If they are so great, how come we killed them so easily?”

“They did not come armed, since they didn’t want to fight you.”

“Oh. Well, they sound like weaklings to me,” the chieftess replied obviously unimpressed. “Do you have any other reasons why we shouldn’t kill your companions?” Webber started to get worried. Logic was definitely not working with these people.

“Jaroch’s brilliant and he’s a great scientist and he’s real smart and he knows a lot about computers, not that you have any, but he could build you one and he’s pretty strong and he’s possessed, it’s a past life, actually, well a bunch of them, that’s not a great reason. Did I mention he’s real smart?”

“What about the other one?”

“Uh…Commander Dillon is…uh…real good at giving orders and…he…uh…is great at sucking up to people more powerful than he is. And killing them just wouldn’t be very nice!” Well, maybe they’d at least spare Jaroch.



“Is she trying to get me killed?” Commander Dillon exclaimed turning to Jaroch. Jaroch was seated in the corner of the hut looking at the floor.

“Probably,” Jaroch replied without looking up. “Now that you have given her this amazing opportunity.”

Dillon turned back to the crack, fuming. He was good at lots of stuff. Webber was probably just nervous and having a hard time thinking clearly, but this was his life she was playing with!



“Look,” Webber continued desperately. “Making peace with the Kynaxins cannot do anything but help your people. I just don’t know how to convince you.”

“I can see by the passion in your voice that you really believe that you can help us,” the chieftess replied. “I appreciate that and admire your dedication to helping others; therefore, I will give you a chance to prove the depth of this dedication and, if you succeed, I will follow your advice.”

“Really? That’s great! What do I have to do?”

“You must hunt down and bring us back a Stuyluppo!” the chieftess stated. This proclamation was followed by gasps from the crowd.

“Is that the only way?” Webber asked hopefully. She abhorred the idea of having to kill an innocent animal.

“Yes, but be warned, the Stuyluppo is a vicious killer. Its blood-curdling howl can be heard for miles, and it means death for all who approach. We will supply you with proper hunting garb and a weapon, but you must do the rest.”

“Thanks, but I’d prefer my uniform,” Webber replied not wanting to be separated from her communicator.

“Too bad,” the chieftess replied. “Prepare her.” The two guards returned to Webber’s side and escorted her to a hut where she could change. Fifteen minutes later, she was shoved off into the forest with nothing but a spear to protect her. Webber considered the current situation. Alone in woods she didn’t know anything about in clothes that weren’t hers armed with a spear she didn’t know how to use and expected to kill something she’d never seen before and didn’t want to kill in order to save her shipmates. All in all, things could be going better.



“That’s it,” Commander Dillon announced after he watched as Webber was pushed off into the forest. The mission was a failure. She had no combat training to help her. Webber was going to be eaten by some monster, and that would be the end of it. There was no reason for Jaroch and him to hang around any longer. They’d just beam up to the ship, find’s Webber’s mutilated corpse if they couldn’t rescue you her in time, and then tell the Kynaxins to deal with the Oloni themselves. “Dillon to Secondprize,” he said slapping his commbadge.

“What is it, Number One?” the voice of Captain Alexander Rydell replied.

“We’re in trouble down here. Jaroch and I have been imprisoned, and Webber has been sent off to kill some vicious, murdering monster. The Oloni obviously don’t want to talk to us. I recommend that in order to keep the number of wasted lives down to a minimum, we be beamed up immediately.”

“Understood,” Rydell replied. Seconds later, Jaroch disappeared in a flurry of molecules.

“Hey!” Dillon shouted. “What about me?!?”

“You need to see to Counselor Webber’s safety,” Rydell replied.

“But when she doesn’t come back, they’re going to kill me!”

“That’s the danger of being a Starfleet officer.”

“Can I at least have a phaser?”

“No!” Rydell shouted. “Secondprize out.” Dillon sat down on the dirt floor and put his head in his hands. This was not the way his life was supposed to end. He had a long and glorious career still ahead of him. He was supposed to die peacefully in his sleep many, many years from now. There would be a galactic day of mourning, and a holiday established in his honor. Getting killed here just wouldn’t be fair.



Counselor Webber was really getting to see a lot of the flora of Oloni. She had thus far been trapped in a web of some kind of purple vine, had her feet nipped at by some carnivorous grasses, and refused a rather lewd offer from a talking flower.

Strangely enough, though, considering the amount of life around her, she hadn’t seen any animals at all. She took this as a good sign that she was getting close to a Stuyluppo. The other fauna were probably giving it a wide berth.

As she entered a clearing, a sudden, earth-shattering howl broke the stillness of the forest. Webber jumped about ten feet back and collided with one trees bordering the clearing. Branches wrapped around her and gently squeezed. She could swear that she heard a sigh of contentment. Turning around, she gave the tree a hug. The sigh got louder and the brown trunk turned a lovely shade of green. Hugging trees? She had to get some of these for the Secondprize! Every crew person would be required to have one in their quarters and hug it daily…no hourly!

She pranced happily around the clearing hugging every tree. Soon, they were all bright green and sighing contently. Now this was more like it! She sat down in the center of the clearing and gazed around at all the happy trees.

Another howl quickly brought her back to the reality of her situation. If she didn’t hurry up and find that Stuyluppo, Jaroch and Dillon would never get the chance to hug a tree. Of course, neither of them really seemed to like hugging. Jaroch was always too serious, and Dillon was just plain uptight. Maybe she could just stay here. Their deaths wouldn’t be too big of a loss. Wait! She was responsible for the psychological welfare of the Secondprize crew, and being held captive and then executed would probably be extremely mentally damaging to Jaroch and Dillon. She stood up and marched resolutely out of the clearing toward the origin of the howl.

As Webber moved closer and closer to the howls’ origin, they became more and more frequent. Fear ran through her body. Her hands were ice cold. All she wanted to do was turn around and run back the other way, but she had to save her crewmates. She kept on going.

Finally, she came to another clearing. Inside it was the most hideous thing she had ever seen in her life. It was bigger than two elephants put together. Dark brown, rough looking fur covered its walrus-like body right up to its mammoth bear-like head. As the creature let out another howl, Webber saw its gigantic mouth. Sharp teeth the size of her entire body lined the inside of the gaping maw. She raised her spear and readied herself. For a few moments she just stood there motionless. The Stuyluppo put its head down on the ground and just lay there. With its mouth closed, it was almost cute. Webber tried to ignore this and just carry out her mission.

“I can’t do it,” she said finally dropping the spear. Killing this animal went against everything she believed in.

“Well, that’s a relief,” a great, booming voice replied. Webber looked around frantically, trying to figure out who said that. The only thing around was the Stuyluppo. She approached it cautiously. “I’m not going to eat you,” the voice continued. The Stuyluppo’s mouth didn’t move at all, but Webber was sure that it was what was talking to her.

“Hello,” she said. “My name is Claire.”

“I am Jonil,” the Stuyluppo replied. “It’s nice to meet you. Have a seat.” Well, it seemed very friendly. Webber sat down in front of her companion.

“I’m sorry about trying to kill you, but the natives are holding two of my friends and have threatened to execute them.”

“Quite all right,” Jonil replied. “They are a violent sort, but I’ve managed to keep them away.”

“How? I don’t mean to offend you, but you didn’t exactly try to stop me when I showed up.”

“You are the first one ever to come this close. My howl keeps the natives away. They’re scared to death of it.”

“They say you’re a vicious, murdering monster.”

“Look, I haven’t moved from this spot since I crashed on this rock.”

“You’re not from here?” Webber asked in shock.

“No. I was an explorer for my race. I was out on a routine assignment when I got sucked into some kind of wormhole. Next thing I knew, I was plummeting to the surface here.”

“Where is the wreckage from your ship?”

“Ship?” Jonil asked confused.

“The vehicle you traveled through space in.”

“I am my vehicle,” Jonil replied. “Normally I would leave here and be on my way, but the gravity is much much stronger than that on my world. I can’t off of the ground. I’m lucky I can get around to forage for food.”

“I think that I can help you with your problem, Jonil.” Webber said as she put her arms around the big creature’s neck consolingly. “But I need you to help me bring in a vicious Stuyluppo.”

“A what?”

“Stuyluppo. That is the native’s name for you.”

“They’ve never even seen me,” Jonil replied insulted. “How could they give me a horrible name like that?”

“Don’t take it personally. Come with me.”

“Where are we going?”

“To the Oloni village.”

“But they’ll kill me,” Jonil protested.

“No they won’t. Trust me.”



“The woman has not returned,” the chieftess stated from her throne. “Bring out the prisoners.” In the prison hut, Commander Travis Dillon braced himself for the worst. As soon as the hut door opened, he burst out crying.

“Please don’t kill me!” he wailed falling at the guard’s feet. Ignoring him, the guard threw Dillon across her shoulder and carried him outside. A few moments later, he was tossed unceremoniously onto the throne platform in the courtyard.

“The other one is gone,” the guard said.

“Where is he?” the chieftess demanded.

“He escaped,” Dillon replied.

“Then why are you still here?”

“I figured that if you caught us escaping, we’d be killed. I didn’t want you to kill me,” Dillon replied blubbering.

“You should have escaped. Kill him.”

The guard raised her spear and prepared to strike. Dillon looked up at her with his best attempt at puppy dog eyes. She started laughing and raised the spear a bit higher. A sudden loud howl diverted the crowd’s attention. “Stop!” the chieftess ordered. Counselor Webber emerged from the forest carrying a flower.

“I have brought you your Stuyluppo!” Webber announced raising the flower over her head. A mouth opened in the flower and let out another blood-curdling howl. “You and your people have been scared of a flower with a loud voice! I have done what you ask. Now let my friend and I go.” The chieftess nodded to the guard who lowered her spear. Dillon picked himself up off the platform relieved and ran down to Webber.

“Oh thank you, thank you, thank you,” Dillon said grabbing Webber in a bear hug. When Dillon was scared enough, he did appreciate hugs. Webber would just have to work on that…and his technique. This hug was way too clingy.

The chieftess stood up from her throne and walked down to Webber. “It was a flower?”

“Yes, your chiefliness.”

“Perhaps there are some things we can learn from others,” the chieftess said. “I will talk to the next Kynaxin group that comes to visit us. They will see we have some things to teach them as well.” She clapped her hands quickly and another Oloni ran over with Webber’s uniform. “You have my thanks, Claire Webber.”

“And thank you,” Webber replied. “The hunt was an eye-opening experience for me.

“Yeah and thank you for throwing me in a damn cell!” Dillon said angrily. “I hit my head and…” Webber stomped on Dillon’s foot. He shut up.

“We will go now,” Webber said as she turned and headed back into the forest. Dillon followed sulking.

“I just wanted to tell her exactly what I thought of her treatment of me,” Dillon said. “I am a Starfleet officer. That entitles me to…”

“This is your friend?” Jonil interrupted. Dillon quickly spotted where the voice was coming from and turned white.

“Th…a…sp…big…uh.”

“Well, he’s my commanding officer,” Webber replied.

“Hey! When do I get my kiss?” the flower demanded. Webber lightly kissed the plant and put him down. He hopped off into the woods on his stem. “If you’re ever back in the area, come find me,” he called as he hopped away.

“Th…flower…duh…talk…unnnnnh.” Dillon collapsed to the ground in a dead faint.

“I thought two people came here with you.”

“Jaroch apparently escaped without Commander Dillon,” Webber replied. Webber took the commbadge off her uniform and tapped it. “Webber to Secondprize.”

“Rydell here. It’s good to hear from you, Counselor”

“Trust me. I feel the same way. We’re ready to beam up, but I have a large friend with me that needs to be beamed directly to the shuttlebay.”

“Acknowledged. Secondprize out.” Seconds later, Webber, Dillon, and Jonil were gone.



“I want to thank you for your hospitality, Captain,” Jonil said as he prepared to leave.

“Not a problem,” Rydell replied. “You helped members of my crew out. The least I can do is return the favor.”

“Yes. Your Counselor Webber deserves most of the credit, though. It was her idea to have the flower pretend to be me. Luckily, the plant was more than willing to oblige. I just sat back in the woods and howled when Claire raised the plant into the air.”

“Well, the important thing is that it worked,” Webber said.

“Yes. But I have a long journey ahead, so I must go,” Jonil said. “Thank you again. Goodbye, Claire.”

“Goodbye, Jonil.” Webber and Rydell walked up to the shuttlebay observation area and watched as the huge doors opened and Jonil sailed out into the void.

“Well, Counselor,” the captain said as they walked out into the hall. “You made peace with the Oloni, opened the door to a Kynax/Oloni treaty, and established relations with a fantastic new life-form all in one day. Pretty impressive.”

“Thank you, thank you,” Webber replied with a bow. “Can I ask a small favor in return?”

“What is it?” Rydell asked not sure what was coming.

“Well, I found these great trees…”



Star Traks
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A Serious Case of the Stupids

“Captain’s log. Stardate 49752.0. The Secondprize has been diverted to Bytellus III to help with a medical emergency. Starfleet Command hasn’t provided us with much in the way of information, but Admiral Farraday assures me that we are needed desperately. Dr. Singer is beaming down to the surface with Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch to assess the situation and, if possible, offer assistance.”



Dr. Rebecca Singer materialized in the center of the capital city of Bytellus III and was immediately overcome by its non-descriptness. It looked just like hundreds of other worlds that she’d been to. She couldn’t find one feature that would make it stand out. Frustration overcame her quickly causing tears to well up in her eyes. She was stopped right on the edge of a complete breakdown by a voice.

“What the hell are they doing?” Commander Travis Michael Dillon demanded. “They’re starting to scare me.” Singer turned around and quickly saw what the Secondprize’s first officer was referring to. A large group of people was standing in a circle staring at each other with blank expressions on their faces.

“Unknown, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch replied after doing a brief scan with his tricorder. “There is nothing at all in the center of the circle. I have no idea what could be holding their attention.”

“Go check them out, Doctor,” Dillon ordered. “Jaroch, we’ve got to find President Voolez. Evidently, his last message to Starfleet ended a bit abruptly. Any idea where the capitol building is?”

“I believe that it may be the building behind you with the gigantic sign reading ‘Capitol Building,’ sir,” Jaroch replied. Dillon whirled around.

“Oh, good. Great job, Jaroch. Let’s go.” Dillon marched off authoritatively. Jaroch soon followed, shaking his head with disdain.

Dr. Singer cautiously approached the group of staring Bytellians while scanning them with her tricorder. They didn’t even acknowledge her presence. She decided to try to take the initiative.

“Hello?” she said tentatively.

“Hi,” they all replied in unison without looking at her.

“What are you doing?” she asked after a few moments of complete silence.

“The President told us to keep an eye on each other,” they replied. Singer then realized that all of them only had one eye open.

“Why?”

“He said that we may start to see our friends acting stupid, and if we do, we are to report it immediately.”

“Have any of you seen anything?” she asked wondering if standing around in a circle with one eye open staring at each other counted as stupid on this planet.

“Nope,” they all announced resolutely.

“Well, why did the President think someone might start acting stupid?”

“It’s been going around,” they said casually. They evidently weren’t concerned. She checked her tricorder scans. Stupidity normally wasn’t contagious, but maybe there was a stupidity virus on this planet. And if there was… she was probably infected. She let out a wail and ran toward the capitol building, tears flowing down her face.

Commander Dillon was standing at the window of the President’s office looking out at the Bytellian capital city stretched out before him. He didn’t know anything about medicine, but he did know that something strange was happening to the population of this planet. He watched as three people in the street below gained enormous pleasure from watching a neon store sign blink on and off. In one corner of the room, the President was seated on the floor in front of a pile of blocks. Jaroch stood over him observing the leader’s behavior.

“One,” the President said picking up a block. As he reached for another, a confused expression spread across his face.

“Two,” Jaroch prompted. The President ignored him and placed the blocks back into the main pile.

“One,” he announced as he picked up a block. He picked up the next, and the confused expression reappeared.

“Two,” Jaroch said more forcefully. The President replaced the blocks in the pile.

“One.”

“Two!” Jaroch shouted. The blocks were placed back in the pile.

“One.”

“TWO, god damn you!” Jaroch screamed. “TWO! TWO! TWO! NO! Don’t put that damn block back in the pile!!!”

“Jaroch, this man is in charge of the entire planet,” Dillon said calmly as he turned from the window. “Try to show a little respect.”

“I am sorry, sir. I just was getting a bit…,” the Secondprize’s science officer fell silent for a few seconds as a blank expression crossed his face. Soon, he regained the ability to speak. “Jaroch mad. Jaroch want man to count right.”

Dillon looked at him in irritation. “Hey, we’re representing the Federation here. You could talk like a normal person.”

“One,” the President said as he picked up a block. Jaroch sat down to join him.

“Two,” Jaroch said as he placed another block by the first. The President reached for another block.

“Uh…”

“Uh…” Jaroch and the President stared at each other. They soon gave up and pushed the blocks back into the main pile.

“One.”

“Two,” Jaroch said happily. Dillon backed toward the door and slowly eased his way out of the office. As soon as he was in the hall, he took off running to find Dr. Singer.

He found her approximately two point seven seconds later when he dashed around a corner and barreled straight into her.

“I think something’s wrong with, Jaroch,” he announced trying to hide his fear. This was not good. Jaroch was usually the one who saved Dillon’s butt on away missions, and now he was counting… well, attempting to count blocks.

“He’s stupid, isn’t he?” Singer sobbed.

“Aren’t you overreacting just a bit here? Not that that’s surprising. Jaroch’s a very intelligent guy normally.”

“But he’s acting stupid now.”

“Well, yes. Stupidity would definitely be a good word to describe his condition.”

“It’s some kind of virus,” Singer explained. “Evidently, Yynsians are more susceptible to it than humans. You aren’t feeling any stupider than usual, are you?”

“No,” Dillon replied. “Hey… are you implying that I’m stupid?”

“No need to imply it, sir. I have to beam up to the Secondprize. I need my equipment on the ship to isolate this virus, and hopefully cure it.”

“Isn’t there a danger of infecting the rest of the crew?” Dillon asked.

“I don’t think that it could affect some of them too much, but I’m going to beam directly to sickbay into a quarantined area.”

“Fine,” Dillon said. “Wait a second. What about me?!?”

“If two of us go up, it doubles the risk that the virus might escape. Besides, you’d better stay here and look after Jaroch.”

“Fine, but report back as soon as you find anything. I don’t want to hang around here any longer than I have to.” Dillon walked back toward the President’s office. The idea of having to baby-sit Jaroch and the President was not very appealing. He’d have to sit there and watch them play with blocks. Blocks! Now that could be fun. He could sit on the floor and count them too. One. Two. Three. What came after three? Oh well, maybe he’d remember if he tried again. One. Two…



Dr. Singer worked as quickly as she possibly could to isolate the stupidity virus that was plaguing Bytellus III. She tried not to let her fear of falling victim to the virus overwhelm her, but it was a losing battle. She cried when she had nothing to cry about. In this case, she did have something to cry about, which made things even worse.

Her scans of the Bytellians proved to be useless. Everyone she scanned had the virus, and the ship’s computer didn’t have a scan of a normal Bytellian on file. The thing she needed to do was compare Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s file to his current condition. Unfortunately, she didn’t get a chance to scan him on the planet’s surface. Dillon would have to do it and relay the information to the ship’s computer.

“Singer to Dillon,” she said.

“What comes after three?” Dillon’s voice replied over the comm. That question could only mean one thing: he was infected too. Maybe he could still assist her though.

“Four,” she answered. “Can you help me with something?”

“I don’t wanna. We’re counting blocks. It’s fun!”

“This will be more fun.”

“Really?”

“I promise,” Singer said.

“Okay. What do you want?”

“I need you to use Jaroch’s tricorder…”

“His what?” Dillon asked.

“Can you get the large grey box that Jaroch has and open it for me?”

“Okay. Jaroch, gimme that box!”

“No! It mine!” Jaroch shouted in reply. “Ouch! That hurt!”

“Ha ha! I’ve got the box, Doc,” Dillon announced happily. A long period of silence followed.

“Have you opened it yet?” Singer demanded growing impatient.

“Oh yeah… how do I open it?”

“Just push the little switch at the top.”

“Oh.” CLICK. “Wow! Neat!”

The information from the tricorder flashed up on the main sickbay monitor. She was getting Jaroch’s and Dillon’s biological readouts which would make her job even easier. If she couldn’t isolate it in Jaroch, she could probably do it in Dillon.

“I want box!” Jaroch wailed.

“Come and get it,” Dillon taunted. Singer heard a scream and a crash. The information from the tricorder stopped abruptly. “Uh oh,” Dillon said softly.

“You fault,” Jaroch retorted.

“Was not!”

“Was too!”

“Was not!”

“Was too!”

“Not!”

“Too!”

Singer closed the channel and got back to work. With any luck, she’d have the virus isolated in the next hour and have a treatment by the next morning. With a little more luck, Dillon and Jaroch wouldn’t have killed each other and, once treated, they could help her track down the source of the virus, so it could be destroyed.

As Singer had hoped, the virus was fairly easy to isolate. Actually, she found it almost instantly when she looked at Jaroch’s brain scans. There were huge amounts of it everywhere. The virus evidently set up barriers which blocked many of the brain’s reasoning and knowledge centers. Its complex chemical structure, however, made finding a way to destroy it rather difficult.

As the night wore on, she found that thinking became more and more of a struggle. Her brain was begging her to rest, but she knew that it was the virus talking. Her studies had revealed that the virus could only bloom into to full-blown stupidity when the infected victim wasn’t using their reasoning and knowledge centers. She had been concentrating on the virus from the moment she met the group that was keeping an eye on each other. Jaroch and Dillon must not have been keeping their brains occupied. That was fairly easy to believe with Dillon, but something must have been distracting Jaroch.

Finally, she couldn’t fight the fog overcoming her brain anymore. She had synthesized a cure for stupidity, but she just couldn’t remember how to use a hypospray. In desperation she slapped her commbadge.

“Singer to… bridge. Yeah, that’s right.”

“Rydell here, Doctor. What’s the problem?”

“Cured stupidity… need help. Please…” She collapsed to the floor unconscious as the victorious virus ravaged her brain.



Ignoring his own safety, Captain Alexander Rydell ran to sickbay at top speed. He stopped ignoring it just as he was about to enter.

“Rydell to Larkin,” he said slapping his commbadge.

“Larkin here,” the android replied.

“Come down to sickbay now. I need you to help me out.”

After several more quarantine fields had been set up and Captain Rydell was at a safe distance, Larkin entered sickbay. She quickly found the unconscious body of Dr. Singer on the floor and a small vial of liquid near a hypospray on the table. She loaded the vial into the hypo and injected its contents into the doctor.



The fully recovered Dr. Rebecca Singer materialized on Bytellus III a couple of hours later and headed straight for the capitol building. She had a feeling that Dillon and Jaroch hadn’t gone far. She was right.

“One.”

“Two.”

“Three.”

“Four.”

“What next?” Jaroch asked for the ten thousandth time.

“I don’t know,” Dillon replied. “I guess we’ll try it again.”

“One.”

“Stop!” Dr. Singer screamed as she burst in the door. “I’ve come to save you!”

“Hey, Rebecca,” Dillon said happily. “What comes after four?”

“Five, but we don’t have time for that now. We have a planet to save!” she announced. She was enjoying this. Finally, after being trapped in sickbay mission after mission, she was going to save a planet.

“Okay,” Dillon sighed dejectedly. “But can I tell you a joke?”

“Sure,” she replied as she walked over to him with the hypospray.

“What do you call a boomerang that doesn’t come back?”

“I don’t know,” Singer said as she injected Dillon with the stupidity cure.

“Uh… I don’t remember. Sorry.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure that you’ll figure it out later,” Singer assured Dillon as she walked over to Jaroch.

“You dumb,” Jaroch laughed.

“Shut up!” Dillon shouted.

“No, you shut up!”

Singer quickly injected Jaroch and President Voolez. The rest of the planet would have to wait until a large scale inoculation system could be set up. Before that could be done, though, the source of the illness had to be found and eliminated.

“Singer to Secondprize.”

“Vaughn here,” the voice of the Secondprize’s transporter chief replied.

“Four to beam up.”



“I have traced airborne specimens of the virus back to this central point,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch explained as Dillon, Singer, and President Voolez leaned over his science console. On the monitor, lines representing the spread of the illness radiated out from building in the center of the Bytellian capital city. “The highest levels of emissions are from approximately noon to four in the afternoon Bytellian Standard Time.”

“Is this some type of chemical weapons facility?” Singer asked.

“No,” the President replied confused. “That’s our new television station. We just got the technology in a trade with our former enemies on Bytellus Two.”

“What shows are broadcast in that time period?” Jaroch asked.

“Soap operas.”

“That explains everything.”



“Captain’s log. Stardate 49754.6. President Voolez has ordered the shut down of the Bytellus III television station in order to save his population. Unfortunately, they were all now too stupid to carry out the order. We ended up blasting the building to atoms from space. From the look on Lieutenant Hawkins’ face, I’d say it was the most fun she’s had all week.

Dr. Singer and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch have confirmed that the station’s broadcasting equipment was spreading the virus over the airwaves whether the victims were watching the soap operas or not. President Voolez was all set to go to war with Bytellus II over this incident, but it was revealed that the stupidity virus was engineered by the station manager in an effort to boost ratings. He figured that if he lowered his audiences’ intelligence enough, they’d actually watch soap operas. Unfortunately, the preliminary ratings are proving his theory. I have a feeling that something like this may happen here again soon.”



Dr. Singer was sitting in her office in sickbay filling out her report for Starfleet on the Bytellus III incident. The sound of her door chime interrupted her work.

“Come in,” she said. The doors opened revealing Commander Dillon.

“A stick,” he stated as he walked into the office.

“What?”

“What do you call a boomerang that doesn’t come back? The answer is a stick. I finally remembered it.”

“Ahh. I see the effects of the stupidity virus have finally worn off completely,” Singer said.

“Yep, I’m back to normal,” Dillon announced as he turned to leave. He marched straight into the wall.

“The door’s another foot to the left, sir,” Singer said suppressing a laugh.

“Thank you,” Dillon replied and quickly left. She turned back to her work.

“Too bad some stupidity isn’t curable,” she thought. Seconds later, she broke down in gales of hysterical laughter. She was overreacting again, but she didn’t care. At least she wasn’t stupid.
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Every Dillon Has His Day

“Report, Commander,” Captain Alexander Rydell’s voiced barked over Commander Travis Dillon’s commbadge. Dillon gazed out at the miles and miles of dusty, barren wasteland before him.

“It’s a dirtball, sir,” Dillon replied. “We haven’t seen a sign of anything of interest on the entire planet. It’s a worthless ball of dirt.”

“Sir,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch interrupted looking up from his tricorder. “Injax does have a remarkably high concentration of silicon in its soil, so it is not entirely worthless.”

“That’s great, Jaroch,” Dillon remarked. “Captain, there’s nothing down here. We’re going to beam up.”

“Fine. Secondprize out.” Dillon walked down the dusty hill towards Jaroch’s position. He shouted in pain as his toe collided with a solid object in the dirt. Dillon leaned down and picked up the offending object. It was a greenish rock about six inches in diameter that sparkled like an emerald. It was completely out of place on Injax’s dusty red surface, but Dillon didn’t even think to question why it was there or what it was.

“Cool rock,” Dillon exclaimed happily. He put his find in the pocket of his field jacket and joined Jaroch at the bottom of the hill. “Dillon to Secondprize,” he said slapping his commbadge. “Beam us up.” Seconds later, Jaroch and Dillon vanished in a spiral of molecules.

Millions of miles away, the homing signal wavered slightly. The power was being moved. No matter, it must be obtained at all costs.



Two weeks later, Commander Dillon had almost completely forgotten about his rock. It was stuffed under his bed along with the remains of some of Dillon’s other fleeting interests: the first three lessons of the Be A Great Detective correspondence course, a set of laser Ginsu knives, and a set of weights that only got pulled out if he had a date and wanted to impress her. They hadn’t been used since they were bought three years earlier and hadn’t been out in two years and nine months, which was the last time Dillon had a date. The rock’s owner was at that moment on the bridge testing out lesson one of his new Psychic Powers Made Easy course.

“You’re thinking about the Three Stooges,” Dillon announced slowly, his eyes mashed shut in concentration.

“Well, I was thinking about an idiot,” Ensign Emily Sullivan replied sarcastically from her position at the helm console.

“Ah ha! I was close!” Dillon exclaimed as he turned to Captain Rydell. “This really works!” He didn’t notice Sullivan put her head in her hands and groan in disgust.

“That’s great, Commander,” Rydell muttered unenthusiastically. “And it was only your five thousandth attempt.” Suddenly, a blaring alarm sounded, and the bridge was bathed in flashing lights. “What’s going on?!?” Rydell shouted as he jumped out of the command chair. “I don’t recognize that alarm.”

“Hold on a second,” Dillon said as he quickly ran through the Starfleet alarm regulations in his mind. He had every regulation memorized. Unfortunately, some of them had gotten a little jumbled from disuse. “There’s either an unknown energy source heading directly at us, or we’re out of Colombian coffee and have to return to spacedock.”

“It’s on screen,” Lieutenant Lisa Beck announced.

“What? The coffee?” Dillon asked. Captain Rydell grabbed his head and turned him around so he could see the screen. “Oh,” Dillon mumbled. A fiery red streak was on a collision course with the ship.

“Evasive maneuvers!” Rydell ordered.

“I do not think that we have time,” Jaroch said. He was right. As soon as the last word left his mouth, the bridge was engulfed in a blinding red glow. It faded to reveal a seven-foot tall, red rock creature. Its face was frozen in one expression: angry.

“Give me the power!” it bellowed deeply. The whole bridge vibrated with its every word.

“You want to field this one, Commander?” Rydell gasped weakly.

“No, sir,” Dillon squeaked in reply.

“GIVE ME THE POWER!!!” The bridge crew was knocked to the floor by the sheer force of his words. Security Chief Patricia Hawkins had had enough. She hurdled her tactical console, diving at the creature with a flying kick. It didn’t even budge as she slammed into it full force. Actually, it didn’t even seem to notice. It was too busy looking at a glow in its palm. Reaching a decision, it walked forward right over Hawkins and into the turbolift.

“Mother…” Hawkins said and then lost consciousness.

“Rydell to all decks,” the captain announced. “There is a dangerous intruder on board. Get out of the hallways now. Rydell out. Jaroch, have you got a track on that thing?”

“It’s on deck five now. Section eight,” Jaroch replied.

“Good, get Hawkins to sickbay while we’re gone. Rydell to transporter room, beam Commander Dillon and myself to deck five, section seven. Energize!”

“Hey! Wait a sec…” Dillon’s protest was interrupted as the transporter took him apart molecule by molecule.



Dillon and Rydell materialized about twenty feet in front of the creature. It walked toward them obliviously staring at its hand. Rydell had selected this position since it was right outside an armory. He and Dillon quickly obtained phasers and marched out into the hall.

“All right, you ugly bastard, stop right there,” Rydell ordered aiming his phaser. The creature didn’t respond except for quickly ramming Rydell’s head into the wall as it walked by. It didn’t look up from its hand the whole time. Suddenly, it dropped to its knees.

Dillon ran over to his fallen captain hoping that some mysterious ailment had stopped the monster. The crashing of its fist into the floor quickly told Dillon that he wasn’t that lucky. The rock creature had punched a hole in the floor to the deck below and jumped down.

“After him,” Rydell ordered groggily.

“If you insist,” Dillon replied as he dragged Rydell to the hole and pushed him in. Rydell hit the creature on top of the head and bounced harmlessly off to the floor. Dillon nervously fired his phaser, hoping against hope that it would do something. He was shaking so badly that he missed completely and put a hole in the floor of the lower deck. The creature looked at his hand again, and then the new hole. Finally, it looked up at Dillon.

“Thank you,” it growled as it jumped down to deck seven.

“Great,” Dillon mumbled. He quickly slapped his commbadge. “Dillon to transporter room, beam me to deck seven, section six.” As the beam took him, he realized that he was beaming right outside of his quarters. That thing had better not go after his priceless collection of Elvis stamps!

He rematerialized ready for battle. Phaser blast after phaser blast hit the creature’s rocky exterior, but it didn’t seem to be doing anything.

“I must have the power!” it shouted as it marched toward Dillon’s door. “I have followed it from deep space to Injax to here, and now I will have it.”

“You want my rock?” Dillon asked realizing what the monster was talking about. “Hold on a second.” He went into his quarters and reemerged moments later with the dust bunny covered rock.

“The power. Now I will rule!”

“Hold on a second, pal,” Dillon ordered putting the rock behind his back. “I get the feeling that you aren’t after this rock with the best of intentions.”

“Quiet, weakling. I will take the power, I will absorb the power, and then I will be unstoppable on my home planet!”

“Oh, it’s just your planet,” Dillon said bringing the rock back around front. “I guess that’s…”

“Do not give it to him, sir!” Jaroch shouted running around the corner, tricorder in hand. “The resulting energy release when he puts the rock into his body will destroy the ship.”

“GIVE ME THE POWER!”

“Are you sure about this, Jaroch?” Dillon asked frightened. “I mean, he’s going to destroy the ship if I don’t give it to him.”

“I am positive.”

“Then you take it,” Dillon said tossing the rock to Jaroch.

“This is your responsibility,” Jaroch replied tossing it back.

“You can have it!” Toss.

“I do not want it.” Toss.

“Take it!” Toss.

“Not a chance.” Toss.

“Please!” Toss.

“No.” Toss. The creature, whose anger had been steadily growing as it watched the power being thrown around, stepped in between Dillon and Jaroch before Dillon could get rid of the rock again.

“Give me the power,” it said forcefully.

“You would follow this thing anywhere, wouldn’t you?” Dillon asked as he backed toward his quarters.

“Without the power, I cannot conquer all.”

“Then come and get it!” Dillon shouted as he turned and ran into his room. The creature charged in after him. Dillon ran to the bathroom and, just as the creature got to the door of the bathroom, dropped the rock into the toilet. The ship’s matter reclamation system quickly broke down the rock into its component molecules just as it would feces or urine. The creature dove after the rock and soon found itself suffering the same fate as the unrelenting toilet kept pulling him in bit by bit, taking him apart section by section.

Soon it was done. Dillon was alone. And the toilet computer sent a note to Dr. Singer to check on Dillon’s diet.

Seconds later, Jaroch walked in followed by a dazed Captain Rydell.

“Most ingenious, sir,” Jaroch said. “You saved the ship.”

“He what?” Rydell stammered.

“I saved the ship,” Dillon stated striking a dramatic pose. His day of glory had finally come. CLUNK. THUNK. SPUTTER. SCREECH. The Secondprize shook to a stop as the power blinked on and off.

“This is the chief engineer,” the angry voice of Commander Scott Baird shouted over the ship’s communications system. “Congratulations to whoever’s been shitting the bricks. You just overloaded the waste reclamation system and fucked up the whole ship!”

“Oops,” Dillon mumbled weakly. SPLUT. CLUNK. The power went out completely.

“You know,” Rydell’s voice said from the darkness. “Maybe we would have been better off if we hadn’t been saved.” THUNK! SPUTTER.

“What?” Dillon asked. “You think that death would be better than this minor problem?”

“I’ll ask you the same question after Commander Baird gets finished with you,” Rydell replied.

“Hey, I saved the ship,” Dillon protested. “Doesn’t somebody have to save me now?”

Laughter was the only response. Maybe this wasn’t his day after all.
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And Now, Right Here On Our Show…

“It should be a pretty standard first contact, Number One,” Captain Alexander Rydell explained as he leaned back in his desk chair. His first officer, Commander Travis Dillon looked at him nervously. Dillon hated first contact missions. Something always seemed to go wrong.

“You’re sure that this race isn’t xenophobic or anything?” Dillon asked.

“Well, to be honest, I have no clue. We’re the first ones to ever see Nielsen IV. I know that normally months of scans are done before first contact is even attempted, but in this instance, Starfleet became aware that the Neilsonians know about Earth. With that being the case, Starfleet just wants us to get contact out of the way now. Don’t worry, I have complete faith in you.”

“Thank you, sir,” Dillon replied bolstered by his captain’s confidence in him. “I won’t let you down.” Dillon practically jumped out of the chair and ran out of the ready room.

“I have complete faith that in about one hour I’m going to have to beam down there and save his ass,” Rydell mumbled.



Commander Travis Dillon stepped up onto the transporter platform with the members of his away team: Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, Ensign Kristen Larkin, and Ensign Emily Sullivan. Sullivan understood why the others were there. Hawkins was security, Jaroch would be doing science scans, Larkin was a vast storehouse of any kind of information, but Sullivan was just the navigator. She’d spent all of her time on the Secondprize on the ship. No away missions or anything. Now suddenly she was beaming down on a first contact mission.

The truth was that Dillon thought that Sullivan needed the experience, and also he wanted somebody else down there for the aliens to shoot at instead of him. Sullivan would not have been happy about that one. She already thought that Dillon was an obnoxious, overbearing martinet, but the fact that he was using her to protect his own safety… that would have sent her through the roof.

“Energize,” Dillon ordered confidently. The captain was right; everything would be just fine. They’d beam down and have this wrapped up in no time. As Captain Rydell would say, not a problem. Dillon felt the molecules of his body tingling as the transporter began its work.

The team rematerialized in the center of a small neighborhood. It reminded Sullivan of pictures she’s seen of life in the twentieth century. The houses all looked about the same: two story white houses with green lawns and flowers lining the walk that led to the front door. It was so disgustingly normal that she wanted to gag.

Several of the neighborhood residents came outside to gawk at the beings that just appeared in the middle of their street. The Neilsonians were about a foot shorter than the away team. They had huge eyes and stomachs, but small and stumpy arms and legs. Soon, the away team found themselves surrounded by about fifty of them. They heard sirens and saw several black and white vehicles with flashing red and blue lights approaching. Each vehicle had the number 54 on its side. Dillon decided it was time to deliver his speech.

“Citizens of Nielsen Four, I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. This is Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, Ensign Kristen Larkin, and Ensign Emily Sullivan of my crew.” Gasps erupted through the crowd.

“His crew? Yeah, right,” Sullivan thought to herself unaware of the crowd’s reaction. “Dream on, you bastard.”

“Sullivan! Sullivan!” the crowd began chanting placing emphasis on every syllable. “Ed Sullivan! Ed Sullivan! We want Sullivan! Do show! You must do show!”

Sullivan was jolted out of her thoughts by the sound of her name. What the hell was going on?

“What the hell is going on?” Dillon demanded, echoing her thought. “Who’s Ed Sullivan?”

“An Earth television star from the mid-twentieth century. He hosted a variety show called The Ed Sullivan Show,” Larkin replied after she’d retrieved the information from her vast memory.

“It would seem that these people have received Earth’s television signals,” Jaroch said. “And they are very fond of this Ed Sullivan person.”

“Great. What’s that mean for us?” Dillon asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Jaroch replied. Dillon hated that response with a passion.

“Sullivan! Sullivan! Ed Sullivan! We have Sullivan! Take the Sullivan to the theater!” The crowd charged forward, grabbed the away team, and carried them toward a large building in the center of town.

“Put us down!” Dillon ordered. “I am a representative of the Federation. I wish to open relations with your people. For God sakes, take me to your leader!” The crowd didn’t listen. Actually, things got worse. People in the crowd began pawing at the away team and taking their equipment as souvenirs. They soon found themselves without phasers, tricorders, or communicators. Dillon was starting to wish he’d stayed in bed.

The away team was carried through the center of town right past a huge statue of a human. He was slightly overweight and balding. Sullivan managed to catch a glimpse of the placard at the base of the statue. It was Ed Sullivan himself. The Neilsonians really did worship this guy which meant… she was practically a goddess. This was starting to look a whole lot better. Yes, there would be feasts and offerings and everything else. Was it even against the Prime Directive if the Neilsonians already knew about Earth? Probably not!



The Neilsonians carried their captives into a huge theater. The stage was bare and everywhere the seats were full of Neilsonians. News of the away team’s arrival had travelled fast. The away team were plopped unceremoniously on the stage except for Sullivan who was set down gently and with extreme reverence.

“Now do show!” one of the Neilsonians replied.

“Do show! Do show!” the crowd chanted.

“Wait a minute,” Sullivan said. “I don’t know how.”

“Then you not real Sullivan! You must die!” the crowd replied angrily.

“Oh! A show!” Sullivan exclaimed trying to save her life. “Of course I can do a show!” Appeased, the crowd settled into their seats. The away team ducked backstage to regroup.

“Suggestions?” Dillon asked hopefully. “Hawkins?”

“We could try to sneak out the back, but without our equipment, we probably won’t get far. We don’t exactly blend in,” Hawkins said.

“They want a show, and that’s what we have to give them if we want to get out of this,” Sullivan said.

“I concur with Ensign Sullivan,” Jaroch said.

“I’m not much of an actor,” Dillon said.

Sullivan ignored him and turned to Ensign Larkin. “Kristen, tell me everything you can about how Ed Sullivan acted and the type of stuff that was on his show. We’re going to give them a show they’re never going to forget!”

“Because it’s so good or so awful?” Hawkins asked.

“Definitely one of those two!”



“Show! Show! Show!” the crowd chanted impatiently. Nothing had happened for almost ten minutes. They wanted their show, and they wanted it now! Suddenly, the lights in the theater went out, the curtains closed, and a lone spotlight shone on the stage. Emily Sullivan stepped into the beam.

“Good evening, ladies and gentleman,” she said in the best approximation of Ed Sullivan’s voice she could do. “We’ve got a great show for you this evening.” The crowd roared with delight. Cheers and yells erupted from everywhere. Sullivan noticed several cameras at the base of the stage. This was being broadcast!



“Captain, I think you’d better see this.”

“What is it, Lieutenant Beck?”

“We’re receiving a video signal from the planet, sir.”

“On screen,” Rydell ordered. The picture of a stage appeared. Standing on the stage was Ensign Emily Sullivan. What was going on down there?



“And now, ladies and gentlemen, right here on our show, the amazing juggling of Kristen Larkin!” Sullivan darted off stage as the curtains opened to reveal Larkin. She was seated in a chair on the otherwise bare stage. Jaunty music began to blare through the theater speaker system.

Larkin reached down and detached one leg, much to the astonishment of the crowd. She took off the next leg to even more gasps and cheers. Then in one smooth move, she took off her head and tossed it into the air, followed by each other her legs. Soon she was juggling the limbs and her head around and around with ease. The crowd applauded wildly. They loved it.

“One success,” Sullivan thought to herself as Larkin finished and reattached her head. Dillon and Jaroch carried her and her legs off stage to thunderous applause.

The curtains closed, and Sullivan stepped back into the spotlight.

“More show! More show!” the crowd chanted.

“That was Kristen Larkin. Wasn’t she incredible, folks? I bet you’ve never seen anything like that before,” Sullivan announced. “Now I’d like to introduce sharpshooter Patricia Hawkins who’ll give a demonstration, but first we need your help. Patricia has lost her phaser, so we’d like to know if one of you would give it back. If you do, you’ll get to come up on stage and be in the show. It’s an object about so long,” she said, holding up her hands at phaser-width, with buttons on top that you absolutely should not touch!”

Sullivan tensed a little as she waited for the crowd’s response. This could easily blow up in their faces. Suddenly, someone in the back of the theater jumped up and ran toward the stage phaser in hand.

“Me! Me!” the Neilsonian said breathlessly as he approached Sullivan. “I want to be in show! Here phasee.” He handed the weapon to Sullivan.

“Thank you very much,” Sullivan said relieved. “Come on up here. What’s your name?”

“Beaver,” the Neilsonian replied. Beaver? This race was strange. Sullivan led Beaver backstage where Hawkins was waiting.

“Here’s your assistant,” Sullivan told Hawkins. “His name’s Beaver. And here’s your phaser.” Hawkins practically took Sullivan’s arm off as she snatched the weapon. She had her phaser back. Everything would be fine now.

Sullivan walked back out on stage. “And now, here’s Patricia Hawkins assisted by Beaver.” The curtains opened to reveal Hawkins, Beaver, and a series of five targets Hawkins had cobbled together from various props and pieces of equipment she had found backstage.

“Tonight,” Hawkins began, “I will show you the art of sharpshooting. First, stationary targets.” Hawkins proceeded to quickly blast through the targets, first straight on, then after a spin, a roll, a dive, and finally from behind her back.”

The Neilsonians applauded appreciatively.

“Next up, moving targets with the help of my assistant, Beaver.”

Beaver quickly grabbed a bag of items from the edge of the stage and tossed the first, something that resembled a toy horse but with eight legs, into the air. Hawkins zapped it out of existence before it started to fall back to the stage. Beaver tossed up more items faster and faster, with Hawkins quickly blasting each one to the growing cheers from the audience.”

With the bag empty, Hawkins and Beaver took a bow.

“And finally,” Hawkins said, “I’d like to bring out our very own Commander Travis Dillon. Commander Dillon slowly walked out onto the stage, looking extremely nervous.

“You’d better know what you’re doing,” he muttered to Hawkins as he walked past her and got into position at the far end of the stage.

“My assistant Beaver will now blindfold Commander Dillon and place a two inch long piece of wood between the commander’s teeth. I will attempt to shoot that piece of wood without harming Dillon.”

Dillon tensed up as Beaver tied the blindfold around his head and let out a little squeal of fear as the stick was placed in his mouth. He was just thankful he couldn’t see what was going on. Suddenly, he heard the familiar whine of a phaser and felt a scorching heat go by his face. The applause of the crowd told him that Hawkins had been successful. It was all over now.

“Encore!” someone shouted. Dillon cringed.

“All right,” Hawkins said. “Now I’ll try a one inch stick.” Beaver came up and put a new stick in Dillon’s mouth. This was not the type of danger he’d expected to be facing when he joined Starfleet. He heard the phaser and felt the heat again. Success. “Thank you. You’ve been a wonderful audience,” he heard Hawkins say. “Give a big round of applause to Beaver!” The crowd erupted in clapping and cheers once again. Then, Dillon heard the curtains close. He was safe. He ripped off the blindfold and looked around in near panic. He was supposed to be up next, but he had no clue what his act was going to be.

Dillon may not have known, but Sullivan had it taken care of. She walked back out on stage. “And now right here on our show, Travis Dillon, who you just saw risking his own face for your entertainment, singing the Earth classic ‘I’m A Little Teapot’!” She might be risking a court-martial with this stunt, but it was so worth it. Sullivan ran off stage as the curtains opened revealing Dillon standing in the middle of the stage frozen with fear.

“Um…Uh…,” Dillon stammered. The audience started to shift in their seats. If he didn’t do something soon, they’d kill him. “I’m a little teapot short and stout,” he sang softly as he did the motions. “Here is my handle, and here is my spout.”

He was gaining confidence. “When I get all steamed up, hear me shot.”

He got louder and finished the song with showmanship worthy of a Broadway star.

“Tip me over and…pour…Me…OUUUUUUUUUTTTTTT!”

The audience laughed hysterically as Dillon hit notes flatter than anything heard in history. This wasn’t the response Dillon had hoped for. He stormed off stage angrily. These people just didn’t know talent when they heard it.

Sullivan suppressed her laughter and went back on stage. So far, the Neilsonians loved the show, and there was only one act left. This one was either going to put the Neilsonians into hysterics or get the entire away team killed. Either way, it’d be interesting to watch. “For our final act this evening we have a special treat. Right here on our show, all the way from the planet Yyns, it’s the comedy team of Jaroch and J’Ter!” She ran offstage a bit faster than usual this time. J’Ter was dangerous, and she didn’t want to be around when he popped out.

“Good evening, Neilson Four,” Jaroch said after the curtains had opened. The stage was empty except for him and the piece of metal pipe he was holding. “Tonight, my partner J’Ter and I will do everything in our power to amuse you. First, I’d like to introduce you to J’Ter. J’Ter was a Yynsian prince from one thousand years ago. He was murdered by his own brother, and his life force now resides in me, forever searching for his brother in order to kill him. But tonight revenge has to step aside because we’re here to have fun.” Sullivan cradled her head in her hands. Jaroch was not doing very well. Hopefully, he’d get better.

“We’re all going to be killed,” she heard Hawkins mumble.

“Now for our first joke,” Jaroch said. “Why did the chicken cross the road?” Jaroch bonked himself over the head with the metal pipe. The audience laughed hysterically. Jaroch’s eyes glazed over, and his face contorted into a menacing scowl. J’Ter was out.

“To get away from my wrath!” J’Ter bellowed. “All beings fear J’Ter. J’Ter is the master of all beings, slayer of multitudes. I shall destroy you all!”

Sullivan realized that J’Ter wasn’t going to let Jaroch back out. It was time to help the process. She untied a rope backstage. A sandbag plunged from the ceiling and clobbered J’Ter. The audience was rolling out of their chairs with laughter. Jaroch stood up a second later.

“I apologize for J’Ter’s destruction of the punchline of that joke. We shall try another. What is red and green and moves at one hundred kilometers per hour?” Jaroch hit himself again.

J’Ter reemerged. “You when I finish with you, insignificant vermin!” J’Ter screamed. He began to strangle himself in order to kill Jaroch. Sullivan closed the curtains as the audience laughed, clapped, and cheered wildly. Jaroch/J’Ter was still trying to kill himself.

“Patricia, stun him,” Sullivan said. Hawkins zapped Jaroch/J’Ter, who fell to the floor immobile. Based on the claps and cheers from the crowd, that seemed to entertain the Neilsonians more than anything they’d seen so far. It was the perfect time to bring things to a close.

Sullivan walked back out on stage. “I hope you enjoyed the show this evening. We’d like you to show us your appreciation by bringing any articles you removed from us up to the stage.” Sullivan knew it was a long shot, but she was pleasantly surprised to see that the audience complied gladly. Soon there was a pile of phasers, communicators, and tricorders at Sullivan’s feet.

“Sullivan! We love Sullivan!” they chanted as they filed out of the theater. Sullivan took the equipment back stage and gave it back to the rest of the away team. It was time to go home.



Captain Rydell was waiting in the transporter room when the away team beamed back aboard.

“Great job, Sullivan,” he said as Sullivan stepped down off the transporter pad. “We saw the whole thing. You’ve more than earned yourself a place on future away teams.”

“Thank you, sir,” Sullivan replied smiling. She wasn’t going to be stuck on the ship anymore.



Later that evening, Sullivan was lying in her bed about to go to sleep. The mission had been exhausting. She felt tired, but elated at the same time. She’d experienced her first strange new world. This was why she joined Starfleet.

“This is the captain,” Rydell’s voice announced over the ship’s loudspeakers. “Tonight, we have a special treat for your listening pleasure. It’s our very own Commander Travis Dillon singing I’m A Little Teapot.” Sullivan started laughing as the recording of Dillon’s earlier performance began to play.

She could swear that somewhere on the ship, she could hear Dillon screaming.
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Reason to Panic

The bridge of the Secondprize was silent except for the occasional blips of computers and the ever-present hum of the starship’s powerful engines. Commander Travis Dillon sat in the command chair impatiently watching space go by. A comm was supposed to have arrived for him three minutes ago. He checked the chronometer displayed on the status panel on the left arm of the chair. Make that three minutes and thirty-five seconds ago. If there was one thing Dillon couldn’t stand, it was tardiness. Under normal circumstance, when the comm finally came, he would give the sender a verbal thrashing that they’d never forget. This comm was from his mother, though, so he wouldn’t be thrashing anyone. He tried to relax, but it just wasn’t happening.

“We’re receiving an incoming hail, Commander,” Lieutenant Lisa Beck said twelve point seven seconds later.

“On screen,” Dillon said, leaping out of the command chair with such force that he almost barreled right into Ensign Emily Sullivan at the navigation console. The star field on the viewscreen vanished and was instantly replaced with the image of a kind-looking woman with light brown hair that was being overcome with grey. Her face lit up upon seeing Travis.

“Hello, dear,” the woman said smiling. “How are you?”

“I’m fine, Mom,” Dillon replied. “How’s the trip going?”

“Oh, it’s fine, but I wish that the moron piloting this thing wouldn’t insist on flying through every asteroid belt from Starbase Fifty-nine to the Secondprize.” Lieutenant Beck suppressed a laugh. She wasn’t sure what she expected from the woman who produced Travis Dillon, but she seemed pretty normal so far.

“That ‘moron’ is a highly trained Starfleet officer, Mother,” Dillon said. “I’m sure that he is piloting the runabout per regulations.”

“Then the regulations need an overhaul, Travis.”

“Never mind the regulations. When will you be arriving?”

“Well, assuming there aren’t any more meteorite slalom courses between here and there, it should be about two days from now,” Mrs. Dillon said.

“Fine, I’ll see you in approximately forty-eight hours. I’m looking forward to it.”

“Me too. I haven’t seen you since you left on the Secondprize. Oh, by the way, what about that girl you were…”

“Mom!” Dillon shouted. “Not now! I’m on the bridge. We’ll talk about that later. Dillon out.”

“Bye, dear.” As Mrs. Dillon was replaced by the star field, Lieutenant Beck looked around the bridge nervously. The other female officers on duty were looking around the same way. A cold rush of panic had coursed through all of them upon hearing Mrs. Dillon’s words. Commander Dillon was interested in somebody on the ship. The same horrifying thought had run through the mind of every woman on the bridge: What if it’s me?

Something had to be done…and fast.

“Permission to leave the bridge, sir,” Beck said. Ensign Emily Sullivan shot her a scared look and mouthed “Don’t leave us” pleadingly. “Don’t worry,” Beck mouthed back.

Dillon didn’t seem to notice the exchange. “Why do you need to leave?”

“Woman problems,” Beck said. This definitely constituted a problem for every woman on the ship.

“Ah…oh…granted,” Dillon said hastily.

“Thank you, sir. Come on, ladies.” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, Ensign Sullivan, and Counselor Claire Webber followed Lieutenant Beck to the turbolift.

“Wha…but…” Dillon stammered.

“We are all women, sir,” Webber said. Ensign Larkin got up from the helm and headed back to the turbolift. Dillon just watched her, his mouth gaping and eyes bulging with exasperation.

“I am shaped like a female, sir,” the android said as she entered the turbolift. Dillon looked back at Lieutenant Commander Jaroch at the science station.

“Do you have any female past lives that want to go join them?” he said.

“No, sir,” Jaroch said.

“Any explanations for their behavior?”

“I don’t have a clue,” Jaroch said.

“What man does when it comes to women?” Dillon said sinking back into the command chair on the mostly deserted bridge.



“We’ve got to do something,” Lieutenant Beck muttered, lost in thought. The turbolift ceased its descent and moved horizontally toward the crew quarters on Deck Eight.

“I sure hope somebody’s got a plan because I’m too petrified to think,” Ensign Sullivan said.

“I suppose killing him is not an option,” Hawkins said.

“Don’t I wish,” Sullivan said.

“I don’t think I’ve got enough hugs in me to console whoever the poor girl is,” Counselor Webber said.

“But it could be you,” Ensign Larkin said. Webber screamed suddenly and collapsed to the floor of the turbolift just as it came to a stop.

“Sure, scare her into a coma. Nice job, Kris,” Beck said. Larkin leaned down and picked up the limp form of the counselor. The three conscious women and one pseudo-woman walked out of the turbolift and headed towards Beck’s quarters. Once inside, they laid Webber on the bed and sank heavily into the sofas and chairs of the living area.

“There are over three hundred women on this ship,” Sullivan said.

“Three hundred forty-seven to be precise,” Larkin said. “Forty-six point nine percent of the complement of the Secondprize. I am of course leaving out all those below the age of eighteen.”

“Why? Dillon could like a sixteen or seventeen-year-old,” Hawkins said.

“Maybe even younger. The kids in the nursery are just about his speed,” Sullivan said.

“He’d never go younger than eighteen,” Beck said. “It’s against regulations.”

“Good point,” Sullivan said. “But that still leaves us with three hundred and forty-seven possible victims. We’ve got to find out who he’s after.”

“Couldn’t we just contact his mother and ask her?” Webber asked.

“No message is sent from this ship without going through the bridge first for clearance,” Beck said. “Calling up Dillon’s mom would definitely arouse some suspicions, and that’s something we can’t afford in this serious of a situation.”

“Then we’re going to have to find out some other way,” Hawkins said.

“But first we have to warn everybody,” Beck said.

“What?!?” Hawkins exclaimed. “There’ll be mass panic!”

“It’s going to get out,” Beck said. “I’d rather it came out to everybody at once. That way they’ll all know, and we can discuss our options. Three hundred of us have a better chance of finding out who Dillon likes than just five of us.”

“I still think we should kill him,” Hawkins said.



The Recreation Deck was packed to capacity with confused members of the female compliment of the Secondprize. Lieutenant Beck stood up from her chair on the stage at the front of the room and approached the podium.

“Ladies, thank you all for coming on such short notice,” she said, surveying the mass of people before her. “We…meaning all of us in this room, have a problem. And this problem is a real and serious threat to every woman on this ship. Now, I don’t want anyone to panic, because there are ways of dealing with this threat. If we all remain calm and think rationally, we can prevent a horrible fate from befalling one of us. To explain the threat, I’m turning things over to our security chief, Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins and Counselor Claire Webber.” Beck walked over to the side of the stage and dimmed the lights. A lone spotlight shone on the podium as Hawkins stepped up to it.

“Thanks, Lisa,” Hawkins said. “All right, people. This is what we’re dealing with…” Hawkins pressed a button on the podium activating a holographic projection of Commander Dillon. Gasps and screams rippled through the crowd. “I can see that some of you already understand our problem. For the benefit of those of you who haven’t come in contact with our first officer, this is him: Commander Travis Michael Dillon. Twenty-nine years old; approximately six feet tall; two hundred and ten pounds. Counselor Webber will now give us a quick rundown of his psychological profile.” Webber stepped into the spotlight.

“Travis Dillon is, to put it simply, really uptight,” Webber said. “He is obsessed about rules and regulations to a degree which suggest that his home was run like a concentration camp or a junior high gym class. He associates following the rules with being the best, hence, an extreme superiority complex has developed in him. Dillon has an ego with the dimensions of your average gas giant. On top of this, Travis Dillon hasn’t got one iota of common sense in his entire body. He scores well on intelligence tests, but he is completely incapable of making connections between what he knows and the world around him. Some people view this as stupidity…and I’m one of those people.” Beck turned the lights back up and walked back to the podium.

“We told you all of this because Commander Dillon is interested in a woman on this ship,” Beck said. More screams erupted. “We don’t know who yet, but we’re going to find out. Until then, none of you are to act like anything is wrong. We will be giving certain ones of you jobs to do, any of which could be the one that reveals who Dillon likes, so perform them as if your lives depended on it, because they do. Dismissed.”



Commander Dillon stifled a yawn as he walked back to his quarters. For some reason, after the women left the bridge, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch had started babbling on about Yynsian females and their behaviors. Dillon tried to listen attentively at first, but then got sleepier and sleepier. The next thing he knew, he was curled up in front of the viewscreen and Jaroch was sitting in the command chair. Dillon figured that Jaroch must have been trying to make him fall asleep so that he could be in command for a while. Dillon was going to have to watch out for that in the future. Who did Jaroch think he was anyway? This was Dillon’s command as long as the captain was off duty, not Jaroch’s, and Dillon was going to keep it that way!

He rounded a corner and almost crashed straight into a young ensign. She looked at him like a scared animal for a second, then seemed to compose herself. It must be my powerful presence, Dillon thought. The poor girl’s overwhelmed.

“Hel…hello, Commander,” the ensign said shakily. “How are you?”

“Fine, Ensign. You shouldn’t stand just around corners. You’re going to cause an accident,” Dillon said, trying to sound kind and fatherly. He was coming across more like a bad PBS show.

“Yes, sir,” the ensign said. She handed him a rose that she was holding behind her back. “I’m sorry about being in the way. Why don’t you take this, with my apologies, and give it to someone you love?” It wasn’t subtle, but hey, it might just work.

“Thank you, Ensign,” Dillon replied, taking the flower. “That’s very nice of you.” He walked off down the hall and entered his quarters.

“Krieger to Beck,” the ensign said once Dillon was gone.

“Beck here.”

“Everything went according to plan. Dillon has the flower.”

“Did he give any indication as to who he might give it to?”

“No.”

“Well, we’ll just have to wait,” Beck said. “Good work.”

“Thank you. I just hope I never have to do it again.”



Dillon walked over to the replicator as soon as he entered his quarters.

“One vase half full of water,” he ordered. The replicator instantly obeyed. Dillon put the rose in the vase and set it on his nightstand. That was so nice of that ensign. Now he didn’t have to bother going down to the arboretum to get a flower for his mother.



“Lisa, we’re running out of time here,” Lieutenant Hawkins said as they walked toward sickbay. “He went back to his quarters last night and went to bed. We’ve only got thirty hours left.”

“I know, but don’t worry about it. Dillon always has breakfast in Seven Backward on days that he has the afternoon shift on the bridge. Trinian is going to see what she can find out. And if that doesn’t work…” The two women entered sickbay. “We have other options.”

“Hi,” Dr. Rebecca Singer said weakly as she walked over to Beck and Hawkins.

“You look like hell, Rebecca!” Hawkins exclaimed.

“I know.” Her voice quivered with each word. “I’ve just been a wreck since the meeting.”

“Just calm down,” Beck said consolingly. “We’re going to take care of this. In fact, that’s why we’re here.”

“What could I do?”

“Can you make a truth serum?” Beck asked.

“I think so,” Singer said. “It’s going to take some time, though. Starfleet officers are inoculated against sodium pentothal and all the other usual stuff, but I’ll see what I can do.”

“Great,” Beck said. “We’ll see you later.” Beck charged out of sickbay forcing Hawkins to run to catch up.

“I take it that you have another idea,” Hawkins said, falling into step with Beck.

“Yep.”

“Could you be a little more specific? Where are we going?”

“Holodeck Two,” Beck said. “We need to check a couple of things.”



Dillon walked into Seven Backward bright-eyed and ready to face another day. One of the many aspects of Dillon’s personality that the crew of the Secondprize despised was that he was a morning person.

“Good morning, Commander,” Trinian said, trying to look happy to see him. “Come on over and have a seat.”

“Good morning,” Dillon said warmly as he put himself onto a stool. “I’ll have the usual.”

“How about a drink first?” Trinian said.

“This early?”

“Of course, what better way to celebrate such a beautiful day?”

“This looks like every other day. We’re on a starship.”

Ignoring him, Trinian turned to the replicator and returned shortly with two glasses of scotch. It was the real thing. No synthehol here. “Cheers.” She drank while Dillon stared at the brown liquid in the glass before him.

“Isn’t this an awful lot for one serving?” he asked, spiraling the scotch into a little whirlpool.

“Nonsense. Now drink.” Trinian said.

“But I don’t like scotch.”

“No problem. What do you like?”

“Well, pina coladas are alright,” he said.

“Coming up.” She grabbed his scotch, swallowed it in one gulp, and turned back to the replicator.

“Can I have some breakfast, too?”

“Sure sure.” She replicated him his usual plate of biscuits with red-eye gravy, bacon, and a bowl of maple and brown sugar oatmeal and placed them in front of Dillon. He began to eat voraciously while she replicated the drinks. “Now then, drink up,” she said, hoisting the pina colada to her lips. Damn, those things were good.

“Where’s my orange juice?”

“Hold on,” Trinian said as she whirled back to the replicator. She lost control of her spin and smacked into the wall giggling hysterically. She got him his juice and managed to set it down in front of him without spilling it everywhere. He finished up his food and emptied his juice in one quick gulp. Normally, Trinian would have wondered how Dillon managed to consume food at just about warp speed, but she was too busy laughing at the rude pictures she could suddenly see in the fake wood of the bar top.

“You can have my pina colada if you want it,” Dillon said, standing up to leave. He looked at her disapprovingly. “I know you’re not Starfleet, but you run an establishment on a Starfleet vessel. Show and little professionalism. And don’t overdo it with the drinking.”

Trinian quickly emptied the pina colada. “Never,” she said just before passing out.



“So what are we looking for?” Hawkins asked as she and Beck scanned through the holodeck files.

“Incriminating programs,” Beck said. “Dillon’s probably got some perverted sex fantasy programmed in about whoever it is that he likes.”

“Oh gross! And you want to see this?”

“It should be good for a laugh,” Beck said. “Oh great, Dillon’s got these things numbered instead of named.”

“You mean we’re going to have to go through them one by one?” Hawkins said.

“I’m afraid so.”

“How many programs are there?”

“Thirty-seven. Computer, access program Dillon One.”

“Program complete,” the computer said a few seconds later.

“Here we go,” Beck said, walking toward the doors.



Dillon walked briskly back to his quarters, ready to get cracking on the mountains of personnel evaluations he had to do. He passed Ensign Sullivan and Lieutenant Monica Vaughn in the hallway without even bothering to say hello. He decided that it wouldn’t be a good idea since they were arguing…again. From what he had gathered, they were supposed to be best friends. Considering that, they sure did fight a lot. Was that normal? If he ever got a best friend, he’d have to see if he could avoid that part.

He didn’t bother to listen in to what the argument was about and instead continued on and entered his quarters.

“I’m not letting you do it,” Sullivan said fiercely.

“You really don’t have a say in the matter,” Vaughn said. “Besides, it worked for the Russians back in the twentieth century.”

“But how could you…?”

“It’ll be hilarious. He’s probably still a virgin.”

“What do you mean ‘probably’?” Sullivan said.

“Now you just run along,” Vaughn said, walking toward Dillon’s door. “I’ll have him loosened up and singing like a canary in no time.”

“I still can’t believe that you’re going to…ugggh!”

“It’s for a good cause.”

“I’ll put you in for a commendation. And I’m still going to be ready with my plan if you don’t get anything out of him.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem,” Vaughn said smiling as she pressed Dillon’s door chime.



Beck and Hawkins entered the holodeck and walked onto the bridge of the Secondprize.

“Orders, Captain?” the holodeck version of Ensign Sullivan said.

“What a surprise,” Hawkins said.

“End program,” Beck said. The bridge was replaced with the black walls and yellow grid of the holodeck. “Run program Dillon Two.” A few seconds later, Beck and Hawkins found themselves in a theater filled with people in tuxedos and fancy dresses. The audience had their attention focused on a man and woman at a glass podium on the stage.

“Those were the nominees for Best Actor,” the man said. “And the Oscar goes to…” The woman picked up a white envelope from the podium and opened it.

“…Travis Dillon for Gamma Patrol Six: The Vengeance of Namaroth!” she announced excitedly.

“Run Dillon Three!” Beck shouted. She was starting to wonder if she was going to make it through thirty-five more of Dillon’s ego-stroking programs.



“Come in,” Dillon said upon hearing his door chime. He didn’t even look up from his computer when Lieutenant Vaughn entered. She removed her uniform revealing a low cut, extremely tight, extremely short sun-dress. “Lieutenant,” he added curtly, barely glancing up at her. This was unusual. He didn’t get many visitors…or visitors period. Really, though, this was not the time for people to start coming by. He’d really gotten into a groove on the personnel reports.

“Hi, Travis,” she said sultrily walking over to him. Dillon grunted in reply. “Don’t you want to talk to me?”

“I’m very busy at the moment, Lieutenant,” Dillon said, typing away furiously. “I’m sure that there must be someone else on this ship you can talk to.”

“But I want you,” she said. She put her index finger under his chin and raised his head toward her. Finally getting a good look at how Vaughn was dressed, Dillon’s eyes widened until they almost ran into each other. His jaw dropped, allowing his tongue to roll out of his head. Dillon’s head went limp and fell into his computer. Vaughn yanked his head back off the keys. Dillon was completely gone. He fainted, she thought, chuckling to herself. She walked over to the door, picked up her uniform, and left. On the way back to Sullivan’s quarters, seven more crewmen joined Dillon in stunned unconsciousness.

“How’d it go?” Sullivan said as Vaughn entered.

“Well, he’s relaxed.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, comas tend to do that to people,” Vaughn said. “He took one look at me and fainted.”

“You’ve had your chance. Now, it’s my turn,” Sullivan said, heading toward the door.

“What are you going to do, Emily?” Sullivan turned back to her and smiled.

“Trust me.”



Dillon was jolted out of unconsciousness by the sound of his door chime. As his vision slowly transformed from a mass of blurs and blobs to the surroundings of his quarters, he tried to remember what had happened to him. He’d been doing personnel reports, and then…nothing. Maybe he was just tired. The door chimed again. He didn’t get many visitors…or any really…wait…did he? Why was something familiar about this?

“Come in,” he said, standing up and straightening his uniform. Ensign Sullivan walked in looking anxious.

“What can I do for you, Ensign?” Dillon asked, gesturing for her to have a seat. She moved to the sofa and sat down.

“How do you do it?” she said.

“What?” Dillon asked confused.

“Command so…well.” She hoped she sounded adoring enough.

“Why thank you. It nice to know that my skills are appreciated.”

“I’d really like to get to know you. Your likes…your dislikes…your LOVES.”

“Well…I’ve got these reports to do, but I guess I can spare a few minutes. Now to fully understand who I am currently, you have to understand my past. I was born in…”

“Uhh…Commander, that’s O.K.” Sullivan said. He wasn’t stopping. What had she done? This could take all day.

“My parents were good people. They raised me to be…” Emily sat back, made herself as comfortable as possible, and tried to tune him out. It wasn’t working. Dillon rambled on and on…and on…and on.



“Run program Dillon Twenty-three,” Beck ordered. The street and the Travis Dillon day parade in front of them mercifully vanished and was replaced with a ship, actually it was two ships. They were standing on a British galleon that was being attacked by pirates.

“Lisa!” Hawkins screamed. Beck whirled around and saw an eye-patched, angry-looking individual charging her with a sword. Hawkins pushed Beck aside and kicked the sword out of the pirate’s hand. She quickly finished him off with a kick to the stomach and a devastating fist to the face. Suddenly, she saw a British officer a short distance away from her about to be overpowered by a huge pirate. Hawkins dove for the sword that the pirate she had just knocked out of commission had dropped, picked it up in a graceful roll, and, upon coming back up, threw the sword into the pirate’s back. The officer smiled at her thankfully and charged back into the battle.

“Patricia, we’ve still got programs to look at,” Beck said, shouting above the screams and shouts.

“Just a minute!” Hawkins sliced another pirate to ribbons and grabbed a rope to swing over to the pirate ship. They wanted a fight. Well, they were going to get it rammed right down their smelly, rum-swilling throats.

“End program,” Beck said. The ships and rope dematerialized while Hawkins was in mid-swing. She smacked into the side wall of the holodeck and thudded to the floor.

“You could have waited until I landed at least,” Hawkins said as she stood up, gingerly rubbing her shoulder. She was going to have to remember this program for later.



“My God! What happened to you?” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn exclaimed as Ensign Sullivan stumbled weakly through the door to Vaughn’s quarters.

“Things…did not go as I had hoped,” Sullivan said softly as she collapsed in a chair. “He started telling me his entire life story.”

“Uggh. Are you okay?”

“I think so, but it was so horrible.”

“I know. I know,” Vaughn said consolingly as she hugged Sullivan. “It’s over now. Everything’s going to be alright.”

“I can see it coming. I’m going to have nightmares.”

“Did you get any useful information out of your ordeal?”

“No,” Sullivan said glumly. “He had only gotten to his first year at Starfleet Academy when he had to leave for his bridge shift.”

“Great.”

“The worst part is that he wants me to come back another time to hear the rest of it.”

“Ahhhh. He wants to see you again, does he?” Vaughn said smiling. “Maybe it’s you that he’s after. Yes, I can see it now. It’ll be the wedding of the century. The uptight, egotistic Commander and his cynical, bitchy bride. How sweet.” Vaughn broke down laughing.

“I hate you so much right now.”



“Run program Dillon Thirty-seven,” Beck said relieved. They had finally gotten to the last one. On the downside, they hadn’t found the slightest clue as to who it was that Dillon was interested in. The world around them reformed, and they found themselves standing outside. It was a gorgeous, sunny day. Birds chirped, clouds rolled slowly by, and masses of people were streaming into a large building to Beck and Hawkins’s right.

“Oh no,” Hawkins said in horror upon reading the giant gold letters above the door. “Please don’t make me do this.”

“I’m not going in their alone!” Beck said, grabbing Hawkins and pulling her toward The Travis Michael Dillon Memorial Hall. Inside, families were snapping holo-pictures standing beside full holograms of Dillon. Kids played with Dillon action figures and wore Dillon face masks while walking through mock-ups of Dillon’s boyhood home and past various memorabilia.

“I can’t do this,” Hawkins said weakly. “I’ll never make it. There has to be another way.”

“You’re right,” Beck said. She was growing nauseous from the scene before her. “Let’s get the hell out of here. Computer, end program!”

“I’m starting to feel like an auto-repeating message, but what do we do now?”

“See if Rebecca’s done with that truth serum yet. And if she’s not, you, Claire, Monica, and I have a job to do,” Beck said, walking out of the holodeck.

They walked into sickbay and immediately waded into a sea of tissues. Rebecca Singer was huddled over a molecular analyzer sobbing and adding to the ocean of white.

“How are you doing?” Beck asked reluctantly. She already knew the answer.

“Aaaaaaggggghhhhh!” Singer wailed, running over to Beck and throwing herself on her shoulder. “I’m having sooo much trouble. I just don’t know how soon I can…”

“Try harder!” Beck interrupted. “And keep me informed.” She and Hawkins retreated quickly out of sickbay and headed back to Beck’s quarters. “Beck to Vaughn.”

“Vaughn here,” she gasped in reply.

“Are you alright?” Beck asked confused.

“Fine,” Vaughn said. In the background, they could hear Sullivan shout “You’re dead, bitch!”

“Uhh…if you can pull yourself away from whatever you’re doing, could you come to my quarters now?”

“I’m on my way,” Vaughn said. Beck informed Counselor Webber, and ten minutes later, the group was assembled in Beck’s living area.

“Here’s the plan, people,” Beck said, standing before them. “Claire and Pat, meet up outside Dillon’s quarters at oh three hundred. Pat you just need to get Claire inside. Monica will be standing by in the transporter room if you need to get out of there in a hurry. I’ll be on the bridge to make sure that nobody notices any transports.”

“How are you going to do that?” Webber asked.

“Don’t worry about it. Just get that name. We have less than twelve hours until Dillon’s mother arrives. I want the girl warned and to be ready to act before Dillon tries to introduce her to his mom as his girlfriend or something.”



The doors of Dillon’s quarters opened with a quiet whoosh, allowing Hawkins and Webber to enter. They cautiously approached the bed, careful not to make any noise. Hawkins had her hand positioned over her commbadge, waiting for the slightest sign of trouble. Claire knelt down beside the bed while Hawkins paced anxiously.

“Hello, Travis,” Webber said softly. “I want you to relax and concentrate on my voice.” Dillon shifted slightly in bed, but didn’t wake up. “Very good, Travis, now in your dream you are on holovision being interviewed. I am the interviewer. Can you see this?”

“I love your show,” Dillon mumbled. “I’m very happy to be on.”

“Good. Good. Now, what is your name?” Hawkins moved over to the bed and knelt down on the opposite side from Webber.

“Commander Travis Michael Dillon.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine,” Dillon said. “Which camera is showing my best side?”

“It doesn’t matter. All of your sides are good,” Webber said. She glanced over at Hawkins, who was stifling a laugh. “Now, what is your job?”

“I’m the first officer of the starship Secondprize.”

“Impressive.”

“Is there a women in your life that you want to go out with?”

“Yes. She’s beautiful.”

“What is her name?” Webber practically shouted.

“Rydell to Dillon,” the comm system barked suddenly. Webber and Hawkins looked at each other with alarm and dove under the bed. Dillon snapped awake at sat up with a start.

“Dillon here.” Webber and Hawkins tried to make themselves semi-comfortable, but couldn’t because of the huge amount of junk under the bed. There were books and boxes and a weight set that looked like it hadn’t been used in ages.

“Can you come up to my ready room? I’m working on personnel reports, and I want your opinion on a couple of people,” Captain Rydell said.

“I was working on those earlier today,” Dillon said. “I’ll bring mine along so you can do the same for me. I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”

“Not a problem. Rydell out.” Dillon got out of bed and pulled on his uniform. In a panic, Webber realized that Dillon’s boots were right by her head, and he was starting to lean down. Hawkins slapped her commbadge.

“Hawkins to Vaughn,” she whispered. “Get us out of here now!” Webber handed the boots out to Dillon.

“Thanks,” he said as he took them. Realizing what had just happened, he dove to the floor and looked under his bed, but there was no one there. Did he just hear a transporter? No. That was ridiculous. He must just need to wake up more.

Beck saw the transporter activation light flash on the operations console at the rear of the bridge. She screamed causing the ensign monitoring that station, and everyone else on the bridge, to whirl around and look at her.

“Is everything alright, Lieutenant?” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said from the command chair.

“Fine. Why do you ask?” Beck said and went back to work. Jaroch made a mental note of reason number four hundred and six that Earth women were strange and returned to staring at the viewscreen.



At precisely nine the next morning, Commander Dillon was standing in the main shuttlebay watching his mother’s runabout come in for a graceful landing. The noise of the engines shutting down and the runabout’s hatch opening muffled the sound of the doors opening behind him. He saw his mother come to the hatch and then rapidly saw the floor as he was trampled by three hundred and forty-seven women charging the runabout.

“What a reception!” Dillon’s mom exclaimed as she walked out of the runabout. “I wasn’t expecting anything like this.”

“Welcome to the Secondprize, Mrs. Dillon,” Beck said impatiently. “Who does your son like?”

“Excuse me?” Mrs. Dillon said confused. Hawkins charged forward and slammed her against the outside of the runabout.

“Don’t play games with us,” she said menacingly. “We know that he likes someone on this ship. WHO?”

“My my. You are adamant about it. Very well. Her name is Laura…something. Adams. Yes, I think it was Laura Adams.” In the back of the crowd, Lieutenant Laura Adams screamed and ran out of the shuttlebay crying. Counselor Webber ran after her ready to provide as many hugs as she could.



After Mrs. Dillon had been assigned quarters, she said that she wanted to take a nap to rest from the trip. Dillon wandered down to Seven Backward to eat and try and make some sense out of what had happened. He saw his mother then the next thing he knew, he was lying on the floor of the deserted shuttlebay and his mom was out in the corridor talking to Lieutenant Beck. The two of them were laughing and having a great time, but shut up as soon as he approached. Oh well, it probably wasn’t important, but he was worried about these blackouts. This was the second one in two days. He walked into Seven Backward and sat down at the bar. One of the waiters was manning the bar.

“Where’s Trinian?” Dillon asked. She was almost always there during the day.

“Detox,” the waiter replied somberly. Dillon nodded. She had been drinking a lot yesterday morning, and that was unusual for her. He wondered if there was anything wrong. Even bartenders can have problems in their lives. The doors of Seven Backward opened, and Dr. Singer ran in.

“I’ve got it!” she screamed stabbing Dillon violently with a hypospray. “How do you feel?”

“Pissed off, you psychopath!” Dillon shouted. “What the hell is wrong with you? The carpeting in this room is awful. And the fake wood…talk about tacky. What happened to your hair? It looks like two Klingons mated in it.” He got up off the stool and stormed out of the lounge, criticizing everything and everyone he ran into.



“Captain’s log. Stardate 49113.5. I have just had a talk with Dr. Singer about two of my crew. She recommended that Lieutenant Laura Adams be transferred immediately. It was something about the Secondprize’s engines messing with her internal processes and stuff. I know that sounds a little weird, but I will defer to the expertise of my chief medical officer. Lieutenant Adams will be leaving tomorrow on the runabout with Commander Dillon’s mother. Speaking of the commander, Dillon is the other person I talked to her about due to his very recent verbal outbursts. She assured me that he’s just suffering from a temporary loss of all tact and mouth control due to an adverse reaction to some allergy medication and that it will wear off in a couple of days. I sure hope so because he’s driving everybody crazier than usual and won’t shut up.”



Commander Dillon sat in the command chair scowling at the viewscreen.

“We should be able to watch holovision up here or something. At least a movie. This constant star field is boring. Sullivan, I hate your hair like that. Larkin, stop jerking around like an epileptic bird every time you move your head. God, this is boring!”

“We should have killed him when we had the chance,” Hawkins whispered to Lieutenant Beck. Beck finally agreed.







  
  
  ch014.xhtml
  
  




Star Traks V: In The Way-Station

ACT ONE:



The Discovery



Chapter One



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50216.4. The Secondprize is finally getting back to the business of exploring strange, new worlds and seeking out new life and new civilizations. We’re back to boldly going where no one has gone before. It’s about time, too. I’ve had enough of responding to distress calls, carrying supplies, and transporting admirals and ambassadors. I want to be on the frontier facing the unknown…as long as the unknown isn’t better armed than we are. Maybe we’ll find a nice planet of happy, sexually uninhibited people to spend some time with. That would be great. Explorers need to relax a bit.

Speaking of relaxation. Our Chief Medical Officer, Dr. Rebecca Singer, has been relieved of duty to go take a nice, LONG vacation at the Federation Funny Farm on Tantalus V. It was a difficult decision, but, after she almost drowned Nurse Kelley in tears during the delivery of Ensign Krieger’s baby, I had to remove her from duty. We are currently operating without a Chief Medical Officer, but Starfleet Command assures me that they’ll get us a new one as soon as they can. In the meantime, we are on course to the edge of charted space. Then we’ll be on our own. No starbases nearby. No Starfleet Command to contact for advice. No starship to race to our rescue… What the hell are we doing?! We could be killed!”



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins stared woefully into the glass of tranya sitting on the bar in front of her. Absently, she stirred the orange liquid with her fingers.

“If the drink’s that depressing, I can get you something else,” a voice said from behind the glass. Hawkins looked up at Trinian, the hostess of Seven Backward.

“I’m sorry, Trinian,” Hawkins replied. “The tranya’s great…really.”

“I didn’t know you could drink through your fingers.”

Hawkins laughed weakly. “Don’t you have any other customers to tend to besides me?”

“Sure, I do. I’m taking care of my other customers by dealing with you. Your mood’s bringing down the whole place, so spill it!” Trinian demanded.

“It’s just…well…he’s so damn aggravating!” Hawkins shouted these last few words. Seven Backward fell completely silent. Every eye was upon her.

“Thanks, Patricia. You do wonders for the atmosphere in here,” Trinian whispered.

“Go back to what you were doing! NOW!” Hawkins ordered. The lounge’s patrons quickly shifted back to their tables. The wrath of the Secondprize’s Chief of Security was something no one wanted to incur.

“I take it that you are referring to Commander Dillon,” Trinian said. She really didn’t even need to ask. Hawkins and Dillon had become almost friends over the course of the last couple of months, much to the surprise of most…well actually all of the crew of the Secondprize. Hawkins was the last person people expected to befriend an officious, obnoxious, overbearing, egotistical jerk like Commander Travis Michael Dillon.

“Of course, I’m talking about Travis!” Hawkins snapped. “He is, unfortunately, the only male in my life at the moment.”

“Wait, you two aren’t…” Trinian looked at Hawkins concerned.

“Aren’t what?”

“You know…doing stuff.” Last Trinian knew, Dillon and Hawkins were just friends. If Patricia had taken things farther…uggh, it was too horrible to contemplate.

“God, no!” Hawkins exclaimed. “He’s driving me insane enough just being a friend. Any more would push me over the edge.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Well, believe it or not, deep inside Travis’ dipshit exterior is a halfway decent guy. You just have to be very patient and lucky to catch a glimpse of it.”

“I don’t think I have that kind of patience,” Trinian said.

“Neither do I, and that’s the problem. I made the mistake of actually liking the nice guy I caught a just few glimpses of. Because of that, I’ve been getting to know Travis better and spending time with him. If I could get him to…” Suddenly, the doors of Seven Backward whooshed open, and Lieutenant Emily Sullivan stormed angrily into the lounge. She threw herself onto a stool at the other end of the bar.

“Hold that thought,” Trinian said to Hawkins. The hostess walked over to Sullivan. “Can I get you anything?”

“A very large phaser rifle would be a start,” Sullivan mumbled.

“Wanna talk about it?” Trinian asked.

“An ion storm is disrupting subspace communications, dammit!” Sullivan shouted.

“I’m not trying to sound insensitive, but so what?”

“I can’t talk to Brad.”

“Who?” Trinian said frustrated.

“He’s this guy I met on SDS.”

“What’s an SDS?”

“The subspace dating service. He runs a mining operation out on…” The doors opened again revealing Commander Scott Baird. He charged toward the bar, saw Sullivan, stopped, and headed for a table over by the viewport. He sat down and slammed his fists against the table. It was the only time Trinian had seen transparent aluminum break.

“We’ll talk later,” Trinian said heading off toward the Secondprize’s chief engineer.

“But what about Brad?” Sullivan wailed.

“He’s probably got six eyes and a massive overbite,” Trinian snapped irritated. One person complaining about their problems was annoying enough, but she was already up to three today. Patience and compassion were starting to run thin.

“WHAT?!?” Sullivan said.

“Nothing,” Trinian said, regaining her composure. “Now hold on a minute.”

“What about me?” Hawkins called from across the bar.

“Take a number!” Trinian marched over to Baird’s table. “What the fuck’s your problem?” she shouted. Baird looked up at her. The look in his eyes could have frozen a star. “Speak, dammit!”

“I’m having a bad day, O.K.?” he said slowly.

“No way, mister. You stormed into my lounge, and now you’re going to talk to me,” Trinian sat planting herself in the chair across from him.

“The fucking warp core is…” The doors opened allowing Lieutenant Lisa Beck to enter. She walked straight to the viewport and began staring out of it blankly.

“Run a level one diagnostic and get over it,” Trinian said distractedly to Baird as she got up and headed toward Beck. Four unhappy people in ten minutes. This was getting REALLY annoying. She went and stood by Beck quietly.

“If I had wanted to talk, I would have gone to see Counselor Webber,” Beck said without looking at Trinian.

“I didn’t say a word,” Trinian replied. “I just came over here to get away from everyone else.”

“Right. Look, if you really want to know, I’m just not feeling a lot of…job satisfaction at the moment.”

“Join the club,” Trinian replied.

“What?”

“Never mind. Go on.”

“I’m underappreciated. No one cares about what I do.”

“The communications officer plays a vital role in starship operations.”

“Maybe seventy years ago, but not now,” Beck said. “Most starships don’t even have them anymore. My career’s in a rut, and I being wasted here.”

“There are worse jobs.”

“Like?”

“Being bartender here,” Trinian said. Beck smiled weakly.

“Thanks, Trinian. I feel a little better at least.” Beck turned at walked to the doors. This made Trinian even more annoyed. Beck actually thought Trinian was trying to cheer her up. Damn her.

“TRINIAN!!!” Hawkins and Sullivan whined in unison. That was the last straw.

“Oh, go get something resembling lives, you two!” Trinian shouted as she walked back behind the bar. Just then, the doors opened and Captain Alexander Rydell entered the lounge whistling to himself. Hawkins and Sullivan took the opportunity to retreat from Seven Backward.

“Good afternoon, Trinian,” Rydell said, flashing her a broad smile.

“What are you so damn happy about?” she snapped, turning on him. “Of course, it’s not like you have any worries. You’ve got it so easy sitting up on the bridge in your cozy padded chair while I’m on my feet down here having to listen to these dips complain. Well, I’ve had it!”

“Is there a problem?”

“Yeah, you and everyone else on this damn ship!”

“If I came at a bad time…”

“Shut up!”

“Look, I…” Rydell stammered.

“You, you, you! Who cares?”

“Can I just have…”

“Get it yourself!” Trinian said. She pulled her hat off and slammed it down on Rydell’s head until the brim was somewhere around his nose. He heard loud footsteps and then the sound of the doors opening. A second later, the doors opened again.

“I do not think that the hat is quite you, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s voice said from behind him.

“Shut up and get me to sickbay. I think this thing has molecularly bonded to my eyebrows.”



Chapter Two



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50218.6. I have returned to duty after my short stay in sickbay. It would have been a lot shorter if they hadn’t given me that unrequested appendectomy. I cannot wait until we get a new chief medical officer to get those butchers under control.

Otherwise, ship’s operations are running smoothly, and there’s nothing interesting to report. Two days exploring the unknown, and we haven’t found a damn thing. I just hope that this doesn’t continue. The crew has a tendency to do strange things when they’re bored.”



The tension on the bridge could have been sliced with a phaser. The bridge crew manned their stations with a heightened sense of anticipation while Captain Alex Rydell and Commander Travis Dillon paced back and forth across the bridge floor listening to Lieutenant Commander Jaroch.

“Seven, six…”

“Almost there,” Dillon said, stating the obvious. Rydell shot a quick, angry look at him. “Sorry.”

“Two, One.”

“Ten quadrillion kilometers!!!” everyone shouted.

“We have been out here way too long,” Jaroch said turning away from the odometer on his science console.

“What do you mean?” Dillon asked. “Going this far is a major milestone for any starship. I’m glad that I was here to witness it. This will be something that I’ll remember until the day that I die.”

“I do not doubt it,” Jaroch replied. “I am sure that you must fill the space in your head with something.”

“What was that, Lieutenant Commander?” Dillon demanded. “That remark was a severe breech of chain-of-command etiquette and protocol. A reprimand will be showing up on your record, believe it.”

“Oh, stow it, Dillon,” Captain Rydell said. “Jaroch’s right.”

“That my head’s empty!” Dillon shouted.

“No…well, yeah, O.K. there’s that, but I mean he’s right about us being out here too long. It’s been almost a week since we left Federation territory and we haven’t seen a damn thing except uninhabited solar systems.”

“Some of those systems will be perfect for new colonies, though,” Dillon said.

“Yeah, but we’re supposed to be encountering the unknown out here. We haven’t run into one alien yet!” Rydell said.

“Captain, I am detecting subspace waves,” Jaroch reported.

“You had to say something,” Dillon mumbled.

“Are they naturally occurring?” Rydell asked, rushing up to Jaroch’s console.

“I do not believe so, sir, but they are not of any type that I am familiar with.”

“Could they be a message?” Dillon asked.

“They are not of any type that I am familiar with,” Jaroch repeated with an edge of anger in his voice.

“I’m working on it,” Lieutenant Lisa Beck said from the communications console.

“I am quite capable of handling this myself, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said, his irritation growing further.

“But if it’s a message, I’m the one with the best chance of translating it,” Beck retorted.

“Do and DIE, mortal!” a deep rumbling voice bellowed from Jaroch’s body. Rydell dove toward Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins. If J’Ter was out, the safest place to be was behind the Secondprize’s chief of security.

“That is my job,” Beck said, refusing to back down. Jaroch/J’Ter stood up from his console and walked over to Beck.

“You will be destroyed.”

“Will you two grow up and stop bickering?” Dillon said.

“SHUT UP!!!” Jaroch/J’Ter and Beck shouted.

“Gotcha,” Dillon said weakly.

“Now, are you going to let me to my job, psycho-boy, or do I start knocking off a few of your past lives?” Beck said calmly. Jaroch’s eyes glazed over for a second.

“I seem to have lost control there for a moment,” Jaroch said, looking around confused. “I apologize.”

“Thank you,” Beck said. She turned back to her console and got to work.

“You can get up now, sir,” Lieutenant Hawkins said, pocketing her phaser.

“Thanks,” Rydell said embarrassed as he picked himself up off the bridge carpet. “You have the bridge, Number One.” Rydell walked toward his ready room.

“I don’t want it,” Dillon said nervously.

“Too bad, you’ve got it anyway. Let me know when you find out something,” Rydell replied as he left the bridge. Dillon glanced at Beck and Jaroch. They smiled back evilly.

“Mommy,” Dillon squeaked.



“Jaroch to Captain.” The voice of the Secondprize’s science officer pulled Captain Rydell out of the book he was reading.

“Rydell here,” he replied.

“I have located the source of the subspace waves.”

“I’ll be right there. Rydell out.” He switched off his desk computer and left the ready room. The bridge looked pretty much the same as it had when he left half an hour earlier except Jaroch was looking very pleased with himself and Commander Dillon was curled up in the command chair babbling incoherently. Rydell ignored his first officer and joined Jaroch back at the science console. “What have you got?”

“Well, sir, the waves are being emitted from the fifth planet in the J-39 system. At warp five, we can be there in four hours,” Jaroch reported.

“Sullivan, lay in a course and engage,” Rydell ordered.

“Sir?” Ensign Kristen Larkin said. “Lieutenant Sullivan can only lay in the course. I have to engage it, sir.”

“I don’t care who does it,” Rydell said. “Just get us there.” Sullivan and Larkin went to work at their respective consoles, while Rydell wished for the ten-thousandth time that he had a modern starship with a conn station like everyone else. Pushing the thought out of his mind, he turned to Lieutenant Beck.

“Report, Beck.”

“I haven’t got much yet,” Beck said, clearly frustrated.

“You should have let me do it,” Jaroch said. Beck glared at Jaroch furiously. Lieutenant Hawkins reached into her pocket and held her phaser out to Beck.

“That’s enough,” Rydell said before Beck had a chance to vaporize Jaroch. “Let me hear what you do have.” Beck pressed a button on her console and a loud whine started screaming out of the speakers on the bridge.

“EEEEEEEEEEEEERRRRRRRRRRRRRRRNNNNNNNNNNNNNN the YYYYYYNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN a EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE.”

“That’s all you’ve got?” Rydell asked.

“I’m afraid so, sir,” Beck replied.

“Well, keep working on it.”



“We’re entering orbit around the fifth planet,” Ensign Larkin said.

“Good. How’s it look, Jaroch?” Rydell said.

“Class M…barely. The surface is arid. There is a group of small structures near the planet’s equator. The waves are coming from one of these buildings.”

“Life signs?” Dillon asked.

“None that I can detect,” Jaroch replied.

“That’s strange,” Rydell said. “Everybody left, and they forgot to turn things off?”

“Ha!” Lieutenant Beck shouted suddenly. “I’ve got the translation.”

“Let’s hear it,” Rydell said.

“Welcome, visitors. You may follow this signal to the landing coordinates. Have a nice day.”

“That’s it?” Dillon said when the computer had finished speaking.

“It?!?” Beck shouted. “That took me five hours.”

“Good work, Lieutenant,” Rydell said, diffusing the situation. He stopped for a minute to think. “Well, I guess were just going to have to send a team down. Dillon, take Jaroch and Lieutenant Russell down and…”

“Sir, request permission to accompany the away team,” Beck said. “If they find any written examples of this culture’s language, I have the best chance of translating it.”

“Granted,” Rydell said. Dillon, Beck, and Jaroch left their positions and got into the turbolift.

“So,” Dillon said friendlily as the turbolift descended. “You two are going to be nice to each other on this mission aren’t you?” He sincerely hoped that Hawkins’ advice for dealing with crewmembers was going to work.

“Oh, I’m sure that we’ll be fine,” Beck said with a forced smile.

“I have no doubt,” Jaroch replied. “We are professionals and know when to let our colleagues with more experience and ability take over. Right, Lieutenant?”

“I’m not the one that you need to tell that to,” Beck replied.

“Are you insinuating that you have more experience than me?”

“I’m telling you.”

“Really, Miss I-Need-Five-Hours-To-Translate-Hello,” Jaroch retorted.

“That’s it, Commander Nut-Boy!”

“Help me!” Dillon screamed.



Chapter Three



Dillon, Jaroch, Beck, and Lieutenant Sean Russell materialized on a sandswept cliff overlooking a vast wasteland of dirt. At the edge of the cliff on a pedestal sat a tablet with some kind of writing on it.

“See what you can make of that thing, Beck,” Dillon ordered. Beck smiled victoriously at Jaroch and walked over to get to work.

“Yes,” Jaroch said. “Contact us when you have a translation. I am sure that it will only take you a year or so.”

“Let’s check out these buildings before someone gets hurt,” Dillon said quickly. He grabbed Jaroch by the arm and pulled him off toward the large, metal structures behind them.

“Fun place, huh?” Russell remarked.

“Yeah, a real barrel of laughs,” Beck replied, not looking up from her tricorder. “The one time I get off the ship, and where do I end up, a damn dustball accompanied by a nit-wit and a know-it-all.”

“You’ve still got me,” Russell said with a smile.

“True,” Beck relented.

“Great. How about we have dinner tonight in celebration of having found each other in this desolate hell-hole?”

“Sean!” She should have seen it coming. They could have been stranded on a planet about to be engulfed by a super-nova, and he still would have asked her out. It was just his nature. About a quarter of the female crewmembers on the Secondprize could vouch for that.

“What?” he exclaimed. “I was just asking.”

“Why don’t you go help the others?” Beck said irritated.

“All right, I’m going.” Russell trudged off feeling dejected until he remembered that ensign in Astrophysics he’d been meaning to ask out. If at first you don’t succeed, try try again.



“What is this place?” Dillon asked as he and Jaroch entered the largest of the structures. The room they had entered was cavernous. The ceiling was dominated by a giant starchart showing various planets marked with the same unintelligible writing that was on the tablet outside. Jaroch quickly recorded the chart in his tricorder for later study. Dillon walked over to a long counter on the far side of the room. As he approached it, a panel in the counter’s surface opened up, and a small round object levitated out of it. The object was all metallic silver except for a black band around its center. It made some obnoxious, incoherent noises at Dillon, then the black band opened revealing a small arm which reached out toward Dillon.

“What have you found, sir?” Jaroch asked walking over.

“I was about to ask you the same question,” Dillon said. The robot repeated its earlier noises and moved the arm a bit.

“The universal translator should have something for us in a second,” Jaroch said. “That is assuming that Lieutenant Beck’s translation was accurate.” He said ‘lieutenant’ with obvious contempt.

“You don’t like her much, do you?” Dillon said.

“I do not like what she stands for,” Jaroch replied. “People who I outrank that believe they can outperform me.”

“Yeah, I hate that, too,” Dillon said. “All of those stupid underlings who have no respect for rank and regulations. If Captain Rydell enforced regulations we wouldn’t…” As Dillon droned on, Jaroch rethought his views on the matter. He couldn’t believe that he would actually have the same view as Dillon on something. Coming out of the first officer’s mouth, it sounded like a horrible, pretentious thing to believe.

“Thank you, Commander,” Jaroch said, interrupting Dillon. “You have made me see the error of my ways.”

“Error?” Dillon said confused. “But, I agree with…”

“Not now, sir, the translation is coming through,” Jaroch snapped.

“Welcome to Edgeworld. May I see your reservation?” the electronic monotone voice from the tricorder said.

“Reservation? This is some kind of hotel?” Dillon said.

“I believe so, sir,” Jaroch replied.

“Welcome to the edge of the universe, gentlemen,” Beck’s voice said from behind them.

“Explain, Lieutenant,” Dillon said turning toward her.

“Well, according to that plaque out there, we are now standing at the edge of Multek space,” Beck said.

“Multek?” Jaroch asked.

“Would you please just give us the whole story?” Dillon demanded.

“All right,” Beck huffed. “This place is some kind of tourist attraction for these people called the Multeks. This is one corner of their space. They don’t believe there’s anything beyond here except an empty void.”

“They’ve got a surprise coming,” Dillon commented.

“What exactly does the plaque say?” Jaroch asked. Beck looked at her tricorder and started reading.

“This is the end of habitable space. Beyond this point lies the great void of emptiness. Multek society has filled all that there is to fill. Rejoice in our accomplishment while enjoying this vast view of the void.”

“You have got to be kidding me?” Dillon said. “What kind of weirdos are these people? Filled all that there is to fill. Yeah, right!”

“Where’s Russell?” Beck asked, looking around.

“We thought that he was with you,” Jaroch said.

“I sent him to find you guys,” Beck replied.

“Great,” Dillon said. “You two contact the ship and tell them what we found out. I’ll go find Russell.” Dillon drew his phaser and walked cautiously out of the building.

“There is no one here to attack him,” Jaroch said, shaking his head in disgust.

“We can always hope,” Beck replied. Jaroch almost smiled.

“Lieutenant, I… want to apologize for any comments I may have made that…”

“Me too,” Beck said quickly. The last thing she wanted from Jaroch was a sappy show of emotion. Getting attacked by J’Ter would be better. “Let’s just call it off.”

“Agreed,” Jaroch said.



“Russell?” Dillon called into another one of the buildings. He’d checked two other already and hadn’t found a thing except more babbling robots.

“In here, sir,” Russell’s voice shouted back from far inside the building. Dillon entered, his phaser ready. He found Russell in a small room near the back of the building. He was laying on his stomach on a long metal table while a robot that looked like some kind of giant spider crawled over his back. “This thing is great!” Russell exclaimed.

“What is it?” Dillon asked fearfully.

“It’s a massager! I’ve got to take this back to the ship with me. Can you imagine the dates I’d get with this little beauty sitting in my quarters?”

“I don’t think I want to,” Dillon replied, backing out of the room.



“A tourist attraction?” Captain Rydell said in disbelief.

“That’s right, sir,” Lieutenant Beck’s voice replied. “It’s kind of like Lookout Mountain in Tennessee. Except instead of being able to see seven other states you can see…”

“Vast emptiness,” Rydell finished.

“That is correct, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s voice said.

“Good work, you two,” Rydell said. “See what else you can find. Secondprize out.”

“Sir, there’s a ship approaching our position from inside Multek space,” Lieutenant Craig Porter reported from the science station.

“On screen,” Rydell said, getting out of the command chair. The starfield image shifted to include a small but growing ship. It was approximately the length of the Secondprize, but it was shaped more like a sideways obelisk with vast wings extending from either side.

“It doesn’t match anything in Federation records,” Porter continued. “Our scans are having a hard time penetrating the ship.”

“Weapons?” Rydell asked.

“Nothing standard,” Hawkins reported. “They’re either unarmed or using something we’ve never seen before.”

“I’m not going to bet on the former,” Rydell said. “But we’ll give them the benefit of the doubt for now. Hail them, Hawkins.”

“But that’s not my job,” Hawkins said. “I have to watch the tactical board and…”

“Never mind!” Rydell snapped. Yeoman Tina Jones picked that exact moment to exit a turbolift. “Jones, take communications.”

“But I just need you to sign these…”

“Now, Jones,” Rydell said forcefully. Jones shrugged and walked back to the communications console behind and to the left of Rydell. “Hail the Multek ship.” Jones looked at the console confused. She tentatively hit a couple of buttons and hoped for the best. Suddenly, the image of a humanoid creature appeared on the screen. It had midnight blue hair, pale white skin, and red eyes. Rydell straightened his uniform and stepped forward.

“This is Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize. We are a peaceful organization of planets dedicated to the exploration of the cosmos.”

“AAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” the alien screamed in horror. The communication was suddenly shut off.

“There’s some type of power surge building on their ship!” Hawkins shouted.

“Shields up!” Rydell said. A burst of blue energy lanced out from the Multek ship and slammed into the shields.

“Shields are down to sixty percent!” Hawkins said.

“Well, so much for that approach,” Rydell remarked.

“They’re moving away, sir,” Hawkins reported. “May I return fire?” Rydell could see that her finger was hovering over the phaser controls.

“No, Lieutenant. Lower shields and beam up the away team.”

“Vaughn to bridge,” the voice of Lieutenant Monica Vaughn, the Secondprize’s transporter chief, said suddenly.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Rydell asked.

“I’ve lost the away team’s signal,” Vaughn said. “Something just snatched them off the planet’s surface!”

“Gee, I wonder who,” Rydell said softly as he watched the retreating ship growing smaller and smaller on the viewscreen.



Chapter Four



“Follow them, Larkin,” Captain Rydell ordered. “But keep a friendly distance. We don’t want the Multeks to do anything rash.”

“You mean like shoot at us and kidnap our people without any provocation,” Lieutenant Hawkins said.

“OK. We don’t want them to do anything ELSE rash. Is that better?” Rydell asked.

“Sorry, sir. I was just…”

“We’ll get them back, Lieutenant. Trust me,” Rydell said flashing her a confidant smile. “I want a briefing on the whole situation. I want sensor logs, transporter logs, the whole bit. The senior officers will meet in the observation lounge in ten minutes.”

“Uh…sir,” Porter ventured. “Why are we going in there? It’d be easier just to do it out here.”

“Look, Porter,” Rydell snapped. “We’ve barely been in that room the entire time I’ve been captain. Now, this time we’re going to use it, dammit. Is that clear?”

“Got it,” Porter said turning back to the science console.



“I’d really love to know what just happened,” Commander Dillon said as he stared at the steel-blue wall that just appeared in front of him.

“We’ve been moved!” Russell exclaimed.

“Please let me handle this part,” Jaroch said irritated. “Your observation, however astute, does not help us.” Jaroch began scanning their new surroundings with his tricorder. They were in a ten foot by ten foot metal room. One of the walls was open revealing a hallway. The border of this wall was glowing with a greenish light.

“This place looks uncomfortably like a brig,” Beck said. She tried to move her hand out into the hallway. A green barrier flashed into existence blocking her hand with a large blast of energy. “Yep, it is,” she gasped, holding her pained hand.

“My scans are being blocked somehow,” Jaroch reported. “I’m detecting life-forms, but I cannot discern their numbers or location.”

“That’s it,” Russell said, drawing his phaser. “I’m getting us out of here.”

“No!” Beck, Dillon, and Jaroch shouted, but it was too late. Russell fired at the invisible barrier, which deflected his phaser beam right back at him. He dove to the floor just in time to avoid having his head fried off. Unfortunately, he was too slow to save some of his hair. A three inch wide section of his black hair had been scorched off right down the middle of his scalp.

“You could try something sane before you pull out the phasers,” Dillon said. He tapped his commbadge. “Dillon to Secondprize.” An ear-piercing wail blasted through his badge. Dillon quickly hit the badge again to close the channel. “Well, I’m open to suggestions.”

“Yeah, me too,” Russell said.

“Get a clue,” Beck said.

“What?” Russell said.

“Just a suggestion.”

“The odds of escaping our confinement are very low,” Jaroch said. “Astronomically low. Impossibly low. We just cannot escape.”

“That bad, huh?” Dillon said. Jaroch just looked at him. “Oh.”

“Radical thought here, guys, but why don’t we try contacting whoever grabbed us?” Beck said.

“That would be the intelligent thing to do,” Jaroch said.

“Yes, why didn’t I think of that?” Dillon said.

“I think I just explained that, sir,” Jaroch said.

“I’m going to try to send a message out with the tricorder’s data transmission circuits,” Beck said as she recalibrated her tricorder. “Hopefully, our captors will be able to receive and understand it. If we’re real lucky, the Secondprize will get it and come save us.”

“When have we ever been that lucky?” Jaroch asked.



“All right, Lieutenant Porter,” Rydell said as he sat down in the plush chair at the head of the table in the observation lounge. “What have we got?” As he sat, a huge cloud of dust rose up from the chair engulfing the captain.

“You weren’t kidding that this room doesn’t get used much,” Porter said.

“No,” Rydell said with a cough. Porter, Hawkins, Vaughn, and Jones sat down carefully to avoid similar dust eruptions. Commander Scott Baird remained standing.

“Look,” Baird said before Porter could answer the captain. “This isn’t an engineering problem, so I don’t need to be here, right?”

“Scott, you’re a senior officer, so you have to sit through these briefings just like the rest of us,” Rydell replied.

“Yeah?! Well, I don’t see Dillon or Jaroch here!”

“They’ve kind of been kidnapped,” Rydell said, trying to remain calm. “That’s why we’re having this meeting in the first place. Now sit down!”

“Well, excuse the fuck out of me,” Baird said as he took his seat.

“Go ahead, Porter,” Rydell said.

“The Multek ship is constructed from an alloy that I do not recognize. We can’t get exact life-form readings, but I am estimating that there are at least four hundred persons aboard the vessel. The ship is using basic impulse engines. I cannot detect the materials generally associated with warp travel, but they may either be blocked from our scans, or they may have a totally different system.”

“So you haven’t found out a thing,” Rydell said.

“No.”

“What about the away team?” Hawkins asked.

“The may be over there, but I can’t locate them,” Porter replied. “For all we know they could be dead by now. The Multeks could have cut them open for experiments or just vaporized them straight off.” Hawkins’ fists tightened in anger.

“Thanks for the positive outlook there, Porter,” Rydell said. “Let’s go on the assumption that they’re still alive, O.K.? Lieutenant Hawkins, your report.” She glared at Porter one last time, then turned to the captain.

“The beam they hit us with was some type of subspace distortion ray,” Hawkins reported. “Our shield harmonics were such that most of the ray’s effect was deflected and the remainder was absorbed. The down side is that if they adjust the ray’s frequency so that more is absorbed, our shields will take more of a beating than they did this last time. If they can take out forty percent of our shields with only a fifth of their ray’s full power, a full power shot may destroy us.”

“Even more good news,” Rydell remarked. “Vaughn, what about their transporters?”

“I scanned the surface for transporter signatures, but the only ones I detected were ours. Whatever the away team was picked up with, it’s nothing like anything we have in our technology,” the transporter chief said.

“Perfect,” Rydell said. “How about you, Jones?”

“Well…I don’t really know anything about communications, so I really couldn’t tell you anything new,” Jones said. “On the bright side, the computer has perfected its Multek translation matrix, so we’ll have instantaneous communications through the universal translator.”

“That’s good at least,” Rydell said. “Well, it seems that we’re just going to have to muddle through on our own or hope that the away team manages to save itself.”

“Brilliant!” Baird said. “Can we leave now?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rydell said. The briefing room cleared in a cloud of dust leaving the captain alone, lost in thought.



Chapter Five



Lieutenant Beck was the first to hear the humming noise outside of their cell. She glanced over at the other members of the away team. Dillon and Russell had fallen asleep, and Jaroch was staring at his tricorder and mumbling to himself. Beck picked herself up off the metal floor and tried to look out beyond the force field for the source of the hum. The corridor was empty. There were two more cells along the wall and a door at the far end of it, but there were no signs of life. The humming stopped, and the door at the far end of the hall slid open quietly. A deathly white humanoid with deep blue hair and eerie red eyes stepped into the corridor and approached their cell.

“Somebody’s coming,” Beck whispered urgently. “He’s got to be one of the Multeks.” Jaroch quickly stood up and kicked Dillon and Russell to awaken them. Commander Dillon cleared his throat, ran a hand through his hair, and straightened his uniform to prepare for their visitor.

“Try to keep him talking,” Jaroch said. “The longer he is down here, the better chance I’ll have of calibrating the tricorder to get through the force field and get a good scan of him.” The Multek stopped in front of their cell and stared in at them.”

“I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize,” Dillon said, stepping toward their visitor. “This kidnapping is an extreme violation of Federation law and our right as individuals. Now I demand that you release us from this cell and return us to the Secondprize or the next available Federation-aligned ship in the vicinity.”

“You are not of the enclave,” the alien said. He seemed like he knew it to be true, but was just accepting it for the first time.

“Uh…no we aren’t,” Dillon said confused.

“But we’ll gladly join if you’ll let us out,” Russell added hopefully.

“But there are none outside of the enclave,” the Multek said. He seemed to be having some kind of debate within himself.

“Actually, there are many outside of the enclave,” Beck said kindly. She almost felt sorry for this Multek, and he was the one holding them prisoner. He seemed so lost and confused. “We represent an organization of many other races throughout the galaxy.”

“No! There are none, but the Multeks!!!” the Multek shouted. “You cannot and do not exist.”

“Then how do you explain us?” Dillon asked.

“You are a hallucination.”

“So, you’re using up power to keep some hallucinations in the brig,” Dillon said.

“I must declare myself unfit for duty,” the Multek said, shaking his head. “I have lost my sense of reality.”

“You’re telling us,” Russell said.

“I must go now, my imaginary prisoners.” The Multek turned and trudged sadly back down the corridor.

“Were you able to get a reading, Jaroch?” Beck asked.

“Most definitely,” Jaroch replied. “Since I knew what I was trying to scan, I was able to adjust the tricorder’s scanning frequencies until I negated the effects of the force field.”

“What did you scan for?” Beck asked. “They’re completely alien to us.”

“The movement of his mouth when he spoke,” Jaroch replied smugly.

“Great,” Dillon said, thoroughly disinterested on how it was done. “What did you find out?”

“Well, the entire ship is surrounded by some kind of dampening field which prevents scans from penetrating the ship,” Jaroch reported. “The force field in this cell has the same effect, but it also jams all normal communications traffic and deflects phaser fire.” Russell involuntarily felt the new bald streak on the top of his head.

“Well, that explains why they didn’t take any of our stuff. But the important question is can we get out of here?” Beck asked.

“I believe so,” Jaroch replied. “If we set the phasers to the frequency which I used to scan outside of the field, they should be enough to hyper-energize the field. This will cause the field generators to overload and, most likely, shut down.”

“What do you mean most likely?” Dillon demanded.

“There is also a chance that the overload will cause them to explode, killing us all instantly.”

“Lovely,” Beck muttered.

“Is that our only option?” Russell asked.

“No,” Jaroch said. “We could also just sit and wait until we rot until unrecognizable hunks of flesh and bone.”

“Oh,” Dillon said. “In that case, what frequency do we set the phasers to?

“I had a feeling that you would see it my way,” Jaroch said.



“Report, Kroll,” the captain of the Multek ship barked as Kroll entered the bridge after returning from the brig.

“The imaginary ones are still there, Captain Wuddle,” Kroll said.

“You mean that you think you saw imaginary beings in the brig,” the ship’s science officer said. Kroll fell silent as he tried to work things out.

“Yes…I thought that I imagined having a hallucination of beings who don’t exist in our brig, and I also didn’t really have a conversation with them because they aren’t really there and couldn’t have made me hear what I thought I imagined that I heard …I think.”

Suddenly, alarms blared across the bridge. The Multek science officer rushed back to his console to see what was happening.

“Captain! The ship is imagining that the unreal ones that we think we might be hallucinating as existing in our brig just pretended to overload the brig force field. I am now imagining that the illusionary aliens are entering the transport shaft!”

“Where are they pretending to go?” Captain Wuddle demanded.

“The ship thinks that the imaginary ones are headed toward the craft in the landing bay.”

“They have to go through the passenger area to get there! There’ll be chaos! Quick, Kroll, go stop them…or pretend to stop them…whatever!”

“But, Captain,” Kroll said. “I have seen the imaginary ones. I must be suffering from hallucinations and am, therefore, unfit for duty.”

“I don’t care. Go stop the imaginary ones from going near the passengers!”

Kroll turned and rushed back into the transport shaft. He wondered if his blaster would have any effect on imaginary beings. Sometimes, being the ship’s security officer just wasn’t a great job.

“Send a message back to Multos informing them of our situation,” Captain Wuddle ordered after Kroll had left. He was just the captain of a passenger liner. Imaginary beings were the military’s problem, not his.



“How much farther, Jaroch?” Commander Dillon asked as they exited the Multek version of a turbolift and began walking down a long hallway.

“The shuttlebay is at the end of this corridor,” Jaroch replied, looking at his tricorder.

“What about these doors?” Russell asked referring to the long rows of red doors lining either side of the steel grey hallway.

“They appear to be quarters,” Jaroch said. “Each is occupied by at least one Multek.”

“In other words, let’s move fast and quietly,” Dillon said, darting ahead at a brisk jog.

“Die, imaginary ones!” Kroll shouted suddenly as he dove out of a transport shaft in front of the away team. He was pointing some type of weapon at them.

“Well, so much for doing this quietly,” Beck remarked.

“What do you mean, die?” Dillon asked. “If we’re not real, you can’t kill us.” Kroll stopped to think, allowing his weapon to drop a bit.

“Oh yeah, well…how about disappear imaginary ones?” Kroll asked.

“How about not?” Russell said. He dove forward, catching Kroll in the stomach with his bald spot. They fell to the deck, wrestling for control of Kroll’s weapon. Suddenly, a door opened to their right. Russell and Kroll looked over and saw a Multek child with his mother.

“What’s that, Mommy?” the child asked pointing at Russell and Kroll.

“It’s not polite to point at things that don’t exist,” the mother replied and herded her child back inside their quarters. Kroll took advantage of the distraction to pull away from Russell. He put his weapon against Russell’s head and slowly stood up.

“Ha! I have you now, illusionary alien type being!” He was immediately struck by three phaser beams as Dillon, Jaroch, and Beck fired.

“Grab him,” Dillon ordered. “Hopefully, the Multeks will be a little less willing to blast us out of space if we’ve got one of their own people with us.”

“Sir, I doubt that kidnapping one of their people is going to help us win the Multeks’ friendship,” Jaroch said.

“Why?” Beck asked. “We don’t exist to them, remember. This Multek will just be going on a little trip with four of his imaginary friends.”

“You are just saying that to disagree with me,” Jaroch said annoyed.

“Maybe,” Beck replied with a grin. They walked off down the hall while Russell, struggling under the weight of Kroll, tried to keep up.



“I think that I have an idea, Captain,” Lieutenant Porter said from the science station. “It’s a bit of a longshot, though.”

“Anything would be useful right now,” Captain Rydell replied as he got out of the command chair and headed back to Porter’s station. “What have you got?”

“The dampening field blocking the Multek ship from our scans must be set to a particular frequency.”

“Just like our shields are.”

“Exactly. Now if we could find the frequency of the Multeks’ field, we could overload it with the phasers,” Porter said.

“So how do we find the frequency?”

“I’m not sure, sir, but if we did it would definitely get their attention.”

“Yes, but what do we do when they start firing back at us?” Lieutenant Hawkins said from her position at the tactical console.

“That may not be a problem,” Captain Rydell replied. Hawkins could see a familiar glint in his eye. He had an idea. “Just get me that frequency, Porter.” He walked back down to the command chair and looked out at the Multek ship in front of them.



Chapter Six



Dillon, Jaroch, Beck, and Russell looked at the Multek shuttlepod in shock.

“Please tell me this isn’t happening,” Dillon said.

“I wish that it wasn’t, sir,” Beck said. She walked around the small pod one more time. “How many of us do you think it can fit?”

“Two. Three if someone is really wedged in,” Jaroch replied.

“I can’t believe that a ship this big only has one shuttle,” Dillon said.

“Well, unless you feel like going out and looking for another one, I suggest that you believe it,” Jaroch said.

“Jaroch, you and Beck go back to the ship with this Multek,” Dillon ordered gesturing at Kroll’s unconscious body. “Russell and I will take care of things over here.”

“We will?” Russell asked in alarm.

“Sir, I think I have an idea,” Beck said. “I’d like to stay here.”

“Fine with me. Jaroch, you just make sure that you get the force field frequency back to the Secondprize.”

“Aye, sir,” Jaroch said. He and Russell shoved Kroll into the small shuttle pod, then pushed their way in beside him. A minute later, the shuttle lifted off and exited the landing bay into space.

“Well, Lieutenant, I hope this plan of yours is a real good one because there’s about four hundred of them and two of us,” Dillon said.”

“Actually, I thought that we’d just go take over the bridge,” Beck replied. Dillon laughed weakly.

“No, seriously, what’s your plan?”

“That’s it.”

“Oh god.”



“Captain, there’s a small craft leaving the Multek ship,” Hawkins reported.

“How many people on board?” Rydell asked.

“I’m reading a Yynsian, a human, and one unknown,” Porter said.

“Can we get a tractor beam on them?”

“Not yet, sir,” Hawkins said.

“Ensign Larkin, bring us into range,” Rydell ordered the helm officer. “Hawkins, keep an eye on the Multeks’ power levels. I want some warning if they’re going to fire”

“The shuttle is moving erratically,” Hawkins said.

“Are they damaged?” Rydell asked.

“Not that I can tell, sir.”

“There must some type of struggle going on over there,” Rydell said. “Increase speed, Ensign.”



“Russell, move your arm!”

“That’s not my arm.”

“Then move his arm. I am trying to fly over here.”

“I’m sorry, sir, there’s just no room.”

“It is wedged under my gluteus maximus.”

“You’re what.”

“My ass, you fool! Now move it!”

“Yes, sir. I’ll try.”



“Captain Wuddle, the imaginary ship is moving closer to us. Shall I fire?” the helm officer said.

“Fire at what? There’s nothing out there,” the science officer said.

“But we fired earlier,” the helm officer insisted.

“That was a rash mistake,” Captain Wuddle said. “It’s not good for us to give into our hallucinations. We’ll leave the imaginary ship alone.” Suddenly, the transport shaft doors opened, and Dillon and Beck walked out onto the Multek bridge.

“Don’t mind us,” Dillon said waving at the bridge crew.

“Just pretend we’re not here,” Beck added with a laugh.

“Captain, the imaginary ones have entered the bridge,” the science officer reported.

“I can see that… I mean, I am hallucinating that as well,” the captain replied.

“Should we take action?”

“Against who? There’s no one here,” Captain Wuddle said. Dillon walked in front of him and stuck his tongue out at him.

“Naah naah, you can’t get me,” Dillon taunted.

“For instance, no one is sticking their tongue out at me,” the captain said, anger growing in his voice.

“Get to work, sir,” Beck said.

“Right,” Dillon replied. He moved over to the front of the helm console, right in front of the exasperated helm officer. Dillon waved at him a bit then punched a couple of buttons. The helm officer quickly moved to rectify what Dillon had done.

“Captain, I’m imagining that someone is messing with my console,” the helm officer said.

“Ignore it,” the captain said, his voice quivering. “Just remember, there’s no one here.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Captain!” the science officer suddenly shouted. “The imaginary vessel has captured the escaped shuttle with an illusionary tractor beam.”

“Don’t worry about that,” Dillon said. “It’s nothing.”

“Have you found the field controls yet?” Beck asked.

“No.”

“The imaginary ones are after our shields,” the science officer said alarmed.

“I heard,” Captain Wuddle said. “Get them!”

“But, sir, you said they don’t exist,” the helm officer said.

“I’m making an exception this time.”

“Uh, Beck…I think we may have a problem,” Dillon said, backing up to the rear of the bridge. The Multeks each leveled a nasty-looking ray gun at Dillon and Beck.

“I think you’re right,” Beck said, backing up next to him. They were soon pinned against the wall with three angry Multeks ready to shoot them whether they were imaginary or not.



Jaroch ran onto the bridge at full speed. He shoved Porter out of his chair at the science station and sat down to work.

“Welcome back, Jaroch,” Rydell said. Jaroch just grunted and worked at a furious pace. “May I ask what you’re doing?”

“Not right now. I’ll tell you in a second.”



“Look, we’re not real,” Beck said. “You’ve already said that we have to be hallucinations. Why don’t you just let us go on our imaginary way? I mean, it’s not like you can hurt us.” She laughed weakly.

“That may be so, but we’ll let the military find that out. For now, I just want to prove to myself that I’m hallucinating all of this,” Captain Wuddle said.

“How are you going to do that?” Dillon asked.

“By destroying your imaginary ship out there.”



“Captain, there’s another power surge building on the Multek ship!” Hawkins shouted.

“Evasive maneuvers!” Rydell ordered. Larkin steered the Secondprize out of the path of the Multeks’ weapon just before it fired. “Jaroch, if you’ve got some miracle planned, I’d really like to know about it.”

“They’re moving to pursue!” Hawkins said.

“Keep us out of the way of their gun,” Rydell said.

“Aye, sir,” Larkin replied.



“We missed!” the Multek helm officer said. He had gone back to his station to destroy the Secondprize while the captain and science officer covered Dillon and Beck.

“Impossible!” Captain Wuddle exclaimed.

“They’re moving away.”

“Go after them!” Wuddle shouted, turning to look at the helm officer. Beck took that opportunity to leap forward at Wuddle. The science officer just stared at her in shock until Dillon’s fist collided with the side of his face. The helm officer drew his weapon and fired blindly toward the back of the bridge while he tried to steer the ship with his other hand.



On the Secondprize’s viewscreen, the Multek ship started to wobble strangely. Rydell normally would have contacted them to see if they needed any assistance, but the subspace disturbances being fired at the Secondprize were deterring him.

“There!” Jaroch said. “Lieutenant Hawkins, the phasers have been recalibrated to the frequency of the Multeks’ force field. You may fire when ready.”

“It would have been a hell of a lot quicker if you’d just told me the frequency,” Hawkins said.

“Yes, but it would not have been nearly as dramatic,” Jaroch replied.

“All right!” Rydell said, happy to finally be able to take the offensive. “Larkin, go to three quarters impulse and head back for Edgeworld.”



Captain Wuddle and the science officer had recovered enough to fight back against Dillon and Beck’s attack, allowing the helm officer to return his full attention to flying the ship.

“Captain, the imaginary ship is increasing speed. Shall I pursue?” the helm officer asked as the Secondprize started to zoom away.

“Of course, you fool!” Captain Wuddle shouted. Beck kicked him in the stomach just as he finished the last word causing him to double over in pain. She shot her foot toward his head, but just before it hit, his armed lashed out and grabbed her leg. He threw her off balance, then tackled her to the deck. Dillon had pushed the science officer back against a console when the Multek suddenly grabbed a cup off of the console and flung its hot contents in Dillon’s face. He screamed and fell backwards, clutching his burned nose and cheeks. The science officer rushed Dillon as soon as he hit the ground. Dillon kicked his legs out, catching him in the stomach. The science officer fell back against the console, gasping for breath. Noticing his dropped blaster on the floor, he dove forward and grabbed it. Keeping it carefully trained on Dillon, he stood back up.

“Freeze or your friend dies!” the science officer told Beck. Beck stopped in mid-punch and looked at the science officer. He definitely looked serious. In a way, this was a good thing. She could get rid of Dillon. But then what? They’d probably just kill her too. She lowered her fists and allowed herself to be herded against the back wall with Dillon.

“I’m getting a distinct feeling of deja vu,” Dillon said.

“No kidding,” Beck replied.



“We are coming up on Edgeworld now, sir,” Larkin reported.

“The Multeks are right behind us,” Hawkins said. As if to punctuate the point, the Multek ship fired another distortion. This one grazed the top of the shields and shook the entire ship.

“That’s enough of that,” Rydell said. “Ensign, go to full impulse and make a tight orbit of Edgeworld bringing us up underneath the Multek ship. Hawkins, be ready with those phasers.”

The Secondprize shot forward and looped around Edgeworld before the Multek ship had a chance to even react.

“Fire!” Rydell shouted as the bottom of the Multek ship grew on the viewscreen. The Secondprize let loose a full barrage of phaser fire, then flew past the Multek ship. The Multeks’ force field flickered with the energy being pumped into it by the phasers. Then, it flashed brightly and disappeared. “Bridge to transporter room.”

“Vaughn here.”

“Get the away team out of there!” Hawkins shouted before Rydell could even give the order.

“I was going to say that, you know,” Rydell said.

“Sorry, sir,” Hawkins said.

“Beam back the away team and send our Multek visitor home,” Rydell said.

“Aye, sir. Energizing,” Vaughn’ voice said.



Dillon and Beck materialized on the transporter pad and immediately slumped to the deck in relief.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Dillon said.

“Yeah, one more second, and we would have been little burn marks on the floor,” Beck added.

“Glad I could help,” Vaughn said.

“Rydell to Dillon,” the captain’s voice said, breaking into their conversation.

“Dillon here.”

“Are you and Beck alright, Number One?”

“Yes, sir, but I recommend that we get the hell out of here. That was evidently some kind of passenger liner, and they’ve called in the Multek military.”

“Understood. Rydell out.”

Dillon and Beck picked themselves up off of the floor and trudged out of the transporter room. The main thing that both of them wanted right then was a nap.



Chapter Seven



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50220.4. After informing Starfleet Command about our experience with the Multeks, the Secondprize has been ordered to return to Starbase 219 for a complete debriefing. Oh well, so much for our deep space exploration. I would like to commend Commander Dillon, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, Lieutenant Russell, and Lieutenant Beck for their handling of the Multek situation. Lieutenant Beck deserves special commendation. Not only did she decipher the Multek language, but she also played an instrumental role in saving the away team.”



Lieutenant Beck, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, and Captain Rydell sat at a table in Seven Backward enjoying a few drinks and discussing the events of the last couple of days.

“That really was exemplary work, Lieutenant,” Captain Rydell said. “Starfleet is going to have to reward you in some way.”

“Yeah yeah,” Jaroch said unenthusiastically.

“Do I detect a hint of bitterness?” Beck said smiling.

“I sincerely hope so,” Jaroch replied.

“Now, Jaroch, jealousy is so unbecoming,” Rydell said.

“So is a broken nose,” Jaroch said.

“What do you mean, Mr. Temper-tantrum?” Rydell asked mockingly. Jaroch’s arm lanced out, grabbed Rydell’s head, and slammed his face into the table.

“I’ve really got to stop coming in here,” Rydell mumbled. “It’s just not safe.”

At a table on the other side of the lounge, Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins were having dinner. Dillon had been watching the crew’s worshipping of Beck with disgust.

“She didn’t do that much,” Dillon said.

“Can’t you just let her enjoy some glory?” Hawkins said. “Is your ego that fragile?”

“Well…”

“You’re the first officer of this ship, and she’s just the communications officer. She doesn’t get many opportunities like this.”

“I know. I’m sorry, Patricia. She did really help get us out of that mess,” Dillon said. “But it’s not like she did it alone.”

“We all know that,” Hawkins said. “You, Jaroch, and Sean did your jobs. She went beyond hers, though.”

“You’re right. She did.” Dillon fell silent and stared out the window. “But I risked my life over there, too,” he said finally. “And no one cared.”

“I did.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, if you got killed, who would I go fight with in the holodeck?” she replied. He looked at her to see if she was serious.

“Thanks,” Dillon said finally. “It’s nice to know I was missed.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Hawkins said smiling.



INTERMISSION:



The Directive



Chapter Eight



As soon as the Secondprize arrived at Starbase 219, Captain Rydell was informed that Admiral Thomas Wagner was waiting at the starbase to debrief the crew.

Less than an hour after their arrival, the Secondprize senior officers as well as those involved in the Multek incident had assembled in the now dusted and cleaned Secondprize observation lounge to meet with Wagner.

“I just can’t get away from this ship,” Wagner said as he walked into the room.

“Common problem,” Lieutenant Beck muttered under her breath.

“Now then, it would seem that you all have put the proverbial foot into it again,” Wagner continued. “This Multek bunch don’t appear to be a very nice group.”

“Our initial contact would suggest that they are not open to the usual diplomatic overtures,” Dillon said.

“Very astute observation, Commander,” Wagner said. “How long did you spend rehearsing it?”

Dillon opened his mouth to reply, but quickly shut it again and looked down at the table.

“Admiral,” Captain Rydell said. “I realize that our first contact wasn’t very successful, but that doesn’t mean that there isn’t hope for relations. Lieutenant Beck has worked out a translation program that’s almost perfect. On top of that, the time that she, Dillon, Jaroch, and Russell spent on the Multek ship has given us valuable insight into their mindset, their culture, and their weapons.”

“Yes, you discovered that they’re close-minded, xenophobic, and trigger-happy. None of which are exactly good signs,” Wagner replied.

“But we can’t just run away and avoid them,” Beck said.

“I can assure you that Starfleet has no intention of running, Lieutenant,” Wagner said. “In fact, we are going to establish a Federation presence in that sector as soon as possible.”

“What kind of presence?” Rydell asked.

“A space station,” Wagner said. “It will be a waystation for ships heading out into the unexplored areas and will also defend the area from any Multek aggression.”

“How are you going to get a station there in any kind of time?” Rydell asked. “These things take years.”

“Not this time, Captain. We expect to have Waystation operational within the next fourteen days.”

“Fourteen days! You’ve got to be kidding!” Rydell said. “You can’t even get personnel transferred here that quickly.”

“The personnel is already here,” Wagner said. “I’m pulling most of it from your crew.” Rydell clenched his fists and resisted the urge not to slam Wagner into the nearest bulkhead.

“My crew,” Rydell seethed. “We’re short-handed as it is. We don’t even have a Chief Medical Officer yet.”

“Not to worry. Your new one is on the way, and we are only taking a few of your current crew.”

“Who?” Rydell asked angrily.

“Well, I want Lieutenant Sean Russell for head of station security. Lieutenant Craig Porter for operations and science officer. Yeoman Tina Jones for liaison officer. Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales for the first officer. And…”

“Who’s going to be in command?” Dillon asked anxiously. This could be it: his big break.

“Someone who has served this crew well time and time again, especially during the Multek crisis: Lieutenant… make that Commander Lisa Beck.”

“What?!?” Dillon, Jaroch, and Beck shouted in unison.

“Her!” Jaroch exclaimed.

“What about me?” Dillon shouted.

“Yeah, what about him?” Beck said. “Let him charge suicidally into a dangerous sector.”

“Commander Beck, Waystation is your new post. You have no choice,” Wagner said. “You will report to temporary quarters on the starbase immediately, so that you may supervise the construction of the station.”

“What about us?” Lieutenant Porter asked.

“You, Lieutenant Russell, Lieutenant Commander Morales, and Yeoman Jones are to take a runabout to Bracktia Prime to pick up your station’s chief medical officer, Dr. Amelia Nelson.”

“Wait a minute,” Rydell said. “They get a doctor before we do. We’re about to head out again. We need a CMO.”

“You won’t be going anywhere for the next two weeks,” Wagner said. “It’s about time the Secondprize had a refit herself. You and Commander Baird will stay here to supervise that.”

“What do you mean stay here?” Dillon asked. “You make it sound like the rest of us are going somewhere.”

“The engineering crew will stay to help with the refit,” Wagner replied. “Most of the rest of the crew will be granted leave.”

“That’s fine with me,” Dillon said, leaning back in his chair smiling.

“You aren’t included in that group, Commander Dillon,” Wagner said. “I have a mission for you, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, and Lieutenant Hawkins.”

“Admiral, don’t you have anyone else to send around other than my crew?” Rydell said. The irritation in his voice was apparent.

“At the moment, no,” Wagner replied. “You all are in luck.”

“Great,” Hawkins said sarcastically.

“What is our mission?” Jaroch asked.

“Well, my sister Debbie was contracted by Starfleet to create a kind of memorial to great Starfleet leaders. She’s finished the project, but no one from Starfleet has had time to go to check the place out and bring back a report. Jaroch, I want you to check on the scientific stability of the place. Hawkins, you check out the security safeguards. And Dillon, you find out whether the kids will like it. That should be right on your level.”

“What kind of place is this?” Hawkins asked.

“We aren’t sure,” Wagner said. “Debbie’s being real secretive about this one. She says it’s going to be great though. I just want to be sure. Standard procedure states that I need to send a team to check out any Starfleet installation. You guys are it. You leave in the morning. Dismissed.”

“Admiral Wagner…” Rydell began.

“Dismissed. There’s nothing to discuss.” The crew filed out of the conference room except for Rydell and Wagner.

“Tom, what the hell is going on?” Rydell asked.

“I’m sorry, Alex. This is what Starfleet Command wants. I am obliged to deliver their orders,” Wagner said. “I apologize for snapping at you a second ago, but there was no point in debating this in front of your crew. There’s nothing to debate.”

“But, you’re breaking up my crew. I’ve been serving with these people for the last three years. I would have liked some notice.”

“You’re getting Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins back. As for the others, I think it’s time that they moved on in their careers. The Secondprize is fine, but there’s really no place for them to go here.”

“Well, I can’t fault Command for their choices. Beck will make a great commander.”

“We think so, too,” Wagner said.

“Come on. Let’s go down to Seven Backward. After all this, I could use a drink,” Rydell said with a weak smile.

“Sounds good, Captain. You’re buying.” Wagner replied as the two men walked out of the conference room.



ACT II:



THE DIVISION



Chapter Nine



Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales noticed the flashing message icon on his viewscreen the moment he walked into his quarters. He’d just finished his shift in the shuttlebay, where he was the chief of all shuttlebay operations on board the Secondprize. His job was to be invisible. If anyone noticed him, it was usually because something was wrong with a shuttle or something had not gotten done. Neither of those things happened very much, which suited Morales just fine. He didn’t like getting involved with the command structure if he could avoid it. Managing shuttlebays was all the responsibility he ever wanted.

Morales had quite happily risen through the ranks without anyone trying to force him into any real command positions. He was now one of only eight lieutenant commander’s on the ship, which put him somewhere in the top ten of ranks on the whole ship. If something were ever to happen to Rydell, Dillon, Jaroch, and all of the other lieutenant commanders, he’d be in command of the ship. It wasn’t something he worried about too much, though. Things like that just didn’t happen. He was safe tucked away in his shuttlebay. Flying shuttles was all he’d wanted to do when he joined Starfleet anyway. There was something about being in a vehicle that small travelling through space that made him feel closer to the whole experience.

Morales stared at the blinking message icon for a moment trying to figure out who would have left it. Anyone on the ship would have just contacted him on his commbadge, and his parents weren’t scheduled to comm him for another week. That was unless something had happened. Morales ran over to his desk console and activate the message playback system. The face of a young man in a Starfleet uniform filled the screen.

“Lieutenant Commander Morales, my name is Lieutenant James Terris. I am the refit supervisor for Starbase 219. By order of Starfleet Command, I have the honor of informing you that you have been transferred to the new Starfleet Waystation to be established near Multek space, where you will assume the post of first officer. Congratulations. Your first assignment is to retrieve your station’s chief medical officer from Bracktia Prime. You are to leave by runabout tomorrow morning at 0600 hours. The rest of your team will meet you in the Secondprize’s main shuttlebay. Starfleet out.” Lieutenant Terris’ face was replaced by the blue and white seal of the Federation.

Morales fell back into his desk chair. This was so much worse than he could have possibly imagined. First officer. He was going to be a first officer. So much from hiding from command.



“Leave immediately,” Commander Dillon grumbled as he and Lieutenant Hawkins entered Shuttlebay Two carrying his travel case. “Admiral Wagner could have at least let us wait until tomorrow morning.”

“Really. I can’t see how going to look at some damn amusement park is that vital,” Hawkins said.

“I see that we all agree on the relative importance of this mission,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said from by the shuttlecraft they were to depart in. “I protest being used for such menial tasks.”

“Sorry, Jaroch,” Hawkins said. “You can’t save the universe every day.”

“I know, but there is a serious situation developing with the Multek Enclave. I should be analyzing their technology, not testing kiddie rides.”

“Hey, we don’t even know what’s at this place yet,” Dillon said. “There might not be any kiddie rides at all.”

“If you’re trying to help, Travis, stop it,” Hawkins said.

“Gotcha,” Dillon said. The shuttlebay doors opened, and Ensign Andrea Carr walked in.

“What are you doing here?” Jaroch asked.

“I’m your pilot,” Carr replied. “Is everyone ready to go?”

“Go?” Hawkins said. “We haven’t been told where we’re supposed to be going to.”

“I have,” Carr replied.

“Well… where are we going?” Jaroch asked.

“I’m afraid I can’t tell you, sir,” Carr said.

“We outrank you, Ensign,” Dillon said angrily.

“And Admiral Wagner outranks all of you. He ordered me not to tell you where we are going. He wants you to be totally objective about his sister’s project,” Carr said.

“What’s that got to do with knowing where we’re going?” Hawkins asked.

“The admiral felt that the planet’s name might color your opinion.”

“What? That’s insane,” Dillon said.

“Orders are orders. Now, please get in the shuttle. We have a long flight ahead of us,” Carr said. She pushed past the three officers and entered the shuttle to start her pre-flight check.

“I’m liking this trip less and less all the time,” Hawkins said.

“Tell me about it,” Dillon and Jaroch said in unison.



Commander Lisa Beck was busy packing up her belongings when she heard her door chime.

“Come in,” she said as she put her Idorian gas sculpture carefully into a box. The door whooshed open.

“Am I disturbing you?” Captain Rydell asked. Beck finished packing the sculpture and turned to her former captain.

“Not at all, sir,” Beck said. “What can I do for you?” Rydell walked over to her replicator.

“Two cherry icees,” he ordered. The two drinks appeared in a bluish flurry of molecules. Rydell picked up the drinks and handed one to Beck. “I came by to wish you luck, Lieutenant…excuse me, Commander.”

“Thank you, sir,” Beck replied after taking a sip of her icee. “It still hasn’t quite sunk in yet.”

“It won’t until you’re standing in the station operations center with an entire crew around you waiting for your commands,” Rydell said. “It’s a strange experience, but very…rewarding.”

“You sound a bit hesitant about that.”

“Well, the Secondprize is my first command, and it hasn’t exactly been all that I expected. This crew is nothing like anything I heard about at the Academy,” Rydell said.

“I think the word you’re looking for is eclectic,” Beck replied smiling.

“Whatever the word, they’re still my crew, and I hate to lose any of them. Especially someone like you, Beck. You’ve been a real asset to this ship. We’re going to miss you.”

“Thank you, Captain. I’ve really enjoyed serving under you. I’m going to miss you, too. I can’t say that about everyone on board.”

“Well, I hope your new command gives you what you’ve been looking for.”

“What do you mean?” Beck asked.

“I heard about your dissatisfaction with your position,” Rydell replied. “I can’t say that I blame you. You needed something like this to happen. I’m very happy for you.”

“That means a lot, sir.”

“Well then, now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, how about some dinner?” Rydell asked attempting to lighten the mood. “It seems that we’re going to be stuck on the starbase for the next two weeks anyway. We might as well make the most of it.”

“Sounds good, sir.”

“Great. I’ll meet you in the starbase lounge in two hours,” Rydell said. “I can give you some command tips.”

“I’ll take any advice you can give me. See you then, sir,” Beck said. Rydell walked out of the quarters leaving Beck alone. She took a look around the rooms that had been her home for the last three years and felt some regret pulling at her. Was she actually going to miss this place? The weirdness, the idiocy, the craziness. The Secondprize was…unique to say the least.



“Commander,” Jaroch mumbled from the rear of the shuttlecraft.

“What?” Dillon said.

“Commander.”

“What?”

“Commander.”

“What?!”

“Commander.”

“WHAT!?!” Dillon screamed.

“I was not talking to you,” Jaroch said.

“You’ve been saying commander over and over for the last couple of minutes,” Dillon said. “Who were you talking to if you weren’t talking to me?”

“No one. I was just thinking about Lieutenant Beck’s promotion.”

“Annoying, isn’t it?” Dillon said. “I can’t believe that Starfleet would look over me for that position.”

“There were other choices as well,” Jaroch said.

“Who?”

“Me!” Jaroch shouted.

“Oh yeah,” Dillon said. “Sorry. Well, I guess we both got shafted.”

“If this an attempt to establish a friendly camaraderie with me, please stop. It is making me angry.”

“Oh.” Dillon stood up and moved to the front row of seats in the shuttle next to Lieutenant Hawkins. “Jaroch seems a bit on edge.”

“Really, why?”

“He’s jealous that Beck got promoted instead of him.”

“I AM NOT JEALOUS!” Jaroch screamed.

“See what I mean,” Dillon said. Dillon’s unconscious body his the floor a second later after experiencing a forceful collision between it and Jaroch’s foot.

“And you actually like him?” Jaroch said to Hawkins.

“He’s not all bad,” she replied as she tried to pull Dillon back up into a seat.

“That may be; however, I hope that you and Commander Dillon are not pursuing a relationship at any level higher than platonic friendship,” Jaroch said.

“We’re just friends,” Hawkins said. “But what if we were more? What would be the big deal?”

“Well, aside from making me violently ill, it would be potentially dangerous for you.”

“What?”

“You have thus far only dealt with the commander in small doses,” Jaroch replied. “A romantic entanglement would require that you spend much more time together, which could lead to you killing him.”

“What Travis and I do is our business. If I want to be friends with him or date him, it’s for me to say.”

“But, Lieutenant…”

“But nothing!” Hawkins shouted. “I can sleep with him if I want to! Got it!”

“Is there something going on back there I should know about?” Ensign Carr asked from the cockpit.

“NO!” Hawkins shouted. “Just fly the damn ship!”

“Excuse me for asking!” Carr shouted back angrily.

“I take it that this is not open for discussion,” Jaroch said.

“No. Go back to wallowing in self-pity over Lisa getting promoted over you,” Hawkins said.

“Thank you for reminding me. I just wanted to prevent you from going where Commander Baird and Lieutenant Sullivan have gone before.” Jaroch said.

“What are you talking about?”

“I believe that my meaning is clear enough,” Jaroch said.

“What happened?” Dillon asked groggily as he rubbed the back of his head.

“Turbulence,” Jaroch said.

“Is everyone alright?”

“Just peachy,” Jaroch said. “I will be returning to my meditations now, Commander. You can continue being sickening with Lieutenant Hawkins.”

“How long have I been out of it?” Dillon asked confused.

“About thirty years,” Jaroch said. “And you will continue to be so for the foreseeable future.”

“I get the distinct feeling that I was better off unconscious,” Dillon said.

“And so were we,” Jaroch snapped.

“Speak for yourself,” Hawkins said. She grabbed Dillon and kissed him.

“I am going to be sick,” Jaroch said as he ran to the bathroom at the back of the shuttle.

“Patricia,” Dillon said. “What was…?”

“Nothing. Never mind. Just sit there and rest your head,” Hawkins said.

Dillon’s mind was starting to overload. Events had lost all coherence from the moment he’d regained consciousness, and he wasn’t happy about it. On top of that, his head was killing him. Hawkins moved up to the cockpit with Carr without saying another word to him, and Jaroch was in the bathroom suffering from some mysterious illness.

What the hell was going on? This mission was just getting worse and worse by the second. Except for the kiss, of course. That was nice and unexpected. Did Hawkins mean that or was it done for Jaroch’s benefit? Was she trying to make Jaroch jealous? Had she been seeing him without Dillon knowing it? If she had, it was certainly within her rights, since she and Dillon were just friends, but he had hoped that maybe one day she’d like him. So much for that. Patricia and Jaroch. The thought of it was making Dillon’s head hurt even more. He stretched out across the seats and tried to go to sleep. Patricia and Jaroch. This was not the way he had pictured things going. He drifted off to sleep with images of a wedding filling his head, a wedding where Patricia married Jaroch while Dillon could only stand by and watch.



Chapter Ten



Admiral Thomas Wagner spotted his quarry the moment he walked into the starbase lounge. Captain Rydell and Commander Beck were sitting together over by the viewports. Perfect. He could get all of this out at once.

“Come on, Terris,” Wagner said to the lieutenant who had come in with him. They walked over to Rydell and Beck’s table.

“Oh boy,” Rydell muttered upon spotting Wagner and Terris heading toward them. “I bet this is more good news.”

“Good evening, Captain, Commander,” Wagner said smiling. “Mind if we join you?”

“Not at all,” Rydell said, trying to sound happy to see them.

“Good.” Wagner and Terris sat down, and Terris put a small holoprojector on the table. “Alex, Lisa, this is Lieutenant James Terris. He’s the refit supervisor on board this starbase. Brilliant mind and a top notch officer. Terris will be handling the construction of Waystation and the Secondprize refit.”

“I thought that Commander Baird was handling the Secondprize refit,” Rydell said.

“He’ll be reporting to me,” Terris replied.

“Oh, he’s going to love that,” Beck said.

“James, show them the designs,” Wagner said. Terris reached forward and activated the holoprojector. Instantly, the image of…something appeared in the space over the table. Beck wasn’t sure what it was, but she had the sinking feeling that it was going to be her command.

“This is Waystation,” Terris said. Waystation appeared to be nothing more than two saucer sections from a couple of old Enterprise class starships joined by a thin tube. There were four docking modules protruding from the sides of the top saucer, and a smaller tube rose up from where the top saucer’s bridge should have been. One top of that tube, was a slowly rotating room. “Due to the necessity of getting this station operational as quickly as possible, we have constructed it completely out of pre-existing materials.”

“You mean you threw some obsolete junk together,” Beck said. “The saucer sections alone have to be seventy years old.”

“Yes, but they’re still in tip top shape,” Terris said. “The upper saucer will be the docking saucer. Besides the docking modules, it will have cargo areas, supply depots, space for shops and recreational facilities, and the operations center.”

“Is that the rotating thing on top?” Beck asked afraid that she already knew the answer.

“Yes,” Terris replied. “We were most fortunate to find an old rotating restaurant that fit our space needs perfectly.”

“Oh God,” Rydell said putting his head down on the table.

“Continuing on down the station,” Terris said, irritation growing in his voice. “We have the connecting tube between the two saucers. This tube will be well shielded to prevent enemy fire from disconnecting the two saucers.”

“That’s comforting,” Beck said smiling weakly.

“The lower saucer will contain the quarters for the station’s crew and residents as well as visitors from other ships,” Terris said.

“You see, Commander, Starfleet wants Waystation to be the gateway to the unexplored sections of Beta Quadrant. With your docking facilities and supply depots, you will become a key stop for pioneers and exploratory vessels,” Wagner said.

“What about the Multeks?” Beck asked.

“You will be responsible for handling them as well,” Wagner said. “Waystation will be the staging center for a battalion of Federation Marines whose job it will be to protect colonies from Multek intrusion.”

“Marines? Not Starfleet?”

“No, Commander. The Federation Council felt that the Marines would be more suited to the ground-based operations that would be required if the Multeks invaded any colonies. But don’t worry about the Marines. They are under your command as long as they are on the station,” Wagner said.

“Great,” Beck said. “What if the Multeks come to us?”

“Waystation is equipped with four phaser rings, one around the top and bottom of each saucer, and has eight pairs of photon torpedo tubes. You will be sufficiently armed,” Terris said.

“See, Commander, you’re going to be in command of the most exciting post in the galaxy,” Wagner said smiling.

“Lucky me,” Beck replied. Suddenly, having her own command wasn’t sounding so good. She was going to be a sitting duck in unfamiliar space. If the Multeks decided to retaliate, it could be a really short assignment.

“What about the Secondprize?” Rydell asked. “You aren’t turning it into a restaurant or anything, are you?”

“No, Captain,” Terris said as he hit another switch on the holoprojector. The image of a starship’s bridge appeared, but it wasn’t Rydell’s bridge. It looked too new, too sleek, too nice. “This will be the Secondprize’s bridge after the refit. You will have the fleet standard conn and ops consoles rather than helm and navigation. Also your communications and tactical consoles will be combined into the standard one station. Normally, a bridge refit is a simple matter of removing one bridge and plugging in a new one. Unfortunately, in this case, the shipyards wired the ship for the old style consoles. We have to basically rewire the entire network between the bridge and the new subsystems.”

“And what do you need me for?” Rydell asked. “This is way out of my line.”

“You have to approve every change we make. I’ll be bringing you updates at the end of each day,” Terris said.

“Lucky me,” Rydell said. He was starting to get the distinct feeling that his was going to be the most boring two weeks of his life.



Across the lounge from Rydell and Beck, Lieutenant Craig Porter and Lieutenant Sean Russell were discussing the day’s turn of events.

“I don’t believe this,” Russell said running his hands through the patch of sythehair that was covering up his bald streak. “I’m going to be a security chief. No more risking my neck for stupid reasons. I can send other people to do it for me.”

“Good to see that you’re being such a humanitarian about this,” Porter commented.

“Self preservation is one of humanity’s most basic instincts, thank you,” Russell said. “Seriously though, I hope that I’m up to this. Chief of Security is a bit more important than being a plain, old security officer.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine,” Porter said. “Besides, you can always be replaced.” Russell glared at him. “I was just kidding.”

“Sirs! Sirs!” a female voice started shouting from across the room. Porter and Russell looked and saw Yeoman Tina Jones heading toward them. She was smiling broadly and almost bouncing. “Did you hear the news? We’re being transferred!”

“We’re about four hours ahead of you,” Porter said.

“Oh,” Jones said, her buoyance deflated briefly. “Isn’t it exciting? Our own station, and I’m going to be the liaison officer.”

“Jones, what exactly is a liaison officer?” Russell asked.

“I have no idea,” she replied. “I’ve been wondering that since I first heard about the transfer.”

“Well, Admiral Wagner is right over there with Captain Rydell and Commander Beck. Why don’t you go ask him?” Porter said.

“I don’t think that would be such a good idea,” Jones replied. “I don’t want the first impression I make on my new commanding officer to be asking what the heck my job is.”

“I can see your point,” Russell said. “I’m sure you’ll figure it out soon enough.”

“I just hope that I won’t need to do anything liaison officerish on this mission tomorrow,” Jones said.

“We’ll cover for you,” Porter said. “But, I’m not real thrilled about this whole thing.”

“Why not?” Russell asked.

“Why are they sending four of us to pick up a doctor? And who the hell is this Walter Morales guy anyway? I’ve never heard of him even though he’s supposedly been on the Secondprize as long as we have.”

“I don’t know, and I don’t know,” Russell said. “We’ll just have to be prepared for anything, but I’m betting it will be a boring trip. Starfleet probably just overstaffed it, that’s all.”

“I’m not sure whether I hope you’re right or not,” Porter said.



“We’ll be landing shortly,” Ensign Carr reported. Lieutenant Hawkins looked up from the padd she’d been writing on and saw that they were approaching a large green planet.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“I can’t tell you that,” Carr said. “I’m sorry.”

“Yeah yeah.” Hawkins got up and walked into the back. Jaroch was seated on the floor against the rear wall of the passenger compartment. “We’re there,” she said.

“Good,” Jaroch replied. “I was finished anyway.”

“What were you doing?”

“I was attempting to contact each one of my past lives in order to ascertain whether or not I committed some horrendous crime in any of them.”

“Why?”

“That is the only explanation I can come up with for being stuck with Commander Dillon in this life,” Jaroch said.

“Oh, get over it,” Hawkins said. She turned to Dillon who was still sleeping. “Travis,” she said softly. “Wake up.”

“No,” Dillon replied, still asleep. “Don’t go with Jaroch. I need…”

“TRAVIS!” Hawkins shouted. Dillon sprung up.

“What? Where am I? I’m up. What’s going on?” Dillon asked.

“We’ve arrived,” Hawkins said.

“What were you dreaming about?” Jaroch asked. “You mentioned my name, and the thought of being trapped in one of your dreams frightens me immensely.” Dillon looked back and forth between Jaroch and Hawkins.

“Nothing,” he said quietly. “It was just a dream.” They felt a slight thud as the shuttle touched down. Carr opened the shuttle hatch, allowing the occupants to step outside where they found themselves inside of a large landing bay. A couple of small spacecraft were parked next to their shuttle, but the bulk of the landing area was empty.

“Not a real popular place,” Hawkins said.

“It will be soon,” an unfamiliar female voice said from off to their left. They turned and saw and older woman, about fifty-five, walking towards them from a large set of double doors. She was tall and thin with long black hair. Her resemblance to Admiral Wagner was obvious. They had the same grey eyes and aquiline nose.

“Debbie Wagner, I presume,” Jaroch said.

“Yes, welcome to the Starfleet Memorial Gardens,” she replied.

“Ms. Wagner. I’m Commander Travis Michael Dillon from the starship Secondprize. This is Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, and Ensign Andrea Carr. We’ve been ordered to inspect your facility for any scientific or security hazards.”

“Relax, Commander,” Wagner said. “You’re away from Starfleet for now. Enjoy it. You can call me Debbie. I just want you all to have a good time while you’re here. I’ve arranged for you to take a private tour tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you, Debbie,” Hawkins said, pushing past Dillon. “You’ll have to excuse Commander Dillon. He gets a little too enveloped in protocol sometimes.”

“Sometimes?” Jaroch said.

“I’ll show you all to your rooms. I would be honored if you would join me for dinner in an hour in our main dining room. Formal dress please, but no uniforms,” Debbie said.

“No uniforms!” Dillon said. “What’s that leave?”

“Try a tuxedo,” Debbie said. “The replicator in your room can scan you and make one to your liking.”

“I like my uniform,” Dillon muttered.

“It sounds great,” Hawkins said, elbowing Dillon.

“Good. Now, if you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to your rooms.”

“Debbie, what is this place exactly?” Jaroch asked.

“You’ll see tomorrow,” she replied. “For now, just relax, enjoy dinner, and have a good time. Can you boys handle that?”

“I can, but he can’t,” Dillon and Jaroch said in unison, pointing at each other.

“I don’t envy you two,” Debbie said to Hawkins and Carr.

“They’re really not so bad,” Hawkins said. “After about three years you become desensitized.”

“I don’t think I want to wait that long,” Debbie said.

“Good choice,” Hawkins said.



Chapter Eleven



Commander Travis Dillon stared at himself in the mirror in the room Debbie Wagner had assigned him then pulled at the black bowtie constricting his neck. This whole thing just seemed so wrong. He was a Starfleet officer. At formal occasions, he should wear the Starfleet dress uniform, not some stupid tuxedo. He felt that he looked like a refugee from one of those twentieth-century film musicals. The tuxedo just was not him. It didn’t have any flair to it. What he needed was…tails! And a cane! That would be the perfect touch this ridiculous outfit work. Debbie wanted formal, she’d get formal. He walked back over to the replicator.

“Computer, give me a tuxedo coat with tails matching the measurements of the one you gave me earlier,” he ordered. The replicator hummed and produced his new coat. “Now, I want a four foot long, black cane. Smooth. No decorations.”

“That object is not on file,” the replicator replied.

“What? It’s just a stupid stick! Give me a stick!” The replicator produced a nice twig. “Forget it.” Dillon put the coat with tails on and admired himself in the mirror. Much better. It made him seem taller, more impressive. A knock on the door interrupted his fashion show. “Come in. No wait. I’ll be right there.” He gave himself one last look, then walked over to the door and opened it.

Lieutenant Hawkins was there in a floor length, form-fitting, silver sequined gown. Dillon felt the breath rush out of his body.

“Tails,” she said surprised. “Very nice, Commander.”

“Thank you. Your attire selection was excellent as well, Lieutenant,” he replied, trying not to sound too taken aback by Hawkins’ appearance.

“Is that a compliment?” she said smiling. She had noticed Dillon’s eyes practically jump out of his head when he opened the door, so she knew the answer to this one. She just wanted to hear him say it.

“Yes, Patricia. You look great,” Dillon said.

“Fine. I guess I’ll allow you to escort me to dinner then,” she replied.

“I would be honored.” Dillon held out his arm like he’d seen in the old movies. Hawkins wrapped her arm around his, and they walked off down the corridor. Dillon was concentrating on his every movement. He was going to be suave and debonair. If this meant there was even a chance that she was interested in him and not Jaroch, he was going to be sure not to blow it. Sophistication and poise was the key.

Jaroch, Carr and Debbie Wagner were already in the dining room when Dillon and Hawkins arrived. A long table set for five dominated the room. Debbie Wagner was seated on one end, Jaroch was seated at her left elbow, and Ensign Carr was at her right. Hawkins detached herself from Dillon and sat down next to Jaroch. Dillon went around the table and sat next to Carr. Well, at least he was across from Patricia. He glanced around at the dining room. It was a simple room, grey walls with a few plants scattered around for decoration, but, like every other room he’d seen in the place, there were no windows.

“Since we’re all here, I guess we can start,” Debbie said. She picked up a small remote that was sitting by her right hand and pressed a button. There was the sound of a transporter, and dinner materialized on their plates. “I love doing that. It’s the first time I’ve been able to do it for guests. Now then, how are your rooms?”

“Very comfortable,” Hawkins said. Dillon shoved a big fork-full of pasta into his mouth.

“Agreed,” Jaroch said.

“Mine’s fine,” Carr said.

“Commander Dillon?” Debbie said. Dillon suddenly realized that he was supposed to answer that question. He put his fork down and tried to talk through the noodles in his mouth.

“Ibt’s grrt.”

“Ahh,” Debbie said. “Good.”

“Ms. Wagner, thank you for the hospitality and all, but you are not helping us complete our mission here,” Jaroch said. “What is this park?”

Having finally finished swallowing the pasta, Dillon reached for his fork and knocked it onto the floor. It hit the carpet without a sound.

“This park is the culmination of centuries of research,” Debbie said.

“That is a bit vague,” Jaroch said.

Dillon pushed his chair back as inconspicuously as possible and looked under the table. His fork had landed beside Hawkins’ foot. He scooted his chair back in quickly.

“I don’t want to spoil the surprise,” Debbie said. “But I can tell you that we are building upon the work of…” She launched into a technical spiel about a lot of scientists and theories Dillon had never heard of. He extended his leg and tried to get his fork with his foot. His leg accidently rubbed up against Hawkins’ leg. She looked at him and smiled. He felt her push her leg against his leg. He smiled back and tried again to get his fork. It should have been right under his foot, but it wasn’t. Dillon stole another look under the table. Hawkins must have kicked his fork when she pushed against his leg because it was now by Jaroch.

Dillon smiled at Hawkins again and gradually shifted his leg over toward Jaroch. It was a bit of a stretch. He was starting to feel himself slipping off of the chair, but he almost had the fork. His leg bumped against Jaroch’s as he put his foot down on the fork. Jaroch glared at him angrily. Dillon smiled weakly and started to pull the fork back toward him. He suddenly felt a sharp pain in his shin as Jaroch kicked it. Dillon’s foot involuntarily slipped backwards off the fork as he tried to keep himself from shouting in pain.

The fork was now over in front of Carr. Determined not to get kicked again, Dillon carefully maneuvered his leg toward the fork. Almost there. Almost…there. He had. He let out a sigh of relief and started pulling back toward himself. He felt his leg brush past a knee. Carr turned toward him angrily.

“Sorry,” he whispered. She picked up her fork and stabbed him in the side with it. Then, she shifted her feet, knocking the fork back between her and Jaroch. Dillon sighed and pushed his chair back a little bit. “Excuse me,” he said finally, “I dropped my fork.” He hadn’t wanted Hawkins to know, but now it just didn’t matter. He’d pick up his fork and not make any more mistakes for the rest of the night. One little blunder wouldn’t destroy everything…he hoped. He slid forward in his chair to get his fork. Suddenly, his butt slipped off the front of the chair, sending him falling to the floor. His tails got caught in the back of his chair somehow and refused to fall down with him. Dillon heard a loud rip and looked back fearing the worst. The tails were still in the chair, free of the jacket they had once been a part of. Dillon reached back to pull them off the chair, but they were firmly attached. He ended up pulling the chair forcefully into his skull. Rubbing his head where the chair had collided with it, Dillon decided to just get his fork and forget it.

Dillon crawled underneath the table and grabbed his wayward utensil. Suddenly, Jaroch and Carr started kicking him repeatedly in the sides. He quickly backed up toward his chair to get away from the unrelenting barrage of feet. One particularly solid hit from Jaroch sent him jerking upwards into the bottom of the table, which raised up sending everything on it sliding into Debbie’s lap. Dillon let the table fall again and threw himself back into his chair.

“Are you finished?” Debbie said angrily. Dillon could tell that she was on the edge of losing her temper. He wasn’t sure why until he noticed the devastation on the table and the new red stripes on Debbie’s white dress.

“Sorry,” he said as he leaned back into his chair. At least Hawkins wasn’t mad at him. He stretched his leg back out toward hers and rubbed against it again. She didn’t respond. She didn’t even look at him. Maybe she was mad at him. She was just sitting there, and her leg was as stiff as a board. Wait a second. Dillon looked back under the table. He’d been rubbing the table leg. Writing dinner off as a total loss, Dillon decided just to be quiet until he could get the hell back to his room and go to sleep.



Chapter Twelve



Lieutenant Commander Morales was in the main shuttlebay at 0530 the next morning to get a runabout ready for the mission to Bracktia Prime. He could have assigned one of the other shuttlebay workers to do it, but he was nervous as hell and needed something to occupy his mind. It wasn’t working, though. He’d already almost screwed up and realigned the warp core’s energy output to match the phaser harmonics. Luckily, he caught it before he blew up the entire shuttlebay.

Starfleet must be insane to be giving me command, he thought as he checked the runabout’s systems for the fourth time. He looked at the chronometer in the control panel. 0600 hours. They would be here in a second. His crew. His team. The lives that he was responsible for. Morales could not remember the last time that he this anxious not to do something.

The shuttlebay doors opened, and Morales heard the sound of voices. He walked to the runabout hatch and stepped out into the main shuttlebay.

“After sleeping on it,” Lieutenant Craig Porter was saying. “I’ve decided that this could be really bad.”

“What gives you that idea?” Lieutenant Sean Russell asked.

“We’re going into an unknown situation with an unknown commanding officer. That tends to make me nervous,” Porter replied.

“I hadn’t thought of it like that,” Yeoman Tina Jones said. Morales cleared his throat to get their attention.

“Hello, everyone. The runabout is all set,” he said.

“Thanks,” Russell said. “We’ll be ready in a minute. We’re waiting for someone.” That took Morales by surprise. As far as he knew, the team was going to be him and three others. They were all here. Who were they waiting for? Whoever it was, it didn’t matter. They were supposed to leave at 0600 hours. They were already a little behind schedule. It was time to be a commanding officer.

“I think leaving now would be good,” Morales said.

“Yeah? And who are you?” Porter asked.

“Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales.” Saying his full title like that was giving Morales confidence. “I’m your commanding officer. Now, let’s go.” Porter, Russell, and Jones stared at him.

“I’m so sorry, sir,” Jones said nervously. “We didn’t know…”

“It’s OK,” Morales said. “I just think that we need to leave now. Who were you waiting for?”

“You. We didn’t know who was in command of this mission,” Porter said.

“That would be me,” Morales said. “Shall we go?”

“Aye, sir,” Porter, Russell, and Jones said in unison. They walked past him into the runabout. Morales let out a big sigh of relief and headed in after them. He’d gotten through the first real command he’d ever had to give. Somehow it was never like this when he was running the shuttlebays. They worked more as a team. Morales was just the one who gave the reports to the captain. This was a whole new game.

Lieutenant Porter was seated at the runabout controls when Morales entered the cockpit. Russell was seated next to him checking the sensors and weapons systems. Jones had grabbed the chair behind Russell.

“We’re ready for departure, sir,” Porter reported. Morales sat down in the chair behind Porter uncomfortably. They were going to fly the runabout for him. Well, of course they were. He was in command. Subordinates take care of the routine stuff. All he had to do was give orders. Morales felt this sudden longing to be a subordinate again, to be the one flying the ship.

“Let’s go,” he said finally and without enthusiasm.

“This is Runabout Hudson. We’re heading out,” Porter said.

“Acknowledged, Hudson. You’re cleared for departure.” a voice said over the comm system. Morales recognized it. It was Lieutenant Kaplan, his second-in-command in the shuttlebay. He guessed she was probably in command of the shuttlebay now. Good for her. She deserved it. Morales felt a pang in his stomach. It wasn’t hunger; it was regret. He was going to miss those people. What had Starfleet done to him? This transfer was going to be hell.

The giant hanger doors leading into space opened in front of the runabout. Porter flew the runabout out of the shuttlebay and steered it around past the Secondprize. Off to their left, they could see the giant form of Starbase 219. The Secondprize would be entering the starbase’s hangar soon to start its refit. And somewhere inside that hanger sat the space station that they would all soon call home.

“How come I feel like I’m going to a funeral?” Jones said softly.

“You aren’t the only one,” Russell said.

“Porter, turn us around and give us a good pass by the ship,” Morales said.

“You got it,” Porter said. He steered the runabout back around until the Secondprize was directly in front of them. It may have only been an old Excelsior class ship, but it was still impressive. Morales thought that he could almost look into the windows of Seven Backward. He’d never understood why they called it that, since it was at the front of the ship.

Porter flew them over the saucer section and the bridge. They descended down to the secondary hull. The runabout’s navigation lights glinted off the white hull of the ship. Above them to their left and right sat the warp nacelles, Commander Baird’s babies. He’d never tell you that to your face though.

The runabout flew over the main shuttlebay finally, and then into the emptiness of space. The Secondprize wasn’t a very large ship in the cosmic scheme of things, but it had been their home for the last three years.

“I think I speak for all of us when I say that I’m really going to miss that ship,” Russell said. “There’s no other one like it, and no other people like her crew.”

“And I think the universe is better off that way,” Porter said. The four of them laughed.

“Agreed,” Morales said. “Get us to Bracktia Prime. Warp five.” Porter’s hands flew across the console. The runabout’s warp engines hummed and propelled the ship forward, making the stars appear to be nothing more than streaks of light.

“Answering warp five, sir,” Porter said. “We’ll arrive at Bracktia Prime in three hours twenty minutes.”

“I guess that gives us some time to get to know each other,” Morales said, trying to break the ice. “Who wants to go first?”

“Excuse me?” Russell said.

“Introduce yourself.”

“Well…my name’s Sean Russell. I’m your new security chief.”

“Anything else?” Morales asked.

“I’m a lieutenant.”

“Um…OK…thank you. Next.”

“My name’s Tina Jones. And I’m really happy to be here and not on Odala Two. That’s where I grew up. It was really, really boring, so I left on a freighter and enlisted in Starfleet as soon as I got a chance. I’ve always wanted to see the galaxy and meet all kinds of strange beings…as long as they didn’t try to hurt me or anything. But so far, I haven’t met any real violent ones, but that…”

“Thank you, Yeoman,” Morales said, cutting her off. “How about you, Lieutenant?” he said to Porter.

“My name’s Craig Porter. My hobbies include skiing and solving the secrets of the universe. I keep my weight at…”

“OK. OK. I get the point,” Morales said. “How much time did we use?”

“About two minutes,” Porter said. “Three hours eighteen minutes to go.”

“With your permission, sir, I’m going to go to the back and read or something,” Russell said.

“Good idea,” Jones said. “Do you need us for anything else?”

“No. Dismissed,” Morales said. Russell and Jones retreated to the rear passenger compartment. Morales moved up to the seat beside Porter. “If you want someone else to fly for a while, let me know.”

“Aye, sir,” Porter replied. The two men sat in silence for a moment. Morales stared out the window at the stars streaking by. “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, is this your first time commanding an away mission?”

“This is my first time commanding any mission,” Morales replied. “Is it that obvious?”

“Just relax. I’m sure you’ll get used to it.”

“I hope so. I’m just glad that this is a simple pick-up trip instead of something sticky and complicated,” Morales said.

“I wish that you hadn’t said that.”

“Why?”

“Whenever commanding officers say something like that, the universe laughs,” Porter replied.

“Great. Just the confidence builder I needed.”

“Sorry, but it’s the truth.”

“Well, lie to me next time,” Morales said.

“Is that an order?”

“No. Let’s just get through this. Maybe nothing will happen.”

“Yeah, right,” Porter said.



Commander Lisa Beck pressed the door chime outside of Lieutenant James Terris’ office just after 0830. Admiral Wagner had finished his pep talk with Rydell and Beck the night before by ordering them both to meet with Terris and Commander Baird in Terris’ office early the next morning. She was not looking forward to the sheer number of meetings this whole process seemed like it was going to take.

“You may enter,” Terris’ voice said from inside. The doors parted for Beck, allowing her to see the inside of the office. Actually the office held no interest for her. The windows, however, did. Terris’ office looked out into the vast hanger facility inside Starbase 219. The Secondprize had been moved inside and now occupied a docking slip on the other side of the hanger from the office. At a slip almost right outside of the window, surrounded in scaffolding, sat Waystation. The two Enterprise class saucer sections had been connected into one seamless whole. Two workbee shuttlepods were maneuvering a large docking arm into position on the side of the upper saucer. On top of the entire structure, a small room slowly rotated. The night before, Beck hadn’t liked the idea of the operations center being an old rotating restaurant, but upon actually seeing it, it kind of worked. The station had a certain grace to it.

“Impressive, isn’t it,” Terris said, breaking into her thoughts.

“I’d have to say yes,” Beck replied.

“Have a seat. Captain Rydell and Commander Baird should be here any second.” Suddenly, the doors slid open, and Commander Baird rushed in. The chief engineer lunged across Terris’ desk, grabbed the lieutenant by the front of his uniform, and started shaking him.

“There’s no fucking way we can rewire the whole damn ship in two weeks!” Baird shouted. Captain Rydell ran into the office.

“Sorry, he got away from me,” Rydell said.

“Commander Baird, I assure you that you can,” Terris said, trying to pry Baird’s hands off of his uniform. “My staff will assist you.”

“Yeah, like I’m going to let your minions on board. They have no clue what our systems are like.”

“They’ve studied the specs,” Terris said.

“Fuck the specs!” Baird threw Terris back into his desk chair and began pacing the office. “You desk-jockeys have no idea what the reality of a ship’s innards are like. Specs won’t do a damn thing but confuse people.”

“Baird, I’m sure that you can do this,” Rydell said soothingly. “Consider it a challenge.”

“I consider it moronic,” Baird replied. “I’m not surprised though. You always expect the engineers to save your asses. Get this done now. I need the warp drive in two minutes or we’re all dead. Why don’t you come do it for a change?”

“Commander Baird, the Secondprize will be refitted and ready to go in two weeks. Understood,” Rydell said angrily. “That is an order. If you can’t do it, I’ll find someone who can while you sit in a brig somewhere rotting for insubordination. And I promise that you won’t see the light of any sun until the Borg open up a maid service. Got it!”

“Aye, sir!” Baird shouted. He turned on Terris. “Have your trained chimps meet me in the Secondprize’s engine room in half an hour.” Baird stormed out of the office.

“Is he always like that?” Terris asked.

“Actually, that was a lot easier than I thought it would be,” Rydell said, taking a seat in front of Terris’ desk.

“He seems to be mellowing in his old age,” Beck said.

“I don’t even think I want to know,” Terris said. “Anyway, the reason the admiral asked you here is that I need you both to give me full reports of the Multek situation, so that I may plan your defensive systems accordingly.”

“Didn’t Admiral Wagner give you all of that?” Rydell asked.

“No, and he left this morning to head back to Starfleet Headquarters.”

“Can’t you just contact him over subspace?” Beck asked.

“Why bother? You’re already here,” Terris said. “I can just get it from you.”

“That’s not really for us to do,” Rydell said. “There are the security protocols.”

“I am talking about the safety of Waystation and its crew, Captain. This no time for bureaucratic delays!” Terris insisted, standing up from his desk and staring down Rydell.

“You know what?” Rydell said, flashing a smile. “You’re right. We’ll bundle up what you need right away.” He stood up and touched Beck on the shoulder to signal her to follow him. “How about we meet back here this afternoon?”

“1500 hours alright?” Terris asked.

“Perfect,” Rydell said. “We’ll see you later.” He and Beck walked out into the hall.

“What was all that about?” Beck asked when they had gotten a few meters from Terris’ office.

“I’m not sure,” Rydell replied. “Something just seems a bit off.”

“Command intuition?” Beck asked.

“I guess you could call it that. I have a feeling that there’s something going on with Terris that we don’t know about.”

“I just thought I didn’t like him,” Beck said. “Maybe that was my intuition.”

“Most likely,” Rydell said. “The question is how are we going to see if our intuition is correct?”

“Let’s give him what he wants and see what he does with it,” Beck said. “Do you think we could program fake sensor logs of a Multek encounter by 1500?” Rydell’s face lit up.

“We don’t have to. We’ll just alter some logs that are already there,” he said. “Let’s go.” He and Beck jogged down the corridor toward the starbase’s transporter room.



Chapter Thirteen



“Federation vessel, please identify yourself,” the voice of a Bracktia Control officer said over the runabout’s comm system.

“This is the Federation Runabout Hudson,” Lieutenant Porter replied. “We’re here to pick up Dr. Amelia Nelson.”

“We’ve been expecting you, Hudson,” the voice interrupted. “You may enter orbit above our world. The coordinates of Dr. Nelson’s lab are being sent to you now. Bracktia Control out.”

“They don’t waste any time,” Porter said to Lieutenant Commander Morales who was seated beside him.

“No kidding,” Morales said. “But you heard the man. Standard orbit. We’ll beam down as soon as you’re ready.”

“Aye, sir.”



Morales, Porter, Russell, and Jones materialized inside of a sterile white corridor. The white of the walls was enough to make the away team shield their eyes. A man in a dark blue jumpsuit walked over to them, giving them something not so bright to focus on.

“Welcome, my name is Dr. Landris. We’ve been expecting you,” the man said. Morales thought that Landris seemed anxious or agitated or something. He just couldn’t put his finger on it.

“So we heard,” Morales replied. “I’m Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales. This is Lieutenant Craig Porter, Lieutenant Sean Russell, and Yeoman Tina Jones.”

“Delighted. Come on,” Landris said. He turned and practically started jogging down the corridor. The team followed Landris into a large room. Various computer consoles ringed the room, but the space was dominated by a smoky pool of green, glowing liquid. A woman was leaning over the tank scanning something in the liquid with a tricorder. “Dr. Nelson, your ride’s here.” The woman slammed her tricorder shut violently and turned toward Landris and the away team.

“Go away,” she said angrily.

“Doctor, my name’s Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales. I’ve been ordered to take you back to Starbase 219, so that you may take the position of chief medical officer on our station. I can’t go away.”

“Then you’re going to be in for a long wait, Morales, because I’m not leaving until I finish my work,” Nelson snapped.

“How long will that be?” Russell asked. “A couple of days?”

“Try months to years, pal,” Nelson said.

“What are you doing?” Porter asked.

“Wasting time with you people at the moment,” Nelson said. “But normally, I’m studying Midon.”

“What’s a Midon?” Morales said.

“Perhaps I should explain,” Landris said, jumping into the conversation. “The people of my world are capable of joining with a species indigenous to our planet. We call them Brackto. The Midon that Dr. Nelson refers to is a Brackto.”

“So it’s a symbiont like the Trill have,” Porter said.

“The symbionts are genetically similar,” Nelson said. “I’m attempting to trace the evolution of the Brackto to determine if there is some kind of common ancestry between them and the Trill.”

“But the Trill homeworld is on the other side of the quadrant,” Morales said. Nelson looked at him and smiled.

“Exactly,” she said. “I believe that there may be some other force involved. Now, if you will excuse me, I have work to do and time is precious.”

“Why is everybody around here in such a hurry?” Morales asked.

“There are rumors that the Hinaree have determined the location of this lab,” Landris said.

“Yeoman, remind me in the future to read the reports on planets I’m visiting before I get there,” Morales said to Jones.

“Yes, sir,” she said confused.

“OK, who are the Hinaree?” Morales asked.

“They are a radical terrorist group,” Landris replied.

“They’re murderers!” Nelson shouted without looking away from her tricorder.

“Unlike the Trill, not all of our population believes it to be a great honor to be joined with a symbiont,” Landris said. “The Hinaree feel that the symbionts are trying to take over our society and destroy our individual identities.”

“They’re nuts,” Nelson said.

“Since Dr. Nelson is human, she tends to overlook the sensitive political situation brought up by the Hinaree,” Landris said. “I do not blame her for this, but there is more going on here than a simple terrorism issue. A large portion of our population thinks like the Hinaree. We are lucky that so few of them have turned violent.”

“What do you mean by violent?” Russell asked. This whole situation had just turned dangerous, and, as the security officer on the mission, it was his job to be ready.

“Several joined Bracktians have been killed. Those who have symbionts now try to keep it secret in order to avoid becoming a target. Hinaree supporters in our legislative body are attempting to make joining illegal, or, if they cannot accomplish that, take away most of the rights of joined Bracktians.”

“And the Hinaree know where this lab is?” Jones said uncomfortably.

“We believe so.”

“Then I think it would be a good idea if we left right now,” Morales said. “Dr. Nelson, I’m afraid that…”

“I’m not leaving until I finish my research on Midon,” Nelson said.

“Then bring it with us,” Morales said. “We need to leave.”

“The government will not allow any Brackto to be taken off the planet,” Landris said.

“You’re kidding,” Porter said. “But you said more of the population wanted them killed. Why not just let them leave?”

“Bureaucracy,” Landris said.

“Understood,” Porter said.

“Dr. Landris, can you take us to the President?” Morales asked. “Surely he can make an exception.”

“I can take you, but I don’t know how much good it will do.”

“I’m willing to take a chance.”

“I’d like to stay here and help Doctor Nelson,” Porter said.

“Fine,” Morales replied. “Russell, Jones, let’s go.” Dr. Landris, Morales, Russell, and Jones walked out of the lab.

“I hope that you weren’t staying to hit on me, Lieutenant,” Nelson said.

“Why would you say that?” Porter asked.

“Most people don’t find researching creatures that look like giant slugs to be that interesting.”

“Well, I find meetings with stuffy politicians to be even less interesting,” Porter said. “Besides, if you’re going to be bringing that thing to Waystation, it’s my job as science officer to know what the hell it is.”

“Then step over to that console,” Nelson said gesturing to a computer sitting beside the tank. “There’s two years of research in there.”

“I probably won’t be able to read all of that in one sitting,” Porter said. “If you don’t mind, I’ll just dump it into my tricorder to look at later.”

“Up to you, but if you aren’t reading, you’re going to be helping me,” Nelson said.

“Got it.” Porter connected the console to his tricorder and started dumping the computer’s files into it.

“Now, come over here and pick up Midon for me,” Nelson ordered.

“Pick it up?”

“Yes, the sterilization field will take care of your hands as you reach into the tank.”

“But the slime…”

“Porter, I was starting to like you. Please don’t make me change my mind,” Nelson said. Porter walked over to the tank and slowly stuck his hands into it. The green liquid was had a consistency somewhere between liquid soap and jello. It was disgusting. Trying not to think about it, Porter grabbed Midon and lifted it out of the liquid. Nelson was right, it did kind of look like a giant slug. It was about a foot long and had grayish-green skin that had the texture of wet rubber. Four long tendrils protruded from each side of its body. Porter assumed that it used those to connect itself to its host. He couldn’t help but shudder at the thought of something crawling inside of and attaching itself. People did this willingly?

Nelson grabbed another scanner from an instrument table next to the tank and ran another series of tests. She seemed completely enthralled in her research. Five minutes later, she was still scanning and oblivious that Porter’s arms were getting tired.

“Doctor, can I put Midon back any time soon?” he asked finally. Nelson looked up at him and smiled slightly.

“Sorry, I just get a little involved sometimes,” she replied.

“I think obsessed is a better word for it.” He gently put Midon back into the tank and put his hands in the sonic sink mounted nearby.

“I’ve been at this for two years, Lieutenant, and I’m just now getting close to finding the link between the Brackto and the Trill. I think a bit of obsession after all this time is only natural.”

“Whatever you say, Doc.” Porter went over to check his tricorder’s progress. It had completed recording Nelson’s files, so he put it back in his uniform pocket. Once he had time to study the information, he might be able to give Nelson a hand with her research.

“Unauthorized personnel are attempting to gain entry to the laboratory facility,” a loud computer voice barked suddenly.

“Oh no!” Nelson shouted. She rushed over to a computer near the door and frantically started pushing buttons.

“Maybe it’s just Lieutenant Commander Morales and the others,” Porter suggested.

“Not unless they brought explosives.”

“What?”

The building rocked under the force of an explosion.

“It’s the Hinaree,” Nelson said. “I’ve activated the defensive barrier doors, but that won’t hold them long.”

“We don’t need very long,” Porter said. He slapped his commbadge. “Porter to Hudson.” Nothing happened. “Porter to Morales.” Still nothing. He pulled out his tricorder and started scanning. “There’s a jamming field around the building. Is that one of your defensive measures?”

“No. They just don’t want us calling for help? What are we going to do? We have no weapons.”

“What are they after?”

“Midon. They’ll have no interest in us,” Nelson said.

“Is there any place we can hide Midon?” Porter asked. Maybe if the Hinaree didn’t find a symbiont in the lab, they’d just leave.

“Yes. Inside me,” Nelson said.

“Are you insane?” Porter shouted. Another explosion shook the lab.

“We don’t have time to argue about this. It’s a fairly simple procedure. I just need you to put Midon in me and monitor my vital signs. A Brackto has never been joined to a human before.”

“But I’m not a doctor,” Porter insisted.

“I’ll talk you through it. Come on.” Nelson gingerly picked up Midon and cleaned it off in the sonic sink. “Grab the laser scalpel, the anesthesia pad, and the skin sealer.” Porter found the items on the instrument table and ran over to Nelson. She had lain across an examining table and pushed her shirt up exposing her stomach. He handed her the anesthesia pad which she placed across her forehead. The red and green lights on the pad started blinking signaling that it was working. Nelson wouldn’t feel a thing, but she’d be conscious through the whole procedure.

“Are you absolutely sure that you want to do this?” Porter asked. A bigger explosion sent bits of ceiling falling to the floor behind him.

“Yes. Now make a six inch incision in my abdomen,” she ordered. Porter activated the beam and made the cut. Nelson winced a little more out of reflex than as a result of any pain. “Put Midon in front of the cut.” Porter put the symbiont on Nelson’s stomach. It found the opening and slowly moved inside of it. Porter couldn’t watch. Nelson suddenly moaned.

“Are you alright?” Porter asked.

“Yes,” she said gasping. “Midon’s getting situated.” She winced. “It’s a bit uncomfortable.” Nelson screamed.

“I’m pulling it out,” Porter said.

“No! I’m fine. Give Midon time.” Another explosion shook the room. It sounded much closer than the last one.

“This had better be quick.”

“Close us up,” Nelson ordered. Her voice sounded different. More calm than before. “We are joined.” Porter ran the skin sealer across the incision on Nelson’s stomach and pulled her shirt down. He could hear footsteps and shouting voices outside the door.

“Just lie still for now,” Porter said. “I’ll handle this.” He ran over to a corner of the lab, grabbed a large plastic container, and started throwing tools and data chips into it. The lab doors exploded inward violently, knocking Porter off his feet. Five people carrying rifles charged into the lab.

“Kill the symbiont,” the woman in the lead ordered.

“It’s not here,” Porter shouted.

“Find it,” the leader said to her followers. She approached Porter. “If you’re lying, I will kill you myself.”

“Why would I lie? I’m just here to clean up the lab and get Dr. Nelson out of here,” Porter said.

“What happened to her?” the leader asked walking over to Nelson.

“She got hit by a piece of ceiling debris after one of the explosions. I was trying to finish up and beam us out of here before arrived.”

“You would not have been able to leave. We have jammed all communications.”

“Oh,” Porter said. Play dumb. Play dumb.

“It’s not here,” one of the Hinaree reported.

“Where is the Midon symbiont?” the leader said. She pointed her rifle at Porter’s face.

“Dr. Landris took it yesterday,” Nelson said weakly. “He said that the Bracktia Science Council had sole rights to the symbionts. He called the Federation to have me removed.” Porter was impressed. Dr. Nelson was adding to the lie quite nicely.

“We have no quarrel with the Federation,” the Hinaree leader said.

“That’s good,” Porter said. “Can you let us leave now?”

“I don’t think so,” the leader said, a smile crossing her face. “You’ll make such great hostages. The Bracktia government wants Federation membership so badly that they will meet any of our demands to ensure your safe return. Bring them.” Two Hinaree grabbed Porter and pushed him towards the door, while the two others picked up Nelson.

Porter just knew that the universe was having a good laugh about all of this.



Chapter Fourteen



After a good night’s sleep, Commander Dillon was feeling better about life. Nothing else humiliating had happened after the fork incident at dinner. Of course, it helped that he excused himself right afterwards and hid in his room for the rest of the night.

Today, however, was a new day, and he had a mission to complete. He straightened his uniform, checked his commbadge and phaser, and walked out of his quarters. Jaroch was just passing his room as Dillon walked out the door.

“Jaroch, good, just the person I wanted to see,” he said warmly.

“What about?” Jaroch said wearily. It was too early in the day to have Dillon getting on his nerves. As it was, he was going to have to deal with Dillon all day.

“What did Debbie tell you about the park last night? I got kind of distracted.”

“I noticed. She didn’t tell me anything very useful. All I know is that this place has some kind of genetic manipulation involved.”

“That’s not a lot to go on,” Dillon said. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

“A brilliant plan, sir,” Jaroch said and walked off down the hall.

Hawkins and Carr were seated at the dining room table with Debbie when Jaroch and Dillon walked in. The table was full of doughnuts, muffins, and juices.

“Eat quickly, gentlemen,” Debbie said. “Your tour leaves in twenty minutes.”

“Commander Dillon, as per Admiral Wagner’s orders, I’ll be remaining here while you take your tour,” Ensign Carr said.

“Fine,” Dillon said, gulping down a bit of doughnut.

Twenty minutes later, Debbie led Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins to a large room, which opened to the outside. A passenger conveyance of some kind hung from a track in the ceiling. It had room for about six people, and a Starfleet insignia was painted on the side as well as the words “Starfleet Memorial Gardens.”

“Hop in,” Debbie said. “As soon as I get to the control room, we’ll start the tour.” She turned and walked out of the room just as the door of their tram slid open automatically. Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins stepped inside and sat down. With them settled, the door slid shut, and the car moved began to move forward along the track and out of the building. Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins found themselves suspended at least fifty feet above the ground passing over a thickly forested area.

“Welcome to Starfleet Memorial Gardens,” Debbie’s voice said over the loudspeaker inside the passenger car. “This park is dedicated to honoring the legends of Starfleet. And, through some wonderful advances in cloning technology, you will actually be able to meet legends like Pike, Kirk, Spock, and Picard. They’re all here and larger than life: about fifty feet larger to be exact. Starfleet’s giants have become literal giants, and they’re all here for you at Starfleet Memorial Gardens.”

“I am suddenly very unhappy about this,” Dillon said. “A fifty-foot tall clone of Captain Pike? That’s ludicrous. That’s insulting.”

“That’s technology,” Debbie’s voice said. “Now sit down, shut up, and enjoy it.”



“God, he’s annoying,” Debbie said, turning to Ensign Carr. They were in the control center of the gardens watching the other’s progress through the park on a huge view screen.

“I know,” Carr replied. “But he outranks us, so we have to put up with him.”

“All systems nominal,” the woman seated at a console across the room said.

“Thanks, Claudia,” Debbie said. “Let me know if anything starts acting weird.” She walked over to a large window on the far side of the room, which looked in on a large power reactor. An electronically sealed door, similar to the ones all over the building, was next to the window and allowed access to the reactor.

“Have things started acting weird in the past?” Carr asked concerned.

“Nothing major,” Debbie replied. “The clones aren’t exactly normal, but other than that, things here work pretty well.”

“What’s so abnormal about the clones?”

“Nothing,” Debbie said quickly. “Nothing dangerous anyway.”

“Well, that’s comforting…I think.”



“Commander, I am not sure that I can approve of this place on an ethical level,” Jaroch said as they passed over the trees of the Starfleet Memorial Gardens.

“What do you mean?” Dillon said.

“The cloning of people is shaky enough ethically, but making them fifty feet high? That sounds rather…awful.”

“Come on, Jaroch. I was a bit taken aback by the idea at first, but think about it. This is our one chance to meet the greatest leaders in Starfleet history,” Dillon said. “I don’t care if they’re fifty feet high or two feet high, they’re still legends.”

They heard loud screaming off in the distance.

“What the hell was that?” Hawkins said, going instinctively for her phaser.

“I have no idea,” Jaroch said.

“I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about,” Dillon said uncomfortably. “It’s probably some of the planet’s native fauna. We’re fine up here.” Another scream, closer this time, shook the passenger car.

“I’m starting to understand why Starfleet wanted me to check on the security of this place,” Hawkins said. “What kind of animals are living on this planet?”

“MAAAAKKKISOOOO!!” the scream bellowed.

“Whatever it is, we’re getting closer to it now,” Dillon said.

“I’m really wishing that I brought a bigger phaser,” Hawkins said, looking down at the tiny personal phaser she was carrying.

“MAAKKITTTTTTTSOOOO!” The car was shaking violently.

“You are now approaching our first legend,” Debbie’s voice said over the speakers. “Jean Luc Picard.”

“Oh no,” Dillon said. “That scream…”

“I am afraid it is, sir,” Jaroch said. The car rounded a curve in the track, revealing their worst fears. It was Picard all right, dressed in the burgundy uniforms that had been Starfleet standard until they were recently replaced by the black and gray ones. He bald head glistened in the sun, but said head was bigger that their entire passenger car.

“MAKE IT SO!” the giant Picard shouted to no one in particular.

“I don’t know whether to laugh or throw up,” Hawkins said quietly.

“I’ve met Picard. He was nothing like this,” Jaroch said.

“Of course he isn’t!” Dillon shouted horrified. “How could they do this? WHY would they do this?!?” This wasn’t honoring his heroes; it was making complete fools out of them.

“MAKE IT SO!” The car came to a stop in front of Picard. They were at eye level with the giant.

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard shouted, his voice full of anger this time. He rushed toward the car, but, before he could get to it, he was stopped by a force field.

“Nothing to worry about folks,” Debbie said.

“What have you done?” Dillon screamed indignantly. “You’ve reduced one of Starfleet’s finest to a blithering…”

“Commander, please. You aren’t helping,” Jaroch said.

“Look, we were able to clone the bodies, but not the minds of our exhibits,” Debbie said. “We had to program the minds ourselves. It wasn’t easy. We only managed to ingrain a couple of major characteristics.”

“MAKE IT SO!”

“We were lucky to get that,” Debbie continued. “This is tricky work, and Picard isn’t our best effort. Just wait until you see the others.”

“I’m not sure that I’ll be able to stand it,” Dillon mumbled.



“That man has no sense of what a scientific achievement this is,” Debbie said after switching off the comm system. On the main viewscreen, they could see the car moving off toward the next exhibit.

“It’s probably just a bit of a surprise to him. Give him some time,” Carr said. She actually didn’t believe or care that Dillon would get over it, but she didn’t want to listen to Debbie complain about him.

The door of the control room opened, revealing an older man carrying a basket of cleaning supplies. His face was covered in wrinkles, but he didn’t appear haggard. Instead, they seemed more like laugh lines.

“Morning folks,” the man said warmly. “Just here for my rounds.”

“Hi, Ray,” Debbie said. “Could you start in the reactor room?”

“Sure thing,” Ray said. He tipped his blue hat to Carr. “Morning, young lady. Hope you’re enjoying the place.”

“It’s quite impressive,” Carr replied. Ray smiled and opened the door into the reactor room to begin cleaning.

“He’s smitten again,” Claudia said.

“Surprise, surprise,” Debbie said smiling. Carr laughed. Ray suddenly came rushing out of the reactor room.

“I…I forgot something,” he said quickly and ran out of the control room. As soon as the control room door closed behind Ray, alarms starting blaring. Claudia whirled back around to her console.

“I’m reading a severe power drop!” she shouted.

“Get it back up!” Debbie said.

“I can’t.”

The control center went dark.



The passenger car jerked to a sudden stop.

“What happened?” Dillon asked alarmed.

“We have stopped,” Jaroch said. “I believe that we have lost power.”

A loud scream sounded in the distance.

Then another.

It was getting closer.



Chapter Fifteen



The Presidential Palace on Bracktia Prime was in chaos when Lieutenant Commander Morales, Lieutenant Russell, Yeoman Jones, and Dr. Landris arrived. Landris was able to get them past the two hulking security guards at the palace door by just flashing his identification card, but the President’s office was a different story. Aides were running in and out of the office while a man in a black suit sat a desk outside of the office monitoring who came and went.

“Let me handle this,” Landris said to Morales before walking over to the man at the desk. Morales couldn’t hear their discussion, but the man at the desk shook his head a lot while Landris gestured angrily.

“I get the feeling he’s not doing too well,” Yeoman Jones said softly.

“I think you’re right,” Morales replied. “Why don’t you go give him a hand?”

“Me? Why me?”

“You’re the liaison officer. Go liaison,” Morales said.

“Well…I’d love to, but I don’t know what a liaison officer does,” Jones said nervously.

“You’re supposed to smooth over relations between us and anyone we encounter,” Morales said. “Think of it as kind of like being a diplomat.”

“Oh. But…”

“Go, Yeoman!” Morales said.

“Gotcha,” Jones said. “I’m on my way.”

“Jones.”

“Yes, sir,” she said.

“Be tough,” Morales said. He smiled hoping to reassure her.

“Aye, sir,” she said. Jones charged over to the man’s desk and joined the fray. Things continued pretty much as they had before except now both Landris and Jones were gesturing angrily. Morales could see Jones’s face slowly turning red.

“Do you know Jones real well?” Morales asked Russell.

“Not really,” Russell said. “She’s generally pretty quiet.”

“So you’ve never seen her angry?”

“Tina? No, sir. I can’t imagine it,” Morales noticed that Jones was now bright red and her eyes were wide.

“I think you’re about to be able to do a lot more than imagine it,” Morales said.

“HIIIIIIYAAAAA!!!!” Jones screamed suddenly. She raised her right arm and did a karate chop on the man’s desk. The desk split in two and fell to the floor. The entire office became completely silent. “I think you should let us in now,” Jones said, breathing heavily.

“Right away,” the man said shakily. He went over to the President’s door, entered, then returned a minute later.

“President Bathena will see you now,” he said.

“Thank you,” Jones said. She turned to Morales. “Liaisoning complete, sir.”

“Good job,” Morales replied, walking over to Jones. “You’re a natural.

President Bathena’s office was calm compared to the outer office area. The President was seated at a large wooden desk looking at a map of the area on a viewscreen on the side wall.

“Have a seat,” she said distractedly as she watched blips moving across the map.

“Thank you, Ms. President,” Morales said. “My name’s Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales. My team and I were sent here to pick up Dr. Amelia Nelson, but she refuses to leave the planet unless you allow her to take a symbiont with her.”

“I appreciate your problem, Commander Morales, but I’m a little busy right now,” Bathena replied. “We’ve just had a terrorist attack at the… Wait a minute! You were here for Nelson?”

“Yes,” Morales said, confused.

“Is she with you?”

“No, we left her and one of my men at the lab,” Morales said.

“At the lab. Damn!”

“What is it, Ms. President?” Landris asked.

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, but that lab was where the latest attack took place,” Bathena said. “The Hinaree went in, planted a few bombs, and blew the place up. There’s very little left.”

“Oh god,” Russell said. “Craig’s…”

“Dead,” Bathena said. “But you’re more than welcome to go tell Starfleet all about this, so they’ll help us put a stop to the Hinaree.”

“The Prime Directive…” Morales began.

“Oh, shut up about the damn Prime Directive!” Bathena said. “I’ve practically got a civil war going on here!”

“Can we look at the explosion site?” Russell asked.

“What good is that going to do?” Bathena asked. “Read my lips. They are dead.”

“I’d like to look anyway,” Russell said.

“Agreed. Besides, it’d get us out of your way,” Morales said.

“Feel free,” Bathena said. “I’ll have my secretary tell them you’re coming.”

“Thank you,” Morales said. “If you need anything from us, don’t hesitate to let me know.” They walked out of the office.

“How about a few thousand phaser rifles?” Bathena shouted after him.



Twenty minutes later, Morales, Russell, and Jones had returned to the site of what used to be Nelson’s laboratory. The building had been leveled by the blast, leaving debris everywhere. The Bracktian Military officer who was in charge of the investigation, Major Kergin, grudgingly let them look around, but assigned one of his men to be with them at all times. Russell tried to ignore this and started scanning the site with his tricorder.

“You Starfleet people and your toys,” the soldier said annoyed.

“You got a problem,” Russell said.

“Yeah, you,” the solder replied. “You people have it so easy. You don’t know what real danger is.”

“We don’t!” Russell said angrily. “I think I do. Real danger is getting chased by three hundred angry Joegonots! Real danger is…”

“Get off it!” the soldier shouted. “You can’t talk to me about real danger. Real danger is crawling past ten armed Hinaree naked because you think your uniform would make too much noise. Real danger is…”

“Yeoman Jones,” Morales said. “Could you liaison him into unconsciousness please?”

“Aye, sir,” Jones said. She walked over to the soldier. “Shut up, or I’m going to hurt you,” she said very matter-of-factly.

“Right,” the soldier said stifling a laugh. “I suppose you think you know real danger too, huh?”

“Real danger is what you’re in right now,” Jones said.

“I’m not…” The soldier didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence. Russell stunned the soldier with his phaser before Jones could even get her arm raised.

“Sorry, Tina,” Russell said. “I wanted to do it.”

“Thanks. I don’t think I was really angry enough to hurt him,” she replied.

“By any chance, have you found anything yet?” Morales asked.

“No, and that’s what’s interesting,” Russell said.

“What do you mean?” Morales said.

“I was scanning for organic material, so we could locate Porter and Dr. Nelson’s remains, but I’m not finding anything in the debris,” Russell said. “The explosive used was a thermocorbonite which is incapable of completely obliterating organic matter. Even if Porter and Nelson were at the blast’s origin, there should still be something left. If anything, I should be able to find the symbiont.”

“But there’s nothing,” Morales said.

“No, sir.”

“Then we have to assume that they got out somehow and are still alive.” Morales slapped his commbadge. “Morales to Porter.” There was no response. “Morales to Hudson.”

“Runabout computer responding,” the Hudson’s computer replied.

“Locate Lieutenant Craig Porter.”

“Lieutenant Porter is not within scanning range.”

“I don’t buy that, sir,” Russell said.

“Neither do I,” Morales replied. “Adjust the tricorder to look for traces of vehicles that have been here within the last hour. I want to know what direction they went. Jones, come with me.” Morales and Jones walked over to the makeshift command tent that Major Kergin was running his investigation from.

“Find your people?” Kergin asked chuckling.

“That’s not very funny,” Jones said.

“That’s a matter of opinion,” Kergin replied. He tried to hold back another laugh, but failed and fell to the ground laughing hysterically.

“I’m starting to really dislike this planet,” Jones said.

“Major Kergin,” Morales said, ignoring Jones. “We believe that our people are still alive.” Kergin looked at him and started laughing even harder. “I’m serious. We think that they left the site somehow. Now, I need to know, does the Hinaree take hostages?”

“You Starfleet never give up hope do you?” Kergin said.

“Not unless contract negotiations are going badly,” Morales replied.

“What?”

“Never mind.”

“Look, the Hinaree kill symbionts. That’s all. What would they want hostages for?” Kergin said. A computer console on the other side of the tent started beeping. “Excuse me.” Kergin walked over and pressed a couple of buttons. Morales saw President Bathena’s face appear.

“Kergin, is Morales there?” she asked.

“Yeah, he’s right here. He was just telling me that he thinks his people are still alive,” Kergin started laughing again.

“Well, he’s right,” Bathena said. Morales and Jones looked at each other hopefully.

“Tell Russell to hurry up with that scan,” Morales said. Jones ran out of the tent.

“We just got ransom demands from Serland, the Hinaree commander. She will return the two Starfleet people if we agree to outlaw symbionts,” Bathena said.

“You aren’t going to do it, are you?” Kergin asked.

“Are you nuts?” Bathena replied. “I value our relations with the Federation, but I’m not going to change our whole society for the lives of two off-worlders. I just wanted you to tell Morales about his people and have him come to my office to discuss the situation. Bathena out.” The screen went blank.

“You heard her,” Kergin said. “I wouldn’t keep her waiting.”

“We’ll be leaving momentarily. Thank you for you hospitality,” Morales said sarcastically. He walked out of the tent deep in thought. Bathena was right; she couldn’t give into the Hinaree just for Porter and Nelson’s lives. The Federation could never ask her to do that. He, Russell, and Jones were going to have to find a way to save Porter and Nelson themselves. And they had to do it without interfering with the political situation on Bracktia Prime.

“I’ve finished, sir,” Russell said, walking over to him.

“Any luck?” Morales said.

“Yes and no. There were two large vehicles other than Dr. Landris’ hovercar, and they both went north from here. I didn’t find any trace of Porter or Nelson, however.”

“Well, it’s a start. Come on. We’ve got a meeting with President Bathena.”

“What about Craig and Nelson?” Jones asked.

“That’s what we’re meeting about, but I don’t expect any help from the government,” Morales said. “If we find them, we’re going to have to get them out on our own.”

“I think I prefer it that way,” Russell said. “Thus far, I haven’t enjoyed our dealings with their military.”

“Starfreeks!” a voice screamed. Russell, Morales, and Jones turned and saw the soldier they had stunned earlier running at them. Russell pulled out his phaser and stunned him again.

“See what I mean,” Russell said.



Chapter Sixteen



“I don’t think I even want to know what that was,” Hawkins said, face pressed against the glass of the car as she tried to see what had made the noise.

“WOOOOMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!” The scream rocked the car violently.

“It’s right on us!” Dillon shouted. “Can you see it?”

“No!” Hawkins shouted, turning on him irritatedly. Just as she turned away from the window, a huge face rose up by the glass. She couldn’t see it, but Jaroch and Dillon had front row seats.

“Pa…pa…pa…Patricia…” Dillon stammered. Jaroch walked backwards and pressed himself against the rear wall of the car.

“I believe that the correct response right now is HOLY SHIT!!!” Jaroch said.

“What?” Hawkins said angrily. She turned around and saw the huge face looking in at them.

“WOMAN!” the face shouted.

“You can field this one, Patricia,” Dillon said, attempting to smile.

“Who is that?” Hawkins asked.

“I believe that it is Captain James Tiberius Kirk,” Jaroch said.

“WOMAN!” The giant Kirk’s hand rose up and grabbed the car. Jaroch, Hawkins, and Dillon were knocked off of their feet and sent hurtling forward. Dillon hit the wall first, followed quickly by Jaroch and Hawkins.

“I’ve had enough of this,” Hawkins said, pulling out her hand phaser.

“Good,” Dillon gasped. “Get off me and do something.” The side window shattered, and a giant finger came in, probing for the car’s occupants. Hawkins crawled over towards the finger, raised her phaser and fired. At first, Kirk didn’t seem to notice the beam frying a small speck of skin on his finger, but a few seconds later, the finger was pulled out quickly.

“OWWWW!” Kirk screamed. He raised a giant arm and slapped the car. The cables suspending the car above the forest floor strained, then snapped, sending the car hurtling downward. Hawkins and Jaroch slid back into Dillon, leaving the three officer huddled together as they plummeted.

The car hit several tree branches on the way down, jolting the occupants and slowing their descent. Finally, the car smashed into the dirt, knocking the wind out of Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins. The glass windows all shattered outward violently upon impact as the side structural supports moaned, then failed, allowing the sides to bend outward, which lowered the ceiling a good three feet.

Dillon was sure that it was the end of the line for him. After the car landed, he expected to be dead, but, as he lay on the metal floor gasping for breath, he realized that he’d made it. Every part of his body ached from the jarring impact of the car’s landing. A moan from Hawkins followed quickly by one from Jaroch told Dillon that the others were as bad off as he was.

“Everyone…Ok?” he said weakly. Every syllable hurt.

“Peachy,” Jaroch said, his voice straining to form the word.

“This has become my new permanent residence. I refuse to move,” Hawkins said.

“I hope that Captain Kirk gives us that luxury,” Jaroch said.

“WOMAN!”

Dillon looked over toward what used to be the window and saw two giant feet.

“No such luck. I think we’re about to get our eviction notice,” Dillon said. He tried to pull himself to his feet, but was knocked right back down as the car started shaking again. Screws and other bits of metal rained down on them as Kirk slowly pulled the car’s roof off.

“WOMAN!”

“Where’s my phaser?” Hawkins shouted.

“I do not see it, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said as he started crawling toward Hawkins.

“WOMAN! WOMAN!” The roof was completely off now. Dillon saw it hit the ground twenty feet away from the car with a thud and an explosion of dirt. Above them, Kirk was leering. His arm descended slowly toward the car like some kind of crane. Dillon wanted to move; he wanted to rush over and jump in front of Patricia so that Kirk wouldn’t get her. But he couldn’t. Pain and fear pinned him to the front wall of the car. All he could do was scream.

“Patricia!” Even that hurt… a lot. Dillon closed his eyes in pain. Besides that, he just couldn’t bring himself to watch. The hand reached in, grabbed, and rose back up, leaving one less person in the car.

“He got Jaroch!” Hawkins shouted. Dillon opened his eyes to see that he and Hawkins were the only ones in the car. He looked to his left and saw the giant legs walking away.

“WOMAN!”

“I think he’s going to be surprised,” Dillon said.

“I just hope he has a sense of humor or else Jaroch’s…” Hawkins trailed off. They sat in silence watching the colossal Kirk moving off with his prize.



“What the hell happened?” Debbie demanded. As soon as the lights went out, she, Claudia, and Ensign Carr had grabbed emergency flashlights to try and figure out what had gone wrong.

“I don’t know,” Claudia said. “Everything was fine, then suddenly, it wasn’t.”

“Just a thought here, folks, but why don’t we check out the reactor,” Carr said, walking over to the reactor room door.

“We can’t,” Debbie said.

“Why not?”

“The doors operate on electronic locks. When the power went out, so did all the power to the locks. We can’t open them without power from the reactor.”

“Can we get to the reactor through another room?” Carr asked.

“Maybe,” Debbie replied. “If we could leave this one, which we can’t because the door’s locked.”

“Let me get this straight,” Carr said. She held her hands together to keep from lashing out and hurting someone. “We can’t get out without power. But to get power, we have to get out.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Claudia said.

“Whose moronic idea was that!” Carr screamed angrily.

“It’s just a little design flaw,” Debbie said. “We’ll know better next time around.”

“Next time! What about now? We’re trapped in here! And what about my people? Are they stuck too?”

“The loss of power would shut down the car,” Claudia said quietly.

“What about the security force fields?” Carr asked, dreading the answer.

“Those are down, too.”

“Fantastic. Just fantastic. You’ve built a real death trap here, Ms. Wagner,” Carr said.

“They’re just bugs in the system,” Debbie said. “We’ll get everything straightened out.”

“How?” Carr said.

“I don’t know, but I’m sure we’ll think of something. Maybe Ray will come get us.”

“Ray!” Carr said. “He ran out of here just before we lost power. Could he have done something?”

“Perhaps, but I don’t see what,” Claudia said. Carr ran over to the window looking into the reactor room and pointed her flashlight inside. The room was square with fifteen foot long walls lined with computer consoles and monitors. The center of the room was dominated by a cylindrical metal column, which housed the park’s power reactor. A large black outlet was its main external feature. On the ground lay a wire which ended in a plug that looked suspiciously like it fit into the outlet on the reactor.

“I think I found the problem,” Carr said gravely.

“You did? Great,” Debbie said, running over. Carr shined her flashlight on the outlet, then the plug. “Oh, Ray must have accidently knocked the plug out of the reactor. No problem. We just have to plug it back in.”

“Which means that we have to get in the room to plug it in. Which means that we need power to open the damn door,” Carr said angrily.

“Well, yes, there is that problem,” Debbie said.

“And why does it even have a plug! This is the 24th century! We’re in serious trouble here. My people are too.”

“We’re fine, and so are they,” Debbie said. “Claudia, what was the car’s last position.”

“They were just about to arrive at the Kirk exhibit.”

“Well, Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch are fine anyway,” Debbie said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Carr said.

“Lieutenant Hawkins is female. And Kirk has a…let’s call it a tendency…to…go after anything that happens to be…female.” Carr slumped against the reactor room door and put her head in her hands.

“Are you all right, Ensign?” Debbie asked.

“I…am…going…to…KILL…you,” Carr replied, breathing heavily.

“Calm down,” Debbie said. Carr let out a scream and lunged at Debbie.

“This is all your fault!” Carr shouted. She tackled Debbie, grabbed her by the throat, and started pounding it into the floor. “Your fault! Your fault! Your fault!”

“Claudia!” Debbie gasped. Claudia grabbed Carr and dragged her off of Debbie.

“Your fault. I committed assault, because it’s your fault.” Carr started giggling hysterically.

“I think she’s losing it,” Debbie said, picking herself up off the floor.

“You’re a moron, so you can’t live on,” Carr said.

“Why is she rhyming everything?” Debbie asked.

“I don’t know,” Claudia said.

“So to death you go,” Carr said.

“You’re not helping the situation,” Debbie said.

“And you’re a major irritation,” Carr shot back. “But now we must restart the reactor post haste, so no more time in bickering can we waste. My friends’ lives are most assuredly at stake, and if they die, your necks I will break. I hope I’ve made myself perfectly clear; I expect that you’ll cooperate if you hold your lives dear.”

“So, do you have a plan?” Debbie asked.

“Not as of yet, but in time, a plan I shall get.”

“Good. But in the meantime, please don’t talk,” Debbie said.



Chapter Seventeen



Lieutenant Craig Porter paced the small room he and Dr. Nelson had been placed in looking for a way to escape, all the while wondering if he should even try to escape. Nelson was recovering from her surgery well, but she was still in no condition to do anything as active and dangerous as attempting to escape from the Hinaree. The Hinaree leader, who had introduced herself as Ouren Preol, seemed friendly enough now, but Porter was sure that she wouldn’t hesitate to have them killed if they tried to escape. What a waste that would be. Nelson risks her life and has Midon put inside her only to be killed an hour after the operation. Escape would have to wait. Besides, Lieutenant Commander Morales could save them. Of course, first he’d have to figure out that they hadn’t been obliterated in the explosion at the lab. It just did not look like a good situation.

“I’m really starting to wish I was still a minor character,” Porter muttered.

“Please repeat yourself. I did not hear you,” Nelson said softly, startling Porter. She had been laying on the one cot in the small, wooden room from the moment that they had been put there and hadn’t said a word.

“It was nothing,” Porter replied. “I didn’t realize that you were awake.”

“I have not slept,” Nelson said. She sat up slowly. “I…we have needed time to adjust.”

“I’d guess so. I would think that it’d be kind of a big deal to suddenly have another mind inside you.”

“It is not quite like that. It’s more like our two minds have become one…most of the time.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Porter said.

“It’s strange. Most Bracktians, upon joining with a Brackto, immediately become one new consciousness. I feel more like I have three,” Nelson replied.

“Three! Hold on a second.”

“It’s really quite simple. There is Amelia, Midon, and the combination of the two.”

“Amelia, it doesn’t sound like this is working,” Porter said. “We’ve got to get you to a doctor.”

“Please call me Amedon, and I…we…are a doctor.”

“I mean a doctor with some scanners. You both…all three of you…god, this sounds weird…you all could be in danger.”

“I thank you for your concern, Lieutenant, but I believe that I, meaning Amedon, am fine,” Nelson said.

“Just the same, I want to get you checked out.”

“Fine, but I don’t think that our current situation is lending itself to hopping down to a hospital.”

“Good point,” Porter said. “Hopefully, Lieutenant Commander Morales is looking…” They heard footsteps outside the door. Porter fell silent. The door swung open, and Preol entered with an armed guard.

“Are you both well?” Preol asked.

“Well, the room’s clean, but we’re out of towels and the view sucks,” Porter said.

“I think that the only thing I like less than Starfleet officers’ high and mighty attitudes is their sense of humor,” Preol said.

“But we’re lots of fun at parties,” Porter replied.

“Lieutenant, please shut up before you get us both killed,” Nelson said.

“Oh, there’s no danger of that, Doctor,” Preol said. “Your value as hostages far exceeds any annoyance that Lieutenant Porter’s jokes could cause.”

“I don’t think that the Federation will do anything to get our release,” Nelson said.

“Thanks for the optimism, Doc,” Porter said.

“I do not need the Federation to do anything,” Preol replied. “I am counting on the government’s desire to gain entrance into the Federation. I think that President Bathena will do anything to ensure your release.”



“I don’t care if they start sending them here a piece at a time, I’m not giving the Hinaree a damn thing,” President Bathena shouted, rising from her desk as Lieutenant Commander Morales, Lieutenant Russell, and Yeoman Jones sat across from her watching her tirade.

“We are not asking you to do anything,” Morales said. “The knowledge that they’re alive gives us some hope of rescuing them, however.”

“Rescue? Right. That means you have to get to their base, which is impossible,” Bathena said.

“Do you know where their base is?” Russell asked.

“They have a little fort up in the mountains north of town. We’ve sent fighters and ground units, but they’ve all been destroyed. But if you gave us some of your technology…”

“We can’t do that,” Morales said. “But, if you give us permission, we may be able to handle the Hinaree ourselves.”

“Feel free. Our air space is your air space,” Bathena said, sitting down with a sigh.

“Thank you, Ms. President,” Morales said, rising from his chair. “I’m sure that the Federation Council will take how cooperative you’ve been into consideration when they review your application for membership.” He walked out of the office followed by Russell and Jones.

“So what do we do now?” Jones asked.

“Russell, how easy do you think it’ll be to find this base with the runabout’s sensors?” Morales asked.

“Incredibly easy…unless they’ve got a lot of settlements up in those mountains,” Russell replied.

“I doubt it. I don’t think the government would send fully armed attack units into populated areas.”

“I hope not,” Jones said.

“Morales to Hudson,” Morales said, slapping his commbadge. “Three to beam up. Energize.”

The three officers rematerialized in the cockpit of the runabout. Russell immediately sat down in the co-pilot’s seat and started running scans.

“Jones, I need a complete run-down of all the equipment that we have on board,” Morales said as he headed to the pilot’s chair. “Focus on what we could use to get in and out of a heavily-armed installation.”

“We’ve got phasers,” Jones said, feeling like she was stating the obvious.

“I know that. I mean like rope and stuff,” Morales said.

“I’ll go look,” Jones said confused.

“I think I’ve found them,” Russell said as soon as Jones left the cockpit. He hit a few buttons causing an image of the planet’s surface to appear on the monitor next to Morales. It showed mountains, but no structures. The only weird thing was a black spot in the middle of the map.

“Where?” Morales asked.

“The black spot. Our sensors can’t scan it, which says to me that somebody’s trying to hide something there and is jamming our sensors.”

“You know, if this planet had put its technological research into something other than jamming fields, this would all be a hell of a lot easier,” Morales said. “Actually, I’d prefer that they devoted themselves to farming or something, so we didn’t have to deal with them.”

“Jones to Morales.”

“What is it, Yeoman?” Morales said.

“We’ve got four phasers, two med-kits, and a couple of emergency transport beacons and emergency transport armbands,” she said.

“No rope?”

“No rope.”

“What is it with you and rope?” Russell asked.

“It’s useful stuff,” Morales said. “You should always have rope with you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Russell said, turning back to his console.

“Try replicating a fifty foot coil of rope,” Morales said.

“I’ll see what I can do. Jones out.”

“We’ve got ten photon torpedoes, right?” Morales asked.

“What? Oh yeah, ten photo-torps and eight phaser banks,” Russell said, reciting the tech specs of the runabout.

“All right, we’ll save the torpedoes for any ground based missile launchers. You’ll have to take out any air vehicles with the phasers,” Morales said.

“What are you talking about?” Russell said. “You aren’t thinking of taking this thing down to the surface are you?”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do,” Morales said.

“That would take an expert pilot, which I’m not.”

“But I am,” Morales said. “I joined Starfleet as a shuttle pilot. I’m going to fly us down, then you and Jones can beam in and find Porter and Nelson.”

“Then why are you worried about the weapons? We’ll just go down with the shields up and…”

“Lieutenant, you of all people know that shields and planetary atmospheres don’t get along,” Morales said. “We’ll be fine as long as no missiles hit us. I’m sure that you won’t let that happen.”

“Gotcha,” Russell said. Russell brought up a tactical readout as Morales started the runabout on its descent. Russell’s hands started to sweat. He wasn’t used to operating ship’s weapons; he was used to a hand phaser. Oh well. No pressure. Yeah, right.



Chapter Eighteen



A weight pulled at Ensign Carr’s mind. She was overlooking a very obvious solution to her problem. The feeling tugged at her mind, her legs, and her chest…her chest. She slapped her commbadge quickly, silently cursing herself for not noticing it sooner.

“Carr to Dillon.” Nothing.

“Carr to Jaroch.” Nothing.

“Carr to Hawkins.”



Lieutenant Hawkins felt a slight vibration coming from the communicator on her chest. She wasn’t sure whether or not it was somebody trying to reach her, but she wasn’t going to take that risk. If it was someone, then the speaker module in the commbadge had been busted in the fall. Hopefully, the transmitter was still working, though.

“Hawkins here, can you read me?” she said, tapping her badge. She looked over at Dillon who was sitting next to her anxiously. His commbadge had come off completely during the crash. It was probably on the forest floor somewhere.



“Haw….re….ed…e.” These few syllables were almost buried in the deafening static emanating from Carr’s commbadge. She could tell that it was Lieutenant Hawkins’ voice, but she couldn’t understand a bit of what Hawkins was telling her. Hopefully, Hawkins and the others were OK. At least she knew that Hawkins was alive.

“I don’t see how they could help us,” Debbie said from a chair across the room. “They’re at least five miles from this building, and, even if they got back her, they couldn’t get in because the doors are locked.”

“I wanted to know if they were alive. Is that okay with you?” Carr said angrily. Debbie did have a point though. Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins couldn’t help her out of this mess. Somehow, she had do get into the reactor room and plug it back in.

The first thing to do was try the obvious. She walked over to one of the computer consoles, grabbed a chair, and rolled it back over to the window. With an angry cry, she hoisted it up and threw the chair against the window with all of her might. The chair bounced off and hit the floor. The window didn’t so much as quiver.

So much for that, Carr thought.

“It’s transparent aluminum,” Debbie said. “Unbreakable.”

“Great. Just great,” Carr said.



“Was that a person?” Dillon asked.

“I don’t know,” Hawkins said. With the speaker on the commbadge broken, she had no idea if anyone had tried to contact her or not.

“That could have been Jaroch. He could be in trouble,” Dillon said. He stood up, wincing in pain as he did so, and started pacing the wreckage of the passenger car.

“Could be in trouble?” Hawkins said. “He was carried away by a fifty-foot-high sex fiend. I think that goes beyond trouble.”

“Sorry,” Dillon said softly. Hawkins got up and walked over to him.

“You okay?”

“This isn’t the way I had pictured going out,” Dillon said.

“We aren’t going to die here,” Hawkins said firmly. “We are going to make it.”

“I meant us,” Dillon said.

“What?” A cold blast of realization went through Hawkins. Dillon meant going out in a completely different sense. “Travis, I didn’t know that you…”

“Well, I do.” He walked over to the window. “I just didn’t realize that you and Jaroch were already seeing each other.”

“Me and Jaroch? What gave you that idea?” Hawkins said almost laughing. Dillon turned around and stared at her.

“You mean you two aren’t… But I thought you kissed me to try and make Jaroch jealous, so I thought you two were seeing each other already.”

“Travis, that’s the most fucked up logic I ever heard!”

“I’m glad. So you really kissed me because it was me?” His heart raced. There was hope now that she really did feel something for him.

“Actually, at the time I was trying to make Jaroch sick,” Hawkins said. Dillon’s face drooped. “But afterwards I think it meant something. It did mean something.” Hawkins sat back down on the floor. Admitting that to Dillon had taken more out of her than she had expected. This revealing feelings stuff was tough. And if was this bad for her, Dillon must be having an all-out internal war with himself. He was the king of not saying what he was feeling. It had taken her two months to get him to be open with her about his normal feelings. This was a whole new deal.

Dillon came over and sat down next to her. He rubbed his hands back and forth across his knees nervously.

“I’m in love with you, Patricia,” he said. The words came out so quickly that they blended into each other.

“I…” Another loud scream sounded very close by and shook the entire passenger car.



Lieutenant Commander Jaroch had lost consciousness the second that Kirk’s giant hand wrapped around him. Upon waking up, Jaroch decided that going unconscious had probably been a good move. He wished he was still there. As it was, he was still in Kirk’s hand and being waved back and forth as Kirk walked. The impact as Kirk’s feet hit the ground with each step rattled Jaroch’s whole body. Escape did not seem possible at the moment, but Jaroch found himself wondering why he was in this predicament in the first place. Kirk had been quite clearly shouting “woman,” and Jaroch was definitely not a woman.

He would have really liked to get to his commbadge and call for help, but, as it was, his left arm was pinned between his side and Kirk’s palm and his right arm was pointed straight up and pressing against the side of his head. Jaroch decided that, all in all, he was not in the most comfortable position.

Kirk finally stopped his walking and, by the sudden loss of altitude, Jaroch gathered he sat down. The hand surrounding Jaroch opened revealing the giant face of Kirk staring right at him.

“Woman?” Kirk gently prodded Jaroch’s chest.

“NO WOMAN!”

Jaroch gathered that he was in big trouble.



“It’s not going to work.” Carr ignored Debbie’s pessimism and continued trying to get her newly-found strip of metal between the window frame and the wall itself. After two more minutes of attempts, she flung the metal to the ground angrily.

“Damn it! I need a phaser to get into that thing!” Carr shouted.

“The doors and walls are duranium,” Debbie said. “You’d need one hell of a big phaser, which, considering you don’t even have a small phaser, is a pointless dream.” Carr really wished that she’d brought some kind of weapon off of the shuttlecraft. Shuttlecraft! No wait, they aren’t armed. Damn! She’d forgotten the obvious again.

Well, she thought, if I knew everything, I’d be an admiral by now. She tapped her commbadge.

“Carr to Ballard.”

“Shuttlecraft computer responding,” the monotone computer voice replied.

“Lock transporter on my coordinates and energize.”

“What about us?” Debbie shouted as the blue energy surrounded Carr. Carr just waved until there was nothing left of her in the room.



“Start pre-flight check,” Carr ordered as soon as she materialized on the shuttle.

“System check engaged.” Carr sat down in the pilot’s chair and activated the scanners. She was getting life-signs inside the building, but nothing outside. She slammed her fist down on the controls.

“Damn it! The outside wall of this whole damn building is duranium.” The shuttle’s sensors were useless to check where Dillon, Hawkins, and Jaroch were, but they still could scan the building. She checked the readouts. The control center was on the top floor, but she wasn’t getting a reading on the reactor room. The duranium was seeing to it that the computer just registered a blank space in the floor plan. Normally, she could just beam in and plug the reactor back in, but without accurate scans of the room, Carr was afraid of accidently beaming inside a piece of equipment or something.

“Pre-flight check complete,” the computer reported.

“Computer, open the docking bay doors.”

“Unable to comply. Door system has no power.” Carr was expecting that. Well, on the bright side, she wasn’t trapped in the control center anymore. Unfortunately, she was now trapped in the docking bay.

Carr looked back down at the scan of the building. A spot in the upper left hand corner of the blank area covering the reactor room caught her eye.

“Computer, identify image in section L-L-Five of the sensor scan.”

“This is a ventilation shaft. The room beyond is unable to be scanned due to the presence of a material…”

“That’s enough.” A ventilation shaft…which probably led to the roof, which she couldn’t get to because she was stuck in the docking bay. She needed a way to get up to the roof.

Carr got up and walked out of the shuttle. The docking bay was empty except for two hovercars parked near the right wall. She looked up at the roof and back at the hovercars. If one of them hit the roof with enough force, it might be enough to at least weaken the duranium. She ran over to the hovercar and programmed the course into it.

The hovercar rose up into the air and started doing laps around the docking bay to build up speed. It wasn’t a large vehicle, so it needed to build up as much momentum as possible before it hit in order to even make a dent.

After a few seconds, the car shot upward, slamming into the ceiling of the docking bay. The room shook from the force of the blow, and metal debris rained down from the demolished vehicle. Carr dove inside the shuttle for cover, just avoiding a massive chunk that would have sliced her in two.

Once the metal storm had subsided, Carr grabbed a tricorder and walked back out into the bay. A small shaft of sunlight shone onto the front of the shuttle through a new little hole in the roof of the docking bay. She scanned it with her tricorder revealing that the duranium around the hole had been weakened considerably.

“Jackpot,” Carr said. She got a phaser rifle out of the shuttle’s weapon’s locker, powered it up to maximum, then opened fire on the small hole in the ceiling. The roof around it glowed red then white then finally gave way, opening a six foot diameter gap to the outdoors.

Carr climbed into the other hovercar and flew it up to the ceiling. The vehicle wasn’t narrow enough to make it through, but she able to climb out of it, through the hole, and onto the roof. Phaser rifle in one hand and tricorder in the other, Carr made her way towards the ventilation shaft.



Chapter Nineteen



After Preol had finished her gloating or intimidating or whatever she was trying to accomplish by visiting them, Lieutenant Porter and Dr. Nelson had been left alone again.

Nelson had recovered from her operation well enough to stand up and start moving around the room by herself. Porter took the time to lay down on the cot to rest. He knew that an escape opportunity would present itself. He just had to be ready for it.

Nelson’s abdominal area growled loudly startling Porter. He leapt off of the cot and rushed over to her.

“Are you okay?” he demanded. “Is something wrong with Midon?”

“I’m hungry,” Nelson said.

“Oh. I thought that…”

“I know. Thanks for your concern, but I would just like some food.”

“Good point. We haven’t been fed yet,” Porter said. He walked over and pounded on the room door.

“What?” the guard outside shouted.

“We need to eat. You can’t just keep us in here without feeding us,” Porter said.

“All right. I’ll see what I can do,” the guard replied. Through the door, Porter could hear his footsteps fading down the corridor. He took up position beside the door so that when the guard returned and entered the room, Porter would be hidden from view.

“Please tell me that you aren’t about to do what I think you’re going to,” Nelson said, shaking her head.

“What? It’s an escape plan,” Porter said.

“I seriously doubt that it’s going to work.”

“Is that you or Midon talking?”

“Both of us,” Nelson said. “We both think it’s a stupid idea.”

“Fine. I’ll accept your apologies when I’ve gotten us out of here.”

“Right.”

Porter heard two sets of footsteps approaching and motioned for Nelson to be quiet.

The door opened, and an armed guard stepped in, weapon raised. Beyond the guard, Nelson could see another Hinaree holding a food tray.

“Where’s the other one?” the guard demanded.

“Right here!” Porter shouted from behind the door. He slammed the door onto the guard. The guard, knocked off-balance, staggered sideways. The other Hinaree dropped the food tray and charged into the room. Nelson raced over to the off-kilter guard and grabbed his weapon. Porter intercepted the other Hinaree, blocking his attempt to help the guard. The guard, having recovered enough to notice that someone was taking his weapon, slammed Nelson in the gut with the hand he wasn’t using to hold onto his gun. Nelson felt Midon convulse inside of her. Amedon ceased to exist as Amelia and Midon fell to the ground and separately dealt with the pain inflicted on them. Another convulsion. Something was definitely wrong.

The Hinaree in front of Porter grabbed Porter’s shoulders and attempted to slam him into the back wall of the cell. Porter smashed his knee into the Hinaree’s groin. The Hinaree hit the ground with a thud and started wailing. Pleased with himself, Porter turned to go after the guard and found himself staring into barrel of the guard’s gun.

“I should kill you right now,” the guard said.

“Come on,” Porter said, smiling weakly. “Don’t we even get points for effort?”

“When Preol is informed of this, you will have much less to smile about. She may decide that one hostage is more than sufficient.”

“Porter…Craig,” Nelson gasped, painfully pulling herself up off the floor. “The symbiont. In trouble.” She clutched her stomach as another wave of pain rolled through her abdomen.

“She is joined!” the guard shouted, turning his weapon on Nelson.

“Wait a second!” Porter shouted. “You can’t just…” An alarm started blaring.

“All personnel to battle stations!” Preol’s voice said over the loudspeakers. “We are under attack!” The guard looked at the door, then back at Nelson.

“I’ll inform Preol, and, after we repel the invaders, you both will be dealt with.” He stormed out of the room, followed by the other Hinaree who was walking a bit funny now. They slammed the cell door shut, locking Porter and Nelson back in.

“Well, that could have gone better,” Porter mumbled.



“Preol! Preol! The human female is joined!”

Preol turned away from the tactical display in front of her to see who was shouting. Koller had just run in. He was panting from lack of air.

“The human woman is carrying a Brackto,” Koller gasped.

“Did you kill it?” Preol asked.

“No. I wanted to inform you first.”

“You should have killed her, but we have no time for that now. Man your station,” Preol said. Koller went over to his station. All eight of Preol’s group of Hinaree had now assembled.

“The intruder is entering range.”

“Identify,” Preol said.

“It’s nothing I recognize. The government must have something new, or it’s…”

“Starfleet,” Preol said. “Lock all weapons and fire. Launch all of the robotic drones.”



“Incoming,” Russell said. His scopes had suddenly filled with targets, all of which were homing in on the runabout.

“I see them. Fire away, Lieutenant,” Morales said. He put the runabout into a dive.

“They’re moving so fast that I can’t get a phaser lock!”

“Then, I guess you’re going to have to improvise.”

“Aye, sir. Speed up and try to get them behind us.”

“Got it.” The runabout shot forward forcing the missiles to loop around to reacquire the ship. Russell quickly reprogrammed the phaser banks and got ready to fire. “They’re all back there and gaining. Whatever you’re going to do, do it fast.”

“Aye, sir. Pull up, now!” Russell pressed the fire button just as Morales changed course. The rear phaser banks fired a wide beam into the mass of missiles. As the runabout rose, the beam fanned downward, destroying the entire barrage.

“Good work, Russell!” Morales said. More contacts appeared on his monitor. “But we’ve got more guests coming.”

Russell looked back at his tactical scope. “They aren’t missiles this time,” he said, looking at a scan of one of the twenty objects heading toward the runabout. “They’re some kind of unmanned craft.”

“Weapons?”

“Projectiles. Not even capable of penetrating the runabout’s hull…sir! I’m reading energy surges beyond the craft! I read something similar just before those missiles came at us. They could be the launch sites preparing to fire again.”

“Transfer the coordinates to my screen,” Morales said. He flew past the drones, ignoring the shower of bullets they rained on the runabout. The launchers were coming into view. A ring of them sat on the face of a mountain. On top of that mountain, Morales could see the fort. “Lock phasers and fire!” Russell obeyed. In seconds, the runabout’s phasers obliterated the missiles launchers before they could fire their next volley.

“That’s all of them,” Russell said.

“Get Jones and beam down. Contact me as soon as you’ve found Porter and Dr. Nelson.”



“Launchers destroyed.”

“The drones’ weapon systems have had no effect.”

“Damn!” Preol shouted. “Send the drones after that ship. Ram it to the ground!”



Russell and Jones materialized in an empty hallway, phasers drawn. The wood planks reminded Jones of one of the original buildings on her home colony. She shuddered.

“Something wrong?” Russell asked.

“This place reminds me of home.”

“Usually that’s a good thing.”

“Not for me,” Jones said.

“Gotcha.” With his free hand, he pulled out his tricorder. He felt kind of weird carrying two phasers, but he’d brought an extra along for Porter when they found him. “I’m reading eleven life-forms in all. Eight behind us. Three to our right.”

“There’s a wall to our right,” Jones said, looking at the wood beside her.

“I didn’t mean directly to our right. Come on.” He walked down the hall followed by Jones.



Morales circled above the fort waiting for Russell and Jones to signal him. He almost didn’t notice the targets on his scope getting closer.

What the hell are they doing, he thought. They were still coming, and they were accelerating. Morales was confused. The drones’ weapons couldn’t possibly harm the runabout. The only thing they could be doing was…trying to ram him!

“Computer, lock phasers on incoming targets and fire!” The computer fired. Two drones were destroyed leaving eighteen more. The phasers weren’t going to work on narrow beam, and, without Russell, he couldn’t reprogram them.

Morales turned the runabout away from the fort and headed into the maze of mountain peaks.

“Computer, continue firing phasers at any targets you can get a lock on.”

He soared in close to one of the peaks then, as soon as he had passed it, turned in a bit so that the peak was directly behind the runabout. Four of the drones rammed into the peak before the dirt and stone gave way, sending a hail of debris hurtling down the mountain side.

“Firing phasers,” the computer said. Two more blips disappeared from the scope.

“A few more minutes, and I’m going to be all out of guests,” Morales said laughing.



“Intruder alert!”

“How did they get in?” Koller asked.

“Damn Starfleet technology!” Preol said. “Where are they?”

“Approaching the prisoners.”

“Let’s go,” Preol said, heading toward the weapon’s locker on the other side of the control room.

“What about the Starfleet ship?”

“Our drones will keep it busy.”



“They’re in here,” Russell said.

“Stand back,” Jones said. “HIYAA!” She kicked in the door. Russell ran in and was immediately clubbed to the ground. Jones raised her phaser and fired a blast into the room. “Surrender or die!” It was melodramatic, but if it worked, who cared?

“Jones?” Porter’s voice asked.

“Are you alright?” she asked walking into the room. Porter was standing by the door and Nelson was laying on a cot. She did not look well.

“I’m fine. Sean…not so much. Sorry about that, buddy.”

“It’s ok,” Russell said with a grunt, getting back to his feet. “You still don’t have any upper body strength.”

“Uh huh. That’s why you hit the floor so quickly.”

“Can we do this later? Where’s the Hinaree?” Jones asked.

“What Hinaree?” Porter said.

“We read three life-forms in here. We assumed that…”

“That would be Amedon,” Porter said, gesturing at the cot.

“What?”

“In order to save Midon from the Hinaree, Nelson joined with it.”

“Is she alright?”

“I don’t think so. She lost consciousness a few minutes ago. A Hinaree hit her in the gut.”

“Get ready,” they heard someone shout from down the hall. There was a rush of footsteps.

“Oh boy,” Jones said. Russell tossed Porter the extra phaser.

“Get Nelson under the cot,” Russell said. “Jones, you and I will cover the door. Russell crouched in a corner near the door, and Jones took up position behind the door. Porter gently picked up Nelson and placed her under the cot. He lay down beside her, blocking her from any incoming fire, and aimed his phaser at the door.

Russell picked off the first Hinaree through the door. Jones hit two more before the Hinaree stopped charging in.

“Contact the runabout!” Russell shouted to Porter.

“Oh yeah.” Porter slapped his commbadge. “Porter to Hudson.” He didn’t get a response.

Two Hinaree aimed their rifles into the room and started firing. Russell was able to pick one of them off, but the other ducked back.

“The jamming field is still on!” Porter shouted.

“But the runabout was inside of the field’s boundaries,” Russell said. “The only prevents scans and communications from getting inside or outside of it.”

“Then, Commander Morales must have gone outside of the field,” Porter said. “We have to shut it down.”

“Understood.” Russell changed the setting on his phaser, aimed at the wall beside the door, and fired, obliterating the wall. Three surprised Hinaree were standing on the other side. Before they had a chance to react, Jones and Porter stunned them into unconsciousness.

“Cover me,” Jones shouted. She slammed the door shut, and rushed toward the hole in the wall. She had just passed the door when it was punctured by about seventy bullets. Jones crouched down by the hole, looked out into the hall, then rolled through the hole. Two Hinaree were directly behind her and one was ahead of her. She phasered the one in front of her, and kicked out behind her, knocking the other two off-balance.

Realizing what Jones was up to, Russell got up and headed toward the hole. He saw the two Hinaree Jones had kicked staggering. With two quick phaser blasts, the rendered them immobile. Jones picked herself up, and Russell stepped out into the hallway.

“Is that all of them?” he asked. They heard footsteps fading in the distance.

“Guess not,” Jones said.



Morales looped around another mountain peak and headed straight toward the last three drones.

“Phasers firing,” the computer said. Two of the drones were destroyed.

“Raise forward shields, minimum strength,” Morales said.

“Raising shields in a planetary atmosphere is…”

“Do it anyway!” The shields crackled to life in front of the runabout, sending electric charges through the air. The last drone flew into this disturbance, frying its flight systems. The drone plummeted and crashed into the ground below. Morales headed back toward the fort.



“Where’s Preol?” Porter shouted from inside the room.

“Which one’s Preol?” Russell said.

“The female one!” Russell and Jones looked around. There were seven male bodies.

“She’s the one who got away,” Jones said. “I’ll get her.”

“No way. Give me your tricorder,” Porter said, coming through the hole. Russell handed the tricorder to him. “Keep trying to contact Commander Morales. If we don’t get Amedon help soon, she might…”

“Yeah, we know,” Russell said. Porter ran off down the hall.

“What? Did he fall for her already?” Jones asked.

“Craig? Nah. He just really hates being taken hostage,” Russell said.

“Does this happen to him often?”

“This is the first time. But he always despised it in training at the Academy. He almost shot my face off during one exercise.”



“PREOL!!!” Porter shouted. The tricorder said that she was in the room ahead of him. He pressed himself up against the wall, and opened the door. A barrage of bullets flew passed him.

“Goodbye, Stargeek!” Preol shouted, then started laughing hysterically. Porter stepped into the room.

“You were going to say goodbye without giving me a kiss?” Porter said, aiming his phaser at Preol.

“Who me?” Preol said. In a blur of movement, she raised her rifle at Porter. Porter fired and dove for the floor. The phaser bolt hit Preol just as she pulled the trigger. She fell, firing all the way. A second later, the room was silent. Porter stood up and headed back to the others.

“Did you find Preol?” Russell asked.

“She’s catching some beauty sleep. I guess I was too much for her,” Porter said.

“Morales to away team,” their commbadges barked.

“Russell here. Where were you? We almost got killed down here!”

“Sorry. I was trying to avoid being killed up here!”

“Beam us up, now,” Porter interrupted. “We have to get Dr. Nelson medical attention.”

“What about the Hinaree?” Jones asked.

“Leave them there,” Morales said.

“Leave them?”

“Yes, this isn’t our fight. We’d be interfering in the normal development of their war if we gave the Hinaree to the government.”

“But we just blew up all of their defenses. Isn’t that interfering?” Jones asked.

“Fine. We won’t interfere any more. Is that good enough for everybody? Energizing.” The away team vanished just as the Hinaree outside the room started to wake up.



The away team rematerialized in the rear section of the runabout where Morales was waiting for them.

“Get us to the nearest hospital,” Porter said as he helped Nelson to a nearby chair.

“No,” Nelson said weakly. “Get us out of here. They’ll take…” She winced as a wave of pain slammed over her.

“Take what?” Morales said.

“Terrible care of her,” Porter said. “The hospitals here have no idea how to treat a human.”

“Don’t worry, Doctor. I’ll have us back to the starbase as fast as I can,” Morales said before rushing back to the cockpit.

“You lied to him,” Jones said to Porter once Morales was gone.

“Not really. The Bracktians probably don’t know how to treat a human,” Russell said.

“And you’re backing him up,” Jones said.

“Have you got a problem with that…Yeoman?” Russell said.

“I…I guess not.”

“Good.”

The runabout raced back to Starbase 219.



Chapter Twenty



“NO WOMAN!” Kirk screamed again. He raised the arm that Jaroch was in up into the air. Jaroch could guess what would come next. Kirk would throw him down, then he would die rather horribly and painfully.

“I now entrust my life-experiences as well as those of the Yynsians of the past that reside within me,” Jaroch said, beginning the Yynsian death ritual. He was interrupted by another giant figure.

“LOGIC! LOGIC!” a giant Spock screamed. Kirk whirled around to face Spock.

“NO WOMAN!” He started swinging his arm down.

“LOGIC!” Spock reached up and grabbed Kirk’s neck. One Vulcan nerve pinch later, Kirk was falling toward the forest floor. Jaroch was able to pull himself out of Kirk’s hand before Kirk hit the ground. He saw Kirk’s toupee fly off and start floating toward him. Jaroch jumped for it, grabbed on to a tuft of fake hair, and rode the hairpiece to the ground. It provided enough padding to spare him the full force of the impact.

“Make it so!” Jaroch heard shouted in the distance, from what he believed to be the direction of the car.

“Great. I just save myself, and now I have to go after them,” Jaroch mumbled. He leapt off the toupee and ran off toward Picard’s screams.



“He’s back!” Dillon shouted. Picard’s giant face was looking down at them.

“MAKE IT SO?” Picard asked.

“What’s that supposed to me?” Hawkins asked.

“I have no idea.”

“MAKE IT SO?” Picard said, more insistently.

“I think that we’d better figure it out quick,” Hawkins said. Dillon stood up and tried to look as commanding as possible.

“I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. I respectfully request that you inform us of your intentions or else we will be forced to…” He fell silent. Hawkins started laughing.

“Or else we’ll what?” she said. “Travis, sometimes you are just so…”

“Can we save the insults for later?” Dillon asked.

“I was going to say adorable.”

“Really?” Dillon said, his face brightening. “Does that mean that you…?”

“Later. We have too large of an audience.”

“Right.” Dillon turned back to Picard. “Can you understand me?”

“MAKE IT SO?” Picard demanded.

“What do you want?” Dillon asked.

“MAKE IT SO!”

“What does that mean?”

“MAKE IT SO!!”

“Tell me what the hell you want before that bald head of yours blinds me, you damn moron!”

“MAKE IT SO!!!” Picard screamed angrily.

“Travis, next time, control your temper,” Hawkins said.

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard picked up the passenger car, turned it upside down, and started shaking it violently.



The sensor map made the ventilation shaft look a hell of a lot larger than it was in real life. Ensign Carr looked at it, then down at herself.

“Not a chance in hell,” she said. “A four-year-old would have trouble with this one.” She raised the phaser rifle and fired. The top of the shaft disintegrated revealing a wider shaft descending into the building. “Much better.”

Carr crawled inside, quickly making her way to the metal mesh panel leading into the reactor room. One well-placed phaser blast later, and she was able to drop down into the dim chamber. The light from outside coming through the ventilation shaft was the only illumination in the reactor room. It wasn’t much, but it was enough that she could make out the power cord.

“So much trouble for this stupid thing,” Carr muttered as she snatched it up and plugged it back in.

The entire complex lit up, blinding her briefly. The door into the reactor room opened moments later, and Debbie rushed in.

“You saved my project!” Debbie exclaimed, grabbing Andrea in a bear hug that would have put Counselor Webber to shame.

“I don’t care about your damn project,” Carr said, pushing Debbie off of her then running out into the control center. “Where are my people?!?”

“I can’t find the car,” Claudia said. “While the power was off, something must have happened. The car’s missing, and the force field emitters are damaged and inoperable.”

“Translation. My friends are out there with a bunch of giant monsters,” Carr said. She ran out of the control room.

“Does she have to call them monsters?” Debbie said.



“Hold on, Patricia!” Dillon shouted, hanging onto one of the support poles for dear life. Hawkins was clutching his leg in a death grip. If she let go, she’d fly toward the hole in the car and fall to the ground below.

“MAKE IT SO! MAKE IT SO! MAKE IT SO!” Picard screamed.

“If you’ve got any plans, Commander, now is the time,” Hawkins said. Picard shook the car again. Dillon’s lost his grip on the pole with his left arm. He and Hawkins were hanging on by the strength in his right hand, and he could feel that strength draining quickly. Dillon swung his left arm back up, trying to get his grip back, but Hawkins’ weight was pulling him down.

“I’m losing it!” he shouted.

“Travis.”

“What?”

“I love you, too.”



Jaroch ran into the clearing that the car had crashed into ready for the worst. The car wasn’t there. There were, however, two giant legs in black pants and boots. He looked up to see the giant Picard shaking the car upside down. If Dillon and Hawkins were still in there, they wouldn’t be for long with Picard shaking it like that.

“Hey, baldy!” Jaroch shouted. “I am over here!” Picard stopped shaking the car and looked down at Jaroch.

“MAKE IT SO?”

“I doubt that you have made it in years,” Jaroch said. “You’re an old loser. You lost your hair, two ships… Shall I go on? You are a waste of time.”

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard threw the car to the ground and advanced toward Jaroch. Jaroch ran off into the forest, hoping that the trees would slow Picard down enough for him to stay ahead of the giant.



“Second time today,” Dillon gasped after the car hit the ground, knocking him and Hawkins around badly. Dillon was pretty sure that a couple of ribs and his left arm were broken.

“We’re getting good at this,” Hawkins said. She was sure that she’d broken a rib and her left foot. She pulled herself over to Dillon.

“Too good. The cavalry can show up any time now,” Dillon said. Hawkins pulled herself up next to him.

“They can wait a few minutes.” She kissed him.

“Yeah, definitely,” Dillon said. They kissed again.

“Ow, that was my rib.”



Jaroch raced through the forest, dodging branches and leaping over fallen limbs. Picard was right behind him. At one point, Jaroch felt a giant foot whoosh past his head. He was getting tired, but he had to keep moving or Picard would crush him. There wasn’t too much farther to go anyway.

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard screamed.

“WOMAN!” Kirk’s voice screamed from nearby.

Perfect, Jaroch thought. Kirk pushed through a few trees and charged Picard.

“NO WOMAN!” Kirk pulled his fist back and punched Picard in the face. Picard looked at Kirk in astonishment.

“MAKE IT SO!” Picard leapt at Kirk, knocking him to the ground. Jaroch ducked behind a tree and started making his way back toward the car.

Kirk and Picard were really going at each other, exchanging volley after volley of punishing blows. Just before Jaroch moved out of sight, he saw Spock walk up to Kirk and Picard.

“LOGIC!” he screamed. Kirk and Picard stopped fighting, looked at each other, then dove at Spock. Jaroch could hear his cries of “LOGIC! LOGIC!” all the way back to the car.

Dillon and Hawkins were seated next to each other when he arrived. Both of them looked horrible. They were battered and beaten, but they were both smiling. And it wasn’t even a normal smile; it was a goofy grin. Jaroch wondered if they’d fallen into some kind of near-death delirium. Before he had a chance to find out, he heard the familiar hum of a shuttle’s engines. He looked up and saw the Secondprize shuttlecraft coming in for a landing. Seconds later, Ensign Carr ran out of the vehicle.

“Is everyone alive?” she asked anxiously.

“I believe so,” Jaroch said. “But Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins do not look well.”

“We’re fine, Jaroch,” Hawkins said. “But we would really, really like to leave now.”

“And get a great deal of medical attention,” Dillon added.

“I can fly us back to the visitor’s center right away,” Carr said.

“Forget the visitor’s center. Get us back to the starbase,” Dillon said. “I think we’ve got more than enough information for our reports.” He stood up painfully and helped Hawkins to her feet. She leaned against him, keeping the weight off of her broken foot. The two of them hobbled out of the passenger car and into the shuttle.

“Something is not right,” Jaroch said.

“What do you mean?” Carr asked.

“I cannot put my finger on it yet, but there is something very wrong with the universe.” He and Carr walked into the shuttle, where they immediately spotted Dillon and Hawkins lip-locked on the bench at the rear of the compartment. Carr screamed.

“That would be it,” Jaroch said.



Chapter Twenty-one



Captain Rydell paced the bridge of the Secondprize anxiously as Commander Beck finished up the last of the fake sensor logs. The bridge was eerily quiet. He wasn’t used to seeing it this empty. It just felt wrong. This bridge was supposed to be alive with people and voices. It was times like this that Rydell realized that the Secondprize really was just an inanimate mass of metal and circuits. The crew was what made the ship what it was.

“I’m done, sir,” Beck said, breaking into Rydell’s thoughts.

“Good.” He walked to the rear of the bridge where she was sitting at a console. “You know, Lisa, you don’t really have to call me sir anymore. We’re fellow command officers.”

“I’ve been calling you sir since you set foot on this bridge three years ago. I can’t just stop overnight,” Beck said.

The turbolift doors near Rydell’s ready room opened, and Commander Scott Baird stepped out onto the bridge.

“What the hell are you two doing here?” Baird demanded. “Don’t I have enough to do without you do getting in my way?”

“We’re just leaving,” Beck said. “We have to be in Lieutenant Terris’ office in ten minutes.”

“Give Lieutenant Pencil-neck my regards,” Baird said, walking over to the helm console. He pulled some type of tool out of his engineering kit, knelt down beside the console, and set to work.

“Captain, I’m really starting to wonder if we should be doing this,” Beck said. “Maybe Terris just needs the information for Waystation. If we give him these fakes, he could royally screw up my chances of surviving a real Multek assault.”

“What do your instincts tell you?” Rydell asked.

“That Terris is up to something.”

“Mine too. There’s always a risk in following your instincts, but most of the time, it pays off,” Rydell said. There was a loud crash from Commander Baird’s direction. Rydell and Beck whirled around and saw that Baird had completely removed the helm console, which was now sitting on the floor on its side. “What the hell are you doing?” Rydell shouted.

“It’s all gotta go,” Baird said. “The refit calls for us to get a whole new bridge.” Rydell looked around again. This was the last time he was going to see the bridge as it originally was.

“Come on, Captain,” Beck said. She had the isolinear chip with the fake sensor logs on it and was heading toward the turbolift. Rydell followed her reluctantly.

“Don’t worry, sir, you won’t even recognize the place when you get back,” Baird said.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Rydell said just before the turbolift doors closed.

He and Beck rode down to deck eight where the docking arm from the starbase was attached to the Secondprize. On their way off the ship, Rydell ducked into an equipment room and grabbed a tricorder.

“It will be a hell of a lot easier to keep an eye on Terris this way,” he explained. Beck pulled a hand phaser out of the pocket on her uniform.

“It will be a hell of a lot easier to stop him this way,” she said.

“Good idea…just in case.”



“Enter,” Terris’ voice called after Rydell pressed the door chime outside of his office. Rydell and Beck entered just as Terris jumped up out his desk chair to greet them. “Thank you for being so punctual.”

“What? Did you expect us to be late?” Rydell asked.

“Well, Captain, you do have a certain reputation among the top brass. Admiral Wagner told me that you were even fifteen minutes late to your promotion ceremony,” Terris said, laughing. Rydell was now absolutely positive that he didn’t like Terris.

“Yeah yeah,” Rydell said.

“Here’s the information you wanted,” Beck said holding out the isolinear chip. She was getting impatient. With every passing moment, she was more and more certain that Terris was a slimeball, and she wanted to hurry up and prove it. Terris immediately stopped laughing and reached for the chip.

“Thank you very much,” he said a bit too enthusiastically for Beck’s tastes. He took the chip out of her hand and went back to his desk. “I have much work to do now. I’ll hopefully see you both later.” He popped the chip into the console on his desk and started reading.

“Come on, Beck,” Rydell said. They stepped out into the corridor and sat down on the floor directly across from Terris’ office. Rydell pulled out the tricorder and started scanning.

“My instincts are screaming now,” Beck whispered.

“Mine too. But so far, he’s just sitting at his desk. He’s not trying to transmit the information anywhere or anything.”

“Well, I put an information protection program on there, so he won’t be able to alter the chip’s contents if sabotage is his motive,” Beck said.

“Motive? We haven’t even established that he’s guilty of anything,” Rydell said. He looked back at the tricorder. “He’s coming this way!” Rydell and Beck got up and ran down the corridor and around a corner. Peeking back around, they saw Terris’ office door open and Terris exit carrying the chip. He walked off in the other direction. Beck and Rydell waited a few seconds then followed him.

Tracking the isolinear chip with the tricorder allowed Rydell and Beck to stay at a discreet distance behind Terris. He descended down the decks of the starbase, stopping just two floors above the lower reactor.

“The signal’s not moving anymore,” Rydell said. “Come on.” They walked to the room where Terris went. It was a cargo bay.

“If he were innocent, why would he come here?” Beck said drawing her phaser. “Let’s go.”

“On what grounds?” Rydell asked. “If we arrest him, we have to have some kind of proof. Damn! He’s coming toward us.” He and Beck raced down the hall and ducked around another corner. Terris left the cargo bay and headed back toward the turbolift. Rydell and Beck headed for the cargo bay as soon as he was out of sight.

“What’s in here?” Beck asked looking around at the stacks of cargo containers.

“The chip for one thing,” Rydell said, looking at the tricorder. “He put it in this container.” Rydell walked over to the container he’d specified and checked its manifest. “Check the destination on container four-four-four-D.” Beck activated the cargo bay computer and checked the records.

“It’s scheduled to be picked up by the freighter Denaba in about an hour. The Denaba flight plan has it headed to the Benaki system,” Beck said.

“Which is suspiciously close to Romulan space,” Rydell said.

“The Romulans! Terris is a spy! I knew it.”

“Then you should have said something earlier, Lieutenant,” Terris said. Rydell and Beck hadn’t heard him enter the cargo bay, and now he was aiming a phaser at them. “I thought I heard some noise back here as I was getting into the turbolift.”

“I don’t think Admiral Wagner’s going to enjoy finding out that his number one boy is working for the enemy,” Rydell said.

“I’m not going to tell him,” Terris replied. “And you two definitely aren’t going to tell him.”

“You’re going to kill us?” Beck said. “You don’t think that’s going to arouse just a little suspicion?”

“Not really. But maybe it will get the starbase administrators to check the maintenance of their cargo bay airlocks a bit more closely,” Terris said. “Don’t worry, though. It won’t hurt. I’ll make sure that I stun you before ejecting you into space.”

“That’s awfully kind of you,” Rydell said.

“But we respectfully decline,” Beck said, drawing her phaser. Terris fired at her, just missing as he dove behind some containers.

“Keep him busy!” Rydell shouted. He opened up the cargo container and started digging for the isolinear chip. A phaser beam passed dangerously close to his rear end.

“You’re outnumbered, Terris!” Beck shouted, cautiously walking around the cargo bay. In the maze of containers and barrels, he could be anywhere.

“Numbers mean so little when brains are on your side,” Terris said from behind her. Beck dove to the ground just before a phaser bolt flashed over her head. She fired back blindly in his direction.

“I’ve got it!” Rydell said.

“Too bad it won’t do you any good,” Terris said. He was at the controls of the cargo transporter.

“Oh shit” were the last words Rydell managed to get out of his mouth before he and Beck dissolved in a flurry of molecules.



Chapter Twenty-two



“I don’t think I even want to know where we are,” Beck said. She and Rydell had appeared in the middle of some type of jungle at night. Alien trees towered above them as the calls various insects and animals came from all sides.

“He must have beamed us down to the planet that the starbase orbits,” Rydell said.

“Beck to starbase control,” Beck said slapping her commbadge.

“Starbase control here. What do you need?” a tired voice replied.

“Captain Alex Rydell and I are on the planet’s surface. Request immediate beam up.”

“Yeah, right. Nobody goes down there. Quit playing jokes or…”

“I’m not joking.”

“Stop wasting my time!”

“I’m not…are you still there? Hello?!? That little bastard closed the channel on me. Maybe I can get somebody else.”

“And tell them what?” Rydell asked. “That Terris beamed us down here? He’s a colleague of theirs. Our statements aren’t going to hold a lot of credibility.”

“And with the Secondprize inside the starbase we can’t contact Commander Baird either,” Beck said.

“Not unless he leaves the ship and goes out onto the starbase itself where its communications network will take over,” Rydell said.

“Fat chance of that. Remind me to write Starfleet a memo about the stupidity of the current comm systems when we get back,” Beck said.

“Will do.” He slumped down a little more.

“So we’re just going to sit here.” This inability to do anything about their situation was really getting to her.

“At least we’re alive.”

“For now.”

“That’s a real positive attitude.”

“Unfortunately, it may be a realistic one,” Rydell said, sitting down against the trunk of a tree. “I was on the original survey mission that explored this planet before the starbase was put here. Planet Nu Epsilon Twelve. Class M…barely.”

“Barely!”

“The atmosphere has high concentrations of oxygen, methane, and chlorine. The oxygen concentrations are high enough to keep us alive, but over time, the methane and chlorine will kill us.”

“Great,” Beck said, slumping down against another tree.

“If it’s any consolation, we probably won’t be here that long,” Rydell said. “The indigenous life-forms are very vicious and very carnivorous.”

“And we only have one little phaser.”

“Yep.”

“And it’s dark.”

“Yep.”

“And I bet the local animals are night-feeders.”

“Yep.”

“And we’re in really big trouble.”

“Yep.”



Commander Baird looked around the bridge at his handiwork. Actually, there wasn’t much left that could be called a bridge. Baird had ripped out every chair, every console, and every bit of carpet. It was an empty world ready to be reformed. His mind started working on new designs even though he knew that Starfleet had already finalized everything.

And we could put automatic arm restraints, a gag, and an electric shock generator in Dillon’s chair,” he thought. The turbolift opened behind him.

“It’s not done yet, O.K.?” he said.

“That’s not my problem,” an unfamiliar female voice said. He turned around and saw a woman in a blue Starfleet uniform. “I’m looking for Captain Alex Rydell,” she said, before Baird could speak.

“He’s not on board,” Baird said. “What did you need to see him about?”

“I’m the new Chief Medical Officer,” she said, extending her hand to Baird. “Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge.”

“Commander Scott Baird. I’m the Chief Engineer.”

“Looks like you’ve got your hands full,” Aldridge said, looking around.

“The joys of a refit. And it’s about damn time we had one, too.”

“I’m sure you’re very proud,” Aldridge said. “I’ll leave you to it.” She turned and headed back to the turbolift.

“Captain Rydell had a meeting with Lieutenant Terris on the starbase,” Baird called after her. “Check there.”

“Thank you.” She stepped into the turbolift. This was annoying. She gets dragged a few hundred light years to join the Secondprize, and the ship’s captain doesn’t even have the common courtesy to be around. Aldridge was getting even less pleased than she was before. What right did Starfleet have to put her on a starship anyway? She was a forensic pathologist, not a general practitioner. Dead people don’t complain about cuts and bruises, and surgery on corpses was a hell of a lot less tricky than on live beings. Starfleet didn’t understand that, however. She was a Starfleet doctor, and she had dealt with live patients in the past. That was enough for them.

It wasn’t until she was on the transport on her way to Starbase 219 that she found out that three doctors before her had turned the position down. She was the last one on the list, and Starfleet wasn’t giving her the option of saying no. She went to the Secondprize or to the brig to await a court-martial.

She finally managed to find Terris’ office fifteen minutes later. The directions that the starbase’s computer had given her ended up doing more harm than good. Grateful, to have finally navigated her way through the labyrinth, she pressed Terris’ door chime.

“Enter,” a voice called. Enter, Aldridge thought. What kind of greeting was that? It sounded so high and mighty. Too high and mighty for a lowly lieutenant.

“That’s no way to talk to a superior officer,” she said as she charged into Terris’ office. Terris was alone and seated at his desk. He stared at her, stunned.

“Who…”

“Commander Elizabeth Aldridge,” she snapped. “Where is Captain Rydell?”

Terris leapt to his feet and offered Aldridge a chair. He had no idea who this woman was, but he was sure that she had to be onto him. Why else would she come in to his office demanding to know Rydell’s whereabouts? She didn’t look like security though. She was wearing Starfleet blues, not the mustard color that security wore. A chill rushed through his body. Maybe she was S.I. Starfleet Intelligence. He had to get rid of her.

“I’m afraid that I haven’t seen him, Commander,” he said, forcing a smile.

“He had a meeting with you,” Aldridge said. She thought that Terris looked really nervous for some reason. She just wanted to know where Captain Rydell was. Why was he hiding something from her?

“Nope,” Terris said. “I’d love to chat, but I have a ton of work to do.”

“You haven’t seen Captain Rydell then?”

“Not since last night.”

“I see.” Aldridge stood up. “Sorry I bothered you.” She walked out of the office.

Something was really wrong with that boy, she thought.

She headed back toward the Secondprize to see Commander Baird. At the moment, he was the only person that she knew on the starbase besides Terris, and Terris was up to something. And that something probably concerned the whereabouts of the Secondprize’s captain.



“Make sure you use a low setting,” Rydell said. “We have to keep as much charge in that phaser as possible.” Beck aimed the phaser at the pile of sticks and dry leaves that Rydell had gathered and fired. The pile glowed and crackled as the fire spread.

“That takes care of our light problems for the time being.”

“Yep,” Rydell said softly.

“With all due respect, sir, would you please stop being so damn accepting of all of this?” Beck said.

“Accepting?”

“You haven’t said one thing about how we’re going to get out of this mess. Or done anything towards that end. Or anything at all!”

“Lisa, unless you have some old, dear friend on that starbase that you can convince to help us, we’re stuck. The crew is all either on shore-leave elsewhere, on a mission, or helping with the refit.”

“So what do you think our odds are of getting out of this?” Beck asked. Rydell pulled out his tricorder and did a quick scan.

“Well, if the atmosphere stays at its current levels, we can survive a week without significant damage. We can stay alive for two weeks.”

“Someone will surely start looking for us before then,” Beck said. “All we have to do is hold off the area wildlife until then.”

“Which is something we’re about to get some practice at. Something big is heading this way,” Rydell said. Beck aimed her phaser off into the darkness while Rydell picked up a long, sturdy-looking branch.

A soft rustling in the distance grew louder and louder.



Chapter Twenty-three



“What do you mean Terris hasn’t seen him all fucking day?” Commander Baird shouted angrily after Aldridge told him about her visit with the lieutenant. “He had a meeting with us this morning!”

“That’s what he said,” Aldridge said. She was right; Terris was hiding something.

“Why would he lie about that?” Baird said.

“You’re sure Rydell’s not on the ship?”

“Computer, locate Captain Rydell,” Baird said.

“Captain Rydell is not on the Secondprize,” the computer reported.

“Like I told you, he’s not here,” Baird said. “Did you ask the starbase computer?”

“No, after Terris acted so weird, I came straight to find you,” Aldridge said.

“Come on.” Baird grabbed Aldridge’s arm and dragged her off the bridge into the turbolift. A minute later, they walked out of the docking arm onto the starbase. “Computer, locate Captain Rydell.”

“Captain Rydell is not on Starbase 219.”

“Locate Commander Beck.”

“Commander Beck is not on Starbase 219.”

“Fuck.”

“I think we need to go have another talk with Lieutenant Terris,” Aldridge said.

“No kidding.” Baird and Aldridge headed back toward the lieutenant’s office.



The rustling of the branches became louder and more violent. Suddenly, a giant creature burst through the trees at Beck and Rydell. It was only partially lit by the fire, but Beck could see that it was about ten feet tall, five feet wide, and generally shaped like a giant rectangle with legs and a mouth. Said mouth took up almost all of the creature’s torso and was filled with long, pointy teeth. Beck couldn’t see any eyes on the thing at all. She aimed her phaser and fired. It reeled back and let out a high-pitched squeal. After one more blast, the creature turned and ran out of the clearing.

“What the hell was that?” she shouted.

“We called it a basahm. Big ass scary as hell monster.”

“Fitting,” Beck said. “Are they common?”

“You don’t want to know,” Rydell said. “On the bright side, it should be dawn in a few hours. The basahms sleep during the day.”

“I hope so. That second shot I fired was set at full power, and I just sent him running away. I don’t think I made a real dent.”

“You didn’t. We managed to kill one at around setting twelve.”

“And hand phasers only go up setting eight. Perfect.”

“The basahm will return, and he’s going to bring friends,” Rydell said.

“We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Don’t worry. Someone will realize we’re missing,” Rydell said.



“Enter,” Lieutenant Terris shouted upon hearing the door chime. These interruptions were getting annoying. It was bad enough that Rydell took the chip with the Multek information before he could ship it to his Romulan bosses. Now he had to find a way to explain it, and these interruptions were messing up his train of thought. All hopes of getting any more work done vanished when his office door opened.

Commander Baird was on him in an instant.

“If you don’t tell me what the fuck you’ve done with Captain Rydell and Commander Beck, I’m going to fucking re-upholster your chair with your fucking face,” Baird said, his hands wrapped around Terris’ throat.

“I would suggest cooperating, Lieutenant,” Aldridge said calmly from the other side of the desk. “Commander Baird’s restraint may give out soon.”

“This is restraint,” Terris gasped. They knew. They had to know. Starfleet Intelligence was going to eliminate him unless he told them what he’d done with Rydell and Beck. He felt Baird’s hands grip his neck a little tighter.

“Where are they?” Baird demanded.

“On the planet,” Terris croaked. Baird stood up without letting go of Terris, then, with a swift yank, threw him over the desk. Terris hit the ground and started moaning.

“Get the fuck up!” Baird shouted.

“Come on,” Aldridge said. Terris pulled himself up off the floor. Baird and Aldridge each grabbed an arm and led him out of the office.

Terris took them to the cargo bay where he had fought Rydell and Beck. Baird rushed over to the transporter controls while Aldridge stayed with Terris. Terris decided that he had one chance. He had to get rid of Baird and Aldridge. He swung his fist around and caught Aldridge in the gut. She doubled over as he darted toward the weapon’s locker on the far side of the cargo bay. He already had a phaser in his hand by the time Aldridge managed to call Baird’s name.

“Move away from the transporter,” Terris said. “Get over by your partner.” Baird looked down at the transporter controls. He had a lock on Beck and Rydell, but he couldn’t beam them up with Terris holding a phaser on him. Five large life-forms were moving toward Beck and Rydell’s position. He had a feeling that they probably weren’t friendly either. Baird had to act fast.



“I really don’t like the sound of this,” Beck said. Leaves were rustling louder than a torrential downpour of rain.

“Set the phaser on overload and throw it towards them,” Rydell said.

“That’ll leave us defenseless!”

“But it may send them packing and buy us some time.”

The outline of the first basahm was coming into view. Beck wasn’t positive that this was a good idea, but she set the phaser on overload anyway and threw it. Night became day for an instant as the phaser vaporized. Beck and Rydell were blinded for a few seconds, but could hear several pained basahm howls. As their vision returned, they could see that all but one of the basahms had fled. And that one was heading straight towards them.



Baird’s mind raced trying to think of a way out of the mess he and Aldridge were in. Terris was armed and too far away for him to really do anything.

“Hey, Terris,” Aldridge said. Baird and Terris turned towards her. She had taken off her commbadge, which she quickly hurled at Terris. The apex of the Starfleet insignia stabbed into his face, sending him falling backwards screaming. The phaser clattered to the floor as Terris clutched his bleeding cheek.

“Get the phaser!” Baird shouted. Aldridge was already halfway to Terris before he could get the words out of his mouth. Baird dove for the transporter console and activated it.



Rydell smacked the basahm with his stick. Before it could turn its anger on Rydell, Beck threw another stick like a javelin into its open mouth. The basahm let out another high-pitched roar and turned on Beck.

“We can’t keep this up forever!” she shouted.

“I’m open to suggestions.” Suddenly, he felt the familiar tingle of a transporter taking him apart. “This is a good one,” he said just before being turned to pure energy.



Beck and Rydell rematerialized a few seconds later in the cargo bay on Starbase 219. Commander Baird was standing at the transporter console while, on the other side of the room, a woman they didn’t recognize was attacking Lieutenant Terris.

“Glad to have you back, sir,” Baird said quickly. “I’d love to talk, but I have a butt to kick.” He ran over to the scuffle. Seconds later, Aldridge and Baird were shaking hands as Terris’ unconscious form lay on the floor.

“Good work,” Rydell said, walking over to the two of them. “I was starting to get worried down there.”

“We had things under control,” Baird said.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” Rydell said turning to Aldridge. “Who are you?”

“Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge. I’m your new Chief Medical Officer,” Aldridge said.

“I like you already.”

Terris started groaning on the floor.

“Dickhead’s awake,” Baird said.

“May I?” Rydell asked.

“By all means, sir,” Baird replied, stepping aside. Rydell gave Terris a swift kick in the head, sending him back into dreamland. “You get to do the next one, Commander,” he said to Beck.



Chapter Twenty-four



Two hours later, Terris was safely locked away in the starbase’s brig. Between the testimony of Rydell, Beck, Baird, and Aldridge and the records of Terris’ dealings with the Romulans found in his office, Terris was, as Commander Baird put it, pretty well fucked.

The four officers had gone their separate ways after giving their statements to the security officers. Dr. Aldridge went to check out the Secondprize’s sickbay, a place that she was going to be spending a lot of time from now on.

“Porter to sickbay,” a voice barked urgently over the comm system.

“Sickbay. Dr. Aldridge here,” she replied. She looked around the room quickly. As she feared, she was the only one around. If there was a medical emergency, she was going to have to handle it alone. Great. Her first time in five years dealing with a real patient, and it was an emergency situation.

“We’re on final approach to the Secondprize now, but we have an injured crewmember here. We have to get her help now!”

“I’m ready,” Aldridge said, sounding more confident than she felt. She ran over to a supply cabinet and pulled out everything useful in sight.

“We’re beaming her there now.” Seconds later, two figures materialized in sickbay. One was a bearded man in a mustard uniform. The other was a woman in science blues. She was lying on the floor and obviously in pain. “Help me get her up on the bed,” Aldridge said, rushing over to them. She and the man lifted the woman.

“My name’s Lieutenant Porter. This is Doctor Nelson,” Porter said quickly. “She’s got a symbiont inside her, and both of them are in distress.”

“Doctor Aldridge,” Aldridge said, quickly introducing herself. This situation was getting worse all the time. A symbiont! The only experience she had with those was an autopsy she’d done on a murdered Trill two years earlier. Determined to do what she could, Aldridge grabbed a medical tricorder and ran it over Nelson.

“Her system’s in some kind of shock. So is the symbiont’s,” she said. “What happened to them?”

“They were hit in a fight,” Porter said.

“That explains it.” She checked the tricorder again. “The symbiont was cut somehow. My guess is that it was slashed against a rib. The symbiont’s immune system has started reaching out and attacking Nelson’s and vice versa.”

“What can you do?” Porter asked. Aldridge grabbed a hypospray, put a cartridge in it, and pressed it against Nelson’s neck.

“I’ve just administered an immuno-suppressant. It should reduce their immune systems’ activities enough for them both to heal.”

“She’s going to be O.K.? Thank you, doctor.”

“No problem, but let’s wait to see if this works before we get too excited.”

The sickbay doors opened and three more people hobbled into the room. A man and a woman both looked really beat up. The other man with them had some minor abrasions and was helping the other two walk.

“What the hell happened to you?” Aldridge said. Jaroch, Dillon, and Hawkins stopped in their tracks and stared at the stranger in front of them.

“Uh…we…” Dillon stammered.

“We were dropped to the ground several times from a great height by fifty-foot tall Starfleet captains,” Jaroch said. Aldridge reconsidered her evaluation of the not-so-badly-injured one. He must have hit his head pretty hard to come up with something like that.

“Well, grab a bed. I’ll take care of you,” she said.

“Thank you, Doctor…” Hawkins said, fishing for Aldridge’s name.

“Aldridge. Elizabeth Aldridge.”

“Ah. Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins.”

“Commander Travis Michael Dillon, First Officer,” Dillon said. Even in severe pain, he still had to say his whole name and position.

“Lieutenant Commander Jaroch,” Jaroch said, helping Hawkins up onto a bed.

“Delighted,” Aldridge said. “Now get out of the way.”

A few minutes later, all of her patients were resting comfortably. She went into her office to take a break. In the last two hours, she’d rescued her new captain, been in a fight, mended five bones, and saved the life of one person and symbiont. It was one hell of a first day.

Her office door chime sounded.

“Come in,” she said wearily. Captain Rydell stepped into the room.

“I just came by to see how you were doing,” he said. “And to officially welcome you to the Secondprize.”

“You people certainly know how to make a first impression,” Aldridge said. “I’ve practically got a full sickbay now, and we came real close to joining them. Are things always this interesting?”

“You don’t know the meaning of interesting yet, Doctor. You’ve only met a small fraction of the crew and dealt with some run-of-the-mill injuries. Once you’ve seen Joegonitis, full-body hot chocolate burns, and a stupidity virus, then you’ll know interesting.” Rydell laughed and walked out of the office leaving Aldridge to consider what she’d gotten herself into. Joegonitis? Hot chocolate burns? Stupidity viruses?

Aldridge wondered if it was too late to accept that court-martial.



Over in the main part of sickbay, Commander Dillon looked at the other patients. They all appeared to be asleep, and Lieutenant Porter had finally left Dr. Nelson and gone back to his quarters. Dillon rolled over to face Hawkins.

“Patricia?” he whispered. She moved a bit but didn’t show any other signs of life. “Patricia?” Nothing. He reached over and touched her arm. In a streak of movement, Hawkins grabbed his wrist and yanked him to the floor. Dillon hit with a dull thud and started groaning, his knitting bones telling him that they weren’t quite knitted yet.

“Travis! I’m sorry,” Hawkins said. “It’s just a reflex. I didn’t mean to…”

“It’s O.K. I’m fine,” Dillon said, pulling himself back into bed.

They both lay in silence for a few seconds.

“Patricia?” Dillon said softly.

“What?”

“Now that we’re here and out of danger, I need to ask you something.”

“What is it, Travis?”

Dillon lay silent for a second to calm his nerves. He was scared to ask this question, but he had to know.

“Did you mean what you said? About loving me?”

“Go back to sleep, Travis,” Hawkins said.

“But…”

“Travis. Sleep.” Dillon gave up and rolled over. Hawkins fell back to sleep, smiling contentedly.



SECOND INTERMISSION:



The Destination



Chapter Twenty-five



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50236.4. With the refit of the Secondprize and the construction of Waystation complete, the Secondprize is preparing to leave Starbase 219. The crew have returned from their various missions and shore-leaves and are in good spirits.

“The Starfleet Memorial Gardens project has been shut down after the incident that took place while my officers were there. Debbie Wagner will be staying there a long time though. She has been ordered to care for the clones she’s created for the rest of their lives.

“Much to Dr. Aldridge’s relief, sickbay has cleared out. Everyone, including Dr. Amelia Nelson and her symbiont have fully recovered. Since any attempt to remove Midon from Nelson’s body would result in both of their deaths, Starfleet and Bracktia Prime have decided to leave things as they are. Nelson won’t be prosecuted for stealing the symbiont, since she acted to save Midon’s life.

“Now that everything’s back to normal, we’re preparing to tow Waystation to its new home at the edge of Federation space near the Multek border. In a way, I envy Commander Beck. She’s about to experience the thrill of her first command. Then again, I wouldn’t want to be that close to the Multeks for that long. But I’m sure Lisa can handle it.

“Meanwhile, I get to enjoy the refitted Secondprize. It’s like we’ve been given a new start. The ship looks new. There are some new faces on board. But underneath it all, I think I’m in for at least three more bizarre years, boldly going places that even crazy people would think twice about before visiting.”



“Starbase control says we’re clear for departure,” Lieutenant Hawkins said from her newly enlarged tactical console behind the command chair. She now had one of the long, curvy ones like the ones on Galaxy class ships. It was heaven.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Captain Rydell said. He stood up from the command chair and took a step toward the viewscreen. “Clear all moorings,” Commander Dillon said from his seat at Rydell’s right.

“I’ll handle this one if you don’t mind, Number One,” Rydell said. “Clear all moorings.”

“Cleared,” Lieutenant Emily Sullivan said from the conn console.

“Ahead half thrusters. Take us into position in front of Waystation,” Rydell said. The Secondprize eased forward and maneuvered inside the giant starbase hangar until it was in front of the double saucer structure of Waystation. “Engage tractor beam.”

“Tractor beam engaged,” Ensign Kristen Larkin reported at the ops console.

“Take us out of here. Thrusters at one-third,” Rydell said.

“Aye, sir,” Sullivan replied.

“Rydell to engineering.”

“Baird here.”

“Prepare to enlarge the warp field to encompass Waystation,” Rydell said.

“All right. But don’t take us above warp four, or the field integrity will disintegrate and Waystation and us will be fucked.”

“Understood, Commander. Bridge out.”

“We’re clear of Starbase 219,” Sullivan said.

“Then let’s get going. Warp three point nine,” Rydell said. “Just to keep Commander Baird happy.”

The Secondprize leaped into warp, Waystation snugly in tow, speeding toward the edge of charted space.



“Cargo transfer with the freighter Denaba complete, Commander Salbok.”

“Thank you, Sub-Commander. Inform me when you have found our quarry.” Salbok closed the channel and looked out at the starfield in front of him. He didn’t like bringing his warbird into Federation space like this, but his superiors on Romulus had insisted upon it. Reports had reached the Romulans that the Federation had discovered a powerful race near the edge of their borders. Unfortunately, no other information was available. That was why Salbok’s warbird had been ordered to meet the Denaba. A Romulan spy was transporting complete information on the new race to them.

“Penla to Salbok.”

“Have you found the chip, Sub-Commander?”

“No, sir. We have checked all of the cargo containers, but it is not here.”

“I see.” Salbok leaned back in his chair to think. Something must have gone wrong. His superiors were not going to be very happy about this. “Thank you, Sub-Commander. I will inform Romulus. Salbok out.”



“I take it that you did not find the chip, Commander Salbok,” Senator Keldek said.

“You speak as if you expected this,” Salbok replied to the senator’s image on the viewscreen.

“We received word less than an hour ago that our operative on Starbase 219 was discovered and taken into custody.”

“Have any alternate information sources been found?” Salbok asked.

“No. The Federation is guarding its information about this better than usual. The only thing we’ve found out is that the race calls itself the Multeks and where they are located.”

“Then what is to be done?”

“I am glad you asked, Commander,” Senator Keldek said, a smile spreading across his face. Salbok started to get nervous. When a senator smiled, trouble was usually ahead. “You will go to Multek space yourself and find out all that you can.”

“Me? But taking the Kleenix that far through Federation space is inadvisable at best.”

“That’s what cloaking devices are for, Salbok. Go to the Multeks and, if they are as powerful as the reports suggest, attempt to form an alliance with them. Or, at the very least, provoke them into attacking the Federation. Keldek out.”

The screen in front of Commander Salbok went blank. Just then, the turbolift doors opened, and Sub-Commander Penla stepped out onto the bridge.

“You do not looked pleased,” Penla said.

“You are correct,” Salbok replied to his first officer. “We have been given a mission that I do not look forward to performing.”

“It’s all for the glory of the Praetor,” Penla replied with a hint of a sarcastic smile tugging at her lips.

“I don’t think that there is going to be any glory involved in this mission,” Salbok said. He turned to his helmsman. “Plot a course to Sector Forty-one point two five.”

“Course plotted and laid in.”

“Engage cloak. Ahead warp factor seven,” Salbok said. The stars on the viewscreen elongated into thin white bands as the Kleenix sped forward toward its destination.



ACT III:



The Defense



Chapter Twenty-six



“Station Log. Stardate 50248.3. Commander Lisa Beck recording. It has been a week since the Secondprize left Waystation. We are now firmly situated in Sector Forty-one point two five. The question is what happens now?

“The Multeks haven’t come anywhere near us. We can just pick up Edgeworld at the edge of our long range sensors. So far, no Multek ships have approached Edgeworld, much less us.

“The battalion of Federation Marines that are supposed to be stationed here have yet to arrive. Starfleet Command tells me that they’re waiting for someone to establish a colony first. This could mean that they won’t be here for a long time. No Federation ships have passed this way since the Secondprize dropped us off.

“The truth is that we’re out here in the middle of nowhere. This station is capable of housing six-hundred people. We currently have seventy on board, and that’s just the basic crew of the station. Starfleet Square Mall on deck three and four is empty except for Lieutenant Russell’s security office and Yeoman Jones’ Liaison Office, neither of which are doing much of anything right now. The hordes of civilian merchants and consumers that Starfleet was expecting have yet to appear. Frankly, I don’t blame them.

“On the bright side, I have my own command. I hope I don’t sound like Commander Dillon here, but this is great. I am in charge. No one questions my authority. And best of all, I finally get to do something I’ve been wanting to do since I first signed onto the Secondprize: the opening credits!



“Space… We’re in the middle of it. These are the adventures



The Producers would like to state that, since opening monologues like the one Commander Beck was about to perform have gone out of style, Star Traks: Waystation will have silent credits. Thank You.



STAR TRAKS: WAYSTATION



“Damn, that felt great! This place really feels like it’s mine now.”



Commander Beck stepped out of her office in the operations center of Waystation and took a deep breath. The smile that spread across her face since taking command of Waystation hadn’t faded one bit in the week since they arrived. She wondered how she could have been so worried about this assignment. It was a gravy job. The Multeks were staying in their borders, and there was no one else around.

Ops slowly rotated as the stars outside moved past the small portholes near the ceiling of the room. The starfield on the viewscreen which dominated the front of Waystation’s round command center was stationary, however.

Beck walked past the turbolift shaft in the center of Ops, down the step to the area in front of the viewscreen. Starfields were much more interesting to her now. These were her stars, the stars Waystation was there to watch over. She was starting to sound like a bad Starfleet training holovid.

“Enjoying the view?” Lieutenant Craig Porter said. Beck whirled toward the operations and science console to her right. He was standing right there, but she could have sworn that his console, which was right next to her office, was empty a moment ago.

“Where…?”

“I was working on the sensor relays,” Porter said, holding up a kenospanner.

“Oh.” Beck looked around at the rest of Ops again to make sure nobody else was going to sneak up on her. Russell’s tactical console on the other side of the view screen was vacant. The docking control board beyond that was unoccupied as well. That was all Beck could see from her position since the other consoles were on the other side of the main turbolift shaft that jutted up into the center of the circular room. She was pretty sure that no one was at the environmental control board or in the briefing room on that side of Ops, though.

“Somehow, I thought this assignment was going to be more exciting,” Porter said. “It’s been so quiet that I’ve had time to repair every screw up Starfleet made when they constructed this place.”

“I’m enjoying it,” Beck said. “I am finally stationed with a sane, competent crew away from egotistical martinets, psychotic weirdos, and belligerent assholes!”

“You’re not missing the Secondprize, I take it,” Porter said smiling.

“I miss some of the people, but not the overall situation.”

The turbolift behind Beck opened, and Lieutenant Sean Russell stepped out into Ops.

“No incidents to report, Commander,” Russell said. Beck turned and stared at him.

“Why would there be?” Beck asked.

“Uh…I don’t know. I was just trying to…”

“Sean, relax, will you?” Beck said. “Take it easy. I’m sure at some point you’ll have to act like a security chief, but for now, treat it as shore leave.”

Russell’s face brightened. “I’ll be in the holodeck,” he said, turning back to the turbolift. At that moment, the turbolift doors opened, and Dr. Nelson stormed out of it.

“There you are,” she said angrily, grabbing Russell by the collar. “Where’d you put it?”

“Wh…what?” Russell stammered.

“My unlogi!”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Russell said, confused. Nelson pushed him, sending him falling down the step into the area in front of the viewscreen. Beck jumped out of the way to dodge her security chief’s body.

“You took my entire supply of unlogi out of sickbay!” Nelson said.

“Oh, you mean the drug,” Russell said, realizing what Nelson was talking about. “The security scanners detected a contraband substance, so I confiscated it.”

“I thought you said there were no incidents to report,” Beck said.

“That drug is vital to my well-being,” Nelson said. “I have to have that to continue living inside this body.” Her face contorted. “Calm down, Midon. We’ll get it back.” Another contortion. “I need the drug for the continued existence of my joined mind.”

“Can’t you replicate a legal substitute?” Russell asked weakly.

“NO!”

“Sean, you got all three of them really pissed at you in one fell swoop. Is that some kind of record for you?” Porter said.

“And you’re commanding officer isn’t pleased either,” Beck said. “I’d call this an incident to report, Lieutenant.”

Russell looked back and forth between Nelson and Beck.

“I…well…but…AAAAUUUGHHH!”

“GET ME MY DRUGS!!!” Nelson shouted. Beck wasn’t sure which mind was in control, but it definitely wasn’t happy.

“Okay. Okay,” Russell said. He stood up and ran for the turbolift.

“I want to see you when you’re done, Russell,” Beck called after him.

“Yes, Commander,” Russell said.

“DRUGS NOW!” Nelson charged into the turbolift after him. The doors shut leaving Beck and Porter in silence except for the bleeping of the consoles.

“What was that about being with a sane crew, Commander?” Porter said, trying to suppress a smile.

“Forget I ever said anything.”



“Has anyone else seen this report, Captain Wuddle?” Frequoq Juletz asked.

“No, your Frequoqness,” Wuddle said. As the only Multek commander to have contact with the race of perhaps-not-imaginary beings encountered near Edgeworld, Wuddle had been given a military commission and put in charge of the task-force created to deal with the perhaps-not-imaginary menace. This report was the first he’d been able to give since taking command.

“So, there is an imaginary outpost close to our borders,” Juletz said.

“If it’s imaginary,” Wuddle said.

“I wouldn’t express these views around any of the citizenry, Captain.”

“I would never, your Frequoqness, but surely we must face the possibility of there being non-imaginary races beyond our borders.”

“Our entire society is built on the fact that we are the masters of all space. We are it! If there are any others, they must be destroyed at all costs. Our way of life depends on it. Understand?”

“I believe so, sir.”

“Good, then go get those… What did they call themselves?”

“Federations, your Frequoqness,” Wuddle said.

“Kill the Federations, then!” Juletz said. Wuddle stood up and headed toward the door of Juletz’s office. “And kill anything else you run into along the way!”

“Yes, your Frequoqness,” Wuddle said, letting the door close behind him, shutting him off from the leader of the Multek Enclave. Destroy the Federations? This could be difficult. The Federations had escaped from his brig, caused chaos among his crew and passengers, kidnapped his security chief, and damaged his ship. This time he would have a military vessel, but he was still concerned that, if the imaginaries were as real as he thought they were, he could be in some real trouble.



Chapter Twenty-seven



The Atalanta sped along at warp eight headed towards the edge of Federation space. The small ship’s one occupant was displeased at the turn his life had taken to say the least.

“Damn Alpha Centaurians,” Bradley Dillon muttered to himself. For several years, Bradley had been the owner and president of the U.S.A.: the Used Starship Alley. Unfortunately, some senile Tellarite had been unsatisfied with her spaceship purchase and reported Bradley to the Alpha Centauri authorities. They shut his lot down, confiscated all of his ships except for the Atalanta, and forcefully suggested that he find a new system in which to reside.

Bradley was irate about the whole thing. The Tellarite bought the ship “as is.” Bradley never promised that the life-support system was capable of producing oxygen. It was a travesty of justice. He was an honest businessman. What was the Alpha Centaurians problem?

To make matters worse, the Tellarite was the mother of the head of the Tellar military. Her daughter sent Bradley a loosely veiled threat that if he ever set foot near that sector again, he’d be served up for somebody’s dinner. Actually, the threat wasn’t all that loosely veiled, and Bradley took the hint.

He had heard about the new Federation outpost at the edge of explored space. He also heard that they were looking for merchants to set up shop there. It wasn’t the best possible location, but considering that his reputation was destroyed in the core worlds of the Federation, Bradley decided to head out there anyway. Surely, a business opportunity would present itself.



“Russell to Beck.”

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Beck asked, leaning back in her desk chair. She’d been trying to take a nap in her office, but hadn’t been having much luck.

“I’m detecting a ship heading toward our position from Federation space,” Lieutenant Russell reported.

“What?” Beck said, leaping out of her chair.

“There’s a ship coming in.”

Beck was out of her office and at Russell’s console before he could finish the sentence. Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales looked up from the file he had been reading and checked the docking control console.

“Confirmed, Commander,” Morales said. As Waystation’s first officer, Morales had been assigned to supervise all ships docking at the station.

“Hail them,” Beck said.

“On screen,” Morales replied.

Beck stepped down to the area in front of the viewscreen as the face of a smiling man appeared. He had red, round cheeks that reminded Beck of Santa Claus. On second look, there was something about that smile that she didn’t trust. She changed her evaluation from Santa Claus to evangelist.

“This is Commander Lisa Beck of the Federation outpost Waystation. Can we assist you?”

“Commander, what a delight,” the man replied. “Thank you for your kind offer, but I believe the question is, can I assist you? I’ve come to open a business on your facility.”

“What sort of business?”

“Details. Details. May I dock?”

“Bring him into docking arm one,” Beck said, turning to Morales.

“Thank you, Commander. Atalanta out.” The man’s face was replaced by the starfield. Something about the name Atalanta was bugging Beck. She’d heard it before but she couldn’t remember where.

“Beck to Jones.”

Down in the deserted Starfleet Square Mall, Yeoman Tina Jones sat in the Liaison Office bored out of her skull. As liaison officer, she was supposed to greet the crews of incoming ships and see to their needs, but since no one had come to Waystation yet, she’d been sitting around with nothing to do. The call from Commander Beck scared her so badly she almost fell out of her chair.

“Jones here,” she said, regaining her composure.

“There’s a ship docking at arm one. Go greet it. Beck out.”

Jones straightened her uniform and rushed out of her office. Finally, a ship had come! Commander Beck had sounded like there was something wrong, though. Jones wondered what it was, then decided that if it was anything too dangerous, Beck would have had Russell meet her at the airlock.



Back in Ops, Commander Beck rolled the name Atalanta around in her head a few more times. Where had she heard it? It was on the Secondprize, she was pretty sure. Had they encountered the ship? No. Beck had never seen this ship or this man before in her life. Somebody else saw the ship. Yes. Patricia! Patricia Hawkins had talked about it. Patricia was trapped in the holodeck…with Dillon, and they took the ship from…

“Oh no no no,” Beck said softly.



Yeoman Jones arrived at the airlock just as the Atalanta completed its docking maneuvers. The doors slid open, and a man walked out of the airlock, a big smile plastered on his face. He had a warm, round face combined with a stocky build that just emanated a kind of presence. He wasn’t very tall, no more than five foot six, but Jones was sure that he could easily dominate any room he wanted to just by walking in.

“Welcome to Waystation,” Jones said warmly. “My name’s Tina Jones, and if there’s anything you need during your stay here, don’t hesitate to let me know.”

“That’s very nice of you,” the man said. “I’m sure I’ll be taking you up on that at some point. My name’s Bradley Dillon, and I plan on being here a long time.” He held out his hand for Jones to shake. Jones’s smile vanished and was replied by a look of absolute horror.

“You…you’re…” She screamed and ran down the hall.

“DILLON! WE’VE GOT A DILLON ON BOARD!”

Bradley let his still outstretched hand fall to his side, shrugged, and walked off down the corridor. Waystation, he thought. That name indicated that they’re expecting a number of ships to be passing through here. Exploratory vessels, science ships, and colony ships. Colony ships! That was it! He had to send a few messages, but with any luck, he would be in business within the week.



“DILLON!” Jones screamed as she ran out of the turbolift into Ops.

“We know! Now, shut up!” Beck said.

“You knew? How could you…?”

“I didn’t figure it out until a couple minutes ago,” Beck said, cutting off Jones.

“Let me make sure that I’m getting all this straight,” Porter said. “The ship that Lieutenant Hawkins and Commander Dillon used to get back to the Secondprize when they were trapped by Myna in the holodeck is now docked out there.”

“That’s about the size of it,” Beck said.

“But that ship wasn’t real,” Russell said.

“The holodeck created a holographic representation of our universe, so even though the Atalanta was fake on the holodeck, there is a real one in reality,” Beck said, not sure if she was making any sense at all.

“So instead of the holographic version of Dillon’s brother that Hawkins and Dillon were trapped with, we’ve got the real thing roaming the halls of Waystation,” Morales said.

“And he just had to be the first person to come visit,” Porter said. “I’m sure some people would take this as a bad omen.”

“Are you one of them?” Beck asked.

“Yeah. I think I am.”

“Too bad,” Beck replied. “We’re going to treat Bradley Dillon like he’s not related to the Commander Dillon we know. This is a separate individual, and he deserves a chance to gain our friendship. Besides, he is the first merchant to come here. We need him to get things rolling if Waystation is ever to become successful. Understood?”

“Aye, Commander,” four dejected voices said in unison.

“Good. Now, I am going to greet our new arrival in person. You have Ops, Morales.” Beck walked into the turbolift.

“We’ve got a Dillon,” Jones squeaked weakly.



Commander Beck found Bradley Dillon wandering the Starfleet Square Mall. He was looking at the various empty storefronts, appraising each one’s benefits and drawbacks.

“Mr. Dillon?” Beck said. Bradley turned around, saw Beck, and smiled.

“Commander, how good to meet you in person,” Bradley said, coming toward her to shake her hand.

“Are you finding everything in order?”

“Order? Honestly, no. I don’t know what kind of station you’re running here, but your crew could stand to brush up on their people skills.”

“Yeoman Jones was just a little surprised to find out who you were,” Beck said.

“You’ve heard of me?”

“We served with your brother,” Beck said as evenly as possible. She wasn’t sure exactly how Bradley felt about his brother and didn’t want to offend him.

“Travis? Say no more. I’m sorry.”

“Not that we think you’re anything like him,” Beck said quickly.

“That’s comforting. I assure you that Travis and I have practically nothing in common. It’s hard to believe that we’re even from the same gene pool. But we are…I checked.” He started laughing. Beck joined him.

“He is a bit of…”

“A dork,” Bradley said.

“Tactfully put.”

“Well, enough of that. We have business to discuss. I would like to set up shop in that store space right over there.” He pointed down the hall a little bit.

“We can arrange that. What kind of business are you opening?”

“Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot! I plan to be the indispensable stop for any colonists heading out toward the great reaches of unexplored space.” He moved his arm in a large sweeping motion. “Anything, they’ll need, I’ll have. That reminds me. I need access to a subspace transmitter as soon as possible.”

“We’ll take care of it.”

“And permanent quarters would also be good.”

“I’ll have Yeoman Jones take care of it right away.”

“Will my quarters have a replicator?”

“Yes.”

“A good one?”

“Goodbye, Mr. Dillon,” Beck turned and walked back toward the turbolift shaft. Demanding guy, she thought. Suddenly, Lieutenant Russell ran past her at top speed. Dr. Nelson was right behind him.

“Good afternoon, Commander,” Russell shouted as he sped by.

“Where’s the rest of my unlogi?!?” Nelson screamed. She ran past Beck and slammed into Bradley, sending them both crashing to the deck. Nelson crawled over the fallen would-be businessman, scrambled to her feet, and resumed her pursuit of Russell.

“People skills, Commander,” Bradley gasped painfully.

Beck just shook her head and stepped into the turbolift.



Chapter Twenty-eight



“Station Log. Stardate 50254.7. Things at Waystation are still pretty quiet. The most activity has been down at the mall, where Bradley Dillon is setting up shop. A supply ship arrived for him yesterday, and right now Yeoman Jones is helping him with the task of getting ready to open his doors. I don’t know who he’s going to be opening for, however. We still haven’t had any colony ships head out this way.

“In brighter news, Starfleet has informed me that a small group of the Federation Marines are on their way here to make sure that everything is suitable. I’m not sure what they mean by suitable, but I guess I’m going to find out.”



“Morales to Jones.”

“Jones here.”

“There’s another ship approaching the station. Russell will meet you at arm two. Take a phaser.”

“A phaser?” Jones said nervously. “Are these people that dangerous?”

“We don’t know. This ship’s coming in from uncharted space, and we’ve only had audio contact with them.”

“Understood. Jones out.” She put down the box she was carrying and headed down the hallway of Starfleet Square Mall towards the turbolift shaft.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Bradley asked, sticking his head out of his soon-to-be-open shop.

“A ship just arrived. I’m going to meet it. It’s my job.”

“A ship? Customers!”

“We don’t know yet. It’s either customers or conquerors,” Jones said.

“Please ensure it’s the former,” Bradley said.

“Um…I don’t think I can control that, but I’ll try.”



Lieutenant Russell was already waiting outside of the airlock when Jones arrived. His phaser was drawn and ready to fire. Jones drew her phaser and took up position beside him.

“Russell to Ops. We’re ready down here.”

“All right,” Morales replied. “I’m opening the outer door.” Russell and Jones saw the door on the far side of the airlock open and a single humanoid stepped into the airlock chamber. Russell stepped closer to the airlock door and peered through the transparent aluminum window. The newcomer was humanoid, about five feet tall, and dressed totally in black. Its head was covered by a hood making it look like a fairly short grim reaper.

“It doesn’t look armed,” Russell said.

“I’m not picking up any weapons on the scanners either,” Morales said over the comm line.

“Open the airlock,” Russell said, taking a step back. The door slid aside with a hiss, allowing the figure to step into the corridor.

“On behalf of the United Federation of Planets, I would like to welcome you to Waystation,” Jones said nervously, the phaser shaking in her right hand. The hooded figure looked from Russell to Jones, then touched both of them gently on the forehead. It then pulled the hood away from its face revealing an elfish looking woman. She had short cropped back hair, thin pointy ears, similar to a Vulcan’s, but it was her eyes that caught Russell and Jones by surprise. There was no visible iris or anything, just a smooth silver surface.

“This is where I was to arrive at,” she said.

“Excuse me?” Jones said.

“The directive has been followed. I desire quarters and a chamber in which to meditate, where I may receive the curious and the needful.”

“I can help you with that, ma’am. Can I start by asking your name?” Jones said.

“I am Leximas. Take me to my quarters, and tell Commander Beck to prepare herself.”

“Looks like you’ve got this under control, Jones,” Russell said with a smirk. “No need for the security chief.”

“Go to your Operations Center now,” Leximas said to Russell. “You ARE needed there.”

“I’m getting the distinct feeling that she knows more than she’s telling us,” Russell said.

“I’m going to take her down to the civilian area and assign her a room,” Jones said. She turned to Leximas. “Please follow me.” She and the newcomer headed off down the corridor.

“Hurry up while there’s still space down there,” Russell called after her sarcastically. “We’re really starting to fill up. Two whole residents already!” Despite his tone, Russell found the encounter with Leximas very unsettling. He got in a turbolift and ordered it to Ops, just in case.



Ops was in chaos when Russell stepped out of the turbolift.

“Fantastic timing, Lieutenant,” Beck said from over by Porter’s station. “I was just about to comm you. Man your station. We’ve detected a ship headed our way from Multek space.”

“Oh, shit!” Russell said. He ran over to his tactical console and tied it in with Porter’s scanners.

“You’re absolutely positive it’s the Multeks?” Morales asked.

“The power signatures coming from the ship’s systems are very similar to those of the ship we encountered near Edgeworld,” Porter reported. “Except…”

“Except what?” Beck said.

“These are about ten times more powerful,” Porter said.

“Lovely. How long until they get here?” Beck asked.

“At present speed, twenty minutes,” Porter said.

“Morales, start hailing them on all frequencies,” Beck ordered.

“Aye, Commander.”

“Are the shield frequency modulators on line?”

“Yes, Commander,” Russell said. “Phaser banks are charged and photon torpedoes tubes are loaded.”

“I just hope that we don’t need them,” Beck said softly.



“I no longer require your presence,” Leximas said once Jones showed her to her quarters. “Thank you for your assistance.”

“You’re welcome,” Jones said. “Do you have anything that you need brought from your ship?”

“That will not be necessary.” Leximas reached inside of her robe and pulled out a small, green metal box. She touched a button on it, and a large crate appeared in the room.



“Commander!”

“What is it, Morales?” Beck asked. She hoped it wasn’t another problem.

“Leximas’ ship at arm two! It just vanished!”

“Beck to Jones.”

“Jones here.”

“Are you with Leximas?”

“Yes.”

“Tell her that her ship just disappeared.”



Jones looked a Leximas astonished.

“Tell them that all is well,” Leximas said.

“Leximas says that everything’s fine,” Jones said.

“Her ship vanishing is…fine?”

Leximas nodded sagely.

“Apparently yes.”

“If we weren’t in a crisis, but I’d probably be questioning that. No time now. Beck out.”

“Is that your ship in that crate?” Jones asked once the comm channel closed.

“No,” Leximas said, the faintest hint of a smile flashing across her face. “The transport has returned from whence it came. You may leave me now.”

“Gotcha,” Jones said, retreating gladly to the door. “Just contact me on the comm system if you need anything.”

“Thank you.”

Jones departed, leaving Leximas alone. Leximas waited a few moments, then walked out into the corridor. She found her way back to the turbolift shaft.

“Mall level,” she ordered. The turbolift shot upwards, quickly ascending through the lower saucer, up the decks of the connecting tube to the upper saucer. It finally stopped twenty decks above its starting point.

The doors opened, and Leximas stepped out into the Starfleet Square Mall. The only sign of life was coming from a storefront about fifty feet away from the turbolift shaft. Leximas walked along the corridor around to the store, where Bradley Dillon was busy unpacking merchandise.

He will be unhelpful to our future activities, her mind-guide said inside her.

I am aware, Leximas thought back.

Bradley didn’t notice her entrance into his store.

“I am Leximas,” she said. Startled, Bradley dropped the object he was holding and whirled around. “Did I scare you?”

“Not at all. The name’s Bradley Dillon,” Bradley said, walking over to Leximas. “You must be the new arrival.”

“That would be correct,” she said.

“Excellent. So, what can I do for you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, anything you could possibly need, I’ve got. This is Dillon’s Pioneer Supply Depot,” Bradley said. “The sign will be up tomorrow,” he added quickly.

“I only seek wisdom and follow my guide.”

“Guide! Have I got a guide for you?” Bradley dove into a box and pulled out a couple of isolinear chips. “This is the Official Locaaser Guide to Federation Space. It’s got every piece of information any traveler could need. And for a small additional fee, I’ll throw in Locaaser’s Risa on Five Credits a Day.”

“I believe that we are operating on differing levels of communication. I desire only wisdom and to give that wisdom to others.”

“I don’t foresee a real bright future for you in the business world,” Bradley said, turning back to his work.

“I suggest that we retreat to our quarters,” Leximas said.

“Excuse me, Miss Non-sequitur? What the hell does that have to do with anything?”

“All Waystation personnel, man your battlestations,” Beck’s voice suddenly barked over the station’s comm system.

“How’d you know this was about to happen?” Bradley demanded, turning on Leximas. She just smiled and tapped her forehead with her index finger.

“We must leave,” she said.

“I’m right behind you,” Bradley said. The two of them ran out of the store towards the turbolift. Bradley pulled a device out of his pocket, aimed it back towards his store, and pushed a button. The lights in the store went out and a security gate slammed shut. “You’ve gotta love remote controls,” Bradley said as they stepped into the turbolift.

Leximas stood silently. Her mind-guide had led her to Waystation, led her to these people. Why was still a question, but she was sure that things would become clear in time. She just had to avoid death until that time.

Bradley, rather than contemplating his own death, wondered if his store was going to be safe. A hull rupture on that level could do nasty things to his merchandise.



Chapter Twenty-nine



“The Multek ship has closed to one hundred thousand kilometers,” Russell said. On the viewscreen, the image of the sleek, Multek warship was clearly visible. It had a long, smooth hull, only broken by the two wings jutting out of the top and bottom of the vessel.

“Any response to our hails?” Beck asked.

“No,” Morales replied.

“Alright, then. Shields up. Lock weapons on target,” Beck said. She didn’t want to have to do this, but the Multeks weren’t giving her much choice.

“Energy surge on the Multek ship!” Porter shouted.

“Brace yourselves!” Beck said. The Multeks fired, sending a blue blast crashing against Waystation’s shields. “Damage report!”

“The modulator worked. Shields are holding…for now,” Russell said.

“Return fire,” Beck said. The ringed phaser banks on the tops and bottoms of each saucer section flared to life, tracking the Multek ship as it flew by Waystation. The phaser barrage was punctuated by a volley of photon torpedoes that slammed into the Multeks’ shields.

“No effect, Commander,” Porter said. “Their shields just shrugged it off.”

“This is useful,” Beck said. “Morales, keep hailing them.”

“They’re coming around again,” Russell said.

“Fire,” Beck said. “Concentrate on the source of that damn weapon.”

“Commander, I suggest that we recalibrate the phasers to the frequency that we used to get through the Multeks’ shields back on the Secondprize,” Porter said.

“Best idea I’ve heard all day,” Beck said. “Do it.” Porter ran over to Russell’s console and started working, while Russell continued hammering the Multek ship with torpedoes.

The station was rocked by another blast.

“Shields at 95 percent,” Russell said.

“How are the Multeks?” Beck asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.

“About the same,” Russell replied.

“Great, if we keep this stupidity up, we’re going to get their shields down just in time for them to destroy us,” Beck said.

“Phasers ready,” Porter said.

“Fire.”

“That hurt them!” Russell said as Porter hurried back to his console.

“Confirmed. Their shields are down fifty percent,” Porter said. “Damage to their engines.”

“We’re being hailed, Commander,” Morales said.

“So now they want to talk,” Beck said. “On screen.” A blue-haired, red-eyed Multek appeared on the screen. Beck wasn’t real sure that she was able to tell Multeks apart that well, but she thought that this one really looked like the captain of the passenger ship they encountered originally.

“This is Captain Wuddle of the Multek Enclave warship Sequaa. I demand that you surrender your imaginary selves and cease inflicting pretend damage on my ship.”

“These guys are just too adorable,” Porter muttered. Beck shot him a quick glare then turned back to the viewscreen.

“My name is Lisa Beck, commander of the Federation outpost Waystation. I thank you for ceasing these hostilities long enough for us to discuss the situation.”

“I do not see that there is much to discuss, Commander,” Wuddle replied. “You are a menace to everything we hold dear, and, therefore, you must be destroyed.”

“We are outside of your borders. How can we be a threat?” Beck asked.

“That is something that I cannot discuss in front of my subordinates.”

“Then, as a show of our peaceful intentions, I invite you to come on board Waystation,” Beck said.

“Why should I transport over to what may very well be an illusion, pretend-Commander?” Wuddle said.

“Please don’t start in with the imaginary business again,” Beck said. “If you’re who I think you are, you know as well as I do that we’re real. I hit you hard enough at our first meeting to prove that.”

“Again, that is something that I cannot discuss in front of my subordinates.”

“Fine. Then come over here. I personally guarantee your safety, and, as a further sign of our goodwill, we will not raise our shields after you have beamed on board. That way, your ship can transport you back at any time,” Beck said. Wuddle sat silently for a moment, apparently thinking about his options.

“Agreed, Commander,” Wuddle said finally. “I shall teleport over momentarily.” The screen went blank as he closed the communication.

“Lower our shields and send them the coordinates of the transporter room, Lieutenant,” Beck ordered Russell.

“Are you sure that this is such a good idea?” Russell asked.

“We’ll find out in a minute,” Beck said. “Morales, go meet our guest.” Lieutenant Commander Morales left the docking control station and stepped into the turbolift. All they could do was wait and see what the Multeks did next.



“Captain, I don’t think that this is a good idea,” Wuddle’s first officer said.

“Relax, Nubbid. I have a feeling about this,” Wuddle replied. He didn’t want to say what he really thought, which was that the imaginaries were definitely real.

“You are going to transport into the middle of empty space, sir. Even though we think that we see something out there, you and I both know that it’s only an illusion of something.”

“I’m going.”

“Wear an environmental suit.”

“No,” Wuddle said.

“At the very least, take along a security detail just in case…”

“In case of what?”

“In case the imaginaries are… Never mind. That’s silly.”

“Nubbid, I really don’t know what’s going to happen when I transport, but it’s something that I feel I have to do. Just keep a teleport lock on me. I’ll contact you if there’s a problem.” Wuddle walked off of the bridge.

“He’s lost his mind,” Nubbid said softly.



Lieutenant Commander Morales hadn’t been waiting in the transporter room long when Captain Wuddle materialized. Instead of the familiar blue effect the Federation transporter had, the Multek transporter was a gold flash rising quickly from the floor.

“Welcome aboard Waystation, Captain,” Morales said as he stepped forward. He was about to hold his hand out for Wuddle to shake, but, upon noticing the blaster at Wuddle’s side, decided that it might be interpreted as a hostile action. “My name is Lieutenant Commander Walter Morales. I’m the station’s first officer.”

“It’s real,” Wuddle said softly, looking around. He pounded his foot on the deck a few times to make sure that it was solid. Wuddle had known deep inside that the imaginaries were real ever since their fight on the bridge of his passenger ship, but actually being in their environment was another thing all together. “This is incredible.”

“I’m glad that you like it,” Morales said. “Please follow me, and I’ll take you to Commander Beck.”

“Certainly,” Wuddle said excitedly.

Wuddle couldn’t help reaching out and touching the walls around him. His mind raced. There was life outside of the Enclave. These Federations had proved it. And if the Federations existed, why not other species? There could be thousands of planets full of new life-forms and new civilizations. The possibilities were endless.

Morales and Wuddle stepped into the turbolift and ascended to Ops. Once again, Wuddle was overwhelmed by what he encountered. The entire room was filled with technology that he had never seen and had no clue how to operate. In the center of it all, stood a tall woman, with long red hair that Wuddle recognized. She was the one who first made him believe in the imaginaries when she hit him. He had a decent imagination, but it definitely wasn’t as vivid as the pain caused by her boot slamming into his midsection.

“Welcome aboard,” she said, walking over to him. “I hope that we’ve proved ourselves to you.”

“Most definitely, Commander,” Wuddle replied. She grabbed his hand and shook it.

“Good. Now then, we can try and work through this mess.”

“It’s not quite that simple, I’m afraid,” Wuddle said. Suddenly, a device on his belt started beeping. Russell had his phaser drawn and pointed at Wuddle in an instant. “It’s just my communicator,” Wuddle said nervously.

“Put it away, Lieutenant,” Beck said. Russell reluctantly holstered his phaser as Wuddle pulled out his communicator.

“Wuddle here.”

“Are you alive, sir?”

“Yes, Nubbid. I’ll contact you if I need you. Wuddle out.” He put the communicator back on his belt. “You see, Commander, my people are the problem. Our society is built on the idea that we are the only ones in the universe. We aren’t ready to accept the alternative.”

“You seem to have made the adjustment,” Beck said.

“I had no choice really. It was either that or go insane.”

“But your people can…”

“My people will do anything not to have their views challenged. Our leader has ordered me to destroy you, which I don’t want to do, but it shows you the attitude of my government. Like it or not, you are a threat to the Multek Enclave.”

“Then why did you come here?” Beck asked.

“I had to make sure that you were real. You are, but I must ask that you return me to my ship. I promise to leave here. Others will likely come, but I refuse to be the one to end your existence.”

“I’m reading a neutrino surge off to our port side,” Porter said.

“Is it the Multeks?” Beck asked.

“Negative, it’s wrong side of the station for it to be them,” Porter replied.

“Romulan warbird decloaking to port!” Russell shouted.

“That explains it,” Porter said. Beck’s command instincts took over and led her to make the next logical statement.

“Shit!”



Chapter Thirty



“Shields up,” Beck said.

“Treachery!” Wuddle shouted, drawing his blaster.

“Captain, this isn’t…”

Beck was cut off by an energy blast that narrowly missed removing her head. Russell had his phaser drawn before Wuddle could fire another shot.

“Hold it!” Russell said. Wuddle, seeing that things were not looking good, ran for the turbolift. Russell’s phaser blast hit the turbolift doors just as they closed, cutting Wuddle off from the bridge.

“Go get him. Without killing him!” Beck ordered. Russell ran into the turbolift while Morales moved to take over the tactical console. “Hail the Romulans.”

“Aye…uh…the Multeks are hailing us, but I’ve got the Romulan commander,” Morales said.

“Put the Multeks on.”

“Return Captain Wuddle, imaginary ones, or we shall pretend to destroy you for this unreal betrayal,” the image of one very angry Multek shouted.

“The other ship is not with us,” Beck said. “They are our enemies.”

“So, you have trapped us in your imaginary war. You will both be destroyed!” The Multek ended the transmission.

“Put the Romulan on,” Beck said.

“They’ve cut communication,” Morales replied. “I guess that they didn’t want to wait.”



On board the Romulan warbird Kleenix, Commander Salbok was attempting to get a reading on the situation he had blundered into. The Multek ship near the Federation outpost was defying all attempts by their sensors to scan it. This was a problem his Federation counterparts had no doubt solved, judging by the battle damage on the Multek vessel and the Federation commander’s unwillingness to talk to him. Tired of waiting for the Federation to talk to him, he decided to take matters into his own hands.

“Hail the alien vessel,” Salbok ordered.

“They’re responding.”

“On screen.”

“My name is Commander Salbok of the Romulan Empire.” All that came in reply was a deafening squeal.

“Is that a language?” Sub-Commander Penla asked.

“The Federation must be jamming communications,” Salbok said. “Power up the disruptors and prepare to fire”



“The Romulans are powering up their weapons systems,” Porter said.

“Lock weapons on the warbird,” Beck ordered.

“What about the Multeks?” Morales said.

“Keep an eye on them, too.” This was really, really getting obnoxious.

“The Romulans are firing!” Porter said just Ops was rocked by another blast.

“Shields down to seventy percent,” Morales said.

“Return fire.” On the viewscreen, they saw the Romulan ship pounded by phaser and torpedo fire.

“Their shields were weakened. Minor damage to their starboard shield generator.” Porter said.



Nubbid watched the events taking place on his viewscreen with growing anger. The newcomers had contacted him, but only to insult him by speaking gibberish. Now, they were attacking the Federations. Their little imaginary war wouldn’t have bothered Nubbid normally, but Captain Wuddle was with the Federations and in danger.

“Bring us about,” Nubbid ordered. “Lock weapons on the new imaginary vessel.”

The Multek ship turned away from Waystation and headed towards the warbird.

“Fire!” Nubbid ordered.



“They attacked us!” Penla shouted in disbelief.

“Shields down fifty percent,” the tactical officer said.

“Fifty percent! What are they shooting?” Salbok said. “Return Fire!” The Romulan weapons flared to life again, firing at the Multek ship.



“Heavy damage to the Multek vessel,” Porter said. “The disruptors cut through their shields like they weren’t even there.”

“We’ve got to do something,” Beck said.

“Our weapons aren’t going to be able to even hurt the Romulans before they have a chance to destroy the Multeks,” Morales said.

“Porter, get down to docking arm one,” Beck said.

“Arm one?” Porter asked confused. “The only thing there is…” His face brightened as he got the idea. “Bradley’s ship!”

“Now you’re with me,” Beck said. “Go!” Porter ran into the turbolift.

“There’s another ship dropping out of warp,” Morales said.

“Oh God! Who now?” Beck said as she went over to man the science console.

“It’s a runabout. They’re hailing us.”

“On screen.” The image of a tall, thin man with a thick black mustache and short cropped hair appeared on the screen. He was wearing the blue uniform of the Federation Marines.

“This is Colonel Martin Lazlo of the Federation Marine Corps. I demand to know what the hell is going on around here!”

“No time to explain,” Beck said. Suddenly, the runabout shook violently, tossing Lazlo out of his chair.

“The Romulans are attacking the runabout,” Morales said.

“At least that buys us some time for the Multeks,” Beck replied. “Lazlo, get your ship close to the station. We’ll try and cover you. There’s a docking bay at the bottom of the upper saucer. We’ll lower shields to let you in as soon as we can. Waystation out.”

“Russell to Beck.”

“Go ahead, Lieutenant,” Beck said.

“I can’t find him.”

“Hold on.” Beck checked the sensors. “He’s on deck eight near the upper saucer engineering section.”

“I’m on it. Russell out.”



“Stay ahead of them, Corporal,” Lazlo said to his pilot who was frantically trying to avoid the warbird’s disruptors. As it was, the runabout’s shields were almost gone.

“Colonel, I’m detecting a Multek on board Waystation. He’s near their engineering section,” Sergeant Kyle said from the console behind him.

“A saboteur!” Lazlo shouted. “We’ve got to get on board that station before he does anything.”

“Why don’t we just tell the station commander about him?” Kyle asked.

“We’re the marines, damn it! We don’t need Starfleet to handle things for us. We do it ourselves!”



“Beck to Porter.”

“Porter here,” Lieutenant Porter said from underneath the pilot’s console on Bradley Dillon’s ship.

“How’s it coming?”

“Not as well as I’d like. I had to get past some hellish security measures to even get on board. I’m now trying to get past the command lockout on the consoles, so we can control this thing.”

“Make it quick. The Multeks have been bought a little time, but the Romulans are going to lose interest in out runabout real quick.”

“There’s a runabout out there!” Porter shouted. “Who the hell…”

“It’s the marines,” Beck replied.

“I’ll see what short-cuts I can take. Porter out.”



“The Multek ship is closing to aft, Commander.”

“Fire rear disruptors,” Salbok ordered. He watched the image of the Federation runabout weaving around in front of the warbird.

“We missed. They’re firing.” The warbird shook slightly. “It glanced off the shields. Shields down to forty-eight percent.”



Nubbid cursed to himself as the Multeks’ blast just missed the newcomer ship.

“They’re headed back toward the imaginary Federations outpost,” his helmsman said.

“Stay with them,” Nubbid ordered. “Fire again as soon as the distortion beam is recharged.”

“The newcomer ship is firing again!” The bridge of the Multek ship shook violently as the ship was hit. “Shield generators destroyed.”

“It’s all in my head. It’s all in my head,” Nubbid chanted to himself, hoping by all that was good, decent, and Multek that he was right.



“Fire phasers on the warbird,” Beck said.

“The runabout’s too close to them,” Morales said. He saw the runabout take another glancing hit from the warbird’s disrupters. “Runabout’s shields are down!”

“Damn!” Beck watched the runabout and the warbird get closer. “Get a tractor beam on the runabout.”

“What?” Morales said.

“Do it! Then, pull them up hard. As soon as they’re clear, open fire.”

“Okay,” Morales said, his hands flying across the tactical console. The tractor beam lanced out of Waystation, catching the runabout and flinging it upwards. Before the warbird could react, a barrage of phaser fire slammed into its shields. The warbird altered its course and moved off towards the Multeks.

“Get the runabout on board,” Beck said.



Nubbid watched as the Romulan warbird closed in on his ship. The Multek vessel’s engines were severely damaged, the shields were inoperative, and the distortion beam was still a minute away from being fully charged.

“Orders, sir?” the helmsman said. Nubbid just sat in silence wondering if he was about to become the first Multek killed by figments of his imagination.



Chapter Thirty-one



Colonel Lazlo and his three subordinates charged out of their runabout the second that it touched down in the Waystation docking bay.

“Where is it, Kyle?” Lazlo demanded, lowering his phaser rifle.

“The Multek is still near engineering,” Sergeant Kyle replied, checking his tricorder. “Someone is getting close to his position, though.”

“Come on! We have to get to him before Starfleet,” Lazlo said as he started running toward the doors.



“Beck to Porter.”

“Porter here.”

“We’re running out of time, Lieutenant. The Romulans are closing in on the Multek ship fast,” Beck said.

“Just another couple of seconds, Commander.”



“Captain Wuddle, I know you’re around here,” Lieutenant Russell said, as he cautiously walked down the corridors on deck eight. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just need to take you back to Ops.”

“You have betrayed me!” Wuddle’s voice shouted from somewhere.

“No. The Romulans that showed up are not on our side. They have attacked us and your ship.”

“They have?” Wuddle asked, stepping out into view a few meters down the corridor.

“Yes, now please come with me,” Russell said, lowering his phaser.

“GET HIM!” a voice shouted from behind him. Russell whirled around and saw four heavily armed Federation marines running towards his position.

“Liar!” Wuddle screamed. “You’ve done it to me again!” Wuddle turned and ran off down the hall.

“Stop!” Russell shouted. Wuddle ignored him and charged into a turbolift. Furious, Russell aimed his phaser at the marines.

“Out of the way, Starfleeter,” Lazlo said.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Russell said.

“Eliminating a saboteur. Something you bleeding-heart Starfleet type don’t have the guts to do,” Lazlo replied. Russell lashed out with his phaser, striking Lazlo across the face. The colonel fell to the ground, clutching his injury.

“You’ll have to catch him first,” Russell said, running off down the hall.

“Are you alright, sir?” Kyle asked, helping Lazlo up.

“Kill them both,” Lazlo gasped.



Salbok leaned back in his chair as the Romulan warbird moved into position in front of the helpless Multek vessel. A smug smile spread across his lips.

“Hail the Multek vessel,” he said. “Let’s give them another chance to see the wisdom of the Romulan way.”

“We’re getting the same screeching noise,” the communications officer said.

“Fine, lock weapons and prepare to fire,” Salbok said.



“Porter to bridge. Everything’s a go,” Porter’s voice said, interrupting Beck’s anxious pacing.

“You’re cutting thing’s almost too close, Craig,” Beck said.

“I’ll try to do better next time. Porter out.”

“You heard the man,” Beck said, turning to Morales. “Let’s get to it.”

“The Atalanta is responding,” Morales said. “Where to you want me to take her?”

“Right into the Romulans,” Beck said. Morales, using the remote control link-up Porter had established, disengaged the Atalanta from docking arm one and fired up its engines. The ship darted forward, then looped around the station under Morales’s control. Porter emerged from the turbolift into Ops just in time to see Morales steer the Atalanta onto its final heading. The ship plowed head-on into the starboard side of the Romulan warbird and exploded in a blinding flash.

“Their shields are down,” Porter said, checking the sensors. “Weapons systems have been destroyed. Engines are severely damaged. The ship is operating on emergency power.”



“Get us out of here!” Salbok shouted, picking himself up off of the deck after the collision.

“We have impulse power only,” the helmsman said.

“Whatever. Just do it! Engage cloak, and let’s go!” Another shot from either the Federation or the Multeks, and his ship would be destroyed. There was no hope of success. It was better to escape than face certain death.



On board Waystation, Beck, Porter, and Morales watched as half of the Romulan warbird vanished and the ship limped back toward Romulan space.

“Come back and see us next time you’re in the sector,” Porter said.

“Which hopefully won’t be anytime soon,” Morales said.

“Come on. You didn’t enjoy being a sitting duck in the middle of a galactic war?” Porter said.

“You two are hysterical,” Beck said sarcastically.

“Russell to bridge.”

“Beck here. How’s it going, Lieutenant?”

“Terrible. Wuddle’s run off again, and the marines are after us. When the hell did they get here?” Russell said.

“While you were playing hide and seek with Wuddle,” Beck replied. “I’ll take care of them. Beck out.”

“Colonel Lazlo is a man of action, I see,” Porter said.

“Yeah, well he’s going to be out of action for a damn long time if he lays a finger on Wuddle,” Beck said.

“I’d worry more about him laying a phaser on Wuddle,” Porter said.

“Let me know when you start your galactic comedy tour. I’ll be sure to avoid those planets,” Beck said.

“Ouch,” Porter said.

“Beck to Lazlo.” No response. “Beck to Lazlo. I know you’re on board, and I know you’re chasing a Multek. Stop your pursuit immediately.”

“This is now a marine affair,” Lazlo replied. “Keep your Starfleet wimps out of my way. Lazlo out.”

Porter and Morales could practically see the fire shooting out of Beck’s eyes.

“You have Ops, Morales,” she said and stormed into the turbolift.

“I think somebody’s about to have their playground privileges revoked,” Porter said.

“I think somebody’s about to get their head split open,” Morales said.



Captain Wuddle decided to hide in the lowest part of Waystation until either his ship rescued him or he found some way out of the Federations’ web of deceit and betrayal. The turbolift stopped at the bottom of the station. Wuddle stepped out and immediately wished that he hadn’t. He froze, staring down in complete and abject fear.

Lieutenant Russell was close. His tricorder showed Wuddle heading down the length of the station to the bottom, then the signal stopped moving. Russell checked to make sure that his phaser was still on stun, then waited for the inevitable confrontation.

The turbolift stopped, and he stepped out.

At first, Russell was confused as to why Wuddle was just standing across the room staring down. The Multek was so scared that he’d gotten even paler. Then Russell looked down. The expanse of space opened up below him, and he was overwhelmed with vertigo. His stomach started trying to climb out of the top of his head as every bit of heat in his body seeped out of his feet.

The bottom deck of Waystation was somebody at Starfleet’s notion of a good idea. Since the saucers of Waystation were connected bottom to bottom, it was in the position on the bottom saucer that would have been the bridge. Instead, the designers had made the domed floor out of transparent aluminum so that people could look down at the universe. It was supposed to be inspiring.

It was inspiring a hell of a lot of fear in Russell and Wuddle.

“Ev…everything’s fine,” Russell said weakly. “We’re safe. Just come with me, and we’ll get out of here.”

“I’m not moving!” Wuddle said.

“The marines are on their way. We have to get out of here, or they’ll kill you.”

“They’re not on your side either?” Wuddle said. These Federations were not very popular.

“It’s a long story,” Russell said. He inched his way along the transparent floor, trying not to look down at the open expanse of space stretching out beneath him.



“He’s four decks down from us,” Sergeant Kyle said after checking his tricorder.

“Back to the turbolift,” Lazlo ordered.

The marines rushed back down the corridor and waited in front of the turbolift doors. When they opened a few moments later, the marine in front hit the deck, felled by a fist to his face. Commander Beck leapt out of the turbolift, tackling another marine and Sergeant Kyle. Beck scrambled back up and stunned the two of them with her hand phaser. She turned and aimed her phaser at Lazlo, who was pointing his rifle right back at her.

“I guess we’ll be staying here for a while,” Beck said.

“Out of the way, Beck. This isn’t a Starfleet problem anymore,” Lazlo said.

“This is a Starfleet station. Therefore, anything that happens on board is a Starfleet affair.”

“Have it your way,” Lazlo said, turning away from her. Beck was expecting his next move. She stunned him before he could even start to turn back around to fire at her.

“Beck to Russell,” she said. “The marines are out of the picture.”



“You’re safe now,” Russell told Wuddle after receiving Beck’s message. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Twice I have trusted you, and twice I have been betrayed,” Wuddle said. He looked back down at the gaping expanse of space below him. “In spite of that, I’m going to trust you again.”

“Good. You won’t regret it.” He finally had reached Wuddle, and started edging his way toward the turbolift.

“I hope not, but if you Federations pull anything this time, I swear that my people will destroy you,” Wuddle said.

“Your race is so violent. Have you looking into getting some counseling?” Russell said.

“What?”

“Never mind.”



Chapter Thirty-two



“Station Log. Stardate 50255.0. Captain Wuddle has returned to his ship, which has headed back to Multek space. I’m not sure that we gained Wuddle’s trust, but he does at least believe that we exist. The rest of the Multeks, on the other hand, are still refusing to acknowledge that we are real. In any case, they didn’t destroy us. I don’t think they’re exactly our friends either, though. We’ll just have to see how things go in the future.

“Speaking of future relations. I’m about to go explain to a less than receptive audience how our future relations are going to go.”



“Are they awake yet, Lieutenant?” Beck asked as she walked into the security office.

“Yep, and they aren’t happy,” Lieutenant Russell replied. He led Beck to the brig area, where Colonel Lazlo and his men sat in separate cells.

“BECK! I demand that you release us!” Lazlo shouted.

“That depends on you, Colonel,” Beck said. “You see, I’m not going to let you out of there until we get some things straight.”

“You have no authority to make any demands on me,” Lazlo said.

“Okay. Have a nice life. Come on, Russell.” She turned to go.

“Get comfy, fellas,” Russell said, moving to follow her.

“You’re not serious,” Laslo said.

“He doesn’t know me very well, does he?” Beck asked Russell.

“He’ll figure it out after a year or two in here.”

“Want to get some coffee?”

“Good idea.”

“Wait! What do you want?” Lazlo said.

“Hmmm…maybe a cappuccino? I don’t think the replicator can handle Andorian coffee.”

“Beck!” Lazlo growled, his mustache was practically vibrating.

“I think you know what I want,” Beck said. She took another couple of steps toward the door.

“All right! This is your station. We’ll obey your rules while we’re on board,” Lazlo said.

“You’ve read my mind, Colonel,” Beck said, turning around and smiling. “I will, of course, require that in writing.”

“Whatever you want; just get us out of here. Please,” Lazlo said.

“I had a feeling that you were a big softy at heart,” Beck said. “See to it, Lieutenant.”

“You got it, Commander,” Russell said. Beck walked out of the brig and headed out of the office into the main corridor of Starfleet Square Mall.

“Commander! Commander!” a voice called from behind her. She turned around and saw Bradley Dillon running toward her. “I need to talk to you.”

“What can I do for you?” Beck asked. She knew what he was going to say, though.

“You destroyed my ship! My only source of transportation. I demand recompense!”

“Of course, Mr. Dillon. I am going to discuss the matter with Starfleet Command.”

“Discuss it?!? I want action,” Bradley said.

“Look. I am going to see to it that you are given your store space rent free for the duration of your stay here,” Beck said.

“Free. That sounds most equitable.”

“I thought so, too. And since you sacrificed your ship to defend this station, I will also see if I can convince certain members of the Tellar and Alpha Centauri governments to forget about their claims against you,” Beck said.

“That was simply a misunderstanding,” Bradley protested.

“So you don’t want my help?”

“No no no,” Bradley said quickly. “Your assistance would be greatly appreciated. Thank you, Commander.” He ran off back to his store.

“Morales to Beck.”

“Go ahead.”

“We have a transport ship requesting permission to dock.”

“Send them to arm one,” Beck said.

“Acknowledged. Morales out.”

Beck looked around at the empty storefronts and sighed. Soon all of these would be filled, and the corridors would be alive with all kinds of races. It was all starting to take shape. Overall, it was a pretty satisfying first command.

Beck smiled and headed towards the turbolift. The bustling crowds would have to wait for just a few hours. She really needed some sleep.
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Commanding Presence

“Gentlemen, I assume that you see the gravity of our problem,” Captain Alexander Rydell began as he paced his ready room. Commander Travis Dillon and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch watched him intently.

“Of course, sir,” Dillon said.

“Then what is it?” Rydell said.

“Gravity? 9.8 meters per second squared on Earth.”

“No, Dillon!” Rydell shouted, pounding his fists on his desk so hard that his bust of Prince jumped three inches. “Our problem! Do you understand our problem?”

“Uh…well we…are three weeks behind on our paperwork to Starfleet Command,” Dillon said. Jaroch shook his head in disdain and covered his face.

“Actually, that’s part of it,” Rydell said. Jaroch looked at the captain in disbelief.

“You are joking, sir,” Jaroch said.

“I’m afraid not. The command crew of this vessel, namely you, Dillon and myself, have been unable to complete our reports for Starfleet Command because one of us has to be on the bridge at all times. Commander Beck’s departure has left us short-handed in command trained personnel. We are all being forced to spend more time on the bridge to make up for her absence. We need to get someone else certified.”

“Who?” Dillon asked. “Commander Baird has been banned from command by Starfleet. Lieutenant Hawkins has enough to deal with as it is with ship’s security. Counselor Webber has already proved that she’s unfit to command. Who’s left?”

“That’s what we have to find out,” Rydell said.

“According to Starfleet regulations, outside of bridge personnel, a crewmember must hold the rank of lieutenant commander or higher to be able to assume temporary command,” Dillon said.

“That would only leave Doctor Aldridge, Lieutenant Commander Kexler, and Lieutenant Commander Williams,” Jaroch said.

“Well then, we will set up times for each of them to assume command, and we’ll run a set of simulated encounters. The three of us can monitor the simulation from in here,” Rydell said.

“You’re going to actually give them command of the Secondprize,” Dillon said. “Why not just use the command test program on the holodeck?”

“It’ll be better to let them try their hands at the real thing,” Rydell replied. “Trust me.”



“We’re detecting a ship on the long range sensors,” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins reported from the tactical console.

“On screen,” Dr. Elizabeth Aldridge ordered from the command chair.

“They aren’t within visual range yet,” Hawkins said.

“Oh. Never mind. Well…uh…who are they?”

“Impossible to say at this time. Their transponder signal is garbled.”

“Try to hail them, Lieutenant,” Aldridge ordered.

“They aren’t responding on any channel.”

“Shields up. Power up main phaser banks.”

“Aye. Wait…I have an identification. It’s a Jynarian transport. It appears to have been attacked and has sustained some minor damage.”

Aldridge jumped up out of the command chair and headed toward the turbolift.

“Where are you going?” Hawkins asked.

“I’ve got to get over there. There could be people injured. Or at least corpses to autopsy.”

“But what about the Secondprize?”

“Oh, well you take over. I’m going to the transporter room.” The turbolift doors opened, and Aldridge rushed off the bridge. A second later, Rydell, Dillon, and Jaroch entered from the ready room.

“The word flighty comes to mind,” Dillon commented.

“Something like that,” Rydell said. “I guess we should stop her before she tries to beam to a ship that doesn’t exist.”

“It would be more interesting to let her go,” Jaroch said.

“You know, you have this really evil streak in you,” Rydell said.

“I do not know what you are talking about,” Jaroch replied.



“We’re detecting a ship on the long range sensors,” Lieutenant Hawkins reported. Lieutenant Commander Peter Kexler leapt out of the command chair, ready for action. He’d spent most of his career sequestered in the cultural anthropology department. This was his first big chance for excitement.

“Shields up. Get phasers and photon torpedoes ready,” he ordered.

“But we don’t even know…”

“Do it, Lieutenant.”

“Aye, sir.” Hawkins set down to work.

“How long until they are in weapons range?”

“About thirty seconds,” Hawkins said. “But…”

“You’re starting to border on insubordination,” Kexler snapped. He walked forward to Lieutenant Emily Sullivan at the conn console. “O.K. I want you to start to pull us back. After about two thousand meters, go at them at full impulse.” He turned back to Hawkins. “When we charge them, open fire with all weapons.”

The starship reversed, then shot forward throwing everyone momentarily off balance. The Secondprize sent a devastating volley of weapons at the approaching ship, which immediately exploded into a giant fireball. Kexler cheered and started running laps around the bridge chanting “Captain Kexler! Captain Kexler! Captain Kexler!”

“Woah woah woah!” Rydell said as he charged onto the bridge with Dillon and Jaroch right behind him. “What was that?!”

“That was the Kexler maneuver,” Kexler said proudly. “What did you think?”

Rydell balled his fists, gritted his teeth, and emitted a few unintelligible grunts.

“I believe what the captain is trying to say is do not call us, we will call you,” Jaroch said.

“Does that mean I’ll get my own command shift soon?” Kexler asked.

“Bye bye,” Dillon said.

“But, what about…”

“Go away.”

“But…”

“Lieutenant Hawkins, would you do the honors?” Dillon asked, gesturing at Kexler.

“Gladly,” Hawkins said. She walked over, grabbed Kexler by the collar, and dragged him to a turbolift.

“I take it that we can scratch him off the list,” Jaroch said.

Rydell glared at Jaroch and grunted again.

“I will consider that a yes,” Jaroch said.

Rydell nodded vigorously.



“We’re detecting a ship on the long range sensors,” Lieutenant Hawkins reported.

“Oooh,” Lieutenant Commander Cheryl Williams exclaimed from the command chair. “That sounds exciting, doesn’t it?”

“Only if you’re on Prozac,” Sullivan remarked from the conn. Ensign Kristen Larkin looked at her confused.

“Don’t worry about it,” Sullivan said to the Operations officer. “Old reference.”

“Now now, Emily. If you have something to share, you should share it with all of us,” Williams scolded. Her elementary school teacher tone was starting to get to all of the bridge crew. They should have expected it though, since she WAS an elementary school teacher.

“I’d rather not,” Sullivan said.

“What about the ship?” Hawkins said.

“What ship?” Williams asked.

“The one that just popped up on the sensors.”

“Oh. Well, I think we should communicate with them. Can you say communicate?”

“Can you say deranged?” Sullivan said.

“They’re firing!” Hawkins shouted. The ship was suddenly rocked with the impact of phasers. The power flickered, and one of the science consoles at the rear of the bridge exploded in a shower of sparks.



“Is this in the simulation?” Dillon asked as he picked himself up off the floor of the ready room. “It’s surprisingly realistic.”

“I appreciate the compliment, but my programming skills aren’t that good,” Rydell said.

“Mine are, but you’re an idiot,” Jaroch said to Dillon.

“We’ve got to get out there,” Rydell said. He rushed to the ready room doors and smashed right into them when they didn’t open.

“They appear to have been damaged,” Jaroch said.

“Great. Rydell to bridge.” Silence. “Rydell to bridge!”

“Ship-wide communications appear to be out, too,” Jaroch said.

“So what do we do?” Dillon asked.

“Find another way out of here,” Rydell said. “And hope the ship doesn’t blow up in the mean time.”



“That was not very nice,” Lieutenant Commander Williams said, looking around the smoky bridge. “I want to talk to them right now!”

Hawkins’ fingers flew across her console. “On screen,” she said. The starfield was replaced with the image of a Pakled.

“We want your ship to make us strong,” the Pakled said.

“Now listen here, young man. It’s not very polite to go shooting at total strangers like that.”

“We sorry. We just want to be strong.”

“I wasn’t finished yet!” Williams said. “You need to learn some manners… and some grammar. Haven’t you heard of verbs? It’s ‘we are sorry’, not ‘we sorry’.”

“Oh. Well, we…”

“Did I say that I was done? No. Now then, I want all of you to stop what you’re doing and write ‘we are sorry’ one hundred times.” The communication suddenly ended, and the Pakled ship quickly turned around and headed back the way it came.

“Well!” Williams said in a huff. “That was rude. I hope that none of you ever behave like that.”

The bridge crew was too stunned to even reply.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 50594.6. After careful consideration of the command candidates, I have decided that the best course of action would be to go to my quarters and cry. Unfortunately, I can’t do that. In the absence of other choices, I have decided that Doctor Aldridge is the only one with the skills necessary to really handle a starship. We’ll just have to teach her not to run off anytime somebody stubs their toe. However, since I’m that kind of guy, I’m giving Lieutenant Commander Kexler another shot at command.”



“We’re picking up a ship on the long range sensors,” Lieutenant Hawkins reported from the tactical console.

“Shields up. Arm all weapons,” Kexler ordered, jumping out of the command chair ready for battle.

“It’s a Borg cube,” Hawkins said. Kexler’s face contorted in fear as his eyes widened by at least an inch. He collapsed to the deck in a dead faint.

A second later, Captain Rydell walked out onto the bridge laughing.

“That wasn’t very nice, sir,” Hawkins said, suppressing a chuckle.

“No, but it was damn funny,” Rydell said. He pushed Kexler’s inert body aside with his boot and sat down in the command chair.
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Fear Has a Red Nose

I



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins pointed her wrist-light down the crumbling passageway. Ahead appeared to be nothing but more nothing.

“Exciting place,” she said.

“No kidding,” Commander Travis Dillon replied from behind her. “You’d think that a whole civilization would have the decency to leave some artifacts or writings or something before dying off.”

“The Guulam were wiped out by a supernova. I don’t think that they had time to do much of anything.”

Commander Dillon felt something move past his leg.

“What the hell is that?” he shouted, pulling out his phaser. He fired towards the ground wildly. Hawkins moved her wrist-light along the ground until she spotted the charred remains of the offending creature.

“That, Commander Cool Head, was a creature commonly known as a rat,” Hawkins said.

“It could have been rabid or something,” Dillon insisted.

“It’s good to know your looking out for our welfare and not letting fear get the best of you,” Hawkins said.

“Rydell to away team,” their commbadges barked suddenly.

“Dillon here.”

“How’s the survey going?”

“Well, we’ve entered the burial temple, but we still haven’t found much of anything. I think we’re going to have to leave this one to the archaeological survey,” Dillon said.

“So, you feel that it’s safe?” Rydell asked.

“Yes, Captain,” Hawkins said. “There’s nothing down here except some rats, and Commander Dillon is doing his best to exterminate them.”

“All right,” Rydell said, the confusion apparent in his voice. “Let us know when you’re done tormenting the local animal life and ready to beam up. Rydell out.”

Hawkins walked down the corridor a little farther. She still couldn’t see any of the tombs that were supposedly in the burial temple. She scanned the walls with her tricorder. Nothing.

“You about ready, Patricia?” Dillon asked.

“Yeah, just a sec.” She walked down the corridor a little farther, scanning the walls as she went. She was sure that there had to be a secret passage or something somewhere. The whole burial temple couldn’t just be the one long hallway.

She took a few more steps, crossing the sensor of an ancient protection system. She didn’t pick it up on her tricorder, and it didn’t do anything to make her away of its presence.

The system scanned the trespasser. After assessment, she would be eliminated by what the system found to be her worst fear.

“OK, Commander, let’s get out of here,” Hawkins said, closing her tricorder.

“Dillon to Secondprize. Two to beam up. Energize.”

The two Secondprize officers dematerialized just as the ancient security system completed its scan of Hawkins. Momentarily confused, the system widened the scope of its scan, searching for the trespasser. She was not in the building. She was not on the temple grounds. She was not in the city. She was not on the continent. She was…above the planet.

The scan detected a ship above Guulamia. The trespasser was on board that vessel. Energy was converted into matter. The trespasser would not escape.



Lieutenant Hawkins and Commander Dillon stepped out of the turbolift onto the Secondprize bridge just as Captain Rydell was giving the order to leave orbit. The starship pulled away from Guulamia and headed out of the solar system.

Back on Guulamia, the entire burial grounds shook violently as the security system formed its weapon of destruction. Finally, the burial temple and everything around it exploded outward in a storm of stone and dirt as the weapon broke through the surface of the planet and headed out into space.

“Set a course for Pollux Two, warp five,” Rydell said. At the conn console, Lieutenant Emily Sullivan started punching in the coordinates.

“Captain, I’m detecting something coming up behind us,” Lieutenant Hawkins said.

“What is it?” Rydell asked.

“Unknown, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said, checking the sensors. “It does not match any ship in our records.”

“Hail them, Hawkins,” Rydell ordered. Hawkins activated the hail.

“The response is coming in now, Captain,” Hawkins said. “Audio only.”

“Hawkins. Hawkins. Hawkins. Hawkins,” a deep, slightly mechanical voice said in booming tones over the Secondprize’s speakers in an ominous, death chant. Hawkins, despite her best efforts to control herself, was starting to get nervous. What was out there? And why was it interested in her?

“Are you expecting company, Lieutenant?” Rydell asked.

“No,” Hawkins replied.

“Well, let’s see who’s come to visit. On screen.” In the middle of the starfield on the viewscreen, the bridge crew could see a small red object. “Magnify.” The red mass became larger, but it was still indistinct. “Full magnification.” The red mass cleared up. It appeared to have many tendrils or filaments. Behind it, white shapes jutted out from its left and right.

The red started to tilt upward revealing the true identity of the pursuer. The red mass sat above a whiter-than-white face that glared at the crew with a wide, toothy grin, huge shining eyes, and a round red nose.

“CLOWN!” Hawkins screamed.

“Confirmed, sir,” Jaroch said. “It appears to be a giant clown.”

“Define giant,” Rydell said.

“It is approximately fifty meters long and fifteen meters wide.”

“CLOWN!” Hawkins said again.

“We’ve already established that, Lieutenant,” Rydell said.

“Uh, sir. She doesn’t like clowns,” Dillon said, trying to explain Hawkins’s reaction.

“What do you mean by doesn’t like?” Rydell asked.

“She’s scared to death of them.”

“Oh.”

“CLOWN!” Hawkins screamed. Her hands raced across the tactical console. Seconds later, a volley of photon torpedoes flew out towards the approaching creature. The clown was momentarily engulfed in explosions, then continued its pursuit seemingly unaffected.

“Jaroch, what is that thing?” Rydell said.

“Sensors indicate that it is an energy field surrounded by a shell formed from matter,” Jaroch said.

“So, it’s not really a clown,” Dillon said.

“No, the circus from hell is coming to get you for one of its side shows,” Jaroch snapped.

“CLOWN!” Hawkins screamed again. She had to get control back. She had to think. It wasn’t a clown; it was just another hostile vessel. She locked the phasers onto the clown and fired. No effect. OK. It was invulnerable to conventional weapons, so…

“Lieutenant, hail the clown again,” Rydell said, breaking her train of thought.

“Aye, sir,” she said, her voice shaking.

“This is Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize. Please state…”

“HAWKINS! HAWKINS! HAWKINS! HAWKINS!” the speakers boomed, cutting Rydell off. On the viewscreen, they saw the clown raising its arm toward them.

“Oh no,” Dillon said softly.

“Pie!” Hawkins screamed just as the clown let go of the giant pastry and sent it flying at the Secondprize.

“Analysis, Jaroch,” Rydell said.

“It appears to be banana cream, sir,” Jaroch said.

“Can it hurt us?”

“It probably has enough calories to kill a blue whale, but other than that it appears to be harmless,” Jaroch said. The pie smacked into the shields and oozed over them.

Suddenly, the ship started to shake violently.

“What’s happening?” Rydell demanded.

“The pie is reverting back to pure energy,” Jaroch said. “It is overloading the shields.” Rydell turned back to his security chief.

“Lieutenant Hawkins, if you have any ideas, I’d really love to hear them right about now,” Rydell said.

“It seems to want her,” Dillon said.

“So, you’re just going to shoot me out there, Travis! Thanks!” Hawkins said.

“That’s not what I meant,” Dillon said meekly. Hawkins ignored his attempt at an apology and tried to think. How do you stop a clown? A giant banana peel would have been real handy about then, but there wasn’t a banana large enough…unless.

“Turn around,” Hawkins said suddenly. Everybody whirled around to look at her. “The ship! Turn the ship around,” she said. “Find the nearest uninhabited planet.”

“You heard her, Lieutenant Sullivan,” Rydell said. Sullivan steered the ship to port, followed closely by the clown. “What’s your plan?” Rydell asked.

“We’re going to become the galaxy’s largest banana peel,” Hawkins said. Jaroch stared at her blankly, then his face started to light up.

“I think I understand,” Jaroch said. “The warp field.”

“Exactly,” Hawkins said.

“Hello. The command officers would like an explanation please,” Rydell said.

“Sorry, Captain,” Hawkins said. “We’re going to make the clown hit the planet.”

“What’s the warp field got to do with that?” Dillon asked.

“If we form the warp field near the clown, we can use the field to propel it forward,” Jaroch explained.

“What’s the danger to the ship?” Rydell asked.

“He throwing another pie,” Hawkins said suddenly. The ship shook again as the pie filling zapped the shields again.

“We could overload the warp drive,” Jaroch said.

“Of course, the alternative is that we do nothing and die from a giant pie in the face,” Hawkins said, visibly shuddering.

“So, our choice is between joke prop and cemetery plot,” Rydell said.

“Yes,” Jaroch and Hawkins said.

“Your plan it is then.”

“Good choice, sir,” Jaroch said walking over to the engineering console at the rear of the bridge.

“We’re approaching the planet, sir,” Sullivan said.

“It’s your show, Lieutenant,” Rydell said.

“Full stop,” Hawkins said.

“Answering full stop,” Sullivan said.

“HAWKINS! HAWKINS! HAWKINS! HAWKINS!” the speakers boomed as the clown loomed larger and larger on the viewscreen.

“Full reverse,” Hawkins ordered, blocking out the clown’s voice. The Secondprize flew backwards, underneath the clown. “Now, Jaroch!”

Jaroch activated the warp field around the ship. The subspace field contacted the body of the clown and accelerated it forward.

The security entity inside of the clown felt itself being pulled away from its target by a force that it couldn’t fight. It could not end this way. Hawkins had to be destroyed by the clowns that she feared so much.

The clown was caught by the gravity well of the planet, and it plummeted to the surface, slamming into a mountain range. The clown shell exploded violently releasing the energy that controlled it.

Severely weakened, the security entity flew back up into space. It was now no match for the vessel that held Hawkins, but it would find a way to complete its mission and punish the trespasser. The entity moved off to begin its search. Hawkins would die by the hands of a clown!



“Damn clown,” Hawkins muttered as she watched the clown explode on the viewscreen.

“Did you piss off the circus union or something?” Rydell asked.

“Not a clue,” Hawkins said.

“Well, just in case, circuses are now off-limits to you. Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” Hawkins said. “Besides, this ship’s enough of a circus on its own. No clowns need apply.”



II



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins stepped out of the turbolift onto the bridge suppressing a yawn. She’d been up late the night before watching a twentieth-century form of entertainment called a movie with Commander Dillon. Unfortunately, her duty shift started at seven in morning. Dillon wasn’t on until noon, so he could sleep in. She made a mental note to schedule some time consuming activity for a night before he had an early bridge shift.

“Anything going on?” she asked Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, who was in command for this shift. He looked back at her like she’d just sprouted antlers.

“Surely, you are joking,” he said.

“Just making conversation,” Hawkins said. She yawned again and took her position at the tactical console.

“Another date with Commander Casanova?” Jaroch asked.

“My personal life is none of your business.”

“Just making conversation,” Jaroch said, turning back to the viewscreen.



Fifteen days had passed, but the fury had not abated. Hawkins would still die for transgressing the sacred ruins of Gulaamia. Its first attempt to destroy Hawkins with her greatest fear had failed, but the security entity had not given up. It scouted the galaxy, searching for the proper implements to assist it. The necessary force had been found quickly, and the entity made preparations. Now, all was complete. Hawkins would die by the clown. The entity’s forces were about to intercept Hawkins’s vessel.



“I’m picking up some type of ship on long range sensors,” Hawkins reported.

“Can you be a little more specific?” Jaroch asked.

“Not yet. It’s very small and…it’s heading directly toward us.”

“Yellow alert,” Jaroch said. “Keep me informed, Lieutenant.”

“I thought keeping you in the dark would be more fun.”

“This is not the time, Hawkins,” Jaroch said.

The turbolift doors opened a short time later, and Commander Travis Dillon charged out onto the bridge.

“What the hell is going on?” he demanded. “Why are we at yellow alert?”

“Shouldn’t you be asleep?” Hawkins asked.

“I was,” Dillon replied. “I have the computer programmed to wake me up should our alert status change.”

“I have things under control,” Jaroch said, irritated.

“I’m not taking over command,” Dillon said. “Yet.”

“Is there any more information on the incoming vessel?” Jaroch asked.

“Not much. It measures three meters by three meters by… Hold on. It’s a small cube!”

“Are you sure?” Jaroch asked.

“Sensor report confirmed,” Hawkins said. “It’s definitely a cube. No life signs. It’s coming into visual range now.”

“On screen,” Jaroch said. The unmistakable image of a Borg cube glided into view. This one was just very small.

“You are welcome to relieve me of command,” Jaroch said quickly.

“No. You can handle this one,” Dillon replied, fear causing his voice to quiver. He and Jaroch looked at each other for a second and silently came to the same conclusion.

“Red alert,” Jaroch said.

“Captain Rydell to the bridge,” Dillon added. A couple of minutes later, Captain Alexander Rydell raced onto the bridge still pulling his uniform on. He looked at the viewscreen and stopped in his tracks.

“Please tell me I’m still asleep,” Rydell said.

“I am afraid not, sir,” Jaroch said jumping out of the command chair. “The bridge is yours.”

“Thanks,” Rydell said unenthusiastically as he moved toward his chair.

“Shields are up and I have started modulating them. All weapons are on line,” Hawkins reported.

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” Rydell said.

“Sir, they’re hailing us,” Hawkins said.

“On screen.” The starfield winked out and was replaced by the figure of a Borg, the site of which made all of the bridge crew go cold. It was dressed in the normal back suit, and a half-mask covered the left side of its head. Its skin was pale white but jutting out of the right side of its head was a long tuft of bright red hair. A bright red ball covered its nose.

“What the hell?” Rydell muttered.

“I am Bozo of Borg,” the Borg said. “You will follow us immediately and give us the one known as Hawkins. Resistance is futile.”

“Oh god,” Hawkins said before her eyes rolled up into her head, and she hit the floor in a dead faint.

“And if we refuse?” Rydell said.

“Resistance is futile.”

“You mentioned that,” Rydell said. “Sullivan, get us out of here. Warp Six. Dillon, take tactical.” Commander Dillon leapt back to Hawkins’s station as Lieutenant Emily Sullivan punched the new orders into the conn console.

“They’ve activate their tractor beam,” Dillon said.

“Shield modulation is working,” Jaroch said. “But if this continues, the shields will be overloaded in ten minutes.”

“Patricia. Patricia!” Dillon said, nudging the collapsed security chief with his foot. “Please get up.”

The Secondprize shot forward into warp.

“The Borg ship is pursuing,” Sullivan said.

“Full stop!” Rydell shouted. The Secondprize came to a halt, throwing everyone off balance.

“The Borg have overshot us,” Sullivan said.

“Good. Turn us around, and get us out of here,” Rydell said.

Dillon knelt down beside Hawkins and started gently tapping the sides of her face.

“Patricia, please get up. We need you right now. I need you,” he said softly.

“Captain, request permission to get some cold water,” Jaroch said.

“For Hawkins?” Rydell asked.

“For both of them,” Jaroch replied, gesturing at Dillon and Hawkins.

“Denied. Keep an eye on those Borg,” Rydell said.

“That will not be necessary,” Jaroch said. “They are right behind us.”

“What?” Rydell said. Dillon stood up and frantically checked the tactical console.

“Confirmed, sir,” Dillon said. “They’re right on us.” The ship rocked violently. “And they’re trying to lock on to us again.”

Just then the turbolift opened, and an officer none of the bridge crew had ever seen before stepped out looking at a padd.

“Can we help you?” Rydell said angrily.

“I’m Lieutenant Andy Baxter, the Secondprize’s inventory officer,” the officer said.

“What inventory officer?” Rydell demanded. “We don’t have…”

“Yes, you do,” Baxter said, cutting Rydell off. “My office is on Deck Twenty-six.”

“Deck Twenty-six,” Rydell said. “That’s the very bottom of the ship.”

“So?”

“So! So, go back to the pit of hell you came from. We’re kind of busy up here!”

“Shields down to twelve percent,” Dillon said.

“The bridge is scheduled to be inventoried today,” Baxter said. “Just work around me. I’ll start in the ready room.” He walked down to the ready room doors and stepped inside.

“Can you believe that guy?” Rydell said.

“Sir, not to interrupt, but could I draw your attention back to the emergency at hand?” Jaroch said.

“Oh, yeah. Dillon, fire at will. Sullivan, evasive pattern Rydell Theta.”

“Firing.”

“Evasive pattern initiated.” The Secondprize shifted course suddenly as a barrage of phaser blasts and photon torpedoes buffeted the Borg ship.

“Weapons appear to have had no effect,” Dillon said. The Secondprize shook violently. “Shields are down…they’ve got us. We’re being hailed.”

“Ignore it,” Rydell said. “I don’t feel like listening to how futile our resistance is.”

At Dillon’s feet, Hawkins stirred, then sat up.

“What happened?” she asked, pulling herself to a standing position.

“The Borg attacked us, and they want you,” Jaroch said.

“I must have burned down a circus tent in a former life or something,” Hawkins said. The Secondprize jerked forward.

“They’re towing us,” Sullivan said.

“Let me take a shuttle,” Hawkins said. “They’re after me, so I’ll lead them away.”

“That’s suicide,” Dillon said.

“They could kill everyone if I stay here.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Rydell asked.

“Positive.”

“All right, but we’ll be following you. Hopefully, we’ll find a way to get you out of this.”

“Captain, request permission to accompany Lieutenant Hawkins,” Dillon said.

“Granted.”

“I appreciate you volunteering to come, Travis, but you should stay here. There’s no need for both of us to die.”

“I’m going with you,” Dillon said firmly. “The captain already said I could.”

“And I second that decision,” Jaroch said.

Hawkins shot a quick glare at Jaroch then headed to the turbolift, followed by Dillon.

“Good luck, you two,” Rydell said.

“Thanks,” Hawkins said. “We’ll need it.”



“Shuttlecraft leaving bay two,” Jaroch reported a couple of minutes later. The Secondprize shook again. “The Borg have released the tractor beam and are moving after the shuttle.”

On the viewscreen, it almost looked like an even match-up. The three-meter-cubed ship was actually smaller than the shuttle, but the Borg ship was capable of overpowering a starship. The shuttle didn’t stand a chance.



“They’ve got us in their tractor beam,” Dillon said. Hawkins just sat beside him and watched the Borg ship on the shuttle’s viewscreen. What could they want with her? And why did the Borg who contacted the Secondprize look like a clown? Was this some kind of galactic conspiracy to drive her completely bonkers?

Dillon futily tried to break the shuttle out of the tractor beam, then sat back in the pilot’s seat frustrated. He noticed the comm signal on the control panel start to flash.

“I think they’re hailing us again,” he said.

“You’re the commander here. Do you want to talk to them?” Hawkins replied.

“They came for you. It’s your show, Patricia.”

“On screen.” The image of the Borg ship switched back to Bozo of Borg.

“Patricia Hawkins, you will come with us. Resistance is futile”

“Yeah yeah. I know,” Hawkins said. The Borg ended the transmission. Suddenly, the Borg ship jumped into warp, towing the shuttle along behind it.

“Do we have a plan?” Dillon asked.

“Not yet,” Hawkins said. “We’ll just have to wait for an opportunity to present itself.



“Follow them,” Captain Rydell ordered.

“Aye, sir,” Sullivan said. The Secondprize leapt into warp, pursuing the Borg and the shuttle. The ready room doors whooshed open, and Lieutenant Baxter stepped back out onto the bridge carrying a padd.

“Captain Rydell, the serial number on this padd does not match the one that’s supposed to be in your office,” Baxter said.

“What?” Rydell demanded angrily.

“This padd is not the one that is supposed to be in your office,” Baxter repeated.

“Do I look like I care?”

“Where is the correct padd?”

“Look, you’ll have to talk to Commander Dillon about that. He’s good with anal-retentive bullshit!” Rydell said.

“Where is Commander Dillon?”

“Well, he’s been captured by the Borg right now, so you’ll just have to wait until he gets back.”

“The Borg…I see. And do you happen to have a way that I could reach him?”

“Baxter!”

“Is this a bad time?”

“YES!” the entire bridge crew screamed.

“In that case, I’ll just start inventorying out here. We’ll talk about your ready room later.” He walked back into the ready room and reemerged a few seconds later carrying his original padd. “Don’t mind me. You’ll never know I’m here.”

“Right,” Rydell said.



Two hours later, the ships dropped out of warp.

“Where are we?” Hawkins asked.

“The Gamma Psi system,” Dillon said after checking the sensors. The Borg ship towed the shuttle into the system, then started descending toward one of the planets.

“They’re taking us down to Gamma Psi Four,” Dillon said. “It’s Class M, but I’m not detecting any life-signs. There is some type of structure down there though.”

Hawkins got up and headed for the back. She threw open the weapons locker and pulled out all of the phasers just as the shuttle touched down on the surface a few feet away from the Borg ship.

“All right,” she said. “There’s seven phasers here, and there can’t be any more than five Borg on a ship that small. If we turn each phaser to a different frequency, we can take them all out then get out of here.”

“Uh, Patricia…”

“What?” Hawkins said, walking back into the cockpit. She looked out the viewport, and her jaw dropped. A hatch in the small Borg ship had opened, and Borg were spilling out of it. There had to be twenty outside already, and they were still coming. Each one had a tuft of brightly colored hair sticking out of the side of its head and a red nose. Worst of all, they all were wearing long red shoes.

“You want the even better news?” Dillon said. “Look over to the left. Hawkins turned and spotted what Dillon meant. Rising out of the serene grassy landscape of Gamma Psi Four was a large red and white striped tent.

“Kill me now,” Hawkins muttered.



“They have landed on the fourth planet in the system,” Jaroch said. “No other ships are nearby.”

“Go into orbit above their position,” Rydell said. “Bridge to transporter room.”

“Vaughn here.”

“Can you get a lock on Dillon and Hawkins’s position?”

“No, they’ve been taken inside the structure, and I can’t get a lock. That place has some kind of distortion field around it.”

“Understood. Bridge out.” Rydell sat back down in his chair. “Damn.”

“Captain,” Lieutenant Baxter said. He was laying on the floor in front of the ops console.

“What now?”

“What are these?”

“Conn and ops.”

“I know that, but why are they here? My inventory clearly states that you’re supposed to have helm and navigation consoles.”

“We got a refit over a month ago,” Rydell said, barely containing his temper. “We got new consoles.”

“Inventory never received paperwork about the change. I need to see the original consoles,” Baxter said.

“They’re at Starbase 219. If you’d like to see them, I’d be more than happy to have you launched out of a photon torpedo tube in their direction.”

“I see.”

“I thought you would. Now, is there somewhere else you could go besides here?”

“I could do the conference room.”

“Good idea,” Rydell said, forcing a smile. Baxter got up and headed back into the conference room. The doors closed behind him, allowing the bridge crew to breathe a sigh of relief. “Computer, seal doors A1004 and A1005. Flood the conference room with anesthezine.”

“Please state command authorization,” the computer said.

“Rydell Alpha Mu Mu Omicron.”

“Procedure complete,” the computer said.

“That should take care of Mister Baxter,” Rydell said.



“I really don’t want to be here,” Hawkins said. She and Dillon had been taken from their shuttle into the tent. Inside, at least four hundred Borg sat in the risers circling the chamber. In the center was a large open area covered in sawdust separated into three rings. It was a circus alright.

“What are they trying to do here?” Dillon asked.

“Torture, then kill Hawkins!” all of the Borg boomed at once.

“Oh.”

A Borg stepped out into the center ring.

“Borg and victim, welcome to the greatest show in the quadrant,” the Borg said emotionlessly. “We shall begin with a performance by the Borgettes.” A line of Borg marched into the ring and started to sing.

“BE A CLOWN. BE A CLOWN.”

“Make it stop,” Hawkins wailed softly.



“Captain, request permission to beam down,” Jaroch said.

“What do you hope to do?”

“I do not know yet, but someone must ascertain what has happened to Lieutenant Hawkins.”

“And Commander Dillon,” Rydell added.

“If you insist.”

“Granted, but be careful.”



A few minutes later, Jaroch materialized near the shuttlecraft. He walked toward the tent, but was stopped by a Borg at the entrance.

“Ticket please,” the Borg said.

“I do not have a ticket,” Jaroch said

“Ticket please.”

“I do not have any money.”

“Money is irrelevant. Ticket please.”

“How do I get a ticket?”

“Tickets are by invitation only.”

“How do I get invited?”

“Bozo of Borg must invite you. Ticket please.”

“Bozo of Borg invited me,” Jaroch said.

“You may enter.”

“Thank you.” The Borg stepped aside and allowed Jaroch to walk into the tent. Jaroch had no trouble spotting Dillon and Hawkins in the stands. He pushed into the row past a few Borg and sat down with his crewmates just as the Borgettes finished their rendition of “Be a Clown.”

“Is everyone unharmed?” Jaroch asked.

“So far,” Hawkins replied. “They’re making me suffer before they kill me.”

The Borg ringmaster stepped back into the center ring. “And now the moment we have all been waiting for,” he said. “But this act will require a volunteer from our audience. As if on cue, the right arm of every Borg in the stands went up.”How about you?” he asked, pointing at Hawkins.

“Not a chance!” she shouted back. The two Borg behind her grabbed Hawkins’s shoulders and lifted her out of her seat. Dillon and Jaroch tried to reach for her, but two other Borg held them down. Hawkins was passed from Borg to Borg down the line until she disappeared from Dillon and Jaroch’s sight. As soon as she was gone, Dillon and Jaroch were released. Dillon immediately jumped up, but Jaroch held onto his arm.

“Remain here, Commander,” he said. “Rushing off after her will not help. We must come up with a plan.”

“They could be killing her right now!” Dillon protested.

“Then why go through all of this? No, they intend to bring her back out here.”

In the center ring, several Borg dragged out a fake building front, which rose over two hundred feet into the air. The windows at the top of the edifice were nothing but specks.

“Now, our daring fireclowns will perform a hilarious rescue,” the ringmaster said.

“DEATH TO HAWKINS!” the Borg audience said. Just then, Hawkins stepped out into the center ring with a Borg standing on either side of her. Dillon and Jaroch stared in horror at what had become of the Secondprize’s security chief. She was now dressed in the traditional Borg black suit, but she had a pair of disgustingly bright orange and green polka-dotted overalls over it. Black tubes jutted out of her neck into the suit and into the mask that covered the left half of her face. Her skin was now pale white and a red rubber nose had been affixed over her real one.

“NO!!!” Dillon and Jaroch screamed.

“I am Sunshine of Borg,” Hawkins said. She turned and started climbing to the top of the fake building.

“Jaroch, we’ve got to do something. She’s going to die if we don’t.”

“We will all die if we attempt to do anything now,” Jaroch replied. “Lieutenant Hawkins’s death seems to be the only thing they care about.”

Hawkins completed her ascent, and several Borg lit the building on fire. A loud siren sounded, then a troop of ten Borg in fire gear marched in. They pulled out a large round net and positioned it below Hawkins.

“Jump!” they shouted.

“JUMP! JUMP! JUMP! JUMP!” the Borg audience chanted. Hawkins jumped.

Dillon and Jaroch looked on in horror as the speck at the top of the building fell, gradually becoming larger and more distinct.

“I can’t watch,” Dillon said.

“You must. We have to act as soon as this ends,” Jaroch said.

Hawkins continued to fall. Dillon’s palms started to sweat as he forced himself to watch. Finally, Hawkins reached the net. It ripped as soon as she hit, and she slammed into the hard floor below.

“Go to her now, Commander!” Jaroch shouted. Dillon vaulted over the Borg in front of him and headed for the ring. At the same time, Jaroch raced to the exit.

“IT IS DONE!” the Borg said. “HAWKINS HAS PERISHED!” Dillon reached Hawkins’s limp form just as Bozo of Borg approached from the other direction. Bozo slapped Dillon out of the way and stood over Hawkins.

“The trespasser of Gulaamia has been executed,” Bozo said. Suddenly, Bozo froze. A greenish mass of energy rose from the top of his head toward the ceiling. The security entity had succeeded and was returning to Gulaamia.

Just then, the stands Dillon and Jaroch had been sitting in burst inward, sending Borg flying everywhere. The shuttle ripped through the wooden seats as if they didn’t even exist and came to a rest beside Dillon and Hawkins. The shuttle’s hatch opened, and Jaroch leapt out holding two phasers.

“Here, Commander,” Jaroch shouted, throwing Dillon a phaser. Both men aimed at the energy mass and fired, phaser beams lancing upward.

The security entity writhed in pain as it felt its life-force dissipate. This was the end, but at least Hawkins was dead.

The green field flared brightly for a moment, then vanished. Dillon and Jaroch stopped firing and pulled Hawkins’s body into the shuttle. The Borg made no move to stop them.



The turbolift doors opened allowing Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins to walk out onto the bridge. She still felt a bit weak, but overall she was doing much better. Jaroch and Dillon’s quick action had gotten her back to the Secondprize in time for Doctor Aldridge to revive her. Removing the Borg implants and repairing her shattered bones had taken a bit more time. Now, two weeks later, Hawkins was shaky, but up and around.

“It’s good to have you back on duty,” Rydell said smiling as Hawkins took her station.

“Thank you, sir,” Hawkins replied.

“Are you sure you’re up to it?” Dillon asked.

“I’m OK.” A wave of queasiness flooded her, shaking her visibly. “I think.”

“Go sit in the conference room for a few minutes,” Rydell said. “Just relax.” Hawkins nodded and walked off the bridge only to return a moment later.

“Did you know there’s a guy asleep in there?” she asked.

“Guy asleep?” Rydell said. “What the hell?” He, Hawkins, and Dillon walked back into the conference room. There, stretched out across the table, was Lieutenant Andy Baxter.

“Oh yeah, him. I forgot,” Rydell said.

“What’s he doing in here?” Dillon asked.

“Never mind. Let’s just leave very quietly and try not to wake him. The anesthezine’s probably worn off by now.”

“Anesthezine!” Dillon shouted. Baxter jolted awake and sat up quickly.

“Dillon!” Rydell shouted.

“Sorry.”

“Well, you get to deal with him,” Rydell said. “Come on, Hawkins. You can sit in my ready room.” He and Hawkins walked out of the conference room.

“Hungry,” Baxter said weakly. “Need food.”

“Two weeks asleep will do that to you,” Dillon replied.

“Are you Commander Dillon?”

“Yes.”

“Just the person I needed to see…after I eat something.” Baxter stood up and hobbled toward the door. “I’ll be back in an hour. By the way, those chairs should be on the inventory.”

Dillon wondered how far away he could get from the ship before Baxter finished lunch and came looking for him.



Star Traks
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Hostage Crisis



“Captain’s log. Stardate 50299.4. The Secondprize in en route to Vadax Prime to deliver supplies to the colonists there. Unfortunately, our course is taking us just a short distance away from Starbase Thirty-seven, the post commanded by Admiral Peter Colby, who has demanded my presence at a social gathering for a group of delegates from the Mindax system. I personally believe that officers should not be ordered to attend boring diplomatic functions. Starfleet regulations, however, see things differently. In any case, I will be travelling to the starbase by shuttlecraft while Commander Dillon continues the Secondprize’s mission.”



“Do you have clean socks?” Commander Travis Dillon asked, as he and Captain Alexander Rydell walked down the corridor to the main shuttlebay. Rydell stopped and glared at his first officer.

“All my clothes are in the replicator program. Do you think I would program in dirty socks?” Rydell said.

“Just checking,” Dillon replied. “These things are important. Now, have you reviewed the regulations on state dinners?”

“What?”

“Sir, pardon my frankness, but your table manners are atrocious. Remember that dinner on Kaldor last month? I was worried you were going to ruin the entire peace treaty negotiations.”

“What are you talking about?” Rydell demanded.

“You used your dinner fork for your salad and your dinner spoon in the soup. My god, sir. It was completely wrong,” Dillon said. “You’re just lucky there were no admirals there.”

“I’m not listening to this anymore,” Rydell said, walking off down the corridor.

“I put a copy of the dinner regs in your travel case,” Dillon called after him. Rydell didn’t respond. “Have a good trip.” Rydell waved back without turning around. At least Dillon hoped he was waving back. He thought he saw Rydell’s middle finger extended into the air. Must of just been a trick of the light. Rydell was a bit unorthodox, but he’d never violate regulation 4699.4, sub-paragraph six.



Ensign Andrea Carr was waiting in the shuttlebay when Rydell entered.

“We’re all ready to go, sir,” she said brightly.

“I don’t suppose I could send Dillon in my place,” Rydell mumbled.

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t worry about it. Let’s get out of here.” He and Carr boarded the shuttle and prepared for departure.



“Shuttlecraft Consolationprize is requesting permission to depart,” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins announced as Commander Dillon stepped out of the turbolift onto the bridge.

“Give them the go-ahead, Lieutenant,” Dillon said, walking down to the command chair and taking a seat. “Lieutenant Sullivan, as soon as they’re away, continue on course to Vadax Prime.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said from conn.

“They’ve cleared the shuttlebay,” Hawkins said.

“Acknowledged,” Dillon said. “En..”

“I am detecting three life-signs on the shuttle,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said suddenly from the science station at the rear of the bridge.

“What? There’s only supposed to be two of them,” Dillon said. “Did Carr take along her dog or something?”

“Negative, sir,” Jaroch replied. “All life-signs are human.”

“What the hell?”



“Estimated arrival at Starbase Thirty-seven in three hours,” Carr said, looking back into the passenger area of the shuttle from the cockpit.

“Thank you, Ensign,” Rydell said, looking up from his padd. “Find some music will you.”

“Aye, sir.” Carr turned back to the shuttle controls and started scanning through the music files. It never hurt to score a few points with the commanding officer by impressing him with her knowledge of his musical tastes. Now what was the name of the guy the captain liked so much? It was something royal. Duke? King? The King! Elvis! That had to be it. She punched up an album of Elvis’ greatest hits. Soon, the gentle strains of Hound Dog were filling the shuttle.

“Ensign.”

“Yes, sir,” Carr said, looking back.

“What is this?”

“Elvis, sir. I thought you liked the King.”

“It’s Prince. I like Prince.” Although, Rydell had to admit that this was pretty decent. He needed to do some investigating when he got back to the Secondprize.

“And I like Mozart. So what?” an unfamiliar voice said from behind him. Rydell whirled around and came face to face with a young man holding a phaser. “That’ll be all for now, Ensign.” He fired, sending a stun bolt slamming into Carr’s chest before Rydell could react. The man kept his phaser leveled on Rydell as he walked up to the cockpit, shoved Carr out of the way, and pushed a few buttons on the controls.

“Who are you?” Rydell said, trying to sound friendly.

“You don’t recognize me?”

“Should I?” Rydell replied, studying him. He couldn’t be any more than twenty.

“I’ve been on the Secondprize for the last two years. I just thought that you might recognize my face or something.”

“Sorry,” Rydell said, shrugging his shoulders.

“My name’s Michael Rennicks. Now, are you remembering anything?”

“Well…there’s a Lieutenant Rennicks in Engineering, I think. Are you her son?”

“Bingo. I guess that quick thinking is why they put you in command of a starship, but they couldn’t give me what I wanted. Oh no! Not little Mikey.”

“What was it that you wanted?” Rydell said, hopeful that he could talk his way out of this.

“You’ll find out soon enough. Now just sit there and be a good hostage for the moment. We’re just going to sit tight a minute and let your crew get worried.”



“Any response to our hails?” Dillon asked, pacing the command area. Dillon was worried. Jaroch had detected a phaser blast a few moments earlier, and then some sort of energy field went up around the shuttle, preventing Dillon from beaming Rydell and Carr out of there. Now, the shuttle wasn’t responding to any hails.

“Nothing, yet,” Lieutenant Hawkins replied.

“What about that energy field?”

“The shuttle’s engines have been reconfigured to produce distortions,” Jaroch said. “They appear to be occurring randomly, preventing us from finding a pattern.”

“Have they altered course?”

“No, the shuttle is still headed towards Starbase Thirty-seven,” Hawkins said.

“Stay behind them.”

“What do you propose to do?” Jaroch said.

“I don’t know yet,” Dillon replied.

“Then I recommend that you let me handle this.”

“Why you?” Dillon said.

“Look at the facts,” Jaroch said walking down to the command area by Dillon. “There is a third person on board that shuttle who presumably has a phaser. The phaser has been fired, but all life-signs are still present, indicating that this person wants Captain Rydell and Ensign Carr alive.”

“So.”

“So they are now hostages,” Jaroch said. “Not to belittle your…abilities, but hostage negotiations are extremely delicate. I do not know if you are capable of handling them successfully.”

“What are you trying to say?” Dillon demanded. “That I’m going to get Captain Rydell killed?”

“To put it bluntly, yes.”

“Those are strong words coming from a borderline psychopath, nutboy,” Dillon said.

“You did not just say that,” Jaroch said quietly.

“Oh, yes I did,” Dillon said. “You’ve got at least ten weirdos living inside that skull of yours, and you think I’m going to get the captain killed. I’m sure J’Ter, the prince of subtlety, will do a much better job.”

“Excuse me, Commander Incompetence. How many times have I saved your ass from oblivion?” Jaroch said.

“I’ve never needed your help,” Dillon said. “And if I did, I’d go find a real scientist. Somebody stable.”

“They’d tell you the same thing I’m about to.”

“And what’s that?”

“Fuck off, you overblown, egotistical moron! The only ship of your own that you’re ever going to command is a bathtub toy!” Jaroch shouted.

“That’s it!” Dillon took a swing at Jaroch, which the science officer easily dodged. He dove in, grabbing Dillon by the neck and started choking him.

“Boys! BOYS!” Hawkins shouted. Jaroch ignored her. She leapt over the tactical console to the command area and threw Dillon and Jaroch apart. The two men started to move towards each other again, but were floored by quick boots to the genitals. “Now, are you two going to behave?” Hawkins said. “The captain’s life is in danger here!”

“You’re right,” Dillon gasped.

“Absolutely,” Jaroch squeaked.

“Good,” Hawkins said. “Now, don’t make me do that again, or I’m going to kick your testicles into your eye sockets.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Dillon and Jaroch grunted in unison.



“I’m sure they’re sufficiently worried by now,” Michael Rennicks said, stepping over Carr into the cockpit. Rydell gradually leaned down, grabbed Carr’s leg, and dragged her back into the passenger area.

“Andrea. Andrea,” he whispered, trying to bring her back into consciousness. She stirred a bit, but then slipped back into dreamland. Rydell was going to be on his own for a little bit longer at least.



“The shuttle’s hailing us,” Hawkins said surprised.

“On screen,” Dillon and Jaroch said. Dillon glared at Jaroch.

“Let me handle this,” Dillon said. He turned back to the screen just as the image of the shuttle gliding through space was replaced by the face of a young man. Dillon knew he had seen him before, but he wasn’t sure where. That could wait, though.

He straightened himself and took a step forward.

“I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. I demand to know why you’re holding two of our crewmembers.”

“I know who you are, Commander. My name is Michael Rennicks, and I’m holding your colleagues until my demands are met,” Rennicks replied.

“And just what are your demands?” Jaroch asked, stepping forward to stand beside Dillon. Dillon glanced over at Jaroch, then took another step toward the viewscreen.

“But understand that we are under no obligation to meet your demands,” Dillon said.

“And I am under no obligations to keep your captain alive,” Rennicks said.

“Do not do anything that we would all regret,” Jaroch said, taking two more steps and passing between the conn and ops consoles.

“Yes,” Dillon said, running past Jaroch and standing directly in front of the viewscreen. “There’s no need for bloodshed. You are in charge here.”

“Exactly. Now then, I want you to pull the Secondprize back another fifty thousand kilometers.”

Captain Rydell listened to Rennicks’ conversation with Dillon and Jaroch from the back of the shuttle. He moved over in his seat just enough to be able to see the image of the Secondprize’s bridge on the shuttle’s viewer. A quick glance at the shuttle control console told him why he hadn’t been beamed out yet. Rennicks had altered the engines to create a field that interfered with transporter operations. So, the Secondprize couldn’t get him out of there, but maybe he could still get onto the Secondprize. Rydell made sure that he was clearly in view behind Rennicks and set his plan in motion.



On the Secondprize bridge, Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins listened to the dialogue between Rennicks and Dillon with increasing boredom. They were negotiating over how far the Secondprize would pull back. Personally, Hawkins just wanted to takes the shuttle’s engines off-line with a few phaser blasts. With the engines gone, they could easily beam back Carr and Rydell. She could see the two of them on the viewscreen behind Rennicks. Carr was obviously unconscious, but Captain Rydell was fine. Hawkins stared a little harder. It looked like…

Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, also bored, walked by Hawkins on his way back to the science station.

“Jaroch,” Hawkins whispered. “Come here.”

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Jaroch said, obviously annoyed that Dillon, rather than he, was handling the hostage negotiations.

“Look at Captain Rydell. Is his mouth moving?” Jaroch looked at the viewscreen a moment.

“I believe you are right. But I cannot make out what he is saying. Come with me…discreetly.” The two officers unobtrusively moved back to the science console. Jaroch brought the image from the viewscreen up on his monitor and magnified the captain. “He appears to be repeating the same two words over and over.”

“Tractor beam,” Hawkins said softly.

“Of course. The engine distortions may be affecting the transporters, but we will still be able to lock on a tractor beam.”

“But won’t that anger Rennicks. He could kill Rydell or Carr.”

“That is a chance the captain appears willing to take,” Jaroch replied.

“How do we tell Commander Dillon?” Hawkins said.

“We don’t,” Jaroch said. “This is a direct order from the captain.”

“Good point,” Hawkins said, a smile spreading across her face.

“Get ready and wait for my signal,” Jaroch said. Hawkins walked back to her console.

“All right,” Commander Dillon said. “Forty-eight thousand six hundred and twelve kilometers. That’s my final offer.”

“Agreed,” Rennicks said. “Then, we will discuss my demands.”

“Now, Lieutenant!” Jaroch said.

“Now what?” Dillon asked turning around.

“Engaging tractor beam,” Hawkins said.



The shuttle rocked violently as the beam from the Secondprize locked on.

“NO!” Rennicks screamed. “This can’t be happening.” He turned angrily on Rydell, phaser drawn.

“It’s happening, all right,” Rydell said, kicking the phaser out of Rennicks hand and sending it flying across the shuttle.

“You did this…somehow,” Rennicks said.

“Ding ding ding. You win today’s prize.” Rydell threw a right, catching Rennicks across the jaw. Rennicks staggered, then recovered with a flurry of rights and lefts. Rydell held up his hands to guard his face, but the speed and fury of Rennicks’ blows was taking its toll. Rydell fell back, hitting a chair and flipping backwards. A moment later, Rennicks’ incredibly angry looking form was standing above him.

“All I wanted was to get into the C.I.G., and you had to turn it into this,” Rennicks said. He kicked Rydell in the side, knocking the wind out of him.

“The C.I.G.?” Rydell gasped. “The Culinary Institute of the Galaxy? Cooking school.” Rydell half-laughed and half-wheezed. “All of this because you wanted to go to cooking school?”

“YES!” Rennicks kicked Rydell violently a couple more times. “I WANT TO COOK! DAMN YOU!” He pulled his foot back and took aim at Rydell’s head.

“Don’t do it,” Carr’s voice said from behind him. Rydell could see she was aiming Rennicks’ phaser at him.

“I just wanted to cook,” Rennicks said softly, his voice quivering as tears welled up in his eyes. “They said my beef stroganoff wasn’t good enough.”

“I’m sure it’s wonderful,” Rydell said reassuringly as he stood up.

“It is. Oh, it is,” Rennicks said, his eyes brightening. “So’s my Chicken Marsala. I’m a good chef. I really am.”

“No doubt,” Rydell said. Rennicks faced suddenly clouded.

“Oh god. They’re going to put me away for this. I’m never going to be able to cook.” He looked at Rydell pleadingly.

“Yes, you will,” Rydell replied. After being taken hostage and punched and kicked, he still felt sorry for the kid. “You can cook on the Secondprize. We don’t have a cook.”

“But the replicators…”

“Forget the replicators,” Carr said. “Nothing’s as good as real, expertly-cooked food.”

“As of today, you’re in charge of the ship’s galley,” Rydell said. “No one’s ever used it, so you have some work to do, but if you’re up for it…”

“I won’t let you down, sir,” Rennicks said gratefully.

“Glad to hear it.”



Dillon, Jaroch, and Hawkins ran into the main shuttlebay at full speed, phasers drawn, as the Consolationprize touched down on the deck.

“Get ready,” Hawkins said.

“Yeah, don’t miss,” Dillon said.

“Thank you for that valuable tip, sir,” Jaroch said.

The door of the shuttle opened, and Rennicks leaped out.

“I’m going to be a cook!” he shouted happily. “Beef stroganoff! Pasta primavera! Chicken Marsala! Prime Rib!”

“Drop him,” Dillon said.

“Gladly,” Hawkins said. Three phasers fired, and Rennicks hit the floor unconscious.

“Psycho,” Jaroch muttered.

“Look who’s talking,” Dillon said.

“Do not start with me.”

“Guys!” Hawkins shouted.

“Sorry,” Dillon and Jaroch said.



“Captain’s log. Stardate 50299.9. Due to circumstances beyond my control, namely Michael Rennicks’ timely intervention, I was unable to attend Admiral Colby’s dinner. Damn. On a brighter note, Mister Rennicks has recovered from the warm reception Commander Dillon, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, and Lieutenant Hawkins gave him. He is hard at work converting the galley into the ultimate kitchen. If he’s as good at manipulating food as he was at manipulating shuttle engines, we should in for some damn good eating.”



“Captain’s log. Supplemental. I was wrong. I have requested an emergency shipment of extra strength antacids from Starfleet, since we used up Dr. Aldridge’s supply after trying Mister Rennicks’ beef stroganoff last night. At least, he didn’t make any dessert. I doubt that any of us would have lived.”
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Beaming There

Captain Alexander Rydell paced the bridge as the Secondprize sailed smoothly over the chaos below. Just a couple more minutes and everything would be fine.

“The storms are intensifying, sir,” Lieutenant Hawkins reported.

“Rydell to away team.”

“Go ahead, sir,” Commander Travis Dillon’s voice said. Between the static and the atmospheric distortions, he sounded a quadrant away.

“Status report,” Rydell said.

“We’re fine. Jaroch has located the data recorder in the probe’s wreckage, and we’re just about ready to beam up.”

“Good. We’ll be waiting. Secondprize out.”



“He sounds tense,” Dillon said, turning to Lieutenant Commander Jaroch who was leaning over the probe wreckage.

“Is that your expert diagnosis, oh great king of relaxation?” Jaroch said.

“So do you,” Dillon said. Jaroch freed that last section of the recorder and pulled it out of the wreckage.

“Seeing as how a well-shielded Starfleet probe was decimated by the atmospheric storms surrounding this planet, I believe that I have every right to be tense. If it were not for the scientific value the probe’s readings contain, I much prefer to be safely on the Secondprize.”

“You mean we could die down here?” Dillon asked.

“Did you pay any attention at the mission briefing?”

“Yes. But I missed the possible death part.”

“Funny. I would have thought that you would find that minor detail just a bit important.”

“Rydell to away team,” their commbadges barked suddenly.

“Dillon here.”

“Are you ready yet?”

“Yes, sir,” Jaroch said. “You may beam us up at any time.”

“And please make it quick,” Dillon added, looking around nervously at the landscape which had suddenly taken on a sinister dimension.



Lieutenant Monica Vaughn could tell she was staring too hard at the transporter console. The little blue dots representing Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch had multiplied. She shook her head and resolved the four dots back into two. Vaughn hoped they wanted to beam up soon. This constant vigilance was giving her a headache.

“Rydell to transporter room.” Finally.

“Vaughn here.”

“Beam up the away team.”

“Energizing now, sir,” she said, activating the console. The warning signal on the transporter console started flashing wildly. On the transporter pad, the beam activated then scattered away into nothingness. A metal box clattered to the floor of the pad.

“Are they aboard?” Rydell’s voice said. Vaughn checked her console. Dillon and Jaroch weren’t on the planet’s surface. And they definitely weren’t in the transporter room.

“Uh…we may have a minor problem,” Vaughn said.

“What kind of problem, Lieutenant?” Rydell demanded.

“I can’t find Dillon or Jaroch,” she replied. The comm was silent for a few moments.

“I’m on my way. Rydell out.”

Vaughn took a deep breath and leaned up against the back wall of the transporter room. She was in for it now, and flirting with the captain like she usually did wasn’t going to get her out of this one.



“Where are we?” Dillon asked, looking around.

“I have no idea,” Jaroch replied. The room they had materialized in was bare except for a set of red doors at the far end. The walls were just a plain metallic grey with no hints of decoration. Jaroch pulled out his tricorder and started scanning.

“I’m detecting a single life-form beyond the doors,” he said. Dillon drew his phaser and walked cautiously toward them.

“Is this wise?” Jaroch asked.

“Well, I’m open to suggestions, but I don’t think standing around here is going to do us much good,” Dillon said.

“You have no idea how much pain you cause me on the rare occasions that you say something intelligent.” Jaroch followed Dillon up to the doors. They opened them and peered out. The doors led to the outdoors, and the building they were in sat on the banks of a large body of water. The whole scene was surprisingly Earth-like. A woman in black pants and a gold coat carrying a briefcase was standing on the building’s steps like she was waiting for someone. She turned towards Jaroch and Dillon, spotting them. A large smile spread across her face as she approached them.

“You’ve been inside already? Wonderful,” she said warmly. “Well, what do you think? It’s perfect, isn’t it?”

“Perfect?” Dillon asked.

“I know,” she said. “But we at Century Twenty-three only sell the best.” Jaroch noticed a very familiar bridge off to his left extending across the body of water. He looked at the building again, understanding where he was.

“Uh…” Dillon began.

“It is most perfect,” Jaroch said quickly. “We will take it.”

“Wonderful,” the woman said, opening her briefcase and pulling out and extremely ancient style of padd. “Just sign here.” He pushed a light pen at Dillon. Dillon looked at Jaroch confused.

“Go ahead, sir,” Jaroch said. Dillon shrugged and signed the padd.

“Thank you very much,” the woman said. She shook Dillon and Jaroch’s hands and walked off.

“What’d I miss?” Dillon asked. Jaroch pointed at the bridge. Dillon looked and his eyes bulged outward. “That’s…”

“The Golden Gate Bridge,” Jaroch finished.

“We’re back in San Francisco.”

“No, we are in an exact duplicate,” Jaroch said.

“Really? But…”

“Please shut up. I was kidding. Yes, this is San Francisco,” Jaroch said. “And you just bought the first building used as Starfleet Headquarters. Congratulations. You are now one of Starfleet’s founding fathers.”

“Wow.”

“I have just, against my better judgement, given you immense historical significance, and all you can say is wow?”



“I have no idea what happened, sir,” Vaughn said after Rydell had arrived in the transporter room with Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins. “I was able to get the probe’s data recorder, but Dillon and Jaroch just vanished. It must have been the atmospheric distortions.”

“There’s no trace of them at all?” Hawkins asked.

“No. I’m sorry, Patricia,” Vaughn said. “I know that you and…”

“Drop it,” Hawkins said angrily. She fell silent. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you,” she said softly.

“It’s alright,” Vaughn said. “I just feel awful.”

“I know you did your best,” Rydell said. “Let me know if you discover anything.” He turned to walk out. Suddenly, the transporter activated. Vaughn stared down at her console in shock. She hadn’t even touched it.

On the transporter pad, two beams cascaded down, then dissipated.

“What the hell?” Vaughn said.

“Is that what happened before?” Rydell asked.

“Yes, but I didn’t do anything this time.” Hawkins just stared blankly at the pad.

“Are you alright, Lieutenant?” Rydell asked, putting a hand on her shoulder.

“I thought I saw Travis and Jaroch for a second,” Hawkins said.



Dillon and Jaroch hadn’t expected to be suddenly grabbed by a transporter beam. They were even less prepared to be dumped in the middle of a street. They looked around at the brick buildings lining the narrow road they were standing in. Dillon turned to Jaroch.

“Before you ask, I do not know,” Jaroch said. They heard a rumbling in the distance, and it was growing louder. “I do not know what that is either.”

Several people came running around the corner towards Dillon and Jaroch.

“Vamos, Trekkies! Vamos!” they shouted.

“Well, that’s Spanish,” Dillon said. “But what’s a Trekkie?”

“Again, I do not know,” Jaroch said. More people ran past, then a whole hoard more rushed by all shouting “vamos!” A second later, Dillon and Jaroch saw what they were shouting about.

Six angry bulls rounded the corner at full speed. Jaroch and Dillon screamed.

“Run!” Dillon shouted and took off.

“No kidding!” Jaroch responded, following right behind him.

Dillon and Jaroch ran for their very lives, dodging back and forth, but the bulls stayed behind them.

“What kind of place is this?” Dillon said.

“You tell me. It is your planet, human,” Jaroch replied. The bulls were getting closer.



“Could Hawkins have actually seen them?” Rydell asked.

“It’s possible, but that would mean we still have a lock on them,” Vaughn replied. “And all of my readouts say we don’t.”

“Can you check the log on that last beam?” Hawkins asked. “Won’t it say if there was someone in there?”

“It’s worth a shot, I guess,” Vaughn said. She didn’t get a chance to check. The transporter suddenly activated again.

“There they are!” Hawkins shouted, pointing at the indistinct figures in the beams. “It’s them!” An instant later, the beam vanished.

“Was it them?” Rydell asked.

“I think so,” Vaughn said, checking her console. “I still don’t have a lock on them, but the logs say there were two people in that last transport.”

“Well then, we’ll just have to be ready next time,” Rydell said.



Dillon and Jaroch almost tripped when they rematerialized. It took them a second to realize that they had been whisked away from the mortal danger they were in and deposited somewhere else.

Now they were in a shower. Fortunately, it was unoccupied.

“We may still be in the past,” Jaroch said, looking at the faucet head. “Either that, or we are on a planet that has not developed sonic cleaning devices.” Dillon pulled the shower curtain open. They were in a small bathroom. All of the furnishings were white, and a mirror hung on the left wall. A door was directly in front of them. Jaroch pulled out his tricorder and started scanning.

“Any clue as to where we are?” Dillon asked.

“Besides the obvious fact that we are in a bathroom, no. There are two life-forms nearby, though, and one of them is heading this way.” Dillon pulled the shower curtain shut.

A moment later, he and Jaroch heard the door open. They could see the silhouette of a figure enter and turn on the sink.

“This is not good,” Dillon whispered. Jaroch shot him an evil glare. The sink turned off. A second later, the shower curtain was pulled open. Jaroch and Dillon were faced with a naked man who looked an awful lot like Alexander Rydell. The man started screaming. So did Jaroch and Dillon.

“What’s wrong, Alex?” a voice shouted from out of the room. The man stopped screaming and ran to the door.

“They’re here, Travis! Remember I told you I dreamt I was on Star Trek. Well, they’re here. They’re in our shower!”

Jaroch and Dillon looked at each other in a panic. This would definitely not be good for the Prime Directive. They felt the transporter grab them not a moment too soon.

Alexander Rydell, twentieth century college student, turned around and saw that the shower was empty. His roommate, Travis Dillon walked in.

“There’s nobody there,” Travis said.

“But…”

“It’s late. Get a shower. We’ve got class tomorrow.” Travis walked back into the bedroom. Alexander sighed and turned on the water.



“It’s happening again,” Hawkins said.

“I’m on it!” Vaughn replied. She frantically worked the transporter controls as the two beams appeared again. She boosted power to all the systems and started to manually modulate the confinement beam. It was a battle every step of the way, but gradually Vaughn was able to adjust the system enough to pull in the beams. Slowly, Dillon and Jaroch materialized on the transporter pad. Dillon fell to the floor and started kissing the pad.

“Oh thank you, thank you, thank you,” he said.

“Good work, Vaughn,” Rydell said. He turned to Dillon and Jaroch. “Are you two alright?”

“We’re fine, sir,” Jaroch said.

“Oh thank you, thank you, thank you,” Dillon said, kissing the floor.

“Jaroch, if you feel like doing that, you can come kiss me,” Vaughn said smiling.

“Maybe later,” Jaroch said.

“OK I’ll see you in my quarters at nine. Dress appropriately,” Vaughn replied. “A robe should be sufficient.” For a moment, she almost thought she saw Jaroch blush.
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Optimum Interface

Lieutenant Emily Sullivan had one thing on her mind when she entered her quarters after her bridge shift: the SSDS. Sullivan had discovered the SubSpace Dating Service shortly after her relationship with Commander Scott Baird ended. Through the SSDS, she could talk to people all over the quadrant who were also unattached. Thus far, no one had interested her, but Sullivan hadn’t given up. She logged on every day from the moment she returned from the bridge until she just couldn’t stay awake anymore. She was down to only eating once a day, and she hadn’t done anything social with the rest of the crew in weeks. But Sullivan didn’t care because every day she could hear the SSDS calling to her. Nothing else really mattered.

Sullivan sat down at her console and put on the SSDS microphone-headset.

“Activate SSDS,” she said.

“Activated,” the computer replied.

“Log in. Sullivan 444 Mythic.”

“Passcode accepted. You may begin.”

Sullivan checked who was on line at the moment and started chatting with them. She didn’t even notice that her headset was getting a little tighter.



Nine hours later, Sullivan could barely keep her eyes open. She had to be back on the bridge in three hours, so she decided to log-off and get some sleep.

“Computer, end session.” The screen flashed and went dark. Sullivan tried to pull off her headset, but it wouldn’t budge.

“What the…” She didn’t finish the sentence. The headset wrapped around her face and shot the microphone down her throat. Unable to scream, Sullivan watched helplessly as wires and conduits reached out of the SSDS console towards her.



Lieutenant Commander Jaroch glanced at the chronometer on the arm of the command chair then at the vacant seat at conn. Sullivan was ten minutes late. Unusual, but not unheard of…especially lately. Sullivan had seemed very tired and distracted during her bridge shifts over the last couple of weeks. This was the fourth time she had been late for her shift this month. Jaroch decided he’d give her another five minutes.

Five minutes later, Sullivan still hadn’t shown up.

“Jaroch to Sullivan.” No response.

“Jaroch to Sullivan.” Nothing.

“Computer, locate Lieutenant Sullivan,” Jaroch said.

“Lieutenant Emily Sullivan is not on the Secondprize,” the computer replied.

“What?” Jaroch turned to Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins at tactical. “Has anyone left this ship?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Hawkins replied. “We haven’t detected any other vessels, we have all of our shuttles, and there hasn’t been any transporter activity.”

“Odd.” Jaroch walked back to his science station and started scanning. “No temporal disturbances. No subspace anomalies. Wait a second…there is one life form in Sullivan’s quarters.”

“The computer must be screwed up,” Hawkins said, annoyed.

“Undoubtedly. Jaroch to Commander Baird.”

“What?” the voice of the Secondprize’s chief engineer replied. He’d obviously been asleep.

“I need a full diagnostic run on the ship’s computer.”

“Hell. What’s wrong?” Baird said.

“It does not seem to be able to tell when someone is on the ship or not. It told us that Lieutenant Sullivan was not on board.”

“I’ll check on it. Baird out.”

“In the meantime, Lieutenant Hawkins,” Jaroch said. “Would you please go get our conn officer?” Hawkins nodded and stepped into the turbolift.

Commander Scott Baird stumbled out into the corridor outside of his quarters carrying an engineering kit and wearing only his underwear. He wiped the sleep out of his eyes and tried to remember why the hell he was out of bed anyway. Oh yeah. The computer couldn’t find Emily. It didn’t sound like much of a problem to him. Let her stay lost. Too bad he couldn’t keep it that way.

“Computer, locate Lieutenant Sullivan,” Baird said groggily.

“Lieutenant Sullivan is not on the Secondprize.”

“Then where the hell is she?” Baird said.

“Lieutenant Sullivan is in the Secondprize.”

Baird snapped wide awake.

“What do you mean in?”

“Lieutenant Sullivan is in the Secondprize.”

“That didn’t answer my question,” Baird said. He was awake now and running toward Sullivan’s quarters.

Lieutenant Hawkins was standing outside of Sullivan’s door when Baird got there.

“You waiting for me?” Baird asked.

“No. The doors won’t open, and they’re not responding to my security override,” Hawkins said. “I was about to blast them.”

“Hold off on the phasers for a second,” Baird said. He pulled a couple of tools out of his kit and opened the panel beside the doors. “Everything looks fine. The computer just isn’t opening the door. Computer, open door H896.”

“No, and definitely not for you,” the computer replied. Baird detected a slightly different tone to the voice. Something had definitely changed.

“Now can I blast it?” Hawkins asked.

“Be my guest,” Baird said, stepping back. Hawkins pulled out her phaser and fired. At first nothing happened. Soon the doors began glowing red, then white, then they vaporized. Baird and Hawkins ran into the room and stopped dead in their tracks. Emily Sullivan was inside, but almost completely encased in wires and conduits.

“Holy fuck!” Baird shouted.

“Hawkins to Doctor Aldridge. Get to Lieutenant Sullivan’s quarters now!”

“Holy fuck,” Baird repeated.

“Can you hear me, Emily?” Hawkins asked, stepping into the room. Sullivan’s body moved underneath all of the wiring, but did not speak. Hawkins turned on Baird angrily. “Are you going do something or not?”

“Yeah yeah,” Baird said. He pulled a tricorder out of his kit and started scanning. Dr. Elizabeth Aldridge rushed in just then.

“Oh my god,” she said.

“Can you get her out?” Hawkins asked.

“I don’t know,” Baird and Aldridge said.

“Find out!” Hawkins said angrily. Aldridge opened her tricorder and stepped up beside Baird to begin scanning. After a minute of nothing but the sound of humming tricorders, they looked over at each other’s screens.

“What do you think?” Aldridge asked.

“Not a clue,” Baird replied. “I’m not sure what’s happened to her.”

“The computer’s trying to kill her,” Hawkins said. “I thinks that’s obvious.”

“Not necessarily,” Aldridge said. “Her life-signs are fine…for now.”

“What do you mean for now?” Baird said.

“Well, she can’t exactly eat or take in fluids while she’s encased like this, and I can’t get to any of her skin to administer a hypo. In all honesty, Commander, this is more in your field than mine.”

“I was afraid of that,” Baird said. Taking a deep breath, he stepped up to Sullivan with a tool. Before he could touch it to the wiring, however, an appendage of metal extended and batted the tool out of his hand.

“Fuck!” Baird shouted, jumping backwards.

“Scott?” the computer voice said. Again, Baird noticed that it wasn’t quite the normal voice. Now, he knew why. It was half the normal computer’s voice and half Emily’s.

“Yes. Is that you Emily?”

“Yo…Nes. It is difficult to say.”

“Gotcha,” Baird said.

“She’s in the computer?” Hawkins said. “I’ve got to get to the bridge.” The security chief ran out of the room.

“Are you hurt?” Aldridge said. No response.

“Are you hurt?” Baird repeated.

“I am fine,” the voice replied.

“I guess she’s only talking to you,” Aldridge said.

“We’re going to try to get you out of there,” Baird said.

“I don’t want to leave,” the voice replied.

“Is that you or the computer talking?”

“Yes.”

“Why don’t you want to leave?” Baird asked, swallowing back his urge to lose his temper at the non-answer he received to his last question.

“I can communicate with others much more efficiently this way. There are no delays while the computer relays the information to me.”

“But there’s no you anymore,” Baird said. “You’re just a mass of wires with some organic material trapped underneath.”

“LIAR!” the voice screamed. On the other side of Sullivan’s quarters, the replicator activated and shot out a barrage of plates and silverware. Baird and Aldridge dove to the floor just before the volley sailed through the places they’d been standing in a moment before.

“Touchy, isn’t she?” Aldridge muttered.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Baird replied.

“I heard that,” the voice said.

“Emily, calm down,” Baird said, standing back up. “We’re just here to help you.”

“I do not need any help, and I do not need you. You had your chance.”

“Fine!” Baird shouted. “Stay in there and fucking die! See if I care.” Baird stormed out of the room with Aldridge chasing right behind him.

“You aren’t just going to leave her like that?” Aldridge demanded.

“She seems fine with it,” Baird replied without stopping or turning around.

“She’s going to die,” Aldridge said in desperation. Baird stopped. Despite all the harsh words spoken and all of the fights he and Emily had had during their three months together, he didn’t want anything to happen to her. Without responding to Aldridge, he turned and walked silently back into Sullivan’s quarters.

“Yes?” the voice asked.

“I care,” Baird said, pulling out the tool again.

“What are you doing?” the voice asked.

“I’m disconnecting you from the computer,” Baird replied, advancing again. The metal appendage extended again, but this time Baird was ready. He swatted it away and thrust in at Sullivan. The appendage recovered quickly and parried the blow. Soon, Baird and the appendage were engaged in an all-out battle. Baird thrusted and parried like a champion fencer while the appendage defended Sullivan ferociously.

“What can I do?” Aldridge shouted.

“We have to disconnect Emily from the computer,” Baird shouted back. “Cut the cable connecting her to the terminal.” Aldridge reached into her med-kit, pulled out a laser scalpel, and maneuvered behind Sullivan towards the cable. Another appendage shot out and swung at the doctor. Aldridge managed to leap out of the way just in time.

“You have to love multi-tasking,” the voice said.

“You always were a smug bitch,” Baird said.

“What!?” the voice demanded angrily.

“You heard me.” Two more appendages shot out at Baird. He dove to the ground beside his engineering kit and pulled out another tool. It was his two arms against Sullivan’s three. The odds weren’t exactly in his favor, but he had the fact that he was truly pissed off on his side. Baird jumped back into the fray, blocking blow after blow and advancing slowly on the connecting cable. In the background, he heard the replicator activate again. A second later, a plate smashed into his side. Baird grunted, but then pressed forward with more energy. Sullivan was really, really making him angry. Two more plates and a cup slammed into him, increasing his anger every time.

On the other side, Aldridge was dodging attacks from the appendage while trying to lunge in at the cable. One of the appendage’s attacks connected with her hand, sending the laser scalpel flying. It hit Sullivan’s shoulder, producing a flurry of sparks as the scalpel cut through the wires. The voice screamed.

In that second, the appendages faltered. Baird dove in and struck at the connecting cable. He could feel the appendages grabbing him as they recovered. More sprung out, latching onto him and wrapping around his body. Baird did not stop his assault, though. The appendages wound tighter and tighter, crushing his body.

Beyond Sullivan, Baird could see two appendages pressing Doctor Aldridge against the wall. Still he attacked. Black spots began appearing at the edges of his vision, closing in fast. The world became fuzzy and went dark as his arm went down for one more blow. Then, everything stopped.



“Scott?”

A voice cut through the darkness. Baird became aware that he still existed. His entire body sent aching messages to his brain that everything was still there, hurting but still there.

“Scott?”

Baird opened his eyes and almost screamed when he saw Emily Sullivan looking down at him. He sat straight up and looked around. He was in sickbay.

“Are you all right, Scott?” Emily asked. He looked at her.

“You’re out?”

“You got me out,” Sullivan said. “Thank you.”

“You’re thanking me? I didn’t think you wanted out,” Baird said.

“I didn’t at first. But now I’ve decided that maybe dealing with real flesh-and-blood people is better than having electronic relationships,” Sullivan replied.

“Well, don’t think you’re getting back together with me. Not after what you did to me,” Baird said.

“Not a chance,” Sullivan replied. “Besides, I have too much fun torturing you.” She walked off toward the doors.

“Bitch,” Baird said.

Sullivan turned back to him and smiled. “Asshole,” she said, then left.

“She didn’t sound too grateful,” Dr. Aldridge said, walking over to Baird.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, she called you an asshole.”

“And I called her a bitch.” Baird replied. “So what? Those were practically our pet names for each other while we were together.”

“Real healthy relationship there,” Aldridge remarked.

“It sure hasn’t done anything for my health,” Baird said, rubbing his aching sides.
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Choice Blend

“Captain’s Log, Stardate 51017.3. The recent transfers of Ensigns Kristen Larkin and Zachary Ford off of the Secondprize have left the bridge crew a bit on the short-handed side. Specifically, we now don’t have an operations officer. Needless to say, I’m a bit concerned. Starfleet has been plucking people off of my ship like we’re some kind of galactic temp agency, and I’m sick of it. Commander Dillon has been kind enough to lodge a formal protest through the proper channels. I fully expect to get a response to this protest sometime around the twenty-eighth century. Cynicism aside, I have an empty chair on my bridge that I need to fill. I have someone in mind. Now, I just need to see if she’s ready.”



Ensign Andrea Carr ran out of her quarters at top speed, inducing a confused bark from her dog, Morgaine le Fur. Ignoring her beloved pet, Carr raced towards the shuttlebay.

“Computer, what time is it?” she asked as she ran.

“The time at the tone will be seven hundred hours and six minutes…BEEP.”

“Damn.” She was supposed to have left the Secondprize six minutes ago to pick up Admiral Cooper for his inspection tour of the ship.

It took her two more minutes to get to the main shuttle bay. She burst through the doors completely out of breath and collapsed at the foot of a shuttle. Lieutenant Linda Kaplan, the shuttlebay control officer, walked over to her prone body.

“Running a little behind, aren’t we?” Kaplan said, giving Carr a soft nudge with her boot. Carr rolled over to look up at her.

“I…overslept. Are…they…mad?” Carr gasped, trying to catch her breath.

“They don’t know,” Kaplan replied. “I told the bridge your departure was delayed by a mechanical failure, but that you’d be ready to go at any time.”

“I love you,” Carr said thankfully, hugging Kaplan’s knees.

“That’s nice, but I don’t think my husband would approve,” Kaplan said, helping Carr to her feet. “Now, your pre-flight check is all done, so get out of here.”

“I owe you big for this,” Carr said.

“Just go before Dillon calls again to tell me how behind schedule you are,” Kaplan replied smiling. Carr ducked into the shuttle and sat down at the control console.

“Shuttlecraft Consolationprize to bridge. I am ready for departure.”

“That’s good to hear, Ensign,” Commander Travis Dillon’s voice replied. “Your problems have put you ten minutes behind schedule.”

“Aye, sir. Clear me for departure, and I’ll try to make up the time on the way.”

“You’re clear. Dillon out.” As always, the Secondprize’s first officer was charm incarnate.

“Opening shuttlebay doors,” Kaplan’s voice said. A moment later, the giant grey barrier separating the shuttlebay from the vacuum of space opened revealing the void beyond.

Carr lifted the shuttle up gracefully from the deck and guided it out into the blackness.



Four hours later, Carr looked up from her padd as the shuttle’s proximity sensor flashed to life. She checked the sensors. A vessel was approaching rapidly. Carr reached over and activated the comm system.

“This is the Federation Vessel Consolationprize to approaching ship. Please identify yourself.”

“This is the U.S.S. Horizon. Prepare to receive Admiral Cooper,” the voice replied. Between Dillon and the Horizon, it obviously wasn’t a great day for conversation.

“Acknowledged, Horizon,” Carr said as she watched the Nebula class starship approach. “Energize when ready.”

A moment later, she heard the whine of a transporter behind her. The Horizon shot into warp as soon as transport was complete. Carr turned to face the new arrival. He was an older man, about sixty, with straight black hair that was starting to show streaks of grey.

“Coffee,” he said, sitting down in the co-pilot’s seat beside Carr.

“The replicator is in the back, sir,” Carr replied as she set the shuttle on a course back to the Secondprize.

“Ensign…?”

“Andrea Carr, sir.”

“Ah. Ensign Carr, you haven’t quite grasped how this works.”

“Excuse me?” Carr said.

“You see, I am an Admiral. You are an Ensign. That means when I say I want coffee, you go get me coffee. It’s that whole chain of command thing.”

“Yes, sir,” Carr said. She put the shuttle on autopilot and went to the replicator in the back. For once, Carr kind of wished that she had Dillon around. He’d know whether Cooper really could order her to get him coffee. In any case, he definitely hadn’t made the best first impression.

“Since you didn’t bother to ask, I like it with cream and lots of sugar,” Cooper called from up front. He wasn’t doing anything to improve Carr’s opinion of him. That was the problem with being an ensign. They got all of the abuse. Captain Rydell and Commander Dillon never had to fetch coffee for people. Neither did Lieutenant Commander Jaroch or Lieutenant Hawkins or Lieutenant Sullivan or…

“And I’d like it before we reach the Secondprize,” Cooper said, breaking into her thoughts.

“Yes, sir. Sorry, sir,” Carr said. “Computer, coffee, cream, extra sugar.”

“Please specify blend,” the computer said.

“Any time now, Ensign,” Cooper said, his voice getting testy. Blend? Carr never drank coffee. How was she supposed to know anything about blends.

“Uh…sir?” she said.

“Are you finding coffee too difficult? What kind of ship is Rydell running over there?” Cooper said. He wasn’t making this any easier on her, but Carr was not about to let the Secondprize look bad…or any worse than it already did. She would just have to handle this herself. It was only coffee.

“What kinds do you have?” she asked the computer softly.

“Amaretto, Barrillo, Bonialia blossom…”

“Stop. Bonialia blossom sounds good. One cup of that with cream and lots of sugar,” Carr said. Bonialia blossom had a nice sound to it. Bonialia. Good word.

The replicator materialized the coffee, and Carr took it up to Admiral Cooper, whispering bonialia as she walked.

“Thank you,” Cooper said, taking the coffee. It was obvious that he didn’t mean it. He put the steaming mug to his lips and drained it in seconds. He suddenly slammed the mug down on the control console and turned to Carr with a huge smile on his face.

“Now that was a damn fine cup of coffee!” he said, then fell backwards against the side viewport unconscious. Carr screamed and hit the controls in surprise, sending the shuttle into a nosedive. After she peeled herself off of the viewport and stabilized the craft, she pulled Cooper into the back and lay him down between some seats.

“Admiral? Admiral? Are you OK? Please wake up.”

She got nothing in response other than soft, labored breathing.

“Computer, can you tell what’s wrong with Admiral Cooper?”

“Admiral Cooper is in a state of impaired mobility to due his complete unconsciousness,” the computer replied.

“No kidding. Why is he unconscious?” Carr asked, irritated.

“The most likely reason is that Admiral Cooper drank an entire cup of Bonialia blossom coffee.”

“So.”

“Bonialia blossom is highly poisonous to humans,” the computer said.

“You could have mentioned that earlier!” Carr shouted. Oh great. She’d killed an admiral. This was definitely not the best way to get promoted. “How long does he have?”

“Without medical attention, most humans die within three hours of ingesting Bonialia blossom.”

“How did I know?” Carr muttered. It would take her just about four hours to get back to the Secondprize. That was one hour too long…unless she took a short cut. She had looped around a sector that was the home of the Audrianis, but they had a tendency to shoot at visitors and passers-by. Unfortunately, she didn’t have much choice.

Carr sat back down at the controls and changed course. Hopefully, the Audrianis wouldn’t notice one little shuttle.



The door chime of Captain Alexander Rydell’s ready room sounded loudly, saving him from the reports he’d been forcing himself to work on.

“Come in,” Rydell said. Commander Dillon stepped into the room. Dillon wasn’t the most welcome guest in the world, but at least he was better than the reports.

“All decks report that they are ready for the inspection, sir,” Dillon said.

“I hate inspections,” Rydell said.

“They are a necessary part of the military structure,” Dillon replied as though he was reciting regulations.

“Oh yeah? Why?” Rydell demanded, standing up to confront his first officer.

“Well…they…promote discipline,” Dillon replied.

“Doubtful. Try again.”

“Uh…they give admirals something to do?”

“Bingo! That’s it exactly. They give admirals something to do and waste our time.” Rydell sank back down into his chair. “Maybe something will happen to Admiral Cooper on the way here.”

“Not likely,” Dillon replied. “He’ll probably just be cranky after a boring shuttle trip.



Carr banked hard to avoid the phaser blast lancing toward the shuttle. She heard a dull thud as Admiral Cooper rolled into the wall in the rear compartment.

“Sorry, sir,” she called back to the unconscious admiral. Her attention was quickly drawn back to the situation at hand as the Audrianis fighter looped around and made another run at her. Carr increased speed, racing straight toward the other vessel, then pulling up just before the Audrianis ship fired. Cooper fell toward the back of the shuttle, coming to a bone-jarring halt as his body smashed into the rear bulkhead.

“I don’t have time for this,” Carr muttered as she passed over the Audrianis fighter and kept going. On her tactical monitor, she saw the fighter turning to pursue her. Carr really wished that she’d taken a runabout on this trip. Instead, she was in an unarmed, unshielded shuttle with a maximum speed of warp two. Maybe she could talk her way out of it. She reached over and activated the comm system.

“This is the Federation Shuttlecraft Consolationprize to the Audrianis vessel. Please respond.”

“What do you want, Federation trespasser?” an angry voice replied.

“Well, safe passage would be nice,” Carr said. Another phaser barrage seared by the port side of the shuttle. The fighter was gaining on her.

“No,” the Audrianis said.

“I have a very sick man on board. If I don’t get him to medical attention soon, he will die.”

“Then let us kill you, so you can stop worrying about it.”

“Your offer is tempting, but no,” Carr said.

“Suit yourself.” Four more blasts flew by the shuttle. Carr put the shuttle into another dive and reduced speed. As Admiral Cooper rolled toward the front of the cabin, the Audrianis ship flew over her. She leveled the shuttle off, stopping Cooper’s forward movement and placing herself right behind the Audrianis ship.

“Consolationprize to Audrianis vessel. Surrender or die,” Carr said.

“Yeah right. Shuttles aren’t armed,” the voice replied.

“You folks must be a little behind on your spying. Now, surrender or face the wrath of the…bonialia blaster!”

“You’re joking,” the voice said. Carr hit the mute button.

“Computer, increase power to the replicator by three hundred percent.” She opened the comm channel again. “I’m powering it up now. Do you really think I’m joking?”

“Come on. That stuff makes great coffee, but a weapon?”

“Yes,” Carr replied. “Now, power down your phaser banks.” The Audrianis ship suddenly banked right and made a break for it. Carr took the opportunity to get the hell out of there at top speed.



“Consolationprize to Secondprize. Request permission to dock. Have an emergency medical team waiting for us.”

“What?” Commander Dillon’s voice replied.

“Open the damn door,” Carr said. “Admiral Cooper is dying.”

“Permission granted,” Dillon said quickly. The giant door of the Secondprize’s main shuttlebay rose slowly, revealing the landing area. Carr steered the shuttle in and touched down just as Dr. Aldridge rushed in followed by a couple of nurses with an anti-grav stretcher. They gingerly lifted Cooper onto the stretcher and raced off to sickbay. Lieutenant Kaplan walked over to meet Carr as she disembarked from the shuttle.

“Eventful trip?” Kaplan asked.

“I should have stayed in bed,” Carr replied.

“What? And miss all the fun you obviously had?”



Back in her quarters a few hours later, Carr received the call she had been dreading since arriving back on the Secondprize.

“Rydell to Carr.”

Morgaine le Fur sat up and looked around for the source of the voice.

“Carr here.”

“Please report to my ready room.”

“Aye, sir. Carr out.” She sighed and got up from her sofa. Her dog walked over and looked up at her expectantly. “You can’t go this time. I’ll take you for a walk as soon as I get back.” She headed out of her quarters toward her impending doom.



“Sit down, Ensign,” Captain Rydell said as she entered the ready room.

“Yes, sir.” Rydell looked at his desk console in silence for a few moments. Carr got even more nervous than she had been when she entered. After about two minutes, she couldn’t take it anymore.

“Uh, sir?”

“Yes, Ensign.”

“Is Admiral Cooper all right?”

“Let’s see,” Rydell said, his voice growing louder with each word. “You poisoned him, then sent him bouncing around the shuttle like a basketball!”

“Oh.”

“I’m just playing. He’s fine,” Rydell said, a smile breaking across his face.

“Thank goodness.”

“In fact, when he regained consciousness, all he did was rave about that damn fine coffee you served him. He was so overwhelmed that he’s decided to forgo the inspection and just say that we passed.”

“Really?” Carr said. Maybe her Starfleet career wasn’t quite over yet.

“I just have one question,” Rydell said, his voice turning serious again. “Now that the Audrianis think we have a coffee weapon, will they be developing a doughnut weapon to soak up our coffee?”

“Excuse me?”

“Once they develop doughnuts, we’ll have to move up to coffee cake. Then, they’ll strike back with danish. My god woman, can breakfast cereals be far behind! Don’t you see what you’ve done? You’ve started an all-out breakfast weapons race!” Rydell shouted.

“You’re playing with me again, aren’t you sir?” Carr said.

“You got it,” Rydell said. “Dismissed.” Relieved, Carr stood up to leave.

“Oh, Ensign,” Rydell said, stopping her exit.

“Yes, sir?”

“How do you like your position?”

“It’s fine,” Carr said, not sure what the captain was getting at. “Ferrying people and cargo gets old occasionally, but…”

“How would you like a change of scenery?” Rydell asked. She wasn’t going to get off after all. He was going to send her to a penal colony.

“Like where?” she asked, bracing herself.

“Oh, say maybe…the bridge.”

“The bridge?” she repeated in disbelief.

“Well, we’re kind of short of an operations officer right now, but if you don’t want the job…”

“I want it,” Carr said quickly, running over to hug Rydell. A bridge position! Now, this was a step up. “Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me. You earned it, Carr,” Rydell said. “But there’s one little thing you have to do first.”

“Anything! Anything!”

“Admiral Cooper has asked that you be the one to transport him to the Starship Truman. And he wants lots more of that damn fine coffee.”

“Is that an order?” Carr asked.

“I’m afraid so,” Rydell replied.

“Yes, sir.” Carr sighed and left the ready room. She looked at the ops chair as she stepped into the bridge. All that stood between her and it was one raving coffee-fiend. Maybe she could find a blend that would just knock Cooper out and not poison him. Of course, it probably wouldn’t have as poetic a name as Bonialia blossom.
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Cruising for Trouble



Chapter One



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 51306.5. We have arrived at Alkaxis Prime with the diplomatic delegation the Federation Council has sent to mediate the conflict between the Alkaxians and the neighboring planet of Tumsersa. It seems the Tumsersan leader keeled over dead at an official dinner on Alkaxis. The autopsy declared it severe indigestion, but the Tumsersans didn’t like that answer. War quickly ensued. Of course, we peace-loving Federation folk don’t like it too much when our members start blowing each other to hell. Therefore, we get to play diplomatic chauffeurs once again.”



Captain Alexander Rydell entered through a massive set of ten foot tall double doors into the meeting room where the evening’s negotiations were to take place. Inside, Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch were scanning for any weapons or explosives while Commander Travis Dillon stood in the corner trying to look like he was doing something useful.

“How’s it coming?” Rydell asked.

“We have not found anything unusual,” Jaroch said. “That is good news or bad news depending on how irritated you are with our passengers.”

“As tempting as blowing them all up would be, I’d prefer that there were nothing harmful in this room.”

“Please leave, Commander,” Jaroch said, turning to Dillon.

“What?” Dillon said snapping alert. He’d been watching Lieutenant Hawkins’s reflection in the glass doors of the trophy case he was examining. They’d been dating for several months now, but he still found himself astonished that Hawkins had feelings for him. Dillon tried very hard not to let his personal relationship with Hawkins interfere with his duties, but sometimes his mind wandered off without him.

“Looks like you just wasted a joke, Jaroch,” Rydell said.

“I was at least hoping for a bit of righteous indignation,” Jaroch said, disappointed. Dillon gravitated over to the window looking out at the sea. The room was near the top of the Alkaxis Great Palace, which sat on a cliff at the edge of the Peptlik Ocean. It really was a nice view. Pretty day, too. If only he had a boat…and knew how to sail.

“Anything else to report, Commander?” Rydell said to his first officer.

“Not a thing,” Dillon said, turning his attention back to the matter at hand. “We haven’t detected the merest trace of a bomb or other possible assassination devices.”

“But we’re still going to scan every person entering this room tonight,” Hawkins, the Secondprize’s security chief, added.

“Good. I don’t really feel like getting yelled at by Command if we screw this up,” Rydell said.



“Don’t worry, sir,” Dillon said, grabbing a blue, apple-shaped fruit from the bowl on the table. “If there’s a bomb, we’ll find it.” He took a big bite out of the fruit and immediately spit it out. That thing tasted like plastic. He looked at the fruit. Well, okay, it was plastic, and it had a blinking, beeping device inside of it that had just been damaged by Dillon’s teeth. It started to hum, the sound quickly growing louder and louder.

“Problem, Commander?” Rydell asked.

“I think I found the bomb,” Dillon said matter-of-factly. Realizing what that meant, he screamed and dropped the fruit on the floor.

It exploded on impact, blasting Dillon backwards through the window, out of the room, and sending him plummeting towards the ocean.

Jaroch was at the window in a flash, checking to see where Dillon had gone.

“Is he alright?” Hawkins demanded rushing over to the window with Rydell.

“He landed on the edge of the cliff,” Jaroch said, even more disappointment apparent in his voice. The three officers looked down at Dillon’s smashed body laying at the very edge of the cliff.

“I didn’t know legs could bend like that,” Rydell said.

“He’ll be fine,” Hawkins said.

Suddenly, the ground beneath Dillon crumbled away, tumbling down, with Dillon in tow, to the churning sea. Just as Dillon hit the water, a giant fish-like creature leapt up and swallowed him whole.

“Or not,” Jaroch said barely hiding his glee.



“Captain’s log. Stardate 51306.8. Thanks to Commander Dillon’s uncanny detection skills, the explosive device hidden in the meeting chamber was discovered before it could do any harm…except to Dillon. The plastic containing the bomb was specially formulated to be unreadable by most scanning devices. Without Dillon’s stomach, we could have had a real mess on our hands.

Speaking of stomachs, after some quick phaser work by Lieutenant Hawkins, we retrieved the fish that swallowed Dillon and cut the commander out of it. In celebration of the averted assassinated and the newly signed peace accords, we’re having a good, old-fashioned fish fry down on the surface. Even though he still has a bone or two left unbroken, Commander Dillon has decided to skip the festivities and remain in sickbay groaning in agony.”



“Congratulations, Commander,” Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge said as she helped Dillon sit up. “Not many people can say they survived being blown up, smashed into the ground, tossed off a cliff, and eaten all in the same day. You should have been dead three or four times over.”

“Unfortunately, the powers in the universe aligned against me have made that impossible,” Jaroch said. He had accompanied Lieutenant Hawkins to sickbay to check on Dillon.

“Stuff it, Jaroch,” Hawkins snapped. She leaned down next to Dillon and kissed him gently. Jaroch visibly shuddered.

“I don’t feel good,” Dillon said softly. Aldridge had been able to mend the broken bones, heal the cuts and bruises, and take care of the burns from the fish’s stomach acid, but Dillon still looked like a large asteroid had landed on him.

“I know,” Hawkins said. “But you’re a hero.”

“I am? Goody for me,” Dillon said happily. A second later, he was asleep.



“Please do not inflate his ego any more grossly that it already is,” Jaroch said.

“You can leave, you know,” Hawkins snapped.

“I am here for moral support.”

“I don’t think it’s working.”

“Yes, it is. I feel much better after seeing this suffering.”

“Travis almost died. I know you hate him, but can’t you just show a hint of compassion?”

“Where would be the fun in that?” Jaroch said just before heading out of the room.



********



Dillon had no idea how much time had passed when he regained consciousness. He really wasn’t even sure if he still existed. The only sensation he had was floating. Happy floating.

“Ahhhhhh.”



“Is he coming around?” Lieutenant Hawkins asked concerned.

“Doubtful considering the amount of drugs I pumped into him,” Dr. Aldridge replied. She checked Dillon’s vitals on the biobed readout. “He’s doing fine, though.”

Hawkins held Dillon’s hand and looked down at him. His eyes were open but vacant, and his mouth was locked in a goofy grin.

“We really need a vacation,” Hawkins muttered.

“Floating,” Dillon said softly. His voice was almost childlike. “Floaty-floaty float.”



Happy water. Floating. A nice boat on the water. Sailing. Sailing. Happy breeze.

“Hello, little fishies.”



“What’d you say?” Hawkins asked.

“Float. Boat. Snooze. Cruise.”

“Now, a cruise would be nice,” Hawkins said. “We could book a couple of cabins on a starliner and just relax for a few days.”



“Cruisin’. I’m just cruisin’.”

A commercial drifted into his mind, floating as free as he was.

“On a Simms Ship, we don’t stop.

We’re the cream of the crop.

You’ll eat until you could pop.

Drink life to the last drop.

Go on Simms Ships, we’re the tops!”



“A Simms ship cruise?” Hawkins said. “Are you serious?”

“I wanna ship!”



“I’ll book tickets and request leave for us!” Hawkins said excitedly before she practically ran out of sickbay. When Dillon wanted a vacation, he didn’t mess around. Simms Cruise Lines was renowned as the most luxurious starliner company in the galaxy. John Simms, Junior had spared no expense to make his ships unrivaled in comfort and opulence. Dillon was right; this was exactly was they needed.



“Floaty boaty bippity boppity boo!”

Dr. Aldridge pressed a hypospray against Dillon’s neck, rendering him unconscious once again. One of the nurses looked at her confused.

“Didn’t we want him awake?” the nurse asked.

“If I had to listen to him babble on much longer, I was going to have to kill him,” Aldridge said. “I figured he’d make a better recovery if he was still alive.”





Chapter Two



“How are you feeling?” Lieutenant Hawkins asked. Commander Dillon groaned and rolled over to face her.

“Much better,” he said, smiling weakly. “Doctor Aldridge says I can probably go back to my quarters tonight. I’m getting pretty sick of sickbay.”

“Was that supposed to be a joke, Dillon?” Doctor Aldridge shouted from her office on the opposite side of the room.

“No,” Dillon said. “And stop listening in on my personal conversations.”

“I reserve the right to eavesdrop on people in my sickbay. And considering I had to put you back together piece by piece, I think you owe me a little respect,” Aldridge said.

“We can talk later, Travis,” Hawkins said. She’d been looking at him adoringly ever since she walked into the room. It was starting to get a bit unnerving. Hawkins was never that…drippy.

“Are you okay, Patricia?” Dillon asked finally.

“Me? Perfect. Everything’s all set.”

“Great.” Dillon thought a minute. “Wait. All set for what?”

“The cruise. Captain Rydell approved our leave, and I got us tickets for the maiden voyage of the newest Simms Ship, the S.S. Pomposity.”

Dillon stared at her blankly. Cruise? What cruise? He considered the options here.


	He’d been somehow dumped into a parallel universe where he agreed to take a cruise.


	Hawkins had lost her mind and scheduled this trip thinking she’d talked to him.


	While drugged, he was forced to agree to something he’d normally never consider.




Ruling out 1 and 2, Dillon settled on option three.

“A cruise! I never wanted to take a cruise.”

“Yes you did. You told me yesterday!” Hawkins said.

“I was not here yesterday,” Dillon replied. “I was in a drug-induced state of la-la-ness. I hate cruises.”

“Well, it’s too late now. I’ve already got the tickets. I don’t see the big deal. It’s a two week vacation.”

“I don’t take vacations,” Dillon said. That was the truth. He was saving up leave, so he could take an entire year off. With him gone that long, Starfleet would realize his true value to them. Dillon had only taken shore leave once, and that was during the whole mess on the planet of obnoxious belchers. Even then, he’d managed to convince Starfleet that he hadn’t used any of his leave because he had to help Captain Rydell save the planet’s government.

Now Hawkins had just spent two of his meticulously-saved weeks for him. Two weeks that could have been used to prove his importance to Starfleet were now going to be wasted on some starliner with a bunch of tourists. Lovely.

“I think it’s about time you start,” Hawkins said. “It might help get that pole out of your ass.” She stormed out of sickbay. A moment later, Doctor Aldridge emerged from her office.

“Good one,” Aldridge said clapping. “I’ll remember to add ‘Galaxy’s Most Romantic Guy’ to your file.”



“She went behind my back,” Dillon said sulking.

“No she didn’t. You told her to book that trip.”

“That doesn’t count. I was incapacitated.”

“Would it kill you to go?”

“That’s not the point.”

“Sure it is. A woman you supposedly care about has asked you to take a trip with her. She wants to spend time with you in a romantic setting. You should be ecstatic, not angry.”

“But…” Dillon fell silent. He didn’t have any buts. Doctor Aldridge was absolutely right. Patricia had just basically said she wanted to spend two weeks alone with him. No duty shifts. No getting interrupted by red alerts. No annoying onlookers.

“And a clue has landed in his head,” Aldridge said.

“I’m such an idiot.”

“No news there. I’m releasing you from my care. Go find Hawkins and try to patch things up.”

“Thanks, Doctor,” Dillon said pulling himself out of the bed. His legs were weak and stiff. Wobbling visibly, he headed out of sickbay in search of Hawkins.



It was a short search.

The computer told Dillon that Hawkins was in Seven Backward, not that he really needed to ask. She always went there when she was upset.

Sure enough, Hawkins was seated at a table next to the viewports watching Alkaxis Prime rotate below the Secondprize.

Trinian, the Secondprize’s bartender, intercepted Dillon as he entered the lounge. She shoved a drink into his hand.

“I didn’t order this,” Dillon said confused.

“No, but she did,” Trinian replied gesturing toward Hawkins. “I’m just asking you to deliver it for me. You’re heading that way, I assume.”

“Is this some clever plan to help get her to talk to me?” Dillon asked.

“No, I just have better things to do. Take her the drink.” Trinian rushed back to the bar where Lieutenant Commander Jaroch was sitting.

“I assume Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins have had a bit of a falling out,” Jaroch said.

“Probably,” Trinian replied. “He looks like a man about to beg for forgiveness.”

“This sounds entertaining,” Jaroch said, stepping away from the bar.

Dillon put the drink down in front of Hawkins. She didn’t look away from the viewports.

“Thanks, Trinian,” Hawkins said.

“Hi, Patricia,” Dillon said sitting down across from her.

“What are you doing out of sickbay?” Hawkins said.

“Doctor’s orders. I have to try and find a…”

Dillon saw Jaroch sit down at the table next to theirs. The Yynsian turned his chair around to face them, watching expectantly.



“Can we help you?” Hawkins said irritated.

“Just observing,” Jaroch replied pulling out his tricorder. “Would you mind if I recorded this?”

“Go away, Jaroch,” Dillon said.

“Just let him stay there,” Hawkins said. In a flash, she drew her pocket phaser and zapped Jaroch. He fell to the floor unconscious. The other crewmembers in the lounge scooted their chairs farther away from Hawkins’s table.

“You were saying?” Hawkins said, turning back to Dillon. He looked fearfully down at Jaroch’s body then back up at her. She was still holding the phaser, running her finger idly along the fire button.

“Uh…well…Doctor Aldridge thought that…I know…well…I…you.”

“Spit it out!” Hawkins shouted.

“I’m sorry I was an idiot. I’d love to go on the cruise with you. Please don’t shoot me,” Dillon said quickly.

“You aren’t saying that because I’m armed, are you?”

“Only the please don’t shoot me part. I’m really looking forward to this trip. I’ve never had a real vacation before.”

“What changed your mind?” Hawkins asked, pointing the phaser a bit more in Dillon’s general direction. Now was the time to say something very sweet. Maybe then she’d put the phaser down.

“The idea of being alone with you for two weeks.”

“You sure you can handle it?” Hawkins replied, her eyes twinkling evilly.

“I hope so,” Dillon said. “We’ll just have to go see.”

Hawkins reached across the table and pulled Dillon in for a kiss.

“Oh, gross!”

“Do that somewhere else!”

“People are trying to eat in here!”

Hawkins ended the kiss and started shooting.





Chapter Three



“Commander Travis Michael Dillon’s Personal Log. Stardate 51312.4. After explaining the extenuating circumstances to Captain Rydell, he agreed not to throw Lieutenant Hawkins in the brig for assaulting 32 Secondprize crewmembers with her phaser. He did request that in the future I refrain from angering Patricia in anyway whatsoever. Sounds like a wise plan to me.

“The captain also agreed to divert the Secondprize to Rigel VI, where we will board the Pomposity for its maiden voyage; although, I think Patricia’s veiled threats to shoot more people if she didn’t get a vacation soon had more to do with Captain Rydell’s decision than any generosity on his part.

“In any case, the Pomposity’s two week cruise from Rigel to Vulcan should be very relaxing. Just me and Patricia. Two weeks alone. This ship had better have great entertainment, or we’re going to be bored out of our skulls.”



Dillon and Hawkins literally had to push their way through the mobs of people gathered on Rigel VI’s orbital docking station to attend the launch of the Pomposity.

“Half the quadrant must be here,” Dillon muttered.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” Hawkins said. “The passenger list for this cruise is a who’s who of the galaxy’s rich and powerful.”

“Then how’d we get tickets?”

“Family connections,” Hawkins said. “My younger sister was roommates with the Vice President of Simms Enterprises’ daughter in college.”

“At least they kept in touch. I haven’t spoken to my roommate from the academy in years. Actually, we didn’t speak much when we were rooming together.”

“It’s hard to imagine you sharing that little space with anyone,” Hawkins said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re just very particular about your belongings.”

“And?”

“Never mind, Travis,” Hawkins said laughing.

“Worf and I had a very equitable arrangement,” Dillon protested.

“You roomed with Lieutenant Commander Worf?” Hawkins said in disbelief.

“Yeah, so?”

“I definitely can’t see you rooming with a Klingon.”

“We got along fine…once we split the room in half. Anything of mine that went on his side, he sliced up with his bat’leth. Anything of his that went on my side, I returned to him unharmed.”

“Sounds very equitable,” Hawkins said pushing ahead toward the Pomposity’s boarding arm.



Up in the docking platform conference room, overlooking the chaos on the promenade below, John Edward Simms, Jr., president, owner, and chief executive officer of Simms Enterprises and its subsidiary, Simms Cruise Lines, watched the massive crowd with glee.

“This is exactly the kind of big, showy launch I wanted,” Simms said. “We won’t be able to fulfil the demand for tickets on the Pomposity.”



“Yes, sir,” his assistant, Merwin, agreed.

“That beauty was worth every bar of latinum it cost to build.”

The conference room doors opened admitting an angry older woman in a white ship captain’s uniform.

“What’s all this then?” she demanded in a huff.

“Captain Isaacs to see you, sir,” Merwin said.

“Thank you, Merwin. What can I do for you, Captain?”

“Give me back the Pomposity! I’ve commanded the maiden voyage of every Simms Ship since your father started the line thirty years ago.”

“Times change, Captain,” Simms said. “I’ve decided to take command of the Pomposity myself.”

“You? You have no experience!”

“Who needs experience? The crew knows what to do. We’re traveling one of the most boring stretches of Federation Space. Why do we need an experienced captain? You’re simply there as a figurehead anyway.”

“Figurehead! Why you overblown moron!”

“Show Captain Isaacs the door please, Merwin.”

“Of course, sir,” Merwin said with a quick bow as he roughly grabbed Isaacs’ arm and dragged her out of the conference room.

“So long, Mary,” Simms said with a quick wave before he turned back to observe the crowd below, a crowd that had gathered because of him.



“Was that Crown Prince Nuplatel you just shoved out of the way?” Dillon asked as he and Hawkins continued to ram their way toward the ship.

“Don’t know; don’t care,” Hawkins replied.

“WELCOME TO THE LAUNCH OF THE BRAND NEW SIMMS SHIP, THE POMPOSITY!” the loudspeaker blared suddenly.

“IT IS NOW OUR PLEASURE TO INTRODUCE THE OFFICIAL SPOKESPERSON OF SIMMS CRUISE LINES, MISS MINDY DAWES!”

On giant viewscreens hanging from the forty-foot high walls, the young, super-perky Mindy Dawes stepped up in front of a microphone.

“Oh no,” Dillon said.

“She’s going to sing,” Hawkins added in horror.

The shrill caterwaul of Mindy Dawes began to echo through the docking station, just as it did on every Simms Ship commercial.



On a Simms Ship, we don’t stop.

We’re the cream of the crop.

You’ll eat until you could pop.

Drink life to the last drop.

Go on Simms Ships, we’re the tops!



“Thank you,” Mindy said after finishing her song, her overdone brown curly hair bobbing along with her wild head movements. “I love you all!” Joyous tears welled up in her eyes as she blew kisses to the silent crowd.

“Who the heck is she thanking?” Hawkins said. “No one clapped.”

“She makes Doctor Singer look stable.”

“She’s got to be sleeping with Simms,” Hawkins said. “That’s the only possible explanation for her continued employment. Although, I’m sure she’s very popular on Kinsodi.”

“Why there?”

“Kinsodians are deaf.”

Finally, Dillon and Hawkins forced their way up to the boarding ramp.

“Hold on there, folks. Only passengers allowed beyond this point,” the Simms Steward manning the ship entrance said, holding his arm out to block Dillon and Hawkins’s path.

“We’re passengers,” Dillon said.

“I don’t think so,” the steward said, looking at their Starfleet uniforms. They weren’t even admirals. No one this…mundane would be on the Pomposity’s maiden voyage. These were obviously two nobodies trying to sneak on board.

“Here’s our tickets,” Hawkins said, passing a data chip to the steward. Skeptically, he put it into the verification module.

“Welcome aboard,” the computer said warmly.

“You are passengers,” the steward said, shaking his in disdain. How in the universe did they get tickets? “Your luggage will be brought to your rooms after we launch.”

“Thank you,” Hawkins said, taking back the chip. She took Dillon’s arm and led him onto the ship. “Cruise Simms Ships, where the machines are more friendly than the people,” she said once they were out of earshot of the steward.

“Why did you bring luggage anyway?” Dillon asked. “That’s what replicators are for.”

“Some of my casual outfits aren’t in the replicator,” Hawkins replied.

“All of mine are.”

“That’s because you’re wearing it.”

“I am not! Starfleet uniforms are not casual. Worf thought they were, but I never…”

“Travis, you’re babbling.”

“Sorry.”



Two decks below the boarding level, Simms Ship workers scrambled over a giant mountain of suitcases, trunks, travel bags, and luggage of every possible configuration, all of which had to be loaded onto the Pomposity and distributed to the various guest cabins.

Unnoticed amongst the horde of blue jumpsuited Simms employees, one of the workers climbed a bit of the mountain, then slowly his form began to ripple, turning from solid to an orangish gelatinous consistency. It transformed from humanoid shape to that of a black leather attache case and sat in the pile of luggage waiting to be taken on board.



Safely in his suitcase form, Ragoo plotted his next move. He had been sent by the Dominion to destabilize political relations in the Alpha Quadrant. Sabotaging the Pomposity would go a long way toward that end. Several planetary dignitaries were on board. If anything were to happen to them, the results would be unfortunate for the Alpha Quadrant. Ragoo laughed to himself. So much the better for the Founders and the Dominion.

Now all he had to do was cause a disaster. Most Founders would have this assignment taken care of without a moment’s worry. But this was Ragoo’s first mission. He was a relatively young Founder, just recently rejoined to the Great Link. Successfully sabotaging the Pomposity would be his one chance to prove his abilities to the other Founders. If he failed…he dreaded to think of the consequences. He’d spend the rest of his life in the Link, not allowed to go anywhere or shapeshift into anything. He’d spend the rest of his existence bored and miserable. But Ragoo was not going to fail. There certainly was no way that a ship full of rich, lazy solids was going to stop him from ending their little pleasure cruise.





Chapter Four



“My God! The hallways in this place are wider than my quarters,” Dillon marveled as he and Hawkins walked along the ornately decorated corridors, glittering with gold and diamonds. The substances themselves may have been worthless, but they made beautiful chandeliers and wall coverings.

“The Pomposity has nothing but the best,” Hawkins replied.

Dillon read the signs on some of the doors as they walked.

Shiatsu Massage

Swedish Massage

Vulcan Massage (Dillon had a feeling that would be fairly dull.)

Klingon Massage (And that one would probably hurt.)

Nude Orion Slave Girl Massage (Hmm. Mental note. Check back later.)

“This ship has everything,” Hawkins continued.

“I can see that,” Dillon said.

“I think we’re on the recreation deck,” Hawkins said, noticing the Full Contact Andorian-Style Combat gymnasium.

“Indeed you are,” a voice said from very close behind them. Hawkins and Dillon’s Starfleet instincts took over. They whirled around, pocket phasers drawn. A small horde of stewards and well-dressed businesspeople were standing around a man in a fancy, white ship captain’s uniform, complete with gold shoulder braids and spiffy hat.

Hawkins and Dillon relaxed and put their weapons away.

“Sorry about that,” Hawkins said.

“What are you doing on my ship?” the man in the captain’s uniform said, stepping forward.

“We’re passengers,” Dillon said.

“Impossible.”

“This is the second damn time today,” Hawkins said angrily pulling out her data chip with the ticket information. An assistant took it and put it in a portable ticket reader.

“Do you have any idea who I am?” the man asked.

“John Simms, Junior,” Hawkins said. “What of it?”

Simms was a bit taken aback. These were lowly Starfleet officers. They should have been impressed beyond belief to be in the same space as him.

“Their tickets check out,” Merwin said, handing the chip back to Hawkins.

“Very well,” Simms said. “But try to stay away from the media. I don’t want the elegance of this voyage cheapened by a couple of military types.”

“Listen up, pal,” Dillon said stiffening. “Starfleet is one of the most prestigious military organizations to exist anywhere at any time. Our officers are highly-trained and examples of the best the galaxy has to offer. I myself graduated at the top of my class and currently serve as first officer of one of the finest ships in the fleet. I will not stand here and have my career and my colleagues insulted like that.”

“Does he come with a muzzle?” Simms asked Hawkins.



“Johnny!” a shrill female voice cried from behind Dillon and Hawkins. Drawing their phasers, they spun around to intercept the potential danger. Mindy Dawes raced by them, straight into the arms of Simms.

“Hello, Mindy-kins,” Simms said sweetly. He playfully pushed her nose with his finger.

“Beep beep,” she squeaked happily.

“I’m going to be sick,” Hawkins muttered.

“Logan, show the officers to their rooms. If you’ll excuse me, we’re heading to the bridge,” Simms said.

“Nice meeting you, Mister Simms,” Hawkins said insincerely.

“Likewise,” he replied with equal sincerity. “And for the remainder of this voyage, the name is Captain Simms.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Hawkins said. “I’ll make sure to keep the lifeboat locations in mind.”

Simms glared at her, then continued on his way toward the turbolift with Mindy snuggled up beside him.



Simms’ steward/thug Logan ushered Hawkins and Dillon to their quarters by way of the service hallways and kitchen area, all the better to make sure none of the other passengers saw the riff-raff that had somehow gotten on board the Pomposity.

Finally, they re-emerged in one of the main corridors. Logan dashed toward a cabin door and opened it.

“Here is your suite. Enjoy your cruise,” he said quickly.

“I hope you aren’t expecting a tip,” Dillon said irritated as he and Hawkins entered their rooms.

“Not from you, sir,” Logan said disdainfully. “Good day.” He closed the cabin leaving Hawkins and Dillon alone in their suite. Dillon couldn’t help but marvel at the size of the place. A huge sofa wrapped around the room facing a faux fireplace crackling with holographic flames. Each furnishing had the look of an antique. On the far wall, an old-style mini-bar sat complete with built-in drink replicator. Two separate doors led off into what Dillon assumed were the sleeping accommodations.

“I got us separate rooms,” Hawkins said, noticing Dillon’s gaze on the doors.

“Great,” he said, not sure if he meant it. They had been together for close to a year now, yet still stayed in separate rooms. Having never really been in a relationship before, Dillon wasn’t sure if that was a problem or not.

“At least the room is welcoming,” he added. “But, these people have a lot to learn about courtesy and customer service.”

“Travis…”

“I am a highly trained professional. Yes, my profession happens to be the military, but that does not give these civilian pipsqueaks the right to insult me and my uniform. If this were a Starfleet ship…”

Hawkins wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him, shutting Dillon up.



“Travis,” she said after ending the liplock. “You aren’t on duty. This is a vacation. Just change clothes and start relaxing. We’re going to be launching soon.”

“That guy didn’t bother you?”

“Of course he bothered me,” Hawkins replied. “I just have enough confidence in my superiority to ignore insignificant toads like him and his employer. Now, are you going to go change, or am I going to have to start stripping right here to get you to keep your mouth shut?”



John Edward Simms, Junior stepped out onto the bridge of the Pomposity ready to face the waiting cameras and reporters. The bridge glittered so brightly that it was almost blinding. Everything that could be gold-plated had been.

“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you for joining us,” Simms said as he walked down the short ramp to the throne-like captain’s chair dominating the center of the bridge. Mindy followed him down and stood next to her captain. The room was at least three times the size of a Starfleet bridge and designed to overwhelm visitors with its immensity. Ironically, during the voyage it would be unoccupied. The ship could fly itself to Vulcan; the consoles were mostly for show. They functioned, but they definitely weren’t needed. And neither were the fifteen actors dressed as bridge crew who had been hired to rush about and look busy during the ship’s launch.

“Status report,” Simms shouted authoritatively. One of the fake bridge officers raced over to his chair.

“All systems nominal,” he replied, reading his lines off of the padd he was carrying. “We are ready for departure.”

“Excellent.”

“Oh, Johnny, this is so cosmocular!” Mindy exclaimed.

“Our next stop is Vulcan, so everyone not headed there had better get off the ship,” Simms said.

The reporters erupted into a flurry of raised hands and babbling voices at the news they were about to be put off the ship.

“Is there any truth to Captain Isaacs’ claim that the Pomposity is in incompetent hands?” one of the voices shouted above the crowd.

“Absolutely not!” Simms bellowed. “I have taken command personally just to make sure that absolutely nothing goes wrong on this trip.”

“Mister Simms! Mister Simms!”

“Sing, Mindy,” Simms said.

“On a Simms Ship, we don’t stop.

We’re the cream of the crop.”

The questions ended abruptly in a mad dash for the turbolift doors to escape the din of Mindy Dawes.

Simms patted the armrests of his captain’s throne lovingly.

“You hear that, my girl. Nothing is going to go wrong.”



Sixty decks below him, things were starting to go wrong.



One of the suitcases in the cargo hold began to ooze toward the exit. Gradually, the orange glop solidified into a non-descript man wearing the uniform of one of the Pomposity’s stewards. Safely in his new form, Ragoo left the cargo hold on his way to complete his mission.



“Attention all passengers. This is your captain speaking. We will be embarking in two minutes. Feel free to make your way to the observation dome at the top of the ship to enjoy the spectacular views of Rigel as we leave the solar system.”

“Come on, Travis. We’re going to miss it,” Hawkins said, pounding on Dillon’s door.

“Hold on,” Dillon replied. “Besides, it’s not like you haven’t seen space before.”

The door opened a moment later, and he walked out in a loose-fitting blue shirt and black slacks. Amazingly, he looked casual.

“Much better,” Hawkins said approvingly.

“Thank you,” Dillon said. They headed out of their cabin and down the corridor toward the turbolift. Hawkins rested her hand on Dillon’s shoulder. For one of the first times since she’d known him, he wasn’t tense.

“You’re actually figuring out this vacation stuff,” Hawkins said smiling.

“I know how to relax,” Dillon replied.

The turbolift doors opened revealing an older couple. Hawkins was sure she’d seen the woman somewhere before.

Suddenly, Hawkins felt Dillon’s shoulder tense up like steel.

The woman’s face brightened in joyous surprise.

“Travis!”

The man nodded curtly.

“Hi, Mom. Dad,” Dillon said, clearly not pleased with this turn of events.





Chapter Five



Dillon and Hawkins boarded the turbolift unenthusiastically, taking up positions between Dillon’s parents and a steward. As soon as the doors closed, Mrs. Dillon grabbed her son in a big hug.

“It’s so good to see you,” she said.

“Likewise,” Dillon replied. “What are you doing here?”

“Your father and I won tickets. The psychological board was having a contest or something. Right dear?” Dillon’s father grunted in the affirmative.

“Anyway, he won the tickets, and we’ve never been to Vulcan, so here we are.”

“That’s wonderful,” Dillon said flatly. “What are you going to do on Vulcan?”

“Oh, we’re meeting your brother there. He’s borrowing a house from some business associates of his.”

“Associates, huh? I didn’t think Vulcan had any swindlers or con-men.”

“Travis! That’s an awful thing to say about your brother.”

But it’s very true, Hawkins thought to herself.

“You didn’t tell me you were going to Vulcan,” Dillon said.

“Why would we bother?” Mr. Dillon muttered.

“I thought you’d be busy with your starship,” Mrs. Dillon said. “Besides, you don’t take vacations.”

“He’s on one now,” Hawkins said.

“You’re with him?” Mr. Dillon asked with a hint of surprise in his voice. Mrs. Dillon looked Hawkins up and down.

“Don’t I know you?” she asked.

“We met on the Secondprize during your visit a couple of years ago.”

“Patricia, these are my parents, Doctors Linda and Richard Dillon. You met mom when she came to the Secondprize a few years ago. This is Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, our chief of security and…”

Hawkins wondered if Dillon would actually say the words.

“…my girlfriend.”

He said them. Unbelievable. Richard Dillon burst out laughing.

“What are you doing with him?” Richard said. Before Hawkins could answer, the lift stopped at the observation level.

“Come on, Richard, be nice,” Linda Dillon said, ushering her husband out of the turbolift.

“Oh, I am just so happy about this,” Dillon mumbled as he and Hawkins followed behind them.

“Stop thinking about it and enjoy the view,” Hawkins said. Indeed the view was spectacular. The top level of the Pomposity was a giant arboretum complete with a stream. Swimming pools and jacuzzis dotted the landscape. The entire area was covered by a huge transparent dome looking out into the vastness of space beyond.

“See why I wanted to come up here,” Hawkins said. “We don’t have one of these on the Secondprize.”



Back in the turbolift, Ragoo tried to calm himself. The four solids he rode up with hadn’t taken any notice of him. Why should they? He looked like any other steward. Their conversation, though, had startled him. The two younger ones were Starfleet. There weren’t supposed to be any Starfleet officers on this ship. They could possibly present a problem. Ragoo had thought about killing them right then and there, but decided it would be best not to draw attention to himself before he had a chance to do his work. Returning his focus to the job at hand, Ragoo headed for the Pomposity’s auxiliary control room.



John Simms, Jr. saw the green light flash on his command chair signaling that the computer was ready for departure.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen,” Simms said, standing up and straightening his uniform. “Prepare to launch.”

“Uh, sir,” Merwin said sheepishly from the communications console. “Could you do that again? I didn’t have the cameras activated to transmit to the media.”

“Very well,” Simms said, retaking his seat. “I wasn’t real happy with my line delivery anyway.”

“All set, sir.”

Simms rose up out of his seat and straightened his uniform with a firm tug.

“All right, ladies and gentlemen, prepare to launch.”

The actors sprung into action as Simms surreptitiously pressed the launch button.

“Clear all moorings.”

“Thrusters at full.”

“Docking clamps disengaging!”

Simms had to admit that these actors were convincing. He almost believed they were controlling the ship rather than the computer guidance system that was actually doing the job.

“We have cleared Rigel docking station.”

“Excellent,” Simms said. “Take us out. Full impulse.”

“Helm answering full impulse.”

“And we’re clear,” Merwin said, ending the broadcast to the station. “Magnificent performance, sir.”

“Thank you,” Simms said. “Good work, everyone.” Mindy ran over from her chair just out of view of the cameras and hugged Simms.

“You were so commanding, honey! Can I sing now? We should have a goodbye song.”

“You’re absolutely right,” Simms said. “Put my lovely-one on ships’ speakers.”

“You’re on,” Merwin said, fighting the urge to cover his ears.



Dillon heard the ships’ comm system buzz to life and waited for what he was sure would be a mind-numbingly obvious comment from “Captain” Simms.

So long. Farewell. Auf Wiederzein. Good night.

Adieu. Adieu. To you and you and you.



“Auuugh! She’s singing again!” Dillon shouted holding his ears.

“Oh, Richard, she’s quite talented,” Linda scolded then she started to sing along.

“When did she lose her mind?” Hawkins asked softly.

“I don’t know,” Dillon replied. “I think it’s all those years married to a psychologist. Dad was probably performing experiments on her.”



John Simms, Jr. took a loving look around the now deserted bridge of the Pomposity. It was actually kind of a shame that no one was needed up here. The room was pretty damn spectacular.

“Lights,” Simms said. The bridge lights dimmed until the only thing visible were the lights blinking on the bridge consoles.

“Oh, it’s so beautiful,” Mindy said from beside him. “Just like Christmas.”

“It is nice, isn’t it?” Simms said. “Well, that’s enough of that. Let’s go mingle among the passengers and make them wish they were us.”

“Okey-dokey,” Mindy said smiling. She and Simms stepped into the turbolift leaving the bridge absolutely empty.

If someone had been on duty, they might have noticed the ship’s course start to change. It wasn’t drastic; certainly not a big enough turn that anyone who wasn’t watching the course readouts would notice. But the Pomposity was no longer headed for Vulcan.



In the equally deserted auxiliary control room, Ragoo finished programming the new course into the Pomposity’s navigational computer.

Before he could make his escape, Ragoo heard footsteps headed his direction. In a panic, he quickly shapeshifted into the first image that sprung to mind.

“This is such a waste of time.”

“They pay us to do security checks, so that’s what we do, whether they’re needed or not.”

Two of the Pomposity’s stewards peeked into auxiliary control. The room was normal. Just computers and a small fountain with a statue of Cupid spitting water into a pool.

“See, not a damn thing.”

“I can’t believe they bothered to put a fountain in here.”

The auxiliary control doors closed again just as the water began to ooze over the fountain walls with a life of its own. Gradually, the stone Cupid melted along with it into a glopy mess which resolved itself into Ragoo.

Mission accomplished.

Now, all he had to do was get rid of the Starfleet officers before they realized something was wrong on the Pomposity.



“Well, that was lovely,” Linda Dillon said. Richard Dillon grunted in agreement or acknowledgment or something. Maybe he was just clearing his throat. It was hard for Hawkins to tell. She knew Borg who were better conversationalists that Travis’ father.

“It was very nice,” Hawkins said. “Even though we’re in space all the time, we don’t often get that kind of view.”

“There’s certainly a lot of it out there,” Dillon said.

“What?”

“Space.”

“Oh.”

“So…Patricia, is it?” Linda began.

“Yes.”

“Patricia, what takes you and Travis to Vulcan?”

“Nothing really. We’re just here for the cruise,” Hawkins replied.

“We wanted to spend some time alone,” Dillon said, hoping his mother would catch the broad hint implied in his statement.

“Well, you two have got to have dinner with us in the forward dining room tonight,” Linda said. Obviously, the hint flew right by her.

“Great,” Dillon said unenthusiastically.

“We’re going to be in the Saturn Room which is on deck thirteen.”

“Fourteen,” Richard said.

“Fine, fourteen. It’s near the front of the ship. Don’t get confused because there’s a Jupiter Lounge at the rear of deck fourteen. This ship just has too many restaurants.”

“Thirty-seven,” Richard said.

“That’s just too many.”

“We’ll see you at dinner, Mom,” Dillon said heading back toward the turbolift.

“Alright, dear. 7:00. Don’t forget.”

“We won’t,” Hawkins said chasing after Dillon.

“Bye, Dad,” Dillon called.

Richard just grunted.





Chapter Six



“Travis, are you coming or not?” Hawkins shouted as she paced the floor of their cabin.

“Just a minute,” Dillon’s voice replied from behind his closed bedroom door.

“You’ve been saying that for the last half-hour.”

The bedroom door opened finally, and Dillon walked out into the living room straightening the cummerbund of his tuxedo.

“Why is it every time we go out somewhere for dinner I end up in one of these things?” Dillon said, shifting uncomfortably in the tux.

“Blind luck,” Hawkins replied. “Now, we’re going to be late for dinner.”

“They’re my parents; they’ll wait.”

“And you’re the one who’s usually so anal about being on time.”

“I’m on vacation,” Dillon muttered. “I’m in no hurry to spend a large portion of it with my family.”

“I’ll try to keep you distracted,” Hawkins said, spinning around quickly so Dillon could get a full view of her dress. He’d been so wrapped up in his own whining that he hadn’t even taken a look at her.

The dress was something she’d picked up on Risa years earlier. She’d been saving it for a special occasion. Well, actually, any occasion would have done, but her social life hadn’t exactly been active until she started seeing Dillon. This cruise was a perfect opportunity to pull the dress out of her closet where it had hung since she bought it.

The tailor on Risa, a planet not known for its modesty anyway, had made the gown as form fitting as possible. Its sparkling red fabric seemed to mold itself to Hawkins as she put it on. Two spaghetti straps held up the top leaving her neck and arms bare. Thin, cris-crossed strips of the fabric also allowed tantalizing views of her back, midriff and legs.

“Wow,” Dillon said softly. “I can’t believe you’re going to wear that around my mother.”

Hawkins stormed over to him, placing her hands on the sides of his face and dragging it right in front of hers.

“Stop thinking about your parents!” she demanded. “We’re going to have a nice dinner. Understand?”

“Got it.”

“If the conversation becomes too annoying, we’ll just get up and dance for a while.”

“Oh, that will help. I just love dancing so much,” Dillon said sarcastically.

“Shut up and let’s go,” Hawkins said, shifting her grip to Dillon’s bow tie and dragging him out of the cabin.



Ragoo watched Dillon and Hawkins leave their cabin and head for the turbolift. Ever since discovering the presence of two Starfleet officers on board, he’d been a puddle of paranoia. Why were they here? Had the Federation somehow gotten wind of his plan to sabotage the Pomposity? The easiest course of action would be to just kill them and get it over with, but the Pomposity was still too close to Federation space to risk drawing attention to himself.



Instead, he’d just have to be patient and keep an eye on them. Quite possibly, they had no idea a changeling was on board. A bit of surveillance would give him the information he needed on the unwanted Starfleet intruders.

Still in the guise of a steward, Ragoo stepped out from his hiding place and followed Dillon and Hawkins to the turbolift.



“Deck please,” the turbolift said in a sing song voice.

“Deck thirteen,” Hawkins said.

“Thank you.” The doors began to close.

“No. Fourteen,” Dillon corrected quickly. The doors stopped, reopened, then started to close again.

“Halt doors,” Hawkins said. She turned on Dillon. “Are you sure?”

“Positive. Mom, said deck fourteen near the bow of the ship.”

“I thought she said thirteen.”

“Deck please,” the turbolift said.

“Just a second,” Hawkins said.

“She did say thirteen, but Dad said that was wrong,” Dillon explained.

“I don’t know.”

“Trust me.”

“Deck please,” the turbolift said, a bit more insistently.

“But you’re the one who doesn’t want to go to this dinner.”

“I do so.”

“No you don’t!”

“Well, maybe not,” Dillon said. “But I wouldn’t purposely send us to the wrong deck!”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes!”

“Fine,” Hawkins said.

“Would you two make a decision!” the turbolift shouted.

“Deck Fourteen!” Hawkins and Dillon yelled.

“I can hear you. No need to get nasty,” the turbolift replied. The doors began to close. Suddenly, an arm reached in, preventing the doors from closing all the way. If Dillon and Hawkins had been paying attention, they might have noticed the arm bend in strangely as the doors closed on it.

“Hold the elevator,” Ragoo said as the doors reopened. He stepped into the turbolift, gave a quick nod to Hawkins and Dillon, then moved to the back of the lift car.

“Deck please.”

“Oh god! Not again!” Hawkins said.

“Fourteen,” Dillon said. He looked back at Ragoo expectantly. Ragoo did nothing. “Hello? What deck do you want?”

“Oh, Deck Fifteen,” Ragoo said.

“Thank you,” the turbolift said, at long last beginning its ascent.



“Don’t mind me,” Ragoo said. “You two go ahead and have whatever conversation you would have if I were not here. I hear nothing. Private talk is not a problem.”

Hawkins glared at him.

“Sorry. Never mind. Just pretend I’m not here.”

“Fine,” Hawkins said. She turned to Dillon. “God this steward is an annoying moron,” she said, taking Ragoo up on his offer to pretend he wasn’t around. “Whoever hired that nimrod ought to be fired along with him.”

Ragoo felt his fist turning into a large sledgehammer. Fighting for control of his anger, he willed the sledgehammer away.

“Patricia, be nice,” Dillon said uncomfortably.

“Why? He said pretend he wasn’t here. It’s the fool’s own fault.”

Ragoo’s fist stretched into a very nasty looking serrated blade, perfect for painfully ripping the flesh of a solid.

“No,” Ragoo said, forcing the blade down.

“Have you decided to be here after all?” Hawkins asked without turning to look at him. Ragoo’s blade/arm shot up toward Hawkins’s back. He stopped it just before he would have impaled her. This was exactly the sort of behavior the elder Founder’s had warned him about. If he let his emotions control him, he was bound to spoil everything.

The turbolift thankfully slowed to a stop at Deck Fifteen allowing Ragoo to leave the turbolift without killing anyone. The woman would die horribly and painfully later.

“Bye now,” Hawkins said with a smile and a wave just as the doors closed again. Ragoo ignored her and raced to the jefferies tube access panel running near the turbolift. He oozed inside and slid quickly up a level to Deck Fourteen. After oozing back out into the corridor, he transformed into as small of a mouse as his body mass would allow and ran toward the Saturn Room.

He caught up with Dillon and Hawkins just as they were about to enter the dining room. The older female solid who had been with Dillon and Hawkins in the turbolift earlier that day was waving them over to a table located near a group of potted plants. Ragoo ran ahead and took up a position behind the empty chairs at Mr. and Mrs. Dillon’s table. As unobtrusively as possible, he changed into a tall, leafy plant, blending in with the other plants in the grouping by the table.

“Sorry we’re late,” Hawkins said as she and Dillon approached the table.

“You women always take too long to get ready,” Richard Dillon said.

“Actually, it was me,” Dillon said. “These tuxes are a pain.”

“If you wore them more often, you wouldn’t think so,” Richard said, sitting up straighter in his tuxedo as if to make a point. “I wear mine at least six times a year.”

“Your father has become quite a star in the psychological world,” Linda Dillon said.

“So I’ve heard,” Dillon replied.

“He was just published in the Ligellian Psychological Review,” Linda told Hawkins. “And the Vulcan Science Academy Journal just raved about his book. Well, as much as Vulcans rave about anything, I guess.”

“Fascinating,” Dillon said flatly.



“And your brother’s been doing well for himself out at that Waystation place, too,” Richard said. “Some of my friends on the colony review board have told me Bradley’s the number one supplier for the colony ships headed toward the Beta Quadrant.”

“Can we change the subject?”

“Why?” Richard said. “You haven’t even asked about your mother.”

“She sends me updates,” Dillon said. “I heard all about the college news.”

“Your mother is president of one of the most prestigious universities on Earth. Johns Hopkins is a name that demands respect!”

“I know Dad.”

“And what are you?”

“Oh, here it comes,” Dillon said.

“Richard, not now,” Linda said.

“Waiter,” Hawkins said, trying to flag someone, anyone.

“Yes, madam,” a waiter said, quickly rushing over.

“We’d like to order,” Linda said.

“And I’d like to order the strongest drink you have,” Hawkins said. This was going to be a long meal.

“Make that two of them,” Dillon said.





Chapter Seven



Ragoo was really starting to wish that he’d picked another method of surveillance. The Starfleet officers, Patricia Hawkins and Travis Dillon as he’d gathered from the conversation, seemed to be doing nothing more than talking…incessant talking…never-ending talking. It was driving the changeling mad.

And the two other solids, Dillon’s parents, were even worse. They kept prodding and pushing the Starfleeters to talk more and more and more and AUGHHHHHH!



This is never going to end, Dillon thought as his mother started in again with the story about him and the time he broke Ambassador Sarek’s window when they were visiting his uncle, Admiral Matt Dillon in San Francisco. .

“…and the ball smashed the window and a ceremonial vase before hitting the ambassador right in the forehead. Travis was sure that Sarek would personally see to it that he never set foot into Starfleet Academy after that one.”

“Wow,” Hawkins said, turning to Dillon. “Worf was your roommate. You knocked out Sarek. You’ve met some of the biggies.”

“Yeah. Several brushes with greatness,” Richard Dillon said. “He just can’t get any for himself.”

Dillon had just about had enough. In the space of less than an hour, his career had been ridiculed, every mistake he’d ever made had been dredged back to the light, and it showed no sign of stopping.

To control his anger, Dillon reached back and started ripping leaves off of the plant behind his chair.



Riiiiiiipppppppppppppp!!!!!!!!

PAIN!!!

Riiiiiiipppppppppppppp!!!!!!!

HORRIBLE PAIN!!!

Ragoo had to use every ounce of willpower he had not to lose his shape as Dillon ripped off pieces of his body and dropped them to the floor. Luckily, most of them landed close enough that, when they lost their leaf shape, they oozed right back into his body. A few others lay unnoticed in little orange puddles. The pain, however, was excruciating.

Riiiiiiipppppppppppppp!!!!!!



“I take it you wanted Travis to do something else,” Hawkins said diplomatically. Richard turned his attention away from berating his son for a moment.

“He was supposed to carry on the family work,” Richard said. “The first Dillon child has been a psychologist for generations upon generations. We can date Dillon psychologists all the way back to the 20th century. Back then, some Dillon’s chose other lines of work, but the general path had been set. And since 2136, we Dillons have practiced psychology in Baltimore.”



“That’s quite a tradition,” Hawkins said.

“You know it, young lady,” Richard replied. He pointed accusingly at Dillon. “And you, need to come back where you belong. You’re only in your thirties. It’s not too late to get the degree you need.”

“I like Starfleet,” Dillon said, struggling to remain calm. He ripped off a few more leaves.

“Maybe it is time the family branched out a little,” Hawkins said. What was she doing? She had no business trying to reconcile these two. This tact and diplomacy crap was more Counselor Webber’s line of work.

“That’s why we have more than one child. Travis’ brother went out and opened a successful business. Travis has other obligations to his family, though.”

“Dad, we’ve been through this for years. I am not leaving Starfleet.”

“You are turning your back on Dillon psychologists all the way back to Wayne Dillon, your great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great grandfather…or something like that.”

“His son didn’t become a psychologist,” Dillon retorted.

“True, but if he had, maybe he would have avoided a lot of his later issues. The only good thing he did was have some decent children.”

Listening to Richard verbally thrash his son, Hawkins had to wonder just how good of a psychologist he was. This didn’t sound like someone she’d want to tell all of her problems too.

“Does the fact that I’m 33 mean anything to you? I’ve been legally an adult for 15 years. Beyond that, I have a position of authority and respect aboard one of Starfleet’s finest vessels. I don’t need lectures from you on what my career could be like. It’s pretty damn good right now.”

“Travis! Your language!” Linda Dillon said.

“Sorry, Mom.”

Hawkins waited for Richard to respond. Other than exaggerating a bit about getting respect and the Secondprize being one of Starfleet’s finest ships, Dillon had spoken amazingly eloquently.

“Good! Hah!” Richard scoffed. “What happened to ‘Captain Dillon’? Huh? Where’s your command?”

“That was out of my hands,” Dillon replied. Honestly, it was. He’d been promoted to captain briefly a year and a half before, but his ship, the Edsel, had been put back in drydock. Then, the ship was sent out with a temporary commanding officer solely because the Secondprize was too far away from Earth for Dillon to return to take over. Uncle Matt assured him that he’d get command again. But then the Edsel disappeared in an anomaly called the Bermuda Expanses out beyond Waystation. So much for that.

“Well, I’m stuffed. How about you all?” Hawkins said, trying to change the subject.

“You were never supposed to be promoted,” Richard said.

“What?” Dillon said in disbelief.

“Uncle Matt talked Picard into it. After your run-in with the Klingons, they decided it was a big mistake and demoted you.”

“You’re lying!”

“Am I? Ask Matt. He’s the one who told me. They just wanted to spare your feelings and your damn ego.”



“I can’t believe that you’d sink to making stuff up to try and get me out of Starfleet.”

“I’m not making it up. Am I Linda?”

“Richard! Don’t drag me into this,” Linda said.

“Mom?” Dillon said, turning to her for some kind of answer.

“You know your abilities, honey,” Linda said, dodging the question.

“Stop babying the boy,” Richard snapped. “You stink as an officer, Travis. The only reason you made commander is that they needed somebody gullible to stick on the Secondprize under an untried captain. That whole ship was nothing but a dumping ground for Starfleet’s flotsam.”

“Hey!” Hawkins said angrily.

“Honey, I think we should call it a night,” Linda said.

“It’s so pathetic that you have to sink to lies and insults to try and force me to do what you want.” Dillon said, standing up from the table. “I’m stronger than that. I don’t believe a word of your bullshit…sorry, Mom. Now, goodnight!”

Dillon kicked the plant over behind his chair and stormed out of the restaurant.

“We’ll see you both tomorrow,” Linda said to Hawkins. “But we’ve got dinner plans. We’re supposed to eat with Captain Simms.”

“I don’t think Travis is going to have much of an appetite anyway,” Hawkins replied.

“Do yourself a favor,” Richard said. “Find a man more worth your time.”

“Travis’ brother Bradley is very nice,” Linda said. “And available.”

“I don’t think so. We’ve met.” Hawkins walked away from the table. She’d seen some bad parents before, but these two were ridiculous. No wonder Dillon was so screwed up. Obviously, they both liked his brother better.

She was almost at the exit when she decided that she couldn’t leave without one little parting shot.

“Besides,” Hawkins said, turning toward them as an evil grin spread across her face. “Travis is so fit and energetic…especially in bed.” Hawkins watched gleefully as Linda’s mouth dropped open in shock and Richard scowled. It was time for the finishing touch. “I’ve just never met anyone like him. He’s a real man.”

She hurried out of the restaurant before she could start laughing. Dillon was waiting for her by the turbolift.

“So, what else did they have to say?” he muttered.

“They’re eating with the captain tomorrow night.”

“Great. All three of them can bash Starfleet…and me.”

“I put in a good word for you,” Hawkins said. Dillon could tell by the glint in her eye that something was up.

“What did you say?” he asked, not really sure if he wanted to know.

“Not much. I said that I didn’t want to date your brother and that you’re great in bed.”

“Wonderful. I’m sure they loved hearing about our sex life.”

“Who was talking about sex?”

“But…”



“I’ve never met anyone as good at making a bed as you are. I’ve bounced strips of latinum off of your sheets some days.”

Dillon couldn’t help but smile.

“Much better,” Hawkins said, kissing him. “You always look so goofy when you’re depressed. I can’t stand it.”

“I’ll try to remember that.”

“Good. Or I’ll go run off with Bradley.”

“Don’t even joke about that.”



Ragoo slowly let go of his shape and oozed in between some of the other plants in the restaurant. Little bits of him glistening underneath the Dillon’s vacated table. He’d retrieve them in a second. First, he needed to try and get a handle on the pain he was in.

“AAAAAAAUUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!!!!!”

The scream rattled the entire restaurant. Fortunately, no one could figure out where it originated. In the resulting confusion, Ragoo grabbed his missing pieces and scurried out of the restaurant in the form of a mouse.

Dillon is dead. Hawkins, too. They’re both dead. That whole damn Dillon family is going down! Ragoo chanted to him himself as he headed back toward the Pomposity’s auxiliary control room.



Dillon and Hawkins reentered their cabin and plopped down on the sofa.

“That was exhausting,” Dillon said.

“And I usually enjoy dinner,” Hawkins added.

“I think I may head to bed.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, Patricia. I know it’s early, but I just need to go to bed. We’ve got several more days and nights to spend together.”

“Hopefully, minus your parents.”

“No kidding.” He gave her a quick peck on the lips and pulled himself up off the sofa. Hawkins yawned.

“You know. I may head to bed myself.”

They headed to the doors of their separate rooms and stopped. They looked at each other, each waiting for the other to say something.

Several seconds passed.

It felt like an eternity.

“Well, goodnight,” Hawkins said finally.

“Goodnight, Patricia,” Dillon replied and headed into his room. He was almost sure that this would be the night she’d invite him in. For some reason, though, she seemed to have this barrier. Messing around was okay, but actually spending the night together asleep hit too close to something for her. Every evening on the Secondprize, when they decided to call it a night, they’d head back to their individual quarters. Here, it was more of the same. Until they could get past this intimacy block, Dillon would always wonder how strong their relationship really was.



Hawkins closed the door of her room and leaned against it frustrated. The moment was perfect. Dillon should have said something. Asked her to stay in his room. That was the way it was supposed to be. Staring at her across the living room, though, Dillon looked petrified. But then again, so was she. Hawkins had never shared her life with anyone. Everything she’d done had been on her own. She got herself into Starfleet Academy. Her parents supported her, but she did it alone. She’d never had the need or the time for relationships with men. Now, she was in one, fairly deeply. She knew she loved Dillon; she knew she wanted things to go forward. And she was fairly sure he wanted them to as well. Now, someone just had to make the next move. The question was who? And when?

This was uncharted territory for her. Of course, it was for him too, but that didn’t make his lack of action any easier to deal with. She stripped out of her dress and crawled into bed, pushing these depressing thoughts out of her mind. Tomorrow, she and Dillon would have fun. That was the only thing she would plan for the future right now. And tomorrow night? Hopefully, much more fun of a more adult character.



Dillon collapsed into bed, cursing his cowardice. Why the hell was this so difficult? The problem was…intimacy. Not the physical kind, but the emotional. All of his life, he’d been alone. His parents’ presence had brought those days flooding back. Days of avoiding his family, his classmates, everyone. Oh, he’d tried to make friends at first, but nothing seemed to work. Now, he wasn’t sure he knew how to let someone get close to him. He wondered how patient Patricia would be. Would she dump him? Or worse, shoot him?



Ragoo’s thoughts were solely on revenge. He could not believe that one solid could cause him so much agony. All he wanted now was to kill the Starfleet officers, but the Pomposity was still too close to home for him to strike. Not for long, though.

In auxiliary control, he gently eased the ship’s speed up a couple of notches. By tomorrow evening, the Pomposity would be far enough off course that he could kill Dillon and Hawkins without worrying about the rest of the ship being alerted. Tomorrow night, it would be too late for all of them.





Chapter Eight



Dillon took a step away from the tee and surveyed the course in front of him. Above the golf course, the transparent aluminum dome allowed for a magnificent view of space streaking by.

“Okay, 250 yards. Dogleg to the right. Avoid the bunker on the left and the water hazard ahead.”

“Are you going to play or not?” Hawkins asked.

“I’m making calculations.”

“If you were Jaroch, I’d believe it. But you’re not, so hit the damn ball.”

“Golf requires a great deal of precision.”

“And when did you become the expert.”

“I’ve played…once.”

“Can we get on with it?”

“Fine.” Dillon swung, sending the ball soaring away from the tee. Unfortunately, it wasn’t heading anywhere near the green. It landed out of sight. Then, the screams started.

“OUCH!”

“My gods! Are you alright, your highness?”

“See what happens when you rush me,” Dillon said. Three angry and very muscled men emerged from the bushes, charging toward Hawkins and Dillon.

“Imbecile! You have injured the Prince!” the lead man shouted.

“I think we just further tarnished our already wonderful reputation on this ship,” Hawkins said softly.

“Which prince?” Dillon shouted back. “There’s about a hundred of them on board.”

“The Royal Crown Prince Hebelia Junedre Lorencia Gernet of Pologasiz Four! That’s which prince!”

“Sorry about that,” Dillon said. “She rushed my shot.”

“Travis! Fine, blame it on me!”

“But you did.”

“Shut up.” Hawkins turned toward the prince’s entourage. “My feebleminded friend here did not mean to harm his royal highness. Please give him our deepest apologies while we head off to a safer activity.”

“Very wise. Otherwise, I will have you executed for high treason and attempted assassination of a royal personage as well as…”

“I get the damn point,” Hawkins snapped. “Shut the hell up and go back to Whiny the Prince over there. I swear. One golf ball to the head, and you’d think he’d been disintegrated or something.”

Hawkins spun on her heel and headed toward the golf cart. Dillon smiled weakly and rushed after her.

“I see why you never entered the diplomatic core,” Dillon said. “Generally, it’s not considered wise to call royalty any names. Your ‘whiny’ comment could have started a war between the Federation and Pologazis Four.”



“Only if your golfing didn’t start one first. Come on.”

“Where are we going?”

“Somewhere where you can’t hurt anyone.”



“Okay. Straight ahead, up the ramp, through the windmill, bounce off the far corner and down the hill into the hole.”

“Would you just putt?” Hawkins demanded.

“You just don’t appreciate the more cerebral side of sports.”

“I came here to relax, not plot the trajectory of a golf ball.”

“Without the precise mix of angle and power, you’re just going to be swinging wildly.”

“I’m close to swinging wildly at your head.”

“Fine. I’m going.” Dillon lined up his shot for the twentieth time and swung.

The ball sped away up the ramp and launched into the air, sailing between the spinning blades of the windmill.

“Too much power,” Dillon said.

The ball ricocheted off the model Golden Gate bridge, flew over the Vulcan Temple of Kohlinhar, bounced again off the statue of Zephram Cochrane, and landed in the midst of a group golfing a few holes away.

“OUCH!!! WAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!!!”

“The Prince!!!”

“This is starting to sound familiar,” Hawkins said.

“You have horribly injured the heir to the throne of Pologasix Four!” a man cried, charging toward them.

“I WANT MY DADDY!!!”

“I’d say he’s a chip off the old block,” Hawkins said.

“Maybe an entirely different sport is in order,” Dillon sighed.

“Good idea.”



Ragoo had come to the conclusion that Travis Dillon must be one of the most dangerous people in the galaxy. In a short span of time, Dillon had managed to injure more people by accident than whole troop of Jem’Hadar could on purpose. Ragoo shuddered…well, quivered gelatinously anyway, at the thought of what the man could do when he was upset. Dillon had to be eliminated and fast. Fortunately, the Pomposity was now far enough off-course that Ragoo felt safe to strike. Now, all he had to do was find the method.



“How’s the shoulder?” Hawkins asked as she and Dillon rode the turbolift up to their cabin.

“Better,” Dillon said, rubbing it gingerly. “Captain Rydell always makes it look so effortless.”

“Travis, it’s a twelve pound ball. You can’t just swing it around like it’s nothing.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Well, scratch bowling off of your list of possible Olympic sports.”



The lift doors opened on their deck. They exited without noticing the extra plant near the turbolift doors.

“No need to attack my athleticism.”

“What athleticism?”

“I know who I’m inviting to your next birthday party,” Dillon said just as they reached their cabin door.

“What?”

“A clown.”

“Thanks,” Hawkins said, pushing Dillon inside the cabin forcefully. The doors slid shut.

“I was just kidding,” Dillon said defensively. That really was a low blow. She still had the occasional nightmare about the Borg clowns that had assimilated her recently.



Out in the hall, Ragoo had not heard the rest of this exchange, and the subtle sarcasm of Hawkins’ “thanks” had been totally lost on the changeling.

So, she likes clowns, Ragoo thought, congratulating himself for studying a little bit of human culture before heading out on this mission. That’s just perfect.



Dillon threw himself down on the sofa exhausted and emitted a huge sigh. Hawkins was fiddling back in her room.

“So, how are we going to top today’s fun and excitement?” he said. Hawkins suddenly flew over the end of the sofa, landing beside him.

“We’ll think of something,” she replied.

“Hmm. Like what?” They stopped speaking, instead staring into each other’s eyes. Their heads moved closer.

“Hold on!” Dillon said suddenly as he jumped up from the sofa. “I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?” Hawkins demanded. Dillon was already back in his room. Hawkins settled in on the sofa, adjusting her position so her phaser wasn’t jabbing into her. Dillon always told her she shouldn’t wear it all the time, but she was a security chief. Phasers were a part of her life.

The door chimed sounded.

“Come in,” Hawkins said. Hopefully, Dillon wasn’t about to come running out dressed in his regulation Starfleet boxer shorts…or worse.

The door slid open revealing a man in bright baggy clothes, white face paint, and obscenely red hair. He was accessorized with an equally red nose and a bundle of balloons. Hawkins established the man’s identity fairly rapidly.

“CLOWN!!!” She had her phaser out before the clown had a chance to react.

Dillon, wearing his new Starfleet bikini briefs, charged out of his room just as Hawkins started firing.

“Patricia, wait!”

The phaser beam smashed into the clown causing him to ripple and shrink back.



“FOUNDER!!!” Dillon and Hawkins screamed.

Reeling from the unexpected welcome, Ragoo retreated back into the corridor.

“Come on!” Hawkins shouted.

“I’m naked…almost!”

“Get your phaser!”

“Alright. Alright.”

Dillon rushed back into his quarters as Hawkins dashed out into the hall after the shapeshifter. The long corridor was devoid of life, but Hawkins wasn’t giving up so easily. She seriously doubted that the shapeshifter could have gotten away so quickly. Without warning, she started blasting every potted plant in sight, running down the corridor toward the turbolift as she went.

She caught a flash of movement out of the corner of her eye just a second too late as one of the light fixtures on the wall sprung to life and wrapped tentacles around her arms and neck. She struggled to keep her grip on her phaser as Ragoo started to squeeze.

“Surprise,” Ragoo said, his lips forming at the end of the tentacle choking the life out of Hawkins.

“Let her go!” Dillon shouted from down the hall.

“Travis, I don’t think he takes orders,” Hawkins gasped.

“Very true,” Ragoo said.

“Fine,” Dillon said. “I’m going to call security.”

“You do, and she dies.”

“You’ll kill her anyway.”

“No, I won’t.”

“Yes, you will.”

“I won’t.”

“Then, why did you grab her?”

“Self-defense.”

“But you’re choking her.”

“So?”

“Would you two shut up?!?” Hawkins said.

“I’m trying to negotiate for your life here, dear,” Dillon said.

“Don’t bother.” Hawkins, with the last bit of strength she had in her arm, twisted her phaser toward Ragoo’s tentacle and fired. A pained howl left the shapeshifter as it dropped Hawkins and projectile oozed into the nearest air vent.

“We’ve got to warn Captain Simms,” Dillon said.

“I’m fine, thanks.”

“I know. I was just distracting him for you.”

“Right.”

“We better get to the dining lounge,” Dillon said, heading toward the turbolift.

“Uh…Travis. You look great and all, hon, but I think some clothes would be a good idea.”

“You really like them?” Dillon asked, doing a quick fashion turn in his new briefs.



“Very sexy. Now, come on. We have to save the ship.”

“Oh yeah.”





Chapter Nine



“…but Simms Ship Lines is not going to rest on its laurels with the Pomposity,” John Simms Jr. said as he continued his dinner speech. “We are already deep into planning the next Super Starliner. I’ll have more information for you on this as soon as we think of a big enough name for it. Thank you and enjoy your meals.”

The other seven diners at Simms’ table, which included Richard and Linda Dillon, applauded as he sat back down.

“That was just great, John-John,” Mindy exclaimed.

“I know, dear. Now, our first course this evening should be…” Simms trailed off as he noticed some colorful movement out of the corner of his eye. Something red and something yellow was heading his way. “What the devil?”

Richard Dillon looked up from his salad and, following Simms’ gaze, immediately wished he hadn’t. “Oh, by the Great Bird.”

Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins, rushed up to the table out of breath with their phasers drawn.

“Captain, we’ve got a situation on board,” Dillon said. “Under Starfleet regulation 578 subparagraph six, I am taking command of this vessel.”

“Travis! For god’s sake, shut up and go away!” Richard said. “You’re embarrassing your mother and me.”

“This man is your fault?” Simms said, turning on Richard incredulously.

“I take no responsibility,” Richard said. “Starfleet’s warped his mind.”

“Hello? Is anybody listening to us?” Hawkins said. “There’s an emergency.”

“Impossible,” Simms said. “This ship is perfectly fine.”

“It won’t be for long with a shapeshifter on board,” Hawkins said.

“One blob of goo is not going to harm my ship,” Simms said. “Now then, we’re going to return to our meals in peace.”

“But I just took command,” Dillon said.

“Stop whining!” Richard shouted.

“Travis, maybe you should go back to your cabin and get some sleep,” Linda said. “I think you’re overreacting.”

“Overreacting? To a shapeshifter? Do you realize that this thing could be anywhere? He could be that salad, Dad. He could suddenly change into a huge monster with blades on every finger and jump up and slice you all into bloody ribbons, intestines and organs landing everywhere as he pokes out your eyeballs and eats them like olives! Do you want that?!?”

“TRAVIS!!!” Richard bellowed. Linda and several other diners in the lounge pushed their plates away, suffering from a sudden loss of appetite.

“Commander Dillon, if you do not leave right now, I will have security toss you and your equally charming companion into the brig for the rest of the trip to Vulcan,” Simms said. “We are in one of the safest and most heavily traveled sections of the galaxy. Everything is fine.”



“We’ll see,” Dillon said, turning to leave. He stopped and turned back on Simms. “And you, Mister, are damn lucky you aren’t in the fleet. Flagrant disobedience of Starfleet regulations is a serious matter.”

“Travis, let’s go before you make us any more unpopular,” Hawkins said, pulling Dillon toward the door.

“The rules are there for your protection!” Dillon shouted as he was dragged out.

“Doctor and Doctor Dillon, no offense to either of you, but you should have been sterilized,” Simms said.

“Our other son is much better,” Linda said. “Really.”



“Fools! Blind fools!” Dillon was shouting at every passenger he passed. “You’re in danger! Don’t you see! Danger!”

“We’ve got to get to the bridge,” Hawkins said.

“Will that even help? This thing isn’t going to show up on the internal sensors, especially not the weak ones this ship probably has.”

“Think about it, Travis. What damage could one shapeshifter really do to a ship this deep into Federation space?”

“You’re starting to sound like Simms. And it could do plenty. Blow us up for one thing.”

“What good would that do? The Founder’s strategy is divide and conquer. They want to promote unrest. One ship accident isn’t going to do that.”

“Oh hell. I think I see where you’re going with this.”

Dillon and Hawkins raced to the nearest turbolift.

“Deck please?” the computer said warmly.

“Bridge,” Dillon said.

“I’m sorry. That deck is for authorized employees of Simms ship lines only.”

“I’m a Starfleet officer. I am authorized!!!”

“Deck two, fore section,” Hawkins said, cutting Dillon off before he had an embolism.

“Thank you,” the computer replied.

“We’ll blast our way in if we have to,” Hawkins said. “Give me a boost.” Dillon lifted her up so that she could reach the maintenance hatch at the top of the lift. She and Dillon were already on top of the turbolift car, when it slowed to a halt at deck two. They were easily able to climb up a maintenance ladder the rest of the way to the bridge doors.

“Phasers on vaporize,” Dillon said angrily.

“Hold on,” Hawkins said. She pulled up the access panel next to the closed doors and adjusted a few of the circuits. The bridge doors opened a moment later. “And you say I’m impatient.”

“Sorry. I’m just not having a good day.”



Simms felt his pocket communicator start to vibrate. Damn! Always during dinner. He was a bit confused, though. The communicator was only supposed to alert him in case of a dire emergency. Dillon’s warning briefly flashed through his mind, but he pushed it away as nonsense. The Pomposity would be fine. At worst, they were running low on Andorian Cognac.

He pulled the communicator out of his suitcoat pocket as unobtrusively as possible and activated it.

“Simms.”

“There has been an unauthorized entry on the bridge,” the computer said.

“Identify.”

“Two human lifesigns.”

It had to be Hawkins and Dillon. Damn them. “Alert security. I’m on my way.” Simms put his napkin on the table and stood up.

“If you’ll excuse me ladies and gentlemen, I have a small matter to attend to.”

“Don’t leave me, John-John,” Mindy said getting up to follow him.



“There’s no one here!” Dillon said in shock. “How do you not man your bridge?”

“Like this, I guess.”

“And he calls himself a captain.”

Hawkins located the helm console and sat down.

“Oh shit.”

“Where are we?”

“I’m still getting a bearing, but we are way off course.”

The turbolift doors opened behind them revealing Simms, Mindy, and five security guards.

“Arrest them,” Simms said.

“I told you we were in trouble,” Dillon said, triumphantly pointing at the helm console. Two guards pulled Hawkins out of her chair as a third sat down to take her place.

“We are not,” Mindy said. “Are we?”

“Of course not, hon.”

“Uh…sir?” the guard at the helm said nervously.

“What is it?” Simms demanded.

“The computer says we’re in Klingon space.”

“Klingon! We’re supposed to be going to Vulcan!” Mindy wailed.

“Shut up,” Hawkins said.

“I’m taking command!” Dillon said.

“You are not,” Simms said. “Helm, get us out of here.”

“I don’t think so,” one of the other guards said. He raised his phaser and blasted the helm console.

“It’s him!” Hawkins shouted, pulling away from the shocked guards holding her and drawing her phaser. Ragoo had his phaser trained on her in a flash. She dove behind the wreckage of the helm just as he fired.

“Get down,” Dillon ordered as he fired at the shapeshifter. Ragoo dodged and returned fire, narrowly avoiding another shot from Hawkins.

“Make them stop!” Mindy said.

“I can’t!” Simms said.



Ragoo, realized that two against one wasn’t good odds and dove into the turbolift, firing several shots of cover fire to protect his escape. A moment later, he was gone.

“You horrible, horrible man!” Mindy screamed, launching herself at Dillon and pounding on his chest with her fists. “This was John-John’s finest hour. You’ve ruined it.”

“Yeah, we always like to carry a spare shapeshifter in our luggage for special occasions,” Hawkins snapped.

“The helm’s fried,” one of the guards reported. “We can’t do a thing from up here.”

“And we are deep into Klingon territory,” Dillon said, pushing Mindy off of him. “Please turn this ship over to me. You need my expertise.”

“Don’t do it, John,” Mindy said.

“I have to,” Simms said. He turned to Dillon. “But you’d better get us out of this.”

“John!” Mindy whined.

“Hawkins, if you please,” Dillon said.

Hawkins shot Mindy, sending her sprawling to the deck unconscious.

“Much better.”





Chapter Ten



Ragoo assumed another humanoid form and stepped calmly out the turbolift. On the outside he looked calm anyway. Inside, he was frantically reconsidering his options. Not only had his presence been detected, but the solids now knew that the ship was off-course. Any moment now, they would be sending for help and turning the ship around. Unless…



“Where do you think he’s headed?” Dillon asked as Hawkins looked over a schematic of the Pomposity.

“This is a huge ship. He could be going anywhere.”

“Mr. Simms, I want armed security guards combing the ship,” Dillon said, turning toward the shaken cruise magnate.

“Armed? Other than you two, we’ve only got about twenty phasers on board. We’re a pleasure vessel, for god’s sake.”

“Twenty?” Dillon said.

“And the shapeshifter’s got one of them,” Hawkins said.

“Okay. Alternate plan of attack. Hawkins, send a message to Starfleet apprising them of our situation. Also, set up a distress beacon and alert the Klingons of our presence and our condition.”

“Anything else?” Hawkins said sarcastically as she moved over to the communications console.

“That should cover it,” Dillon said obliviously. The ship’s status board suddenly flashed a silent warning.

“What’s happening?” Simms demanded.

“We just lost communications,” Hawkins said. “Someone’s disabled all access to the external array. We’ve still got the internal comm system, though.”

“Great,” Dillon said. “Communication’s gone. So…” He fell silent for a moment, lost in thought. Hawkins did the same, considering their next move. Almost in unison, they snapped out of their silence.

“Security to auxiliary control and engineering,” Hawkins said.

“Go armed,” Dillon added.

“Commander, I know I gave you command, but I built this ship. What is going on?” Simms said.

“He’s cutting off our avenues of escape. First, he makes it so we can’t call for help. Now, he’s going to make sure we can’t get out of Klingon space under our own power,” Dillon explained.

“Team one is nearing auxiliary control,” Hawkins said.

“Bridge to auxiliary control. Report!” Dillon ordered.

“We’re entering the room now,” one of the security officers reported over the comm system. “All clear so far.”

“Stay alert,” Hawkins said. “Look for anything out of the ordinary.”

“Everything’s fine. I really like the statue they put in here. Very classy.”

“Statue!” Hawkins shouted. “Shoot it.”



“The statue? I’m not…OH MY GOD!!! AUUGHHH!!!”

THUD!

CRASH!

Zzzzztxxttxzttzzt.

The comm signal dissolved into static just as another status board started flashing. Hawkins checked the readouts.

“Auxiliary control has been trashed,” Hawkins said.

“Bridge to engineering,” Dillon said, trying to contain his irritation. “What’s your status?”

“We’re all clear. A security perimeter has been established. That slimy piece of metamorphic sludge is not getting in here,” an officer replied.

“Good because he just took out an entire team in auxiliary control.”

“That ain’t going to happen to us. Hold on a second, sir. Uh…little girl…you shouldn’t be down here. Run back to your mommy. Little girl…miss…AUGGHHH!!!”

CRASH!

THUD!

BOOM!

The Pomposity lurched and went black. A moment later, emergency lights flickered to life all over the vessel. The bridge consoles slowly came back online as reserve power kicked in.

“Do I even want to know?” Dillon asked.

“Damage to all systems,” Hawkins said. “Engines are off-line.”

“Engineering to bridge,” a weak voice said over the comm system.

“Dillon here.”

“We’re in pretty bad shape down here.”

“I heard,” Dillon replied. “How soon until we can have main power back?”

“About an hour. I can get you partial main power now. Whatever that thing was, it seemed mostly concerned with the propulsion systems.”

“We know. Give me all the power you can to sensors.”

“Aye, sir. Engineering out.”

Dillon moved over to the command chair and threw himself into it. Normally, he’d be relishing the power of being in command again, but this was just not the time. He had to think and think fast. The odds were that Captain Rydell was not going to come swooping in and save his ass anytime soon. Dillon was now responsible for the safety of several hundred innocent civilians. So much for the glories of being in charge.

“Sensors are on line,” Hawkins said. “I’m not picking up anything.”

“Good. What do you think the Founder’s going to do next?” Dillon asked.

“Probably lie low until it can find a good moment to kill you and me. We’re really the only threat to the success of its plan.”

“Thanks. That takes a load off my mind.” Dillon sunk a bit lower in the command chair and attempted to relax.

“K-Bop decloaking off the bow!” Hawkins shouted.

“What the hell’s a K-Bop?” Dillon asked.



“Klingon Bird of Prey. Do I have to spell it out for you?”

“Obviously, yes.”

“I was trying to save time by using an acronym.”

“It didn’t make any sense.”

“Uh, excuse me,” Simms interrupted. “You’ve now spent more time arguing about it that you would have if she’d just said the damn words in the first place!”

“He’s right,” Dillon said.

“Oh, shut up, Travis.”

“Could we deal with the Klingons now?” Dillon said.

“Fine. Raising shields and… Where are the shields?”

“We don’t have any,” Simms said. “I told you, we’re a cruise liner! We’re going to die, aren’t we? This is a disaster!”

“Not yet. We’ll get out of this,” Dillon said. “The Klingons don’t like intruders, but we are their allies. Let me talk to them.”

“How? The comm system’s down?”

“Oh yeah.”

The sparkling orange cascades of five Klingon transporter beams appeared on the bridge and slowly resolved into people. Dillon stood up, straightened his uniform, and prepared his usual opening statement. As soon as he saw the lead Klingon, he forgot all of it.

“Oh God!” Dillon said.

“You!” Captain Donask of the Klingon Empire said, pointing angrily at Dillon. “YOU!!!”





Chapter Eleven



“I take it you two know each other,” Simms said as Donask advanced menacingly on Dillon.

“Not really,” Dillon said, backing toward the wall. “I just ran into her once about a year or so ago.”

“Ran into me! You dishonored me!” Donask seethed. Her hand was starting to move toward her dagger.

“Hey, I never laid a hand on you,” Dillon said.

“Not like that, you worthless pitakh!”

“I sense a back story here,” Simms said.

“Yeah. We’ll get to it later,” Hawkins said.

“Do you know how many cups of coffee I had to serve because of you?!?” Donask said. Dillon was now smashed up against the wall as the irate Klingon captain glowered at him.

“Me?”

“You!”

“With all due respect, Donask, Captain Rydell was responsible for the coffee machine,” Hawkins said.

“Is he here?” Donask asked.

“Well, no…”

“Then this worm will do nicely.” She grabbed Dillon’s collar and lifted him up in the air. “And if you had not interfered with me, Rydell never would have shown up in the first place.

“So this is all my fault?” Dillon said.

“You learn quickly, human,” Donask said smiling an evil smile which displayed her sharp, vile teeth. “And, I have your current invasion of our space to add to your crimes.” She dropped Dillon to the deck and started pacing the bridge. “As of this moment, your ship and cargo are the property of the Klingon Empire. Consider yourselves our prisoners.”

“Uh, Donask, about that…” Dillon said, regaining his composure. “We’ve got a Founder on board who sabotaged our systems and sent us lumbering into Klingon space. If you take action against us, it’ll cause a galactic incident.”

“So?”

“So, that’s just what the changelings want,” Hawkins said.

“It’s their lucky day,” Donask said. “Take him!” Two large, heavily armed Klingon warriors advanced on Dillon. Hawkins drew her phaser and placed herself between the Klingons and their target.

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“If Commander Dillon does not surrender to us immediately, I will order my ship to open fire,” Donask said.

“If one of your thugs takes another step, the firing’s going to start right here and now,” Hawkins said.

“Can we talk about this?” Dillon asked.



“NO!” Hawkins and Donask shouted.

“Hear me out a second,” Dillon said.



“Travis, I’m trying to help you here,” Hawkins said.

“Could we all just shut up and let the man talk?” Simms said.

“Man? Ha!” Donask said.

“Look, all I really want is to get this ship back to the Federation without anyone getting hurt,” Dillon said. “If you will tow the Pomposity to the border and forget this mess ever happened…I’ll go with you.”

“You’ll what?” Hawkins said.

“I’m the captain. I have a duty.”

“Oh, don’t be a damn martyr.”

“Agreed,” Donask said, interrupting them. She pulled out her communicator and spoke in Klingon to her ship for a moment. “Several cruisers are on their way to assist in towing.”

“Thank you,” Dillon said.

“We leave now,” Donask said. Hawkins looked on helplessly as the Klingon thugs grabbed Dillon and pulled him over to Donask.

“See you in a while,” Dillon said to Hawkins.

“Not likely,” Donask said.

“Is this going to hurt?” Dillon asked.

“Oh yes…a lot,” Donask said. Dillon almost thought he detected glee in her voice.

“Can I tell him one last thing?” Hawkins asked, approaching Dillon.

“No treachery,” Donask said.

“I promise.” Hawkins moved close to Dillon. “You’re nuts,” she whispered.

“I had to do it.”

“I know. I love you for it.”

“Thanks. I…” He was interrupted by intense pain as Hawkins’s knee slammed up into his groin.

“That’s for leaving me here like this,” Hawkins said. She looked deep into Dillon’s anguished eyes and kissed him. “Get back here soon.”

“Right,” Dillon gasped.

“Energize,” Donask said. She, Dillon, and the remaining Klingons vanished in a swirl of molecules.

“Wait!” Hawkins shouted at the empty air. “What about the changeling? Fuck!”

“I can’t believe he did that,” Simms said.

“Me either,” Hawkins said softly.

“Does this mean I’m captain again?”

“No.”



The Klingons marched Dillon down a series of dark, steel corridors until they came to a door, which they unceremoniously tossed him through.

“I need to contact the Federation ambassador,” Dillon said. “I have rights!” The door closed before the Klingons could respond, but he was pretty sure they were laughing at him.

Dillon took a look around at the room he was in. He wasn’t sure if it was a cell or one of the normal crew quarters. The steel decor and furniture didn’t give him any hints either.



What the hell had he just done to himself? Sure captains were supposed to give their lives for their crew, but those people weren’t his crew. They were a bunch of lazy civilians who didn’t understand a thing about Starfleet and the dangers of space and…that’s exactly why he’d done it. It was his job as a Starfleet Officer. Regulation 34, subparagraph…he couldn’t remember.

Now he knew he was stressed. The regulations were starting to slip. Somehow right then, they didn’t seem all that important anyway.



Hawkins watched several more Klingon vessels approach on the newly-repaired viewscreen. On the bright side, they supposedly came in peace. Hawkins just hoped that the Klingons would keep their word. If they didn’t, the Pomposity was a sitting duck.

“Are we just going to sit here?” Simms asked.

“Shouldn’t you be looking after that girlfriend of yours I blasted?”

“She’s fine. This place is too dangerous for her anyway.”

“It is not,” Mindy said, storming furiously out of the turbolift. She ran over to Hawkins and slapped her without warning. “You shot me!”

“You did not just do that,” Hawkins said, an intense fury building up inside of her.

“Do what?”

“Slap me, you moronic bitch.”

“Bitch!?!”

“You heard me!” She couldn’t help Dillon, she couldn’t find the changeling, and she couldn’t fight the Klingons, but Hawkins could sure as hell stomp this little twit’s ass.

“Why you…” Mindy reared back to slap Hawkins again. Before she could get her hand fully cocked, Hawkins roundhouse kicked her in the stomach, sending the woman reeling into Simms’ arms. “That hurt!”

“No shit!” Hawkins said. “Ready for some more?”

“Get out of here, Mindy!” Simms shouted. Mindy raced into the turbolift, almost running headlong into the waiter emerging with a cart of food. She was gone a moment later.

“Lieutenant, I…”

“I know, Mr. Simms. I shouldn’t have done that. I’m sorry. This situation is just getting to me.”

“And me as well,” Simms replied, gesturing at the cart. “Fortunately, the cavalry has arrived. Care for a late snack?”

“That’d be great.”

“Thank you, Thomas,” Simms said to the waiter. The waiter bowed stiffly and headed back into the elevator, leaving Hawkins and Simms alone with their meal. “He really is one of the best cooks in the quadrant.”

Hawkins lifted up one of the silver serving dish lids revealing a bowl of orangish goo.

“He fixed Jell-O?” Simms said incredulously.

“Not funny. It looks just like…oh shit!” Hawkins dove backwards just as a fluid tentacle burst out of the bowl.

“Not again!” Simms shouted, racing for cover.

“Haven’t you done enough damage?” Hawkins said, as she fired at the cart.



“Not even close,” Ragoo said. He slid out of the bowl and slowly formed into a humanoid shape. One arm was still the tentacle; the other stretched under the cart and soon returned with a phaser in its grip. “Where’s the other one? Dillon?”

“With the Klingons,” Simms said.

“The Klingons are here already? Wonderful. Everything is going according to plan.”

“It must be a stupid plan then,” Hawkins said. “Dillon has convinced the Klingons to let us go free.”

The ship suddenly lurched at the Klingon’s tractor beams locked on to the Pomposity.

“They’re towing us back to the Federation now,” Hawkins added.

“What!” Ragoo screamed. His tentacle whipped around fiercely as he used his other limb to manipulate the phaser controls. A third limb lanced out of his body and opened the turbolift doors.

“It’s over!” Hawkins said.

“Only for you two,” Ragoo said. He suddenly launched himself into the waiting turbolift while tossing the phaser behind a bridge console. A moment later, the bridge was quiet except for the beeping consoles and a growing hum that Hawkins knew way too well.

“What’s he done?” Simms asked, peering out from behind his console.

“His phaser’s on overload,” Hawkins said running for the turbolift. The doors didn’t open.

“We’ll have to wait for the next car to get here,” Simms said.

“Next car? We’ve got about twenty seconds left!”

“Twenty!”

“Yes. Is there another way out of here?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I…”

“Shut up!” Hawkins aimed her phaser at the deck and started firing. The gold-thread carpet vaporized instantly revealing the deck plating underneath which started to superheat and melt away.

“Hurry up!” Simms demanded.

“Hey! I don’t see you doing anything!”

“I can’t.”

“Then stop complaining.” The hole finally got to human size, but the edges were still white hot. “Jump!”

“I’ll get burned.”

“Fine, die.” Hawkins leapt through the hole and fell to the deck below. As soon as she hit, she rolled out of the way and headed for cover. Evidently deciding that a minor burn was imminently better than being blown up, Simms dropped to the deck a moment later. Almost as soon as he touched down, the ship rocked from the force of the phaser explosion. Hawkins dove at Simms, knocking him out from under the hole just before the blast forces blazed through it. They rolled along the deck together as the fire suppression systems sprung to life, extinguishing the resulting flames.

“My bridge,” Simms whined softly.

“I hope you carry insurance for explosions.”

Simms shook his head slowly.

“We’re a cruise ship, for god’s sake.”





Chapter Twelve



When the two burly Klingons barged in and dragged Dillon off of the metal slab he was attempting to use as a bed, Dillon figured his situation wasn’t going to improve any. He was right. Now, he was strapped rather harshly into a metal chair that must have been designed by Vlad the Impaler. Sharp bits of metal stabbed into his back and rear end as he tried unsuccessfully to get somewhat comfortable. The bonds around his ankles, knees, thighs, waist, chest, shoulders, arms, wrists, neck, and forehead weren’t making things any easier. He had to hand it to the Klingons, though. They certainly were thorough.

The large viewscreen in front of him along with the nearby table full of various sharp, jagged objects didn’t give Dillon a lot of hope for an easy time of it. Donask was probably going to slice him open slowly and make him watch all of it on the big screen. He’d always liked the idea of movies and being in one of the old 20th century action spectaculars, but this was not the way he wanted to break into show business. Somehow he didn’t think “Dillon’s Guts” would do that well at the box office anyway.



Lieutenant Hawkins paced back and forth around the makeshift command center she’d set up in one of the racquetball courts at the front of the Pomposity. Several technicians were installing consoles to give her some semblance of an idea of what was going on around the ship. Under a different set of circumstances, she and Dillon would be in here playing. Hawkins couldn’t help but smile at that. Dillon loved the sport, but didn’t quite have the agility necessary for it. He always went after each shot at full-speed, leading to some very rough collisions with the walls of the court.

“We’re all set, ma’am,” one of the technicians said, standing up and pocketing a couple of tools. “You should have complete access to the sensors.”

“How’s that comm array the Klingons gave us?” Hawkins asked.

“Just a couple of minutes,” another tech said from deep within the console’s wiring.

“Well, hurry it up.” The sooner she had communications, the sooner she could find out about Dillon. She just felt lucky that one of the other Klingon crews towing them had been nice enough to beam over and offer supplies. Of course, Hawkins had to pummel their first officer into submission first, but she did get the supplies.



Captain Donask entered the room with her face spread in a maniacal grin. She walked over to Dillon without a word and ran her rugged hand along his face.

“Well well. It’s time to discuss the coffee situation.”

“Coffee? Great. I’d love a cup. Cream and sugar if you’ve got it,” Dillon said quickly, trying to calm his nerves. Donask reared back and slapped him viciously across the face.

“I serve no one coffee! Because of you, I spent six long months serving cup after cup to Gowron and the High Council. You dishonored me and my family.”

“Sorry about that,” Dillon said. The coffee comment was a bad move. Okay. Now Donask was probably going to hurt him even worse.

Donask stalked over to the table and picked up something that looked like a pair of pliers from Satan’s toolbox. Sharp spikes jutted out from every surface. Dillon tried to not think about what she was probably going to do with those.



“I have been waiting for this for a long, long time.”

“You sure you don’t want a rematch in dizzy bats?” Dillon asked weakly.

“Useless dog!”

“Or not.”

“I will enjoy hearing your screams.”

“Uh…sure. What’s the in-flight movie?” Changing the subject might at least delay the inevitable for a few seconds.

“What do you know of movies, human? Your culture foolishly discarded the art-form centuries ago.”

“I still watch them,” Dillon insisted.

“You lie!”

“I do too. Why is a Klingon interested?”

“Your 20th century film stars understood honor in battle. They are models of what warriors your species could have become if not for the weak Federation. I show my crew movies each week to fill them with the glory of battle.”

“Fine. Schwarzenegger or Stallone? Who kicks more ass?”

“You do know about film.”

“I told you.”

Donask put the pliers down and pulled a chair up in front of Dillon. She was looking at him in a whole new way that was making him uncomfortable. But hey, it was better than torture.



“Are you busy?” a female voice said from behind Hawkins. She turned to face Linda Dillon, who looked tired and worried, not surprising under the circumstances.

“Not really,” Hawkins said, lying. She knew she’d have to tell Dillon’s parents what happened eventually anyway.

“I don’t mean to intrude, but Richard and I are having a terrible time sleeping with all the jolts and explosions and Klingon ships outside and all. Is everything alright?”

“The ship’s being towed back to Federation space. We’ve lost all engines and communications, there’s a changeling on board, and the Klingons have your son,” Hawkins said, blurting it all out in one breath.

“Will we be late to Vulcan?”

“Most likely,” Hawkins said, waiting to see if any hint of concern would come across Linda’s face. Finally, some concern appeared.

“No communications? How will I inform Bradley that we’re running behind schedule?”

“Did you miss the bit about Travis being taken by the Klingons?”

“Aren’t they our friends…sort of?”

“Not the one that has Travis. He’s probably being horribly tortured as we speak.”



“That’s not even the real movie!” Dillon said.

“Lies!”

“You’re talking about the Terminator re-release of 2032 with the new scenes and effects. Arnold was computer generated for a lot of that stuff. You have to go back to the 1984 original version to see James Cameron’s original vision.”



“There is another Terminator?” Donask said in disbelief.

“Yeah. And I’ve got it in the databanks on the Secondprize.”

“Incredible.”



“I don’t mean to sound harsh, Patricia,” Linda said, taking a seat in one of the lounge chairs that had been dragged into the racquetball court. “I do care about Travis, but he’s been going against our wishes all his life. Someday he’s just going to have to face the consequences of his actions.”

“Consequences? He could be killed.”

“Well I hate to sound like his father, but maybe he shouldn’t have joined Starfleet. It’s a dangerous job.”

“The Klingons were going to destroy this entire ship unless Travis went with them. He saved everyone on the Pomposity”

“And why did they want him so badly?”

“Well, Travis had a run-in with their captain a while back when he was in command of the Edsel. She was trying to steal a powerful artifact from a Federation world.”

“And Travis stopped her?”

“More like annoyed her, but he stalled for time long enough from Captain Rydell to show up and take care of things. Unfortunately, Captain Donask blames Travis for the whole mess.”

“So all of this is his fault.”

“No, it isn’t. Donask just happened to show up after the changeling sabotaged the Pomposity.”

“I’m sure it’s probably got a grudge against Travis, too. That boy never could make friends,” Linda said.

“I like him.”

“Why?”

Hawkins started to reply, but stopped. Why did she like Dillon? Most of the time he was obnoxious and thick-headed. Occasionally, he even bordered on clueless. Yet, underneath that…

“Patricia?” Linda pressed.

“Well… Travis is incredibly dedicated to his work,” Hawkins said finally. “Yes, he sometimes confuses living by Starfleet’s philosophy with following its regulations to the letter, but he always has Starfleet’s goals at heart. That’s why he’s in the hands of the Klingons right now.”

“So you love him for his sense of duty?”

“Not totally. There’s a caring, sweet man in there somewhere. He’s just become very guarded about when he shows it. I used to wonder why. Then I met you two.”

“Travis follows his own path.”

“Yes, he does. And doing so has probably caused intense psychological damage because he’s been rejected by his family.”

“Now you’re starting to sound like his father,” Linda said.



“…and Robocop 3 was complete garbage,” Donask said.

“I agree totally,” Dillon said.

“Uh, could you please scream or something? My crew will be starting to wonder what’s happening in here. I am supposed to be torturing you.”



“Sure. AAAAAAAUUUUUUUUGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHH! That help?”

“Perfect. Now then, what about Rambo?”

“Depends on which film you’re talking about.”

“Of course,” Donask said, nodding her head in understanding. This human DID understand the glories of film battle.



Ragoo finished regenerating and started to plot his next move. The attack on the bridge had worn him out more than he was expecting. A little time to rest had done wonders, though. Now he had to find a way to turn this improving situation back into a mess. The thought of beaming over to one of the Klingon ships and wreaking havoc crossed his mind, but he decided that a ship full of Klingon warriors would probably have much better odds of finding and killing him. His mission was pretty much a failure. Starfleet would be all over the Pomposity soon, leaving no bunk unturned until they found him. Well if he was going to go out, he was going to take Dillon and Hawkins with him. An idea formed in his mind. It was beautiful, evil…insidious even.



“See,” Dillon said, pointing at the frozen image on the screen of bodies being thrown clear of an explosion. “Pure artistry. Nobody does action like James Cameron,”

“I see your point,” Donask said. She’d been kind enough to let Dillon out of the interrogation chair so he could continue his lecture on the finer points of action cinema. He was knowledgeable…very knowledgeable.

“Now here comes my favorite part,” Dillon said as he restarted the film.

“I’ve decided to release you,” Donask said suddenly.

“What?”

“You are free to go. Your death would be a great loss to those trying to keep this art form alive.”

“Why thank you,” Dillon said. Donask walked over to him smiling. Assuming that she wanted to shake his hand, Dillon put on his best diplomatic smile and extended his arm. Donask moved right past it, landing a vicious blow to his stomach. As Dillon doubled over, Donask smashed his face with an uppercut, which sent him sprawling to the floor.

“Wha…what was that for?” Dillon stammered.

“Appearances,” Donask replied. “You must look like I tortured you.”

“It’ll certainly be realistic.”



“We’re nearing the Federation border,” the crewman monitoring the sensors said.

“Good. How’s that communications array coming?” Hawkins asked.

“Just finished it,” another tech reported.

“Are you going to get Travis back now?” Linda Dillon asked.

“Do you care?”

“Yes. I really do. I gave birth to that boy. And even though his father can sleep peacefully while his son’s in danger, I can’t.”



“I’ll get him back,” Hawkins said. She activated the comm array. “Attention lead Klingon vessel. This is Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, acting captain of the Pomposity. I demand that you return Captain Dillon to this ship under the terms of the renewed Klingon/Federation alliance. If he is not returned…”

“Here he is. Now, shut up, human!” Donask suddenly barked from behind her. Hawkins whirled around and saw Donask, Dillon, and a group of four Klingon warriors.

“Ah, Captain,” Hawkins said, resisting the urge to run over to Dillon. “I didn’t hear you beam in.”

“Take the pathetic worm!” Donask said, pushing Dillon toward her.

“Are you alright?” Hawkins asked, leading Dillon to a chair.

“It looks worse than it is,” Dillon said, covering his black eye. “She actually likes me.”

“I can tell.”

“So she didn’t kill you,” Linda Dillon said.

“No, Mom. I’m fine. Really.”

“Good.”

“These family moments are just so touching,” Hawkins said.

“What family moments?” Richard Dillon snapped as he entered the room. “I’ve been looking all over for you.”

“I was with the Klingons, Dad,” Dillon said.

“Not you. Your mother,” Richard said. “You just pay attention to that Amazon bitch you call a girlfriend.”

“Dad!” Dillon exclaimed rising out of his chair.

“Richard, that was uncalled for,” Linda said. Dillon glanced over and noticed Hawkins’s hand edging toward her phaser. He moved between her and his father.

“I’m sorry, dear,” Richard said. “I’ve just had enough of this whole mess.”

“We’ll be back on our way to Vulcan soon,” Dillon said.

“I don’t care about that. I mean you and her.” Richard pointed accusingly at Hawkins. “You go and throw your life away on Starfleet. Now, you’ve got this psychotic wench to keep you company.”

“Shut up, Dad,” Dillon said, anger welling up within him.

“Don’t tell your father to shut up, boy!” Richard shouted. “I’ve been far too lax with you anyway. I should have insisted you do something useful with your life. What are you doing now? Name one thing you’ve done on that starship.”

“He helped save the universe from a massive temporal disruption,” Hawkins said.

“Yeah,” Dillon said.

“Helped? What have you done alone?”

“Uh…”

“That’s not the point of Starfleet,” Hawkins said. “We work as a team with each person doing their part to get the job done.”

“Oh, somebody gag her,” Richard said. “She sounds like a damn recruitment poster.”

“That’s enough, Dad!” Dillon shouted.



“This is perfect,” Ragoo thought. Dillon was so distracted that he probably wouldn’t even notice the changeling moving to stab him. Ragoo just hoped the argument kept going. Now, if only Hawkins would take a couple of steps to the right, she’d be in perfect position as well.



“I haven’t nearly said enough, son,” Richard said. “And you know I’m only doing this for your own good.”

“Right, Dad.” Two technicians packed up their gear and headed for the door. Donask and her Klingons stopped them long enough to do a quick blood screening.

“What’s going on?” Linda asked.

“The Klingons are going to help us track down the Founder on board,” Dillon said.

“You mean the changeling you should have captured hours ago,” Richard said. “The one that never should have gotten on board in the first place if Starfleet was doing its job and protecting our borders.”

“Dad…”

“Be quiet until I’ve finished yelling at you, you moron!” Richard said.

Dillon glared at his father silently. Anger like he had never felt before raced through his insides warming him almost unbearably. His father had insulted him, his career, Patricia, and why? Was the man that much of a bastard that he didn’t care if his son was happy? Was all that really mattered that Dillon do what his father wanted him to?

“You arrogant twit,” Dillon said softly.

“What did you say?”

“I’ll spell it out,” Dillon said. He suddenly lashed out with his fist, bashing Richard solidly on the jaw…and it kept going, taking Richard’s stretched mouth with it. Richard Dillon started to melt into a ripple of orange.

“Changeling!” Hawkins shouted, going for her phaser. The Klingons had their disrupters drawn in a flash.

“You’ve bungled it again!” Ragoo shouted at Dillon as his arm morphed into a lance. “No more!”

“Get down, Mom!” Dillon dove for his mother, knocking her to the deck and narrowly dodging Ragoo’s attack just as Hawkins and the Klingons opened fire.

“I hate you all!” Ragoo screamed as six blasts slammed into his body. Orange goop exploded all over the room.

“That was a short search,” Donask said.

“But it ended so nicely,” Hawkins said, reholstering her phaser.

John Simms entered the room followed by a very groggy Richard Dillon.

“Honey?” Linda said, rushing over to her husband. “Is that you?” To answer her question, a Klingon jabbed a blood screener into his arm.

“Ow!” Richard shouted.

“He is human,” the Klingon reported.

“One of our crewmen found him asleep and stuffed in a supply locker,” Simms said. “I figured that you’d want…” His voice trailed off as he noticed the orange gel dripping off of everything and everyone.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Founder guts,” Hawkins said.

“Ick.”





Chapter Thirteen



“Commander Travis Michael Dillon’s Personal Log. Stardate 51317.4. Starfleet has towed the Pomposity to Starbase 212 after picking the ship up from the Klingons. Captain Donask and I have parted on good terms even though she has promised, or threatened depending on how you look at it, to visit the Secondprize in order to see my movie collection. There’s another hobby my parents felt was a waste of time. This one saved my life, though. Long live film!

“Patricia and I spent a good portion of the trip to the starbase sleeping off the events of the last few days. It’s the most relaxation I’ve had since we got here. Oh, my father has stopped speaking to me because he blames me for the whole ‘getting stuffed in a closet by a Founder’ mess. Honestly, I haven’t heard a thing out of him or Mom since we killed the changeling. That’s probably why I’ve been able to relax.”



Dillon sat alone in the dark watching the starbase shuttles and workbees race around the hangar facility. The quarters he’d been provided on the base gave him an excellent view of the entire docking area. He could have stayed on the Pomposity, but after what had happened, he and Hawkins decided that they’d be more comfortable on a Starfleet station.

What a mess the last few days had been. Changelings, Klingons, parents. Ugh. Dillon’s life was so much simpler on the Secondprize. There was order. The crew knew how to handle crisis situations…well, sort of. He never could get Captain Rydell to let him start having surprise attack drills. Never mind. Not important right now.

His parents’ reaction to the whole trip hadn’t really surprised him. He risks life and limb to save not only them, but everyone on the Pomposity. He averts a galactic incident. He is pummeled by a Klingon. And they couldn’t care less. That was fine. If they wanted to behave that way towards their own son, that was their right. He didn’t have to deal with them much anyway. After this trip, he’d make sure that he saw them even less.

The door chime sounded, jolting him out of his slow burn.

“Come in,” he said.

“Is this mood lighting or moody lighting?” Hawkins asked, surveying the dark room.

“Moody,” Dillon replied. “How are your quarters?”

“Fine. Just like yours. Stop trying to change the subject.”

“Sorry.”

Hawkins sat down on the sofa beside Dillon and wrapped her arms around his neck. He leaned in closer to her, trying to snuggle up as closely as possible.

“You did good, Dillon,” Hawkins said softly.

“So did you.”

They sat in silence, just enjoying the moment and each other’s presence. The door chime startled both of them when it resonated through the room.

“Who the hell…”

“Let’s just ignore it,” Hawkins said.

Linda and Richard Dillon barged through the doors a second later. Hawkins and Dillon leapt off the sofa and straightened their uniforms.



“Is your chime working?” Linda asked. “We had to just walk in. Why is it so dark in here? Lights.”

Dillon and Hawkins were momentarily blinded as the computer flashed on the room lighting system.

“We were trying to be alone,” Dillon said.

“So you’re parents aren’t important?” Richard said.

“Dad, don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Richard, we gotta go,” Linda said. “Bradley’s arranged passage for us on a freighter bound for Vulcan.”

“I’m sure that’ll be cozy,” Hawkins said.

“At least he’s cares enough to try,” Richard said.

“We just wanted to say goodbye,” Linda said. “It was nice meeting you, Patricia.”

“Likewise,” Hawkins lied.

“You aren’t going to marry him, are you?” Richard asked.

“Already did,” Hawkins said. “And I’m pregnant.”

“Funny gal,” Richard said.

“We’ll see you soon, right?” Linda said, hugging Dillon.

“No doubt,” Dillon said.

“Don’t forget about Christmas.”

“Not a chance,” Dillon said.

“You can bring her too if you want, I guess.”

“Thanks,” Hawkins said. Linda’s hesitation just made her feel so welcome.

“Bye, Dad,” Dillon said.

“Travis. Come on, dear.” Richard grabbed Linda’s arm and led her out of the room.

“Thank god,” Dillon said, collapsing back on the sofa.

“If anything, we’ll spend next Christmas with my parents,” Hawkins said. “Assuming they’ve finished their observations of the bush people of Ogonis Twelve.”

“Or we could just spend it alone,” Dillon said.

“Wonderful idea,” Hawkins said, crawling up close to him again. “Let’s go find somewhere to be alone.”

“We’re alone now.”

“Somewhere else.”

“Where…” Hawkins shut Dillon up with a kiss.

“Oh,” Dillon said, suddenly understanding.



“Are you ever going to leave that boy alone?” Linda Dillon asked as she and her husband heading to the docking area.

“Why? I can still get three or four more books out of him. Hell, this trip alone ought to be worth a paper for the annual conference on Andor.”

“I just dread to think what would have happened if Bradley had been born first instead of Travis.”

“I imagine he would have responded to the experiment in the same way. That’s the whole point of the project.”

“Why did I ever let you start this in the first place?”



“Because you wanted to go to Risa,” Richard said. “I’m the one who got us there.”

“Travis’ the one who got us there.”

“Ha! Without me to control the experiment, he’d just be another guy. I’ve used psychological principles to create a human mind to my specifications.”

“Did you have to make him such a twit?”

“Linda!”

“I’m just glad he found that Patricia. She seems very nice.”

“I hope she dumps him soon. She’s liable to ruin everything. He’s starting to loosen up and show signs of being likable,” Richard said. “I’ll have to work doubly hard the next time he comes to visit.”

“I’m not sure which version of you is worse: the real one or the changeling. At least the changeling didn’t want to torture him.”

“It’s all for science, my dear. All for science.”



Hawkins looked down at Dillon’s contentedly sleeping body then slipped out of the bedroom. Maybe they should go visit her family. It’d be one more step in the process of letting him into her life. She’d always had to be a loner as a child, since her parents moved from primitive planet to primitive planet doing their anthropological research. Now, for the first time, she had been as alone as she had. It was kind of pathetic really. But worst of all, she’d relied on herself for so long that she wasn’t sure how to open up to Dillon. She’d figure it out, though. She wanted to, and, judging by Dillon’s family, he probably needed her just as much if not more than she needed him.

After the last few days, though, what she really needed was a vacation.
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Alone on Christmas

“Captain’s log. Stardate 51432.3. After several months straight of assignments, the Secondprize has finally been granted some downtime by the generous souls at Starfleet Command. Actually, I can’t complain. Starfleet has given us a 10 day layover at Waystation. This will give us a chance to catch up with some old friends, and, best of all, we’ll be spending Christmas there.

Meanwhile, we’re proceeding to our rendezvous with Commander Dillon’s runabout. Dillon has been away for the last week at a meeting of the Starfleet Regulations Advisory Board. He took several hundred recommendations for new regulations with him. I’m just hoping the other board members ignored his suggestions. That regulation he came up with about first officers being able to evaluate their captain’s performance was particularly obnoxious.

Anyway, once Dillon’s back on board, we’ll head to Waystation for a bit of Christmas cheer.”



“Bridge to Captain Rydell,” Lieutenant Hawkins’ voice said, interrupting Rydell’s nap. He sat up in his chair and tried to force himself awake.

“Rydell. What’s up, Lieutenant?”

“We’re receiving a distress call from a small transport ship. Their warp core is going critical.”

“Tell them we’re on our way,” Rydell said, snapping alert. He quickly walked out of his ready room out onto the bridge.

“Get us to that ship, Sullivan,” Rydell said to his conn officer. “Maximum warp.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Emily Sullivan replied as she altered the Secondprize’s course.

“Hawkins, contact the Atchafalaya and tell Dillon where we’re headed.”



Commander Travis Dillon was pissed. He sat in complete silence stewing in his own juices as he piloted the Atchafalaya back to the Secondprize. Out of his 327 suggested regulations, the advisory board had only adopted one. And, frankly, he didn’t find a regulation prohibiting the eating of sticky pastries near computer consoles to be that great a victory.

When he was appointed to the regulations board, Dillon had hoped to make some real changes. Obviously, that wasn’t going to happen until he was chairman. Maybe next year.

A flashing light on the control console drew Dillon out of his pouting. He was receiving a message from the Secondprize.

“Computer, play message,” Dillon said. He listened to Lieutenant Hawkins informing him of the distress call and that they’d be late to the rendezvous point. Great, that meant he’d be on the runabout alone for another hour, at least. Hawkins’s voice made him lonely. He missed her, something that he never dreamed he’d be able to say about any woman. And they were about to spend their first Christmas together as a couple.



Dillon altered the runabout’s course to head toward the damaged freighter. He was not about to spend any more time away from Hawkins than he had to. With any luck, he’d arrive at the freighter just after the Secondprize did.



“Jaroch, report,” Rydell said, turning toward his science officer.

“Their warp core is fluctuating wildly, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch replied. “I cannot ascertain why.”

Rydell looked out at the freighter hovering on the viewscreen.

“Rydell to engineering.”

“Baird here.”

“I need you over on that ship, Commander. I’m sending Jaroch over with you.”

“Fun fun fun, Captain,” Baird replied unenthusiastically. “I’m on my way.”

“You guys get out of there if you can’t stop it,” Rydell said to Jaroch as Jaroch headed for the turbolift.

“Believe me, sir, getting blown to atoms is not on my Christmas list.”

“What is?”

“Nothing you can give me, I am afraid,” Jaroch said, just as the turbolift doors closed. Rydell could have sworn there was a hint of sadness in Jaroch’s voice. Someone was definitely wrong with that Yynsian. Rydell forced himself to push Jaroch’s problems out of his mind and focus on the situation at hand.

“Rydell to Vaughn. How’s the evacuation going?”

“Pretty well, Captain,” Transporter Chief Monica Vaughn replied. “We’ve gotten most of the crew aboard. A few of the freighter’s engineers were injured, so I sent them directly to sickbay.”

“Fine. Keep me informed.”

“Oh Captain?”

“Yes?”

“When do I get my Christmas present?”

“What present?”

“You…me…a tropical beach…clothing optional, make that prohibited.”

Rydell smiled. Some people just never gave up. Stevens had gotten most of the men on the Secondprize at one time or another. She hadn’t hit the command crew, yet, but Rydell seemed to be at the top of her list.

“Wouldn’t you prefer a nice hat or something?” Rydell said. He closed the channel. Witty banter with Vaughn would have to wait until later.



“What do you think, Jaroch?” Commander Scott Baird asked as he and Jaroch scanned the freighter’s warp core.

“I am not sure,” Jaroch said, checking his tricorder readings.

“That makes two of us,” Baird said as he sat down at one of the engine room consoles. “But we’ve got about one minute until this thing goes critical.”

“Commander, I am detecting some type of temporal activity in the core.”

“What? That’s impossible. There’s no way…”

“Could we hold this argument when we are not in imminent danger?”

“Yeah.” Baird checked the console’s readings. “That’s temporal energy alright, and it’s intensifying.”

“We should leave…now.”



“Hell, yes,” Baird said, slapping his commbadge. “Baird to Secondprize. Get us out of here!”



Dillon brought the runabout out of warp and glided into a position between the Secondprize and the damaged freighter.

“Atchafalaya to Secondprize. I’m here to assist.”

“Get out of the way!” Rydell’s voice shouted.

“Of what?” Dillon asked.



Jaroch rushed out of the turbolift onto the bridge and headed straight for the science station.

“Temporal energy in the warp core has intensified by a factor of ten,” Jaroch reported.

“Back us off,” Rydell ordered. Dillon still hadn’t understood what was going on. That fool was going to get himself blown up. “Rydell to Dillon, move away. That freighter’s about to…”

Rydell stopped in mid-sentence as he saw the freighter’s hull start to warp and bend strangely. All of it seemed to be centered around the freighter’s engineering section.

“What the hell?” Hawkins said.

The freighter’s hull began swirling like a whirlpool and collapsing in on itself.

“Full reverse!” Rydell said. “Dillon, get going.”

“I’m going!” Dillon’s voice replied. The runabout started to move. But it was still within a thousand kilometers of the freighter while the Secondprize had backed off considerably. Suddenly, the freighter completely collapsed, releasing a flash of energy that blinded the command crew and plunged the bridge into darkness.



“Report!” Rydell said. Lights and consoles around the bridge flickered back to life as the crew attempted to get their vision to return to normal.

“Massive power fluctuations on all decks, but no damage,” Hawkins said. She fell silent for a moment while she checked her console. “Oh no.”

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Rydell asked. Hawkins pointed at the viewscreen. The freighter and the runabout were gone.

“What happened, Jaroch?” Rydell demanded. Jaroch checked the sensors, then looked back at Rydell.

“Uh…”

“Rydell to Baird. What happened to that freighter?”

“Uh…”

“Damn it! Does anybody know what just happened?”

“I think I may be able to answer that,” an unfamiliar voice said from behind Rydell. Rydell whirled around and saw a tall, pale alien standing beside a lanky, young human. The human looked down at the floor guiltily.

“Who the hell are you?” Hawkins said, going for her phaser.

“I am known as The Traveler,” the alien replied. “This is my pupil, Wesley Crusher.”

“Hi,” Wesley said meekly.

“I am tutoring Wesley in the art of manipulating space and time. Unfortunately, that freighter passed too close to one of our lessons.”

“Hence the temporal energy in the warp core,” Jaroch said.



“Precisely. That’s why it was regrettably destroyed.”

“What about our runabout?” Hawkins demanded.

“Uh…”

“You don’t know?” Rydell said.

“Not really,” The Traveler said.

“Sorry about that,” Wesley said.

“Sorry!” Hawkins shouted. “You just obliterated my…our first officer.”

“And we really fell awful about it. Don’t we Wesley?” The Traveler said.

“Yes. Horrible.”

“Well, we’ve got to go. His Christmas vacation is coming up, and we’ve still got a lot to cover. Bye.”

“Wait!” Hawkins shouted. It was too late. The Traveler and Wesley waved and vanished.

“What do you think, Jaroch?” Rydell asked.

“They were quite rude,” Jaroch replied.

“I meant about Dillon.”

“He is gone, sir.”

“How do we get him back?” Hawkins said.

“I have no idea,” Jaroch said. “On the bright side, I may just get my Christmas wish after all.”



Dillon’s runabout appeared over an unfamiliar planet…about 10 feet over it, to be exact, and closing rapidly. Dillon had just enough time to put his head between his legs and scream for his mother before the Atchafalaya slammed into the ground.



“There is still no sign of anything, sir,” Jaroch said. Rydell sighed and slumped down in his command chair. After four hours of searching the nearby solar systems, not one trace of the runabout had been found. “The next closest system is five days away.”

“Set course for Waystation, Lieutenant Sullivan,” Rydell said.

“Captain,” Hawkins began.

“Patricia, you heard The Traveler. They were experimenting with time and space. Dillon could be anywhere or anywhen. I’ve got several hundred crewmen who need a break. We’re going to Waystation.”

“So, we’re just giving up on him.”

“Yes, looks like it,” Jaroch said, a bit too happily.

“Not now, Jaroch,” Rydell said.

“My apologies,” Jaroch turned back to his station and started humming “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas.” He managed to get through the first verse before Hawkins phasered him into unconsciousness.



“Personal log. Stardate unknown. I have examined the wreckage of the Atchafalaya and determined that the engines are a complete loss. The power cells were drained somehow by the freighter explosion, but I am in the process of recharging them with the emergency solar cells. I would like to know who the genius was who decided to put the emergency items in a compartment that requires power to get into. I had to phaser the thing open. The power’s out and the stuff you need to get it back on is in a place that won’t open unless you have power. Brilliant. There should be a regulation.

“Regulation Suggestion One: Emergency supplies on runabout’s must be stored in a compartment that it easy to access and open.

“There. That should do it.

“The planet I have landed on is fairly nice. I have crashed about 10 meters from a stream near the edge of a forest. Conditions are cool, but pleasant. I should be comfortable until I’m rescued. The runabout will provide an excellent home.”



“Secondprize, you are cleared to dock,” Lieutenant Walter Morales’ voice said.

“Thank you, Morales,” Rydell said. “Take is in, Sullivan.”

“We’ll be waiting,” Morales, Waystation’s first officer, replied.

Rydell was one of the last people off of the Secondprize. Commander Lisa Beck, Waystation’s commanding officer was waiting for him when he stepped out of the airlock.

“Hello, Captain,” Beck said warmly. “Merry Christmas.”

“And to you,” Rydell said, trying to sound happy.

“Let me show you around. Things have changed a bit since you were last here.”

“Yes. I’ve heard this has become quite an active place.”

“We have pretty steady traffic from colonization ships and such. It’s not really that exciting unless the Multeks start acting up.”

Beck led Rydell out into Starfleet Square Mall, the large business area that was the center of activity on Waystation. Decorated Christmas trees lined the hallway of the mall as Christmas carols played through the speakers.

“Can I buy you lunch?” Beck asked. “We’ve got a great Andorian place.”

“Maybe later.”

“You’re taking this Dillon thing kind of hard. I thought you’d be relieved to get rid of him. Actually, I’m surprised you didn’t do this long ago.”

“Do what?”

“Lose him. You’ve done it before. I mean, there was that Baxter guy you sent to…”

“That was an accident!”

“Sorry.”

“I don’t like losing anybody. I don’t want them dead, missing…or transferred,” Rydell said, looking at Beck. “I like to keep my people together.”

“I’ve missed you too, sir.”



Commander Dillon gathered up some more kindling and put it into the makeshift backpack he’d constructed. While the runabout had power, Dillon decided he’d be better off trying to gather and cook his own food so as to conserve the runabout’s resources to keep the emergency beacon going.

Dillon almost didn’t notice the bear-like creature wandering on the path ahead of him. The bear saw him, though, and bellowed a menacing growl. Dillon instinctively went for his phaser, then thought better of it.



“I know how this works. I panic, shoot you, then find out you’re from a race of super-intelligent bears. Then I get to feel guilty for my human prejudices and look like an idiot. No way. I learned something at the academy.”

Dillon holstered the phaser and approached the bear with his arms raised in a gesture of friendship.

“Greetings. I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon of the Federation Starship Secondprize. We are a peaceful group dedicated to…”

The bear reared up on its hind legs, roared, and smacked Dillon across the side of the head with its massive paw.

“Then again, maybe you’re a bear,” Dillon said, scrambling for his phaser.



“Regulation Suggestion 26: Upon seeing a bear or bear-like creature, the policy is to stun first and ask questions later.”



Counselor Claire Webber saw Lieutenant Hawkins sitting alone at a table in the food court of Starfleet Square Mall. Hawkins looked like she wanted to ram a plastic fork through someone. Ignoring her own safety, Webber decided she’d better go talk to her.

“Hi, Patricia. How are you holding up?” Webber said.

“Peachy,” Hawkins said. “Now get lost, Claire.”

“I can’t do that, Patricia.” Without warning, Webber dove at Hawkins and grabbed her in a giant bear hug. “You’ll find somebody better,” Webber said. That shouldn’t be too hard. They didn’t come much worse than Commander Dillon.

“I don’t want to,” Hawkins gasped. Webber let go and sat down across from Patricia.

“If Travis’ alive, I’m sure someone will find him,” Webber said. This was obviously the kind of reassurance Patricia wanted.

“Do you realize we’ve lost Kris Larkin and Dillon now? That’s two good friends in one year.”

One good friend and one obnoxious twit, Webber thought.

“Space is a dangerous place,” Webber said. “Dillon and Larkin knew that when they joined.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t make things any easier.”



“Personal log. Supplemental. If my calculations are correct, tomorrow should be Christmas Eve. I’ve chopped down a small pine tree and placed it in the living area of the runabout. The debris from the warp nacelles is making surprisingly good ornaments.

“This is the first Christmas I’ve ever had to spend alone. No one should spend Christmas alone.

“Regulation Suggestion 215: No Starfleet officer is allowed to be alone on Christmas.”



Commander Beck stood outside of her office waiting for some news. Rydell had borrowed the office to talk to Starfleet Command about the Dillon situation. The Secondprize was going to need a new first officer. The question was would they promote someone on the ship or get someone from outside. Jaroch was the obvious front-runner, but a lot of higher-ups thought he was too unstable. In some ways, Beck had to agree.

She looked across ops at Jaroch, who was standing at the science console with Lieutenant Craig Porter, Waystation’s science and operations officer. They had been analyzing the disappearance of the runabout from the time the Secondprize docked.



“How’s it going, guys?” Beck asked, walking over to them.

“Not well,” Jaroch said.

“Yeah, these readings make about as much sense as Binar on speed,” Porter said.

“If you don’t mind me asking, why are you so concerned about this, Jaroch? Patricia was pretty sure you were thrilled that Dillon’s gone.”

“My life has been empty without him to insult,” Jaroch said.

“No other reason.”

“Should there be?”

“I just thought maybe you’d developed a soft spot for Dillon.”

“Not for Dillon, I can assure you,” Jaroch said, turning back to his work. Beck was pretty sure there was more to that statement than Jaroch was letting on, but she didn’t feel like pursuing it.



“Admiral, I still think Jaroch is the best choice for the job. He’s been with this crew since the beginning,” Rydell said.

“I’m aware of that, Alex,” Admiral Thomas Wagner replied. “But his record…”

“..is exemplary,” Rydell said.

“No, it’s scary,” Wagner said. “That man has killed more people than any officer in the fleet.”

“If I may, sir, those deaths were caused by J’Ter, not Jaroch.”

“Yeah, but J’Ter is part of Jaroch. I’m sorry Alex. We just can’t approve that.”

“Then who?”

“There was this David Conway guy who would have been perfect, but we made him first officer of the Aerostar.”

“Which disappeared,” Rydell said.

“Yes,” Wagner said.

“Admiral, there is also the possibility that Dillon’s still alive.”

“We haven’t had any reports of a distress beacon or anything, but we’ll keep looking,” Wagner said. “Until then, we’ll keep working on a list of possible replacements for Commander Dillon. Wagner out. Oh, by the way, Merry Christmas.”

“Right,” Rydell muttered.



The storm was coming in fast. Dillon could feel the wind pushing on him as he raced back toward the runabout. He’d been several kilometers away picking fruit from some trees he’d discovered when the clouds started to roll in. Now, he wasn’t sure if he was going to make it back before the storm hit full force.

Rain began pelting the ground around him, growing in intensity as he ran. The wind grew louder and stronger.

“Regulation Suggestion 365: Always take severe weather gear with you when traveling away from your ship.”

By the time, Dillon got within sight of the runabout, the storm was on him full force. The winds obliterated his campfire pit and threatened to rip the emergency solar cells off of the runabout. Hail smacked against the runabout’s roof and Dillon’s body. The winds were raging stronger than anything he had ever seen. He was almost inside, though.



A sudden powerful gust of wind lifted Dillon off the ground and threw him against the runabout like a piece of wet spaghetti. Dillon slid down to the ground unconscious, fruit spilling everywhere.



Commander Beck stepped up to the podium that had been erected in front of the largest Christmas tree in Starfleet Square Mall and looked out at the gathered group made up of the Waystation crew, the Federation marines, various civilians, and the crew of the Secondprize. Beck felt that Captain Rydell should be doing this, since he was the ranking officer, but he’d insisted that it was her station and, therefore, her duty.

“This is our second Christmas here at Waystation, and I’d just like to say how wonderful it is to have the Secondprize crew here with us. Our histories have been linked since the beginning, so it’s only appropriate for us to be spending this festive time together.

“That said, I’d like to welcome everyone to our second annual Christmas Eve Celebration. Hit it, guys!”

The Vulcan jazz band started into their rendition of “Jingle Bells” as the gathered revelers descended upon the food spread out on buffets near the food court.



Dillon felt a cool wetness on his forehead that gradually pulled him out of his delirium. He immediately wished he’d stayed unconscious. Every part of his body ached worse than it ever had before. Several bones had to be broken.

Slowly, he opened his eyes. The sun was blinding. A figure moved above him, blocking out the brightness.

As Dillon’s eyes focused, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. In front of him was a fat man in a red outfit. The man’s stomach shook like a bowl full of jelly every time he moved.

“S…Santa?” Dillon whispered hoarsely.

“I’m not Santa Claus, you blasted fool,” a voice with a thick Scottish accent replied.

Dillon’s vision cleared the rest of the way. He still couldn’t believe his eyes.

“Captain Montgomery Scott, at your service,” the man said smiling. “Just call me Scotty.”

“How?”

“I detected your distress signal and came down here to investigate. I found you there looking pretty beat up, laddie. Who are you?”

“Commander Travis Michael Dillon,” Dillon croaked, every syllable agony. “U.S.S. Secondprize.”

“The Enterprise?”

“No. Secondprize.”

“I see. Well, let’s get you out of here.” Scotty injected him with a hypospray that immediately had Dillon feeling a bit better. He picked Dillon up as gently as possible and carried Dillon back to his shuttle.

“My crew will be at Waystation,” Dillon said.

“Aye. I’ll have you there in a couple of days.”

“Days. I’m going to miss Christmas,” Dillon said glumly.

“Christmas? That’s three days away. You’ll be there before that.”

“Three days? The runabout must have been sent across time as well as space.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Never mind. It’s not important.”



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins watched the festivities with a growing sense of sadness. This was not the time for her to be alone, but she just didn’t feel like dealing with people.



“Mind if I join you?” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said from beside her.

“I’m not great company,” Hawkins said. Jaroch sat down across from her. Neither spoke for a few moments.

“Patricia, I am sorry about Commander Dillon,” Jaroch said finally. Hawkins stared at him.

“Thank you, Jaroch. I know that took a lot of effort, even if you didn’t really mean it.”

“I did mean it. Commander Dillon is important to you and…”

“Ops to Starfleet Square,” the comm system boomed suddenly, interrupting Jaroch and the Christmas party.

“Go ahead,” Beck said.

“A shuttle had just asked permission to dock. The pilot says he has Commander Dillon with him and he needs medical assistance.”

“Travis!” Hawkins shouted, jumping up from the table.

“Send them to Docking Bay Two. Have Doctor Nelson meet us there,” Beck said. She and Captain Rydell rushed after Lieutenant Hawkins.



“Is it Christmas yet?” Dillon asked weakly. The injuries he suffered from the storm had worsened over the last couple of days, and Scotty did not have the equipment to patch Dillon up properly.

“It will be shortly, laddie. Just hold on,” Scotty said as he piloted the shuttle into Waystation’s massive docking bay.

As soon as the shuttle touched down and the hatch opened, Doctor Amedon Nelson, Waystation’s chief medical officer ran inside. Hawkins waited impatiently with Rydell and Beck to find out Dillon’s status.

“Bring the stretcher,” Nelson ordered, ducking her head out a few seconds later. Two of Nelson’s nurses pushed past Hawkins to get to the shuttle. Soon, they brought out Dillon, looking like he’d just lost a prize fight to a mugatu.

“I’ll be home for Christmas,” Dillon sang softly. Hawkins ran over to him.

“Travis, are you all right?”

“I am now,” he said smiling.

“You can talk to him later,” Nelson said, pushing Hawkins aside. Nelson and the nurses took Dillon away.

“I think we should thank the pilot,” Rydell said, putting his arm around Hawkins. About that time, Captain Scott stepped out of the shuttlecraft.

“Permission to come aboard, sir,” Scotty said to Rydell.

“I’m not the one you need to ask,” Rydell replied, pointing at Beck. Scotty turned to her, a broad smile spreading across his face.

“Is that so? Well, Commander…”

“Beck. Lisa Beck.”

“May I come aboard?”

“Of course. It’s an honor to have you here, Captain Scott. We’re having a Christmas party, if you’d like to join us.”

“Sounds wonderful. Have you got any Scotch?”

“I’m sure we can finding something.”

“Nonsense.” Scotty went back into the shuttle and reemerged a few moments later with a bottle. “Only the best for the holidays. Now, where’s this party?”



“Right this way,” Beck said, extending her arm to Scotty.

“Thank you, lassie,” Scotty said, taking her arm. The two of them walked off together.

“I’m not sure which one of them to warn,” Rydell said.

“What do you mean?” Hawkins asked.

“Well, Captain Scott has an eye for the ladies, and Commander Beck’s liable to poke it out.”

“I think she likes him,” Hawkins said smiling.

“It’s nice to see you happy again.”

“What can I say? I got my Christmas present.”



“Captain’s log. Stardate 51437.6. Better known as Christmas morning. Commander Dillon’s condition was serious, but Doctor Nelson and our own Doctor Aldridge were more than able to handle it. Dillon should be ready for duty when the Secondprize leaves Waystation a few days from now. I’ve told Starfleet to call off the search for a new first officer. Dillon may not be the most amiable person on the planet, but if he was gone, who would I have to take care of my paperwork for me? Besides, if I transferred him, I think Lieutenant Hawkins would do me great bodily harm.”



Dillon was sitting up in bed when Hawkins entered sickbay.

“How are you feeling?” Hawkins asked.

“Pretty good considering,” Dillon replied.

“Tell me if this hurts.”

“What hurts?”

“This.” Hawkins leaned across the bed and kissed Dillon passionately.

“Nope. Didn’t hurt a bit.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“Hey! That’s enough of that,” Captain Rydell’s voice said from the doorway. Hawkins pulled away from Dillon and straightened her uniform. “You two have to wait until you’re someplace private. But now…” Rydell produced a couple of bottles of champagne from behind his back.

“What about glasses?” Dillon asked.

“Got it covered,” Rydell said. “Guys.”

Rydell walked in followed by the command crews of both the Secondprize and Waystation. Everyone was carrying either glasses, plates, or food.

“We knew you couldn’t make it to Christmas dinner, so we decided to bring it to you,” Beck said.

“Thanks, guys,” Hawkins said.

“Not a problem,” Rydell said.

“I am relieved that you are back, Commander,” Jaroch said to Dillon.

“Really? Thanks, Jaroch.”

“Lieutenant Hawkins was making us miserable.”

“All right, that’s enough bickering,” Rydell said. “I propose a toast.” Everyone raised their glasses. “To the crews of the Secondprize and Waystation. May we have long happy lives and always stay friends.”

“Hear, hear,” Beck said.



“Cheers.”

“Hey, did anybody recover that list of new regulations I was compiling?” Dillon asked. Hawkins playfully slapped him on the side of the head.

“Shut up and drink your champagne.”
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Previous Occupant

“Chief Medical Officer’s Log, Stardate 50320.3. Having completed my first couple of months as the CMO of the Secondprize, I have come to the conclusion that I am stationed on the mobile equivalent of the eighth circle of hell. I could use the terms weirdos and psychopaths to describe the ship’s crew, but they wouldn’t begin to cover the reality of it. In a desperate attempt to retain my own sanity, I’ve decided to visit Doctor Rebecca Singer, my predecessor as CMO, to see how she dealt with the crew. The wisdom of this move is debatable, since Singer is currently living at the mental health facility on Tantalus V, but I hope to, at the very least, determine what not to do in my dealings with the crew.”



Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge pressed the door chime outside of the Tantalus V administrator’s office.

“Come right on in,” a boisterous voice called. Aldridge stepped inside just as a large, smiling man was standing up from the desk.

“Doctor Aldridge, I presume,” the man said, extending his hand.

“You presume correctly,” Aldridge said. “You must be Doctor Washman.”

“Please, call me Kevin. Now then, the communique that Captain Rydell sent says that you want to visit Rebecca Singer,” Washman said, sitting back down.

“That’s right,” Aldridge said, taking the seat across the desk from him. “Is there a problem?”

“Well, not really. I just want you to understand that Rebecca is…well…bonkers. She is completely unstable both emotionally and in terms of her personality.”

“Was all of this a result of her time aboard the Secondprize?” Aldridge asked.

“Oh no. She never should have been put on a starship in the first place. She was emotionally unstable to begin with. She’d go from crying to laughing and back to crying with little or no reason,” Washman said.

“How did she get as far as she did?”

“Clerical errors, etcetera,” Washman said nonchalantly. “Happens all the time. Unfortunately, in Rebecca’s case, she was put into situations that further damaged her psyche and drove her over the edge. The accidents with a couple of hyposprays didn’t help any either.”

“Accidents?”

“Oh yeah. She accidently injected herself a couple of times. That caused no end of trouble. No matter. Are you ready to meet her?”

“I guess,” Aldridge said hesitantly. Maybe this trip wasn’t such a good idea. Singer was probably way too nuts to give her any insights into the Secondprize crew. But a morbid fascination drove Aldridge onward. She had to see what had become of her predecessor.

Washman led her back out into the corridor and took her towards the patient facilities. The numerous nurse and guard stations both soothed and unsettled Aldridge’s nerves. It was good to see that the facility was well-staffed, but how dangerous were these patients that they required so many armed guards?

“So, Doctor Aldridge, are you a psychologist?” Washman asked, trying to make conversation as they walked.

“Me? No,” Aldridge replied.

“Oh, then what is your field?”

“I’m qualified for surgery and general practice, but my specialty is pathology.”

“Pathology. Got it. Well, if anybody dies while you’re here, I’ll know who to call,” Washman said smiling.

“Please do. I haven’t been able to carve up a corpse in months. All these damn live patients are starting to get on my nerves,” Aldridge replied, only half-joking.

“I see,” Washman replied. He glanced at Aldridge nervously, then continued the rest of the walk in silence.

Washman led Aldridge into a small waiting lounge and gestured for her to sit down. She sat in one of the two blue plush chairs that were positioned across from a small sofa. The room had the feel of a living room in someone’s home.

“Help yourself to something to eat,” Washman said, pointing at the replicator. “I’ll return with Rebecca in a moment.” He stepped out of the room, leaving Aldridge alone. In the silence, she noticed soft music playing in the background. It was too soft to really listen too, but loud enough to be annoying, like a bug buzzing around her. Aldridge stood up and started pacing, just to drown out the music.

Oh yeah, this place is real therapeutic, she thought.

A moment later, Washman returned. Following him was a tall, thin woman with long, straight black hair. She smiled upon seeing Aldridge and took a seat on the sofa.

“Doctor Washman tells me that you want to see me,” she said warmly.

“Yes, my name is Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge.”

“Well, I’m Doctor Rebecca Singer,” Singer said quickly, as if she was trying prove something. “Now that we have the introductions out of the way, what can I do for you?”

“I wanted to ask you about the Secondprize,” Aldridge said.

“Ah yes, Captain Rydell and company. It’s a good ship. I have enjoyed my service there immensely. I saved Alex from hot chocolate once you know. Then there was that mess with his brain getting swapped.” Aldridge could tell Singer was getting upset. “He was stuck in the past, and we didn’t know if we were going to be able to get him back.” Tears began flowing freely. Dr. Washman held a handkerchief out in front of her. Singer took it gratefully and wiped her eyes. “We got through it, though, Alexander and I.”

“So you were pretty attached to Captain Rydell?” Aldridge asked.

“Fixated on him is a better word for it,” Washman said. Singer didn’t even acknowledge that he was speaking. “Rebecca has taken what must have been a latent attraction to the Secondprize’s captain and exploded it to the point that Captain Rydell has come to symbolize all that is good in her life.”

“I see,” Aldridge said. She turned back to Singer. “So how about the rest of the crew? Any problems with them?”

“Oh no. They were all a nice bunch. Fairly healthy, too. I got very upset when they got sick, so they did their best to stay well. I liked all of them. Well, Trinian troubled me a little bit. Ever since I had that accident with the muscle relaxants, I had the feeling she was out to get me. I also had this dream about her hitting me with a rolled up newspaper, but…never mind.”

“So you didn’t find them all a bit…strange?” Aldridge asked.

“Nope. They were just a bunch of normal people,” Singer replied. “I can’t wait to get back to them.”

“Well, thank you for your time, Doctor Singer,” Aldridge said standing up. “I’d better get back to the Secondprize.”

“Oh, you’re stationed there?” Singer asked.

“Yes, I’m the new Chief Medical Officer,” Aldridge asked. Singer stood up to face her.

“The new Chief Medical Officer?”

“Yes, I replaced you after you came here,” Aldridge replied. Singer suddenly screamed and pounced, knocking Aldridge to the floor and landing on top of her.

“I AM THE ONLY CHIEF MEDICAL OFFICER THEY NEED!” Singer screamed. “STAY AWAY FROM ALEX, YOU BITCH!”

“Calm down, Rebecca,” Dr. Washman said, trying to sooth the mad woman.

“Kill. Kill.”

“She’s choking me,” Aldridge gasped.

“Rebecca, please stop. You don’t want to hurt anyone,” Washman said, sounding more and more like a children’s show host with each word. Aldridge decided that traditional methods were going to get her killed. She thrust her knees forward, propelling Singer off of her and into the wall. Aldridge quickly rolled over and leapt back to her feet, ready for Singer’s next assault. It never came. Singer lay in a ball against the wall sobbing uncontrollably.

“I’d better go,” Aldridge said as Dr. Washman leaned down to help his patient.

“We have quarters prepared for you on our visitor’s floor,” Washman replied.

“Thank you. I think I’m just going to stay there until the shuttle from the Secondprize arrives to pick me up tomorrow.” Aldridge said.

“Secondprize…Secondprize…,” Singer sobbed softly. “Alexander…Alex.”

Aldridge made a hasty retreat to her room.

Singer stopped crying as soon as she left. Singer knew that she was the real Secondprize Chief Medical Officer. This Aldridge woman was obviously insane, and she had to be destroyed.



That night, Aldridge slept fitfully. The idea of trying to rest while inside the bounds of a mental asylum just wasn’t real appealing to her. She had nodded off for the sixth time when a blinding light flared up outside. The light moved back and forth across her window as if it were searching for something. In her exhausted condition, Aldridge couldn’t even begin to think what that something might be. A second later, the comm panel by the replicator beeped. Aldridge crawled out of bed, shielding her eyes from the light, and stumbled over to the panel.

“Aldridge here. What do you want?” she demanded groggily.

“Sorry to wake you, Doctor,” Washman’s voice said. “But a slight…situation has developed that I thought you should be informed of.”

“Too late,” another voice, a female voice said. Aldridge belatedly realized that the voice was Rebecca Singer’s and that it was coming from inside her room. Singer came out of nowhere, knocking Aldridge away from the comm panel.

“Now, Rebecca, don’t do anything that you’ll regret,” Dr. Washman’s voice shouted. Singer raised her arm and blasted the comm panel with a phaser. Aldridge snapped herself out of her sleepy delirium. There was an armed, deranged woman in her room.

“The two of us can just have some girl talk now,” Singer said, turning towards Aldridge. The light was hitting Singer full in the face, illuminating the demonic look of hatred she flashed at Aldridge.

“Talking is good,” Aldridge said, attempting to regain her composure. “What do you want to talk about?”

“You and my Alexander,” Singer said. She fired the phaser, sending a blast scorching past Aldridge’s head. “I know you’ve been with him.”

“We’re on the same ship, but that’s it,” Aldridge said.

“You’re lying!” Singer said, sending a blast by the other side of Aldridge’s head.

“What do you want me to say? That I slept with him?”

“I KNEW IT!” Singer screamed. Her body began to shake violently with anger. Aldridge noticed that she lowered the phaser just a little bit. An idea began to form; it was dangerous, but it could work.

“You’ve caught me,” Aldridge said, throwing your arms up. “I’m Alexander’s lover.”

“YOU…”

“Oh yeah, we’ve been together ever since you left, and let me tell you…”

“No! Stop!” Singer said. The shaking was becoming even more violent.

“He’s wonderful. And great in bed. I’m not destroying your relationship with him by telling you this, am I?”

Singer let out a blood-curdling scream and charged at Aldridge. Aldridge dodged sideways and slammed her elbow into the back of Singer’s head as she ran by. Singer smacked into the wall, then fell to the floor. Aldridge was on top of her in a second, wrestling the phaser out of Singer’s grip. She stood up, phaser in hand, just as her door chime sounded urgently. Covering Singer with the phaser, Aldridge walked over and unlocked the door. Dr. Washman ran in followed by three orderlies.

“Why is it that the cavalry always shows up after the danger has passed?” Aldridge said.

“We get better ratings this way,” Washman said.

“Oh.”

“Are you alright?” Washman asked.

“I’m fine,” Aldridge said.

“Not you. I’m talking to my patient.” Washman rushed over to Singer and helped her up. “Everything is going to be fine, Rebecca. Take her back to her room.” The orderlies flanked Singer and led her from the room. At the threshold, Singer turned to face Aldridge.

“Alexander’s true love will return to him, and all pretenders will be destroyed,” she said.

“I’ll pass that message along, since I’m going to see him and you’re not, you psycho,” Aldridge replied. Singer lunged at Aldridge, but was caught by the orderlies.

“I’m going to kill you! Kill! Kill!”

“Whatever. Get her away from me.” The orderlies dragged Singer down the hall as Dr. Washman followed.

“This place is a mad house,” Aldridge mumbled, falling back into her bed.



“Chief Medical Officer’s Log, Stardate 50321.4. I have, with great relief, returned to the Secondprize secure in the knowledge that the crew is not as crazy as I thought. Doctor Rebecca Singer is crazy; these people are…eccentric. My visit to Tantalus V probably set Singer’s therapy back a bit, but I value my life over her sanity. Call me selfish. I’d also like to know how Singer got her hands on a phaser. It definitely gives me concerns about the security at Tantalus V. But right now, I have something to discuss with Captain Rydell.”



“Come in,” Rydell called after the door chime to his ready room sounded.

“So, how hot and heavy was it?” Dr. Aldridge asked as she walked in and took a chair.

“What?”

“You and Singer. Come on. You can tell me. Did you two perform some special surgery on a biobed? Or does she make house calls?”

“Me and Singer? I don’t know what she told you, but…”

“You’re going to deny your one true love?” Aldridge said smiling.

“She said that?”

“Oh yeah, you’ve got that woman body, soul, and what’s left of her mind.”

“That’s nice, but I think I’ll pass,” Rydell said.

“Good idea. She’s a bit on edge right now.” Aldridge stood up to leave.

“So you just came up here to harass me?” Rydell asked.

“Sure did,” Aldridge said, heading toward the door.

“Doctor, Rebecca Singer and I never…”

“Yeah, right,” Aldridge said. She walked out of the ready room leaving Rydell alone and speechless.
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Family Counseling

The situation had become untenable. That much was certain. He would have to take action despite his reservations. The reservations were very strong, though. He was not one to allow personal problems to affect his duties, and the idea of having to approach one of the crew to assist him in his difficulties was especially unsettling.

In spite of this, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch had made the appointment and was now standing outside of her office door. He took a deep breath and pressed the door chime.

“Come in,” the warm voice of Counselor Claire Webber called.

“No!” a voice in Jaroch’s head screamed.

“Yes! We need this,” another said.

“You will all die!” a third bellowed.

“Stop it,” Jaroch said aloud, drawing confused looks and stares from passing crewmembers. “There is nothing to discuss.” He stepped forward into the office.

“Have a seat, Jaroch,” Counselor Webber said, waving him to the bean bag chair across from the one she was seated in.

This was Jaroch’s first time into the counselor’s office, and he was not sure that he found the environment to be therapeutic. The walls were painted in a mural depicting a meadow in spring. Rabbits bounced merrily toward a stream populated by several happy frogs. Jaroch almost thought he could hear the chirps of the birds that had been painted in the trees and flying on the ceiling over him. Actually, he could hear chirping…and buzzing and croaking. Webber must have some type of environmental sounds playing. A cluttered desk sat against one wall, while, on the other side of the room, a large table sat covered with paints, clay, and other artistic tools.

Jaroch pushed his observations aside and attempted to sit gracefully in the bean bag below him. He failed. Grace ended where gravity took over, sending him falling into the seat.

“That’s the spirit,” Webber said happily. “It’s good to have fun with bean bag chairs. I love to just fall into them.”

“Indeed,” Jaroch replied. “Fun is not what I have come to see you about, however.”

“Well then, what would you like to talk about?” Webber asked, turning around in her bean bag to bring her head closer to him.

“I…am experiencing some internal debate that is causing me much distress,” Jaroch said.

“Difficulty making decisions is perfectly normal. We often debate with ourselves over matters and decisions that are important to us.”

“I am afraid that you are not quite comprehending me, Counselor,” Jaroch said. “I am not debating with myself, but with my past selves. They are refusing to leave me in peace.” His head jerked violently. “Well, that is because you are being ridiculous,” a voice that wasn’t quite Jaroch’s said. “Leave him alone. I’m just speaking my mind. Well, leave his mind alone.”

“Jaroch!” Webber said. Jaroch shook his head and turned back to the counselor.

“My apologies,” he said. “But you see my problem.”

“How long has this been going on?” Webber asked.

“I first heard an occasional voice shortly after we finished placing Waystation in position. I did not think much of it, but over the last couple of months, the situation has degraded to the point where I am constantly disturbed,” Jaroch replied.

“I see.” Webber tried not to show her worry. If Jaroch was losing control of his mind, the whole ship could be in danger. Jaroch was the one who they relied on to solve problems. Webber had to help him. “What can I do?”

“I believe that we need counseling to deal with our disputes,” Jaroch said. “You must treat each life like the separate person that they are. I hope that we can settle this quickly. THEN JUST DO IT!” he shouted suddenly.

“Oh dear. Well, how many personalities, I mean lives are we talking about here?”

“Not all of them are involved. Besides myself, there are three concerned parties.”

“OK then,” Webber got out of her chair and pulled three more bean bags over, forming a little circle. Then she opened a cabinet on the far side of the room and brought out three dolls. She put a doll in each of the empty chairs.

“J’Ter will not be represented in such an insulting manner, human,” Jaroch bellowed. “She is just trying to help,” he said more calmly. “Leave your warrior-prince ego out of this.”

“Why don’t we go around the circle and introduce ourselves?” Webber said. “I’ll start. My name’s Claire Webber, and I’m here to be your friend.”

“J’Ter has no need of friends as weak as you,” J’Ter said.

“So you are J’Ter. Why don’t we make you the red-headed doll sitting in the blue chair? OK?” Webber said.

“No.”

“Come on. Red is the color of war and blood, you know,” Webber said smiling.

“That is acceptable.”

“Good. Now who’s next?”

“I believe I am,” Jaroch said. “I am Jaroch.”

“OK. Jaroch, you can be represented by you. Next.”

“I am Jarl. I want to be the blond doll.”

“Is that fine with everyone else?” Webber asked, looking around.

“Fine.”

“Acceptable.”

“I have no objections. I would not be caught dead in the outfit that blond doll is wearing.”

“All right, that means our brown-headed doll is?”

“I am Telsa Tecpa J’Mer, and may I say that the tie-died uniform you have on is a wonderful statement, Counselor.” He leaned forward and kissed Webber’s hand.

“My apologies, Counselor,” Jaroch said, appalled at what he had just done. “I had no idea that…”

“It’s fine, Jaroch,” Webber said. “I understand that your body isn’t totally yours at the moment. Let’s just get this moving. Who wants to go first?”

“They are all puny and must die,” J’Ter said.

“Alright. Let’s start there. Does anyone want to comment on what J’Ter is feeling?” Webber asked.

“As usual, he’s nuts,” Jarl said.

“Now now. We’re all friends here. Keep this friendly, Jarl. Why do you disagree with J’Ter?”

“If we all die, he dies too. He lives in Jaroch with the rest of us.”

“That is true,” Jaroch said. “The end of my life would end all of yours until our next incarnation.”

“I don’t want you dead,” Jarl said. “I just want you to take some action.”

“He will act in his own time,” J’Mer said. “These things take time.”

“To what action are we referring?” Webber asked.

“That is irrelevant to this discussion,” Jaroch said.

“Tell her, you wimp,” Jarl said.

“It is his life. Let him lead it,” J’Mer said.

“You all disgust me,” J’Ter said.

“Shut up, you no-brained barbarian,” Jarl snapped.

“You will DIE!” J’Ter screamed. Jaroch latched his hands around his own neck and started throttling himself. He scrambled out of the chair and flung himself across the room, hands still clenched around his throat.

“Let me go.”

“DIE!”

“This is all your fault.”

“DIE!”

“Do something!”

“Why don’t you?”

“Jaroch!” Webber screamed. The one-man, four-mind brawl continued unabated. Webber rushed over and started trying to pull Jaroch’s hands away from his throat, but he was holding on with an iron grip. Webber backed away to prepare for another attack. Jaroch’s eyes were starting to bulge from lack of oxygen. Webber waited for an opening, then charged. She slammed full-force into Jaroch, sending him smashing to the floor. His hands let go of his neck as he gasped frantically for air.

“Thank…you…Counselor,” Jaroch said.

“I don’t want to see that kind of behavior again, J’Ter. Do you understand?” Webber said.

“Yes, mortal,” J’Ter replied.

“That’s Counselor Webber!”

“Yes, Counselor Webber.”

“Better. Now, go sit down. All of you.”

Jaroch picked himself up and returned to his bean bag followed by Webber. She jumped into her seat and turned to face Jaroch.

“No progress will be made if you kill each other,” Webber said. “It appears that you are all divided upon what Jaroch should do about a certain situation that has come up in his life. Out of respect for Jaroch’s wishes, I will not pry further about what exactly that situation is. But I do want to hear your feelings. We’ve already gotten J’Ter’s opinion; how about somebody else?”

“I think he is being a wimp,” Jarl said. “He is letting his duty to Starfleet cloud his judgement. He is being a martyr.”

“I am not,” Jaroch said. “I am just doing what is best for all concerned.”

“A likely story.”

“I happen to think Jaroch is right,” J’Mer said. “Let him lead his life.”

“This is getting us nowhere,” Jarl said.

“Agreed,” Jaroch said. “I am still no closer to regaining control.”

“You may be right,” Webber said. “I think that it’s time we tried a different form of therapy.”



“I fail to see the value of this,” Jaroch said as Webber eagerly ran her paint-covered fingers around the paper on the art table.

“Just do it,” Webber said. “Let go and allow your unconscious to paint for you.” Jaroch shrugged, then dipped his index finger in some blue paint. Without looking at the paper, he set to work, his finger darting quickly across its surface. Less than a minute later, he stepped back to appraise his creation.

“Masterful,” J’Mer said, looking at the dress he had drawn. “My whole life and afterlife have been building up to this design. My work here is done.”

“I’m glad that you are pleased, J’Mer,” Webber said.

“He is not here,” Jaroch said. “He has returned to where he belongs.”

“I guess he wasn’t kidding when he said that his work here was done,” Webber said.

“J’Mer was a tailor. He wanted to be a fashion designer but died before he got very far along that path. His love of clothing exceeds all other concerns.”

“So, since he’s gone, we only have J’Ter and Jarl to deal with,” Webber said.

“That is correct.”

“All right. What was Jarl in his previous existence?”

“A journalist.”

“So how do we fulfil a journalist’s greatest dream?” Webber asked.

“I do not know. Journalism is not exactly in my field,” Jaroch replied.

“Are you two plotting against me?” Jarl asked.

“No,” Webber and Jaroch said.

“Is he listening now?” Webber asked.

“I do not believe so.”

“Good, I’ve got an idea.”



Jarl awoke on a hard surface. His eyes sprang open as he sat up to look around. He was in a park. No, he was in THE park. It was the park across from his office at the paper. Somehow, he was back on Yyns and alive! He reached down searching for something. It was there, right where it should have been. Jarl picked his briefcase up off the ground and set it into his lap. He hadn’t held this briefcase in over three-hundred years.

A loud bang and a blinding flash snapped him out of his thoughts. Above him, a transport craft (similar to what humans would call an airplane) was smoking badly and plummeting towards the surface. More specifically, right towards the park. Jarl had just stumbled into one hell of a story. He pulled his tape recorder out of his briefcase and started talking.

Suddenly, it became clear why the craft was crashing. Something had collided with it. There was some type of vessel sticking out of the side of the transport. Jarl had never seen anything like it. Aliens! It had to be aliens!

The importance of the story just jumped monumentally. He was the only reporter on the scene for the event of the millennium.



Jaroch stepped out of the holodeck, pulling uncomfortably at the old Yynsian suit he was wearing. Counselor Webber was standing in the corridor expectantly.

“Did it work?” she asked as she and Jaroch started to walk back to her office.

“Yes,” Jaroch replied. “Jarl was completely fooled. Fortunately, although he shares my body, he does not share my knowledge of the holodeck.”

“Well, we’ve only got one to go,” Webber said as she walked into her office.

“Yes, we do…PUNY MORTAL,” J’Ter bellowed, diving at Webber. Before she could react, the long dead warrior-prince’s hands were locked around her throat, choking the life out of her. Her mind raced frantically trying to figure out how to stop J’Ter. Finally, she fell back on the very first and most effective therapeutic technique she ever learned.

Webber wrapped her arms around Jaroch/J’Ter and clutched him in a giant bear hug.

“Release me,” J’Ter gasped. He felt as though his very essence was being squeezed out of him.

“Not until we’re all friends again,” Webber said weakly. Slowly, J’Ter’s grip on her throat relaxed, then his arms fell. Webber hugged even tighter. “Now, isn’t that better?”

“Losing consciousness…been defeated…you have won this time…mortal.” Jaroch’s body went limp in Webber’s arms.

“Let go,” Jaroch managed to gasp.

“Is that you, Jaroch?”

“Yes, Counselor.” Webber let go allowing Jaroch to fall to the floor. “Thank you. They have all departed now. I appreciate your services.” Jaroch picked himself up weakly and headed toward the office door.

“Wait a minute!” Webber said. “What about your problem that started this in the first place? Don’t you want some help with it?”

“No, Counselor. I have had enough minds giving their input on the issue. Now, it is time for me to handle this myself.” He walked out of the office leaving Webber alone and wondering what was really weighing on Jaroch. She returned to her fingerpaints, lost in thought.
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Star Traks VI: The More Things Change…

PROLOGUE



Stardate 49843.6

The United Federation of Planets’ Legal Affairs Facility Rigus IX



“All rise. This hearing is now in session. The Honorable Julia W. Prescott presiding.” Judge Prescott took her seat just as the bailiff finished speaking. The small audience gathered in the courtroom sat down, waiting to hear the judge’s decision.

“Will the defendant please rise?” Prescott said. At the defense table, Paul Morris nudged his client. Said client, the man known only as Zero, did not acknowledge his attorney, but slowly stood up with an air of dignity.

“Before I announce my ruling, do you have anything to say?” Prescott said.

“I have nothing to say to this farcical gathering,” Zero replied. “You have no jurisdiction over me; although, I have jurisdiction over many of you. Isn’t that right, Number 38.2?” Zero turned around, glaring at one particular man in the audience.

Captain Alexander Rydell groaned and sank lower in his seat. It was bad enough that Zero had kidnapped him in the first place, but now Rydell had been obliged to testify against the ruler and sole occupant of The Suburb. Zero’s delusion of having hundreds of prisoners, Rydell being one of them, was still running rampant. If Zero called him Number 38.2 one more time, Rydell was going to have to kill him.

“That’s enough,” Prescott said.

“Your honor,” Mr. Morris said. “I object to this entire proceeding against my client. I have shown that he was fully in his rights as supreme sovereign and ruler of The Suburb to kidnap and torture anyone he wanted.”

“Forget it, Counselor,” Prescott replied. “This court does not recognize your so-called defense. Now then, after reviewing this case, in particular the testimony of Captain Alex Rydell and Karina Durham, who were kidnapped my Mister Zero.”

“That’s Zero! Just plain Zero!” Zero demanded.

“He certainly was,” Rydell whispered to his first officer, Commander Travis Dillon, who was sitting beside him.

“Zero, it is the decision of this court that you be sent to the Psychological Rehabilitation Colony at Tantalus Five until you are deemed fit to re-enter society. Court is adjourned.” Before the bailiff could react, Prescott had stormed back into her chambers.

Two bailiffs grabbed Zero and dragged him toward the courtroom doors.

“I am not happy!” Zero shouted.

“I object to you handling my client in this fashion,” Morris called after them.

“Shut up, Morris! This is your fault.” Zero said.

“I’m sorry, Zero. I tried everything,” Morris said, chasing his client. “Nude pictures of the prosecutor, bribing jurors, everything!”

“Hey, Zero,” Rydell said as Zero was pushed past him. “Look at it this way, at least you already have your prison number.”

“It’s a psychological rehabilitation colony!” Morris said.

“I will avenge myself, Number 38.2!” Zero said.

“Right,” Rydell replied. In a flash, Zero produced a light pen out of his jacket and threw it at Rydell. Commander Dillon reacted instantly, pushing Rydell to the floor and diving into the path of the incoming projectile.

“Get down, sir! I’ll handle…MMMPH!” The light pen sailed right into Dillon’s open mouth. Zero laughed and was bustled out of the courtroom.

“Hey, Dillon,” Rydell said, picking himself up.

“Mmmph.”

“I can see light coming out of both of your ears.”

“Mmmph.”





CHAPTER ONE



Stardate 51543.4

Psychological Rehabilitation Colony Tantalus V



Rebecca Singer, former chief medical officer of the starship Secondprize and all-around nutcase, sat in her room idly ripping the stuffing out of a voodoo doll she had made in crafts class. The doll was of the Secondprize’s new chief medical officer, Dr. Elizabeth Aldridge. Singer was sure that Aldridge had stolen her Alex away from her. Aldridge would pay.

“I’ll get you back, Alex,” Singer said to the empty room. “You know I will. Alex. Alex. Alex.”

Outside of Singer’s room, Drs. Helen Cole and Kulas Drakor watched her activities.

“She’s been like this ever since she met Doctor Aldridge,” Cole said.

“Who is this Alex she mentioned?” Drakor asked.

“Her former commander, Captain Alexander Rydell,” Cole said. Drakor started laughing.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. Rydell?”

“Yeah. So?” Cole said.

“You know that guy Zero who was brought here almost two years ago?”

“Yeah. Wasn’t he the one obsessed with the number 38.2?”

“Close. Number 38.2 is a person. Captain Rydell to be precise. I just found that out last week.”

“At least you’ve made some progress,” Cole said.

“Well, Zero has devoted himself to the computer programming and repair classes we offer. They’ve helped his recovery considerably. At least he’s finally gotten this 38.2 thing out of his system.”

“Maybe we should get them together,” Cole said as she watched Singer slam her voodoo doll repeatedly against the wall.

“Zero and her? Now I know you’re kidding,” Drakor said.

“Not at all. Both of them have fixated on the same person. One of them is making progress working through that fixation; the other is not. Zero might be able to help her.”

“Or their psychoses could reinforce each other,” Drakor said.

“Come on. If you do this for me, next time we’re on leave, I’ll buy you dinner,” Cole said.

“You expect me to put the well-being of my patient in jeopardy for a lousy dinner?”

“We can go anywhere you want.”

“Even the Kulinary Klingon?”

“You got it,” Cole said.

“Deal.”



“Where are we going?” Rebecca Singer asked as Dr. Cole led her down the corridors of Tantalus V.

“I want you to meet somebody,” Cole replied.

“Who?”

“You’ll see.”

“Is this somebody I’m going to like? I don’t want to meet anyone like…”

“Like who?”

“LIKE ELIZABETH ALDRIDGE!” Singer screamed. “SHE WILL DIE! SHE WILL DIE!” Singer began pounding the wall violently as she chanted for Aldridge’s death.

“Rebecca! Rebecca! This person is not like that,” Cole said. “Please calm down.”

“I’m sorry, Doctor Cole,” Singer said, ceasing her assault on the wall. “Let’s go.”

Cole led Singer into a small, living-room-like conference room where Dr. Drakor and Zero were waiting.

“Is this her?” Zero asked, sizing up Singer.

“Rebecca, this is Zero.”

“Doctor Rebecca Singer,” Singer said, extending her hand to Zero. “Chief Medical Officer of the Starship Secondprize.”

“Secondprize!” Zero said. “Rydell!”

“You know my Alex?” Singer said, her face lighting up.

“We’ll just leave you two alone now,” Cole said, pushing a concerned Dr. Drakor out of the room.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Drakor asked.

“Trust me,” Cole said, locking the door to the conference room. “They’ll be fine. Let’s go get some lunch.”

“Captain Rydell is one of my residents,” Zero said. “I must find him and take him home to his rightful place in The Suburb.”

“Oh. I know you. You’re the man who kidnapped Alex away from me a couple of years ago,” Singer said smiling warmly.

“Yes. I am Zero.” Singer slapped him, sending Zero staggering backwards and tripping over the coffee table. The smile never left Singer’s face.

“I don’t like it when people try to take Alex away from me,” Singer said. The smile began to fade as tears welled up in her eyes. “I get very upset without him. We’re meant to be together.” Singer slumped into a chair, tears flowing freely.

“You can be with him in The Suburb,” Zero said comfortingly. “Once I escape from our captors, I will reclaim Rydell and return him to The Suburb.”

“I can go too?” Singer said hopefully, wiping tears away.

“You may become one of The Suburb’s many residents. But first, I must have Rydell,” Zero said.

“OK,” Singer said happily. “I’ll help you, but I need you to do something for me too.”

“What is that, my dear lady?”

“I’ll help you get Alex, if you kill Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge for me. They will both be on the Secondprize.”

“Then, all we need is to get out of here and find a ship,” Zero said.

“That is, as my darling Alex would say, not a problem, but the ship we escape here in can’t be the one we use to go after the Secondprize. There’s nothing here that can match a starship.”

“Then, we’ll just have to get a starship,” Zero said. “I think I have the perfect place in mind.”

“We’re going to need some help.”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. I have made the acquaintance of someone whose skills are ideally suited to the task.”



Dr. Drakor approached the conference room door with trepidation. He had a sinking feeling that putting Zero and Singer together was a monumentally bad idea. Singer was dangerous. She could kill Zero or something. Behind Drakor, Cole whistled, completely unconcerned. Zero would be fine. Singer wouldn’t hurt him. If anything, she’d stop talking to him and sulk in a chair. Nothing more.

Neither of them were prepared for the sight that awaited them when they reached the conference room. Singer and Zero were seated around the conference table, talking like old friends. They laughed and smiled.

“I guess you were right,” Drakor said. “He did help her.”

“I told you.” Cole unlocked the conference room and walked in with Drakor. “Time’s up, you two.” Zero and Singer ignored them.

“Come on,” Drakor said, walking over to get Zero as Cole walked over to Singer. “You can continued this later.”

“We’d prefer to stay together,” Zero said. In one quick movement, he grabbed the back of Drakor’s head and slammed it into the coffee table. Cole didn’t even have time to scream before Singer did the same to her.

Five minutes later, Singer and Zero stepped out of the conference room fully decked out as Tantalus V doctors and leaving the unconscious and naked bodies of Cole and Drakor laying wedged between the back of a sofa and the wall.

“That was even easier than I had imagined,” Zero said, as he and Singer stopped at one of the access terminals located in the corridor. “Now let me make sure that the third member of our party is available to travel.” Zero started to work on the terminal, expertly navigating his way through the security programs of the Tantalus V computer system. “There. Let’s go.”

“Who is this friend of yours?” Singer asked.

“Just wait and see.”



The maximum security ward was deserted when Singer and Zero arrived, just as Zero had planned it. He had programmed the computer to send all of the staff on their lunch break at the same time. Then, using Cole and Drakor’s pass cards, he and Singer were able to enter the ward.

“He’s right down here.” Zero led Singer to the last room in the hall. Inside on the bed sat a small, pig-faced man, a Tellarite. Zero opened the door. The Tellarite turned to them, a big smile spreading across his face.

“Hello, boys and girls! It’s Piggly Wiggly time!” the Tellarite said. He jumped up and started dancing wildly around the room.

“Gruver thinks he’s a children’s holovision show host, but other than that, he’s fine,” Zero said. “He’s also the best engineer I’ve ever met.”

“Can you say matter-antimatter intermix ratio?” Gruver asked.

“Gruver, it’s me, Zero. We’re going away now. Come on.”

“Away? And I get to come too?”

“Yes,” Singer said. “We need you to help us with a ship.”

“I love ships. Do you love ships? We can love ships together.” Gruver skipped happily out of the room followed by Zero and Singer.

Singer led the two of them to a custodial access hatch she had discovered when she escaped to attack Elizabeth Aldridge during Aldridge’s visit a year earlier. This hatch led to an access tunnel between the mental facility and the staff habitat building. In this tunnel, she opened another hatch leading to the landing field outside. A small cargo freighter sat in the field waiting for its crew. Singer and the others quickly ran up the freighter’s gangplank and prepared for lift-off.

“Let this be a lesson to all the boys and girls out there,” Gruver said, as he powered up the engines. “Never leave your vehicle unlocked and unattended.” Gruver piloted the ship up towards the force field surrounding the facility.

“Freighter Lokaloc. You have not received departure clearance,” a voice said over the comm system. “Return to the landing field immediately.”

“Lokaloc to control,” Singer said. “After careful deliberation, we’ve decided that we’d rather not.” She armed the freighter’s phasers and fired at the field. The phasers, while weak compared with those of a starship, were enough to overload the force field, which was only designed to prevent patients from running away from the facility. They hadn’t counted on anyone blasting their way out in a ship.

“Well done,” Zero said, patting Singer on the shoulder. “Now let’s go get a real ship.”

“Just how are we going to do that?” Singer asked.

“Oh, there should be one available. I believe her name is…the Defiant!”





CHAPTER TWO



Stardate 51543.8

U.S.S. Secondprize



“Personal log of Lieutenant Commander Jaroch. Entry number one thousand two hundred seventy-seven. I fear that the growing instability in my mind is becoming noticeable. Despite Counselor Webber’s success in quieting the voices of my previous incarnations, the underlying problem remains. My performance on the bridge is beginning to suffer, and I am afraid that my colleagues are starting to realize that something is wrong. This morning Commander Dillon, of all people, corrected me on a math error. Nothing overt has been said to me about my degrading performance, but Captain Rydell has invited me to join him for some recreational activity on the holodeck. I am not sure that this is a good thing.”



“Computer, run program Rydell Twelve,” Captain Alexander Rydell said as he and Jaroch stood outside of Holodeck Two.

“Program complete. Enter when ready,” the computer replied.

“What are we doing here exactly?” Jaroch asked.

“Relaxing,” Rydell replied taking a step forward. The holodeck doors slid aside allowing the two officers to enter. Jaroch found himself in a large room with many long wooden strips running down to an area where ten small white objects stood. Several individuals were flinging black spheres along the wooden strips in an apparent attempt to knock down the white objects.

“How is this activity relaxing?”

“It’s called bowling. Trust me, it’s fun,” Rydell said.

“But the white objects…”

“They’re called pins,” Rydell interrupted.

“Very well. I do not see the challenge. The pins cannot even avoid the sphere that is coming toward them.”

“It’s harder than it looks. Come on.” Rydell led Jaroch over to a counter, where a large balding man sat on a stool watching an ancient television and smoking the foulest smelling thing Jaroch had ever encountered.

“We need a lane and two pairs of shoes,” Rydell said to the man.

“What sizes?” the man asked, standing up and scratching his belly underneath his lime green shirt.

“Ten and a half and…what’s your shoe size, Jaroch?”

“How is this relevant?”

“Just tell me!” Rydell demanded.

“What measuring system are you using?”

“Huh?”

“You told the man ten and a half. Ten and a half what?”

“Inches, Jaroch. This is a representation of a bowling alley on twentieth century Earth in the United States. They use inches,” Rydell said, getting frustrated.

“Could they not grasp the metric system?”

“Jaroch! Shoe size! In inches! NOW!”

“Size ten, sir, and if you do not mind my saying so, for a program that is supposed to induce relaxation, it seems to be rather ineffective.”

“The program isn’t the problem, Jaroch,” Rydell said. The man placed two incredibly ugly pairs of shoes on the counter. Rydell thrust a pair at Jaroch and stalked off to their lane.

“Does this activity have anything to do with clowns?” Jaroch said, following Rydell.

“No. Why?”

“Well, these shoes…”

“Are bowling shoes.”

“Why does this activity require special shoes?”

“It just does.”

“Could they have found a color scheme other than pink and yellow?”

“No. Put them on,” Rydell said. Rydell and Jaroch sat down and changed their footwear. “OK. Bowling is fairly simple. Pick up a ball; roll it at the pins. The computer handles the scoring.”

“I see.”

“Go ahead.”

Jaroch walked over to the ball return and examined the various bowling balls there attempting to find one he felt most comfortable with. Finally satisfied with his selection, he walked calmly up to the end of his lane, watched the form of several of the bowlers around him, then made his attempt. He backed up several steps, made his run, released the ball, then watched in horror as it rolled straight into the gutter on the left side of the lane, passing harmlessly by the pins.

“That should have worked,” Jaroch said, turning back to Rydell, who was suppressing a chuckle. “I double-checked my calculations.”

“Bowling is a bit more complicated than that,” Rydell said, selecting a ball for himself. After a quick run up, he released the ball, throwing a perfect strike down the lane. “There’s a certain amount of technique involved.”

“But my calculations…” Jaroch sat down in his chair, looking defeated. Rydell walked over and sat down next to him.

“Is something on your mind, Jaroch?” Rydell asked.

“I…I am fine,” Jaroch replied.

“You haven’t been fine for the last two months. Counselor Webber told me about your visit to her two months ago. She thought that she had helped you somewhat, but she was concerned that you were still having problems. What is going on?”

“I must bowl,” Jaroch said, getting up to go get his ball.

“This isn’t going to just go away on its own,” Rydell said. “I’m you commanding officer, and I’m your friend. I want to know what’s wrong; I want to help you.”

Jaroch looked down the lane at the pins, preparing his shot. He appreciated Rydell’s concern, but this was a personal matter. He couldn’t inconvenience his shipmates with his personal problems.

“Jaroch! Talk to me.”

“I am fine, sir,” Jaroch replied. The world around him wavered. Beside him, the man about to bowl turned green and changed slowly into a giant, hideous creature with four arms and sharp teeth.

Rydell was about to get up and walk over to Jaroch when the Yynsian started screaming and pointing at the holographic man in the lane next to him. The man turned toward Jaroch, looking at him confused. Jaroch screamed again and threw his bowling ball at the man, which he barely dodged, allowing the ball to fly past him and slam into the ball return at his lane. Smoke flew out of the device as the ball return kicked into high gear, lobbing balls across the facility.

Jaroch saw monsters all around him. He had to run, had to escape, had to avoid this projectile heading straight at him. Oh no. Too late.

“Computer, end program,” Rydell shouted as he saw an out of control ball heading for Jaroch’s head. The ball smacked into Jaroch, then winked out of existence along with the rest of the bowling alley. “Are you alright, Jaroch?”

Jaroch hit the ground unconscious a moment later, suggesting to Rydell that he was most likely not alright.



Jaroch woke up in sickbay with absolutely no idea of how he had gotten there.

Noticing that her patient was stirring, Dr. Elizabeth Aldridge walked over to Jaroch and pressed a hypospray against his neck.

“It’s just a light pain killer,” Aldridge said. “Otherwise, you’re going to be feeling one hell of a headache.”

Captain Rydell walked into sickbay a few seconds later as Jaroch was attempting to sit up.

“How is he, Doctor?” Rydell asked.

“Well, superficially, he has a concussion, but that will pass in time.”

“What do you mean superficially?” Rydell said.

“Jaroch is also exhibiting a heightened level of synapse and neurotransmitter activity, and his parietal lobe is producing some energy patterns that I’ve never seen before. Of course, I’m not Yynsian.”

“Is this normal for Yynsians?” Rydell asked, turning to Jaroch.

“I would hesitate to use the word normal,” Jaroch replied.

“So would I,” Aldridge said. “But I checked the medical database on the subject. It appears that Jaroch is experiencing a period the Yynsians call…”

“Doctor, please. This is a personal matter,” Jaroch said.

“Not anymore,” Aldridge shot back. “Your condition has gotten to the point where it is not only endangering your life, but the rest of ours as well. Captain, if Jaroch does not return to Yyns within the next week, he will die.”

“Die! Jaroch! Why didn’t you say something?” Rydell shouted.

“I did not want to let a personal matter affect the normal operation of this vessel.”

“You could have requested a shore leave or something,” Rydell said. “What is it? Do you have the Yynsian version of Pon farr, and you have to go mate or something?”

“It’s nothing like that,” Aldridge replied.

“It is called the Seratch,” Jaroch said. “It means that a previously unknown past life is making its presence known to me. It is a traumatic experience when it occurs this late in life. I must return to Yyns, so that a priest of the Temple of Mi Clane can guide me through it.”

“Fine, you leave immediately,” Rydell said. “Take a runabout and get going.” He headed toward the doors.

“Captain, I think I should go with him,” Aldridge said, stopping Rydell. “His condition is extremely unstable, and the priests aren’t going to be able to do a lot of good if Jaroch doesn’t make it to Yyns alive.”

“Good point, Doctor. Have a good trip,” Rydell said, turning to leave again.

“I would also like Counselor Webber to accompany us,” Jaroch said. Rydell stopped again, sighed, and turned back to the two officers.

“Not a problem. Is there anyone else you’d like to take?”

“That should be sufficient,” Jaroch said.

“Good. Now get off my ship!” Rydell said, running out of sickbay before any other requests could stop him.





CHAPTER THREE



The freighter Lokaloc sat dead in space, floating among the asteroids of the Verolas asteroid belt. For the last six years, this belt had been the home of a small scout vessel owned by Zero, the Centrum. He kept it floating in the belt in case he ever needed to leave The Suburb in a hurry. Now, even though The Suburb was no more, the ship still had waited for its owner. Zero had come to claim it, and now, he, Rebecca Singer, and Gruver sped out of the asteroid belt leaving the Lokaloc in the Centrum’s place.



“We’re entering the Bajoran system now,” Singer reported several hours later. She was piloting the Centrum while Gruver manned the co-pilot’s seat. Zero sat behind them reading up on Rydell’s exploits over the last two years.

“Good, open a channel to Deep Space Nine, Gruver,” Zero ordered.

“Hi, boys and girls. This is the Centrum. Can we come dock with you?” Gruver said into the comm system.



Major Kira Nerys shook her head hoping that she just hadn’t heard what she thought she heard.

“Is something wrong, Major?” Captain Benjamin Sisko asked, walking down the steps from his office.

“I wouldn’t say wrong, sir. Just odd. A scout ship just requested permission to dock.”

“So?”

“Well, their request was phrased oddly. Wait, they’re hailing us again.”

“Put them on speakers,” Sisko said.

“This is the Centrum requesting permission to dock. Please respond.”

“They sound pretty normal to me, Major,” Sisko said.

“They’re first hail was not like this,” Kira replied. “It was more…childlike.”

“Is there any reason we should deny them docking clearance?”

“No, sir. It was just…odd.”

“So you’ve said. Centrum, this is Deep Space Nine. You are cleared for docking at airlock six,” Sisko said.

“Thank you, Deep Space Nine. Centrum out.”

“Now, Major, should I have Odo look into our new arrivals?”

“No. There’s no reason for that. They’re hail was just…”

“Odd. Yes, I know,” Sisko said.



“I see that I am going to have to handle all subspace communications from now on,” Zero said after he closed the channel with Deep Space Nine. He had taken over for Gruver as soon as the Tellarite had finished his first hail.

“I’m sorry,” Gruver said, bowing his head.

“Don’t take it so hard, my friend,” Zero said. “We have better tasks for you. In fact, there it is.”

As the Centrum closed in on Deep Space Nine, the Defiant, the heavily armed starship assigned to the space station, came into view.

“That should be more than enough to take care of Rydell and the Secondprize,” Zero said.

“We aren’t going to hurt my Alex remember,” Singer said. “Only Aldridge dies. My Alex and I get to live together forever at the Suburb.”

“Precisely,” Zero said. “And don’t you worry, Doctor Singer, I will live up to my part of the bargain. You get me Rydell, and Elizabeth Aldridge will die.”



Dr. Julian Bashir took another sip of his drink as Garak continued to explain why Cardassian cinema far outclassed anything ever produced by humans. He and the Cardassian tailor’s lunches often turned into debates about which culture was superior, discussions which Bashir would have been quite content to avoid were it not for Garak. Despite his fondness for debate, Garak was a wonderful and fascinating lunch companion. Over the years, Bashir had come to look forward to these lunches as a highlight of his day.

“…so I just cannot see how you could ever begin to compare an artist such as Rogath with the so-called filmmakers of your precious Earth, Doctor.”

“I guess you will just have to show me one of Rogath’s…” Bashir trailed off as a woman caught his eye. He could swear that he recognized her from somewhere, but Bashir was fairly sure that he had never seen the other human and Tellarite she was with.

“Is something wrong, Doctor?” Garak asked, watching Bashir intently, his eyes bulging a bit more than usual.

“What? No. That woman just looks familiar,” Bashir replied. Garak followed Bashir’s gaze to the thin, dark haired woman walking along the Promenade.

“One of your past exploits perhaps?”

“Garak.”

“Well, Doctor, you do sometimes present yourself as a bit of a ladies man. I thought perhaps you had just forgotten one.”

“I never forget.”

“My apologies.”

“I am positive that I have seen that woman before,” Bashir said, irritated that he couldn’t place her. “I’m sure that I’ll remember eventually.”

“No doubt,” Garak said just before taking another bite of his food.



“Have we put in enough of a public appearance yet?” Zero said, growing frustrated as he, Singer, and Gruver walked aimlessly along the Promenade. Gruver was contentedly licking his glop on a stick, but Zero wanted to take action.

“Trust me. I know Starfleet procedures,” Singer replied. “If we docked, then promptly disappeared, suspicions would be aroused. We’ll get to the Defiant soon, so stop bugging me. I’m starting to get upset!”

“I bow to your expertise,” Zero said.

“Thank you.” A few more seconds passed. “Now we can leave.” Singer walked off toward a turbolift followed by an exasperated Zero and a content Gruver.

A short time later, the trio emerged on the docking ring.

“This way,” Singer said, leading them to the Defiant’s berth. They soon found their path blocked by a closed security door.

“Please state access clearance,” the computer said.

“Clearance Alpha Two,” Singer replied.

“State access code for verification.”

“Singer Epsilon Omega Phi Beta.”

“Access verified,” the computer said. A force field winked out of existence, then the security door slid open.

“It is a good thing Starfleet did not remove you from their computer system,” Zero said.

“I am just on extended leave,” Singer said angrily. “Why would they have removed me?”

“Never mind,” Zero said. They walked down the corridor to the airlock leading to the Defiant. “Well, here we are. Gruver and I can take it from here, Doctor. We won’t act until you have left in the Centrum.”

“I’ll meet you at the rendezvous point soon. Then, we can go get my Alex,” Singer said happily. She turned around and started skipping down the hall.

“Now then, Gruver, if you would be so kind as to disconnect the airlock’s entry warning system, I will see about getting the docking clamps under our control,” Zero said, stepping up to the computer panel next to the airlock. Gruver removed the engineering access panel and looked inside.

“Ooh, isn’t this pretty, boys and girls,” Gruver said, admiring the colored lights and wires that made up the airlock’s inner workings.

“I’m sure it is,” Zero said. “Why don’t you make it prettier by seeing to it that no one notices when we open the door?”

“You got it,” Gruver said happily. He started humming a sprightly tune and manipulating the circuitry, leaving Zero wondering if perhaps teaming up with Singer and Gruver was going to turn out to be a horrible mistake.



Operations was having a fairly quiet day. The only event of interest had been Kira’s supposed talk with a child on a scout ship. She had just about pushed the incident with the Centrum out of her mind, when she noticed an incoming communication on her status board. The Centrum was requesting clearance for departure.

“Well, that was a short visit,” Major Kira said.

“Excuse me, Major?” Chief Miles O’Brien asked from the operations console.

“Never mind, Chief,” Kira said. “Centrum, this is Deep Space Nine. You are clear for departure. Have a safe trip.”

“Thank you, Deep Space Nine,” a female voice replied. “Centrum out.”

“Are they playing musical pilots?” Kira muttered.

“Was that directed at me?” O’Brien asked.

“No,” Kira said as she watched the Centrum on her scopes pull away from the station and warp away. Captain Sisko walked out of his office a few moments later.

“How is everything?” he asked, stifling a yawn.

“Slow and quiet, sir,” O’Brien said.

“How about you, Major? Any more children requesting docking clearance?” Sisko asked smiling.

“No. In fact, the Centrum just left,” Kira said. A flashing light on her console suddenly caught her attention. “Sir, the Defiant’s docking clamps are releasing!”

“What?!?” Sisko demanded.

“Confirmed, sir!” O’Brien said.

“Override!” Sisko ordered.

“I can’t!” O’Brien said.

“What the hell is going on?” Kira shouted. The turbolift rose up into ops, and Dr. Bashir ran out.

“Sir, I believe we have a problem,” Bashir said.

“Not now, Doctor,” Sisko said.

“But sir, there’s a deranged woman on the station. I saw her on the promenade at lunch with two other men, one human, one tellarite.”

“The Defiant has cleared the docking ring,” O’Brien said.

“Locking phasers,” Kira said. Suddenly, the Defiant’s image disappeared off of her scope. “Damn! They’ve cloaked.”

“Captain, what is happening?” Bashir asked.

“You said we have a lunatic on board?” Sisko said.

“Yes, sir.”

“Who is she?”

“Doctor Rebecca Singer. I met her at a medical convention a couple of years ago. Shortly after that she had a breakdown and was sent to the Tantalus Five rehabilitation colony.”

“I have the feeling that I may bringing old news,” Odo said as he stepped off the turbolift.

“What is it, Constable?” Sisko asked.

“I just received a report from the Tantalus Five colony. A Doctor Rebecca Singer escaped yesterday with two other patients: a human computer expert and a Tellarite engineer. All three of them are considered very dangerous and very insane,” Odo said.

“And they’re on the station,” Bashir said.

“Correction, Doctor. They were on the station,” Sisko said. “My guess is that they’re the ones who just stole the Defiant.”

“We really should get a garage for that thing,” O’Brien said.





CHAPTER FOUR



Lieutenant Commander Jaroch shifted in his seat uneasily as Counselor Claire Webber dropped the runabout out of warp.

“You don’t look too happy about this,” Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge said from the chair beside him.

“I was not aware that I was supposed to be jubilant,” Jaroch replied.

“You’re going home. We don’t get to do that very often in our line of work,” Aldridge said.

“Yes, that is one of its draws,” Jaroch said.

“Bad home life?”

“No. I just find the majority of my people to be…undisciplined. My years at the Vulcan Science Academy showed me that.”

“So you were a laid-back fun-loving guy before those Vulcans got a hold of you?” Aldridge said. Jaroch turned to her, the slightest hint of a smirk crossing his face.

“I still am a laid-back fun-loving guy,” he replied. “I just pick my moments.”

“Well, let me know next time you pick one. This I’ve got to see.”

“We’re starting our final approach,” Counselor Webber reported. Jaroch stood up and took the co-pilot’s seat beside Webber.

“I had better handle the communications with Yyns Space Control,” Jaroch said.

“If you think you’re up to it,” Webber said.

“Counselor, I am fine. I did not invite you along to constantly harp on my mental condition.”

“Then why am I here?” Webber demanded, hurt.

“You will soon see, but believe me, your presence means a great deal,” Jaroch said.

“Really?” Webber said, brightening up.

“Yes.”

“Thank you.” Webber grabbed Jaroch in a bear hug just as he activated the comm system.

“Urrggh,” Jaroch gasped.

“Approaching vessel, this is Yyns Space Control. Please repeat your last transmission,” the comm system barked. Jaroch pried himself out of Webber’s grasp and straightened his uniform.

“Yyns Control, this is the Starfleet Runabout Hudson requesting landing clearance in Cageria,” Jaroch said.

“Negative, Hudson. Cageria docking facility is full unless you have a reserved parking space. Are there any Yynsians on board?”

“Yes,” Jaroch said. “I am Yynsian. My name is Jaroch, son of Tal and P’Ru, resident of Cageria.”

“I am checking our system now,” the control officer said. “No. Jaroch, I am afraid that you do not have a parking space on file.”

“Of course, I do not!” Jaroch said angrily. “I have not been on Yyns in seven years. Why would I have…”

“Wait a second,” the officer interrupted. “It seems that, Jarl, one of your registered past lives, has a space. You have clearance to dock there. Coordinates are being sent. Yyns control out.”

“One of your past lives had a space, and you get to use it?” Aldridge said.

“Correct.”

“How long ago did this Jarl live?” Aldridge asked.

“Approximately two hundred years ago,” Jaroch replied. “Docking control is extremely proud of their records system.”

“I guess it’s really hard to get a space at first,” Webber said.

“Unless you inherit one from a past life, it is next to impossible,” Jaroch said.

“Great system,” Aldridge said.

“It works for us,” Jaroch said.

Webber steered the runabout into Yyns’ brownish-orange atmosphere and began descending towards the coordinates Yyns Space Control had transmitted to them. They broke through the planet’s heavy cloud cover revealing the sprawling metropolis of Cageria. The city stretched to the horizon in all directions, but only two buildings stood over four stories tall. One of these was obviously the city’s massive docking facility, a two hundred story tall grey box-like structure dotted with landing lights and docking bays. The other structure consisted of two long, thin spires, one onyx and one ivory, stretching skyward to a height more than twice as high as the docking facility. Structural integrity field and anti-gravity field generators lined the spires, keeping them stable.

“Wow,” Aldridge said softly.

“That is the Temple of Mi Clane,” Jaroch said, pointing at the spires.

“Why is it so tall?” Webber asked.

“It is to symbolize that, through our past lives, our existence stretches toward infinity,” Jaroch replied. “The spires also get great reception of interplanetary holovision broadcasts and distribute the programs throughout the city.” Aldridge stared at Jaroch for a second, trying to figure out if he was kidding or not.

The runabout entered one of the upper docking bays of the landing facility and, after passing by rows and rows of small spacecraft and hovercars, soon touched down in an unoccupied parking space. Jaroch opened the runabout’s hatch and stepped out of the ship followed by Webber and Aldridge. They were met by a small, top-shaped flying robot. The robot hovered over to Aldridge.

“How many lives do you have to declare?” the robot asked.

“Excuse me?” Aldridge said.

“It wants to know how many past lives you have had,” Jaroch said. “It is for population records purposes.”

“I’m just me,” Aldridge said.

“One life. Thank you,” the robot said. It moved over to Webber. “How many lives do you have to declare?”

“One, as far as I know,” Webber replied. “I could have more, but I haven’t encountered them. Of course, I’m not Yynsian, so I may not have them at all. Who knows? I don’t think they have ever proved or disproved that humans have past lives.”

“One life. Thank you,” the robot said. It moved over to Jaroch. “How many lives do you have to declare?”

“Seven,” Jaroch replied. “And a half,” he added.

“Are you experiencing The Seratch?” the robot asked.

“Yes,” Jaroch said. Red and purple flashing lights flared across the robot as a screeching alarm went off. The robot raced away from them.

“What the hell?” Aldridge said. “You aren’t contagious, at least not as far as I could tell.”

“I am not; however, Yynsians experiencing The Seratch are, as you are well aware, physically and psychologically unstable. We are to stay at the temple to avoid injuring ourselves,” Jaroch said.

“What should we do?” Webber asked.

“Stay where we are,” Jaroch replied. “The temple has been informed of my arrival and will be sending a retrieval craft.” As if on cue, a shiny gold hover-vehicle sped around a corner of the parking facility and slammed to a halt in front of Jaroch, Webber, and Aldridge. Two figures covered totally in pale blue robes and hoods emerged from the craft.

“Where is The Seratch?” a deep male voice asked from one of the hoods as he looked back and forth from Webber to Aldridge to Jaroch.

“My name is Jaroch. I am experiencing The Seratch,” Jaroch said, taking a step forward. The hooded figures both pulled small devices out of their robes, aimed them at Jaroch, and activated them. Two white beams hit Jaroch and began surrounded him in a pale glow. The glow then solidified into a white, translucent bubble completely encasing Jaroch.

“What did you do to him?” Aldridge demanded.

“He is in stasis to protect him until we return to the temple. Please accompany us.” The hooded figures gestured to the hover-vehicle. Webber and Aldridge got in uneasily as the hooded figures opened the craft’s rear cargo area and put Jaroch into it. A few moments later, they got into the front of the hover-vehicle and removed their hoods revealing a friendly-looking man and woman.

“Sorry about all the ceremony and theatrics,” the woman, who was driving the vehicle, said.

“It’s temple rules,” the man said. “Your friend will be fine.”

“My name is P’Guk and this is T’Wer,” the woman said. “Welcome to Yyns.”



Back in Yyns Space Control, Control Officer Truk looked at his monitor again. The Starfleet ship he had just given landing clearance to was bugging him for some reason. He called up the file on Jaroch and re-read the list of registered past lives. His eyes fixed upon the name J’Ter. J’Ter. The name resonated through all of his beings, past and present. Truk’s eyes glazed over as another life took control. A moment later, Truk was gone, replace by T’Mak, warrior-prince.

“My enemy is here!” T’Mak said. “At last, after thousands of years, I shall have my vengeance!”

“Are you alright, Truk?” P’Gee asked from the console next to him.

“I am fine,” T’Mak said, standing up to leave. “Puny mortal.” T’Mak strode confidently out of Yyns Space Control. The final confrontation had begun. This time, J’Ter must die.





CHAPTER FIVE



A Hell of a Long Time Before Stardates Wegan Field, Planet Yyns



Two mighty armies stood across from each other. Astride his warhorse, J’Ter, Crown Prince of the Cagelands, looked out at the forces of his enemy, T’Mak.

“Many warriors will fall today,” he said to himself. A smile spread across his aquiline feature. “Fortunately, most of them will be T’Mak’s.”

J’Ter’s father, King T’Rix, had been saddened that his youngest son, T’Mak, had chosen the path of war to unseat his brother J’Ter as crown prince. The two brothers had been at odds with each other since childhood, when they fought over possession of a set of toy blocks. That battle had escalated to include food, clothes, sporting equipment, girlfriends, and, finally, the throne of Cageria itself.

Unsatisfied with the system of first-born inheritance, T’Mak had left Cageria in search of an army. Somewhere, on the uncivilized plains of Yyns’ wastelands, he found men and women willing to die for him. Now, he had returned to take Cageria and the throne once and for all.

“We are ready, J’Ter,” J’Ter’s first lieutenant and wife, P’Fer said from beside him.

“I will not be the one to attack,” J’Ter said. “If T’Mak wants a battle, he will have to come to us to get it.”

Across the field, T’Mak sat on his warhorse waiting impatiently for his brother to attack.

“Damn cocky bastard,” T’Mak mumbled. He sat up a little higher. “Are you afraid to fight me?” he shouted across the field.

“I was going to ask you the same question, brother,” J’Ter shouted back, a hint of a laugh in his voice. New rage bubbled in T’Mak’s chest.

“Soon, you will be no one’s brother!”

“I already am,” J’Ter said. T’Mak let out a scream of rage, then raised his arm to signal his warriors to attack. The warriors bellowed a battle cry and charged forward towards J’Ter’s army.

“Wait until they have almost reached us,” J’Ter said to his troops. T’Mak’s army had to run almost two hundred yards to reach J’Ter’s line. They would be tired and easily crushed. T’Mak’s troops advanced raising their scythe-like hytao swords into the air.

“NOW!” J’Ter shouted, kicking his mount in the sides. J’Ter’s army charged forward into T’Mak’s winded troops and attacked.

From the opposite side of the field, T’Mak watched helplessly as the force he had worked long and hard to amass was slaughtered by his brother’s forces. Then, through the cloud of dirt and blur of flailing bodies, a man on horseback broke through, headed straight towards T’Mak.

“It is time for you to die, puny mortal!” J’Ter shouted above the rumbling of his horse’s hooves.

“You are mistaken. The death will be YOURS, puny mortal!” T’Mak said. He urged his horse forward and soon was in a full gallop heading toward a collision with J’Ter. T’Mak unsheathed his hytao and prepared to slice. Before he could swing, J’Ter threw something at him. Several small, hard objects hit him in the face. Staggered, T’Mak fell off of his horse. Gathering his strength, he grabbed one of the objects laying on the ground next to him. It was one of their toy blocks from childhood.

“Appropriate, isn’t it?” J’Ter said from behind him. T’Mak jumped to his feet and whirled around to face his brother, who had dismounted from his horse.

“So, you wish to face me one on one,” T’Mak said, backing up to his sword, which he had dropped in his fall.

“I wish to slice you up like the dumb slab of meat you are,” J’Ter said, drawing his hytao. T’Mak dove to the ground beside his weapon, grabbed it, and jumped back up in one fluid motion. He found that his brother was right in front of him.

“Goodbye, brother,” J’Ter said. He swung, but was blocked by T’Mak’s quick parry.

“It is not that easy, brother,” T’Mak said. The two brothers swung at each other, beginning a furious sword battle. Both men fought with all of their skill, but soon T’Mak found himself being forced back by his brother’s superior speed and strength. Hoping to take advantage of J’Ter’s tendency for cockiness, T’Mak allowed himself to be pushed back even farther. A smile spread across J’Ter’s face.

“This is very easy,” J’Ter said laughing. Then, T’Mak saw his opening. His pulled his sword back to deliver the fatal blow only to feel it sink into something soft directly behind him. His warhorse whinnied angrily and kicked its legs out. A speeding hoof slammed into the back of T’Mak’s head.

Lurching forward, T’Mak was met by J’Ter’s sword. In one slash, J’Ter cut through T’Mak’s neck, severing his head from the rest of him.

“So very easy,” T’Mak heard J’Ter say, then all was silent.





CHAPTER SIX



Commander Travis Dillon staggered sleepily out of Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins’s quarters at about three o’clock in the morning. The halls were deserted during this portion of the ship’s night watch, at least they usually were. This particular night, Commander Dillon almost slammed straight into Captain Rydell.

“It’s a little late for you to be up, isn’t it, Number One?” Rydell said.

“Tired. Need sleep,” Dillon mumbled.

“I take it you were with Lieutenant Hawkins,” Rydell continued.

“Yes. Need sleep. Collapse soon.”

“You two have been together for over a year now. Is it still going well?”

“Me need sleep. Why you talk to me?”

“Because you’re here, and I’ve got insomnia,” Rydell replied. “Now talk.”

“Me and Patricia fine. You need help. Goodnight.” They had arrived at Commander Dillon’s quarters. He entered his quarters leaving Rydell alone in the hallway.

Before lapsing into unconsciousness, Dillon decided that he would have to find a different time to return to his rooms from Patricia’s quarters.



Eight hours later, Commander Dillon walked onto the bridge wide awake and smiling happily. He’d come to a decision that morning, a decision he would talk to Patricia about as soon as their shift was over.

“Morning, Lieutenant,” Dillon said to Hawkins as he headed down to his seat.

“Good morning, Commander,” she replied. A quick look and a smile was all they would allow themselves on the bridge.

“Status, Ensign,” Dillon ordered as he sat down in the command chair.

“We are maintaining our course to Ikanol Four,” Ensign Andrea Carr reported from the operations console. “All departments report normal status. No comms have been received in the last twelve hours.”

“Where is Captain Rydell?”

“Most likely unconscious in the ready room,” Carr said. “At least that’s where he was when I came on for my shift, and I’m pretty sure he didn’t leave.”

“Thank you, Ensign,” Dillon said smiling. He stood up and walked over to the captain’s ready room. He thought about ringing the door chime, but thought better of it. Instead, he knocked…loudly.

Captain Rydell was jolted awake by several extremely loud booms. At first, he thought the ship was under attack, but the red alert lights were not flashing. The booming sounded again. Rydell managed to triangulate its source to his door.

“What?” he shouted groggily. Commander Dillon walked in with a slight spring in his step.

“Good morning. Good morning. Good morning,” Dillon said happily. “How are you this fine morning?”

“What time?”

“Eleven hundred hours,” Dillon replied.

“Uggh. Need more sleep.”

“Where have I heard that before? Oh yes, from me…last night, and someone kept bothering me. Who was that? Oh, I remember. It was you.”

“Go to hell, Dillon,” Rydell mumbled. “Up all night. No sleep until nine.” Rydell put his head back down on his desk.

“Why don’t you go back to your quarters and get some real sleep?” Dillon asked.

“Comfy right here.”

“I can have Lieutenant Vaughn beam you there. I’m sure she’d even take your uniform off of you in transit.”

“Close mouth. Get out.”

“Bridge to ready room,” Lieutenant Hawkins’s voice said over the comm system.

“Dillon here. Go ahead, Patricia…I mean, Lieutenant.”

“I think you and the captain had better get in here,” Hawkins said.

“Not now,” Rydell said.

“This is pretty important.”

“We’re on our way,” Dillon said. He walked behind the desk to Rydell and helped the captain get out of his chair. Dillon draped Rydell’s arm around his neck and walked him out of the ready room onto the bridge, attempting to keep Rydell steady as he went. Unfortunately, he wasn’t succeeding. Rydell kept slipping out of his grip towards the floor. Finally, he wrapped both of Rydell’s arms around his neck and hefted him onto his back. Staggering under Rydell’s weight, Dillon waddled out onto the bridge to the confused stares of the bridge crew.

“He’s asleep. Give him a break,” Dillon said. He maneuvered Rydell over to the command chair and dropped him into it before collapsing into his own chair. “What is it, Lieutenant?”

“We just received three messages right in a row,” Hawkins said. “The first one is from Counselor Webber saying that they arrived safely on Yyns. I’m going to play the other two for you.” Hawkins activated the playback on her console.

“This is the Tantalus Five Psychological Rehabilitation Colony. Yesterday afternoon, three patients escaped from our facility. These three are identified as Gruver, a Tellarite engineer; Rebecca Singer, a human doctor.” Rydell snapped wide awake and sat up in the command chair. “…and Zero, a human with advanced computing skills. They are all three considered to be dangerous and highly unstable. Two of these patients have exhibited a fixation on Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize. Be on the lookout for these escapees.”

Rydell sank back down in his chair.

“Oh God,” he mumbled softly. “This is not good.”

“What was the third message?” Dillon asked. Hawkins hit another button.

“This message was specifically for you, Captain,” Hawkins said.

“This is Captain Benjamin Sisko of the Federation outpost Deep Space Nine. Captain Rydell, I am sorry to inform you that earlier today, the starship Defiant was stolen from Deep Space Nine by three escaped mental patients. Our information suggests that they may be searching for you. I hope this message gets to you in time, Captain. Good luck, and please try to get our ship back to us undamaged. Sisko out.”

“So, three psychos have a heavily-armed starship, and they are looking for me,” Rydell said.

“That’s about the size of it, sir,” Hawkins replied.

“Can I request a transfer now?” Lieutenant Emily Sullivan asked from the conn console.

“Captain, we have a ship decloaking directly ahead,” Hawkins shouted suddenly. “It’s the Defiant!”

“Talk about timing,” Sullivan said.

“I think it’s a little late for that transfer,” Dillon said.

“We’re being hailed,” Hawkins said.

“On screen,” Rydell said, standing up and straightening his uniform. He was not looking forward to this. The Defiant’s image was replaced by the scowling face of Rebecca Singer. As soon as she saw Rydell, she broke into a big smile.

“Hi, Alex,” Singer said happily. “I’ve come for you, just like I always said I would.”

“You never said that, Rebecca,” Rydell replied. Singer thought for a moment, then shrugged.

“Well, I always meant to say it. Come away with me now, Alex. I’ve found us a nice place to live.”

“And where would that be?” Rydell asked, trying to force a smile. Maybe he could talk to her enough that she wouldn’t use the Defiant against them.

“Oh, it’s a place that you’re familiar with, Captain,” an uncomfortably familiar male voice said from off-screen. Zero stepped into view beside Singer. “It’s called The Suburb.”

“Zero tells me that it’s very nice,” Singer said.

“You don’t really want to live there,” Rydell said. “It’s so…empty. But I’ve heard there are some lovely accommodations on Tantalus Five that you would absolutely adore.”

“No, Alex dear. I want us to live in The Suburb,” Singer said.

“You really should listen to your beloved, Rydell,” Zero said, clearly enjoying the situation.

“She’s not my beloved,” Rydell said angrily.

“He’s just maintaining an image in front of the rest of the crew,” Singer said to Zero. “You don’t have to pretend anymore. I know you love me, and I love you. And there’s nothing that evil Elizabeth Aldridge can do about it.” As she said her last sentence, Singer’s voice went from congenial to full hatred and malice.

“There’s nothing between us, Rebecca,” Rydell said, trying to maintain his calm. “You were a colleague, nothing more.”

“He’s such a professional in front of his crew,” Singer said. “That why I love him.”

“Rebecca, you don’t love me,” Rydell said. “Now please, turn the Defiant over to me and let me take you back to Tantalus Five.”

“And why should she listen to you?” Zero said. “You’re trying to keep her away from her one true love.”

“Stay out of this, Zero,” Rydell said.

“Be nice, Alex,” Singer said. “He’s supplying our new home, dear. Without him, how would we start our new life together?”

“There’s not going to be any new life together, Rebecca,” Rydell said. “This man is a dangerous…”

“Psychopath?” Zero finished. “Well, what a coincidence. So is the good doctor here. Maybe that’s why we get along so well.”

“Zero,” Rydell said. “I’m warning you…”

“No, Rydell, I am warning you. If you and Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge do not beam over to the Defiant within the next three minutes, I will open fire, and you will all die.”





CHAPTER SEVEN



The temple hovercar twisted and turned through the streets of Cageria as Aldridge and Webber looked out the windows at the Yynsian city. Residential and commercial districts flashed by. Then they passed a large university campus followed by several research labs and medical facilities. All in all, it was just like any number of Federation worlds except for the two giant buildings looming over the city.

“How was your trip?” P’Guk asked.

“Fine,” Aldridge said. “Just your average journey.”

“Glad to hear it, not that you should have had anything too eventful happen around this area of space. It’s pretty quiet around here.”

“Hey, are you two hungry?” T’Wer asked.

“Actually, I haven’t eaten since we left the Secondprize ten hours ago,” Webber said.

“We could stop and get something,” P’Guk said. “There’s a great restaurant just a little ways ahead.”

“In case you’ve forgotten, there’s a man in your trunk,” Aldridge said irritated.

“He’s not going anywhere,” P’Guk said. “And if it makes you more comfortable, we can sit him at the table with us.”

“I don’t believe this,” Aldridge said.

“If you don’t want to eat, we can head straight to the temple,” T’Wer said. “But I’m warning you, the bread and soup there leaves much to be desired.”

“Come on, Beth. This may be the only chance we’re going to get,” Webber said.

“Claire, you’re supposed to be the one caring about Jaroch’s psychological welfare here,” Aldridge said.

“At the moment, Jaroch isn’t thinking about much of anything, but I am thinking about getting some food. We haven’t eaten in hours. At this rate, our psychological welfare is going to be in danger.”

“Fine. Fine,” Aldridge said. “But let’s make this quick.”

“No problems there. Yynsian cafes are known for their speed,” P’Guk said. She turned down a side street and pulled up beside a small sidewalk cafe. Only a couple of the café’s fifteen tables were occupied with patrons enjoying a late lunch. Upon sighting the temple vehicle, they all stood up and extended their hands, holding up different numbers of fingers.

“What are they doing?” Aldridge asked.

“Oh, they’re just showing us how many past lives they have registered. It’s one of those ceremony things,” T’Wer said. “It’s show time.” He and P’Guk pulled their hoods up and exited the hover-vehicle followed by Aldridge and Webber.

“Return to your repasts, multiple ones, so that you may nourish yourself and the many souls that reside within you,” P’Guk announced solemnly. The crowd briefly applauded, then sat down to return to their meals. P’Guk and T’Wer led Webber and Aldridge to a table, sat down, and removed their hoods.

“What about that whole ceremony thing?” Aldridge said.

“It’s over now,” T’Wer said. A man walked over to the table and placed his hand on T’Wer’s shoulder.

“Did you catch the kerdis match last night?” the man said.

“Are you kidding?” T’Wer replied. “Of course, I saw it.”

“Damn, I was hoping you missed it.”

“What? And not be able to collect on our bet? I don’t think so,” T’Wer said. The man sighed and handed T’Wer a small credit tube. T’Wer pulled his own credit tube out of his robe and quickly preformed the transaction.

“I’ll get you next time,” the man said.

“Not likely,” T’Wer said smiling. “I haven’t lost a bet this season.” The man groaned and returned to his seat.

“Your society has developed a very clear separation of religious and social functions,” Webber commented.

“Thank you,” T’Wer said smiling.



T’Mak walked the streets of Cageria trying to come up with a plan to locate his nemesis. Finding J’Ter’s current body in a city of ten million people was going to be a bit of a challenge. He had to think clearly. Pushing aside his millennia-old rage, T’Mak allowed Truk’s mind to regain a portion of control. This Jaroch that J’Ter’s life force was housed in was a Starfleet officer. Why would a Starfleet officer come to Yyns? There were many possibilities. What about family? Truk tried to recall the information on Jaroch. Parents…lived in the Farderas Mountains. Sister…Priestess of the Temple of Mi Clane. Perhaps Jaroch was headed there. At the very least, the sister could be persuaded to divulge her brother’s travel plans. Satisfied with his course of action, T’Mak walked on, headed towards the two great spires looming over Cageria.



“So, I take it neither of you have been to Yyns before,” T’Wer said after swallowing the last bit of his lunch.

“Correct,” Aldridge said, poking through the strangely shaped bits of food in her meal in an attempt to find something that she recognized.

“But we’re really enjoying it,” Webber said, her mouth still half-full. She was digging in to the Yynsian cuisine with no hesitation.

“I don’t suppose this place serves steak,” Aldridge said.

“The Yynsian diet is rather light on meat,” P’Guk said. “Many of us find it disturbing to eat creatures that we could have been related to in a past life.”

“What about replicated meat?” Aldridge asked. “It never lived.”

“We don’t use replicators for food really,” P’Guk said. “It just doesn’t taste as good. I can go talk to the chef if you’d like. They probably have a replicator back there for plates and such. I’m sure we could whip up something more…Earth-like.”

“Thanks,” Aldridge said. P’Guk finished the last of her drink and walked into the kitchen area of the cafe.

“So this is why you never get invited to diplomatic dinners,” Webber said.

“Captain Rydell and I have an understanding,” Aldridge said. “He doesn’t make me go to events where I’d have to eat strange food, and I make sure that no unfortunate medical accidents befall him.”

“Sounds like extortion to me,” T’Wer said smiling.

“That’s because it is,” Aldridge said. A few moments later, P’Guk emerged from the kitchen empty handed.

“They can’t help you,” she said. “But we have a replicator at the temple you can use.”

“That would be fine,” Aldridge said. “I’d like to get Jaroch out of stasis soon anyway.” The group of four returned to the hovercar and set off for the temple.



“This is a really long walk,” Truk’s mind said.

“Quiet, puny mortal,” T’Mak said. “It builds character.”



The hovercar descended into an underground parking facility beneath the Temple of Mi Clane a few minutes later. T’Wer and P’Guk put their hoods back on and got Jaroch out of the trunk with an anti-grav unit. Aldridge and Webber followed the two acolytes as they pushed the bubble-encased Jaroch towards a small elevator.

After a short ascent, the group emerged in a small, chapel-like room. A dark haired woman in flowing white robes trimmed with gold was standing at the front of the chapel with her back to them. Her arms were raised toward the ceiling as she spoke softly. After a short time, she completed her ritual and turned around. Upon seeing the newcomers, she broke into a run.

“Shut it off,” she yelled.

“Yes, Priestess,” P’Guk and T’Wer said in unison. They quickly pulled their stasis controls out of their robes and deactivated the stasis field surrounding Jaroch. The last vestige of the bubble dematerialized just as the woman reached Jaroch, throwing her arms around him, her face full of delight.

“Oh, brother, you’ve come home! I’ve wanted this for so long,” she said. Jaroch was too stunned to speak at first. He blinked several times and shook his head as he regained his faculties after the time in stasis.

“I am glad to see you as well, P’Tal,” Jaroch said.

“Who are your friends?” P’Tal asked.

“This is Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge and Counselor Claire Webber, two of my colleagues from the Secondprize. I have asked them here to assist in The Seratch,” Jaroch said.

“Which one will serve as your Tersu?”

“Counselor Webber…if she agrees,” Jaroch replied. Webber’s eyes widened in surprise and confusion.

“I…I guess,” she said.

“Thank you, Counselor,” Jaroch said. “Doctor Aldridge will monitor my health.”

“Very good,” P’Tal said. “T’Wer, P’Guk, show Jaroch’s friends to their rooms and take care of any needs that they may have.”

“Yes, Priestess,” the acolytes said, bowing. “Please follow us.” They led Aldridge and Webber out of the chapel.

“So, tell me, Jaroch, what brought this on?” P’Tal asked.

“This visit? I am experiencing The Seratch. Without your assistance in the emergence of this new past life, I could die.”

“Cut the avoiding the issue with facts crap,” P’Tal said. “What happened to you that started a Seratch?”

“I do not know what you are talking about.”

“You’ve become incredibly annoying since you left Yyns.”

“Insults will do nothing to help my situation,” Jaroch said.

“And avoiding my question won’t help you any either,” P’Tal retorted. “The Seratch is only brought on by some kind of mental trauma. When you were nervous about passing your entrance exam to the Vulcan Science Academy, Jarl emerged. Before that, T’Mer emerged when you were taking your physics proficiency tests. Before that…”

“You have made your point, sister,” Jaroch said.

“Good. Now what is going on, Jaroch? I am your sister and your priestess. I can help you.”

“Captain Rydell said something very similar to me recently,” Jaroch said.

“You are avoiding the question again,” P’Tal said.

“All right,” Jaroch said, taking a deep breath and walking over to one of the pews to sit down. P’Tal sat down next to him, taking his hands in hers.

“Whatever it is, you can tell me,” she said, smiling kindly.

“Well, there is this woman…”





CHAPTER EIGHT



The ominous image of the Defiant hovered menacingly on the Secondprize’s viewscreen. Zero had cut off communications as soon as he delivered his ultimatum to Captain Rydell. They now had just under three minutes to do something.

“I don’t suppose they’d just leave if we told them that Doctor Aldridge was not on board,” Commander Dillon said.

“Probably not,” Rydell said. He turned to Lieutenant Hawkins. “How would we do in a fire-fight against the Defiant?”

“Assuming that all of their weapons are on line and we stay at this range, our shields would be down in less than a minute…if they even gave us an opportunity to raise our shields.”

“Never mind,” Rydell said. “Bridge to engineering.”

“Baird here,” Commander Scott Baird, the Secondprize’s chief engineer replied.

“We are about to get blasted by the Defiant, Commander,” Rydell said. “I need some options.”

“Aren’t they on our side?” Baird said, obviously annoyed at the thought of being blown up by another Federation ship.

“It’s been hijacked by Doctor Singer,” Rydell replied.

“Fuck! How did she…”

“We really don’t have time for this,” Rydell said quickly. “We can’t out-fight them at this range, and if we try to move away, they’ll open fire. I need options.”

“What do they want?”

“Me and Doctor Aldridge,” Rydell replied.

“Well, beam yourself over there and take directions to Yyns with you,” Baird said. “Otherwise, we’re dead.”

“There’s got to be something we can do,” Rydell said. “Can’t we…” An idea suddenly presented itself to Rydell. It was bizarre, but maybe… “Commander Baird, can we go to warp in reverse?”

“What?”

“I need warp one backwards in two minutes, or we’re all dead,” Rydell said.

“Somebody up there assume command,” Baird said. “The captain’s gone bonkers.”

“Can it be done?”

“Yeah, if we put the nacelles on backwards,” Baird said.

“Baird!”

“Okay. Okay. Let me think. Got it! I am the fucking man!”

“Not until you get us out of this,” Rydell said. “Get to it.”

“I’ll let you know when I’m ready. Baird out.”

“I sure hope he knows what he’s doing,” Lieutenant Hawkins said.



“Now, Doctor, we have a lot of work to do and very little time in which to accomplish it,” Zero said, walking over to a console on the left side of the Defiant’s bridge.

“What do you mean?” Singer asked, confused.

“If there is one thing I have learned in my prior dealings with Rydell, it is not to underestimate the resourcefulness of him or his crew,” Zero said. “Therefore, as a precaution, I want to break into the Secondprize’s computer system, ascertain the exact positions of Rydell and Doctor Aldridge, and be prepared to beam them out if Rydell tries anything.”

“Why not just take him now?” Singer asked. Zero looked at her and smiled.

“That wouldn’t be fair, my dear,” he replied. “We villains have to have a certain code of conduct.”

“Oh…okay,” Singer said.

“Now then, I need you to tell me everything you know about the Secondprize’s computer.”



Another minute ticked by. Rydell was starting to fear that he was going to have to give in to Zero and Singer’s demands. Of course, he still couldn’t produce Dr. Aldridge.

“Uh…Captain?” Ensign Carr said hesitantly from the operations console.

“What is it, Ensign?” Rydell asked testily.

“I think something’s wrong.”

“There are a lot of somethings wrong right now,” Rydell said. “Could you be a bit less vague?”

“Well, I’m monitoring some strange activity in the computer core,” Carr said.

“What kind of activity?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Well, you had better figure it out in a hurry,” Rydell said. “In another minute or so, it’s not going to matter.”



“We’re in,” Zero said. “Captain Rydell is on the bridge. Surprise, surprise. And Doctor Aldridge is…not on the Secondprize.”

“No!” Singer screamed. “Where is she?”

“I don’t know,” Zero said. “Rydell could just be hiding her. Don’t panic. But start downloading everything you can from their logs from the past couple of weeks. We will find her.”



After what seemed like an eternity, the turbolift doors at the rear of the bridge slid open, and Commander Baird rushed out and over to the deactivated engineering console along the bridge’s rear wall.

“Computer, transfer engineering control to this station,” Baird said. The console lit up, showing several schematics of the Secondprize and its warp field.

“What are you doing up here?” Rydell asked.

“I felt like getting out,” Baird said. “I don’t come up here very often. Besides, if we’re about to get blown to hell, I want to see the fight.”

“Captain, the Defiant is hailing us,” Hawkins said.

“Time’s up, Commander,” Rydell said to Baird. “Please tell me you’re ready.”

“Anytime, but all this is going to do is get us out of here and majorly fuck up the deflector dish. I’ve got a crew standing by to begin repairs on the dish as soon as we activate it, but until it’s fixed, we have to run with shields up at all times,” Baird said.

“I don’t think that will be a problem, Commander,” Rydell replied. “Hawkins, as soon as we hit reverse, arm all weapons and raise the shields.”

“Aye, sir,” Hawkins said.

“Let’s give this a shot. Open a channel, Lieutenant,” Rydell said. Zero’s face appeared on the viewscreen.

“Well, Captain, have you come to grips with the inevitable?” Zero asked. “Or would you prefer it if I went back to calling you Number 38.2?”

“Captain is fine,” Rydell said.

“Beam yourself and Aldridge over now,” Zero said.

“Nah, I don’t feel like it,” Rydell said. “Now, Commander.”

Almost immediately, the deflector dish emitted a blinding flash as it produced a static warp bubble between the two ships. Zero’s image vanished from the viewscreen.

“The Defiant is preparing to fire!” Hawkins screamed.

“Hold on!” Baird shouted. The warp bubble exploded, bombarding both ships with its effects. The crew of the Secondprize was thrown forward as the ship sailed backwards at warp speed. A moment later, it was over.

“Status on the Defiant,” Rydell ordered.

“They are now two light years away from us,” Hawkins said. “They appear to have been shaken up a bit.”

“I would hope so,” Rydell said. “How are we?”

“The deflector dish is toast, but other than that, we’re fine,” Baird said. “The effects of the explosion hit them more than us.”

“Good work, Commander,” Rydell said. “Weapons status.”

“All weapons are armed and ready. Shields are up,” Hawkins said.



“What the hell did he do?” Zero shouted.

“We didn’t catch the ball,” Gruver said from the helm console.

“What ball?”

“The bad man threw a static warp ball at us, and we didn’t catch it, so it blew up,” Gruver replied.

“Damage?”

“Shields are weaky-peaky and phasers are only halfy-wafy, but photons and engines are finey-winey.”

“Goody-woody,” Zero said. “Full ahead. We’re still more than a match for them.” Suddenly, Singer screamed. “What is it?” Zero snapped.

“The bitch is gone!” Singer replied. “She left yesterday to go to Yyns.”



“The Defiant is heading our way,” Hawkins reported.

“Captain, I just figured out what was wrong with the computer,” Carr said. “Somebody on the Defiant was accessing it.”

“Perfect!” Rydell shouted. “What’d they get?” Zero could have discovered their prefix code by now which would give him control of the Secondprize.

“They checked where you and Doctor Aldridge were, then downloaded log files,” Carr said.

“Because they couldn’t find, Aldridge,” Rydell said. “Hawkins, send a message to Yyns warning Doctor Aldridge of the situation.”

“It’s on its way.”

“Uh, Captain, I hate to interrupt,” Commander Dillon said. “But the Defiant’s still closing.”

“Believe me, I know. Hawkins, put the tactical display up on the viewscreen and stand by to fire.” A grid showing the relative positions of the Secondprize and the Defiant appeared on the screen. Rydell watched the distance between the two ships shrink rapidly.

“Ahead full impulse,” Rydell ordered suddenly. “Commence firing.” The Secondprize’s engines hummed a little louder as the ship shot forward. A barrage of phaser fire and photon torpedoes streaked away in front of the ship.

“Several impacts on the Defiant’s shields,” Hawkins reported.

“Should I slow down?” Lieutenant Sullivan asked.

“Definitely not,” Rydell said. “Hawkins, as soon as we’re passed them, fire another volley.” On the viewscreen, the Secondprize’s symbol passed right over the Defiant’s and continued onward.

“They’re returning fire,” Hawkins reported. “Photons only.”

“Sixty degree ascent,” Rydell ordered. Sullivan quickly punched in the command. Everyone was pulled back as the ship strained to execute the sharp climb. Then, the Secondprize rocked violently.

“One impact, five misses,” Hawkins said. “Shields are holding.”



“Damn!” Zero screamed as the Secondprize avoided his torpedo volley. “I hate you, Rydell!”

“Zero, cool it,” Singer said, uncharacteristically calm. Zero saw a vacant, slightly demonic look in her eyes. “I will handle this.”

“But the Secondprize is right here?” Zero insisted.

“And they are pummeling the crap out of us,” Singer said. “Aren’t they, Gruver?”

“Yes, Rebecca. One hundred percent correct. Very good. You get a gold star.”

“Cloak and get us back to the Verolas belt,” Singer ordered. “We’re going to have to take a different approach.”

“And what approach is that?” Zero said.

“We’re going to take care of Alex’s problems at the source,” Singer said smiling as she sat down in the command chair. “Don’t worry, Alex baby, Doctor Rebecca knows what’s wrong and just how to fix it.”





CHAPTER NINE



Counselor Claire Webber sat uncomfortably on the bed in the room that had been assigned to her as T’Wer busied himself tidying and checking the dressers. Webber hated just sitting there while someone else did everything for her, especially since she didn’t know what exactly was being done. Jaroch’s request for her to be his Tersu has caught her off guard. For one thing, she had no idea what a Tersu was or what it was she was supposed to do in the Seratch.

“That should do it,” T’Wer said finally. “You will find the appropriate attire for the ceremony in the top drawer of the dresser. There are more casual garments in the other drawers. Would you like me to assist you in changing clothes?”

“What?”

“As a Tersu, you are assigned an acolyte to see to your needs. I was assigned to you.”

“I see. Well, thanks, but I think I’ll get dressed on my own. No offense, but we just haven’t known each other long enough yet,” Webber said.

“Fair enough,” T’Wer said. “I will be right outside if you need anything.”

“OK.”

“I’m serious. Anything at all, and I’ll come running.”

“I understand.”

“Don’t hesitate to ask.”

“I won’t.”

“All right,” T’Wer said, moving toward the door. “I’m right out here.”

“I know.”

“Just making sure,” T’Wer said, then he left, leaving Webber in peace.



Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge said on her bed munching happily on a sandwich that P’Guk had gotten for her.

“Does that satisfy your human palette a bit more?” P’Guk asked.

“Yes! Thank you, thank you, thank you,” Aldridge said.

“Good. Enjoy your room. There’s some clothes in the dresser if you feel like changing,” P’Guk said. She headed out of the door.

“Wait,” Aldridge said. “What am I supposed to do?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” P’Guk said. “You aren’t actually involved in the ceremony, so you serve no purpose. I’m sure that you’ll find some way to keep busy, though. Take a nap or something.” With that, P’Guk left Aldridge alone in a strange room with no idea where her friends were.



Webber had just about gotten into the layers of robes that were considered casual wear when there was a knock on the door.

“I’m fine, T’Wer. Just leave me alone,” she said. Actually, despite their bulk, the robes were very comfortable and easy to move about in. She never would have guessed that from the amount of trouble she went through to get into them.

“I am not T’Wer,” Jaroch said as he entered the room.

“Jaroch! I’m sorry. I didn’t realize…”

“That is quite all right,” Jaroch replied, taking a seat in a chair on the far side of the room. “Yynsian apparel suits you.”

“Thank you,” Webber replied, smiling at the unexpected compliment from Jaroch. “I like them.”

“Good.”

“Was there something in particular you needed?” Webber asked.

“I thought that now would be a good time to explain your role in The Seratch.”

“Definitely,” Webber said, sitting down on the bed.

“As Tersu, you are to accompany my mind as it travels.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The priestess, my sister, will be leading my mind through the past in order to discover where the breach is that my undiscovered past existence is trying push through. This can be a traumatic experience as unfamiliar images flood my mind in no particular order. The Tersu is there to provide stability and comfort to the mind experiencing the Seratch while my sister guides the journey.”

“Wow, Jaroch, this is…”

“Very important to me,” Jaroch interrupted. “You have assisted me in the past, and I have found your efforts to be both helpful and comforting. That is why I have asked you to help me now.”

“I would be honored,” Webber said, genuinely flattered. “That is so sweet that you would ask me.” She leapt off of the bed and picked Jaroch up out of his chair in a big bear hug.

“Think nothing of it,” Jaroch gasped.



T’Mak stood outside of the Temple of Mi Clane deliberating his next course of action. The odds of finding one person inside the massive temple were slim at best. Truk’s estimates of the odds did not concern T’Mak, however. He pushed Truk’s consciousness back down and surveyed the structure again. It was not a question of whether or not he would find the sister of Jaroch; it was just a question of which door he would enter the building through. At the moment, the front door looked as good as any of them.

The large golden doors moved aside automatically at T’Mak’s approach. He walked inside and found himself in a large lobby area with doors leading off in every direction. A robed acolyte seated at a desk in the lobby stood up and walked over to him.

“Welcome to the Temple of Mi Clane. How may I assist you?”

“I am looking for someone,” T’Mak replied.

“Interior or exterior.”

“What?”

“Is this person a past life that you wish to contact, or are you looking for a presently living individual?”

“I am looking for a priestess!” T’Mak said, his patience wearing thin.

“I believe that all of our priestesses are busy right now, but I may be able to get you in to see a priest. I believe that Polem Teek is free. What shall I say that this is about?”

“I want J’Ter!” T’Mak shouted. “You will take me to his sister!”

“I’m afraid that I have absolutely no clue who you are talking about. There is no J’Ter here.”

“Of course there isn’t, you stupid mortal! J’Ter is long dead. I seek his current body.”

“Then what…”

“Shut up! You will take me to the sister of Jaroch. She is a priestess here!”

“Do you know her name by any chance?”

“No!”

“Then, I don’t think I can help you. Come back when you…”

Not waiting for the desk clerk to finish his sentence, T’Mak picked the man up and hurled him into the wall.

“That was unnecessary,” the man gasped, then fell into unconsciousness.

“That’s your opinion, puny mortal,” T’Mak said. He then randomly chose a door and opened it, revealing a staircase. Deciding that this was as good of a place to start as any, T’Mak began climbing.



“That’s it!” Aldridge said to her empty room. She had been sitting alone and bored for the better part of an hour, and she had had enough. Determined to find something to keep her occupied, she walked out into the hallway.



The staircase led T’Mak up to a short hallway. Down the hall, was another set of stairs leading farther upward. He was about to head toward the other stairs when a door opened along the hallway, and a woman walked out. She was dressed in strange clothing that T’Mak did not recognize. He allowed Truk’s mind back up for a moment to identify it.

“It is a Starfleet uniform,” Truk’s mind told him. “Jaroch is in Starfleet.”

“Then perhaps he is with her,” T’Mak thought. This was turning out better that he had hoped. The woman spotted him standing at the top of the stairs and walked over to him.

“Hey, is there anything to do in this place?” she asked him.

“What do you mean?” T’Mak asked, caught off guard.

“I am bored. Oh, never mind.” The woman pushed past him and headed down the stairs. Seizing his opportunity, T’Mak ran into the room that the woman just exited. It was empty except for a grey case sitting on the bed. T’Mak opened it, spilling out its contents. Several unfamiliar devices fell onto the bed.

“What are these?” he asked Truk’s mind as he picked the items up one by one.

“Medical tools,” Truk replied. “Except for this one,” he added when T’Mak had picked up a small, rectangular object. “This is a weapon called a phaser.”

“A weapon?” T’Mak said. “But it is so small.”

“Yes, but it fires a powerful beam of energy that destroys anything in its path.”

“Phaser. I like it,” T’Mak said. He quickly threw the other items back in the case, closed it, and left the room.



Doctor Aldridge walked down the long staircase and out into a lobby area. At first, she thought it was deserted, then she noticed a man slumped against the far wall. Cursing herself for leaving her med-kit up in her room, she rushed over to help him. He was unconscious and bleeding slightly from a gash in the back of his head, but he would be all right for the short time it would take her to get her med-kit.

Aldridge ran upstairs to her room, quickly grabbed her kit, and raced back downstairs. She opened the case beside the unconscious man and found everything in disarray.

“What the hell?” she said angrily. The man groaned painfully, drawing her attention away from what had happened to her med-kit. Aldridge rummaged through the mess in her case until she found the necessary equipment and set to work dealing with his injuries. Several minutes later, he had regained consciousness and, despite a mild concussion, seemed to be doing fine.

“What happened?” Aldridge asked.

“A man…he was looking for the sister of someone named J’Ter. I could not help him, so he attacked me.”

Aldridge remembered the man she saw on the stairs and feared the worst. He hadn’t been dressed in temple robes, and he was near her room. Maybe he had been the one who messed up her med-kit, but why? A sudden realization shot a cold flash through her entire body. She quickly emptied out her case and rummaged frantically through the equipment. It wasn’t there!

“Aldridge to Jaroch,” she said, tapping her commbadge.

“Jaroch here, Doctor.”

“We’ve got a problem. There’s a man in the temple looking for your sister, but I think he may be after you.”

“Please explain.”

“He attacked the guy in the lobby demanding to see J’Ter’s sister. He didn’t know her name, though.”

“This could be very bad.”

“It already is very bad. He went into my room while I was out and took my phaser out of my med-kit,” Aldridge said.

“Thank you for the information, Doctor,” Jaroch said.

“What are you going to do?” Aldridge demanded.

“Go to my sister. The Seratch is scheduled to begin in less than an hour, and it cannot be delayed. We will go ahead as planned, and if this man shows himself, we will deal with him.”

“You’re awfully calm considering some guy may be trying to kill you,” Aldridge said.

“Would you prefer that I panic and run away screaming in fear?”

“No, but a little concern wouldn’t hurt.”

“If this man is looking to kill J’Ter, he is the one who should be concerned. Jaroch out.”

“Damn cocky bastard,” Aldridge muttered.





CHAPTER TEN



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 51545.9. We have been searching for the Defiant for the last several hours. Normally, attempting to find a cloaked ship would be pretty close to hopeless, but fortunately, we damaged the Defiant’s cloak during our brief skirmish. It was not enough to render the cloak ineffective, but it is now leaking intermittent bursts of ions from the ship’s engines. From this ion trail, we have been able to track the Defiant’s movements while we continue repairs to our deflector dish, but we are still a long way from discovering the Defiant’s exact position.”



“Lieutenant, how long have you been on the bridge?” Commander Dillon asked Lieutenant Hawkins.

“Excuse me, sir?”

“How many hours straight have you been on shift?”

“I don’t know…six.”

“Try nine and a half,” Dillon said. “Go get some rest.”

“Sir…I…”

“We’re just following bread-crumbs right now. We need you to be fully alert when we actually catch up to the Defiant. The Captain went to bed; so should you.”

“I agree, but you’ve been up here almost as long as I have. Shouldn’t you get some rest yourself?” Hawkins asked.

“Good point,” Dillon said. Dillon looked around the bridge, trying to decide who to leave in command. A moment later, Lieutenant Emily Sullivan, who was just coming back on shift after a seven hour break, walked out of a turbolift. “Lieutenant Sullivan, you have the bridge. Let me know if anything happens.” Dillon got out of the command chair and followed Hawkins to the turbolift.

“Where are you two going?” Sullivan asked.

“To sleep,” Hawkins said.

“We’ve been on shift for almost ten hours straight,” Dillon added. “We have to rest too.” The turbolift doors closed, cutting off the conversation.

“You think they’re going to sleep?” Sullivan asked Ensign Kreiger, who was on shift at operations.

“Not a chance,” Kreiger replied.



The turbolift stopped on deck seven, and Dillon and Hawkins exited to head towards their individual quarters.

“Well, I’ll see you in a few hours, Travis,” Hawkins said.

“Yeah, see you then,” Dillon replied. Neither of them moved.

“This is so childish!” Hawkins said finally.

“Definitely,” Dillon said.

“We are two adults here. We have separate quarters, but we do not have to always feel obligated to stay in them.”

“Exactly,” Dillon said. “So…would you like to come to my room and sleep over?”

“I’d love to,” Hawkins said smiling. She wrapped her arm around Dillon’s, and the two of them walked back to his quarters.



The Defiant entered the Verolas asteroid belt and slowed to a stop next to the Lokaloc and the Centrum. On the bridge, Singer walked over to the engineering console where Gruver sat humming happily.

“What is our condition?”

“Okey-dokey,” Gruver said.

“Define okey-dokey,” Zero said from across the bridge.

“Everything’s exactly the way it was when we stopped fighting.”

“You haven’t fixed anything!” Singer shouted. “What have you been doing over here for the last several hours?”

“Keeping everything okey-dokey. I can’t make the ship better without bigger tools.”

“So we’re still fighting at half strength?”

“Yes, but the engines are perfecto,” Gruver said smiling.

“Good enough. Where we’re going, we probably won’t be getting in many fights anyway,” Singer said. “Now then, Zero, it is time for you to hold up your part of our deal.”

“What do you mean?” Zero said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. He was not sure that he liked this more assertive Singer. She was better unstable. At least then he was in control.

“You said you’d kill Elizabeth Aldridge for me. She’s on Yyns, so you have to go to Yyns,” Singer said.

“What about Rydell?”

“Alex will be mine. Don’t you worry. I won’t let anything stop me. By the time you get back, he and I will be ready to live together in The Suburb.”

“What makes you so sure?” Zero said.

“Just call it…women’s intuition,” Singer said smiling.



Captain Rydell walked onto the bridge feeling like a new man. As soon as the crisis with the Defiant had been diverted, his fatigue slammed into him like a freighter. He’d gone back to his quarters to get some sleep, and now, after several hours, was feeling much better.

He stepped out of the turbolift and found Lieutenant Sullivan sitting in the command chair. Ensigns were monitoring the helm and the tactical consoles.

“Where is everybody?” Rydell asked.

“Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins went to get some rest, so that they would be awake and refreshed when we found the Defiant,” Sullivan said.

“Is that sarcasm I’m detecting in your voice?” Rydell asked.

“From me? Never,” Sullivan said. “The bridge is yours.” She went back to the helm allowing Rydell to take the command chair.

“I’ve got another ion emission matching the Defiant’s engine signature,” Ensign Kreiger reported from ops. “It’s in the same position as the last one.”

“The same? They must have stopped,” Rydell said. “Where is it?”

“The Verolas asteroid belt,” Kreiger said. “Wait! A ship just decloaked in that position. It’s got to be them.”

“We’re on a course there now,” Sullivan said. “ETA…twenty minutes.”

“Red alert,” Rydell said. “All senior officers to the bridge.”



The red alert klaxon went off, shaking Dillon out of a very sound sleep. He snapped to attention the second that he realized what had awakened him. Cursing himself, Dillon raced to throw his uniform on. He must be getting old. A year ago, when a red alert sounded, he was halfway to the bridge before he woke up fully. It was a reflex. Now…now was different. Turning back to his bed, he remembered why: Patricia Hawkins.

“Patricia, get up,” Dillon said, shaking her gently.

“Five more minutes,” she mumbled.

“Sorry, no can do.”

“Oh God. Red alert,” Hawkins said, sitting up in bed suddenly.

“Bingo,” Dillon said. “I’ll meet you on the bridge.” He finished straightening his uniform and raced out of the room. Hawkins sighed and started pulling herself together. Duty called, and Dillon didn’t have the common decency to wait for her.



“What’s going on?” Dillon asked as he walked onto the bridge.

“Have a nice nap?” Rydell asked.

“Slept like a rock,” Dillon said.

“Heavy exertion will do that to you,” Sullivan said.

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind, Commander,” Rydell said. “We’re getting very close to the Defiant.” The turbolift doors opened again, and Lieutenant Hawkins charged out onto the bridge.

“What’s going on?” she said.

“Time for the instant replay,” Sullivan said. “Do you want it with the smart comments or without?”

“Without,” Hawkins said.

“Okay, but it’s not nearly as interesting this way,” Sullivan said.

“I’ll suffer,” Hawkins replied.

“Considering who you’re dating, I’m sure you already are,” Sullivan muttered.

“What?” Hawkins and Dillon said.

“Nothing,” Sullivan said innocently.

“We’re closing in on the Defiant,” Dillon said.

“Thank you,” Hawkins said.

“Well, now that the floor show’s over, can we get ready for battle?” Rydell said.

“Do we have to? This is more fun,” Sullivan said.

“Sullivan!”

“Aye, sir,” Sullivan said. “But I guarantee that combat won’t be nearly as entertaining.”



“I’m ready for departure,” Zero’s voice reported over the comm system. Singer almost didn’t hear him as she watched the Secondprize’s approach on the scanners.

“Understood,” Singer said. “Wait until we fire to leave.”

“Fire? What are you firing at?”

“I’m trying to cover your departure, so Alex won’t notice,” Singer said.

“Got it,” Zero said. “Centrum out.”

“Fire a volley of torpedoes, full spread,” Singer ordered.

“Bye bye, little torpedoes,” Gruver said as he pressed the fire button.



“The Defiant is launching torpedoes,” Hawkins said.

“At what? We’re way out of range,” Rydell said.

“I have no idea,” Hawkins said not noticing the sensor contact quickly speeding out of range.



“The Centrum is gone,” Gruver said. “Have a nice trip, Zero.”

“Get us out of here,” Singer said.

“Where to?”

“Sector zero zero one.”

“Isn’t that where Earth is?”

“Very good, Gruver”

“What are we going to do there?”

“Take care of Alex’s reluctance to be with me once and for all,” Singer said.



“The Defiant is making a break for it,” Hawkins said. “And they aren’t activating their cloak.”

“What the hell?”

“It does use up a lot of power, sir,” Dillon said.

“Well, if Singer and Zero think they’re going to outrun us, they’ve got another thing coming,” Rydell said. “After them!”





CHAPTER ELEVEN



Doctor Aldridge entered the small chapel where The Seratch was to take place and was surprised to find the room empty. Jaroch had said that the ceremony was going to begin shortly. Where the hell were they?

A blur of movement off to her left told her that the chapel wasn’t quite as deserted as she thought. She turned her head slowly, hoping that someone friendly was standing over there. No such luck. It was the man she had seen on the stairs.

“Nice day, isn’t it?” she said, trying to not sound like she was in fear of her life.

“Not yet,” the man replied, an evil smile spreading across his face.

“I don’t believe we’ve met. My name’s Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge,” she said. “I’m in Starfleet. You know, Starfleet. The organization that severely prosecutes anyone who harms any of their personnel. And you are?”

“T’Mak,” the man replied. “Now please leave me in peace.”

“Just making conversation.”

“It aggravates me.”

“Well, excuse me. Just who the hell do you think you are?”

“I would ask you the same question, puny mortal.”

“Hey, we all have to die sometime,” Aldridge said.

“Death is only a temporary setback,” T’Mak said drawing the phaser out of his pocket and aiming it at Aldridge. “At least it is for Yynsians. How about humans?”

“I’m leaving. No need to get testy,” Aldridge said, backing up.

“You had better stay,” T’Mak said.

“Thanks for the invite, but no,” Aldridge said.

“I must insist,” T’Mak said. Aldridge’s instincts took over as she dove sideways between two rows of pews, narrowly avoiding a phaser blast. “This will be quicker for you if you just accept it.”

“Humans have a very hard time accepting death,” Aldridge replied. She crawled forward underneath several of the pews trying to get into a position where she could attack T’Mak.

“There’s no acceptance involved. It just happens,” T’Mak said as he searched for Aldridge.

“That’s one theory,” Aldridge said. This was not working. She needed a distraction. Suddenly, the main doors to the chapel opened, and P’Guk and T’Wer walked in leading P’Tal, Webber, and Jaroch. T’Mak whirled around and fired, nailing T’Wer, who slumped to the ground. The phaser was still set on stun at least. Of course, once T’Mak figured that out, things could get worse.

The group entering the chapel scattered for cover as T’Mak started firing wildly. Aldridge figured that this was going to be the only chance she’d get. She silently stood up, maneuvered herself behind T’Mak and leapt. T’Mak, sensing something behind him, turned at the exact moment Aldridge was in the air. She slammed into him, sending them both to the floor. The phaser fired as it hit, stunning P’Guk. T’Mak screamed with rage and kicked Aldridge off of him. She flew over him, skidding painfully along the stone floor when she landed. She lay there hurting.

“Enough of this!” T’Mak shouted. “Face me, J’Ter! I tire of your weak minions.”

“I am Jaroch,” Jaroch said, standing up. “J’Ter resides within me, but he is not in control right now.”

“Get him!”

“Who should I say is calling?” Jaroch said.

“His brother, T’Mak.”

“I will check, but I do not believe he will want to speak with you.”

“Then I will kill everyone in this room one by one until he shows himself.” He walked over to Aldridge, lifted her off the floor with one hand, then pressed the phaser against the side of her head roughly. “What will it be?”

In her pained state, Aldridge realized she was in trouble. Even on stun, a phaser at this range would do some major damage.

“T’Mak, please listen to me,” P’Tal said. “Jaroch is not in good health. J’Ter’s emergence could kill him.”

“That’s the idea,” T’Mak said.

“Are you sure that this is what you want?” Webber asked. “This is your brother that you want to kill. He’s family. Doesn’t that mean anything?”

“I was family. It didn’t stop him from killing me,” T’Mak said.

“If I recall J’Ter’s memories correctly, you were going to kill him in an attempt to become crown prince,” Jaroch said.

“Details, details. I want vengeance! Produce J’Ter, or this puny mortal dies.” He pressed the phaser even harder against Aldridge’s already throbbing skull. Jaroch looked to Webber and P’Tal. Both of them shrugged their shoulders signaling that they had no clue how to get out of this.

“I will attempt to comply,” Jaroch said. “But you must first put Doctor Aldridge down.”

“Agreed, but if anyone tries anything, she dies.” He flung Aldridge across the room. She landed on T’Wer’s body with a thud. Jaroch closed his eyes and concentrated. This would be difficult. Bringing past lives to the surface at will was usually not possible without a great deal of training. Once the past lives were in control, it was simple for them to summon his consciousness back to the surface. Getting them to the surface in the first place was the problem.

Nothing was happening. In his weakened mental and physical condition, he did not have anywhere near enough control to find J’Ter. He would have to try another approach.

“Counselor, could you assist me please?” Jaroch asked.

“I guess,” Webber replied, walking over to him. “What can I do?”

“Inflict a great deal of pain upon me very quickly,” Jaroch said.

“Hey, that’s my job,” T’Mak said.

“Wait your turn,” Jaroch said. “Counselor, please do this, or we may have no hope of saving Doctor Aldridge.”

“Whatever you say,” Webber said. “I hate to do this.” She looked Jaroch deeply in the eyes, placed her hands gently on the sides of his face, then quickly slammed her knee into his groin.

“Thank you,” Jaroch gasped, falling to the floor. The change was taking place. Less than a moment later, he was on his feet again and very angry.

“T’MAK! You spineless piece of logarn droppings!” J’Ter shouted. “This is a cowardly way to seek revenge. A true warrior would not threaten innocents.”

“It was necessary to convince you to show yourself, brother,” T’Mak replied. “You were the one hiding from me.”

“I have no need to hide from you,” J’Ter said. “I will fight you anytime.”

“So I had hoped,” T’Mak said. “Although, you will not last very long.” He fired the phaser at J’Ter, sending a stun bolt slamming into his chest. J’Ter hit the ground with a dull thud. “That was very easy, yet satisfying,” T’Mak gloated.

“This is not over yet,” J’Ter said, standing back up.

“What? How is this possible?”

“You do not understand the weapon which you hold, T’Mak. You cannot harm me with it.” The knowledge Jaroch had given him about the operation of phasers was coming in handy after all. Hopefully, T’Mak would take him at his word and not figure out how to adjust the weapon’s setting any higher.

“You lie!” T’Mak said. “Look at the others. They have fallen at a blast from my weapon and so shall you.” He started hitting buttons on the phaser. Jaroch’s consciousness told J’Ter that the setting was being raised and lowered quickly. When T’Mak finally stopped fiddling with the phaser, Jaroch had calculated from the mix of high and low toned chirps that the phaser was now set on level six. This was the lowest level necessary to kill, but it would still kill.

As all of this was going on, Doctor Aldridge regained enough feeling in her body to notice that something was jabbing painfully into her stomach. She slowly moved her arm underneath of her to find out what it was. A few seconds later, she pulled out T’Wer’s stasis device. Aldridge was about to put it aside and continued laying very still when the small part of her mind that was not occupied with the extreme pain she was feeling realized the implications of what she had found.

“T’Mak, we should settle this in a fair duel,” J’Ter said. “Using the phaser weapon is a cowardly way to settle our battle.”

“Perhaps, but it assures my victory,” T’Mak said, aiming at J’Ter.

“Think again,” Aldridge gasped, firing the stasis device. The beam lanced out, surrounding T’Mak. He screamed angrily and pushed himself out of the field forming around him.

“That only works with two beams shot simultaneously,” P’Tal called from across the room. “Nice try, though.”

“Thanks,” Aldridge said as T’Mak whirled to face her.

“You die for that,” he said aiming the weapon.

With his enemy momentarily distracted, J’Ter leapt. The two brothers hit the ground and wrestled furiously for control of the phaser. Webber and P’Tal took the opportunity to rush over to Aldridge and T’Wer and drag them behind some cover.

“Shouldn’t we help them?” Aldridge said.

“No. It’s a guy thing,” P’Tal said. “Let them settle it.”

“But Jaroch could be killed,” Webber said.

“Do you want to be the one to interrupt J’Ter when he’s in the middle of a fight?” P’Tal asked.

“Well, when you put it that way…”

J’Ter managed to get control of the phaser and immediately threw it aside. The weapon slammed into one of the chapel’s stone walls and shattered.

“Now, we will settle this fairly,” J’Ter said, pushing away from his brother.

“You always spoil my fun!” T’Mak said angrily. “Why can’t things ever go my way?”

“Because you are evil and my younger brother. Those two states see to it that you will never have your way.”

“I hate you!” T’Mak screamed, launching toward J’Ter with a furious barrage of punches. J’Ter blocked his brother’s attack and landed a couple of hits of his own to T’Mak’s stomach. T’Mak gasped in pain and staggered backwards.

“You have no discipline,” J’Ter said.

“Discipline is not everything,” T’Mak said, landing a roundhouse kick against the side of J’Ter head.

“That does it,” J’Ter said. He rushed forward, picking T’Mak up off of his feet. Raising his brother helplessly into the air, J’Ter walked up to the altar at the front of the chapel then slammed T’Mak onto the stone slab. He quickly grabbed T’Mak by the hair and began bashin his head against the slab repeatedly.

“J’Ter, stop!” P’Tal shouted.

“You will never ever do this again!” J’Ter shouted, each word punctuated by T’Mak’s head hitting the slab. “Do you understand me?”

“Jaroch, that’s enough,” Webber said. “J’Ter has won. You can come back out now.” J’Ter let T’Mak’s head fall to the stone.

“I do not want the weak mortal to come back,” J’Ter said.

“This is his body,” Webber said. “If you usurp it from him, you are no better than T’Mak.”

“Do not compare me to this weak…”

“You have brought the comparison upon yourself,” P’Tal said. “Give Jaroch control. You know that you can come out again.”

“Yes. And I do not have to deal with his petty work and woman problems,” J’Ter said.

“What’s he talking about?” Webber asked.

“Not now,” P’Tal said.

“Farewell…puny mortals.” J’Ter laughed, then fell silent.

“Jaroch, are you there?” Webber asked.

“Yes.”

“Are you all right?” Aldridge asked.

“No.” Jaroch barely finished the word before he collapsed, falling across T’Mak’s limp body.





CHAPTER TWELVE



Captain Rydell stepped out of his ready room. No one on the bridge looked like they had moved in the last three hours.

“I don’t suppose we’ve gained any ground on the Defiant,” Rydell said.

“Nope,” Dillon said, sitting in the command chair with his head in his hands and elbows on his knees.

“They’ve been making erratic turns like they’re trying to throw us off their track,” Sullivan reported.

“But we’re still with them, right?” Rydell asked.

“Of course. Who do you think you have flying here?” Sullivan replied.

“My apologies, Lieutenant,” Rydell said, walking over to the command chair. Dillon didn’t budge.

“Commander.”

“Yes, sir,” Dillon said.

“My chair.”

“Huh?”

“Move your ass.”

“Oh, sorry,” Dillon moved over a chair and let Rydell sit down.

“Commander Dillon, I’ve finished analyzing the Defiant’s movements like you ordered,” Ensign Carr said. “I think I’ve got an idea where they’re headed, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

“It would be keeping with the pattern of today’s events,” Rydell said. “I haven’t liked much of anything that’s happened today.”

“Where are they going?” Dillon asked.

“Sector zero zero one.”

“Earth,” the rest of the bridge said in unison.

“Well, yeah,” Carr said.

“Hawkins, contact Starfleet Command,” Rydell said. “Hurry.”

“Why would they be going to Earth?” Dillon asked. “The orbital defense systems would blast the Defiant to atoms in a second.”

“You are assuming that we are dealing with sane, rational people here,” Rydell replied. “Which I think we can safely say that we’re not.”

“Good point,” Dillon said.

“I’ve got Starfleet,” Hawkins said.

“On screen,” Rydell said, standing up. The face of Admiral Thomas Wagner appeared on the viewscreen.

“Hello, Alex. What can I do for you?” Wagner asked.

“Admiral, are you aware that the Defiant is on a heading directly for Earth?” Rydell asked.

“Well, not directly,” Dillon said. “They’re kind of twisting and turning…”

“Dillon, shut up!” Rydell said. “This is my story to tell. You can inform Starfleet next time a group of wackos shows up!”

“Sorry,” Dillon said.

“The Defiant’s headed here?” Wagner said. “I thought you were the one they wanted dead.”

“Well, I fought them off, and they’re coming to you,” Rydell said. “So sue me.”

“Alex, I don’t need to tell you how valuable the Defiant is. We will hold off firing on it as long as it takes no aggressive action.”

“Understood. We’ll be right behind them to take care of things.”

“Good luck. We need that ship back in one piece.”

“I’ll do my best. Uh, Admiral, have you noticed that we always seem to talk to you whenever we contact Starfleet?”

“Yes, so?”

“It’s just kind of weird.”

“Not really,” Wagner said. “I’m the only one willing to take comms from the Secondprize. The other admirals are scared of you.”

“Us? Why?” Dillon asked.

“There’s a perfect example,” Wagner said, pointing at Dillon.

“Gotcha,” Rydell said. “We’ll contact you when we have anything new to report, Admiral. Rydell out.”

“I get the distinct feeling that he doesn’t like me,” Dillon said.

“That’s okay,” Sullivan said. “Neither does anyone else.”



“We’re getting warmer,” Gruver said.

“What?” Singer asked.

“We’re getting close to where you wanted to be,” Gruver said. “We’re getting warmer.”

“I see.” Singer walked up to the helm and checked their position. “Perfect, I’ll take over here. Go start making the calculations for time warp.”

“Time warp! When are we going?”

“As soon as you finished making the calculations.”

“No, silly. When are we going to? What time?”

“Late twentieth century Earth. Old calendar year 1993 to be exact,” Singer said.

“Why are we going there?”

“To get Alex. A couple of years ago, Alex was zapped by something and switched minds with a twentieth century college student also named Alex Rydell. Before that happened, everything was fine between us, but when we rescued him…” She started to cry. “He had me sent to Tantalus pretty soon thereafter.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t think that it was actually him we rescued. You saw how he treated us when we tried to whisk him away to the paradise of the Suburb and save him from having to endure Aldridge the bitch. My poor Alex is still trapped in the twentieth century, but I’ll save him.”

“If that’s true, who did you rescue from the past?”

“Some evil twin from another universe probably,” Singer said.

“Oooh, that’s bad,” Gruver said. “But don’t worry, Doctor Rebecca, I’ll help you get your Alex back.”



“We’re now entering sector zero zero one,” Lieutenant Sullivan reported.

“The Defiant is still maintaining its course and speed,” Hawkins said. “No, never mind, it’s speeding up and heading straight for the sun.”

“The sun?” Dillon said. “They’re not going to commit suicide are they?”

“At this point, anything’s possible,” Rydell said.

“We’ve got an incoming message from Starfleet,” Hawkins said.

“On screen,” Rydell said. Admiral Wagner’s face appeared looking concerned.

“Alex, are you monitoring the Defiant’s course?”

“Yes, Admiral. We aren’t sure what they’re up to.”

“Well, we are,” Wagner said. “According to our computer simulations, they’re on a trajectory for the slingshot maneuver.”

“Time travel! Oh great!” Rydell said.

“Based on their current course and speed, we have projected their destination as the late twentieth century,” Wagner said.

“Why would they…” Rydell trailed off. “Oh shit,” he said softly.

“What is it, Captain?” Dillon asked.

“I think I know what they’re after,” Rydell said. “Me!”

“Oh no,” Ensign Carr said. “You mean that time when you got switched and you ran into all of those twentieth century versions of people on this ship and we had to find a way to get you back and Commander Baird went back as a hologram to help you and…”

“Yes, Ensign,” Rydell said, cutting her off. “We’re going after them, Admiral. Rydell out. Carr, start the calculations for time warp.”

“Uh…I’m not really sure how to do that. Jaroch would normally…”

“We’ve got a program to help you. Just hurry,” Rydell said.

Carr went back to the science console and sat down nervously.

“Computer, please load time travel program,” Carr said. A moment later, the screen went blank, then the words “Warpin’ 3.1” appeared.

“Welcome to Warpin’,” a happy voice said. “Please input destination time.”

“This shouldn’t be bad at all,” Carr thought.

The turbolift doors opened, and Commander Baird walked out onto the bridge.

“I’m back,” he said. “Did I miss much?”

“The Defiant is preparing for time warp to go back to the twentieth century, and we think that they’re going to do something to Captain Rydell’s twentieth century ancestor, so were going after them,” Commander Dillon said.

“Woah! We’re doing what?!”

“Preparing to slingshot around the sun.” Rydell said. “Please tell me that the deflector dish is working.”

“It’s fine, but time warp?”

“Yes,” Rydell said.

“The Defiant is beginning their warp,” Hawkins said.

“Are we ready, Ensign?” Rydell said.

“Just a second,” Carr replied.

“There you are. Have a nice warp,” the computer said cheerily. “And remember, don’t cause any paradoxes! Thank you for using Warpin’ 3.1.”

“All set,” Carr said.

“Wait. We’re doing the time warp based on a happy fucking computer program?” Baird said.

“Well, we’d prefer to use a partially insane Yynsian, but he’s not on board right now,” Rydell said. “All decks, this is the captain. We are about to attempt to slingshot around the sun. Brace yourselves; things could get a bit bumpy. Punch it, Sullivan.”

“Beginning slingshot maneuver now,” Sullivan said. The ship shot forward, headed toward the sun. A few moments later, the turbolift doors opened, and Trinian, the hostess in the Seven Backward Lounge stepped out onto the bridge.

“Captain, I need to talk to you,” she said.

“I’m a little busy right now,” Rydell said as the Secondprize began to shake from encountering the sun’s gravitational field.

“This is pretty important,” Trinian said. “It’s about Alex.”

“What? I’m Alex. Who are you talking to?”

“You, but it’s about the other Alex,” Trinian said.

“We can handle this, Captain,” Dillon said. “It’s all automated anyway.”

“All right. Let’s go into my ready room, Trinian,” Rydell said. The two of them walked off of the bridge.

“Now, what’s this all about?” Rydell asked once the two of them were seated in the ready room.

“I hear that we’re going to the twentieth century to prevent anything from happening to Alex,” Trinian said.

“How did you know? We just decided that a minute ago!” Rydell said.

“News travels,” Trinian said.

“Okay, so what about us going to the twentieth century?”

“Be careful about who you let know that you’re there,” Trinian said. “I have no memory of anything else strange happening after you and Alex switched minds.”

“And you two were together the whole time.”

“Yes, Alex and I dated all through college. If anything else happened to him, I would have known about it.”

“In other words, we can’t let the younger you know that we’re there,” Rydell said.

“Exactly.”

“But if you don’t remember it, that means we don’t screw up, right?”

“Not necessarily. Time is a funny thing.”

“Got it. We’ll be careful.”

“And Captain…”

“Yes.”

“Don’t let those psychos do anything to him.”

“I won’t.” Rydell fell silent for a moment. “Trinian, I’ve been wanting to ask you something for a while now.”

“Go ahead.”

“If you married Alex Rydell in the twentieth century, and he’s my ancestor, doesn’t that mean that you’re like my great great great great great great grandmother or something.”

“Something like that,” Trinian replied smiling as she stood up. “I wouldn’t think about it too much if I were you, though. Thanks for listening to the blatherings of an old woman, sonny boy.” She walked out of the ready room.

The ship suddenly began to shake more violently, then everything went white. Rydell saw flashes of faces and places, all of them somewhat familiar. The images flashed faster and faster until he couldn’t take it anymore and lost consciousness.

“Bridge to Captain,” Dillon’s voice said. Rydell lifted his head up off of his desk. Only a moment had passed since the temporal disorientation had grabbed him.

“I’m here, Commander. Is everyone okay in there?”

“Other than the usual disorientation, everything’s fine,” Dillon said. “We’ve have arrived at the last part of the twentieth century.”

“I’m on my way,” Rydell said, standing up and walking out onto the bridge. The blue and white globe of Earth hovered on the viewscreen. “Scan for ion particles.”

“Nothing, sir,” Carr said a few moments later. “I don’t think anyone from our century has been here for almost a decade.”

“A decade?”

“Well, if I remember my history correctly, Captain James T. Kirk visited this era back in 2286.”

“Oh yeah, I remember. The whale thing,” Rydell said. “Well, in any case, we’ve arrived before the Defiant. That gives us some time to prepare. I’m going to beam down to find my twentieth century counterpart and keep an eye on him. Commander Dillon, I want you to take the Secondprize to the far side of the moon and wait for me. Put a comm buoy between here and there, so I can stay in contact with you.”

“Sir, I want to go with you,” Dillon said.

“Why?”

“I’ve made this era in history a hobby. I understand that you spent a week here, but I still think that I could be useful.”

“Fine, but you’re it. The fewer of us that go down there, the better. Lieutenant Sullivan, you have the bridge. Hawkins, keep a close eye on the scanners for when the Defiant shows up.”

“Aye, sir,” Hawkins and Sullivan said in unison.

“Keep things together up here. I’ve been stuck in the twentieth century before, and I have no desire to do it again,” Rydell said. “We’ll be in college if you need us.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN



Zero brought the Centrum out of warp and went into orbit over Yyns. Almost immediately the comm system started flashing that a message had been received. Zero went through his cover story again, then activated the system.

“Unidentified craft, this is Yyns Space Control. Please identify yourself and state your business,” the voice of a control officer said.

“This is the scout ship Centrum of the Lokaloc trading consortium. I’m here to see about opening some trade accounts with your planet,” Zero said. He looked over at the scanners, which were searching for Starfleet commbadge signals. It had located three clustered together in a building in the city of Cageria.

“Do you have an appointment?” the control officer said. This could be trouble.

“Actually, no, but…”

“I’ve got an aunt who owns this store in Cageria. She might be interested in checking into some off-world opportunities,” the officer said. Zero smiled. Sometimes, things just sorted themselves out so perfectly that it amazed him.

“That sounds wonderful,” Zero replied. “I would appreciate getting her name and address.”

“I’m sending them now, but I can’t clear you for parking in Cageria. The lot is full.”

“Can I land outside of the city?”

“Uh, sure I guess. It’s a bit of a hike, but I might be able to arrange some transportation for you…since you’re going to talk to my aunt.”

“Why, thank you,” Zero replied. “That would be perfect.”



Counselor Webber shifted uncomfortably in her seat by the altar that Jaroch was current laying while P’Tal sat at his head, speaking softly to him. Nearby Dr. Aldridge monitored Jaroch’s vital signs. This had been going on for the last six hours, ever since they had sent T’Mak to the Past Life Sorting Center and begun The Seratch. Jaroch was deep in a meditative trance, but, so far, P’Tal had not been having much luck breaking through to his emerging past life. She was about to make another attempt.

“Jaroch…Jaroch…are you here?” P’Tal asked.

“I am here,” Jaroch replied. Webber gave his hand a comforting squeeze.

“Jaroch, there are many life forces within you…many minds, and another is trying to join them. Can you feel that mind?”

“Yes.”

“Can you locate it?”

“So many…too much…demons!” Jaroch’s grip strengthened on Webber’s hand.

“His pulse is rising again,” Aldridge said, looking at her tricorder. “It’s at twenty percent above normal.”

“You are not alone, Jaroch,” P’Tal said.

“I’m here, Jaroch. Tell us what’s happening,” Webber said.

“Demons…so many demons…must keep fighting.”

“Can you leave?” Webber asked.

“No, must fight the demons.”

“I don’t think I even want to know what past life this is,” Aldridge said.

“I believe that it is part of the new one,” P’Tal said. “But I’m worried about Jaroch. If this life is as traumatic as it sounds, bringing it to the surface too quickly could be dangerous.”

“But if we don’t bring it to the surface, he’ll go insane or maybe die,” Webber said.

“Remind me to beat the hell out of him when this is all over,” Aldridge said.



Zero touched down in an empty field about ten miles west of Cageria. A small hovercar was already waiting for him with a young man in the pilot’s seat. Zero grabbed his bag and stepped out of the ship.

“Are you the trader?” the driver asked.

“Yes, that would be me,” Zero said, walking up and extending his hand to the driver. “Mister Leroy Harris. Just call me Leroy.”

“All right, Leroy, my name’s Twil, hop in.” Zero climbed into the hovercar, and they were soon on their way to town.

“So, Leroy,” Twil said, about five minutes into the drive. “What kind of work do you do exactly?”

“Oh, acquisitions mostly,” Zero replied, reaching into his bag. The metropolis of Cageria was approaching quickly, but they were still out in the country.

“What kind of stuff do you acquire?”

“This and that. For instance, now I’m going to acquire this vehicle.” Zero pulled a phaser out of his bag and blasted Twil before the Yynsian could even register a look of surprise. Zero opened the door of the craft and shoved Twil out of it. “Have a nice walk,” Zero said. He steered the hovercar towards Cageria and the coordinates where the three commbadges were.



“DEMONS!” Jaroch sat straight up and began screaming. Webber was up in an instant. She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him close to her.

“You’re all right. There are no demons here. You’re fine.”

“Thank you, beautiful,” Jaroch said.

“Was he talking to me?” Webber asked, taken aback.

“No offense, Counselor, but I doubt it,” P’Tal said. “He’s still deep in the trance.”

“Where is T’Mak!” Jaroch shouted suddenly, his voice full of fury.

“I get the feeling that he’s jumped lives again…to J’Ter,” Aldridge said.

“I’m afraid so,” P’Tal said.

“Release me, puny mortal,” J’Ter bellowed.

“Don’t do it, Claire,” Aldridge said. Webber clenched Jaroch more tightly.

“Cannot move,” J’Ter gasped. “Must find T’Mak.”

“You have defeated T’Mak, oh great warrior-prince,” P’Tal said. “He is no more.”

“If you are lying, your death will be more painful than you could possibly imagine.”

“Would we lie to you?” Aldridge said.

“We’re your friends here,” Webber said. “Now, please give us Jaroch back.”

“I will consent to this request because you are friends of Jaroch, but if T’Mak returns…”

“We all die. We know. We know,” Aldridge said. Jaroch’s body fell limp in Webber’s arms. She gently lay him back onto the altar. A moment later, Jaroch’s eyes fluttered open.

“We appear to be encountering some difficulties,” he said.

“You could say that,” P’Tal said “I have never, in my entire career as a priestess, had this much trouble in The Seratch.”

“Would the fact that you two are related have anything to do with it?” Aldridge asked.

“No. If anything, it should help,” P’Tal said. “I just don’t understand it.”

Jaroch groaned and clutched the sides of his head.

“Well, we had better figure something out soon, or he’s going to be in some real trouble,” Aldridge said, watching Jaroch’s vital signs fluctuate on her tricorder.

“Can The Seratch be performed if Jaroch is under sedation?” Webber asked.

“I don’t know. It’s never been necessary,” P’Tal said.

“Whatever drug was used would have to allow my mind to stay alert while sedating my body,” Jaroch said. “Otherwise, I will not have the faculties necessary to reach my past selves.”

“I can use nephodopaline,” Aldridge said, pulling a hypospray out of her bag and loading it with the drug. “You won’t be able to move, but it will keep your vitals stable.”

“Do you think that this will work, sister?” Jaroch asked.

“I certainly hope so,” P’Tal said. “It’s worth a shot anyway.”

“Go ahead,” Jaroch said reaching for Webber’s hand. “I will hopefully not be quite as violent this time around, Counselor.” Aldridge placed the hypospray against the side of Jaroch’s neck and injected the drug into his system. Jaroch began to lose sensation in his limbs, slowly spreading inward. Soon, he was motionless. P’Tal took a deep breath and put her hands against the sides of Jaroch’s head.

“Let’s try this again,” she said. “Jaroch, I need you to focus on the ceiling. Watch the design…how the red lines curve in and out of the gold…” Jaroch felt his mind slipping into the trance.



Zero checked his “borrowed” tricorder again. The commbadge signals hadn’t moved for a long time, and he was growing surer and surer as to the origin of the signal. He stopped the hovercar across the street from the giant spires of the Temple of Mi Clane. They had to be in there. He pocketed his phaser and stepped out of the hovercar.



“What do you see, Jaroch?” P’Tal asked.

“White. Lots of white. And the demons. They’re right in front of me. I must stop them. Must get to the end. Kill them all.”

“This sure sounds like a fun place,” Aldridge muttered.

“Everything’s fine,” Webber said soothingly. “The demons can’t hurt you.”

“Where are you?” P’Tal asked. Suddenly, a phaser blast seared by them. Webber, P’Tal, and Aldridge dove for the floor.

“Dammit, Jaroch!” Aldridge shouted. “How many people are trying to kill you?”

“I am not here for Mister Jaroch,” Zero said, stepping into the room.

“Who the hell are you?” Aldridge said.

“My name is Zero.”

“Oh no,” Webber said.

“Do you know this guy?” Aldridge asked.

“He kidnapped Captain Rydell a couple of years ago,” Webber said.

“Then, what does he want here?” P’Tal asked.

“I’m glad you asked,” Zero said, walking closer. “I here for Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge.”

“What do you want me for?” Aldridge said, trying to crawl unnoticed to her med-kit which she’d put the phaser T’Mak had taken from her back into.

“To kill you, of course,” Zero said laughing. Then he started firing.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN



“All right,” Captain Rydell said as he and Dillon descended in the turbolift. “We need to get a couple of twentieth-century outfits and something to carry them in.”

“Okay. Two suitcases, and watches and wallets with identification inside.”

“Preferably with names other than our own,” Rydell said. “If I remember correctly, there is a hotel very close to Old Dominion that we can check into. The only problem is that we need money.”

“Taken care of,” Dillon said. “I’ve got a ton of twentieth century currency.”

“How did you get that?”

“It’s just worthless paper now. I found it at an antique store. I picked up two hundred thousand United States dollars from this time period for two credits.”

“We’re rich!” Rydell said. “But we are not going to waste it. Even what we buy could affect the time stream if we’re not careful.”

The turbolift slowed to a stop, and the two officers walked out into the corridor headed for the main replicator facility. Once there, they started gathering their supplies.

“Computer, load the database of late twentieth century fashion,” Rydell said.

“Specify location.”

“The United States.” The computer flashed several images across the screen, most of which looked extremely bizarre. Finally, Rydell saw some clothes that he recognized. “This looks about like the stuff people on campus were wearing.”

“All right. Computer. This is Commander Dillon. Access my clothes replication size file and create these outfits for me.” Dillon touched the images of a suit and several casual outfits. “Also, create one black leather wallet and one digital wrist watch, black band.” The replicator hummed, then produced the requested items. Rydell then placed his request, and the two agreed to meet back in the transporter room once they had changed into the proper attire.



Rydell entered the transporter room ten minutes later carrying his suitcase. Commander Dillon hadn’t arrived yet.

“Well well well,” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn said walking toward him. “Don’t you look spiffy?” She ran her hands along the front of Rydell’s suit coat. “Very sophisticated and sexy.”

“Thank you, Vaughn,” Rydell said, backing away. He bumped right into Commander Dillon, who was just walking into the room. Vaughn took one look at Dillon and fell to the floor laughing hysterically. Rydell didn’t know what was wrong, but he was pretty sure that he didn’t want to turn around to find out. He did anyway, and started laughing.

Dillon was dressed in a suit much like Rydell’s, but he had a large furry mass of brown hair perched on his upper lip.

“What the hell is that?” Rydell demanded, pointing at the clump of hair.

“It’s a mustache,” Dillon replied, placing his hand on it defensively.

“I know that, but why do you have it?”

“You said that there were people at Old Dominion who looked a bit like us, so I decided that I would disguise my appearance. I just used a follicle stimulator to quickly grow a mustache and voila.”

“Well, it looks like something curled up on your lip and died. Get rid of it,” Rydell ordered.

“All right,” Dillon said. He opened his suitcase, pulled out a shaver, and quickly removed his mustache. “I can’t believe that you didn’t like it.”

“Believe it,” Rydell said.

“I loved it,” Vaughn laughed. “It made you look so rugged and wild, kind of like a badger.” She started laughing so hard she had to support herself against the transporter console.

“Just beam us down,” Dillon said, marching angrily up onto the transporter pad. Rydell walked over to the console and programmed in the coordinates.

“That should put us in a clump of woods near the hotel,” Rydell said. “We’ll be fine from there, but keep a lock on us just in case. We’ll contact you ten minutes after we beam down to check in. After that, Lieutenant Sullivan is to take the Secondprize out of orbit.”

“Yes, sir,” Vaughn said as Rydell stepped up onto the pad. “Don’t let Commander Cool hit on too many women.”

“Hey…,” Dillon said. The rest of his protest was drowned out as the transporter beam engulfed him.

He and Rydell rematerialized moments later exactly where Rydell had said: in the middle of some woods. Besides the trees, there were also several clumps of papers and scattered bottles.

“Lovely,” Dillon said.

“Welcome to the twentieth century,” Rydell said. “What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. It just looked a bit cleaner in the movies.”

“Come on.” Rydell walked out of the forest towards a tall, red brick building. The building had a sign in front reading “Old Dominion Inn. The two officers entered and walked up to the front desk.

“We need a room,” Dillon said to the elderly clerk who seated behind the desk. She was clearly more interested in her television than them. Begrudgingly, she pulled herself up out of her chair and walked over to the desk.

“Will that be one room or two?” she asked.

“One will be fine,” Rydell said.

“Single or double?” she asked, eyeing them suspiciously.

“Double,” they both said quickly.

“Of course. That will be $39.95 a night. Check out is at eleven. Will that be cash or charge?”

“Cash,” Dillon said, pulling a few of $100 bills out of his wallet. “We’d like to pay for a week up front.”

At the sight of the bills, the woman perked up.

“Yes, sir,” she said. “If you need anything else at all, just call the front desk.” She handed Dillon a key.

“Thank you,” Rydell said. He and Dillon walked down the hall to find their room.

“So, where do we start?” Dillon asked once they had entered their room.

“Well, we need to find out what the date is,” Rydell replied. “I know that when I was here it was the fall of 1993. From the looks of things outside, it could be fall, but as for the year, I have no clue. I mean, for all we know, we got here too early, and Alex hasn’t graduated from high school yet or too late and he’s married and living somewhere else. The only thing we do know is that we beat the Defiant here.”

“At least that’s something,” Dillon said. He walked over to the television and switched it on. A man with grey hair and glasses was talking excitedly to a large audience about some people sitting on the stage.

“What the hell is this?” Rydell asked.

“I believe it was known as a talk show,” Dillon replied. “Pathetic people went on these shows to display how miserable and screwed up they were.”

“And this was entertainment?”

“They thought so.”

“Pathetic.”

“Exactly.”

“Turn it off, and let’s go. I can’t take this anymore,” Rydell said. He and Dillon left their room and headed toward campus.

Old Dominion was almost how Rydell remembered it, but there were a few things that were different. A decorative brick wall was being constructed around the school for one thing.

They continued on, past the tall building where Rydell had had to go to attend some of his twentieth century counterpart’s classes, and through a large parking lot. It definitely felt strange to Rydell to be back here again. The whole experience of spending a week in the twentieth century seemed more like a bizarre dream at this point rather than something that had actually happened. But here he was, back again, something that he never expected to happen. At least he still remembered his way around.

“Where are we headed?” Dillon asked.

“The student center,” Rydell replied. “There’s a store in there that sells newspapers.”

“Hey, guys,” a voice said from behind them. A second later, a man with long, dark hair sped by them on a pair of wheeled shoes. The man turned to look at them. “Sorry,” he said. “I thought you were somebody else.” Then, he sped off.

“That guy looked at lot like Commander Baird,” Dillon said.

“Sure did,” Rydell said.

“That’s really weird.”

“I told you.”

They entered the student center and found themselves in a crowd of students. Many of them were in line at various food stands.

“Yep, this is definitely later than last time I was here,” Rydell said. “This food court wasn’t even open yet.”

“Food court? What did the food do to be put on trial?”

“That’s just what they called it,” Rydell replied. He led Dillon into the bookstore and headed for the newspapers.

“November 7, 1995,” Rydell said. “Well, we overshot just a little bit.”

“Alex will still be here, though, right?” Dillon asked.

“He should be,” Rydell said. “And so should Travis Dillon. I just hope that they’re living in the same place, so we can find them.”

“What are you guys so dressed up for?” a female voice asked from behind them. Rydell and Dillon turned around and saw a woman who looked a lot like Ensign Carr. “Oh, sorry. I thought…”

“That we looked like someone else?” Dillon said.

“We get that a lot,” Rydell said.

“Hey, Andrea,” a voice called from across the store. She turned around to see who it was.

“Oh no,” Rydell whispered, spotting the origin of the voice. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Who is it?” Dillon asked.

“You. Well, the twentieth century you anyway. Come on.” Rydell grabbed Dillon’s arm and pulled him back into one of the rows of books where they could still listen in on the conversation.

Andrea turned back around and saw that the two men in suits who had looked kind of like Travis and Alex were gone.

“What’s wrong?” Travis Dillon asked, walking over.

“Nothing really,” Andrea said. “There were these two guys here that I thought were you and Alex, but they weren’t and now they’re gone.”

“So?”

“Never mind. Let’s go get something to eat. I was just coming in here to get a Mountain Dew anyway.”

“Okay. Alex, Trina, and Craig are sitting in the cafeteria. I’ll be there as soon as I check on a book,” Travis said. Andrea went to pay for her drink while Travis headed back towards the bookshelves. More specifically, he headed straight toward Rydell and Dillon.

“Look inconspicuous,” Rydell said. He and Dillon separated a couple of feet and grabbed a textbook to read. Travis walked down the aisle they were standing in and stopped right between them.

“Damn,” he muttered. “It’s still not in.” He looked at the men in suits to his right and left. They must have been the guys Andrea was talking about. One of them did kind of look like Alex. As for the other, Travis didn’t think he looked anything like him. They sure were reading those textbooks intently, though. Travis shrugged and walked out of the aisle.

“That was not good,” Rydell said.

“Why? It’s not like he’s going to recognize you,” Dillon said. “You were in somebody else’s body last time.”

“Yes, but now Travis and this version of Carr have both taken notice of us. That is going to make it a lot harder for us to observe their movements inconspicuously.”

“Maybe they won’t say anything to Alex. He’s the one we really have to watch anyway.”

“But Alex and Travis spend a lot of time together. They’re roommates. If we try and watch Alex, Travis will eventually show up.”

“Can’t he get a life of his own?” Dillon said.

“Why should he? You can’t,” Rydell said.

“This is no time to abuse me,” Dillon said.

“Anytime is a good time to abuse you,” Rydell said.

“Captain, what are we going to do?”

“We’re just going to have to watch Alex as best we can,” Rydell said. “Let’s go.”

“Where are we going?”

“To have some lunch,” Rydell said.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Jaroch snapped back to himself almost as soon as Zero’s phaser blast soared over his head. He found himself desperately wishing that he were still in a trance. As it stood, there was a madman with a phaser in the room, and Jaroch couldn’t move a muscle below his neck. This was generally a very bad thing, especially if Zero decided to shoot him. Thus far, Zero had been keeping his shots aimed toward Dr. Aldridge’s position on the floor.

“I don’t suppose that you’d be willing to talk this over,” Aldridge shouted.

“What is there to discuss?” Zero said.

“Why you’re trying to kill me, for one thing. I didn’t know who you were until just now.”

“I’ve been sent by a poor maiden whom you have much offended,” Zero replied. “Stealing another woman’s man is not very nice, Doctor Aldridge.”

“Rebecca Singer sent you?” Aldridge said. Singer was the only one crazy enough to think that she’d taken her boyfriend.

“That’s correct,” Zero said. “Now, if you would just hold still so I can vaporize you, I’ll be on my way.”

“Then how are you going to prove to her that Doctor Aldridge is dead?” Webber asked. “I mean, a phaser blast doesn’t leave a lot in the way of identifiable remains.”

“Claire, you’re supposed to be talking him out of killing me, not suggesting better ways to do it,” Aldridge said. Zero stopped shooting. While he was distracted, Aldridge headed back towards P’Tal. Her med-kit was just too far away for her to get without Zero seeing her.

“You know, you may have a point, Ms…?”

“Webber, Counselor Claire Webber,” Webber said.

“That you for the suggestion, Ms. Webber,” Zero said. “I’m not used to doing this type of thing on my own. I had subordinates for this sort of work thing back in The Suburb.”

“Is there another way out of here?” Aldridge asked while Webber talked to Zero about the difficulties of having to kill someone yourself.

“There’s a tube up to the meditation point through that panel,” P’Tal replied, pointing at one of the wood panels on the front wall of the chapel.

“I guess that I really should cut off Doctor Aldridge’s head and take it to Rebecca, shouldn’t I?” Zero said, abruptly drawing Aldridge back into the conversation.

“Cut off my what? I don’t think so!” Aldridge shouted.

“But you’ll be dead,” Zero said. “In that condition, the procedure shouldn’t bother you at all.”

“It’s the dead part that bothers me,” Aldridge said.

Jaroch felt his toes beginning to tingle. Perhaps the drug was wearing off, or maybe his mind was just fooling him. With all that had gone on in the last few hours, he wouldn’t have been surprised either way.

“Now do be reasonable, Doctor,” Zero said.

“Reasonable? I am being reasonable. I don’t want to die, and you’re outnumbered four to one; therefore, we win.”

“But I am the one holding the phaser.”

“Yeah, I know,” Aldridge said. “You’re the second one today.”

“My my, you are quite the popular one. I’m so glad that the other interested party didn’t get a chance to kill you first.”

“Look, this witty repartee is great and all, but I’ve got to split,” Aldridge said. She leapt up, hurled her tricorder at Zero, and made a break for the panel. It didn’t open.

“It’s the next one!” P’Tal shouted. Aldridge tried the one to her left. “No, the other one!” Aldridge dove back to her right, just as a phaser blast seared into the wood panel she was standing in front of a second before. She pulled the panel open and ran into a small circular chamber. The door closed behind her leaving her trapped. She was just in a round tube leading upward as far as she could see. There was not ladder or control panel or anything. Suddenly, she heard a faint, but growing whooshing sound. Her hair was gradually starting to be pulled upward. She heard pounding on the door of the chamber.

“You cannot run from me, Aldridge!” Zero shouted through the wall. The pull upward was getting stronger. Her feet were lifting off of the floor. Suddenly, she was rocketing upward. The tube just seemed to keep going and going, then the top came into view. It was closed. Aldridge started panicking. At the last moment, the top opened and Aldridge was launched into a small room. The tube cover closed underneath of her just before her feet touched back down on it.

Taking deep breaths to calm herself down, Aldridge looked around to see where she’d been sent. She was in a small open observation deck near the top of the spire. The very tip of the spire extended above her, and all of Cageria was laid out below her. The view would have been breathtaking if there had been walls or a railing or something to make her feel a bit safer. As it was, the small room was just open to the air. One wrong step, and it would all be over.

At the edge of hearing, Aldridge detected another slight whooshing sound coming from underneath of her. The tube was activating again. Someone, probably Zero, was coming up. Aldridge looked around frantically for a way out of there. She saw another circular patch on the floor just like the one she was standing on. Hopefully, it was the tube to go down. She hopped onto it. Nothing happened. The whoosh was growing louder.

“Work dammit!” Aldridge shouted. Nothing. She jumped up and down angrily. “Oh please, please, please.” The whoosh became a roar, then the cover over the up tube opened, sending Zero up into the observation deck.

“Oh yes, this is much more scenic,” Zero said, aiming his phaser at Aldridge.

“I thought you were going to cut my head off,” Aldridge said.

“I still am…after I stun you,” Zero said. Aldridge decided that she really only had one course of action. She dove at Zero, slamming her whole body into him. Surprised, Zero staggered backwards, his feet stopping right on the edge of the platform, but he held onto Aldridge.

“Let me go,” she said.

“Not a chance.”

Aldridge stomped her foot down on top of Zero’s and tried to wiggle away from him. He wasn’t letting go, but her stomp caused him to take a tiny hop back. Unfortunately for him, there was nowhere to hop to. Zero started falling, taking Aldridge with him. She was able to grab onto the edge of the platform and hold on before they both fell to their deaths.

“We seemed to have gotten into a bit of mess,” Zero said, clutching onto Aldridge’s legs.

“No kidding,” Aldridge grunted. The feeling was starting to slip out of her fingers.

“Can you pull us up?” Zero asked. Aldridge laughed weakly. “I’ll take that as a no. How about if I climb up you?”

“So you can kill me? I don’t think so.” Her fingers were completely numb and starting to slip.

“Then, we will both die.”

“One less psycho in the world,” Aldridge said.

“But what about me?” Zero said.

“Funny,” Aldridge said. Her fingers finished their slide. Aldridge and Zero began plummeting downward.

Zero screamed. Aldridge was in a complete and total panic. This was it. She was going to die a horrible death with a nutcase. She was going to be a gooey puddle. They kept on falling. Aldridge finally managed to come back to her senses. The ground was approaching fast, but she still had a little time. There had to be a way out. There was always a way out. She slammed her hand against her commbadge.

“Aldridge to runabout. Lock onto to my signal and energize transporter!”

“Please stand still. Your location is changing rapidly,” the computer replied. Aldridge was barely able to hear it over the rush of wind past her ears.

“Just do it! Now!” Aldridge screamed. The ground was getting very VERY close. A split second before Zero would have hit, the transporter grabbed them both.

They reappeared inside the runabout safe and sound and immediately collapsed to the floor in relief.

“That was…invigorating,” Zero said.

“Is that what you’d call it?” Aldridge said. “We almost died.”

“But the fact is that we did not die,” Zero replied. “Thanks to your quick thinking, we are both quite safe. At least, I’m quite safe.” He aimed the phaser at her.

“Please tell me that you aren’t about to start that again,” Aldridge said.

“Start it again? I never stopped the first time. Despite my gratitude to you for saving my life, I still have to kill you. A deal is a deal.”

“Yes, but you made the deal with a psychopath. Just what is Rebecca Singer doing for you?”

“Getting Rydell back for me. She and Number 38.2 are going to live out the rest of their lives in The Suburb as my guests.”

“Prisoners is more like it.”

“You say tomato…”

“Look, if that was your deal, you might as well go home.”

“What do you mean?”

“Singer will never be able to get Captain Rydell. He has a whole starship behind him crewed by…lots of people.” She just couldn’t bring herself to call the weirdos on the Secondprize experts or anything.

“That may very well be, but, as I said before, numbers are meaningless when confronted with superior firepower. Here, I have a phaser and you have nothing. Out there, Rydell may have the Secondprize, but Rebecca has the Defiant.” A cold chill went through Aldridge. If Singer had somehow gotten control of the Defiant, Captain Rydell could be in real trouble. She had to warn them…after she saved herself.

“Now then, Doctor,” Zero said as he stood up, keeping the phaser aimed at Aldridge. “If you will just lie there and hold still, I’ll try to make this as painless as possible.”

Aldridge really started wishing that she had a plan.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN



Rydell and Dillon entered the cafeteria of Webb Student Center carrying their lunch trays. They spotted Travis and Andrea seated at a table with three other people. One of them looked a lot like Lieutenant Craig Porter, who was now stationed at Waystation. Another looked exactly like Trinian. And the third was unmistakably Alex Rydell.

“This is very weird,” Rydell said. “I was in that body.”

“Sounds kind of gross to me,” Dillon said.

“Can we just sit down?” Rydell led Dillon over to a table a ways away from where Alex and the others were sitting, where they sat down and started in on their lunch.

“This is real meat, isn’t it?” Dillon said, chewing on his hamburger.

“Sure is. Replicators haven’t been invented yet.”

“It’s kind of yummy.”

“That’s a dead animal you’re eating, and all you can say is yummy.”

“Uh…would you prefer tasty?”

“Just eat.” Rydell looked around the cafeteria expectantly.

“Calm down, sir. The Defiant hasn’t even arrived yet.”

“Sorry, this whole situation has got me on edge. The last time I was here, I almost erased myself from existence. I don’t want it to happen again.”

“So, are we just going to follow Alex around?”

“I don’t think that’s going to be feasible over long periods of time. Besides, we can’t watch him when he’s in his apartment.”

“I don’t suppose that we could just take him into protective custody until we capture the Defiant.”

“No.” Rydell though for a moment. “We may be able to keep a better watch over Alex, though. Find a secluded place and tell the Secondprize to beam you down a suitcase of surveillance equipment. Then all we’ll have to do is get it into their apartment.”

“Can’t you just go tell Travis what’s going on? He’s knows who you really are anyway, doesn’t he? He just doesn’t know what you really look like.”

“True, but he knows too much about the future as it is. If we can avoid polluting the time stream any more than we already have, I’d be very happy.”

“You’re really making this difficult.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll think of something,” Rydell said. “Just go get the stuff.” Dillon shrugged, swallowed another bite of hamburger, and left.

Travis watched Dillon leave the cafeteria. There was just something strange about that guy and his friend.

“There’s those two weird guys in the suits,” Andrea said.

“What guys?” Alex asked.

“Oh, they were in the bookstore earlier. They were looking through some of the textbooks,” Travis said.

“A little light reading, I guess,” Craig Porter said.

“But doesn’t that guy over there look a lot like Alex from the back?” Andrea asked. They all looked over at Rydell, who was turned away from them.

“Yeah, he does,” Trina said.

“Not really,” Alex said.

“Do you examine the back of your head very often, Alex?” Craig said.

“Shut up.”



Commander Dillon entered the men’s room cautiously, checking to make sure that it was unoccupied. Satisfied that he was alone, Dillon entered a stall and pulled his commbadge out of his pocket.

“Dillon to Secondprize.”

“Secondprize here,” Lieutenant Hawkins’s voice said. “How are things going?”

“Fine, so far,” Dillon said, trying to sound professional, something he was finding it harder and harder to do around Hawkins. He heard the main door to the bathroom open and footsteps enter.

“Have you located the twentieth century Alex?”

“Yes, but we need some surveillance gear.” Dillon said softly. “Have a standard kit beamed down to these coordinates.”

“We’re bringing the Secondprize back into orbit now. Are you all right?”

“Yes, but there’s someone else in here so I have to talk softly.”

“Gotcha. We’re energizing now.” A moment later, a brown briefcase materialized in front of him.

“Thanks, Patricia. I’ll contact you as soon as I can talk more freely.

“Okay. Be careful, Travis.”

“I will. I miss you.”

“I miss you, too. Dillon out.” Dillon grabbed the briefcase and walked out of the stall. A student wearing faded blue jeans, a ratty black t-shirt, and a baseball cap was standing at the sink.

“You’re fucked up, man,” the guy said. “You think you’re some space man or something, trek dork?”

“I am dealing with a matter of temporal security with implications that you cannot possibly imagine, so, until you grow a brain, shut the hell up,” Dillon said.

“That’s it, pal,” the guy turned to Dillon and swung, catching Dillon right across the side of his face. Dillon hit the floor holding his jaw.

“You’re going to regret that,” Dillon said, unobtrusively pulling his phaser out of his pocket.

“You going to talk me into submission? Or are you carrying a ray gun, space guy?”

“Okay, you figured me out,” Dillon said. “I am carrying a ray gun.”

“Yeah right,” the guy laughed. Dillon fired, knocking the guy to the floor with a stun blast.

“Guess you messed with the wrong space man, dirt bag,” Dillon said. He straightened his suit and walked out of the men’s room feeling rather satisfied with himself.



Alex looked at his watch. “Well, it’s been fun as always, but class beckons.”

“Yee haa,” Andrea said, unenthusiastically. She, Alex, and Trina gathered their lunch trash together, put on their backpacks, and started to leave.

Dillon walked into the cafeteria just as Alex and the others were starting to go. He hurried over to the table where Rydell was waiting.

“Are we going to follow them?” Dillon asked.

“Yes, in a minute. Travis and that other guy are still sitting at the table. If we hop up to follow Alex, they might get a bit suspicious,” Rydell said. Dillon sat down and tried to be patient. He knew that every second they waited was more time Alex had to get away from them. Finally, Rydell got up. Dillon jumped up and headed toward the door.

“Calm down!” Rydell said. Dillon slowed down and headed out into the hall followed by Rydell.



“Who the hell are those two?” Travis asked, watching Rydell and Dillon leave.

“I have no idea,” Craig said.

“They’re acting really strange.”

“They’re probably just terrorists preparing to take over campus,” Craig said. Travis laughed.

“One of these days, you’re going to say something like that, and it’s going to turn out to be right,” Travis said.

“Hopefully, we’ll have graduated before it happens.”

“Yes, Old Dominion gets invaded, and we’re far away enjoying our lives.”

“At least I’ll be enjoying mine,” Craig said. “You’ll be married. Once you walk down that aisle in December, it’s all over.”

“You’re just bitter because you’re alone, and I’ve got someone,” Travis replied.

“Perhaps,” Craig said smiling.

“You know I’m right. Come on. Let’s get out of here.” The two of them got up to leave.



Rydell and Dillon stayed a discrete distance away from Alex as he walked out of Webb with Trina and Andrea. Trina and Alex kissed then went their separate ways. Alone, Alex headed into a building a short distance away from Webb Center. Rydell and Dillon followed him inside. As they entered the glass doors, Dillon looked back at Webb Center and saw Travis and the other man who looked like Craig Porter walking out of the student center and heading away from the main part of campus.

“Captain, what is over that way?” Dillon asked. Rydell turned and saw Travis.

“They must be headed toward the dormitories,” Rydell said.

“But to whose? Travis’s or the other guy’s?”

“I don’t know, but I think one of us should follow them just in case.”

“I’ll go,” Dillon said.

“Good. Now, last time I was here, Alex and Travis lived in apartment AA6. If they head there, I’m going to assume that’s still the case.”

“I’ll let you know shortly,” Dillon said. He headed out of the building following Travis and Craig.

Alex was still in sight down a hallway when Rydell resumed his surveillance. He quickly closed the distance between himself and Alex. A few seconds later, Alex entered a classroom where a teacher was talking.

“This lab will probably take you the full two hours,” the instructor was saying. Less than thrilled, Rydell entered an empty classroom across the hall and sat down. Two hours of sitting there doing nothing. Joy.



Travis and Craig entered building AA of the Powhatan apartment complex and walked up the stairs to apartment 6, where Travis and Alex had lived for the last three years. Dillon sat down on a bench outside of the apartment building and watched the window of the third floor apartment. A moment later, he saw Travis pass by the window.

“Dillon to Rydell,” Dillon said, tapping his commbadge.

“Report, Commander,” Rydell replied.

“Travis just entered apartment AA6.”

“Great, now all we have to do is get in there. Alex’s in a lab right now, which is going to last for the next two hours.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Just sit tight for now. I’ll be there in a minute.”

“But what about the surveillance?”

“I think he’ll be pretty safe in class,” Rydell said, not willing to sit around bored for two hours. “Besides, the Secondprize will inform us as soon as the Defiant shows up. We should take this time to set up the equipment.”

“How are we going to get them to leave?”

“I don’t know. We’ll think of something when I get there. Rydell out.”



“Hey, Travis,” Craig said, looking out of the window. “One of those guys in the suits is sitting downstairs.”

“What?” Travis said walking over to the window. “What the hell?”

“I have no idea,” Craig said. “You haven’t pissed off the government lately, have you?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Travis said. He shook his head. “This is all probably just some stupid coincidence, but I’m starting to feel like I’m being followed.”

“And paranoia begins to set in,” Craig said.

“I wonder where his friend went,” Travis said.

“He’s probably stalking Alex or something,” Craig said.

“You aren’t helping,” Travis said. But what if they were after him and Alex. He couldn’t think of any reason why, but those two guys did seem to have an inordinate amount of interest in them. That would also explain their strange behavior in the bookstore. “Let’s go,” Travis said, heading toward the door.

“Where are we going?”

“To find Alex.”

“Your imagination is sending you off the deep end here,” Craig said.

“Probably yes, but indulge me. I don’t get a lot of excitement in my life,” Travis said.

“Okay,” Craig said. “It’s a nice day for a walk anyway.” The two of them left the apartment.

Dillon saw Travis and the other guy exit the building. Trying to look inconspicuous, he started examining his shoelaces very closely.

“You want to go a bit faster, Craig?” Travis said as they passed by Dillon.

“Pushy. Pushy,” Craig said. Dillon watched them head off toward campus and panicked. They were sure to run into Rydell.

“Dillon to Rydell.”

“What?” Rydell replied.

“Travis and the other guy, who is named Craig by the way. I thought that he looked a lot like Lieutenant Porter.”

“Get on with it, Commander.”

“Well, they just left the apartment, and they’re headed your way.”

“Thanks for the warning,” Rydell said. “I’ll keep out of sight until they pass by.”

A few minutes later, Dillon saw Rydell approaching. Rydell looked around, once again feeling deja vu. Two years ago, this was his home for a week.

“Is anything wrong, sir?” Dillon asked.

“Just checking out the old neighborhood,” Rydell said. “Let’s hurry up and take care of this.”

He and Dillon walked up to AA6 and, with the help of a twenty-fourth century version of a lock-pick, entered the apartment. Dillon looked around at the various movie posters spread across the walls of the apartment.

“Nice collection,” he said admiringly.

“Like yourself, Travis is a movie buff,” Rydell said.

“I still don’t like him,” Dillon said.

“Hey, respect your elders,” Rydell said.

“He’s what? Twenty? Twenty-one?”

“Yeah, but he’s still probably one of your ancestors,” Rydell said.

“That doesn’t mean I have to like him,” Dillon said.

“What don’t you like about him?”

“He’s too…suspicious. He keeps looking at us like we’re up to something.”

“We are up to something,” Rydell said.

“Yeah, but he’s annoying. He looks like a smug, nerdy dweeb. I can’t stand even looking at him.”

“What the hell is your problem?” Rydell said.

“Can we just drop it and get to work?” Dillon asked. Rydell would probably laugh at him if he told him the real reason he didn’t like his twentieth century counterpart. Rydell had told him that Travis was engaged to be married. He was going to be together forever with someone who loved him. Dillon was jealous. He wanted something like that, but it would probably never happen. He couldn’t even get up the nerve to ask Patricia to spend a whole night in his quarters, much less ask her to marry him. She’d probably just say no anyway.

Pushing those thoughts away, Dillon set the briefcase down on the white kitchen counter and opened it. Inside was a standard surveillance kit consisting of several tiny sensing devices.

Dillon and Rydell set to work, placing sensors in the living area, the kitchen, the bathroom, the hallway, just outside the front door, and back in the bedroom. An hour later, just as they were placing the last one in the bedroom, they heard the front door close.

“Somebody’s here,” they heard Travis’s voice say. A second later, Travis and Alex rushed into the bedroom.

“I knew it!” Travis said upon spotting Rydell and Dillon. “They were following us!”

“What the hell are you doing here?” Alex demanded angrily.

Dillon and Rydell looked at each other, hoping that one of them could come up with something quickly.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



After watching Zero chase Aldridge out of the chapel, Jaroch felt a bit better about his chances of actually surviving their encounter with Zero. Of course, he still couldn’t move, but feeling was definitely returning to his arms and legs.

“Where did you send her?” Webber asked.

“The observation deck at the top of the spire,” P’Tal replied. “I just hope she figures out how to activate the descent tube before Zero gets up to her.”

“I believe that one of you should probably pursue Zero then,” Jaroch said. “Leaving her alone with him does not sound like a wise thing to do.”

“Good point,” Webber said. She grabbed a heavy, brass candlestick off of a table beside the altar and opened the wood panel to go after Aldridge.

“I’m going to go over to the descent tube’s exit point and wait for your friend there,” P’Tal said.

“Excellent. And I will continue to lie here completely useless,” Jaroch said.

“Doing what you do best,” P’Tal said.

“I love you, too, sister,” Jaroch said. The next several minutes were excruciating for him. He could do nothing but lie there and wait to regain mobility while his sister, Doctor Aldridge, and Counselor Webber faced the possibility of being killed by a psychopath.

Trying to push thoughts of violent death out of his mind, Jaroch thought back to his earlier conversation with his sister. She had one piece of advice for him: tell Counselor Webber what was going on. She was a counselor; she could help him. Of course, she could also currently be a charred pile of flesh on the observation deck. Uggh. He wasn’t supposed to think about that.

A moment later, Webber and P’Tal ran back into the chapel, relieving Jaroch’s concern, well most of it anyway. Dr. Aldridge was not with them.

“We couldn’t find her,” Webber said.

“Obviously,” Jaroch replied.

“But we’ve got to find her!”

“Yes, that would be prudent,” Jaroch said. “Contact the runabout computer. Perhaps it can lock onto her commbadge and give us her current location. I would do it myself, but I cannot move my arm.”

“Webber to runabout. Where is Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge?”

“Doctor Aldridge is on the runabout,” the computer replied.

“Thank goodness,” Webber said.

“Let us not jump to any conclusions, Counselor,” Jaroch said. “Computer, how many life forms are on the runabout at the current time?”

“Two. Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge and one other.”

“Can’t we just beam in and rescue her?” P’Tal asked.

“I believe that that would be a monumentally bad idea,” Jaroch said.

“Why?” P’Tal demanded hurt.

“Since Doctor Aldridge has not contacted us, we must assume that for some reason, she is unable to contact us.”

“Because Zero is about to kill her most likely,” Webber said.

“Yes.”

“So why can’t we save her?” P’Tal said.

“Beaming in would give Zero plenty of time to blast us while we were still trapped in the transporter effect,” Jaroch said.

“So we should beam her out,” Webber said.

“No,” Jaroch said. “That would leave Zero alone in an armed Starfleet vessel, which he could then use to blast Cageria to atoms.”

“So we beam him out, right?” P’Tal asked.

“This would also be dangerous, since he could conceivably fire the phaser at Aldridge as soon as he begins to feel the transporter grabbing him,” Jaroch said. “Zero, while crazy, is extremely intelligent. He would know what was happening to him and react accordingly.”

“Then what do you have in mind, brother dear?” P’Tal asked angrily.

“It is quite simple really,” Jaroch said smugly. “Computer, activate intruder control system. Authorization Jaroch Lamda Psi Theta.”

“System activated.”

“That ought to hold them until we get there.”



“I almost hate to do this,” Zero said, holding his phaser on Aldridge. “Saving my life has given me a soft spot for you.”

“How touching,” Aldridge said. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that the runabout’s comm panel was flashing erratically indicating that someone was in communication with the ship’s computer. Hopefully, it was Jaroch and Webber trying to get her out of this mess. She just hoped that Zero hadn’t noticed what was drawing her attention away.

“I wish I could take you to The Suburb as well,” Zero continued. Obviously, he hadn’t noticed. “I don’t suppose that dear Rebecca would be too pleased to have you there, though. I mean, you and Rydell might rekindle your romance, and that wouldn’t make Rebecca too happy.”

“We never had a romance,” Aldridge said.

“Of course, you didn’t,” Zero said patronizingly. “Rebecca is just a deluded woman out for revenge for something that never happened.”

“Yeah. The fact that she was in a mental institution should have tipped you off there.”

“Now you’ve done it! I was in that hospital too, you know? Surely you don’t mean to imply that I, the great Zero, am insane.”

“Am I implying that?” Aldridge said. “Zero, you are insane. Now, I’ve flat out told you. Is that better?” She heard a faint hissing behind her. What was it? Gas! Zero hadn’t detected it yet, though. Hopefully, he’d be knocked out before he realized what was happening. She was about to lose consciousness herself.

“I’ve now lost my reservations about killing you,” Zero said. “Goodbye, Doctor Aldridge.” He took aim, then collapsed to the floor. Aldridge saw him fall, then lost consciousness herself.



“Jaroch, you have really got to lose some weight,” P’Tal said as she and Webber struggled to carry Jaroch to the hovercar in the parking area.

“I am at the optimum weight for my age and height,” Jaroch replied.

“Maybe it’s all those extra lives he’s carrying around,” Webber said.

“Maybe you two need to work out,” Jaroch said. “Now, hurry up. The anesthezine is not going to last forever, and Zero is probably going to be very upset when he wakes up.”

Ten minutes later, the hovercar entered the main parking facility of Cageria. By this time, Jaroch had regained full movement in his left hand and right leg. The rest of him was still immobile, but tingling, indicating that the medication was wearing off.

After several twists and turns through the facility, the hovercar finally reached the runabout. Externally, everything about the runabout seemed fine.

“Tricorder,” Jaroch said. Webber put a tricorder in Jaroch’s one movable hand and aimed him at the runabout. “I am still detecting two life signs.”

“Good, she’s still alive,” Webber said. “Let’s go in and get her.”

“Wait,” Jaroch said. “Something is moving inside.”



Zero discovered that he was laying on a hard surface in the dark. This was rather confusing for him, since he was pretty sure that he was just in a runabout about to kill someone. He opened his eyes and squinted as they adjusted to the light all around him. Gradually, his vision cleared. He was in a runabout, and Dr. Aldridge was laying right beside him. It was time to end this. Now, where was his phaser?

Aldridge woke up wondering how she’d fallen out of bed during the night without waking herself. Then she remembered why she was laying on a floor. She opened her eyes and saw a large moving blur beside her. She couldn’t see it clearly, but it had to be Zero. She kicked out as hard as she could, hoping that the after-effects of the anesthezine weren’t messing with her depth perception like it was with the rest of her. Her foot collided with something soft.

“Hey!” Zero screamed. “That was my stomach.”

“Good,” Aldridge replied. Her vision was clearing now, and Zero was trying to get to his feet. He stood up wobbily, but hit the floor a second later after Aldridge kicked his legs out from under him. On the way down, Zero spotted his phaser. It was about five feet behind him. Aldridge spotted it too and started pulling herself toward it. Zero grabbed her leg and yanked her backwards. Aldridge kicked out with her other leg and hit Zero in the head. With a furious growl, Zero pounced on top of her and slammed his elbow into the back of her head. Dazed and reeling, Aldridge lay motionless on the floor. Zero laughed and crawled over her to the phaser.

“I really can’t tell you how much I can’t wait for this to be finished,” Zero said, aiming the phaser back toward Aldridge. The hiss of the runabout hatch opening grabbed both of their attention. Zero and Aldridge turned and saw Webber and P’Tal holding Jaroch up in the doorway. “Go away!” Zero shouted, firing at them. Webber and P’Tal dropped Jaroch and dove for cover outside of the runabout.

“Thank you!” Jaroch shouted, laying helpless in the doorfram. Aldridge used the opportunity to leap at Zero. The two of them furiously bashed one another with fists and elbows, cursing violently. Jaroch used his one movable leg to turn his body and push himself towards Aldridge and Zero.

Zero managed to get his right arm free and put the phaser against the side of Aldridge’s head. Aldridge froze. This was not good.

“Playtime is over, Doctor,” Zero gasped. “I have won.” Suddenly, the phaser was snatched out of his hand.

“But it is just getting interesting,” Jaroch said, clutching the phaser in his left hand. His arm was only able to move in jerky motions, but had been enough to grab the phaser. “Step away, Doctor.”

“Gladly,” Aldridge said. She crawled off of Zero, giving him a violent knee to the groin to remember her by as she departed. A moment later, Webber and P’Tal rushed into the runabout.

“Is everyone okay? All of the noise stopped,” Webber said.

“We are fine,” Jaroch said.

“I’m not,” Zero squeaked.

“Who asked you?” Aldridge said.

“I would like to thank you both for dropping me so heroically,” Jaroch said.

“Sorry,” Webber and P’Tal said. “But it did get you out of the line of fire.”

“Exactly how you planned it, I am sure,” Jaroch said. “Now then, P’Tal, if you would so kind as to contact Yynsian Security to take Zero into custody, we can return to the temple to continue The Seratch.”

“Jaroch, there’s a message waiting here for us,” Webber said, looking at the runabout control console.

“Play it, please, Counselor,” Jaroch said.

“Runabout Hudson, this is the Secondprize,” Lieutenant Hawkins’s voice said. “We just wanted to warn you that Rebecca Singer and a man named Zero have escaped from Tantalus Five and stolen the Defiant. They want Doctor Aldridge dead, so stay alert in case one of them comes after you. Secondprize out.”

“Well, that was useful,” Aldridge said.

“Better late than never,” Webber said.

“Yes, but the fact that Singer has the Defiant does not bode well for our colleagues on the Secondprize,” Jaroch said. “We must finish The Seratch so that we can assist them.”

“Fine,” Aldridge said. “But before we get back I have to know, is anybody else expecting a psychopath to come try to kill them? I’ve had enough for one day.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Travis and Alex looked more than angry. Dillon put his hand in his pocket and fingered his phaser nervously. He’d hate to have to use it under these circumstances, but if he had to, he had to. It would just make it a hell of a lot harder to observe Alex. Rydell was facing an equally bad decision. He didn’t want to have to do what he was about to do, but he couldn’t see any other choice.

“Travis!” he said warmly, walking over to Travis. “How are you doing? It’s been too long!”

“You know him?” Alex asked Travis.

“I know you?” Travis asked Rydell.

“It’s been so long, I’m not surprised that you don’t remember,” Rydell said. “I looked different then anyway. We met about two years ago. I was only in town for about a week. You helped me out a lot.”

“I don’t remember…”

“I’d become separated from my friends and had to get back to them. You helped me out and helped save a relationship in the process. Yes, it was a fine job. Worthy of a captain. You would have at least won second prize.”

Travis looked at Rydell confused. What the hell was this guy talking about? Two years ago? Captain? Second prize? Secondprize! Captain! It all fell into place. Travis’s eyes widened in shock.

“You!” he exclaimed. It had to be Captain Rydell from the future. Travis had almost convinced himself that the week in which Rydell and Alex switched bodies didn’t happen.

Alex spent the whole week unconscious in the future, so he didn’t know a thing about it. He’d convinced himself that he was actually here that week and had just blocked it out because it almost cost him his relationship with Trina.

Travis, on the other hand, had figured out that something was wrong and learned the truth. It was so bizarre though, that over time and with no one to reinforce that it actually had happened, Travis was almost convinced it was a weird dream. Not anymore though. Rydell was back and someone was with him. Someone who Andrea though had thought looked kind of like him. He looked past Rydell to Dillon. Was this his future self?

“So, who is this guy?” Alex asked, bringing Travis back to the situation at hand.

“What? Oh! This is…”

“Tavian Rogers,” Rydell said quickly, extending his hand to Alex. Shaking hands with the body he had been in at one point sent an involuntary shudder down Rydell’s spine. The whole situation was very bizarre. “And this is my associate, Jim Williams,” Rydell continued.

“Charmed,” Dillon said coldly as he shook hands with his twentieth century counterpart.

“So what are you doing in town?” Travis asked.

“And in our apartment?” Alex added.

“We’re building inspectors,” Rydell said. “Just checking to make sure that everything is fine, so that nothing happens to you.” A cold chill shot through Travis.

“Are we in any danger?” Travis asked.

“That’s what we’re here to prevent,” Rydell said. “We’ll be around if you need us. Come on, Jim.” He and Dillon quickly left the bedroom, grabbed their briefcase out of the living room where Craig was sitting listening to the whole conversation, and exited the apartment.

“That was weird,” Alex said. “And just what the hell are building inspectors going to do anyway? They’ll be around if we need them. Big deal. Travis. Travis? Are you in there?”

“Yeah. I’ll be right back. I need to ask Tavian something.”

“What did you do for that guy?” Alex asked.

“I’ll tell you later,” Travis said, walking out of the room. He’d think up some story while he was out.

“Building inspectors?” Craig asked as Travis walked into the living room.

“Yep,” Travis said. “And I know one of them, too. Go figure.” He raced out of the apartment and ran to catch up with Dillon and Rydell, who were walking back toward the main part of campus. “Tavian. Wait up.” Rydell and Dillon stopped and turned around. “What’s going on?” Travis asked. “Why are we in danger?”

“You’re not,” Dillon said. “Alex is.”

“Travis, this is Commander Travis Dillon,” Rydell said.

“So, you are me,” Travis said.

“Thankfully not,” Dillon snapped.

“He’s your descendant,” Rydell told Travis while glaring angrily at Dillon. “But he is correct. Alex is in danger.”

“From whom?”

“A woman named Rebecca Singer who used to be on my crew. She’s gone wacko and thinks she’s in love with me. She attacked the Secondprize and then, when that failed, decided to go back in time to do…something. What that is, we’re not sure yet, but since she came to this time, we think it has to do with Alex. In any case, we’re keeping an eye on him.”

“Let me get this straight. A crazy woman from the future is going to kill my best friend and roommate because you won’t go out with her,” Travis said.

“Pretty much,” Rydell said.

“Then take her to dinner or something! Aren’t our lives worth more than your dating preferences?”

“She’s a psycho, you moron,” Dillon said. “We’re trying to protect Alex. If you don’t like it, we can leave and let her kill him.”

“No, we can’t,” Rydell said.

“Oh yeah. That would kill you, too, wouldn’t it?” Dillon said.

“Yes!” Rydell said. “Now, Travis, I’d love to stay and chat, but the less time you spend with us, the better. Alex is bound to get suspicious.”

“So, what can I do?” Travis asked.

“Go the hell home and let us do our jobs,” Dillon said.

“Hey, I can erase you from existence, pal,” Travis said, pointing at his crotch. “Snip snip, no kids, no you!”

“Enough, you two,” Rydell said. “Travis, please go home, and Dillon, shut up!”

“Yes, sir,” the both said grudgingly. Travis turned and headed back to his apartment.

“If you keep this up, I going to send you back to the ship,” Rydell said as he and Dillon continued back towards their hotel room.

“Sorry, he just gets on my nerves,” Dillon said.

“Yeah, and I’m sure that he’s real fond of you too,” Rydell said.

“Excuse me, Gentlemen,” a male voice said from behind them. Dillon and Rydell turned and saw a man dressed in a police uniform. “May I ask what you two have been doing on campus today?”

“This is a public facility,” Rydell said. “Do we need permission to be here?”

“We’ve had reports all day of two men matching your descriptions acting suspiciously.”

“Suspiciously?” Dillon asked.

“Lurking outside of apartments, following students, and there one man was assaulted in a restroom in Webb by a man in a suit.” Rydell shot a quick look at Dillon. Dillon hadn’t mentioned assaulting anyone.

“Officer, I assure you that my colleague and I have done nothing illegal,” Rydell said.

“That’s true,” Dillon said. “We’ve been on campus today as part of our mission.” Rydell glared at him. Mission! What the hell was Dillon doing?

“What kind of mission?” the officer asked incredulously.

“Our holy mission assigned to us from God above!” Dillon said throwing his arms up into the air. “We’re saving souls! Right brother, Rogers?”

“Right,” Rydell said, trying to sound enthusiastically. “Amen, brother Williams.”

“Now, when was the last time you were in church?” Dillon asked the officer.

“Sunday,” the officer said, backing up a bit.

“You were there physically, but where was your mind? Where was your soul?” Dillon said. “Probably off watching television.”

“That’s not true,” the officer said.

“Watch what you say, my brother. The lord knows when you lie,” Dillon said.

“He knows when you are sleeping. He knows when you’re awake,” Rydell added, remembering the lyrics to a twentieth century song that he hoped was about God. He was pretty sure it was about some kind of supernaturally powerful creature.

“Think about that next time you’re in church,” Dillon said. “Think about why you’re there. Now, go home and read some scripture. God bless you.”

“And bless you,” the officer said walking quickly away. What a couple of quacks!

“Where the hell did that come from?” Rydell asked once the officer was out of earshot.

“Bad television shows,” Dillon replied. “It seemed like as good of an idea as any.”

“I can’t believe it worked, but I won’t argue with results. Unfortunately, this means we’re going to have to watch ourselves on campus. We’ve been attracting way too much attention.”

“I think the suits may be the problem,” Dillon said. “We need to look more casual, so we blend in better.”

“Good idea. And now that we’ve got Alex’s apartment wired, we can limit our surveillance to times when Alex is out and about.”

“At least until the Defiant arrives,” Dillon said. “Then this place could become a shooting gallery.”

“Pleasant thought,” Rydell said.





CHAPTER NINETEEN



“Captain’s Log. Stardate…irrelevant. Earth date November 10, 1995. We have been conducting our surveillance of Alex and Travis’s apartment for four days now. So far we have learned three things.

“One, Alex and Travis play a hell of a lot of games. They spend long hours attached to a device called a Super Nintendo.

“Two, they eat a hell of a lot of pizza at strange hours. If I went to sleep with the stuff in my stomach that they do, I’d be a real mess. It’s a wonder that they don’t have severe medical problems.

“Three, Alex’s girlfriend, Trina, is going home to visit her parents this weekend. Of course, Alex does not know that his girlfriend is actually a long-lived alien life-form called Trinian, and she does not know that people from the future are here. I have to wonder, though, if she’s an alien, who are her parents? Are others of her species here on Earth, or is she not really their daughter? Oh well, that’s not my concern.

“But since she is gone this weekend, and Trinian said that she did not remember anything else strange happening to Alex, I am going to conclude that the Defiant shows up this weekend. Otherwise, we’re getting outside of the time frame we calculated for the Defiant’s arrival. Based on their speed and trajectory, the Defiant should arrive by Sunday or not at all.

“If they don’t show up, I have to assume that they screwed something up in their time warp calculations and were destroyed. Starfleet will be extremely upset if this is the case, but it will have made my life a hell of a lot easier. I’m sure they’re going to show up, though. I’m just not lucky enough for them not to come.”



“You know, this trip to the twentieth century would be a lot more exciting if we actually got off campus once in a while,” Commander Dillon said as he and Captain Rydell sat in Webb cafeteria watching Alex, Travis, Craig, and Andrea have lunch.

“But Alex hasn’t gone anywhere,” Rydell said.

“Exactly, that’s the problem,” Dillon replied. “They’ve spent all week going to class and studying.”

“Well, it is college.”

“Exactly! Shouldn’t they be running around doing irresponsible stuff?”

“Did you do anything irresponsible at the Academy?” Rydell asked.

“Of course not. I was top of…”

“Your class. Yes, I know,” Rydell said. “But my point is that there’s no reason these kids should…”

“…be any different,” Rydell finished. He suddenly realized that he was not where he was when he started that sentence. He was sitting at the table with Travis, Craig, Andrea, and…

“Any different than what, Alex?” Travis asked. Rydell looked down at himself, except it wasn’t himself he was looking at. Somehow, the mind switch had happened again. He looked over at the table where his body and Commander Dillon were sitting. His body, presumably with Alex in it, looked back at him, face filled with shock and confusion.

Then, he was staring at Alex’s body from across the room where he should have been all along. He looked down at himself. Yes, he was back in his own body.

“Are you all right, sir?” Dillon asked. “One second you were talking about Alex and Travis, and the next you were talking about someone called Spider-Man.

“I’m fine,” Rydell said. “But I think we may have a new problem developing.”

“Lovely,” Dillon mumbled.



Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins walked into Seven Backward and sat down at a table near the viewports. The view wasn’t all that great considering that the ship wasn’t moving and hiding behind Earth’s moon. But she wasn’t there for the scenery. She sat staring out into space not really seeing any of it. A moment later, Trinian placed a drink down in front of her.

“I didn’t order anything,” Hawkins said.

“No, but I reserve the right to force drinks on anyone I think needs one,” Trinian replied, taking a seat across the table from her.

“I guess a drink will work,” Hawkins said. She picked up the glass of purple liquid and took a sip. “This is really good! What is it?”

“Aldaxian cider. Now what’s wrong with you?”

“You aren’t much for just letting your customers work their way around to telling you their problems, are you?”

“Takes too much time,” Trinian said. “So spill it.” Hawkins took a deep breath and leaned back in her chair.

“It’s Travis…”

“There’s a surprise,” Trinian said. “Sorry, keep going.”

“Anyway, we’ve been seeing each other for about a year now, and both of us think it’s time to take the next step. The problem is neither one of us has had the guts to do it.”

“Woah, this is getting way too personal. Your sex life is none of my business.”

“Trinian!”

“Okay. Here’s what you do. Go to his quarters when he’s on duty. Get into his bed and wait for him to get back. Wear something appropriately provocative and…well, you can handle the rest.”

“I’m not talking about sex here. We’re thinking about moving in together.”

“Oh. In that case, use the same plan, but take all of your stuff with you.”

“Thanks, Trinian,” Hawkins said, finishing her drink. “You make it all sound so simple.”

“That’s because it is simple. You’re just moving in together. No big deal. It’s not like you’re getting married or anything.”

“You’re right. It’s not a big deal,” Hawkins said. She started to leave, then turned back to Trinian. “But why do I have to move all of my stuff to his place?”

“I don’t care which one of you moves. Just do it!” Trinian said.

“Fine,” Hawkins said. “No big deal.” She left Seven Backward mumbling ideas to herself.

“She used to be so normal,” Trinian said.



Commander Scott Baird stepped out of the turbolift onto the mostly deserted bridge. Two ensigns were monitoring operations and tactical, and Lieutenant Sullivan was sitting in the command chair.

“Have you even left the bridge since Captain Rydell gave you command?” Baird asked walking down the ramp to the command area.

“What the hell do you want?” Sullivan said.

“I just asked a question,” Baird said. “I can’t even do that without you starting a fight?”

“Well, after dating you for three months, I know that almost everything you say is an attack. Now answer my question. What are you doing up here?”

“I came to tell whoever was in command that all of the damage we sustained during our encounter with the Defiant has been repaired.”

“I’m in command, and thank you for the information. Dismissed,” Sullivan said.

“Now, wait a second! I am the chief engineer and a commander in Starfleet. As such, you will treat me with respect, Lieutenant.”

“I sure as hell can’t respect you for anything else,” Sullivan said.

“Can we please not do this? I just wanted to know how long you’ve been up here.”

“A couple of hours. So, no, I do not spend all of my time on the bridge.”

“Good, because when the Defiant shows up, we’re going to need an awake and alert commanding officer. If that officer is you, so be it.”

“I’ll be fine. It’s the rest of the crew I’m worried about. They’re bored out of their minds.”

“Tell me about it,” Baird said, sitting down in Commander Dillon’s chair. “They’ve even been taking shore leave on the moon, and it’s not exactly excitement central.”

“What are they doing down there?”

“Moonball. It’s kind of like volleyball, I think. We’ve had to beam down six balls already today. They keep hitting them too hard and knocking them out of the moon’s gravity.”

“This is the exciting life of a Starfleet officer. Your commanders get to romp around on interesting planets while you sit on the ship waiting for your mind to slowly rot.”

“It’s not all bad,” Baird said. “Stellar cartography is getting some great scans of the galaxy in this time period.”

“Good for them,” Sullivan said. “Meanwhile, I sit on the bridge listening to the constant din of beeps and blips and chirps and bleeps from the computers. The only time I don’t have to listen to it is when I’m in my quarters or when Carr is on duty because she spends her entire shift writing and reciting poetry.”

“Or now,” Baird said.

“What about now?”

“You aren’t listening to the beeps and blips now.”

“True,” Sullivan said. “But this isn’t going to get you back on my good side.”

“I’m not trying,” Baird said, standing up. “If you want to be a bitch, you’re more than welcome to it. I have no desire to get in your way.” He walked into a turbolift and was gone.

“You could have at least said goodbye, you bastard,” Sullivan mumbled.





CHAPTER TWENTY



Zero was arrested by the very surprised Yynsian Security force soon after Webber commed them. There hadn’t been much excitement on Yyns for a while, and then in one day, three Starfleet officers and a priestess capture two would-be-murderers.

“Do you people always attract this much trouble?” one of the officers asked as she led Zero away.

“I’m afraid so,” Aldridge said.

“It does seem to happen to us at an alarming rate,” Jaroch said.

“Hey, don’t look at me,” P’Tal said. “My life’s normally pretty boring.”

“I hate you all,” Zero said angrily.

“I’m sure you do,” the officer said. “But the nice folks from Tantalus are going to be here soon to take you home.”

“Goody,” Zero said unenthusiastically as he was put into the back of the security hovervan. “Tell Singer that the deal’s off!” he shouted just before he was shut inside.

“Well, that’s one problem taken care of,” Webber said.

“Yes, unfortunately a significant number of problems remain,” Jaroch said.

“And the top of the list is dealing with your Seratch,” P’Tal said. “Let’s get you back to the temple and resume our efforts. If there are no more interruptions, we should be able to finish this.”

“The sooner, the better. With Rebecca Singer in command of the Defiant, we have no idea what kind of danger the Secondprize is in right now,” Jaroch said.

They raced back to the temple in the hovercar and were soon seated in the chapel again. Jaroch lay down on the altar as Dr. Aldridge prepared another hypospray of nephodopaline.

“I do not wish to have the drug this time, Doctor,” Jaroch said. “I found its paralyzing effects to be disquieting to say the least.”

“All right, then,” P’Tal said. “Jaroch, close your eyes, lie still, and relax. Take the hand of your Tersu, Counselor Webber. She will always be there for you as the hand of comfort on your journey. Now, I want you to let your mind wander back among the life forces of those within you. See their lives and accomplishments, feel their joys and sorrows. Are any of these new to you?”

“Yes,” Jaroch said slowly.

“Describe what you see slowly and calmly. Remember, you are no longer a part of the events you are witnessing,” P’Tal said.

“Long dark hallways. Maze-like. Demons everywhere. Must destroy them to survive.”

“This sounds familiar,” Aldridge said, sitting back in a pew trying to make herself comfortable while she monitored Jaroch’s vital signs on her tricorder.

“Yes, which is good,” P’Tal said. “We were able to get to these memories much more easily this time. We are breaking through to the life, and soon it will be free.”

“P’Tal, he starting to grab my hand tighter,” Webber said. Jaroch was breathing harder, and his head was turning quickly back and forth.

“Calm down, Jaroch. You are detached from these events. They cannot harm you,” P’Tal said.

“I’m right here with you, Jaroch,” Webber said.

“Is there anything else that you can describe for me about your surroundings?” P’Tal asked.

“Small white room,” Jaroch said.

“If he’s seeing demons, it’s probably a padded cell,” Aldridge said.

“Continue, Jaroch,” P’Tal said.

“Small, white room. Screen. Demons everywhere.”

“How can he be in long, dark hallways and a small, white room at the same time?” Aldridge asked.

“Can I talk to him?” Webber said. “I think I’ve got an idea.”

“Go ahead,” P’Tal said. “At this point, I have no idea where he is or how he got there.”

“Jaroch, you said that you can see a screen. Describe it,” Webber said.

“Long, dark hallways. Demons. Lot of demons!”

“Are these on the screen?”

“Yes.”

“So, you are actually in the small, white room.”

“Yes. Fighting demons.”

“Are you watching the fight or participating in it?”

“Fighting. Must keep fighting. Almost to the end,” Jaroch said.

“How are you controlling the fight?”

“My mouse.”

“You…have a pet mouse who fights demons for you?” P’Tal asked, thoroughly confused now.

“And keyboard,” Jaroch added.

“He’s on a damn computer!” Aldridge said. “This isn’t any past life. This is Jaroch remembering some stupid game he was playing.”

“What is your name in this life?” P’Tal asked.

“Jaroch.”

“See, I told you,” Aldridge said. “We haven’t gotten anywhere. He probably just blocked this out because the computer beat him so badly.”

“Carl Jaroch,” Jaroch finished. Webber, Aldridge, and P’Tal looked at Jaroch in shock.

“You were saying, Doctor?” P’Tal said.

“Never mind,” Aldridge said.



Carl Jaroch hadn’t looked at a clock in at least an hour. He knew it was late, but beyond that he didn’t know or didn’t care. He was flying through this game faster than he ever had before.

“Jaroch, are you coming to bed?” his wife, Lisa, asked from the doorway.

“Just a minute, beautiful,” Jaroch said without turning to look at her.

“What game is this?” Lisa asked

“Doom,” Jaroch said.

“Haven’t you beaten this already?”

“Yes, but I’m doing it again. It’s going really well. I’ve almost finished the whole game.”

“I’m very happy for you, but save it and come to bed. It’s Friday night, and we’ve hardly spent any time together.”

“We were together earlier.”

“We were watching The X-Files,” Lisa said. “That doesn’t exactly count. I have to work all day tomorrow. Aren’t you planning to spend that time playing video games with Alex and Travis until your eyes fall out?”

Jaroch turned to look at his wife of seven months. He hadn’t noticed what she was wearing. His stunned silence told Lisa that the outfit had had its desired effect.

“Good point,” he said quickly.

“Now, come to bed,” she said seductively, walking over to him in her skin-tight black leather cat-suit. “Or I’m going to get very upset.”

Jaroch switched off the computer without even looking at it, much less bothering to save his game.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



Captain Rydell woke up feeling like hell, which was not exactly anything new. He found that the entire idea of waking up was extremely overrated. Attempting to pull himself together, he rolled over and surveyed his surroundings. It was light outside, and Dillon was sitting in a chair across their hotel room from him watching television with the volume almost all the way down.

“What’s going on?” Rydell asked.

“I found out who that Spider-Man person that Alex mentioned yesterday is,” Dillon said pointing at the television. A cartoon was on showing a figure in red and blue tights swinging around a city. “He’s some kind of superhero.”

“Thanks for that vital news flash,” Rydell said, climbing out of bed. “How are Alex and Travis this fine morning?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t checked,” Dillon said.

“If they have any sense, they’re still asleep,” Rydell said, walking over to the surveillance equipment. Travis and Alex were not in their beds. Rydell quickly checked the other monitors. Travis and Alex weren’t anywhere in the apartment.

“Are they sleeping?” Dillon asked.

“They’re gone,” Rydell said.

“What? Where did they go?” Dillon said, rushing over to Rydell.

“I don’t know. I’m checking the logs, though.” Images of the empty apartment flashed by, then Travis and Alex walked into the apartment backwards, took off their coats, and went back to their bedroom. Rydell let the recording play.

“Alex, we’re going to be late,” Travis said.

“I’m almost ready,” Alex replied.

“You’re the one who wanted to get there before Spider-Man started.”

“All right. All right.” The two of them walked out into the living room and put their coats on.

“Who’s driving?” Travis asked.

“I will,” Alex said. “Did Carl want us to bring anything with us?”

“I don’t think so.”

“All right. Let’s roll.” Alex and Travis walked out of the apartment.

“Great. They went to Jaroch’s” Rydell said, switching off the recording.

“They went to Jaroch’s? How…”

“There’s a Jaroch in this century, too,” Rydell said, cutting Dillon off. “His name’s Carl Jaroch.”

“And Alex and Travis are there now. What are we going to do?”

“Take Travis’s car and go after them,” Rydell said. “Come on. We’ve got to get over to Alex and Travis’s apartment.”

Fifteen minutes later, Rydell and Dillon rushed into apartment AA6 completely out of breath. Rydell staggered back to the bedroom and switched on Alex’s computer.

“What are you doing?” Dillon asked.

“I’m going to access the university computer network to get Jaroch’s address. See if Travis has spare keys to his car anywhere.”

“Why would he have spare keys?” Dillon said.

“Just start looking.”

“But…”

“Do it!” During this shouting, neither man noticed the slight chirping of their commbadges in their pants pockets.

Dillon pulled out his tricorder and started scanning for metal while Rydell used his tricorder and Alex’s modem to access the school’s computer system. Very quickly, he was able to download Jaroch’s address.

“Got it,” Rydell said standing up from the computer.

“Got them,” Dillon said, pulling a set of keys out of Travis’s top dresser drawer.

“Good. The tricorder will cross-reference Jaroch’s address with the map of Norfolk and show us how to get there.”

“Not to mess up a great plan or anything, but how are we going to find Travis’s car?” Dillon asked. “All we know from these keys is that it’s got something to do with Ford. Now, if I remember correctly, Ford was a manufacturer of automobiles, but we still don’t know what the car looks like or what color it is or…”

“Okay okay,” Rydell said. “Let’s see…everyone on campus has a parking tag hanging from their rear-view mirror, right?”

“Yeah, I guess so. So what?”

“Well, if they all have these tags, there’s probably some record system of who has cars on campus, which should include information about the vehicle,” Rydell explained as he sat back down at Alex’s computer and got to work. A few moments later, he had the information.

“Now all we have to do is search the parking lot until we find a Ford Escort, whatever that is, with a Maryland tag and this license plate number,” Dillon said.

“Exactly.”

“There’s no easier way?”

“I’m afraid not,” Rydell said. “Let’s go.”



“Report, Ensign,” Lieutenant Sullivan said as she nervously ran her hands along the armrests of the command chair.

“The temporal disturbance is definitely getting stronger,” Ensign Carr said as an image of the sun shone on the viewscreen. “It certainly seems to be the result of a slingshot maneuver.”

“Damn. Any response to our hail, Lieutenant Hawkins?”

“Not yet,” Hawkins replied from tactical.

“Lieutenant Sullivan, there’s a ship coming out of the disturbance,” Carr said.

“Guess who,” Sullivan mumbled. At that moment, Commander Baird stepped out of the turbolift onto the bridge.

“It’s the Defiant,” Carr said.

“No shit,” Baird said.

“If you’re up here to do something, do it and shut the hell up,” Sullivan snapped at Baird.

“Excuse the fuck out of me,” Baird said as he activated the engineering console at the rear of the bridge. “I’ll just stay back here out of the way.”

“Hawkins, recall any crewmembers still on the moon back to the ship,” Sullivan said. “Hopefully, the Defiant won’t notice us until we’ve contacted the captain.”

“You haven’t told the captain yet!” Baird exclaimed.

“We haven’t been able to reach him,” Sullivan said. “We’re going to tell him as soon as we can. Until then, we’re going to stay here and not give ourselves away. I am not taking the Secondprize into combat with the Defiant without explicit orders from Captain Rydell.”

“Hey, fine by me. I don’t think you have the combat skills to swat flies much less coordinate a battle in space,” Baird said.

“I’ll kick your ass any day,” Sullivan said.

“Could you two have this fight later?” Hawkins asked. “We kind of have to worry about psychopaths flying heavily armed spaceships right now.”

“Fine,” Sullivan said. “What’s the Defiant’s status?”

“They’re entering Earth’s orbit,” Carr replied.

“None of their shields or weapons systems are activated,” Hawkins said. “They aren’t showing any sign that they’ve noticed us.”

“Good. Let’s hope it stays that way,” Sullivan said. “Bridge to transporter room.”

“Vaughn here. What’s up, Emily?” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn asked.

“Is everyone back on board?”

“Well, except for Captain Rydell, Commander Dillon, yes.”

“Thank you.”

“Is everything okay up there?” Vaughn asked.

“We may all be about to die,” Sullivan replied. “I’ll keep you informed. Bridge out.”

“So now what do we do?” Carr asked.

“We wait,” Sullivan, Hawkins, and Baird said in unison.



“So, Doctor Rebecca, how are you going to find your Alex?” Gruver asked once the Defiant had established orbit.

“That’s the easy part,” Singer replied walking over to one of the computer consoles on the Defiant’s bridge. “See, two years ago when Captain Rydell was sent back to the twentieth century, the twentieth century version of him was sent to our time. I performed scans of his brain waves, which should still be a part of the mission log.” Singer scanned through the information the Defiant downloaded from the Secondprize until she found what she was after.

“See. There it is,” she said, pointing at the chart of wavy lines that she brought up onto the monitor. “Now, since we sent this Alex back into a body where my Alex already was, these probably became the dominant wave signature, trapping my poor Alex inside him while some evil duplicate masqueraded as him in our time. Are you following me?”

“No. Not at all,” Gruver said happily.

“It doesn’t matter,” Singer said. “I’m just going to go grab this Alex, bring him back here, and wipe his mind until I find my Alex.”

“Okay,” Gruver said.

“Stay here and keep an eye on things,” Singer said, walking toward a turbolift. “I’m taking a shuttle down to the surface.”

“No problem.”

“Oh, Gruver…”

“Yes.”

“If the Secondprize shows up, destroy it.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



Lieutenant Commander Jaroch lay still on the altar as he allowed his faculties to come fully into focus. P’Tal had brought him out of The Seratch trance only a few moments before, and the flood of memories and feelings associated with this newly-discovered past life were still assimilating themselves into his consciousness. It was a lot to take in.

“This is unprecedented,” P’Tal said, pacing back and forth in front of the altar. “Never in the history of Yyns has a past life from another planet been found. This is extraordinary. Unbelievable! That would also explain why we had so much trouble bringing that life to the surface. The cross-species nature of The Seratch caused…”

“We must leave,” Jaroch said, sitting up quickly.

“Jaroch, this is important,” P’Tal said. “I’m trying to understand how what just happened is possible.”

“Right now, I do not care,” Jaroch said. “You can figure it out after we leave. Counselor Webber, Doctor Aldridge, and I must be on our way now! Come on.” He leapt off the altar and raced out of the chapel.

“Thanks for all your help,” Webber said to P’Tal as she chased after Jaroch.

“Yeah, it’s been great,” Aldridge added as she pursued the others.

“Ungrateful idiot,” P’Tal mumbled.



“Jaroch! Jaroch! Wait up,” Webber called as she ran to catch up. Jaroch stopped and turned around to face her. “What’s wrong?”

“I will explain later,” Jaroch said. “You just need to trust me that it is urgent that we get underway now.”

“All right,” Webber said.

“You are not going to argue with me?” Jaroch asked.

“Why would I?”

“I do not know. I am just used to it considering that is what almost everyone else does.”

“I trust you,” Webber said. “I’ll meet you downstairs in five minutes.”

True to her word, Webber was in the parking facility below the temple five minutes later. Jaroch was already there when she arrived, and P’Tal and Dr. Aldridge showed up very soon thereafter.

They were all quiet on the drive back to the main parking facility where the runabout was waiting. Jaroch seemed lost in thought and concerned about something. Webber wanted to take his hand again and assure him that everything was all right, but, if the look on Jaroch’s face was any indication, things were not all right.

Once they arrived at the runabout, Webber and Aldridge entered the craft while P’Tal held Jaroch back to talk to him.

“I am sorry that we must race off like this, sister,” Jaroch said before P’Tal could speak. “But the situation is such that…”

“It does not matter,” P’Tal said. “I understand that you value the lives of your friends on the Secondprize. But Jaroch, you must talk to your friend, Counselor Webber, about the woman you told me about. She can help you.”

“I am not accustomed to revealing my feelings to my crewmates,” Jaroch said.

“I think in this case you should make an exception.”

“Counselor Webber has been helpful to me in the past. I will talk to her,” Jaroch said.

“Good. Deal with this problem before you bring on another Seratch or a heart attack or worse,” P’Tal said. “Goodbye, my brother.”

“Goodbye, my sister. Give my regards to our parents.”

“They’re going to be really upset that you didn’t stop by to see them.”

“I will visit the next time I am on Yyns. I promise.”

“Yeah, well try not to be such a stranger,” P’Tal said. “We miss you…even though you act like a stuck up Vulcan most of the time.”

“I love you, too, sister,” Jaroch said. “Goodbye.” He walked into the runabout and closed the hatch. A few moments later, the vessel lifted up from the parking area and moved away from P’Tal.



“We’ve cleared the Yyns system,” Counselor Webber reported from the pilot’s chair.

“Good,” Jaroch said. “Set a course for sector zero zero one and engage at maximum warp.”

“Why are we going to Earth?” Dr. Aldridge demanded.

“I will tell you shortly,” Jaroch said. “But first, would you be so kind as to take over piloting duties so that I may talk to Counselor Webber?”

“Sure. I guess,” Aldridge said, moving into the pilot’s seat that Webber vacated.

“Counselor, could you join me in the conference area?” Jaroch asked.

“Hey, you two aren’t having a party without me, are you?” Aldridge asked.

“No, Doctor. I just require Counselor Webber’s advice,” Jaroch said.

“I can give advice,” Aldridge replied.

“Yes, but I would put the usefulness of that advice somewhere just in front of that of Commander Dillon’s or Commander Baird’s.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“You are a bit abrasive and cynical,” Jaroch said.

“I am, aren’t I?” Aldridge said smiling.



“What can I do for you, Jaroch?” Webber asked once she and Jaroch had sat down in the conference are at the rear of the runabout.

“Several months ago, you assisted me in returning my past lives to their appropriate place in my consciousness when I was dealing with a problem. I did not, however, tell you what that problem was. I believe that that decision was in error.”

“Jaroch, if you weren’t comfortable talking to me about it, that’s fine,” Webber said.

“Thank you, but I now feel that I need to talk to someone I trust. You are that person.”

“I’d be honored, Jaroch,” Webber said. “If I can help you in any way, I will.”

“Well…I…this is difficult. I have found that over the past year I have developed…feelings for a member of the Secondprize crew.”

“Jaroch! That’s wonderful!”

“Not really. She is currently in a relationship with the most annoying, officious ignoramus that I have ever had the misfortune of encountering.”

“You’re in love with Patricia Hawkins!” Webber exclaimed.

“Love may be too strong of a term, but the general conclusion is correct,” Jaroch said.

“How did this happen?”

“I believe that it first started when she, without my assistance, was able to find Captain Rydell after he was kidnapped by Zero. I respect intelligence and ingenuity. After that, we have been together on various missions and in various situations. Throughout all of these, my admiration of her has grown.”

“And you haven’t told her,” Webber said.

“No. I have not. I have wanted to, but deciding whether or not it would be appropriate has been difficult. It was this very dilemma which caused my past lives to express their opinions so forcefully in your office a couple of months ago.”

“So you feel that if you tell her, she may reject you in favor of Commander Dillon.”

“An indignity that I could not bear,” Jaroch said. “To think that Dillon could end up with such a woman as Patricia Hawkins is appalling.”

“We’ve been saying that ever since they started seeing each other,” Webber said. “But the fact is that they seem to love each other very much. Patricia sees something in him that the rest of us don’t.”

“She must,” Jaroch said.

“And you’re jealous.”

“Jealous. Me…jealous of Commander Dillon. Unfortunately, that is the horrifying truth. My dislike of him has grown into an intense hatred because she is with him and not with me.”

“Then you had better get this out into the open soon before you haul off and kill Dillon. Patricia would not be too pleased if you did that.”

“You do have a point, but what if she rejects me?”

“Then you go on with your life. There are many other women out there, Jaroch.”

“But to lose to Dillon…”

“This isn’t about losing to Dillon. Patricia is not a prize to be won. She is a person that you presumably care about. If you want her just because Dillon’s got her, you’ve got some major problems to deal with.”

“Very true. I am sorry, Claire. Thank you.”

“So what are you going to do?”

“That remains to be seen, but I do think that it is time that I informed Doctor Aldridge and yourself as to our destination.” Jaroch stood up and walked to the cockpit followed by Webber.



“My most recent past life is that of a man named Carl Jaroch, who lived from the latter part of the twentieth century through about half of the twenty-first century,” Jaroch said as Webber and Aldridge listened.

“Yeah, we know all this,” Aldridge said.

“Additionally, Carl Jaroch attended college at a place called Old Dominion University.”

“Oh no,” Webber said.

“What? What am I missing here?” Aldridge said.

“Two years ago, Captain Rydell was involved in an accident which caused him to swap bodies with an Alex Rydell, who was a college student at Old Dominion University in the late twentieth century,” Jaroch explained. “In fact, Carl Jaroch’s work is what caused the body swap to occur.”

“So your past life knew that Alex Rydell?” Webber asked.

“Yes, they were good friends,” Jaroch said. “And that is why we must go to the twentieth century ourselves.”

“Wait a minute,” Aldridge said. “I missed a link in the logic somewhere.”

“I have Carl Jaroch’s memories,” Jaroch said. “And I have seen what happens in the past. Carl Jaroch, Alex Rydell, and Travis Dillon are in great danger from the Rebecca Singer of our time.”

“Singer! Oh great!” Aldridge said. “It’s bad enough that she…”

“You can rant later, Doctor,” Jaroch interrupted. “There is more. Our Captain Rydell and Commander Dillon are there as well, and they are equally in danger. If we do not go to the past and rescue them, they will all die. And their future, our present, will be radically altered.”

“That wouldn’t be good,” Aldridge said.

“Definitely not,” Webber said.

“Once we arrive at sector zero zero one, we will slingshot around Earth’s sun and attempt to rescue our colleagues,” Jaroch said.

“Is that safe in a runabout?” Webber asked.

“Probably not, but we will deal with that when we get there.”

“If we get there,” Aldridge said solemnly.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



Dillon and Rydell walked past yet another row of automobiles in their search for Travis’s car, the elusive Ford Escort. They were starting to run out of options. As it was, they were in an unpaved parking lot fairly far away from the apartments.

“I don’t believe it,” Rydell said, looking at a small, grey car.

“What is it?” Dillon asked.

“This is the right car.”

“Thank goodness,” Dillon said, pulling the keys out of his pocket and walking to the driver’s side.

“What are you doing?” Rydell said.

“I thought we were going after Alex and Travis,” Dillon said confused.

“We are, but you aren’t driving.”

“Why not? I believe that I have studied the twentieth century and its forms of transportation more than you have,” Dillon said.

“That may be, but have you ever actually driven?”

“In a holodeck.”

“But not in reality.”

“No.”

“I have. Give me the keys, Commander.”

“Yes, sir,” Dillon said, grudgingly as he put the keys into Rydell’s hand.

Rydell unlocked his door, got inside the car, and let Dillon in. It had been two years since he had to drive to a place called the mall in Alex’s car, but he still thought he could do it. He looked around at the dashboard and gearshift. This could be a problem; the gearshift was completely different. Commander Baird had taught him how to drive a stick shift car, but this was apparently a different type.

“It’s an automatic transmission,” Dillon said, noticing Rydell’s look of confusion.

“Oh.”

“Should I drive?”

“I can do it. Just tell me how it works. I drove a stick shift before.”

“Well, this is easier,” Dillon said. “You don’t have to change gears. All you do is put the gearshift in the appropriate place and go.”

“So what do these letters mean?” Rydell asked, pointing at the letters alongside the gearshift.

“P is park, R is reverse, N is neutral, D is forward, and I have no idea about the two and the one.”

“Wait a minute. D is forward?”

“Yes,” Dillon said firmly.

“Okay. I’ll take your word for it,” Rydell said, putting the key in the ignition and starting the motor.



Alone on the Defiant, Gruver started looking for something to keep him busy. He checked the damage control system again to see if perhaps there was anything he could fix. The cloaking device was slightly damaged, but way beyond his expertise. The phasers, on the other hand, weren’t as bad off as he thought. All he’d have to do is make a few minor repairs down in the phaser control room, and they’d be good as new. The Defiant would have full weapons capability back. Doctor Rebecca would be so pleased.



Rebecca Singer steered the Defiant’s microshuttle in for a landing in a secluded area on the outskirts of Norfolk. Once on the ground, she rechecked her scans. A brainwave signature matching those of Alex Rydell was nearby. She just needed to get an exact lock on the position.

The shuttle’s scanners soon obliged her by providing the coordinates that she needed. Alex Rydell was very close by and seemed to be staying in one place.

Singer grabbed one of the emergency transporter armbands from the shuttle’s survival kit and programmed the shuttle’s escape transporter with the proper coordinates. Soon, Alex would be hers again.



Gruver returned to the Defiant’s bridge feeling very pleased with himself. The phaser repair had taken even less time than he thought it would. Playing with the pretty colored wires was so fun that it went real fast.

On the viewscreen, the image of Earth’s moon was rolling lazily by. Suddenly, Gruver noticed something that looked like light glinting off of metal.

“Who is our new friend?” Gruver said, sitting down at the science console and focusing the ship’s sensors on the spot. It was a comm buoy. And not anything that humans would have had in this timeframe. “Well hello there, little guy! Are you lost?” he exclaimed. He did a sweep with the sensors. Nothing was around Earth, but by the planet’s moon he spotted several small spheres. According to the sensors, they were…

“Balls?” Gruver said confused.

Somebody was having playtime without him, and he had a pretty good idea who. The Secondprize was playing hide and seek behind the moon, but Gruver had found it. Remembering Doctor Rebecca’s orders, he broke orbit and prepared to attack.



Rydell and Dillon had been on the road for almost twenty minutes without either of them saying a word.

“You know, that D could stand for drive,” Dillon said, breaking the silence.

“Or dunce,” Rydell said. They both heard a faint chirping coming from their pants pockets. “Could you answer that, Dillon? I’m trying to drive.”

“No problem,” Dillon said, pulling his commbadge out of his pocket. “Dillon here,” he said, tapping the badge.

“Travis, thank God,” Lieutenant Hawkins’s voice said. “We’ve been trying to get a hold of you for almost an hour.”

“We didn’t hear anything,” Dillon said.

“We were trying,” Hawkins said. “If you didn’t hear it…”

“What’s the problem, Lieutenant?” Rydell asked, interrupting them.

“Oh yeah, the Defiant’s here,” Hawkins said.

“Shit!” Rydell said. “How long ago did they arrive?”

“Almost an hour ago,” Hawkins said. “That’s why we tried to contact you. A microshuttle left the Defiant several minutes ago headed for the surface. Our scans showed one human life-form on board.”

“Let me guess…Singer,” Rydell said.

“That’s our guess,” Hawkins replied.

“Joy. Lieutenant Sullivan, what is your status?” Rydell asked.

“The Secondprize is still holding position behind the moon,” Sullivan said. “So far, the Defiant doesn’t appear to have seen us, but…Oh no.”

“What’s oh no?” Rydell demanded.

“The Defiant is headed this way,” Sullivan said. “Shields up, Lieutenant. Bring all weapons on line. Carr, take the helm. We’re going to need an experienced pilot. Captain, I’ve got to go. We’ll contact you when we can. Secondprize out.”

“I should be up there,” Rydell said.

“There’s not a lot we can do now,” Dillon said. “Besides, Singer is now down here and probably looking for Alex.”

“Let’s just hope that she doesn’t find him before we do,” Rydell said.

“Then drive faster.”



Weekends were the true joy of any college student. Two days off with nothing to do other than the occasional bit of homework. But homework was a matter to be dealt with on Sundays. Saturdays, however, were a time to do absolutely nothing constructive.

This was exactly what Alex, Travis, and Carl Jaroch were doing with their Saturday. The three of them sat huddled around the television in Jaroch’s living room playing video games and uttering obscenities as things didn’t go their way.

“No! Dammit! You were supposed to block!” Travis yelled at the uncaring remains of his on-screen fighter.

“You want to go for another round?” Carl Jaroch asked happily. He had just soundly trounced Travis in a game of Battle Arena Toshinden.

“Only if it’s Mortal Kombat,” Travis said.

“But you always win that one.”

“Exactly,” Travis said.

“I’ll fight you, Carl,” Alex said, taking Travis’s place and game controller.

“Hey, feel free,” Travis said, standing up. “Have you got anything to drink around here?”

“Check the fridge,” Carl said without looking away from the television screen. Travis picked his way through the papers and books scattered about the living room of Carl’s apartment and entered the small kitchen. Opening the refrigerator, he didn’t see anything that looked too enticing.

“Find anything?” Carl called from the other room.

“I think I’ll just have some water,” Travis said.

“Suit yourself, but the water around here taste really salty,” Carl said.

“Never mind,” Travis said. He was about to walk out of the kitchen when he heard a soft hum that was quickly increasing in volume. Suddenly, a cascade of blue particles appeared in front of him, blocking his path to the living room.

“Uh…guys,” Travis said nervously.

The particles formed themselves into a woman holding a device that looked remarkably like a weapon. Rebecca Singer had arrived and found her beloved Alex.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



“Bring all engines on line,” Sullivan ordered as she watched the image of the Defiant growing larger on the viewscreen. “Get us out of here.”

“What course?” Carr asked.

“Head towards the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter,” Sullivan said. The Secondprize rocked violently as a phaser barrage from the Defiant slammed into the shields.

“Shields holding,” Hawkins said.

“Good. Send them a couple of photon torpedoes in response,” Sullivan ordered. Hawkins activated the Secondprize’s rear photon torpedo tubes as the starship headed away from the moon.

“We missed. The Defiant is in pursuit,” Hawkins said.

“You’re going to get us fucking killed!” Baird said.

“Shouldn’t you be in engineering or something?” Sullivan said.

“And leave you alone up here to kill us? I don’t think so,” Baird said.

“Carr, whip us around Mars so that we’re heading straight toward the Defiant,” Sullivan said.

“You’re going to attack them head on?” Baird said.

“Shut up,” Sullivan said. The Secondprize, using Mars’ gravity well as a slingshot, sailed around Mars and was soon headed straight towards the rapidly approaching Defiant. “Fire all weapons!”

A barrage of phasers and photons erupted from both ships, pounding their shields mercilessly.

“Shields down to seventy-five percent!” Hawkins said. “Light damage to the sensors and comm system.”

“What about the Defiant?”

“I don’t know,” Hawkins said. The ship rocked again from more weapons fire.

“I think they’re doing just fine,” Baird said.



“Playtime’s over boys,” Singer said, taking a step toward Alex and Carl. She didn’t notice Travis behind her. He attempted to sneak forward and grab her from behind, but tripped over a shoe on the floor. He fell past Singer and hit the floor with a thud.

“Hi,” Travis said weakly as Singer aimed the phaser down at him.

“Get over there with the others,” Singer said, gesturing toward Alex and Carl.

“No problem,” Travis said, crawling quickly over to his friends.

“Nice form,” Alex mumbled.

“The landing was great,” Carl said.

“I hate you both,” Travis said.



Captain Rydell pulled the car off of the main road into The Birches apartment complex.

“According to the tricorder, Carl’s apartment should be just off to the right here,” Dillon said.

“Not a problem,” Rydell said. Suddenly, his eyes widened with fear, and his hands clenched the steering wheel tightly. “What the fuck?!?” he screamed. Dillon grabbed the wheel to prevent them from slamming into a parked car. A second later, Rydell was fine again.

“What happened?” Dillon asked, gasping.

“Mind swap,” Rydell said. “I was in Carl’s apartment. Singer is there, and she’s got Alex, Travis, and Carl.”

“Well, Alex was a bit surprised to find himself behind the wheel of a car, I guess,” Dillon said. “He almost killed us.”

“We’ve got bigger problems right now. We have to get into that apartment before Singer does anything.” Rydell pulled Travis’s Escort into a parking space in front of Carl’s apartment and got out of the car cautiously.

“There are four life forms inside,” Dillon said, scanning the apartment with his tricorder. “Three are near the window over there, and one is a bit farther back into the room.”

“We’re going in,” Rydell said, pulling out his phaser. Dillon put the tricorder away and drew his phaser as well. They crept up to the front door, and Rydell slowly tested the doorknob. It was unlocked.

“On three,” he whispered. “One…two…three.” Rydell threw the door open and charged inside at the same time as Dillon. The two of them banged into each other as they tried to get through the door frame and fell to the floor in a heap.

Singer turned quickly and saw Rydell and Dillon by the front door trying to pull themselves to their feet.

“I don’t want you here,” Singer said, firing her phaser. Rydell and Dillon dove to opposite sides of the small entrance hall, just avoiding the phaser blast. They returned fire, forcing Singer to retreat into the kitchen.

“Are you guys all right?” Rydell shouted.

“Yes,” Travis said. A phaser blast from Singer flew just over Travis’s head. “But not for long!” Rydell and Dillon cautiously moved forward into the living room. Suddenly, Singer dove out of the kitchen firing her phaser. A bolt slammed into Rydell’s chest, knocking him to the floor.

“Shit!” Travis, Alex, and Carl shouted in unison. Frightened, they ran for the front door, knocking Dillon out of the way as they made their escape.

“Come back here, Alex,” Singer called, running over Dillon. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to wipe your mind.”

Rushing out into the parking lot, Travis’s attention was grabbed by something in that he wasn’t expecting.

“Hey! That’s my car!” he said, pointing at his Escort.

“We really don’t have time for this now,” Alex said, grabbing him by his sleeve and pulling him toward Alex’s car.

“What the hell is going on?” Carl demanded.

“I don’t know!” Alex shouted back as he fumbled for his keys to unlock the car. Singer ran out of the apartment and fired, missing Alex by a centimeter.

“Run!” Alex screamed. He, Travis, and Jaroch took off at top speed across the parking lot.

“I think she wants to kill us!” Carl said.

“Obviously,” Alex said. “Travis, what’s going on?”

“Those two guys and the crazy woman are from the future. They’re here to prevent her from killing you!” Travis said.

“Did you hit your head on the way outside?” Carl said.

“I’m not kidding. How would you explain the transporters and phasers? We’re in a damn Star Trek episode!”

“Come back here!” Singer shouted from behind them. “I love you, Alex!”

“Head to the mall!” Carl shouted, as they left the parking lot and entered a wooded area. “It’s just through here.”

“Yeah, there’s a lot of people there. She’ll never be able to get us,” Alex said.

“Unless she shoots everybody,” Travis said. A phaser blast slammed into the tree he was running past. “Which may be a distinct possibility.”



Dillon picked himself up off of the floor and rushed over to Rydell’s fallen body. Rydell was still breathing, thankfully. Singer had just stunned him.

“Captain. Captain,” Dillon said, slapping Rydell on the sides of his face. “Wake up. We’ve got to go.”

“Unnh.”

“Captain!” Dillon slapped Rydell as hard as he could.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Rydell shouted, snapping awake and holding his jaw.

“I had to get you up. Alex and the others ran for it. Singer is right behind them.”

“Great,” Rydell said as Dillon helped him up. They raced out into the parking lot. Alex, Carl, Travis, and Singer were nowhere in sight.

“Where’d they go?” Dillon asked.

“I have no idea,” Rydell said in disgust.

Suddenly, he was running toward a large building that looked familiar. It was the mall that he and Dillon had passed as they were driving to Jaroch’s.

“I sure hope she slows down soon,” Travis gasped beside him. “I can’t keep this up much longer.”

Then, Rydell was back beside Dillon again. He ran to Travis’s car and leapt inside.

“Come on!” Rydell shouted.

“Where are we going?” Dillon asked, climbing into the car beside Alex.

“The mall. They’re headed toward the mall.” Rydell started the engine and peeled out of the parking lot as fast as the little Escort would go.



“This isn’t looking good,” Hawkins said, holding desperately onto the tactical console to keep from falling. The ship lurched to port again.

“The Defiant’s still right behind us,” Carr said. “I can’t lose them.”

“How long until we get to the asteroid belt?” Sullivan said.

“Twenty seconds,” Carr said. The ship lurched again as the power flickered.

“Shields at twenty five percent,” Hawkins said. “The Defiant’s shields are still holding.”

“Return fire,” Sullivan said. She had to do something and fast. This old Excelsior class starship was no match for the Defiant. In a conventional exchange of weapons fire, the Defiant would blast them to atoms before they could even get the Defiant’s shields down.

The asteroid belt was their only hope right now. It would give them a chance to evade the Defiant’s weapons and, hopefully, come up with a way to defeat them.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



Alex, Travis, and Carl ran into Greenbriar Mall and started frantically searching for a security guard. They found one standing near a bank down a corridor on the lower level of the mall.

“Officer…officer,” Alex gasped.

“Help,” Carl said.

“Woman chasing us,” Travis finished.

“What the hell are you boys talking about?” the guard asked, annoyed that he was being bothered by three lunatics. His annoyance was quickly ended as a stun blast from down the corridor knocked him unconscious.

“You can’t keep running from me like this!” Singer shouted.

“We’re sure going to try!” Alex replied as he, Travis, and Carl took off running again.



Rydell and Dillon ran into the mall, looking around for any sign of Alex and the others. A scream a little ways away told them that they were getting closer. They rushed out into the main concourse of the mall just as a phaser blast down the way slammed into a store window. Rydell could just make out Singer pushing her way through the crowd with Alex, Travis, and Carl just a short distance ahead of her.

“This is not going to be easy,” Dillon said.

“No kidding,” Rydell said. “Let’s just hope we get to Singer before this century’s law enforcement does. I’d hate to have to get her and a phaser away from them before the Prime Directive is too badly screwed.”

“I think it’s pretty badly screwed already,” Dillon said as he and Rydell charged forward into the crowd.



“Now entering the asteroid field,” Carr reported. Sullivan stood up from the command chair and started pacing the bridge.

“Get us behind some cover,” Sullivan said. “Keep asteroids between us and the Defiant.” She had to think. Several floating chunks of rock were all that was standing between the Secondprize and destruction.

“The Defiant has also entered the asteroid field,” Lieutenant Hawkins said. Great, now both ships were weaving their way through large, dangerous chunks of rock. Wait a minute. That could be the answer.

“Hawkins, stand-by on the tractor beam,” Sullivan ordered. “Carr, bring us in beside the Defiant if you can.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Carr said. The Secondprize moved around until the side of the Defiant was in view.

“They’re turning toward us,” Hawkins said.

“Lock tractor beam on the nearest asteroid and throw it at them,” Sullivan said.

“What?” Hawkins said.

“You heard me. Just do it.”

“All right.” Hawkins activated the tractor beam and pulled an asteroid three times the Defiant’s size directly into the Defiant’s path. “Collision,” Hawkins reported. “Their shields have weakened.”

“But so have our power reserves,” Baird said from the rear of the bridge. “We can’t do this too many more times without blowing some major power conduits or completely overloading the tractor beam.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Sullivan said.

“The Defiant is closing,” Hawkins said.

“Full reverse. Pull another asteroid in front of us.” The Secondprize’s tractor beam moved an asteroid directly in front of the Defiant, completely obscuring the bridge crew’s view of the approaching vessel. The asteroid suddenly exploded, throwing debris everywhere.

“They blew it up,” Hawkins said. “We sustained minor damage, but the Defiant took the brunt of the blast.”

“Well, that’s good news.”

“Not really. They’re now right on top of us,” Hawkins said.

“Get us out of here!” Sullivan shouted.

“Okay! Okay!” Carr screamed. “I’m trying!” The Secondprize slowly moved between two large asteroids, cutting off the Defiant’s chances to attack them. Carr noticed a minor flashing in the upper corner of her console. While steering the Secondprize with one hand, she checked into the flashing light with the other.

“Use another asteroid to block off the Defiant’s path,” Sullivan ordered as Carr discovered what was the monitor was detecting.

“I’m already working on it,” Hawkins said.

“Lieutenant…”

“What is it, Ensign?” Sullivan snapped.

“There’s another temporal disturbance building up near the sun,” Carr said

“Another ship?”

“It looks like it could be,” Carr said.

“Who else would be coming here?” Hawkins asked.

“I don’t know, but I sure hope they’re on our side,” Baird said. “We need the help.”

“You aren’t being very positive here,” Sullivan said.

“Well, I’m sorry, but the forward tractor beam just went out, and the rear one is close to overloading as well.” The ship shook again as the asteroid in front of them exploded.

“Shields down to fifteen percent,” Hawkins said. The clearing dust cloud of the asteroid remains revealed the Defiant headed straight toward them.

“Get us out of here,” Sullivan said. “Lay in a course towards the sun. Full impulse.” That ship entering this time period had better be friendly, or this was going to be one short escape.



Singer blasted a few more annoying shoppers blocking her path and looked ahead for Alex. He was running up an escalator followed by his two friends.

“Rebecca! Rebecca! Stop! We can talk about this,” Rydell’s voice called from behind her.

“There’s nothing to talk about, you evil twisted monster!” Singer shouted, firing a few blasts behind her. She raced for the escalator before Alex ran out of view.

Rydell and Dillon dodged the phaser blasts and raced forward towards the escalator.

“Why the hell are they going upstairs?” Dillon said. “There’s nowhere to run to up there.”

“You’re talking about a bunch of scared civilians,” Rydell said. “They probably aren’t planning their next move. They just don’t want to get shot.”



“Why the hell did we come up here?” Alex shouted once they were at the top of the escalator.

“Hey, we were following you,” Carl said.

“Do I look like I’m in command here?” Alex said. “I don’t know what the hell I’m doing.”

“Neither do we,” Travis said. “But I suggest we move. She’s gaining on us fast.” On cue, a phaser blast ripped past Travis’s head.

“We’ve got to find a place to hide,” Alex said.

“Come on,” Carl said, running off down the mall. “I’ve got an idea.” Carl led them to what looked like a solid bit of wall. A sign on it said “Coming Soon Just For You: Another Fabulous Store.” Jaroch went to the edge of the wall section and pulled up the edge enough for a person to pass through.

“Come on,” Carl said urgently waiving Alex and Travis forward. They went through the space and found themselves in a store under construction. “There’s got to be a back way out of here.” Carl ran back to the rear of the unfinished store. There was a door frame all right, but it was sealed up with plaster. About two feet to the left, pencil lines had been drawn on the wall showing where a new door was going to be.

“I think I’m going to cry now,” Travis said.

“That’s just really annoying,” Carl added, forcing a laugh.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky and she won’t have noticed where we disappeared to,” Alex said. Suddenly, they heard banging on the wall section they had just come through.

“Or maybe she did notice and is getting even more pissed off because she can’t figure out how to get in,” Carl said.



“What the hell is she doing?” Dillon asked. He and Rydell could see Singer pounding furiously on a wall section about fifty feet away from them. Finally, she evidently had found what she was looking for. She pulled back a section of wall and went inside of it.

“After her!” Rydell said, running forward.



Singer found Alex, Travis, and Carl pressing themselves up against the side wall of the unfinished store as she entered. They obviously hoped that the shadows would hide them.

“Nice try, boys,” Singer said. “Now move over there and sit down.” She gestured over to the rear wall of the store. Alex, Travis, and Carl quickly obeyed, hoping that she wouldn’t blast any of their heads off.

Singer backed up until she was right in the front corner of the store almost completely obscured in shadow. As soon as she was in place, Rydell and Dillon pulled aside the wall section and, seeing that Alex, Carl, and Travis were all right, ran into the store.

“Are you guys all right?” Rydell asked.

“How did you get rid of Singer?” Dillon said.

“Uh…we didn’t,” Travis said, pointing past Rydell and Dillon. Rydell and Dillon looked at each other, then, fearing the worst, slowly turned around. Singer stepped out of the darkness holding a phaser on the group.

“How nice,” she said. “All of my annoyances are gathered in one place. That should make eliminating them so wonderfully easy.” Happy tears started spilling down Singer’s face as she took another step forward.

“This woman is psycho,” Alex said softly.

“You don’t know the half of it,” Rydell said.

“And soon,” Singer said, her tears turning to laughter. “He won’t know anything at all, and I’ll have my real Alex back.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



“Rebecca, think about what you’re doing here,” Rydell said stepping back beside Alex. “It’s me you want, not him.”

“You aren’t my Alex!” Rebecca screamed. “You’re evil!”

“I am the same Alex Rydell that you served with on the Secondprize for all those years,” Rydell said.

“You’re name’s Alex Rydell?” Alex asked in amazement.

“It’s a long story,” Rydell said quickly.

“I’ll tell you later,” Travis said.

“If we live until later,” Carl said.

“Wait a minute,” Alex said, turning on Travis. “You knew about this?”

“Yeah,” Travis said weakly.

“And you didn’t tell me!”

“I couldn’t. He told me not to,” Travis said, pointing at Rydell. “It could destroy the future.”

“Oh, and us all getting killed here isn’t going to destroy the future?” Alex said.

“Well…”

“Enough!” Singer said. “Alex, you’re coming with me.”

“You’ll have to get through me first,” Travis and Dillon said in unison as they stepped in front of their respective Alex Rydells. They looked at each other for a moment, understanding that they maybe weren’t so different after all.

“Okay,” Singer said. She fired twice. Dillon and Travis hit the floor unconscious. “Any other objections?” she asked, pointing the phaser at Carl. Carl shook his head quickly. Alex and Rydell backed up against the wall.



A photon torpedo sailed past the Secondprize, missing the ship by a matter of meters. On the bridge, all eyes were on the image of the sun displayed on the viewscreen. Soon, a ship would be appearing that could either save them or sign their death certificates.

“The Defiant is gaining on us again,” Hawkins reported.

“Fire another volley of torpedoes. Full spread,” Sullivan said. Hawkins activated the aft torpedo launcher and watched the tactical display as the torpedoes spread out into a wall of weapons streaking towards the Defiant. Two exploded against the Defiant’s shields, slowing the ship approach slightly.

“There’s something appearing out there,” Carr said. “It’s definitely a ship!”



The runabout Hudson rocked violently as it completed the slingshot maneuver. Jaroch, Aldridge, and Webber struggled to regain consciousness after the disorienting effects of the time warp. A panel at the rear of the cockpit exploded sending a shower of sparks cascading across the room.

“Status,” Jaroch said.

“Not good,” Aldridge said looking at the runabout controls. “The engines are practically overloaded and the warp core is dangerously unstable.”

“Jaroch, there are two ships headed this way,” Webber said from the co-pilot’s seat.

“Identify.”

“It’s the Secondprize and the Defiant,” Webber said. “They both look pretty beat up.”

“I will take over now, Doctor,” Jaroch said. Aldridge let him take the pilot’s chair.

“The Secondprize is hailing us,” Webber said.

“On screen,” Jaroch said as he raised what was left of the runabout’s shields and brought the weapons on line.

Lieutenant Sullivan appeared on the viewscreen. “Jaroch! Thank God! We’re getting the hell blasted out of us!” Sullivan said. As if to stress her point, the bridge suddenly shook violently.

“Shields at five percent!” Hawkins shouted from behind Sullivan.

“Jaroch, we’ve got maybe two minutes until the core goes critical,” Aldridge said, checking the engineering console behind Webber.

“We will endeavor to assist, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said. “But we will require an emergency transport very soon.”

“We’ll worry about that if we all survive this,” Sullivan said. “Secondprize out.”

Jaroch flew the runabout forward, over the Secondprize, and took up a position between it and the Defiant.

“What are you doing, Jaroch?” Aldridge shouted.

“Trust me, Doctor,” Jaroch replied. He fired two photon torpedoes at the Defiant.

“You missed!” Aldridge said as she watched the photons streak under the Defiant. The torpedoes exploded in a bright flash just underneath the rear of the Defiant. The Defiant’s exterior lights flickered as the ship lurched to starboard.

“I did not miss,” Jaroch said.

“They’re still coming, Jaroch,” Webber said, pointing at the Defiant, which had recovered and was moving toward their position.

“I believe that it is time for our departure,” Jaroch said, tapping several buttons on the control panel.

“Warp core breach in ten seconds…nine,” the computer said.

“Jaroch to Secondprize. Beam us out now.”

“But we’ll have to lower our shields,” Sullivan’s voice protested.

“Do it. That is an order, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said urgently.

“All right. Energizing now.” Jaroch and the others felt the transporter beam grab them just as the computer’s countdown reached one.



Gruver was just about to fire all weapons at the small ship that had just attacked him when the runabout saved him the effort by exploding all on its own. The Defiant was engulfed in the resulting blast, knocking out the shields and the ship’s main power. Gruver was left sitting on a dark bridge.

“Uh oh. I’m in trouble,” Gruver said. Not only that, but he was afraid of the dark, too. He sure hoped that Dr. Rebecca would get back soon. He didn’t like this anymore.



Jaroch, Aldridge, and Webber rushed onto the Secondprize bridge as the Defiant drifted lifelessly on the viewscreen.

“Have a security team beam over and secure the Defiant,” Sullivan was saying.

“They’re on their way,” Hawkins said.

“It appears that my plan was successful,” Jaroch said.

“Yes it certainly was, sir,” Lieutenant Sullivan said walking over to greet them.

“Yeah, somebody had to save our ass,” Baird said. “Sullivan here wasn’t doing us much good.”

“She kept you alive long enough for us to arrive,” Jaroch said. “I believe that should count for something.”

“The ship is yours, Commander,” Sullivan said.

“What’s left of it,” Baird muttered.

“I am leaving you in command, Lieutenant Sullivan, but we must return to Earth immediately. Lieutenant Hawkins, I shall require your assistance on the surface.”

“What’s going on?” Sullivan asked.

“I believe that the captain is in grave danger.”

“What about Dillon?” Hawkins asked.

“Him too,” Jaroch said. “Doctor, you may want to return to sickbay in case there are casualties.” Jaroch walked back into the turbolift followed by Hawkins.

“You heard the man,” Sullivan said to Carr. “Get us back to Earth. Commander Baird, could I see you in the captain’s ready room for a moment?”

“Whatever,” Baird said. The two of them walked into the ready room leaving the bridge crew wondering how big the fight was going to be.



“Am I in trouble or something?” Baird said sarcastically as soon as the doors had closed behind them. Sullivan stood right in front of him seething with anger.

“You bet you are. You’ve been a complete and total bastard from the moment Captain Rydell left this ship,” Sullivan said angrily.

“I’m always a complete and total bastard,” Baird said. “It’s my trademark.”

“Well, I’m fucking sick of it!” Sullivan said. “I was left in command, and you’ve done nothing but undermine my authority.”

“Touchy touchy.”

“And what the hell was that crap you said to Jaroch? I didn’t hear you coming up with any great ideas to save our asses, so what is your problem?”

“I don’t have a problem,” Baird said.

“Oh yes you do. I am your problem,” Sullivan said. “Admit it. Since we broke up, you’ve done nothing but take jabs at me every chance you’ve gotten.”

“You haven’t exactly been Miss Congeniality towards me either, bitch!” Baird shouted.

“Why should I be, asshole?” Sullivan shouted back. The two of them looked into the other person’s flaring eyes. In one frenzied movement, they dove for each other and hit the floor, kissing passionately.



“Rebecca, you’ve got to listen to me,” Rydell said. “There’s absolutely no reason for this.” Suddenly, Singer seemed to shift about three feet to the left. Glancing sideways quickly and seeing his own body standing next to him, Rydell realized that another mind swap had occurred.

“Calm down and let us get you some help,” he continued. He switched back to his own body.

“No one needs to get hurt.”

“You two work really well together,” Singer said. “It’s too bad that I’m going to have to break up the team. She stepped over Travis’s body and grabbed Alex.

“Let him go,” a voice said from behind her. Lieutenant Commander Jaroch and Lieutenant Hawkins stepped forward, phasers drawn.

“Damn it!” Singer said, throwing her arms in the air in defeat. “I almost had him!”

“Not in this lifetime,” Rydell said, snatching the phaser away from her.

Jaroch saw Carl Jaroch standing against the side wall looking astonished. At the same time, he could recall Carl Jaroch’s memory of this exact moment, so that, in effect, he was seeing the scene from two different points of view.

“This is rather bizarre and disorienting,” Jaroch said addressing his past self. “I am Lieutenant Commander Jaroch. Your life force resides within me.”

“Yeah, right,” Carl Jaroch said smiling weakly as he backed up against the wall. This guy was nuts.

“Travis, are you all right?” Hawkins said, rushing over to help Dillon.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Travis said from behind her.

“Not you,” she snapped. Dillon slowly started to regain consciousness.

“Patricia?” he mumbled.

“Yeah, I’m here.”

“Thank goodness,” he said, using what energy he had to wrap his arms around her.

“I can’t take it anymore!” Jaroch suddenly screamed. “Damn it, Patricia, I love you! Why are you with this insignificant twit who is not fit to clean toilets, much less be a Starfleet officer?!?”

“Jaroch…I…” Hawkins stammered, truly stunned. Jaroch was in love with her. She thought he hated her.

“And you!” Jaroch said, grabbing Dillon and yanking him off the floor. “You disgust me, you sniveling moron. Do you know how many times I have wanted to pluck your eyeballs out and feed them to you? You are a complete git!” He lifted Dillon up into the air and slammed him against the rear wall of the store, knocking a human-sized hole in the plaster. No one except Singer noticed Dillon’s phaser clatter to the floor.

“I hate you! I hate you! I hate you!” Jaroch screamed.

“Can’t we talk about this?” Dillon gasped.

“Release him. That’s an order,” Rydell said.

“Put him down, Jaroch,” Hawkins said. Jaroch stopped and turned to look at her. There was a mix of anger and disappointment in her eyes that made Jaroch wince inside. This was exactly the kind of thing Counselor Webber had warned him against. And seeing Carl’s perspective on the scene in his memories wasn’t helping his growing humiliation.

While everyone was paying attention to Jaroch, Hawkins, and Dillon, Singer quickly leaned down and grabbed Dillon’s fallen phaser.

“Everybody stay back!” Singer shouted, holding the phaser on the group. She grabbed Alex around his neck and pulled him through the hole that Dillon’s body had put into the rear wall.

“Rebecca, stop!” Rydell shouted. Suddenly, he found himself choking. He was in Alex’s body again, and Singer was squeezing the life out of him.

“You’re going back Tantalus Five,” he managed to gasp. Singer stopped dragging him.

“How did you know about that?” Singer demanded.

“Because I put you there,” Rydell said.

“You couldn’t have,” Singer said, tears welling up in her eyes. “You were here in the twentieth century. You’re my Alex. You’d never do anything like that to me.”

“I did it, Rebecca,” Rydell said. “You were unstable and dangerous to yourself and the Secondprize crew. I had no choice.”

“But I loved you!”

“You never told me that,” Rydell said. Singer’s grip was loosening, and Rydell slipped slowly out of her grasp. “You were in need of help. I was your friend, so I got you that help. I did it for you, Rebecca.”

“Do not move,” Jaroch’s voice shouted from down the hall.

“Stay back, Jaroch,” Rydell said, hoping that Jaroch would follow his orders even though they were coming from Alex’s body.

“You did it for me?” Singer said, tears flowing freely now.

“Yes,” Rydell said. “Just for you. And now I’m going to take you back because you still need help.”

“Will you come visit?” Singer broke down in tears and fell into Rydell’s arms.

“I will. I promise,” Rydell said softly.





CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



Rydell led Singer back into the main section of the store just as his mind leapt again. Back in his own body, he took Singer from Alex and sat her down in the corner of the store.

“Is she going to try and kill us again?” Travis asked, looking at Singer’s sobbing form.

“No,” Rydell said.

“Good. I’m glad that’s over,” Alex said.

“I’m afraid not,” Rydell said. “We’ve got to take care of something first.”

“What?” Alex asked.

“You’re memories,” Rydell said. “You three know way too much about the future now. I would have wiped Travis’ memory two years ago, but there was no way for me to.”

“You’ve known for two years!” Alex said, turning on Travis.

“Sorry,” Travis said.

“Rydell to Secondprize. Eight to beam up.”

“Hey, wait a second,” Carl protested.

“This is so cool,” Travis said.

“I’m going to get you for this,” Alex said. The transporter beam dematerialized them before they could say another word.

Alex, Travis, and Carl Jaroch almost had to be dragged to sickbay by Rydell and Dillon as Hawkins and Jaroch saw to Singer. The three college students gaped at their surroundings. Travis kept trying to get away and play with the computer panels.

“Come on, guys,” Travis whined. “I’ve wanted to see a spaceship my entire life.”

“Too bad,” Dillon said. “You have to get your memory erased.”

“You are a thoroughly unpleasant person,” Travis said.

Rydell and Dillon led them into sickbay where Dr. Aldridge was waiting.

“So it’s my elusive boyfriend,” Aldridge said smiling. “At least, according to Rebecca Singer.”

“Please don’t start,” Rydell said. “We’ve had a rough day.”

“You’ve had a rough day! Your friend Zero tried to kill me!”

“And Jaroch tried to kill me,” Dillon said.

“I did not!” Carl Jaroch said.

“Not you,” Dillon said.

“Shut up, Dillon,” Rydell said. “Doctor, we need these three guys’ minds erased.”

“There’s only two,” Aldridge said. Rydell and Dillon quickly looked around. Travis was missing. Rydell raced out into the hall and saw Travis sneaking away.

“Get back here,” Rydell said.

“Yes, sir,” Travis said glumly. He trudged back to sickbay with his head bowed.

“Anyway,” Rydell said once they were back inside. “We need to make sure that they don’t remember anything about us.” He pushed Travis forward. “And see to it that this one doesn’t remember my visit here two years ago.”

“Three wipe and swipes coming right up,” Aldridge said reaching for her hypospray. “Don’t worry boys. This won’t hurt a bit…unless you try to get away from me. If you do that, I may have to use the less comfortable method. Now are you going to give me any trouble?”

“No ma’am,” Alex, Travis, and Carl replied nervously.

“Good boys.”



Hawkins and Jaroch led Singer down to the brig. She wasn’t showing any fight at all. All she did was repeatedly mumble, “He’s going to come visit. He’s going to come visit.”

Once they had secured Singer in a cell next to Gruver’s, Jaroch and Hawkins headed out of the security block. They walked in silence for a long time, then Jaroch finally worked up the courage to speak.

“I would like to apologize for my actions earlier,” he said. “It was completely uncalled for.”

“Okay,” Hawkins said flatly. This was not a good sign.

“Patricia, I am sorry that you had to find out about my feelings for you in this way. I have wanted to tell you for a long time now.”

“Then why didn’t you?” Hawkins demanded, turning on him.

“I did not know how,” Jaroch said. “And then, you were with Commander Dillon.”

“And I still am with Travis,” Hawkins said.

“I see,” Jaroch said. “I am sorry that I bothered you.”

“Jaroch, look. I’m flattered. I really am. Honestly, I thought that you hated me. But I’m afraid that I can’t return those feelings.”

“You love Commander Dillon.”

“Yes, I do,” Hawkins said. “But I’m glad to know that you don’t hate me.”

“I could never hate you,” Jaroch said.

“Good,” Hawkins said. She gave him a hug. “I’ll see you later, Jaroch.” She smiled at him, then rushed off down the hall leaving Jaroch alone. He stepped into the nearest turbolift.

“Deck six,” Jaroch said. It was definitely time to talk to Counselor Webber.



Hawkins raced to Dillon’s quarters, hoping to get there before he did. She rang the door chime at his door. There was no answer. “Security override. Authorization Hawkins Omega Tau Alpha.” The doors slid open. She went in and sat down in her tall, wicker chair to wait for Dillon.

She didn’t have to wait long. Less than five minutes later, he walked into his quarters and stopped in his tracks. His quarters had changed somewhat. There was suddenly a lot of stuff scattered around that was not his.

“Surprise,” Hawkins said getting out of the chair.

“Patricia…” Dillon said. “This is…”

“Yes?” Hawkins said, starting to fear that this was not what Travis had wanted.

“Wonderful,” Dillon finished as a huge smile spread across his face. “This is definitely wonderful.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 51552.3. We returned Alex, Travis, and Carl off at Carl’s apartment with fresh memory wipes and spent a few days patching the ships up enough to survive the return to the twenty-fourth century. During that time, we did our best to remove any evidence of our presence in 1995, including putting Travis’ car back in the parking lot at Old Dominion, returning his keys to his bedroom, removing our surveillance equipment, and retrieving several volleyballs from the vicinity of the moon. With that all done, we have returned to our own time closely followed by the Defiant.

“In Doctor Aldridge’s opinion, the mind swaps between Alex and myself were the result of having our minds switched once before. We each retained enough of the other person that, since we were in temporal proximity again, occasionally, the minds would leap to the other body. I don’t fully understand it, but I am glad that it’s not happening anymore. Returning to our own time has stopped the phenomenon.

“The Defiant and Rebecca Singer are being returned to their proper locations, and the Secondprize has docked at Earth’s McKinley Station for additional repairs. The battles with the Defiant and the stress of two slingshot maneuvers have taken their toll on the Secondprize, but Starfleet assures me that we’ll be back on duty in less than a month.

“In the meantime, the crew is taking some well-deserved shore leave. I have decided to spend mine in the city of Norfolk checking out the old neighborhood. I bet that it’s changed a lot in four hundred years.”



Captain Rydell stepped out of the hovercar and walked into the large botanical gardens sitting along Norfolk’s Elizabeth River. Four hundred years earlier, an apartment complex had stood on this spot. Now, the building that Alex and Travis had lived in was just a patch of grass.

Rydell walked across the street over towards what used to be the main part of Old Dominion University’s campus. This area was now a commercial district. Rydell found a coffee shop sitting about where the Webb student center used to be and went inside for a drink.

“What can I get you?” the proprietor of the shop asked.

“Something strong,” Rydell said.

“Do you live in the area?” the man asked as he busied himself preparing Rydell’s coffee.

“No. I’m just visiting,” Rydell replied. “I’ve been here before though.”

“It’s a nice place. I moved here ten years ago, and I haven’t regretted it at all.”

“It’s a bit different now than when I was here.”

“Things change,” the man said, turning back to Rydell and handing him his coffee.

“They certainly do,” Rydell said, a hint of sadness creeping into his voice. He took a sip of the coffee. It was strong and bitter, exactly what he wanted.

“Are you okay? You look like you lost your best friend.”

“No,” Rydell said. “Just a piece of my past.”





EPILOGUE



U.S.S. Secondprize

Two Months Later



Rydell looked out at the assembly gathered in Seven Backward, and a great feeling of happiness washed over him. This was where and when he belonged and who he belonged with. He opened the book in front of him and began to speak.

“Since the days of sailing vessels, it has been the honor and privilege of every captain to unite couples in matrimony. We are gathered here today for just such an occasion. And now, without further ado…” He turned to the groom.

“Do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife. To have and to hold from this day forward for as long as you both shall live.”

“I do.”

Rydell turned to the bride.

“And do you take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband. To have and to hold from this day forward for as long as you both shall live.”

“I do.”

“Then I now pronounce you married. You may kiss,” Rydell said smiling. A great cheer went up through the room as Commander Scott Baird and Lieutenant Emily Sullivan shared their first kiss as husband and wife.



Later, at the wedding reception, Seven Backward was filled with the sounds of music and conversations. Ensign Andrea Carr and Trinian stood by the bar surveying the gathering of party-goers.

“I don’t believe it,” Trinian said.

“What?” Carr asked.

“Baird and Sullivan. I thought they would kill each other before anything like this happened. And the rest of the crew is pairing off faster than flies during mating season. Look, there’s Dillon and Hawkins. And Jaroch’s over there with Webber.”

“Jaroch and Webber aren’t dating as far as I know,” Carr said.

“We’ll see how long that lasts,” Trinian said.

“You could find someone instead of standing here complaining,” Carr said.

“You mean like the captain?”

“He is single.”

“And I’m like his great grandmother to the fifth power,” Trinian said. “That’s too weird. Anyway, I have a feeling that he’s not going to be single for long either.”

“What do you mean?” Carr asked.

“Look,” Trinian said, pointing over at where Rydell was standing with Doctor Aldridge.



“I think things have turned out pretty well,” Captain Rydell said, watching his crew.

“I guess so,” Aldridge said. “Everyone seems to be finding someone to be with…except you.”

“These things take time,” Rydell said.

“Do you even know what you should be looking for?” Aldridge asked.

“What do you mean ‘should be’?” Rydell asked.

“Take a look at Jaroch and Webber. He’s a thinker and she’s a feeler. They complement each other. Dillon and Hawkins. He’s a pompous jerk and she’s not. They complement each other.”

“What about Sullivan and Baird?” Rydell asked.

“They need each other just for the arguments. It works.”

“So I need to be looking for my opposite?”

“Something like that,” Aldridge said.

“What qualities should I be keeping a sharp eye out for?”

“Well, you’re diplomatic, so you need someone who’s more authoritarian. You’re compassionate, but you can’t be compassionate all the time, so you need someone who can be compassionate to you.”

“Is that all?” Rydell asked smiling.

“That covers the basics,” Aldridge said. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go order around some nurses and care for some sick people. I’ll see you in my quarters for dinner at nine.”

Aldridge weaved her way through the crowd to leave Seven Backwards. Just before the doors closed behind her, she looked back and smiled at Rydell.

“I’ll be there,” Rydell said to himself. He lifted his drink to his lips and gave a silent toast to the future.



The Secondprize sailed on.
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Of Gods and First Officers

And now… A STAR TRAKS SPECIAL EVENT! STARRING THE CASTS OF STAR TRAKS AND STAR TRAKS: THE VEXED GENERATION

Of Gods and First Officers

by

Alan Decker



“Captain’s log. Stardate 52687.3. Well, the good news is that we’re getting rid of Commander Dillon for a couple of weeks. The bad news is that I don’t think his replacement is going to be any better. Yes, Starfleet, in their ever infinite wisdom, has decided to continue with the First Officer Exchange Program. FOEP, god that sounds bad, anyway, FOEP is supposed to help us learn new skills and ways of doing things. In reality, I get stuck with some new guy who doesn’t know how I operate while Dillon gets to piss off a entire new ship of people. Well…not entirely new. This time around, the exchange is between us and the USS Explorer. I just hope they’ve forgiven us finally for that whole ‘purposely sending them into the Bermuda Expanse to get lost in the Delta Quadrant’ thing. Some people can really hold a grudge.”



Captain Alexander Rydell walked with Commander Travis Dillon as they headed towards the Secondprize transporter room. He figured he might as well greet Commander Conway as soon as he beamed aboard.

“Bridge to Rydell,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan’s voice called over the comm system.

“Yo,” Rydell said.

“Excuse me.”

“I’m here. Just start talking.”

“Right. We just detected the Explorer. We should be at the rendezvous point momentarily.”

“Great. How are we running?”

“Fifteen minutes late,” Sullivan said. “As usual.”

“Would it kill us to be on time for once?” Dillon asked.

“Are you the captain?” Rydell said. “No. And I have an image to uphold.”

“Laxest captain in the fleet,” Sullivan said.

“Five years running,” Rydell said. “Hail the Explorer and tell Commander Conway we’re anxiously awaiting his arrival.”

“I really hate lying. Can’t I just tell him to get his butt over here?”

“If it makes you feel better. Rydell out.”

“I certainly hope the crew will show Conway the same respect they show me,” Dillon said. “He is a guest.”

“We’ll try to up our standards then,” Rydell said. He entered the transporter room, followed by Dillon. Lieutenant Monica Vaughn was manning the transporter. Her face spread into a seductive grin as soon as she saw Rydell.

“Captain, what a pleasant surprise,” she said, slinking around the console and over to him. “When are we going to have that dinner you promised me?”

“I did?”

“Lieutenant, that uniform top is at least two sizes too small,” Dillon said disapprovingly.

“Do you mind, Captain?” Vaughn asked.

“Not at all,” Rydell replied. “Everyone should be allowed to express themselves.”

“We have uniforms for a reason,” Dillon said.

“Tell you what, Monica,” Rydell said. “Why don’t you come down to Seven Backward at the end of your shift, and we’ll have a drink.”

“Mmm…sounds nice. I like my drinks strong.”

“About as strong as you’re coming on to me, I’d imagine,” Rydell said.

“Captain! Our relationship is strictly professional. I’m only out to help your mental welfare.”

“How noble,” Dillon commented.

“Can I beam him out of here yet?” Vaughn asked.

“The Explorer isn’t here yet,” Rydell replied.

“So?”

“Monica.”

Her console beeped, drawing Vaughn’s attention back to her work.

“You really should not consort with the crew in such a fashion,” Dillon said softly. “It sets a bad example.”

“Right. This from the man who sleeps with our tactical officer.”

“That’s different. I’m not the captain,” Dillon said defensively. “And our relationship isn’t about meaningless sex.”

“Your loss,” Rydell said smiling. “Seriously, Dillon. I can handle my own love life…and Vaughn. She’s harmless.”

“I doubt Ensign Graham agrees with you. He spent a day in sickbay and requested a transfer after a night with her.”

“That’s what makes her so charming,” Rydell said.

“The Explorer is ready to transport,” Vaughn said.

“That’s your cue,” Rydell said.

“I’d like to stay and say a few words to Commander Conway,” Dillon said.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Rydell asked. “Last time you two met in person, you were strangling each other.”

“Not our faults. It was a brawl.”

“Oh. Of course. Well, tell the Explorer to energize, Lieutenant.”

“I’ve got him in my grasp,” Vaughn said.

“And let’s be a bit more subtle when Conway gets here. I don’t want to scare him in the first thirty seconds,” Rydell said.

“Whatever you say,” Vaughn said as Commander Conway materialized on the transporter padd. He stepped off and extended his hand to shake with Captain Rydell.

“Commander David Conway reporting for duty,” Conway said.

“Welcome aboard,” Rydell said. “We’ve been looking forward to it. It should be a nice change of pace for you.”

“Assuming you can avoid choking anyone,” Dillon muttered.

“Excuse me,” Conway said.

“Commander Travis Michael Dillon. We’ve met.”

“Yeah. I remember,” Conway said coldly.

“As do I. But we’ve got more pressing business to attend to. I expect you to perform up to my standards.”

“Your standards,” Conway said, growing angry. “What the hell…”

“I don’t know how you run things on the Explorer, but the Secondprize is an entirely different ship. We have a reputation to uphold.”

“That’s for sure,” Rydell said.

“I just expect you to follow Starfleet protocol to the letter,” Dillon said.

“You’ll be the only one,” Rydell added.

“With all due respect, sir, you aren’t helping,” Dillon said.

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this,” Conway said. “You’ve got some nerve, you pencil-necked lousy excuse for a command officer. I can more than handle things on this ship. As for your reputation, I don’t think I could do any more damage than you’ve done on your own.”

“Don’t make me start pulling out mission reports on you,” Dillon said. “The Explorer is a traveling specter of doom.”

“Gentlemen,” Rydell said. “Let’s save the fountains of adoration for later. You’ve got a ship to catch, Commander.”

“I’ll have them whipped into shape in no time,” Dillon said, stepping up on the padd.

“Just like you did for us, I’m sure,” Vaughn said.

“Energize,” Rydell said tiredly.

“So long, sugar-buns,” Vaughn said as Dillon dematerialized. She blew him a kiss as he seethed with anger.

“Sorry about that, Commander,” Rydell said, leading Conway out into the hall. “Dillon gets a little possessive at times.”

“I’ll see you tonight, sir,” Vaughn called after him.

“It’s a date,” Rydell said just as the doors closed.

“So you two are seeing each other?” Conway asked.

“No no. She just wants to have sex,” Rydell said. “Let me give you the tour.”



Just a couple of minutes earlier, Captain Andy Baxter watched his first officer beam over to the Secondprize and waited for Commander Dillon to beam aboard. Dr. Janice Browning ducked her head into the transporter room.

“Is he gone?” Browning asked.

“Like the wind,” Baxter replied.

“Thank god. This is going to be a great two weeks.”

“Great two weeks? Are you insane?” Baxter said. “Do you know who we’re getting?”

“Commander Dillon.”

“Exactly.”

“So?” Browning asked. “Anything’s got to be better than the master of moodiness we’re used to.”

“Wrong. Commander Travis Dillon is…he’s…I can’t explain it. You just have no idea what we’re in for, Janice. You never served with him.”

“He can’t be that bad. Besides, you probably just didn’t like him because you were under him. Now, you’re the captain. Where’s the problem?”

“You’re just going to have to learn this lesson for yourself,” Baxter said as Dillon started to appear on the transporter padd.





USS SECONDPRIZE



“Why in the world did you want to come down here?” Rydell said as he and Conway wormed their way through the various conduits and junction boxes on the bottom deck of the Secondprize.

“Curiosity, I guess. See where the captain came from.”

“Well, these were his quarters,” Rydell said, showing Conway a lone set of doors in the cramped corridor. “I would have moved him, but I didn’t even know he existed until right before he got the transfer,” Rydell said.

“Starfleet tries to hide inventory personnel,” Conway said. “The Explorer’s got a set of quarters just like this at the bottom. Regulation inventory officer housing.”

“Yeah, well let’s get out of here,” Rydell said. “The radiation signs are making me nervous.”

“So who lives there now?” Conway asked as they made their way back to the turbolift.

“No one,” Rydell said.

“Starfleet didn’t assign you another inventory officer?”

“Nope. Well…to be honest, I skipped a bit of the paperwork. They still think Lieutenant Andy Baxter is our inventory officer.”

“Starfleet thinks there are two Andy Baxters?” Conway asked in disbelief.

“I guess. Never much thought about it,” Rydell said.

“Very interesting,” Conway said. He’d have to file that information away for later. Surely, he could find some use for it.

“How about we go get a cup of coffee or something?” Rydell said, pulling Conway out of his thoughts with the temptation of the brew that sustained Conway’s existence.

“Now you’re talking,” Conway said, rubbing hands together. “What do you have?”

“We used to have a great machine down in the mess hall, but I had to give it to some Klingons a couple of years ago,” Rydell said. “We’ve got a pretty nice selection in Seven Backward, though. And Ensign Carr has become quite the coffee connoisseur.”

“I like this ship already.”





USS EXPLORER



“Captain’s log. Stardate 52687.8. After our brief detour to exchange Conway for Commander Travis Dillon, we’re continuing on our course to Starbase 195 to drop of the archaeological team we picked up from the ruins of Bournas Six. So far, Commander Dillon has spent his time walking around the ship to get his bearings and sitting in Conway’s office familiarizing himself with the crew roster. I haven’t had a single complaint about his behavior yet, but I don’t expect the quiet to last. Therefore, I’ve decided to have a chat with Dillon to head off any problems before they start.”



“Come in,” Baxter said upon hearing the door chime of his ready room sound. He put his model of the Secondprize he’d been idly playing with back onto its stand. Dillon entered a second later.

“You wished to see me, sir?” Dillon said stiffly.

“Have a seat, Commander,” Baxter said, waving at the chair across from his desk as he took a seat himself. “How’s everything going?”

“Fine,” Dillon said, settling into the chair he’d been offered. “I think I’ve pretty much covered the basics on everyone.”

“The basics?”

“Yes. I wanted to get to know as much about your crew and their personalities as possible before I start interacting with them. I wish to avoid any mishaps such as the one that occurred a few months ago on the Secondprize when we rescued your crew.”

“Of course,” Baxter said. “Funny you should mention that.”

“Really?”

“I have yet to get an apology,” Baxter said.

“From who?” Dillon said. Hints of annoyance were starting to tug at the back of his brain.

“How about you? You helped send us off to what was supposed to be our deaths!”

“It wasn’t like that,” Dillon said.

“No? Tell that to the crew I lost in the Delta Quadrant!”

“You want to know what really happened?”

“Oh please, enlighten me,” Baxter said sarcastically.

“I suggested to Captain Rydell that we eliminate the inventory department.”

“Exactly. I was the inventory department, and you wanted me dead!” Baxter shouted, rising from his seat.

“No!” Dillon insisted. “I talked to Captain Rydell, who agreed with me…for once. Jaroch concurred, so we contacted Starfleet. Next thing we know, we receive a coded message from Admiral Neilson’s office asking if we’d like for you to get a transfer.”

“And you said yes,” Baxter said, calming down slightly.

“It was nothing personal,” Dillon said. “Inventory is just a reviled job.”

“Tell me about it. Do you know what it’s like to constantly have people cringing at your approach? Wait…I guess you do.”

“Hey!”

“Inventory is necessary. If it weren’t for people like me, this fleet would have nothing left!”

“How many inventory officers do you have on the Explorer?” Dillon asked.

“Uh…”

“Come on, Baxter. I’ve just been through your personnel records.”

“None! Okay! I’ve just been signing filled out forms and sending them to Starfleet myself! Are you happy?”

“So, in order to avoid inventory officers, you’ve been lying to Starfleet.”

“Well, yeah. I guess.”

“We tried to go through proper channels. Admiral Neilson was the one who promoted you to captain and gave you the Aerostar. You think Captain Rydell has that kind of authority?”

“Well, no. I guess not.”

“See. It wasn’t us! We didn’t try to kill anybody!” Dillon said, slamming his fist down on the desk. “You shouldn’t even be captain, you…you…captain!” Dillon seethed, narrowly avoiding insubordination.

“That really rankles you, doesn’t it, Dillon? Here I am, younger than you and in command of one of the most advanced ships in the fleet, while you’re still stuck on the Secondprize,” Baxter said, twisting the psychological knife lodged in Dillon’s skull.

“Yeah it does!” Dillon said, leaping out of his chair. He started rapidly pacing up and down the carpet. “You shouldn’t even have lived. Dumb luck! Your entire record is one long list of mistakes and violations.”

“Us? What about that microshuttle you left in the 20th century. We cleaned up after you on that one!”

“What?” Dillon said, his voice growing louder and louder. “You mean when you let a hostile alien species almost obliterate Earth and allowed two members of the government of the time find out about your existence? Or how about when your ship was responsible for a Borg invasion of several Delta Quadrant cultures? Or when you invaded my mind!”

“We were trying to send a message!” Baxter shouted. “You were the only one we could reach!”

“So? That was my brain you were running around in! It’s private!”

“I didn’t want to be there. Those thoughts about you, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins, and the banana cream pies made me absolutely sick to my stomach. I had nightmares for weeks.”

“God, I want to hurt you!”

“Just try it.”

“It’s against regulations.”

“Forget em. It’s just the two of us. People. No ranks. You want a shot at me? Go ahead. Get your ass out of the rulebook long enough to sock me one,” Baxter taunted.

“Against…regulations,” Dillon said, his whole body trembling as he tried to control his fists. He turned toward the door to leave.

“See…I knew you wouldn’t…”

Baxter didn’t get a chance to finish the sentence as Dillon suddenly spun around and clocked him. Baxter fell back into his chair as Dillon stormed out of the ready room, clutching his hurt fist.

“What do you think happened in there?” Counselor Kelly Peterman asked from her seat on the bridge as she saw Dillon storm out of the ready room and march into a turbolift.

“The captain and Commander Dillon had an extended argument, which ended when Captain Baxter asked Commander Dillon to punch him, which he did,” Lieutenant Commander Kristen Larkin said from the command chair next to Peterman.

“He punched Andy!” Peterman cried rushing to the ready room. The doors whooshed open, and she saw Baxter cradling his jaw painfully.

“What happened?” she demanded.

“Jealous rage,” Baxter said.

“Larkin says you told him to hit you.”

“He sucker punched me!”

“Andy, I know you don’t like him, but you don’t have to go goading him into fights with you. It’s not very mature.”

“Mature! What about him? He’s the one who hit me!”

“I think you two just need to play nice and learn to work together,” Peterman said, nudging her way into the desk chair beside Baxter. “You’re both professional Starfleet officers. Act like it.”

“I guess…”





USS SECONDPRIZE



“Will this be acceptable, sir?” the chef asked.

“Perfect,” Rydell replied, surveying the buffet that had been laid out along the back wall of the conference room. In his continuing efforts to get the crew to use the conference room, Rydell had taken to providing a full buffet for all staff meetings. It had meant adding a chef to the crew, but the results were worth it. Even Commander Baird had stopped grumbling about having to leave engineering for meetings. “I’ll be back. Just let everyone start eating when they get here.”

“But the food is fresh,” the chef stammered. “Where are you going?”

“I can’t be seen here yet,” Rydell said. “They’ll start expecting me to be on time for meetings or something.”

Rydell slipped out the rear doors of the conference room just as Conway, Commander Scott Baird, the chief engineer; Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, the science officer; Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins, the security chief; Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan, the helm officer; Lieutenant Andrea Carr, the ops officer; and Dr. Beth Aldridge entered the room through the other doors.

“All right! Eats!” Baird said, charging towards the buffet.

“Don’t overdo it, hon,” Sullivan said. “Or you’re sleeping on the couch again.”

“And I’m sick of prescribing antacids,” Aldridge added.

“Shut up, the both of you,” Baird said, piling his plate high with a mountain of mashed potatoes.

“This is a staff meeting?” Conway asked.

“Actually, this is dinner,” Carr said from beside him. “The staff meeting won’t start until the captain gets here.”

“But it’s 1800 now. The meeting’s supposed to be starting.”

“We usually get going about 1820, maybe 1830. Want some coffee? I just found this amazing Vulcan blend in the replicator.”

“I don’t know,” Conway said warily. “Vulcan coffee…”

“Trust me,” Carr said, grabbing his arm and dragging him towards the replicator. “Those guys know how to grow coffee beans with kick. It’ll really sharpen the points on your ears.”

“But I don’t have…”

“Joke. You’re going to need to lighten up to survive around here. We strive for a laid back atmosphere.”

“Laid back? Then what’s Dillon doing here? He’s a pompous, loud-mouthed, pushy, bastard that…” A hand clamped down on Conway’s shoulder and whirled him around.

“That should stop right about there,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said grimly.

“She and the commander are close,” Carr whispered in Conway’s ear. “Real close.”

“Got it. Sorry about that.”

Hawkins forced a smile and walked over to the buffet.

“We’ve got sort of a standing policy,” Carr explained, handing Conway a steaming mug of heavenly-smelling coffee. “You can only insult Commander Dillon if he’s here to defend himself. Otherwise, Patricia will remove your spleen with a toothpick.”

“No problem. I can live with that.”

“It’s the only way to live. Cheers.” She tapped her mug against Conway’s and took a sip. He looked down at the black liquid, took another whiff, then drank a bit himself.

“I think I’m in love,” Conway said as he pulled the mug away from his lips. He could still taste the incredible coffee molecules dancing on his tastebuds.

“Careful, sir, we just met,” Carr said, a mischievous grin on her face. She walked away from Conway, headed to the buffet, while he watched her go. So, maybe things weren’t going anywhere with Dr. Shar back on the Explorer. A bright new prospect as suddenly presented herself. Deciding not to waste a second, he followed Carr to the buffet to see if he could muster up something resembling charm.

Several minutes and one deep conversation about bean grinding methods later, Captain Rydell strolled leisurely into the conference room.

“You guys save me any?” he asked jovially.

“Everything except the potatoes,” Sullivan said, patting Baird on the belly. “My beloved wiped those out pretty handily.”

“Thank you,” Baird said from the chair next to her.

“The repast was adequate,” Jaroch said.

“Oh, could you lose the stoic veneer for just one day, Jaroch?” Hawkins snapped. “Travis is not here to appreciate it.”

“Them’s good eatin’,” Jaroch said flatly. “Is that better?”

“Much,” Hawkins said laughing.

“Are we going to have a meeting or what?” Rydell said, taking his seat.

“I’d say that depends on you,” Dr. Aldridge said. “You are the guy in charge of this whole shindig.”

“Oh yeah. I tend to forget that.” Rydell pressed a button on the conference table activating the viewscreen in the room. A pleasant-looking blue-green planet appeared on the screen, lazily rotating along.

“Today’s victim,” Sullivan said.

“Yes, indeedy,” Rydell said. “This is Cenkella, the lone planet of the glorious Cenkella system.”

“And we care because?” Baird asked.

“Ladies and gentlemen. Boys and girls of all ages. I give you…a first contact,” Rydell said dramatically.

“F***,” Baird said softly.

“What do you care?” Sullivan said. “You never have to go on these things.”

“Jaroch, care to handle the rest of this?” Rydell said.

“Not really, but if I must,” Jaroch said, pulling himself out of his chair and walking up to the viewscreen. “Cenkella is Class M. Population humanoid. Approximately 3 billion. We have been observing the Cenkellans remotely for close to a decade, basically just their communications and efforts to get into space. The planet has a relatively peaceful populous. The last war of any magnitude appears to have occurred at least a century ago.”

“Can we get to the point?” Baird asked uncomfortably. “I need to go.”

“Attack of the killer potatos,” Rydell said.

“Yeah.”

“Get out of here,” Rydell said. “It’s not like you’re involved in this anyway.”

“I’ve been saying that for five f***ing years,” Baird said as he headed toward the exit.

“Anyone else want to be excused?” Rydell asked.

“Are we making staff meetings optional finally?” Carr asked.

“You’ve developed a real smart mouth since you got that promotion,” Rydell said. “I like it.”

“She was taught by the best,” Sullivan said smiling.

“May I continue?” Jaroch asked.

“Sure. Don’t mind us,” Rydell said.

“I would love to. However, you do not make that easy,” Jaroch replied, then moved right back into his briefing. “Cenkella is Class M, however the gravity is approximately 80% that of standard. Accordingly, we will find that our reflexes are faster and our strength is increased. The civilization is pre-warp; however, sensors indicate they have recently run the first tests to break the warp barrier.”

“So now we run in and introduce ourselves,” Aldridge said.

“That’s about the size of it,” Rydell said. “This would normally be Commander Dillon’s mission, but, since he isn’t here, I’m turning it over to the very quiet Commander Conway. You can talk, you know.”

“I didn’t want to interrupt the party,” Conway said. He took one last sip of his coffee. “Besides, this was a cup to savor.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Carr smile.

“Well, if you’ve finished worshiping caffeine for the moment, you’ve got a mission to plan. Who do you want to take?”

“Lieutenant Commander Hawkins and Dr. Aldridge,” Conway began.

“With all due respect, sir,” Jaroch interrupted. “I should accompany you.”

“Why?” Conway asked. “You science guys already scanned the place, right?”

“Well, yes,” Jaroch replied slowly.

“Then why do I need you?” Conway said.

“He’s got a point, Jaroch,” Rydell said.

“I apologize, sir. I am just used to Commander Dillon bringing me along to explain things to him, such as how to fasten his boots.”

“Jaroch,” Hawkins threatened.

“Yes. Yes. The deal. I know. I will have to wait two weeks to insult the commander.”

“Okay,” Rydell said, returning the meeting’s focus to the matter at hand. “Hawkins and Aldridge. Get yourselves ready. We should be in orbit in…” He looked at Sullivan.

“Twenty minutes,” she said.

“Thanks. Well, if that’s everything…”

“Hold on a second, sir,” Conway said, an idea forming in his mind. “I have a policy on the Explorer of always including one officer on my away teams who doesn’t get the chance to get off the ship that often. I find exposing them to away missions helps them become more well-rounded.”

“Fair enough. You want to take someone else, then?” Rydell asked.

“Lieutenant Carr, if she’s available. I’m sure a first contact mission would be a good experience for her.” Okay, so he didn’t have any such policy, but this was the perfect way to spend some time with Carr.

“Uh huh,” Rydell said, smiling knowingly. “Lieutenant?”

“Fine with me,” Carr said excitedly.

“Okay. Sounds like a plan. Dismissed.”

As the crew filed out of the conference room, Carr pulled Conway aside.

“Thank you,” she said emphatically. “I haven’t been off the ship in weeks.” She pecked him lightly on the cheek. “See you in the transporter room.”

“Great,” Conway said numbly, placing his hand on the spot her lips had touched.

“I wasn’t out of line, was I?” Carr asked concerned. “We’re a bit lax around here.”

“No!” Conway said quickly. “No problem at all. I’ll see you in a few minutes.” Carr smiled and left the conference room. “And hopefully for a while afterwards,” Conway said to himself.





USS EXPLORER



Dr. Janice Browning watched Commander Dillon enter Mirk’s, look around, then sit down alone at a table near the viewports. He ordered a drink from the waiter, then buried his attention in the padd he’d brought in with him.

“You think we should say hi?” Browning asked.

“Huh?” Lieutenant Commander Chris Richards, her fiance and the Explorer’s chief engineer said. His focus was on the mountain of Grubrian yams he was meticulously molding into a model of Browning’s hand.

“Commander Dillon. He’s sitting over there by himself. The poor guy doesn’t know anybody.”

“Isn’t this Counselor Peterman’s job?”

“Chris! Come on.” She bit a last hunk out of the chicken leg on her plate, then dragged Richards to his feet. Dillon didn’t notice their approach.

“Evening, Commander,” Browning said. Dillon looked up at the two newcomers, then quickly back down at his padd.

“Hello, Doctor…” He found Browning’s picture in the files on the padd. “…Browning.” Another check of the padd. “Commander Richards.” He looked back down at the padd, continuing his work.

“Mind if we join you?” Browning asked. Dillon looked back up at them, his face filled with confusion.

“You want to sit down?” Dillon asked.

“That’s the general idea,” Richards said.

“Please do,” Dillon said, waving to the other chairs at the table. This was a first. He couldn’t remember a time when someone had actually asked to sit with him. The Secondprize crew seemed to have more respect for his personal space…or maybe they were just in awe of him. He was never sure which.

“We actually met before,” Browning said. “A few months ago on the Secondprize.”

“We did?” Dillon said, trying to remember.

“During the brawl. You punched Chris here, so I clubbed you with a chair.”

“Oh yeah,” Dillon said brightening. “That’s when Conway got that full nelson on me. I remember.”

“Janice, is this the best thing to be talking about?” Richards whispered.

“If you have any better ideas…”

“I didn’t want to come over here.”

“So, what do you think of Captain Baxter?” Dillon asked, changing the subject abruptly. The question was asked probingly, not like some friendly inquiry.

“We’re good friends,” Richards said, immediately feeling like he was on the defensive. “Why?”

“Just trying to get to know the terrain,” Dillon said.

“But you served with him before,” Browning said.

“We were on the same ship,” Dillon said. “I did not know him in the slightest. I tried not to deal with inventory very often. Waste of time and personnel.”

“Andy would agree with you,” Richards said.

“That’d be a surprise,” Dillon said. “He seemed dedicated to his job.”

“I thought you didn’t know him.”

“No, but I saw him once. That’s a weird story,” Dillon said.

“What story?” Browning and Richards said, leaning in closer.

“Well, shortly before Admiral Neilson had you all sent off on the Aerostar, the Secondprize was being chased by these Borg clowns. They really wanted our security chief, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins,” Dillon explained. Browning couldn’t help but notice the almost wistful tone in Dillon’s voice when he said Hawkins’ name.

“Borg clowns?” Richards asked incredulously.

“Trust me, you don’t want to know,” Dillon said. “Anyway, there we are, trying to fight the Borg and evade their tractor beams when Baxter comes strolling out onto the bridge announcing that it’s inventory day.”

“Did he notice the Borg?” Browning asked.

“I don’t think he cared. Captain Rydell told him to start in his ready room. Right after that, Patricia and I left the ship, but Baxter was still trying to inventory stuff. The captain told him to talk to me and that I was currently being held by the Borg. All Baxter can think to ask is if Rydell’s got a way to reach me. So, Captain Rydell sent him into the conference room and flooded it with anesthezine. Baxter was asleep in there for two weeks before we found him. Right after that, the Aerostar transfer came through. I never had to do inventory with him.” Dillon started laughing as Browning and Richards stared at him blankly.

“Was that funny?” Browning whispered.

“I don’t think so,” Richards replied.

“Well, that was fun,” Dillon said. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to finish correcting Commander Conway’s personnel reviews. The man has no sense of proper Starfleet protocol.”

Dillon stood up and started laughing again.

“Anesthezine gas. What a riot.” He chuckled all the way out of Mirk’s. Browning turned to Richards questioningly.

“Hey, don’t look at me,” Richards said. “I didn’t even want to come over here.”



Down in the depths of the Explorer’s science labs…okay, it wasn’t really depths. They’re only on Deck 14. In any case, in one of the labs, the archaeological team poured over the artifacts they’d uncovered on Bournas Six. The head archaeologist foolishly began reading aloud the words carved on the outside of a golden goblet, intoning a language not heard in the galaxy in eons. As the words fell from his lips, absolutely nothing happened. They’re just words! God, you people are paranoid!





USS SECONDPRIZE



After his chat with Carr, Conway left the conference room and headed straight towards Rydell’s ready room. After witnessing what the Secondprize captain laughingly called a staff meeting, Conway’s brain had been wracked with one nagging question he needed answered before he left the ship.

“Come on in,” Rydell’s voice called after Conway rang the door chime. Conway entered the room and immediately noticed the music. Rydell was sitting in his deck chair bobbing his head to something Conway could only describe as “funky.”

“Sir?” Conway said.

“Have a seat,” Rydell said.

“What is this?”

“Do you like it? It’s Prince. 20th century musical genius. I like to listen to him before sending anybody off on a mission.”

“I prefer 20th century power ballads myself. But I wanted to ask you about something.”

“The mission?”

“Sort of,” Conway said. “I just…You…Are you guys even trying anymore?” he finally blurted out. Rydell looked at him a moment.

“Computer, stop music,” Rydell said. The room became quiet as Rydell leaned forward in his chair. Conway suddenly wondered if he’d just gotten himself into a whole world of dookie.

“Trying what?” Rydell asked finally.

“Permission to speak freely, sir,” Conway said. With Captain Baxter, he’d usually just lay everything out there, but Rydell was an unknown quantity. He seemed laid back enough, but who knew how dangerous he’d get when attacked about his command style.

“Always,” Rydell said. “You’ve probably noticed by now that I don’t follow protocol very much.”

“That’s just it. The jokes, the buffets, everything. It’s like being in Starfleet is secondary to you guys. This mission is just a slight detour on your party cruise through the galaxy.”

“I’m going to tell you something no one on this ship knows,” Rydell said, leaning in closer. “And they will never know. Do I make myself clear?”

“Perfectly,” Conway said.

“Do you know who my parents are?”

“Uh…no,” Conway said, confused.

“Fabian and Mabel Rydell.”

“Fabian and Mabel. Fabe and Mabe! I love them. Be-Bop-A-Bolian is one of my favorite albums!” Conway said. “But I thought their last name was Deveraux or something.”

“Stage name,” Rydell said. “Our family name is Rydell. Do you know what they do now?”

“They run that music resort on Bransonis, don’t they?”

“Yep. Mom and Dad thought of that just before I was born and spent most of my childhood making it work. Music is their life…my sisters’ too. You’ve heard of the Rhondellas, I imagine.”

“They’re your sisters?”

“All three of them. I’m the youngest.”

“So why don’t you sing? Do you suck or something?”

“Oh no. I’ve been told I’ve got a great voice,” Rydell said. “Genetics is a wonderful thing. But I wanted to do something different with my life. Prove that the Rydells could do something other than music.”

“Prove to who?”

“Me, I guess,” Rydell replied. “So I joined Starfleet. It was sure a change, and hell, it sounded like fun. See the galaxy. Face the final frontier. You’ve read the recruitment materials. And I was a model officer for a while. Zipped through the academy. Rose through the ranks. But all the while something was nagging at me.”

“What?” Conway asked.

“I wasn’t having any fun. I was hiding so deep inside this officer persona that I was losing me. So, I started loosening up. A couple of practical jokes here, an unauthorized party there, but mainly my whole attitude just relaxed. And then this happened.” Rydell spread his arms indicating the ship. “Starfleet promoted me to captain and gave me the Secondprize. Looking back on it, I think they were trying to both reward me for my abilities, but punish me for my attitude. They thought giving me this crew of wackos would make me beg to get a real ship and crew. Turn me right back into the model officer that graduated the academy.”

“So what happened?” Conway said.

“They screwed up,” Rydell said smiling. “I realized this was exactly the sort of environment I could thrive in. The Secondprize crew needs me. I’m the only captain who’ll let them be themselves, and they let me be myself. I have fun here, which is what I really wanted all along.”

“So why haven’t you told them about your family?” Conway said. “Sounds like you aren’t really that comfortable here.”

“Not at all,” Rydell replied. “But I need to know they trust me when we really have Starfleet business to attend to. As far as they know, I’m a committed Starfleet officer. I believe in Starfleet and the Federation, but I’m not ever going to be their poster boy. I’m too interested in having fun while I’m out here. It beats really working. This is where I belong…for now. I give it another year or two.”

“And then what?” Conway asked.

“Wanna see?” Rydell said almost giddily as he pulled a photo up on his desk computer and turned it to face Conway. It was an aerial view of some kind of village on a planet Conway didn’t recognize. “I guess I’ve got too much of my parents in me,” Rydell explained. “Something’s pulling me towards running my own resort…and this is it. The Suburb.”

“It’s nice,” Conway said, wondering what kind of person would want this. Serving the public sounded like one of the most awful punishments imaginable as far as he was concerned.

“I bought it a year ago. It’s being converted into a plush resort as we speak. When it’s done and I feel like I’ve had enough of this life, I go there.”

“I don’t think you answered my question,” Conway said. “Are you even trying anymore?”

“No. I’m not. We do our missions to the best of our ability, but I’m not out to impress anyone. As long as we do our jobs and my people stay alive, I’m happy. I’ve got more of a responsibility to them than I do to the Federation,” Rydell said. “And I have yet to lose someone under my command. I won’t let that happen.” With those last sentences, Conway could see the stern look of an experienced officer coming out in Rydell. “And you will not let that happen on this mission.”

“No, sir,” Conway said.

“Good,” Rydell said, his smile returning. “Now get your ass to the transporter room and go make friends with some aliens.”

“Yes, sir,” Conway said, rising from his chair. “And thank you for confiding in me. Captain Baxter wouldn’t.”

“And I’d never say stuff like that to Dillon,” Rydell replied. “Just let me offer you a little advice, Conway.”

“Sir?”

“There are people for whom this is a job and those for whom this is a life. Figure out what kind of Starfleet officer you are now before your entire life passes you by. If it’s just a job, stay only until you figure out what you really want to do. Then get the hell out. If it’s your life, give it everything you’ve got. We need the best people possible out here. Good luck, Commander.”

“Thank you, sir,” Conway said. “And I’ll remember what you said.”

“You do that,” Rydell said. “Computer resume playback.”

As the sounds of Prince filled the room again, Conway left Rydell to his music and headed to the transporter room.





USS EXPLORER



Commander Dillon walked into Conway’s office feeling rather pleased with himself. He’d only gone down to Mirk’s for a quick drink, but he’d ended up bonding with a couple of Baxter’s officers. Browning and Richards seemed like good people. He made a mental note to suggest to Patricia that they double date should they ever end up on the same starbase or something.

He’d also have to make a note to Conway about the condition of his work environment. His office wasn’t just cluttered; it was a health hazard. Dillon had managed to toss most of the stuff in storage units and have a couple of ensigns move it down to a cargo bay. Maintenance had come it to take care of the fossilized dishes, but they still hadn’t been able to remove, much less identify, one of the stains on the carpet. Even after all of this work, the office still was a mess. Dillon picked his way through the various piles of padds, holocubes, and miniature automobile models and sat down at Conway’s desk.

The man seemed to have an unhealthy obsession with NASCAR. Posters and pictures decorated every wall, and another one of the miniature cars sat on Conway’s desk. Dillon knew of the organization only in passing from his studies of film through history. Cars going around in circles really fast. He just couldn’t see the point.

While lost in thought, he started absently rolling the car on the desk back and forth. The sound of the door chime didn’t even really register in his mind.

“Enter,” he replied automatically. Counselor Peterman entered and saw Dillon playing with the car.

“Commander Conway tends to get possessive about those,” Peterman said. Dillon looked up at her, then realized what he was doing. He quickly rolled the car off the desk onto the floor and picked up his padd.

“What can I do for you…Counselor?” he asked, checking Peterman’s identity on the padd.

“I came to ask you the same question,” Peterman said, stepping lightly through the mess and sitting down in a chair across the desk from Dillon. “I see Conway straightened things up for you.

“Not in the slightest,” Dillon said, showing his annoyance. “I had to do this myself.”

“You moved his stuff?” Peterman asked.

“It’s in storage. It’s fine,” Dillon said. “This is no way for him to set an example to officers under his command, though.”

“Conway’s never been real big on examples,” Peterman said. “But I’m not here about Dave. We need to talk.”

“No offense, but I’ve never seen a counselor in my life. I don’t like them.”

“Would that have anything to do with your father’s profession?” Peterman asked. Dillon’s face darkened at the mention of his father, a famous psychologist.

“You’ve done your homework,” Dillon said. “Very professional. Counselor Webber would have just bear hugged me and left.”

“I aim for a more personal touch,” Peterman said. “Our jobs are really very similar, you know.”

“What do you mean?”

“We both try to make sure the crew is at its best and try to look out for the best interests of the captain.”

“I draw the line at sleeping with my captain,” Dillon said. Peterman was silent for a second.

“I guess you’ve done your homework, too.”

“I remember when you two were on the Secondprize. They put you in the quarters next to mine. I could hear you all night,” Dillon said. Peterman blushed a little.

“That’s my Andy-bear,” Peterman said.

“Please,” Dillon said disgusted. “Well, if that’s all, Counselor, I have work to do before my first bridge shift in the morning. I appreciate your visit.” He busied himself in his padds.

“But we haven’t talked about Andy yet,” Peterman said.

“I think we just did,” Dillon replied. “I have nothing to say about it.”

“You slugged him, you pompous bastard!” Peterman shouted, as she grabbed Dillon by the collar of his uniform and pulled him towards her.

“Is this some new therapy technique?” Dillon gasped.

“I’m going to say this once, you play nice with Captain Baxter, or I’m going to flay you alive and drop whatever bloody mass is left into a vat of hot sauce. Got it!” She tossed him back in his chair.

“I am a Starfleet officer,” Dillon said, straightening his uniform and rising from his chair. “And I will behave like one…unlike you. But if you ever pull a stunt like this again, I’m going report your violation of regulation 234, subsection 12 and have you and your psychobabble tossed into the worst rehabilitation colony I can find. Possibly even the one in New Jersey. I hear the food there is awful and the holovision only gets 80 stations. You think about that for a while, missy!”

“Do they have the Puppy Channel?” she spat angrily, just centimeters from his face.

“I doubt it,” Dillon replied, equally spitefully. Peterman mulled this over for a second.

“I could still survive,” she said finally.

“And I bet they don’t have Animal Universe either,” Dillon said. Peterman gasped.

“No…”

“No!” Dillon said laughing.

“You bastard!”

“I haven’t done anything yet. Don’t give me a reason to.”

“You won this time, Dillon, but don’t get too comfy. You’re a stranger in a strange land. My land. I own this ship, pal.” Peterman stormed out of the office.

“Do your worst. I’ve dealt with the strangest there is!” Dillon called after her.

“Ha!” he heard her shout, then the doors closed. He sat back down at the desk and couldn’t help but smile. Wow, she was good. He actually felt better, more powerful, more confident. Maybe there was something to this counseling stuff after all.



Peterman would have slammed the door to Baxter’s quarters if there were any to slam. As it was, she just charged in and growled.

“Rough day,” Baxter said, looking up from the padd he was reading on the sofa. Peterman plopped down next to him, arms folded and deep in a sulk.

“I hate him,” Peterman said.

“You talked to Dillon?”

“God, I hate him!”

“Told you.”

“Shut up, Andy.”



Dr. Damien Kyle slammed into the wall of the archaeology lab and slumped to the floor as his assistant raced over to help him.

“Are you alright, sir?”

“Fine, Tom,” Dr. Kyle replied, staring at the object that had sent him flying across the lab. “Those are some wheels on those chairs.”

“Yes, sir. You have to be careful in here. Sit gently.”

“I will. Well, now that the danger’s passed, let’s get back to those artifacts.”





USS SECONDPRIZE



Commander Conway walked into the transporter room where Hawkins, Aldridge and Carr were waiting for him. This had to be one of the most perfect away teams he’d ever assembled. Three attractive women. One could protect him, one could heal him, and the third might want to date him. Conway pretty much felt he had his bases covered.

“Rydell to Conway,” the captain’s voice said over the comm system.

“Conway here, sir,” Conway replied.

“Everything all set down there?”

“We’re ready to go,” Conway said, grabbing a phaser out of the supply locker.

“Maybe not,” Rydell said. “We just got a distress signal from a freighter caught in an ion storm. We’re the only ship in range. You want to delay the mission until we handle this little problem?”

“I don’t see any need, sir. That is if Jaroch is confident about the intelligence we have on the Cenkellans.”

Hawkins, Carr, and Aldridge looked at each other, then started chuckling.

“The information is accurate,” Jaroch’s voice said. Hawkins could almost hear the disgust that this newcomer would question him.

“It’d better be,” Conway said, stepping up on the transporter pad beside Carr. “I don’t like surprises.”

“There will not be any,” Jaroch said.

“Don’t take it personally, Jaroch,” Hawkins said. “He doesn’t know you like we do.”

“Then be sure to inform him of his mistake,” Jaroch said.

“You guys be careful down there,” Rydell said. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“Don’t worry about us,” Conway said. “I’m sure we can handle it.”

“Good enough. Bridge out.”

“Energize,” Conway said. Lieutenant Vaughn activated the transporter, sending the away team down to Cenkella. Moments later, the Secondprize zipped away from the planet, heading out of the system and towards the source of the distress call.

The away team materialized inside of the Cenkellan planetary government hall, an impressive structure built of purple marble and stretching at least 80 stories into the air. It was one of the tallest buildings on a planet full of fairly short beings. According to Jaroch’s information, the average Cenkellan was only four and a half feet tall.

Starfleet’s instructions were for the away team to make contact with the planetary leadership immediately and welcome them to the galactic community. To that end, Conway and the others had been beamed into the executive washroom connecting to the Overseer of Cenkella’s office.

“Where’s Hawkins?” Conway asked, looking around the bathroom and seeing only Carr and Aldridge. Suddenly, they heard the sound of running water and a scream. The shower door opened, and Hawkins leapt out drenched.

“Damn automatic shower. Remind me to thank Monica for her excellent transporter skills,” Hawkins grumbled, wringing the liquid out of her uniform.

“Oh, we’re going to make a fabulous first impression,” Aldridge said.

“Unless you’ve got a dryer in that medical pouch of yours, shut up,” Hawkins snapped.

“Come on, people,” Conway said, rubbing his hands together nervously. “We’re professionals on a routine mission.”

“Just how routine is it?” Hawkins asked, noticing Conway’s hands.

“What do you mean?”

“I think she wants to know how many of these you’ve done before,” Carr said. Conway just stared at her blankly.

“That many,” Carr said.

“Oh hell,” Aldridge muttered.

“You’ve never done a first contact?” Hawkins shouted.

“SHHHHH!” everyone said. A moment later, the door opened and a short, reddish skinned alien peeked his head in cautiously. His eyes widened in terror on seeing the four humans in the bathroom.

“We’ll be with you in a minute,” Hawkins snapped, slamming the door shut again.

“At least Dillon’s experienced,” Hawkins continued. “I can’t believe they sent us down here with a complete amateur!”

“Don’t you think you’re a little biased, Patricia?” Carr said.

“What? Just because I’ve gotten to know him?”

“Yeah, we know how you’ve gotten to know him,” Aldridge said. “And I don’t think any of the rest of us want that privilege.”

“Did anyone other than me notice that a Cenkellan just looked in here?” Conway said.

“Yeah. Yeah. We’ll get to him. We’re talking about your lack of first contact experience now,” Hawkins said.

“I think that really doesn’t matter now,” Conway said.

“How…”

The door burst open revealing eight heavily armed and very unhappy looking Cenkellans.

“Congratulations, sir,” Aldridge said. “You’re very first first contact is officially a disaster.”

“Hey, don’t go blaming this on me!” Conway said. “I’m not the one who alerted them to our presence in the first place…HAWKINS!”

“Me! You leave me out of this! You’re supposed to be the all-knowing commanding officer.”

“Can we stop arguing before they shoot us?” Carr said nervously.

“They aren’t going to shoot us yet,” Conway said. He stepped forward a bit, causing all of the Cenkellans to tense up on their weapons.

“Greetings,” Conway said. “I am Commander David Conway here representing the United Federation of Planets. Sorry to drop in unannounced like this.” He forced a weak smile, trying to appear friendly.

“Bring them out here,” a deep, commanding voice said from out in the main room.

“At least the universal translators have kicked in,” Carr said as the guards pulled them out of the bathroom.

“Goody. Our death sentence will be in English,” Aldridge said.

“Don’t worry about a thing,” Hawkins said, inconspicuously moving towards her phaser. “If there’s a problem, I’ll handle it.”

“What about eight problems?” Conway said, looking at the Cenkellan soldiers.

“Trust me.”

“Sure.”

The Overseer’s office looked much like that of his counterparts on other worlds. Deep purple wood paneling covered the walls, broken up occasionally by portraits of noteworthy Cenkellans or landscapes of vast, churning oceans or towering mountains.

The Overseer himself stood in front of a gigantic desk…of course, just about anything would have been gigantic to him. He couldn’t have been more than three feet tall. He was dapperly dressed in a tailored-double breasted suit that managed to make him look imposing even at his height. Surrounding him were various other planetary officers. The group had obviously been in the middle of a meeting before the away team’s arrival.

Upon seeing Conway and the others, most of the Cenkellans gasped or cringed in fear, but the Overseer stood his ground, carefully appraising the newcomers with his eyes.

“Are you in charge here?” Conway asked.

“I am Grand Overseer Pilkix,” the Overseer said, bowing slightly. “And you are Commander David Conway of the United Federation of Planets.”

“Glad we cleared that up,” Aldridge muttered. Conway shot her a quick glare, then switched back into diplomacy mode.

“We represent a vast federation of worlds throughout this quadrant of the galaxy,” Conway said. “Since you are about to reach out into the stars, we wished to introduce ourselves and welcome you to the galactic community. In time, we hope that you will join our Federation and reap the many benefits it has to offer.” Conway felt fairly pleased with himself. That was pretty much word-for-word from Starfleet’s First Contacts for Dummies manual he found in Dillon’s office.

“Are each of you from different worlds?” the Overseer asked.

“Uh…no, actually,” Conway said. “We’re all humans from Planet Earth, but there are hundreds of worlds in the Federation.”

“Then why are they not here?”

“I just didn’t pick any to come along.”

“So you are biased to those from your own planet.”

“No,” Conway said, not liking the direction this was heading. “This is who was available.”

“So your Federation is biased towards humans? Why should we wish to join such an organization?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Conway said. “Our ships are crewed by all sorts of beings, but we don’t put a certain number from each world on any one ship. Our ship just happens to have a lot of humans on it. And while we’re at it, I don’t see any differing types of Cenkellans in here. You all look exactly the same to me.”

The Overseer’s eyes narrowed in anger as his advisors each took a step back.

“The same? My spectrum is at least three shades deeper than anyone else in this room.”

“His what?” Conway asked Aldridge. She just shrugged.

“I have tirelessly worked to put together the most comprehensive cross-section of Cenkellans our government has ever seen, and you come down to my planet saying we all look the same!”

“What the hell are you babbling about?” Conway said.

“Babble! Bab…I…kill them!”

“Good one, sir,” Hawkins said, going for her phaser as the soldiers raised their weapons.

“Everybody down!” Conway shouted, grabbing Carr’s arm and diving behind the nearest sofa with her in tow.

“Do you know how much cultural sensitivity training Starfleet’s going to put you through for this?” Carr said.

“Hey! How was I to know he was so sensitive about his personnel policies?” Conway said, pulling his phaser out just as energy bolts from the soldier’s weapons started slamming into the other side of the sofa.

“Congratulations, sir,” Aldridge said from behind the chair she was using as cover. “You’ve accomplished the impossible. I miss Dillon.”

“Just shut up. All of you,” Conway muttered.

“Ahhh!” Carr screamed suddenly.

“Are you hit?” Conway asked frantically.

“No, I must have twisted my ankle in the fall.”

“I’ll get you fixed up,” Conway said. “Doctor, we need you!”

“I’m a little busy right now,” Aldridge said. Meanwhile, Hawkins was laying down a vicious barrage of phaser blasts, preventing the soldiers from getting any closer to the furniture the away team was stashed behind.

“Andrea is hurt. Get over here now! That’s an order!”

“Commander, I’m fine…” Carr said.

“No. You’re injured, and our doctor is going to do her damn job!”

“Are you always this friendly?” Aldridge asked.

“I’m sure the phaser fire is dampening my mood a bit,” Conway snapped. “Now get the hell over here!”

“All right, but if I get shot…” Aldridge said, making her way towards Conway and Carr.

“You aren’t going to get shot,” Conway said.

A blast from one of the soldiers slammed into Aldridge’s side causing her to belt out a sickening wail.

“AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAaaaaaaaaaaa….” Aldridge’s screaming trailed off as she stopped to check herself out. She was fine. She looked at the soldier who’d shot her quizzically. He appeared just as confused as she was.

“Don’t stop, you idiot!” the Overseer shouted. “Shoot her again!”

The soldier raised his weapon and fired. Once again, it hit Aldridge but didn’t cause any damage.

“I don’t believe this,” Conway said, a smile spreading across his face.

“What about my ankle?” Carr asked.

“You’re a Starfleet officer. Can’t you handle a little pain?” Conway said irritated. He stood up behind the sofa to face the soldiers. The weapons blast hit his chest…well shone on it anyway. They had as much effect on him as a flashlight.

“Damn their human biology!” the Overseer said. “They’re impervious to our weapons!”

“This is a new one,” Hawkins said, coming out from behind her chair.

“Cosmic karma, Commander,” Conway said. “I’ve earned this.” He looked squarely at the Overseer. “And you guys are in SOOOO much trouble.” With that, he aimed his phaser and started shooting.





USS EXPLORER



Commander Dillon shifted uncomfortably in the Explorer’s command chair, trying to figure out how a ship this new could have seats this lumpy.

“Problem with your seating arrangements, sir?” Lieutenant J’hana, the Explorer’s Andorian security chief asked.

“It’s like sitting on rocks,” Dillon said.

“That would be the friendly fingers’ mode, sir,” J’hana replied. “I believe it’s the third button on your left panel. Between the self destruct and the tri-cobalt launcher activation switches.”

“I was wondering what that one did,” Dillon said, pressing the button. Suddenly, his chair seemed to spring to life underneath him as the friendly fingers’ attempted to knead the tension out of his body. They would have had better luck with a hull plate.

“Thhhisss isss hhurttttinngg mmmeee,” Dillon said as his body shook wildly. Closing his eyes and hoping for the best, Dillon stabbed at the off switch. The chair resumed its stationary existence.

“The captain usually launches three tri-cobalts and activates the self destruct at least once before he manages to turn it off,” J’hana said.

“This thing should not be on the bridge of a starship,” Dillon said, leaping out of the chair and pointing at it accusingly. “This is a Starfleet vessel, not some massage parlor!”

“I should be so lucky,” Lieutenant Ford muttered from the conn.

“Can it…Lieutenant!” Dillon said fiercely as he struggled for Ford’s name.

“Ford. Zachary Ford. I was on the Secondprize,” Ford said. Dillon examined him closely.

“You were? I don’t remember you.”

“I was the gamma shift helm officer!” Ford said exasperated. “You looked at the back of my head for two years.”

“Uh huh,” Dillon said, not entirely sure that he believed this person’s story. Before Dillon could ask for to turn around so he could check the back of his head for anything that looked familiar, the turbolift doors opened pulling his attention away from Ford. Lieutenant Larkin, a former Secondprize officer Dillon actually did remember, stepped out onto the bridge.

“I am here to relieve you, sir,” Larkin said flatly.

“You’re ten minutes early,” Dillon replied, checking the chronometer. “Are your systems functioning properly?”

“Perfectly,” the android replied. “Commander Conway has usually vacated the bridge at this time to acquire his post-breakfast, pre-lunch, mid-morning energizing mug of coffee. This then leads to his post-breakfast, pre-lunch, mid-morning relaxing urination.”

“Please tell me you don’t keep that close an eye on everyone’s bathroom habits,” Dillon said in disgust.

“Only Commander Conway. He is quite…regular.”

“Good for him,” Dillon said. “But I’m regular, too…about my bridge shifts. You may have the conn in ten minutes.” Dillon sat down in the command chair a little too hard, bruising his rear on the not-so-friendly fingers embedded in the seat.

“As you wish,” Larkin said, taking the first officer’s chair beside him. The two sat in silence for a few moments. Finally, Dillon decided he should at least attempt to talk to Larkin. They had served together.

“How’s life?”

“Adequate,” Larkin replied. Her unblinking stare did not leave the viewscreen.

“You still working operations?”

“Indeed.”

“Wow. Good for you. And you’re second officer, too. Quite an accomplishment for an android.”

“Commander Data received the position of second officer several years before I did.”

“Oh yeah.” Dillon noted that he was not getting any better at making small talk with his officers. Maybe a bit of nostalgia.

“Remember that Joegonot mission?”

“I assume you mean the mission to Ugilious where I malfunctioned, sabotaged the ship, and attempted to kill Captain Rydell, Commander Baird, Lieutenant Beck, and Lieutenant Hawkins.”

“Yeah,” Dillon said cursing himself inwardly for choosing that one to bring up. “Some mission huh?”

“Indeed.”

“Sir, I’m detecting a Felpisian battleship approaching on an intercept course.”

“Oh thank God!” Dillon said, leaping back out of the chair and striking his commanding pose, hands on his hips, chin and chest thrust outward. “Go to red alert.”

“Red alert? That ship is no match for us,” J’hana scoffed.

“Larkin, the regulation,” Dillon said, gesturing towards the android.

“Starfleet regulation 274, adopted on Stardate 3495.4. Ships of the Felpisian Autocracy are to be considered mortal threats to Federation vessels. Red alert status should be immediately engaged when encountering one of their ships.”

“That regulation’s over 100 years old!” J’hana said.

“But it is still in force, and we will follow it,” Dillon said.

“But they are Federation members now!”

“Enough!” Dillon shouted. “Any more insubordination, and I’ll have you relieved. Now go to red alert, raise our shields, and lock phasers.”

“Aye, sir,” J’hana said through gritted teeth. On the upside, she at least got to point her weapons at something…even though she most likely wouldn’t be firing. Red alert mode switched into effect, darkening the bridge. Dillon fumbled backwards, attempting to find the command chair in the dark and ended up landing painfully on the floor between the command chair and the counselor’s chair.

“And do something about the lights!”

“Sorry sir,” J’hana replied. “Explorer regulations stipulate ominous bridge lighting during all red alerts. It’s supposed to raise the tension level or some nonsense.”

“Right,” Dillon said, crawling into the command chair. Next shift, he was bringing an extra cushion…and maybe he’d stuff his pants with some of that great toilet paper the Explorer had in its bathrooms. It was quilted and soft enough to…well anyway, it was a hell of a lot softer than the paper on the Secondprize.

“What’s going on?” Captain Baxter demanded, storming out of the turbolift onto the bridge followed by Counselor Peterman. They both looked like they’d just woken up.

“Standard procedure for encountering a Felpisian vessel. Nothing unusual.”

“Sir, the Felpisians are pulling away,” J’hana reported.

“See? Why would they have done that if their intentions were peaceful?” Dillon said.

“Perhaps because we locked every weapon on the ship at them,” J’hana said.

“Why were we at red alert in the first place?” Baxter demanded.

“Larkin,” Dillon said.

“Starfleet regulation 234, adopted on Stardate 3495.4. Ships of the Felpisian Autocracy are to be considered mortal threats to Federation vessels. Red alert status should be immediately engaged when encountering one of their ships.”

“That regulation’s over 100 years old!” Baxter said.

“We had that conversation a couple of minutes ago,” J’hana said. “Please try something new.”

“Get off my bridge, Dillon,” Baxter said.

“Sir, Commander Dillon’s actions are within Starfleet regulations,” Larkin said.

“Fine, you go with him!”

“Sir?”

“Go!”

“My shift is due to start in four minutes.”

“Not anymore. Go! Both of you!”

“Aye, sir,” Larkin said, heading towards the turbolift.

“Starfleet will hear about this!” Dillon said defiantly as he stormed off behind Larkin. The turbolift doors closed, removing Dillon and Larkin from the bridge.

“What was that for?” Peterman asked.

“I handle red alerts on this ship,” Baxter said, sinking into his chair and activating the friendly fingers. He sighed and let the chair do its magic.

“So what? You’re going to come up here every time he makes a command decision?” Peterman asked. “Why not just confine him to quarters? Throw him in the brig? I don’t like him either, but jeeze Andy.”

“Not here, Kelly,” Baxter said. “We’re on duty.”

“I’m not. And you’re not supposed to be. Like it or not, you’re going to have to let Dillon take command sometimes.”

“Not this ship, sister!” Baxter said, clutching his armrests possessively. “He’s jealous of me. He’ll destroy us on purpose.”

“That’s the most psychotic, egotistical…”

“You don’t know him!”

“And neither do you. According to Dillon’s psych profile, he’d never do anything to jeopardize his career.”

“He hit me,” Baxter said defensively.

“Only because you said that silly ‘no ranks’ stuff. You know how Starfleet feels about that.”

“Yeah yeah. I deserve anything I get after I say it. I know.”

“Now you sit here and think about your behavior,” Peterman said. “I’m going to go get some breakfast.”

“Could you bring me a bagel?”

“No! You sit here and think. You’re on a diet anyway. No bagel for you!” Peterman left the bridge while Baxter sulked.

“No offense, sir, but she’s mean,” Ford said.

“Oh shut up and fly.”



Meanwhile, down in the archaeological lab, the team of archaeologists picked up on Bournas Six examined their finds. One particularly decorative amulet was drawing their attention. Ringed with gold and silver, the amulet was dominated by a dark burgundy stone in the center, which seemed to glow with its own power. While greedily passing the amulet from one person to the next, the archaeologists dropped it. From then on, the stone no longer glowed. What they couldn’t see was that a minuscule fracture in the rock had released the energy entity trapped inside the gem. It now fled the lab, ascertaining what it could about its new surroundings and the primitive beings occupying those surroundings. And I know what you’re thinking; it’s not one of those pagh wraiths. Can’t a guy have an energy being trapped in some artifact without everyone automatically assuming it’s a pagh wraith? It’s not. Okay. Fine. Now keep reading!





USS SECONDPRIZE



“How’re we doing?” Captain Rydell asked as he stepped out onto the bridge dressed in a bright red Hawaiian shirt, khaki shorts, and sandals.

“ETA is twelve hours,” Jaroch reported. “And the ETA on the luau is tomorrow night.”

“Tomorrow? Crap!” Rydell said. “Vaughn said she’d prepared a special lei for me, too.”

“I doubt she was referring to that kind of lei, sir,” Jaroch said.

“Probably not,” Rydell replied smiling. “So what is tonight?”

“Elvis night.”

“Classic or Bolian revival?”

“Bolian, I believe.”

“Damn. I hate dying my skin blue.”

“The price of art, sir,” Jaroch said.

Rydell struck an Elvis pose.

“Thank you. Thank you very much.”





CENKELLA



“I don’t think they’re too happy about this, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said as she watched the Cenkellan military forces surround the capitol building.

“I never should have let those hostages go,” Conway said irritated.

“Hostages? We don’t take hostages,” Hawkins said. “We’re supposed to be the good guys, remember?”

“Then why am I still here?” the Overseer of Cenkella said from the chair Conway had tied him to.

“Insurance,” Conway said. “Your soldiers and advisors weren’t relevant to us.

“Uh, Commander,” Carr said from the sofa where she had her injured leg stretched out, “Stop it. You’re starting to scare me.”

“Why?” Conway said, pacing the room. “This is going perfectly. They know who we are and that we have the superior firepower!”

“Did I miss something in the first contact manual?” Aldridge said. “I thought the idea was come in, make friends, leave.”

“It was until they started shooting at us!” Conway said, making sure he spat the last words in the Overseer’s face.

“Sorry about him,” Carr said. “He gets cranky without his coffee.”

“We could order take-out,” the Overseer said helpfully.

“Forget it, pal!” Conway said. “I know how this works. They send drugged food or plant surveillance devices or something. No way!”

“This is the office of the Overseer. There are already surveillance devices in place.”

“Damn aliens. Where are they?”

“I’m not sure. I never bothered to ask.”

“Hawkins, find those devices and neutralize them,” Conway ordered. “I will not have our security breached.”

“Sir, I would remind you that we are on a first contact mission,” Aldridge said soothingly. “Say it with me now…first contact.”

“Not anymore. This is now a hostile environment, and our main goal is to contain the situation until the Secondprize returns.”

“Contain it?” Hawkins said, sweeping the room with her tricorder. “We created the damn situation!”

“Would you stop debating me? I figured Dillon would have you all better trained in the chain of command.”

“We’re highly trained to recognize a stupid order when we hear it,” Aldridge replied.

“You understand, don’t you Andrea,” Conway said, moving to the sofa. He sat down next to her and gently took her hand. “We’re in danger here. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, if you listen to me.”

“Dave…can I call you Dave?”

Conway nodded.

“Dave, you need to calm down a bit and think. We can still fix this. The Overseer’s here and ready to listen to you. Tell him all about the wonderful things the Federation does. Technological exchanges, economic supports, security, festive holidays. We’re a fun group. Show him that. Remember, diplomacy, not terrorism.”

“Diplomacy, not terrorism. Got it,” Conway said, rising and walking over to the Overseer who shrunk down in his chair as much as he could.

Conway did feel a bit on edge for some reason. It was probably the stress. New ship, new crew, his first first contact. It could get to anyone. And Carr was right; he hadn’t had a cup of coffee in hours.

But there was something else. He felt wonderful here. Phasers glanced off of him like nothing. In the lighter gravity, he could run farther, move faster, and lift more without feeling a bit of fatigue. Here he was a superman, a god. And he wanted to enjoy his power…just for a little while. It couldn’t hurt relations that much.

“You’re coming with me,” Conway said, lifting the Overseer and his chair with over his head with one hand and moving towards the office door.

“Wha…where are you taking me? Put me down!”

“Sir!” Hawkins said. “We should stay here. There’s an army out there.”

Conway stopped and turned back to Hawkins, grinning maniacally.

“That’s what I’m hoping for, Commander.”





USS EXPLORER



“Damn self-righteous twit,” Dillon grumbled as he and Larkin’s turbolift descended from the bridge.

“Indeed,” Larkin replied curtly. Suddenly, a flash of light sailed up through the floor of the turbolift, raced through the car, and continued upward out of the lift.

“Did you see that?” Dillon shouted.

“Affirmative,” Larkin said calmly.

“What the hell was it?”

“I do not know.”

“Well, we’d better find out. Computer, change destination. Bridge.” The turbolift shuddered to a halt, then rocketed upwards coming to a stop moments later at the bridge.

As the turbolift doors opened, Dillon saw Baxter leap out of his seat and turn towards them.

“I’m sorry, honey,” Baxter said before he spotted who he was talking to. “You’re right. Can I have my bagel now?”

“I’m not quite ready to accept your apology,” Dillon said marching out onto the bridge. “Don’t call me honey. Of course, I’m right. And I don’t have any bagels.”

“I thought I told you to get out of here!” Baxter said as soon as he realized Peterman wasn’t on the turbolift.

“We witnessed a free-form energy emission traveling in this direction,” Larkin said, exiting the turbolift. “Commander Dillon felt that we should attempt to locate it and determine its source.”

“Sensors haven’t picked up anything,” Lieutenant Ariel Tilleran said from the science console. “Are you sure your optical circuits aren’t malfunctioning?”

“I saw it too,” Dillon said.

“Oh, there’s a reliable corroboration,” Baxter said, sitting back down in his command chair. “I’m not turning this ship upside down because you two thought you saw a firefly.”

“It was not a firefly,” Larkin said. Baxter didn’t respond. Instead, he suddenly sat up ram-rod straight in his chair.

“Not a firefly,” Baxter said flatly.

“Exactly,” Dillon said, storming down in front of the command chair to face Baxter. “There is something on this ship. A force. Probably alien. And these things never turn out well. Statistically, alien intruding forces account for 76 percent of all starship mishaps. Did you know that? 76 percent! We have to take this seriously. That thing could be running around, infiltrating the computers, stealing classified information, damaging the engines, possessing the crew…”

Baxter suddenly rose up into the air, floating five feet above his chair as electricity crackled around his body. As if he was drawing power out of them, the bridge lights and computer screens dimmed.

“YOU ARE ALL MINE!” Baxter bellowed, his voice echoing evilly throughout the bridge.

“Sorry I brought it up,” Dillon said softly.





USS SECONDPRIZE



“Well since my lady cleft me. I’ve hound a clue place to smell. It’s round at the bend of only sweet. Cut-rate to hell.”

“I hate the Bolian version of this,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan said.

“I would not blame them,” Jaroch said as they watched Captain Rydell gyrate on stage in his flashing white jumpsuit. “They translated this before the perfection of the universal translator. We are now hearing English lyrics translated into Bolian then back into English.”

“Yeah, well they really f***ed it up,” Commander Baird said.

“And I keel so homely, I could spy.”





CENKELLA



Conway kicked open the doors of the large wooden doors of the Cenkellan capitol, his enhanced strength knocking them off of their hinges. The masses of soldiers gathered outside drew back both in fear at Conway’s exit from the structure and due to the hostage Conway carried with him.

“Alien intruder,” the head of the Cenkellan military said over a loudspeaker from the safety of his jeep. “You will release the Overseer at once and return to your planet of origin. Any other actions will be taken as a sign of hostility, and we will be forced to respond with extreme force.”

Conway laughed loudly and defiantly.

“You can’t touch me,” he replied. “Feel the might of the Federation!” With his free hand, Conway drew his phaser and vaporized a nearby light pole.

“OOOOOOH!”

“AHHHHHH!”

“See,” Conway said. “People of Cenkella, I am Commander David Conway of the United Federation of Planets. We come to generously offer your backwater world a place in our vast union. Join us or face the consequences!”



“Should we go down there?” Lieutenant Carr asked. She had hobbled over to the Overseer’s office window where she, Hawkins, and Aldridge could watch the action unfolding below.

“Are you nuts?” Hawkins said. “He can dig this hole himself.”

“How’s the ankle?” Aldridge asked.

“Better,” Carr replied.

“Yeah, well it’d be perfect if you’d stop twisting it. What’s this? The fourth time this year?”

“It’s not my fault.”

CRASH!!

“What the hell was that?” Aldridge demanded, looking back out the window.

“Conway just kicked over some jeep,” Hawkins replied, walking away from the window. “I’m going to start getting ready.”

“Ready? For what?” Carr asked.

“This is all going to end badly. I can just feel it,” Hawkins said, as she pushed the Overseer’s desk towards the door. “I want to be prepared.”

“Good idea,” Aldridge said, moving to help Hawkins. “Keep an eye on things, Andrea.”

“Right…ooh, that’s got to hurt.”



Conway dropped the Overseer and his chair to the concrete with a thud as he turned on the sniper that has blasted him in the back of the head. The Overseer lay there battered and bleeding out of a couple of scrapes.

“HAHAHAHAHA! Your puny weapons cannot harm me!” Conway shouted.

“The Overseer is clear! Fire at will!” General Brakiw, head of the Cenkellan military cried. Several hundred beams slammed into Conway with the force of so many flashlights.

“Foolish!” Conway said, striding forward into the pack of soldiers. He picked them up and tossed them aside like rag dolls as he advanced on the general’s jeep.

“This human is too powerful for us!” Brakiw’s assistant shouted. “We must retreat!”

“Never!” Brakiw bellowed. “No alien monstrosity is going to get the best of me.”

“I’ll show you monstrosity!” Conway said, lifting the front of the general’s jeep into the air.

“Call in the Atomizer!” Brakiw screamed.

“Sir! Are you sure?”

“I don’t see any other option!”

“Calling in the Atomizer!”

As Conway continued shaking the jeep up and down, bouncing it’s occupants around violently, a large truck came around the corner into the square in front of the capitol building. Behind the truck was a trailer with a giant laser cannon mounted on it. The barrel alone was at least ten feet in diameter, and various lights pulsated up and down its length indicating the incredible powers harnessed within.

Conway, spotting the weapon, dropped the jeep and jumped eight feet up in the air, landing on the roof of a nearby troop transport.

“Brought out the heavy artillery, huh?” Conway said confidently. “Come on. Let’s see what you’ve got!”

The Atomizer began to hum growing louder and louder and louder until suddenly a bright white beam of destruction flashed out of it, slamming directly into Conway.

Conway was knocked back for a moment, but the feeling was only like being pushed by a strong wind. Laughing evilly, Conway leapt off of the transport, flying up into the air over the beam and landing a few feet away from it. With one more leap, he was on the Atomizer itself. He tossed the weapon’s operator to the street and began phasering control panels. Seconds later, the Atomizer was a useless smoldering piece of modern art.

“You will submit to the Federation and to me as its representative!” Conway shouted. “I AM YOUR GOD!!!”

Suddenly, something ricocheted off of the Atomizer panel next to him. Conway instinctive ducked. What the hell was that? Conway scanned the crowd and spotted a Cenkellan civilian armed with what looked like an old Earth-style projectile weapon. Bullets! That could be a problem. Conway then noticed the slight pain in his arm. A piece of shrapnel off of the Atomizer had grazed him; he was bleeding. So much for imperviousness.

“They’re vulnerable to bullets!” the civilian shouted!

“To the War Museum,” the still shaky Overseer ordered. “We’ll take care of this menace once and for all!”

The mob of Cenkellans raced off out of the square towards what Conway could only assume was a bountiful source of bullets. Considering his options, Conway decided that running for it was the best idea. Using all the speed Cenkella’s lower gravity would allow him, Conway dashed to the capitol building and ran inside.



“Oh hell,” Carr said softly.

“He coming this way?” Hawkins asked.

“Oh yeah. Real fast.”

“I’m honestly surprised he lasted this long,” Aldridge said.

“All right, let’s get this desk ready to put in front of the door,” Hawkins said. “And check your phaser charges. This is going to be ugly.”





USS EXPLORER



“What are you picking up, Lieutenant?” Larkin asked as she moved over to Lieutenant Tilleran’s science station.

“Nothing,” Tilleran replied in frustration. “The sensors aren’t showing a thing.”

“There is no mention of a vast energy force on the bridge?”

“No. Not a thing.”

“Fascinating. What about your Betazoid senses?” Larkin asked.

“The entity is hard to read, but that’s definitely not the captain.”

“The hovering and crackling ball of energy around him clued me in to that one,” Ford said.

“Commander, shall I open fire?” J’hana asked, her phaser leveled at Baxter.

“Uh…no,” Dillon said, backing away from Baxter. “Let me handle this. Captain Baxter, under Regulation 43, Subparagraph 5, I regret to inform you that I must relieve you of command.”

“SILENCE!” The energy surrounding Baxter began to crackle even more loudly as it grew in intensity.

“Furthermore,” Dillon said, continuing on as if Baxter hadn’t spoken. “Since I suspect that you have been taken over by an alien entity, I must ask that you report to sickbay upon leaving the bridge for a thorough examination. Now then, please stop floating over the command chair, so I can sit down.”

Baxter glared at Dillon. Suddenly, a blast of pure energy lanced out from Baxter’s chest, smacking Dillon across the bridge and slamming him into a wall.

“I do not believe that whatever has occupied the captain’s body cares about regulations,” Larkin said, helping Dillon to his feet.

“Guess not,” Dillon said weakly.

“May I open fire now?” J’hana asked.

“No!” Counselor Peterman cried, running out of the turbolift and tossing the bagel she was bringing to Baxter aside.

“YOU WILL SERVICE ME!” Baxter said.

“Right on time, Counselor. He’s horny,” Ford said.

“That’s enough,” Dillon said, pulling himself together.

“SOMEONE PAY ATTENTION TO ME!!!” Baxter shouted, energy leaping from his hands into the various consoles around the bridge.

“Richards to bridge!” the chief engineer’s voice shouted over the comm system.

“What is it?” Dillon said. “We’re really busy right now.”

“Something’s accessing systems all over the ship and draining power!”

“Any idea what?” Dillon asked. Peterman stormed in front of Dillon and pointed at Baxter’s energy links to the ship’s systems. “Oh. We’ll see what we can do. Bridge out.”

“Sir!” J’hana said impatiently.

“Everybody out,” Dillon said.

“What?” Peterman said.

“We’re leaving. Now!” Dillon said, heading towards a turbolift.

“WHERE ARE YOU GOING?”

“We’ll be right back,” Dillon said. “Don’t go anywhere.”

Dillon, Larkin, Peterman, and J’hana entered one turbolift while Ford, Tilleran, and the ancillary operations officer rushed to the other.

“Do you have a plan, sir?” Larkin asked as the turbolift descended.

“We need to have a meeting,” Dillon said. “Where’s the closest briefing room that’s not near the insane energy being?”

Larkin, Peterman, and J’hana looked at each for a moment.

“The conference center,” they replied in unison.



Minutes later, Dillon, Larkin, J’hana, Peterman, Tilleran, and Ford were joined by Richards and Dr. Browning in the Egyptian Room of the Explorer Conference Center and Banquet Facilities.

“All right,” Dillon said, brushing the sand out of his stone chair and taking a seat. He stopped for a second, shaking his head at the needless decor in this room. Stone walls and hieroglyphics on a Starfleet ship. What was the Federation coming to? The statues of some jackal-headed god that lined the room’s windows were making him uneasy. Weird place.

“Sorry about this, sir,” Richards said. “The Roman Room was being used by the ship’s origami club.”

“Doesn’t this override…never mind. I don’t care,” Dillon said. “We’ll just move on.”

“We’re not killing Andy!” Peterman shouted.

“Who said anything about killing him?” Browning said.

“I know Dillon’s thinking it,” Peterman said.

“Can I get to the plan?” Dillon said.

“You have one?” Larkin asked.

“Yes. I do,” Dillon said. “We’re going to separate the ship.”

“What?” the other officers demanded.

“Lieutenant Larkin, you will take command of the stardrive section. Once we’ve evacuated everyone off the saucer, you are to move the stardrive to a safe distance and keep your weapons locked on us. Ford and Richards will accompany you.”

“What about the rest of us?” Peterman asked.

“I’m getting to that,” Dillon said. “The transporter chief…”

“Lieutenant Hartley,” Peterman added.

“Right. Her. She’ll keep a transporter lock on those of us remaining on the saucer at all time.”

“Very sensible,” Larkin said.

“In addition,” Dillon continued, “we’ll have a shuttle prepped and ready to go in the shuttle bay, and we’ll all be wearing emergency transponder armbands programmed to beam us to that shuttle at the touch of a button.”

“Sensible and paranoid,” J’hana said.

“I like to be prepared,” Dillon said. “Any questions?”

“Yeah. What are we doing to help Andy?” Peterman said.

“Let’s get the ship separated first, then we’ll worry about that,” Dillon said. “Dismissed…except you, Counselor.”

“Oooh. Someone’s in trouble,” Ford said as he walked out.

“What do you want, Dillon?” Peterman asked once the others had left.

“You don’t like me much, and that’s fine. I can’t say I care for you too much either…or Captain Baxter, but I am not going to let him die. As first officer, I have a duty to protect his life at all costs, and I will perform my duty.”

“What if he wasn’t the captain?” Peterman asked. “You’d just kill him, wouldn’t you? You don’t care about Andy; you only care about your damn career!”

Dillon thought for a moment. Would he let Baxter die? Tough question. He’d honestly never lost anyone. Captain Rydell had made sure of that. And more than that, his duty was not only to the captain but to his crew and citizens of the universe in general.

“I would save his life no matter what,” Dillon said. “Just as I’d save any of yours. Listen here, Counselor, I do not lose people. That’s not how the Secondprize operates, and it’s not how the Explorer’s going to operate while I’m on board. We’re going to rescue Captain Baxter. I promise. Now, I need you to get to the shuttle bay and make sure we have an escape route.”

“Yes, sir,” Peterman said. She wasn’t sure if she believed that Dillon would come through or not, but she was confident that he’d try his best. And if he didn’t…well, she had ways of making him suffer.

On her way to the shuttlebay, Peterman was grabbed by Dr. Kyle, the head of the archaeological expedition.

“I know this is a bad time, but we just heard something possessed the captain,” Kyle said.

“I’m afraid so,” Peterman said. “Get to the stardrive as fast as possible.”

Kyle pushed a strange gold and silver amulet with a marble-sized dark burgundy stone mounted in the center into Peterman’s hands. “This may be the cause of it,” he said. “We broke the gem a little while ago by accident. This stone used to glow with some kind of power we couldn’t identify. It may have been an entity of some kind.”

“Which now has Andy in its power. Great,” Peterman said. “So what do I do with this?”

“I have no idea,” Kyle said. “I just thought it might help. Good luck, Counselor.” Kyle rushed away, leaving Peterman with the odd alien artifact.



“Lieutenant Larkin reports all clear,” J’hana said. She, Dillon, Peterman, Tilleran, and Browning had gathered in sickbay to plan their attack on whatever was in Baxter.

“Tell them to begin separation sequence,” Dillon said. “Hopefully, Baxter won’t try to move the saucer at all while they’re doing it.”

“What about the amulet?” Peterman asked.

“I detect nothing unusual about it,” Tilleran said, running her tricorder over the artifact.

“So?” Dillon said. “You couldn’t detect the entity either.”

“Look, it’s an amulet. The inscription says ‘Warning: This Amulet Contains One Insanely Evil Rankol. Do not break gem.’ And the gem is broken,” Tilleran said.

“Well, fix it,” Dillon said.

“Sure. What are the rest of you going to do?”

“I’ve got one idea,” Dillon said, rubbing his hands together. “And it just might work.”

“Or get us all killed,” Peterman said.

“Pizza’s done!” Browning said, emerging from her office with a piping hot pepperoni and mushroom pie.

“Great!” Dillon said. “We’ll eat, then save the captain.”

“Glad we’ve got our priorities straight,” J’hana said, grabbing a slice.





USS SECONDPRIZE



BEEP

Captain Rydell rolled over in his sleep, trying to block out the noise ripping him violently from his dream.

BEEEEEP

“Leave me alone,” Rydell muttered.

BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!

“What!” Rydell shouted, sitting up angrily.

“Did I wake you, sir?” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan’s voice said sweetly over the comm system.

“What is it, Sullivan? I was very close to making it with four Deltans when you interrupted.”

“Sorry to spoil the orgy, but we just got another call from that freighter. They’re fine.”

“But the storm? They were stranded and being battered.”

“Evidently one of their officers lost a chicken vindaloo in one of the engines. It affected several systems. They just assumed they were in an ion storm and called for help. They’ve got everything under control now, though.”

“I’m so glad they commed,” Rydell said flatly. “Turn us around and head back to Cenkella. Hopefully, the away team will be all set to go when we get there.”

“Anxious to get to our layover on Ansalis, I see.”

“On no other planet in the galaxy are cooking and erotic dance so well meshed,” Rydell said wistfully.

“And on that note, I’ll let you get back to sleep.”

“Thank you, Commander. The beauties await. Rydell out.” Rydell fell back against his pillow and sank back into a blissful slumber.





CENKELLA



“Not good! Really not good!” Conway said as he raced into the Overseer’s office.

“We heard,” Hawkins said. “Any ideas, sir?”

“Ritual suicide?” Dr. Aldridge offered helpfully.

“Not me,” Hawkins said. “I’d rather get blown to hell while fighting.”

“That’s lovely,” Carr said.

“Well, let me see if I can bolster our pitiful defenses any,” Hawkins said, heading out to the outer secretary’s office. “Can you lend me a hand, Doc?”

“Might as well make use of it while I can,” Aldridge said, following her. Conway collapsed onto the sofa.

“Oh hell, oh hell, oh hell,” he muttered softly.

“Not exactly what you had in mind?” Carr said, sitting down next to him.

“Being killed on some backwater world? No. Not what I had in mind at all. My death was supposed to be so much more poetic.”

“I was talking about the mission in general,” Carr said. She stared at Conway a moment. “You’ve really planned your own death?”

“Oh yeah,” Conway said. “I’m going to fit an old Earth race car with some big-ass engines and a life support system. Then, when I’m getting too old to live decently, I’m going to drive out of some ship’s shuttlebay and rocket into a sun.”

“Uh huh,” Carr said, forcing a smile. She didn’t know quite how to respond to that.

“But now it’s death by yokels,” Conway said ruefully. “And the worst part is I’ve gotten you killed too. I just wanted you…never mind.”

“What?” Carr asked. “Oh god. That whole thing outside. You were trying to impress me?”

“No!” Conway said. “Well, maybe a little…but that wasn’t all of it. That rampage was for me!”

“You could have just sent some flowers,” Carr said. “Attacking the head of an alien world really wasn’t necessary.”

“Now you tell me,” Conway said, smiling weakly.

“Wait,” Carr said, standing up. “I got something for you.” She disappeared into the outer office then reemerged a minute later with a mug of steaming liquid.

“Coffee!” Conway said excitedly, leaping off the sofa.

“The Cenkellan equivalent of it anyway,” Carr replied, handing him the mug. He took a deep sniff, then a sip.

“Intoxicating,” he said. “I could just kiss you.”

“Then why don’t you?” Carr said, her eyes glinting. Conway gingerly set the mug down and wrapped his arms around Carr.

“You’re really…”

“…something,” Carr said smiling. “Let’s leave it there.”

“Fine by me.” Conway leaned in slowly, savoring every moment of this. Their lips met, sending an electric rush of adrenaline through his system. So he was going to die. So he never got any where with Dr. Shar on the Explorer. At least this moment, this incredibly wonderful moment, would let him go to his grave knowing that someone had cared about the existence of David Conway.

“I think the Cenkellans…woah!” Hawkins said, walking into the room and seeing Conway and Carr, who quickly ended the kiss. “I guess I should have knocked.”

“What’s going on, Hawkins?” Conway asked.

“Dr. Aldridge just spotted the mob headed back this way. Most of them are just carrying sticks and clubs, but I spotted at least 30 rifles. Who knows how many there really are?”

“This is it,” Conway said, pulling out his phaser and checking the charge. “How are our defenses?”

“I’ve blasted all of the elevators, and the stairwells are blocked with every piece of furniture Aldridge and I could throw down them. I also melted the locks on all doors accessing this floor and booby-trapped the windows as best I could. The outer office is barricaded, and I rigged a primitive explosive out of the coffee machine and the non-dairy creamer, so no refills I’m afraid.”

“My god! You weren’t even gone five minutes!” Conway said in shock.

“I’m Starfleet Security,” Hawkins replied smiling.

“That’s about as prepared as we’re going to get,” Aldridge said, walking into the room. “I’ve got a hypospray loaded with a fast-acting poison should it come to that.” Conway looked around at the three officers gathered with him. So, he’d only known them a short time, but he really didn’t like the idea of having their deaths on his conscience. He had to find a way out of this.

“It won’t come to that,” he replied. “I promise.”

The building suddenly shook slightly, sending a cascade of ceiling plaster raining down on the group.

“I guess they noticed I locked the front door,” Hawkins said. The building shook again with the blast of an explosion.

“I think they found the key,” Carr said.

“Everybody set on stun?” Conway said. “I’m not killing any of these people. It’s not their fault we’re here.”

“Very noble of you,” Carr said.

“That’s one word for it,” Hawkins grumbled.

Over the next several minutes, the group could hear shouts and feel rumblings as things were moved, dropped or blown up. Gradually, the noises were getting louder.

“Uhh…what are those?” Carr said, breaking the tense silence that had gripped the room. She was pointing out of the window, where three flying devices were slowly approaching the building.

“A problem,” Hawkins said. The small vehicles looked like winged convertibles. A large machine gun had been hastily mounted on the hood of each one. “Take cover.” The four officers dove behind whatever cover they could find just before a flurry of bullets crashed into the windows of the room, then bounced off harmlessly. Conway looked up and couldn’t help laughing. He could see the pilots outside cursing and gesturing angrily.

“Nice to see they protect their public officials,” Aldridge said. Conway noticed one of the pilots fumbling for something in the seat beside him. He came up with a nasty looking rocket launcher.

“Sh**!” Conway yelled, ducking back behind the sofa.

Seconds later, the rocket exploded against the side of the building, but the windows still held.

“All right!” Conway said excitedly upon seeing the windows intact. Then, one by one, each window fell out of its frame and plummeted to the street below.

“Great windows; not so great building,” Hawkins said.

“Everybody back down!” Conway said just before another storm of bullets raged at them, this time ripping the room up. Then, after what seemed like an eternity of bombardment, the shooting stopped.

“Did they run out of bullets?” Carr asked. In response, the door of the room was blasted open by an explosion.

“Incoming!” Hawkins shouted, raising her phaser as Aldridge and Carr did the same.

“WAIT!” Conway screamed. Cenkellans began pouring into the room brandishing rifles.

“WE SURRENDER!” Conway shouted at the top of his lungs, raising his hands into the air. The Cenkellans glared at him, pointing their weapons at his head. “I said, we surrender!

“Do not fire!” a familiar voice said from outside of the room. A moment later, the Overseer entered followed by his advisors and General Brakiw.

“We give up,” Conway said to him. The Overseer studied him for a moment as the other Cenkellans grabbed Aldridge, Hawkins, and Carr.

“Why should I let you live? You have attacked our world, destroyed our property…”

“But I haven’t taken any lives,” Conway said.

“That is true, sir,” Brakiw said.

“You will surrender unconditionally?” the Overseer said.

“We already did,” Conway replied.

“Very well. We will discuss terms.”

“Thank you, Overseer. I’m sure our discussion will be mutually beneficial,” Conway said. He stole a glance over at Carr; she was smiling. That was all the vindication of his actions that he needed.





USS EXPLORER



Dillon, Peterman, J’hana, and Browning stepped cautiously out onto the bridge carrying the few items Dillon had needed for his plan.

“This is ridiculous,” J’hana said.

“We don’t know that yet,” Dillon said.

“I am an excellent guesser,” J’hana replied.

“Just be quiet and cover me,” Dillon said, hefting the long metal pole he’d brought with him.

“YOU HAVE RETURNED,” Baxter said, floating around to face them.

“Yeah. Sorry about that,” Dillon said. “Ship’s business.”

“THIS IS NOW MY SHIP. ALL BUSINESS IS MY BUSINESS.”

“Right.”

“WHY HAVE YOU SEPARATED THE SHIP?”

“Uh oh,” Peterman whispered. “I think it may have access to Andy’s knowledge.”

“I HAVE ALL KNOWLEDGE.”

“Where would you like this?” Browning asked, carrying a small, force field container.

“Just over there,” Dillon said, pointing to a spot by the command chair.

“Great,” Browning said, nervously watching Baxter as she moved beneath him and set the container down.

“WHAT IS THIS?”

“I thought you had all knowledge,” J’hana said.

“I DO. JUST NOT ALL AT ONCE.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Dillon said, jamming the metal pole into the container. The pole was just long enough to reach up to the level Baxter was floating at. “I’m just sprucing the place up.”

“IS THIS ART?”

“Yes! It is!” Dillon said.

“YOUR EYE FOR DESIGN IS PATHETIC. THE LINES ARE BORING. AND THE HUM OF THE FORCE FIELD INTERRUPTS ANY ATTEMPT AT THOUGHTFUL CONTEMPLATION OF YOUR WORK.”

“Thanks for the review,” Dillon said insulted. He looked down at the “work.” So it was just a metal pole in a container. Surely it looked nicer than Baxter said. Wait. Why did he care? He was building a trap here. Forget it and move on.

“Is everyone ready?” Dillon asked.

“FOR WHAT?”

“To get rid of you,” Dillon shouted, tossing the pole at Baxter. It slammed into him, sending an arc of electricity down the pole and into the container…which promptly exploded.

“Damn it!” Dillon shouted.

“WHAT WAS THAT SUPPOSED TO DO?”

“Trap you,” Dillon said. “You’re electricity, so I figured I’d use a big conducting rod and pull you into the container.

“HMM. NICE IDEA.”

“Yeah, but it didn’t work.”

“SORRY ABOUT THAT. WELL, NOW THAT WE’VE CLEARED THAT UP, YOU ARE ALL MY SLAVES AND WILL SERVE ME ABOARD THIS VESSEL.”

Tilleran suddenly raced out of the turbolift carrying the amulet.

“I think I fixed it!” she shouted happily.

“Then use it,” Peterman said.

“Uh…sure,” Tilleran said, approaching Baxter with the amulet extended towards him. “I order you to get into the gem.”

“GET THAT AWAY FROM ME!” Baxter shouted. The energy of the entity was visibly being pulled toward the amulet, but not very far.

“Move closer,” Peterman, Dillon, Browning, and J’hana shouted. Tilleran stepped right next to Baxter. The energy was still leaning towards the amulet, but none was going into the gem.

“I AM TOO DEEPLY EMBEDDED IN THIS CREATURE FOR THAT TO WORK NOW! HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“You don’t have to be so damn happy about it,” Peterman said angrily.

“BOW DOWN BEFORE ME!”

“Can we get back to you on that?” Dillon asked. “We need to…do…something.”

“I WASN’T FINISHED GLOATING.”

“Sorry. We’ll be right back. I promise.”

“I WAS GETTING ON A ROLL.”

“I know. We’ll be properly scared prisoners when we get back.”

“OKAY. GO. BUT HURRY.”

“No problem,” Dillon said, running into Baxter’s ready room followed by Browning, Tilleran, Peterman, and J’hana.

“This is going well,” Browning said once the doors had closed.

“You want me to try talking to him?” Peterman asked.

“He does not seem susceptible to counseling,” J’hana said.

“I could try,” Peterman said.

“Richards to Dillon,” the comm system suddenly barked.

“Richards! Where are you?” Dillon demanded.

“The saucer engine room,” Richards replied. “Baxter’s accessing the engines, weapons, shields, and prefix codes. If we don’t stop him, he’ll be able to shut down the stardrive section from here and blast them to scrap.”

“You were supposed to be on the stardrive!” Dillon said.

“Can you yell at me after you solve the crisis?” Richards said.

“I guess, but you’ve got one hell of a talking to coming, Mister!”

“What are we going to do?” Peterman asked.

“We may have to kill him,” J’hana said. “Before he can destroy us all.”

“What about the amulet?” Tilleran asked. “It was working a little bit.”

“But not enough. The creature is too deep inside of him,” Dillon said. He thought for a moment. “Richards, this ship’s got a detachable bridge module, right?”

“All galaxy class ships do,” Richards said.

“Great. Prepare to detach the bridge.”

“You can’t do that!” Richards shouted.

“It will cut Baxter off from the ship’s systems, right?”

“Yeah, but you’d only have ten minutes of life support…if that.”

“Just start making preparations,” Dillon ordered.

“Yes sir,” Richards said unhappily.

“Give me that amulet,” Dillon said, taking the artifact from Tilleran. He took out his phaser and, after changing the beam setting, fired a small blast at the mounting holding the gem, releasing it from the rest of the amulet. “I’m about to try something a little crazy.”

“And that’s a change?” J’hana said.

“I need two people’s help,” Dillon said, ignoring her. “This will either save Captain Baxter or result in the deaths of those remaining on the bridge.”

“I’ll stay,” J’hana said.

“You haven’t heard the plan yet.”

“I do not care. This is a chance at an honorable death while trying to save my captain!”

“You sound far too excited about this,” Dillon said.

“It’s her way,” Browning said.

“I’m staying too,” Peterman said. “You two are not facing Andy down alone.”

“Fine,” Dillon said. “Richards, beam three EVA suits up here, beam Tilleran and Browning out of here, then detach the bridge.”

“I’m on it,” Richards said. “But let me state for the record that I do not like this idea.”

“Noted,” Dillon said as he watched the EVA suits materialize and Browning and Tilleran vanish. He, J’hana, and Peterman quickly scrambled into the protective suits. Moments later, they felt the latches connecting the bridge to the rest of the ship open. Out of the ready room window, they could see the saucer sinking away from them.

“Activate magnetic boots,” Dillon said, pressing the controls. With the saucer gone, all bridge systems would be inactive, including artificial gravity. He and J’hana forced open the ready room door, then all three of them walked out onto the bridge.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE!” Baxter roared.

“Taken you down a peg, buddy,” Peterman said. “You can’t just expect us to roll over and become your slaves.”

“BRING ME BACK MY SHIP!”

“Oh no. It’s time for your medicine,” Dillon said. “Get him!” Dillon, J’hana, and Peterman detached from the deck, floating up into the air and grabbing Baxter. J’hana latched onto his legs, while Dillon and Peterman each took an arm. Blasts of energy cascaded around their protective suits, but they seemed to be holding.

“Open wide,” Peterman said, forcing Baxter’s mouth open.

“And eat up!” Dillon said, jamming the amulet gem down Baxter’s throat. Baxter roared again, kicking Dillon, Peterman, and J’hana off of him in his fury. The energy surrounding him began to swirl wildly, gradually pulling in closer and closer to Baxter until it finally spiraled into his mouth like water going down a drain.

Then all was silent.

“Unnh. What happened?” Baxter said weakly, his voice no longer echoing.

“Andy!” Peterman cried, floating back over to him.

“You were possessed by a hostile alien force, sir,” Dillon said.

“A what? Where is it now?”

“Still inside you, but it will be coming out eventually,” J’hana said.

“I don’t think I like the sound of that,” Baxter said. “What happened to the gravity? Is the ship all right?”

“We’re fine,” Peterman said.

“Yes. I’m happy to return all three pieces of it to you,” Dillon said.

“Good…THREE!!!!”





USS SECONDPRIZE



“Captain’s log. Stardate 52690.5. We have returned to Cenkella and retrieved our away team after a bit of haggling with the Cenkellan government. The situation here is certainly…different than it was when we left. But I’m happy to report that the prime purpose of first contact has been fulfilled; we have established a relationship with the Cenkellans.”



Commander Conway shifted nervously in the chair across from Rydell as Rydell looked over the padd detailing the “agreement” with the Cenkellans. Rydell’s face was expressionless as he set the padd down on the desk. Finally, Rydell couldn’t hold it in anymore; he put his head in his hands and started laughing, the sound reverberating throughout Rydell’s ready room. Conway wasn’t sure if that was a good sign or not.

“That’s some treaty you got there,” Rydell said finally.

“They kind of had me over a barrel,” Conway replied.

“I can see that. Two billion of their monetary units a year in tribute. All the steak they can eat. Starship rides around the solar system. And that’s just the start of the list.”

“The Federation Council is going to be pissed, huh?”

“It’ll be good for them,” Rydell said, leaning back in his chair. “They’re too used to winning.”

“But it won’t be so good for me. As soon as they read our reports, I’ll be lucky to be sweeping trash up at the fleet museum.”

“Why?” Rydell asked. “You did what you had to do to protect your crew and save the mission.”

“But I attacked…”

“Shhh,” Rydell said quickly. “They don’t have to know everything.”

“You’re going to lie to Starfleet?”

“No. I’m just giving them the abridged version. They’re busy folks over there.”

“Is this common procedure here?” Conway asked as Rydell started judiciously editing Conway’s report.

“Standard procedure, my friend,” Rydell said smiling. “Completely standard.”



Conway stepped out of Rydell’s ready room feeling a bit confused about what had just transpired. Rydell was going to stick his neck out to save the career of an officer he’d just met. At this same point in his relationship with Captain Baxter, Baxter would have been thrilled to send him to the nearest Federation penal colony. Of course, at that point in his relationship with Baxter, they were trapped in the Delta Quadrant, so a penal colony was sort of out of the question. Also, Conway would have been just as happy to leave Baxter in some festering cell. But Rydell was a completely different story. The guy was just…mellow. Very mellow. Nothing phased him. As long as he had his ship and crew, life was good. Conway wasn’t about to start complaining, mind you. Rydell had very likely saved him from a transfer to one of the worst jobs Starfleet had to offer.

“Rough meeting?” Carr’s voice said from beside him, jolting Conway out of his thoughts.

“Odd,” Conway said simply.

“Par for the course,” Carr said, wrapping her arm around his and dragging him towards the turbolift. “Let’s go celebrate.”

“Celebrate? What’s to celebrate?”

“Our safe return to the ship. What else?” Carr replied.

A couple of minutes later, they walked into Seven Backward and spotted Lieutenant Commander Sullivan and Commander Baird seated at a table by the window. Before they could make a move in Sullivan and Baird’s direction, Conway and Carr were intercepted by one of Seven Backward’s new wait-staff.

“May I get you a table?” the waiter asked, pushing up the strange-shaped hat that had slid down in front of his eyes.

“We’re going to sit with them,” Carr said, pointing over at Baird and Sullivan.

“As you wish. Do you have any problems I could listen to?”

“No!” Carr said angrily. “Just bring us two Gresnian coffees.”

“As you wish.” The waiter shuffled over to the bar, keeping on hand on his flat hat so it wouldn’t slide off anywhere.

“This place has gotten so obnoxious since Trinian left,” Carr said as she sat down next to Emily Sullivan.

“It’s that f***ing Guinanco,” Baird said. “All of their joints are like this. Evidently the Enterprise crew found this relaxing, so their bartender started a f***ing chain.”

“Figures they’d be behind this,” Carr said.

“Bunch of freaks,” Baird muttered.

The waiter delivered Carr and Baird’s coffee and shuffled off again.

“So, sounds like you guys had a fun trip,” Sullivan said.

“Depends on if your definition of fun is being threatened at gunpoint,” Conway replied. “It wasn’t how I wanted to go out.”

“Tell them how you want to go out,” Carr said.

“Uh…no. I don’t think…”

“He’s going to drive a race car into a sun,” Carr said.

“What kind?” Baird asked.

“NASCAR,” Conway said.

“Cool…not as cool as mine, but cool.”

“Don’t tell me you’ve got your death planned,” Sullivan said.

“Absolutely,” Baird replied, leaning in towards the group. “You know how time’s supposed to stop as you plummet into a black hole, right?”

“Yeah. Relativistic forces will make time slow down for you until it basically stops,” Carr said. “You’ll be stuck in your last moment forever.”

“Right,” Baird said. “So I’m going to get a ship and fly it into a black hole.”

“What’s the point?” Sullivan said.

“That’s the best part. I’m going to be having sex at the time. Then, just as time stops…WHAMMO! Eternal orgasm. Cool Righteous Death!”

“Cool righteous death?” Sullivan said.

“F*** yeah.”

“But you won’t be dead.”

“Might as well be. I’m not coming back from it, am I?”

“He’s got a point,” Conway said.

“What if I don’t want to die having sex with you?” Sullivan asked.

“Who said it would be with you?” Baird said. Sullivan quickly smacked him upside the head.

“Excuse me, I need to go kill him now,” Sullivan said, standing up and pulling Baird out his chair.

“So much for cool righteous death,” Conway said.

“Good night, you two,” Carr said. “Try not to hurt him too badly, Emily.”

“She’s the one who needs to be worrying,” Baird said, walking away with his wife.

“They’re such a cute couple,” Carr said once they’d left.

“Cute? Deranged is more what I was thinking.”

“You say potato…”

Conway laughed weakly and took another drink of his coffee. He had to hand it to Carr; she sure knew a good blend of the bean of life when she tasted it.

“Dave?”

“Yeah.”

“You did the right thing down there, you know.”

“I almost got us all killed.”

“It was a tough situation, and things got out of hand. You brought us all back alive, though. That’s what’s important in the end.” She kissed him lightly on the forehead. “Thank you.”

“Thank you,” Conway said. She forgave him! And he still had a week and a half to spend with her. Sometimes life just put everything you wanted right in your lap.

“Well, I’d better run,” Carr said, standing up.

“Wait! Where are you going?”

“Didn’t I tell you? My leave starts tomorrow. We’re meeting a transport in the morning. I need to get some rest before I head off to Raisa for the next two weeks.”

“Two weeks!”

“I know. Isn’t it great? It’s been fun, Dave. Call me.” She gave him a quick hug and raced out of the lounge.

“But…” How could this have happened? Everything was perfect. It was all just waiting for him. Now…

“Can I get you something else, sir?” the waiter asked. Conway glared at him for a second.

“Sit your ass down and start listening,” Conway said finally. “You’ve got a long night ahead.”





USS EXPLORER



“Captain’s log. Stardate 52690.5. We have reassembled the Explorer and are resuming our course to Starbase 195 so we can finally get rid of the damned archaeologists who caused this problem in the first place. After much straining and a large portion of Dr. Browning’s supply of laxatives, I have been able to return the offending Rankol to Dr. Kyle and his team. They assure me that the Rankol incident was a one in a billion freak occurrence, but, just to be safe, I’ve asked J’hana to assign a heavily armed security detail to monitor their work for the remainder of our trip.

Meanwhile, I am forced to accept the fact that I’m going to have to deal with Commander Dillon at some point. The annoying part is I can’t think of one thing to yell at him about. His actions kept the crew out of danger and saved me from alien possession. Cocky bastard. He did things right on purpose!”



Commander Dillon was sitting in Conway’s office putting his finishing touches on his report to Starfleet about the Rankol incident when his door chime sounded.

“Computer, cross reference the footnotes with the appropriate regulations and file in triplicate for my approval.”

“Acknowledged,” the computer replied as the door chime sounded again.

“Enter,” Dillon said as he set the padd with his report on it aside. Counselor Peterman entered followed by Captain Baxter.

“Andy has something he’d like to say to you,” Peterman said. “Andy?”

“I’m sorry I didn’t let you command the ship,” Baxter mumbled.

“Very good, Andy. Now, Travis, is there anything you’d like to say?” Peterman asked.

“Apology accepted,” Dillon said. “Thank you.”

“I meant about hitting him.”

“What about it?” Dillon asked.

“Apologize, dammit!” Peterman said, slamming her hands down on Dillon’s desk.

“I’m sorry!” Dillon exclaimed, reeling back fearfully.

“Very good, Travis. Don’t you both feel better?”

“I will when we get to bed,” Baxter said.

“Go wait for me. I want to talk to Commander Dillon for a second,” Peterman said.

“But, Kelly…”

“I won’t be long. I promise,” Peterman said, giving Baxter a deep kiss that made Dillon cringe.

“I’ll be waiting,” Baxter said, rushing out of the office.

“Nothing like a little positive reinforcement to keep the troops in line,” Peterman said smiling.

“Obviously,” Dillon said. “Now was there something I can help you with?”

“I wanted…needed to…I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“The other day… That argument… Look, you really came through when you needed to.”

“Of course I did,” Dillon said. “And while I found the argument technique to be an odd style of counseling, but it seemed to work.”

“Work?”

“Winning that argument with you gave me the boost I needed to handle this ship. Thank you for that.” Dillon picked up his padd and moved towards the door. “I’m going to go grab a late dinner. We can talk more later.”

“You didn’t win!” Peterman said angrily. Here she was trying to apologize, and Dillon had the gall to say they didn’t really fight…and that he won their non-existent argument.

“Counselor, my confidence level is fine. We don’t need to argue anymore. Thanks, though.” Dillon left the office, leaving Peterman stewing furiously.



Baxter could hear the doors whoosh open and closed as Peterman entered his quarters.

“I’m in the bedroom, honey,” he said. One of her boots sailed into the room, smacking into the wall above his head. Peterman soon followed it, storming in and plopping down on the bed.

“I hate him!”

“The apology didn’t go well?” Baxter asked.

“God, I hate him!”

“I told you so.”

“Shut up, Andy!”
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Please Hold For Oblivion

STAR TRAKS: PLEASE HOLD FOR OBLIVION

By Alan Decker







THE PROLOGUE ON THE EDGE OF FOREVER



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 52014.6. The Secondprize has spent the last week tracing the source of some anomalous temporal fluctuations picked up by a Federation science probe that was launched towards the center of the galaxy. I’m not sure why they sent us, but Admiral Wagner told me that it had something to do with the sheer amount of time we’ve spent mucking with time. I truly resent the implication. We only messed with time on purpose once. All the others have been accidents. Admittedly, there have been a lot of accidents, but that still doesn’t mean we’re doing anything wrong. In any case, we’re out here until we figure out what’s going on. At least they didn’t send anyone from Temporal Investigations with us.

“On the downside, we’re short a bartender. For the first time in as long as I’ve known her, Trinian has taken a vacation. Her staff is fine and all, but no one beats Trinian’s ability to slam you back into your place after you think you’ve done something really great. We’ll just have to muddle through without her biting verbal jabs and threats of physical violence for a few weeks.”



“Captain Rydell to the bridge,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s voice said over the comm system interrupting Rydell’s nap. This search duty was Jaroch’s forte, so Rydell had taken an informal vacation until something important happened. Obviously, it had. Rydell just hoped they’d have it wrapped up before his scheduled holodeck time at 1800 hours. He was deep into a quest in the Xanth program he’d created. Sure, Starfleet was fun and all, but there was nothing like trying to outwit a few angry mythological beasts on the holodeck.

Rydell pulled himself together and strolled out onto the bridge. Jaroch immediately vacated the command chair and headed back to his position at the science console.

“What’s up?” Rydell asked.

“I have a fix on the source of the temporal phenomenon,” Jaroch reported. “And a hypothesis as to its origin.”

“Sounds like you hit the jackpot, Jaroch,” Rydell said, settling into his chair. “Let’s see it.”

Jaroch brought a diagram of the star system they were approaching up on the viewscreen. It seemed ordinary enough. A star, twelve planets, three Class M.

“This is the Batonis System,” Jaroch reported. “As far as we know, it is a barren wasteland. What life there is has not advanced much beyond elementary forms…certainly nothing of sentience.”

“Okay…so?”

“I am getting to that, sir. Please do not interrupt my lead-in.”

“Sorry. Continue.”

“Whilst these scans…”

“Whilst?”

“It is a word.”

“Not one that anyone uses,” Rydell said.

“I just did.”

“Never mind. Go on.” If Jaroch didn’t wrap this up soon, Rydell definitely would miss his holodeck appointment…and a certain nymph he’d been developing a relationship with.

“Thank you,” Jaroch said. “Now then, my scans continued to detect temporal disturbances; however, they were very faint. Focusing in on the fourth moon of Batonis Six, I, as you said, hit the jackpot. The source of the disturbances is there.”

“Good work, Jaroch. Ensign Bailey, set a course for Batonis Six. Take us into orbit as soon as you can.”

“Aye, sir.”

“Sir, you did not let me finish,” Jaroch said.

“There’s more?”

“I told you that I had a hypothesis as to the…”

“Oh yeah,” Rydell said quickly. “What have you got?”

Jaroch changed the image on the viewscreen to a couple of sets of identical scans.

“The top scan was taken by the Secondprize,” Jaroch said. “As you can see, various forms of temporal energy are present in high degrees.”

“Uh huh,” Rydell said.

“The bottom, nearly-identical set of scans was taken by a Federation science team doing research at an artifact known as the Guardian of Forever.”

“Oh sh**.”

“I see that you have heard of it.”

“It’s way up there in the ‘Places You Should Avoid’ manual Starfleet gives all new captains,” Rydell said. “Right between the embryonic star clusters of the Cyresias Belt and the Intergalactic House of Pancakes on Mars. Very scary place.”

“Correct me if I am wrong, sir, but is that not the very restaurant you recommended to Commander Dillon when he had that conference on Mars last year?”

“Was it?” Rydell replied smiling.

“Yes, I believe he came down with dysentery soon after,” Jaroch said.

“Oops. My mistake.”

“Now about the Guardian.”

“Oh yeah. Where did we leave off?”

“You had just said ‘oh sh**.’”

“Right. Got it. I’ve read the reports on the Guardian. Not exactly a place I want to hang out. So what do you think, Jaroch? Is this another one?”

“If it is, it is several times more powerful. The source of the temporal emissions is deep within the moon, yet the probe was able to detect them from parsecs away.”

“I guess we’d better check it out.” Rydell turned to the officer manning tactical. “Send a message to Starfleet reporting our position and situation.”

“Aye.”

“I guess CiCi’s going to have to wait.”

“Excuse me, sir?” Jaroch asked.

“Just a nymph.”

“Rather than pursue this and risk a headache, I am going to let the matter drop,” Jaroch said, turning back to his console.

“Good plan.”



Commander Scott Baird paced the living room of his quarters like a caged animal.

“Would you relax?” his wife of three months, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan, said as she emerged from the bedroom having just finished getting ready.

“Why are we doing this?” Baird said for about the eighty millionth time that evening.

“Patricia is our friend. This is the least we can do. Now, what do you think?” Sullivan did a quick spin, showing off the suit she’d picked up on their last shore leave.

“You look great,” Baird replied distractedly.

“Thanks,” Sullivan said annoyed. “Can you just get past this one tiny detail and enjoy dinner?”

“Tiny detail? Emily, we’re having dinner with Commander Dillon. Dinner implies conversation. I don’t want to talk to him.”

“How many times have you two ever had to talk to each other?” Sullivan demanded. “Other than staff meetings, how often do you even see each other? I sit on the bridge with him every single day; you can make it through one lousy meal.”

“I didn’t realize that being married would mean that I had to spend time with every asshole on the ship just because I’m your husband.”

“I guess you should have read the fine print,” Sullivan said, heading towards the door. “Now come on.”

“Hey, just because you got promoted…again…doesn’t mean you can order me around like this. I still outrank you.”

“Are we jealous?” Sullivan asked, turning around to face her husband.

“No. But you only had to spend two years at lieutenant. I was one for at least four.”

“I guess Starfleet just recognized my superior abilities,” Sullivan said smiling. “So let’s go before my congratulatory dinner gets cold.”



“Why do we have to do this again?” Commander Travis Dillon asked as he set the dining table in the quarters he shared with Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins.

“Emily and Scott are the only people we know who live on this deck. They’re our neighbors. We can at least have them over for dinner.”

“We didn’t have to move down to the couples and families deck,” Dillon replied. “Things weren’t that cramped in my quarters.”

Hawkins just glared at him.

“Okay, fine. Just so long we don’t have to talk about Sullivan’s promotion.”

“This dinner is kind of in her honor.”

“Oh God.”

“What’s the problem, Travis?”

“She gets two promotions in two years, and I’m still stuck at commander. It’s not fair!”

“You were a captain for a while.”

“Yeah, three days. Big deal. I just don’t want to listen to her gloat for hours upon end.”

The door chime sounded rescuing Hawkins from any further tirades from Dillon.

“I’ll get it,” Hawkins said, heading for the living room. “Go check on dinner.”

“It’s programmed into the replicator. What’s to check?”

“Just go!”

“All right. All right.” Dillon wandered over to the replicator unit while Hawkins answered the door. He could hear the sound of their voices from the other room.

“Hi!”

“Hi!”

“I’m so glad you could make it.”

“Like it was a long walk.” Commander Baird sounded as amiable as ever.

“Travis, we’ve got company,” Hawkins called. What was she doing? Of course, they had company. But she sounded so…perky. Scary. After straightening his uniform, which Hawkins wasn’t happy about him wearing anyway, Dillon entered the living room. Baird had planted himself on the sofa while Hawkins and Sullivan were admiring the Elasyian crystals Hawkins had purchased during her last shore leave.

“Hi,” Dillon said, for lack of any better conversation openers.

“Evening, sir,” Sullivan said then turned right back to Hawkins. Baird just nodded in Dillon’s general direction. Dillon took a seat in the armchair across from the sofa and wondered what the hell he was supposed to do now.

“You have got to see this sword I just got. It came in on the last courier ship,” Hawkins said, leading Sullivan back to Dillon and Hawkins’s bedroom. Dillon and Baird were now alone in the living room. An uncomfortable silence, interrupted only by the low, rhythmic thrum of the ship’s engines, settled over the room.

Baird stared off into space.

Dillon rearranged duty rosters in his mind.

Baird still stared.

Dillon wondered where the hell his dumbbell set had disappeared to.

Stare.

Man, it’s quiet.

Stare.

99 bottles of beer on the wall. 99 bottles…

Stare.

Too quiet.

Stare.

“So…” Dillon’s voice shattered the quiet.

“Sir, don’t,” Baird said quickly.

“Excuse me?”

“You have nothing to say to me. I have nothing to say to you. Let’s not even bother.”

“Oh thank god,” Dillon said, relieved. “I mean, just because our significant others are friends doesn’t mean that we have to be.”

“Exactly.”

“You don’t know what a load off my mind that is.”

“Good.”

“I couldn’t think of a single thing to talk about.”

“Shut up.”

“Got it.”

“And how are the men doing?” Sullivan asked, as she and Hawkins re-entered the room.

“Peachy,” Baird replied.

“Couldn’t be better,” Dillon added.

“Right,” Hawkins said, eying the two men suspiciously. “Why don’t we just go ahead and eat?”

“Great idea,” Baird said, getting up from the sofa.

“I hope you like this evening’s menu,” Dillon said as he followed the group into the dining room. “I scoured the culinary databases looking for interesting yet tasty selections.”

“Oh boy,” Sullivan said, unsure if this was a good thing or not.

“It’s wonderful, trust me,” Hawkins said. “I made him try all the dishes out on me before serving them to innocent victims. Actually, Travis’ got good taste in food. He usually selects our meals.”

“A hidden talent, Commander?” Sullivan asked.

“Years and years of eating,” Dillon replied.

“Enough banter. Let’s get to it,” Baird said. He had already firmly planted himself at the table.

“No arguments here,” Hawkins said.

“Fine. Computer, initiate Culinary Program Dillon 36,” Dillon said. The replicator flashed to life just as the shipwide comm signal sounded.

“All senior officers to the bridge,” Captain Rydell’s voice said.

“I guess I’ll have to eat alone,” Baird said smiling, as he watched the food begin to materialize.

“And that includes you, Commander Baird,” Rydell finished as if psychically detecting his chief engineer’s remark.

“What? I never have to go to the bridge!”

“First time for everything, hon,” Sullivan said.

“This is why I stayed in uniform,” Dillon said heading toward the door.

“Damn, I hate it when he’s right. It just encourages him,” Hawkins said.



Trinian strolled leisurely through the outdoor market on Betazed wondering why she hadn’t taken a vacation sooner. Sure, bartending on the Secondprize wasn’t exactly the highest stress job in the world. In fact, for a being of her power and capabilities, it was downright mundane, but she knew she was doing valuable work. In any case, it was nice to get away for a while and spend some time just for herself. If 600 years of life had taught her anything, it was that you just had to give yourself a little present every now and then.

“THEY’RE HERE!” a familiar voice boomed in her head.

“Guardian?” Trinian asked. It’d been so long since she’d been contacted that she wasn’t really sure anymore.

“THEY’RE HERE. YOU WERE SUPPOSED TO STOP THEM.”

“But I’ve only been gone three days. Why did they have to show up now?”

“YOU HAVE FAILED. ACTION MUST BE TAKEN.”

“God damn it! This was my one vacation. My only one. Alex would have to go there now!”

“STOP WHINING. ACTION IS BEING TAKEN.”

“Wait! Let me get to a comm system. I can stop them.”

“THERE IS NO TIME. ACTION HAS BEEN TAKEN. THAT IS ALL.”

“Sh**.”



“It’s a rock,” Dillon said, looking at the desolate moon slowly rotating by on the viewscreen.

“That is exactly what the simple-minded are supposed to see,” Jaroch said from his position at the science console.

“So what’s the big deal?” Baird asked gruffly. He was sitting at the seldom-used bridge engineering station with his arms crossed and looking surly.

“This,” Jaroch said, pressing a couple of buttons on his console. The image of the moon was obscured behind a huge amount a wavy lines, numerical readouts, and flashing lights.

“What the hell?” Baird said, leaning forward in his chair.

“What are we looking at?” Hawkins asked from tactical.

“Well, if there’s a central storehouse of temporal energy in the galaxy, this is probably it,” Rydell said, lounging in his command chair.

“Time central station,” Dillon said.

“In a matter of speaking,” Jaroch replied.

“By all appearances, this place is similar to the Guardian of Forever only much much more powerful,” Rydell said.

“We have detected a large series of caverns within the moon where the energy readings seem to be focused,” Jaroch added.

“So we’re going in?” Baird said.

“Absolutely,” Rydell replied. “You, Jaroch, Hawkins, and Dillon, because I know he’ll throw a fit if he doesn’t get to see the ‘time thingy,’ will accompany me down to the moon. Lieutenant Commander Sullivan will have the conn.”

“The joys of promotion,” Sullivan said.

“Someone has to watch the ship while we’re gone,” Rydell said.

“Exactly,” Sullivan said. “And by the way, we’re entering the Batonis system now.”

“Take us into orbit around the moon,” Rydell said as he activated the shipwide intercom from the control on his chair’s armrest. “All hands, this is your Captain speaking. Just wanted to let you all know that we’re taking up orbit around a moon that’s emitting extreme temporal disturbances. Time will no longer be a constant, and almost anything can happen. Although these distortions are for the most part harmless, they have been known to cause mild nausea, headaches, vomiting, and, on occasion, time rippling. Should any of these effects occur, report immediately to sickbay. And please, remember that each cabin on board the Secondprize is equipped with a barf bag for your comfort and convenience. Rydell out.”

“Most inspiring, sir,” Jaroch said.

“I try,” Rydell replied smiling as he stood up and headed towards the turbolift. “Hold things together up here, Sullivan.”

“Not a problem,” Sullivan replied.

“Hey, find your own trademark line,” Rydell said.

“Righty-O.”

“But not that one,” Rydell added as the turbolift doors closed.

“Alright, everybody, musical chairs!” Sullivan shouted. She moved back to the command chair as Ensign Andrea Carr, the operations officer but also the second best pilot on the ship, hopped over from the ops console to helm. Ensign Bill Woodville moved down from monitoring the environmental systems console at the rear of the bridge to take over at ops.

“Nothing like a change of scenery, huh guys?” Sullivan said.

“I’m overwhelmed,” Carr replied..



“Why did I have to come to Betazed?” Trinian wondered as she searched for a subspace transmitter station. While the inhabitants couldn’t read her mind, she’d already been stopped by at least thirty people who could sense emotional distress coming from her. Next time, no telepaths…if there was a next time. She just had to make it to a transmitter and contact the Secondprize before Rydell could screw anything up. If she didn’t reach him in time, she was going to have the bad vacation story to end all bad vacation stories. Actually, it’d be the end of everything period. Where the hell was a comm unit?



Rydell and company materialized in a surprisingly well lit cavern. The walls of the place itself glowed with some type of energy. Jaroch immediately pulled out his tricorder and started scanning.

“It is chronometric,” Jaroch reported. “This entire chamber is literally charged with it.”

Commander Baird performed a few scans of his own and let out a low whistle.

“The cavern is constructed of the same materials as the Guardian found by Captain Kirk,” Baird said. “The readings here are almost off the scale, though.”

“I believe this is the central area,” Jaroch said, pointing to a ring of perfectly conical stalagmites jutting up from the floor of the cave. Each of them glowed brightly with the same yellowish energy being emitted from the walls.

“I really don’t like this,” Hawkins said, fingering her phaser.

“I am not detecting any life signs,” Jaroch replied. “I see little cause for alarm.”

“But this is just one big time machine,” Hawkins said. “Who knows what sort of mess it could cause?”

“A QUESTION! I HAVE WAITED EONS FOR A QUESTION!”

“Oh boy,” Rydell said softly.

“What’d I do?” Hawkins said.

“You appear to have awakened it,” Jaroch said.

“I COULD CAUSE A BIG MESS. ASK ME ANOTHER ONE.”

“What should I do, Captain?” Hawkins said.

“ASK ME A QUESTION…AND DON’T CALL ME CAPTAIN. I AM FOREVER.”

“You’ve made a friend, Lieutenant,” Rydell said.

“I thought you were the Guardian of Forever,” Dillon said.

“ALL QUESTIONS MUST BE IN THE FORM OF A QUESTION.”

“Aren’t you the Guardian of Forever?” Dillon asked, annoyed.

“NO. I AM FOREVER. THERE ARE OTHERS THAT GUARD ME.”

“F*** me,” Baird said.

“NOW ASK ME A REAL QUESTION!!!”

“Let me handle this,” Dillon said.

“Gladly,” Hawkins replied.

“When was the Battle of Hastings?”

“1066”

“He’s good,” Dillon said.

“I have one,” Jaroch said.

“Go for it,” Rydell said.

“When will the universe end?”

“WOULD YOU LIKE IT TO?”

“Only occasionally,” Baird remarked.

“I CAN DO IT.”

“You can end the universe?” Rydell asked.

“EASILY. WATCH.”

“No!!!!” Hawkins, Dillon, Jaroch, Baird, and Rydell screamed.



Lieutenant Commander Sullivan gripped the armrests of the command chair as another wave of temporal disturbances rocked the ship.

“Our orbit is stable,” Ensign Carr reported from the helm.

“That one was 3% larger than the last,” Ensign Woodville added from ops.

“Something’s going on down there,” Sullivan muttered.

“I am reminded of Lodek’s theory of event exponentiality,” Woodville said. “Lodek postulated that…”

“Not now, Woodville,” Sullivan said. “I still haven’t made it through that comparative study of Hitchcock and Einstein you handed me last shift.”

“Eisenstein!” Woodville said. “He was a film director.”

“Whatever,” Carr snapped. “Can we just sit quietly and watch the sensors?”

“But talking passes the time so much more quickly,” Woodville said.

“Depends on who you’re talking to,” Sullivan muttered.

“We’re being hailed, ma’am,” Lieutenant Prescott said from tactical, providing a welcome topic shift. “And it’s Trinian.”

“No. It’s Eisenstein,” Woodville said, growing flustered. “I’ve seen every single one of his films.”

“The hail is from Trinian,” Sullivan said slowly so Woodville’s mind would catch it. He was certifiably brilliant, but sometimes the little, obvious things just took a while to sink in. “On screen.”

“Captain!” Trinian said.

“He’s on an away mission right now, Trinian,” Sullivan said. “How’s the vacation going?”

“Sh**ty. Now where’s Alex?”

“Is something wrong?”

“Yes! Get Alex and get away from there.”

“Commander, we’re being hailed from the surface,” Prescott reported.

“Hold on a second, Trinian. I’m going to have to mute you a second. Sullivan here.”

“We may have a bit of a situation down here,” Rydell’s voice said.

“What kind of situation?”

“The thing we found says it’s going to end the universe. We’ll see what we can do, but keep the engines hot. We may have to get out of here in a hurry.”

“How are we going to outrun the destruction of the universe?” Sullivan asked.

“I have no idea. If it happens, I’ll think of something. Rydell out.”

“Great. Trinian?”

“What?”

“Can I call you back? The captain seems to have started the end of the universe.”

“SH**! I’m too late. Get your shields up now. Somebody’s coming after you.”

“But we can’t beam…”

“It won’t matter if she destroys you. Raise the shields.”

“You heard the lady,” Sullivan said to Prescott.

“Aye, raising shields on orders from the bartender.”

“Can it, Prescott.”

“It’s been nice knowing you,” Trinian said. “I’m going to go get drunk now.”

“Have fun,” Sullivan replied, feeling a bit confused by the entire exchange. “Secondprize out.” Just as the starfield reappeared on the viewscreen, the ship rocked again, this time much more violently.

“That wasn’t a temporal disturbance,” Sullivan said, fearing the worst.

“Negative,” Woodville said. “I’m detecting plasma residue against the shields. Somebody shot at us.”

“But who?” Sullivan said.

“Nothing’s on sensors,” Prescott said. Another blast rocked the ship. “Wait. I’ve got a trajectory. These things are coming in from a long way off.”

“Anything on long range sensors?”

“Maybe,” Woodville said. “I’m getting some energy readings at the very edge of our range and moving in fast.”

“Carr, take us to the other side of the moon.”

“But we won’t be able to get clear readings until whatever that thing is is almost on top of us,” Woodville objected.

“So you prefer being shot at,” Carr said.

“Not really.”

“Then I’m moving the ship.”

“Excuse me, when did we become a democracy?” Sullivan asked.

“The captain leaves for five minutes, and you already think you’re a god,” Carr said.

“I’ll ignore that, Ensign. And please refer to me as ‘Your worship’ from now on,” Sullivan replied smiling.



“THEY HAVE MOVED AWAY,” Guardian of Forever #492 said anxiously. “OUR ATTACK WAS INSUFFICIENT.”

Morticent, commander of the Seatellan Starship Mitgogae, looked over at the glowing obelisk of rock standing to the right of her command chair.

“We’ll be on them soon enough,” Morticent said, trying to ease the Guardian’s nerves. For a piece of rock, it sure was jumpy.

“FIRING FROM THIS DISTANCE WAS A TACTICAL ERROR.”

“Let me command the ship,” Morticent said. “And I’d like to remind you that if you’d assigned me rather than Trinian to the Rydell situation, we wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place.”

“TRINIAN WAS THE BEST CHOICE DUE TO HER PRIOR RELATIONSHIP WITH RYDELL’S ANCESTORS.”

“That relationship is exactly the reason she got sloppy,” Morticent replied.

“We’re approaching Forever,” the flight officer reported.

“Deactivate distortion field and raise shields,” Morticent ordered.

“THIS HAD BETTER WORK.”

“At least if it doesn’t, you won’t be around to complain about it.”



“TEN MINUTES UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION. YOU’RE GOING TO BE REALLY IMPRESSED WITH THIS ONE.”

“I can’t believe you destroyed the universe,” Dillon said.

“I did not!” Rydell shouted. “I just asked it a question.”

“Yes, and now look where we are,” Dillon said.

“I believe that we should be looking for a solution rather than arguing,” Jaroch said calmly.

“You think?” Baird said. “I’d rather just sit here and wait to get f***ed! Of course, we need a f***ing solution.”

“No need to get excited, Commander,” Jaroch said.

“Captain, maybe we should try our phasers,” Hawkins suggested, reaching for her weapon. “We could get lucky and disable it.”

“Such an action could speed our destruction,” Jaroch said.

“Well, it’s better than doing nothing,” Baird said, pulling out his phaser. “I’m with Hawkins.”

“Hold on, people,” Rydell said. “We aren’t dead yet. We can fix this.”

“I would love to hear your suggestion on the subject,” Jaroch said.

“Hawkins, it likes you. Ask it to stop,” Rydell said.

“It likes me?” Hawkins said. “Where did you get that?”

“WELL, I DO LIKE YOU.”

“Great.”

“Just ask the damn question!” Rydell said.

“Can you please not destroy the universe?” Hawkins asked.

“TOO LATE. I’VE ALREADY STARTED.”

“This is not going to look good on my report to Starfleet,” Dillon muttered.

“Will you please shut up?” Rydell said.

“I concur,” Jaroch said.

“I WILL NOT SHUT UP. I AM FOREVER.”

“I wasn’t talking to you!” Rydell snapped.

“UNLESS YOU ASK ME A QUESTION, I WON’T LISTEN TO YOU. SO THERE!”

“You sure we can’t just shoot this thing?” Baird said.

“DON’T F*** WITH FOREVER.”

“Wow, he catches on quick,” Baird said.



“Sensors are clearing,” Woodville reported. “It’s definitely some kind of ship, but I am getting massive energy readings… most likely lots of powerful weapons capable of slicing us to ribbons.”

“Prescott, hail them.”

“They’re responding.” The image of a beautiful young woman with long, straight black hair and slightly menacing green eyes appeared on the screen. She sat in what looked like a standard bridge command chair while a glowing obelisk pulsated just to the right of her chair.

“Leave this place at once,” the woman said.

“Hello to you, too,” Sullivan said.

“I have no time for social niceties.”

“Too bad. They tend to go a lot farther with me than unexplained demands.”

“I am Morticent, First Monitor of Forever and commander of the Starship Mitgogae. In the name of Forever and the people of Seatella, I order you to leave this moon.”

“Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan in command of the Federation Starship Secondprize. Delighted to meet you. I’d love to leave, but members of our crew are in the moon as we speak.”

“They haven’t started the destruction of the universe yet, have they?” Morticent asked.

“Uh…yeah. Now that you mention it. Do you know how to stop it by any chance?”

“DIE!!!” a deep voice boomed. From the rapid flashing of the rock beside Morticent, Sullivan concluded that it had just spoken.

“Damn you! Why did you have to come here?” Morticent shouted.

“Orders are orders,” Sullivan said. “Now, if you’ve finished accosting us, we’ll just fix the whole universe thing and be on our way.”

“You must be stopped before you make things worse.”

“Worse than the destruction of the universe?”

“Shut up!”

“Your species doesn’t go much for diplomacy, I take it,” Sullivan said.

“I will obliterate you all!!!” Morticent slammed her fist down on the armrest of her command chair, closing the comm channel.

“Great. Why do I always have to fight the super battlecruisers?” Sullivan muttered. “Sullivan to away team.”

“Rydell here.”

“Uh…we’re about to be attacked up here. You guys might want to beam back to the ship now.”

“No can do. We can’t leave if this thing’s going to end the universe,” Rydell replied.

“Okay. Well then, I suggest you throw up some kind of interference field or something so that our new friend doesn’t beam you to her ship.”

“Her? Who is she?”

“She says her name’s Morticent of the Seatella.”

“Never heard of them. Just take care of it. We’re kind of busy. Rydell out.”

“Gee, you’d think the world was coming to an end,” Carr quipped.

“That’s not funny,” Sullivan said.



“I should be up there,” Hawkins said.

“All of us should,” Rydell replied. “But we’ve got a few things to do down here first. Baird, Jaroch what about blocking any transporters?”

“THAT’S NOT MY DEPARTMENT.”

“That’s why he didn’t ask you,” Hawkins said.

“Give me a minute,” Baird said. “I’m going to need everyone’s phaser.”

“My phaser,” Hawkins said, clutching it closer to her chest.

“It’s either that or BOOM.”

“All right. All right.” Hawkins handed her phaser to Baird followed by the other members of the away team.

“You are attempting to connect them in series to emit an interference field,” Jaroch said.

“No kidding.”

“I would recommend using a tricorder to control the field harmonics and stability.”

“Way ahead of you,” Baird said, popping open the back of his tricorder to reveal the circuitry.

“FIVE MINUTES TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”



“The Mitgogae is closing,” Prescott reported.

“Arm all weapons. Andrea, she’s going to have to come around one side of the moon or the other to get a shot at us.”

“So, as soon as she does, you want me to make a run for it?”

“No, I want you to whip around the moon behind her and blast her ass off.”

“You got it.”

“Isn’t that against Starfleet policy?” Woodville asked.

“Why? We played nice. She shot at us first. Now, we get to kick some ass,” Sullivan said. “Where is she?”

“One hundred thousand kilometers and closing.”

“Ready, Prescott?”

“Prepared to commence ass kicking,” Prescott replied.

“She’s headed toward the moon’s south pole,” Woodville reported. She’s trying to come up under us.”

“Now, Andrea!”

Carr slammed the Secondprize into a full impulse tight turn for just the seconds needed to zip around behind the Mitgogae. As soon as the rear of the alien vessel came into view, Prescott let loose a barrage of phaser and quantum torpedo fire.



“THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU GET COCKY!” Guardian #492 bellowed as sparks flew across the Mitgogae’s bridge. The blasts from the Secondprize had been enough to topple his obelisk onto the deck. If he had a face, he’d have been staring at the floor.

“Damage report!” Morticent shouted, ignoring the criticism.

“It felt worse than it was,” her flight officer reported. “Minor damage to the power distribution network. A few system overloads. That’s about it.”

“Teleporter?”

“Just fine.”

“Get a lock on the Federation people in Forever and bring them up here.”

“WHAT ABOUT THE SECONDPRIZE?”

“Just let them think we’re dead in space.”



“Well, that was easy,” Sullivan said, relaxing in the command chair.

“I don’t know, Lieutenant,” Woodville said, looking over the readings on his console. “Most of the damage appears to be superficial.”

“Impossible,” Prescott said. “We hit them with half of the arsenal.”

“I could be reading the sensors wrong, I guess, but I really think that they’re okay out there.”

“What do you think, Emily?” Carr asked. Sullivan thought for a few moments.

“Back us off a bit, but stay in weapons range. If they so much as twitch, blast them.”

“So we just sit here,” Carr said.

“Hey, as long as they aren’t doing anything to stop the captain, I’m content to leave them alone over there.”



“Nobody’s beaming us out of here,” Commander Baird said, as he activated the interference field.

“Great. Back to the universal upheaval at hand,” Rydell said as he turned his attention back to Forever.

“THREE MINUTES TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“Captain, if you’ve got a plan, now’s the time,” Dillon said nervously.

“Forever, are you sure you can’t stop this?” Rydell asked.

“WHY WOULD I WANT TO DO THAT?”

“Would it help if I begged?”

“NO.”

“Couldn’t you just wait until we’ve had time to tell our families?” Hawkins asked.

“THAT WOULD BE ACCEPTABLE.”

“Excellent work, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said.

“TWO MINUTES, FORTY-FIVE SECONDS TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“Why the f*** aren’t you waiting?” Baird screamed.

“NO TIME PERIOD HAS BEEN SPECIFIED.”

“How about forever?” Dillon said.

“WHAT ABOUT ME?”

“You’re going to have to be more specific, I think,” Rydell said.

“Can you wait for 20 billion years?” Jaroch asked.

“YOU WON’T BE ALIVE TO ENJOY IT IF I DO THAT.”

“That is the general idea,” Jaroch said.



Morticent slammed her fist down angrily on her command chair at the news from her flight officer.

“What do you mean we can’t teleport them?!”

“I TOLD YOU YOU WERE TOO COCKY.”

“Shut up!!! Energize all rear weapon systems and fire!”



“Uh, Lieutenant, I’m reading an energy surge on the alien vessel.”

“That’s a twitch,” Sullivan said.

“Firing,” Prescott said. The Secondprize weapons streaked ahead just as several blasts lanced out of the Mitgogae. The Mitgogae weapons detonated the Secondprize’s quantum torpedoes and kept right on coming at the Secondprize itself.

“Full reverse,” Sullivan said.

“Too late,” Carr said. The ship rocked violently from the impacts. Lights flickered around the bridge as systems blinked on and off.

“That was not good,” Prescott said. “Shields down 30%.”

“So much for that,” Sullivan muttered. “Keep us away from them as much as you can, Carr.” She turned toward Prescott. “And if you get an open shot, take it.”



“We really have to pick something in our lifetimes,” Dillon whined.

“Looks that way,” Rydell replied.

“Talk about delaying the inevitable,” Hawkins quipped.

“That was not funny, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said.

“TWO MINUTES TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“We’re running out of time here,” Hawkins said.

“No sh**,” Baird said.

“We can’t just randomly pick a number,” Dillon said. “The lives of…well, everybody are at stake here.”

“Jaroch,” Rydell said, hoping for some intelligent guidance.

“The situation would seem to call for to highest number possible, so that the greatest number of us are already dead when the universe ends.”

“So, your idea is just for most of us not to be alive when it happens.”

“I am afraid so, sir. May I recommend 100 years. That should be just on the outside of my life span, and I have always wanted to go out with a bang.”

“As much as I appreciate your sacrifice and gallows humor, I can’t allow that,” Rydell said. “There’s got to be some loophole we’re missing. Some way to stop this.”

“Let me check,” Jaroch said. “Guardian, is there a loophole we’re missing here?”

“NOPE.”

“Thank you.”

“YOU’RE WELCOME. OH, BY THE WAY, ONE MINUTE FIFTEEN SECONDS UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“I so love these irregular updates,” Rydell said.

“Time’s almost up,” Hawkins said. “Literally.”

“F*** it! What about ten years?” Baird said.

“THAT WOULD BE ACCEPTABLE.”

“Ten years!” Rydell shouted. “Baird!”

“Sorry, it’s the first thing that came to mind!”



“This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind, Ensign,” Sullivan said, gripping tightly to her chair as the Secondprize made another tight loop around the moon. She could almost hear the inertial dampeners screaming as they struggled to compensate.

“It’s working, isn’t it?” Carr snapped.

“This is worse than that Kirk’s Careening Career ride at FedWorld!” Woodville said, trying to control his nausea.

Sullivan watched the tactical display on the viewscreen as the two ships went around and around Forever’s moon. She had to hand it to Carr; there was no way Morticent was going to get a clear shot at them this way.



Morticent closed her eyes and tried to pretend that her world wasn’t spinning. As it was, she’d already covered Guardian #492 with today’s lunch.

“They’re reacting too quickly every time I change speed,” the flight officer said, irritated. “I can’t hit them.”

“They can’t keep this up forever,” Morticent said. “We will catch them.”

“OR THE UNIVERSE WILL END,” Guardian #492 said.

“At this point, I wouldn’t mind,” Morticent replied.

“CAN I GET A TOWEL?”



“UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION WILL BE PUT ON HOLD FOR TEN YEARS.”

“At least I stopped it!” Baird said.

“ONE MINUTE UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“What?” Rydell, Dillon, Baird, Hawkins, and Jaroch shouted.

“PLEASE CHOOSE AN ACCESS CODE TO INITIATE HOLD SEQUENCE.”

“Just do it!” they all screamed.

“…you f***ing rock,” Baird added.

“CODE SELECTED. SHUTTING DOWN.”

“Wait! What do we do now?” Rydell said.

“COME BACK IN 10 YEARS. YOUR ACCESS CODE IS…” Forever then played back the five Secondprize crewmembers screaming “Just do it!” and Baird’s “you f***ing rock.”

“Does that mean we have to all have to say that in unison again?” Hawkins asked.

“AFRAID SO. GOODBYE TILL LATER.”

“What does the access code do?” Dillon asked. There was no response. Jaroch scanned the cavern with his tricorder.

“I believe he has shut down,” Jaroch reported.

“I guess that’s a good thing,” Rydell said. “We’re safe anyway.”

“Temporarily,” Hawkins said.

“TWO SECONDS UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“F***!!!” Baird screamed as everyone dove to the cavern floor for something resembling cover…not that it would help if the universe was being destroyed.

“JUST KIDDING. I’M REALLY SHUTTING DOWN THIS TIME. BYE BYE.”

“I hate that f***ing thing,” Baird muttered.

“I concur,” Jaroch said.



“IT’S OVER,” Guardian #492 said simply.

“What?” Morticent demanded. The Mitgogae was still racing around and around the moon trying to blast the Secondprize.

“UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION HAS BEEN AVERTED.”

“But the time streams showed Rydell destroying the universe,” Morticent said. “What went wrong?”

“WE MONITOR ALL OF THE MANY POSSIBLE OUTCOMES.”

“We’re safe. Great. I went through all this for nothing.”

“NOT NOTHING. UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION WILL COMMENCE IN 10 STANDARD EARTH YEARS.”

“Damn that Rydell! I’ll kill him! I’ll remove every bone in his body with a shrimp fork. I’ll…”

“YOU WILL DO NOTHING. HE IS THE ONLY ONE WHO CAN STOP THE DESTRUCTION.”

“What do I do now?”

“ENJOY YOURSELF FOR TEN YEARS AND HOPE THAT HE IS SUCCESSFUL IN STOPPING UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION THEN.”

“Basically you’re telling me I’ve got ten years to live.”

“YES. MOST LIKELY.”

“Get us out of here. Time’s a wasting, and I’ve got a lot of living to do. Set course for the Lindus IV Luxury Resort. Maximum warp.”

“Yes, ma’am,” the flight officer said, pulling the Mitgogae away from Forever.

“And somebody get some booze up here!”



“They’re retreating!” Prescott said.

“From what?” Sullivan said. “Did they just get too dizzy?”

“Unknown.”

“I wasn’t being serious. Open a channel to the captain.”

“Aye.”

“Rydell here,” the captain’s voice said over the comm system. “We’re ready for beam out.”

“So I take it we’re not all about to become crispy critters.”

“Not today,” Rydell replied. “But I wouldn’t make any long term plans.”

“Sir?”

“I’ll explain later. Beam us up.”



“IT HAS BEEN AVERTED,” the voice in Trinian’s mind boomed. Trinian jolted awake, fighting to free herself from the drunken stupor she’d sunk into.

“HELLO?”

“Turn it down!” she screamed.

“WHAT?”

“You’re too damn loud,” Trinian thought back angrily. “Can’t you see I’m drunk here? The universe is about to end.”

“NOT ANYMORE. THE SECONDPRIZE FIVE WERE SUCCESSFUL.”

“Secondprize five? What the hell are you babbling about?”

“YOU MAKE IT VERY HARD FOR ME TO SPEAK IN COOL CRYPTIC PHRASES.”

“Forget the evasive crap and tell me what’s going on.”

“RYDELL AND FOUR OTHERS POSTPONED ANNIHILATION.”

“Postponed! For how long?”

“TEN STANDARD EARTH YEARS.”

“Goody.” Trinian took another drink.

“ARE YOU PLANNING ON STAYING DRUNK UNTIL THEN?”

“If I’m lucky.”



Dillon, Jaroch, Hawkins, Sullivan, and Baird had gathered in the conference room as Captain Rydell had requested. As usual, he was running late. The mood in the room was decidedly somber considering that they now knew the exact date everything was going to end. The only one remotely cheerful was Commander Baird, who now had the perfect counter-argument to Sullivan’s occasional hints that she wanted to have kids.

“Fun looking group,” Rydell said as he finally entered the room.

“Would you prefer that we broke out in song?” Jaroch said.

“Probably not, but it’d be good for a laugh. I just can’t imagine you singing,” Rydell said.

“Your loss. I have an excellent voice,” Jaroch said.

“Are we getting court-martialed or what?” Dillon demanded, unable to take the suspense anymore.

“No,” Rydell replied. “Starfleet would have preferred a bit more time to deal with the problem, but, otherwise, we’re off the hook.”

“Thank the great bird,” Dillon said, sinking back into his seat.

“You and your f***ing career,” Baird snapped. “It ain’t going to matter in ten years when we’re all space dust.”

“Calm down, Commander,” Rydell said. “Starfleet assures me that this is now first priority. The top minds in the Federation will be working on it.”

“Who?” Jaroch asked.

“Top minds,” Rydell said. “Don’t worry. Starfleet will have this all fixed long before the ten years are up.





TEN YEARS LATER



CHAPTER ONE

“Bureaucracy and Other Threats to the Universe”



Admiral Lisa Beck looked around her empty office deciding how she should decorate. Most of her belongings were still en route to Earth from Waystation, so brightening up the place would have to wait for a bit. Normally, this wouldn’t even be a concern, but, so far, her first day on the job after her promotion to admiral had been incredibly boring. Basically, no one seemed to know exactly what her duties were. She had an attache, but he was just sitting out at his desk playing Conquest of the Cosmos over subspace with the operations officer at Starbase 26. So, after trying to make work for herself for a couple of hours, Beck had settled in to her desk chair and started figuring out how she wanted the place to look.

“I wonder if they’d let me paint,” she muttered to herself as she considered the neutral white walls.

“Admiral Morrison to see you, ma’am.” Her attache’s voice over the comm system destroyed the quiet of her office.

“Send him in, Keenan.”

Beck stood up and straightened her uniform, trying to look as admiral-like as possible. Fleet Admiral Dick Morrison wandered in a few seconds later carrying a padd. His eyes slowly took in the room, coming to rest for a few seconds here and there, then finally settling on Beck.

“Good morning, sir,” Beck said after a few moments of uncomfortable silence.

“Morning. How is everything?”

“Fine. Fine. Just getting adjusted.” Morrison looked at her a bit longer as if waiting for something more from her answer.

“Well, I need to pull you away from whatever you’re doing for a bit.”

“Really?” Beck said a little too enthusiastically. Perhaps the boredom was about to end.

“The computer spat this out this morning,” Morrison said, gesturing with the padd. “It’s a decade old, but there was a flag on it to alert someone on this date.”

“Ten years later?” Beck asked.

“Looks like it. Although, judging by the content of the material, I wish they’d let us know sooner. Anyway, since it involves some former colleagues of yours, I thought I’d let you handle it.”

“I’ll do my best, sir,” Beck said, taking the padd from Morrison.

“No doubt. Hopefully, it won’t be too much trouble. Send me a report when you’ve taken care of the situation.”

Beck sat back down at her desk and started reading the information on the padd. It was a transcript of Captain Rydell’s reports concerning an entity known as Forever…and the possible destruction of the universe.

“Is this correct, sir?” Beck stammered.

“Afraid so. I have faith in you, though.”

“What kind of resources can you give me?” Beck asked. Morrison was quiet for a moment as he formulated his response.

“Ah…see, there’s the tricky part. We’d prefer that you handled this quietly. Avoid subspace communication. The usual. No need to cause a panic.”

“How quietly?” Beck said, not liking the sound of this.

“Just you, the Secondprize crewmembers involved, and a scientist. I took the liberty of informing Commander Porter in the Sciences Division to expect a call from you. You two were on Waystation together a while back, weren’t you?”

“Until about three years ago when he got sent to Sciences Division.”

“Great. Then you already have a working relationship. I’ll let you get to it then.”

Morrison headed back towards the door at his usual leisurely pace. “Glad to see things are going well. So long.”

“But, sir. What about a ship?” Beck said.

“The Secondprize will meet you at the Deneria Cluster,” Morrison said as he walked out of the office. Beck couldn’t help marveling that this man could ever have made it in Starfleet. He just seemed too…laid back. More like on tranquilizers.



“Let me get this straight,” Commander Craig Porter, the head of Starfleet Sciences’ temporal physics department, said. “The universe is going to end in two weeks?”

“According to the report,” Beck said as she talked to Porter’s holographic image that was being projected into her office.

“And the Secondprize is responsible.”

“Yep.”

“That is just so them.”

“Tell me about it.”

“The computer just came back with the info. Forever, as near as Jaroch was able to ascertain, is a focal point of chronometric energy. He believes that the Guardian of Forever the Federation knows about is somehow linked to it. Anyway, Forever started a countdown to destroy the universe that Rydell and the others stopped at the last moment. And only they can enter the access code to talk to Forever.”

“So, we’ll just get Jaroch there and…”

“No. It has to be all five of them.”

“Oh hell. This ain’t going to be easy.”

“Hell of a first day on the job, huh?”

“This is no time for sarcasm, Craig.”

“Seems perfect to me. I just love imminent doom.”

“How the hell did this slip by?” Beck asked.

“Whoever filed the report must have decided it could wait,” Porter replied. “That’s bureaucracy for you.”

“Don’t remind me.”

“Well, Lisa, the ball’s in your court. What are you going to do?”

“First off, you’re going to Forever.”

“Great. I’ll alert my team.”

“No team. Just you. We’re under orders to keep this quiet.”

“Oh goody,” Porter said joylessly. “An all-expense paid vacation, and I can’t even take anyone. I just love all this crap.”

“Sorry, but this comes from way over my head. Just see if Forever’s really a threat and if you can get access to it. Don’t do anything too risky.”

“No ma’am. Relaxation all the way. I’m packing my swim trunks and sunscreen now. What about you?”

“What else can I do? I’m going to have to find Rydell and the others.”

“Suddenly it looks like I got the better end of this deal. Good luck, Admiral.”

“Same to you, Craig. And be careful. You’ll be alone with that thing until we can get there.”

Beck switched off the holographic projection unit and leaned back in her chair, trying to relax. She found it amazing how quickly life could put things in perspective for you. Five minutes ago, she was ready to paint the office lavender. Now, it just didn’t seem that important.

CHAPTER TWO

“Mandatory Un-Retirement”



Alexander Rydell had to admit that the stars really were beautiful tonight. They just seemed to be twinkling especially brightly this evening. And the reds and blues of the gasses of the nearby Ceranos Nebula also seemed more vibrant than usual. He lay back on the grass, resting his head in his hands. Up here, on the highest hill overlooking The Suburb Cottages and Spa, was about the only place on the entire planetoid Rydell could be alone with space.

“You’re wishing you were still up there again,” a female voice said from behind him. Karina Durham, Rydell’s wife and business partner, sat down next to him in the grass.

“Not even close,” Rydell said. “What brings you up to my little sanctum sanctorum?”

“Prince Jefoz in Cottage 6 wants to see about renting out the entire Suburb for his son’s wedding next year. Problem is we’re already booked up for the weekend he wants.”

“I swear command was easier than this.”

“I knew you were thinking about it.”

“I left Starfleet with no regrets. I’d boldly gone about as far as I wanted to go.”

“Can’t say that I was disappointed. The smuggling business was getting a bit old, too.”

“Sure it wasn’t that issue with the Shelliak?” Rydell said.

“You were all too pleased to charge to my rescue,” Karina said.

“Hey, I was just glad to run into you again.”

“And now look what’s happened,” Karina said, kissing Rydell softly. “You’re stuck with me.”

“Not exactly the word I’d choose, but I’m more than happy with the turn of events.” He returned the kiss, then added a few more for good measure. Soon, as is bound to happen in such exchanges, the situation quickly escalated.



The next morning, Rydell entered the control room of the Suburb ready to face another day in the harrowing world of resort management.

“Status report,” he said as soon as he walked through the door.

“The chlorination problem with the swimming pool has been stabilized,” Rydell’s assistant, Uhydel, reported. “We are expecting 24 check-outs and 17 check-ins today. That meteor swarm we’ve been monitoring should miss us by a good hundred thousand kilometers.”

“Good. Good. Sounds like everything’s under control.”

“One more thing, sir. There’s an Admiral Beck waiting for you in your office. She arrived in a Starfleet raceabout this morning.”

Rydell couldn’t help the large smile spreading across his face.

“Old friend, I take it,” Uhydel said.

“Yes, indeedy.”

Rydell almost ran the rest of the way to his office. Beck was inside admiring the various holographs hanging on the walls and resting on his desk.

“So it’s admiral now, huh?” Rydell said, as he entered. “Who’s idea was that?”

“Mine, I’m afraid,” Beck replied, turning to face Rydell. “Just started two days ago, and I’ve spent just about all of my time on a ship trying to come see you.”

“Don’t tell me you need command advice again.”

“Are you ever going to give me a hug? Or am I just going to have to come grab you?”

“I like the sound of that last one,” Rydell said. He wrapped his arms around Beck and hugged her tightly. “Damn, it’s good to see you.”

“You too, sir.” Beck said, pulling him closer.

“Would you please stop calling me that?” Rydell said, finally releasing the hug. “I’m retired, and you’d outrank me anyway.”

“You’re looking pretty good for an old retired guy.”

“Yeah, I guess I’m still pretty spry for a 46-year-old. But it’s not much of a retirement. This place keeps me plenty busy.”

“I’d imagine. From everything I’ve been hearing, you’ve got a nice little set up here.”

“We’ve certainly tried.”

“Oh yeah. How is Karina?”

“Fine. Just fine. She really seems to have found her calling.”

“That’s good. I wasn’t sure at the wedding if she’d be happy away from her smuggling and border-hopping and law breaking and…”

“I get the idea, Lisa.”

“Sorry. I’m really glad everything’s worked out, though.”

“Eight years and still going strong. But enough about me. What brings a powerful Starfleet official like yourself out to my establishment? I’m getting the feeling it’s not for a vacation.”

“I wish it was,” Beck said. She picked up the padd she brought with her off of Rydell’s desk and handed it to him. “Our computers just alerted us to this situation. Judging from the data, though, you’re the only one who can stop it.”

Rydell read through the report with growing disbelief. Starfleet hadn’t done a damn thing. They hadn’t even set up one of those “Keep the Hell Away from Here!!!” buoys in orbit around Forever.

“They were supposed to fix this!” Rydell exclaimed.

“Bureaucratic oversight,” Beck replied. “As soon as I find out who, I’m personally going to kill him.”

“If there’s anything or anyone left,” Rydell said.

“I’ve already got Craig Porter on his way to Forever to gather data on the situation. You and I are heading to the fleet-yards in the Deneria Cluster to start assembling the rest of the team.”

“Team? Oh god, it’s going to take all five of us, isn’t it?”

“That’s what your report suggests. Scott Baird and Jaroch will be at Deneria. We’re still trying to locate Patricia Hawkins. And Commander Dillon…is being seen to.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.”

“I’ll fill you in when we get there. Starfleet’s been keeping it on a need to know basis. Come on. I’ve got the ship waiting.”

“Hold on a second, Lisa. I’ve got a life here. I can’t just go running off. Surely you guys can just fake my voice or something for the access code. After that, you don’t need me. I don’t do that stuff anymore. I’m a businessman.”

“I’m sorry to have to do this to you, Alex, but under regulation 564, subparagraph C, I’m reactivating your commission. Your orders are to do whatever you have to do to save the universe.”

“Jesus! No pressure or anything.”

“I’d love to be able to take care of this myself without disturbing anybody, but the stakes are too big,” Beck said. “We’re talking about the end of everything. You have to do this.”

“Just when I thought my universe saving days were over,” Rydell said, resigned to his fate. “Let me talk to Karina and grab a couple of things. I’ll contact you shortly.”

“Good enough. Welcome back.”

“Yeah. Yeah.”

Beck tapped her thumb and forefinger together, activating the sub-dermal communicator. “Beck to Columbia. Energize.” She vanished in a streak of energy as Rydell collapsed into his desk chair. His door chime sounded a few seconds later, and Karina poked her head into the office.

“Uhydel told me you had a visitor,” she said.

“Remember that old saying, ‘Be careful what you wish for…’”

“Starfleet wants you back?”

“Not permanently, I hope. Just one more mission.”

“This could be just the thing for you. Let you get Starfleet fully out of your system. What sort of mission is it?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Alex, I’m your wife. I want to know.”

“Unless I can fix a mistake my crew and I made ten years ago, the universe is going to end in less than two weeks.”

Karina stared at him, dumbfounded.

“You aren’t serious,” she said finally.

Rydell just nodded.

“F***!!!”

“Yeah. That’s about the size of it.”

“Get going then! Move!” Karina shouted.

“You don’t mind me leaving?”

“Not for that! And don’t come back unless you saved us.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem,” Rydell said humorlessly as he got up from his desk. He headed for the door, but stopped just before he got there. “I want you to know that I didn’t do this on purpose. I had no idea…”

“I don’t care,” Karina said. “It’s not like you cheated on me or something.”

“Mental note. Adultery is worse than galactic destruction.”

“Would you just go?” Karina said, wrapping her arms around him. “And be careful.”

“I will,” Rydell said. He kissed her. “I love you.”

“I love you, too….but there’s going to be a real strain on our marriage if you kill everyone.”

CHAPTER THREE

“Time to Reflect”



Commander Porter was blasted awake by the clang of someone pounding on his door. He groggily rolled out of bed and stumbled over to the door of his cabin…if the room could really be called that. The freighter Starfleet had conned into taking Porter to Forever was not equipped for passengers. The crew had cleaned out an old refrigerated compartment that was once used for transporting real meat to Klingon out-colonies. The smell still lingered a bit, but the mattress the crew had found for him was comfortable enough.

The pounding started again just as Porter reached the door and threw it open.

“What?” Porter demanded angrily. The eight-foot tall Jsinzi trader just stared down at him; an amused grin spread across both of his mouths.

“Time to go.”

Porter looked over at the chronometer by his bunk.

“It’s three hundred hours.”

“We’re here. Time for you to go…now!”

“All right. All right.” Porter pulled together his belongings as quickly as he could and followed the Jsinzi out into the corridor.

“What about my equipment?” Porter asked.

“Already beamed to coordinates. Now you beam to coordinates.”

“Why are you guys in such a hurry? You scared of something?”

The Jsinzi stopped in his tracks, almost causing Porter to run into the back of him. He turned to face the Starfleet officer, his face deadly serious.

“This is the space of time demons. No one comes here…cheaply.”

“Time demons? What the hell…” Before Porter could finish, the Jsinzi grabbed him by the front of his uniform and tossed him into their transporter chamber where another, equally-friendly-looking Jsinzi waited.

“Time to go,” the new Jsinzi said.

“I know. I know. But you guys are not getting a good review in Space Cruises Unlimited.”

The Jsinzi just stared at Porter confused.

“Great species,” Porter muttered as he stepped up on the transporter pad. “Big, ugly, and no sense of humor.”

About then, the Jsinzi unceremoniously beamed him off their ship and got the hell out of the solar system as fast as they could.



“Personal Log. Stardate 62004.8. I would just like to lodge a really freakin’ huge complaint against Starfleet Command, the Federation, and the universe at large for putting me in this mess. Oh sure, send Craig to the boring moon. Trap him inside a few miles of rock with nothing but some blipping computers for company. That’s just great. Well, this is that last time! Actually, if we don’t figure out some way to stop the end of the universe, it will be the last time.”



Commander Porter shut off his log recorder and took another bite of his dinner. At least Starfleet had had the decency to send a mini-replicator along with him. Rations always made him cranky.

“How did I get myself into this mess?” he muttered.

“YOU OBEYED ORDERS,” a deep voice boomed from all around him. Suddenly, the dark rocks and outcroppings lining the chamber of Forever began to sparkle with an eerie glow. Porter leapt up from his seat and activated his scanning equipment.

“Holy…! Are you Forever?”

“I AM. REACTIVATION SEQUENCE COMPLETE. TEN YEAR DORMANCY HAS ENDED. TEN DAYS UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“Already? Can’t you hit the snooze button for a few millennia or something?”

“WHERE ARE THE SECONDPRIZE FIVE?”

“On their way,” Porter replied. “I hope.”

“I’D HATE FOR THEM TO MISS THIS.”

“Yep. It’d be a sin and a shame.”

“HAS THE UNIVERSE PREPARED ITSELF?”

“Uh…I’m not sure what you mean.”

“IS YOUR SPECIES READY FOR UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION?”

“Can’t say that we are. Like I said, check back in a few millennia. Actually, we’re kind of slow. Make it a couple of eons.”

“WHY HAVEN’T YOU PREPARED?”

“Honestly, I just found out. Nobody told us.”

“SO YOU’VE JUST BEEN LIVING YOUR LIFE AS NORMAL FOR THE LAST TEN YEARS.”

“Afraid so.”

“BUMMER. MIND IF I ASK YOU A PERSONAL QUESTION?”

“Sure. Why the hell not?”

“WOULD YOU HAVE DONE ANYTHING DIFFERENTLY IF YOU’D KNOWN?”

“Yikes. Tough one.” Porter sat back down on a rock to consider. “I probably wouldn’t have worried so much about taking extra helpings at meals. Maybe gotten married. Had kids. No wait…no kids. They’d just be blown up. Nope. I guess I just would have had a lot more meaningless tawdry sex.”

“ADMIRABLE. PEOPLE NEVER TAKE ENOUGH TIME FOR PLEASURE. YOU ONLY GET TO DO THIS LIFE THING ONCE, YOU KNOW.”

“Unless you’re Yynsian.”

“OH YES. THOSE REINCARNATED PEOPLE. WEIRD BUNCH. I’LL BE GLAD TO GET RID OF THEM. BUT WHAT ABOUT YOU?”

“What about me?”

“I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU WOULDN’T DO ANYTHING DIFFERENT. WHAT ABOUT THIS?”

One of walls of the cavern suddenly started showing an image of the operations center of Waystation from many years ago…and a much younger Craig Porter. He was working at his console along with another officer. Porter immediately recognized her. Lieutenant Tilleran from the Explorer.

“WHAT ABOUT HER? SHE WAS QUITE FOND OF YOU.”

“We had different postings. It wouldn’t have worked.”

“YOU DIDN’T EVEN TRY. AND LOOK AT HER NOW.”

The image changed to show Tilleran, still looking beautiful, but a bit older, playing in a park with two kids. A tall, dark-haired man walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around her.

“THAT COULD HAVE BEEN YOU WITH HER.”

“Thanks for telling me.”

“SHAME SHE DOESN’T KNOW THE UNIVERSE IS ABOUT TO END.” Forever was quiet for a moment. “HEY, YOU WANT TO SEE HER NAKED?”

“No!!!” Porter shouted.

“JUST TRYING TO HELP, BUT LET’S MOVE ON.”

“Please.”

“WHAT ABOUT YOUR SHIP DESIGN? YOU COULD HAVE SOLD A MILLION OF THOSE.” The image shifted to show Porter’s prototype spaceship design he’d spent years building speeding through the stars. “IT WAS A GOOD DESIGN. WHAT HAPPENED?”

“Well…”

“YOU DIDN’T FOLLOW THROUGH!” Forever snapped, cutting him off. “YOU HAVEN’T FOLLOWED THROUGH ON MUCH OF ANYTHING, HAVE YOU? AND WHEN YOU DO, YOU GO THE WRONG WAY. LIKE THIS FOOTBALL GAME…”

The image changed again to show an 11-year-old Porter running down field, trying to avoid a tackle, then getting clobbered by two other guys.

“WHY IN THE COSMOS DID YOU TRY TO DODGE RIGHT? YOU SHOULD HAVE GONE LEFT! YOUR WHOLE LIFE IS JUST A LIST OF ONE BAD CHOICE RIGHT AFTER ANOTHER. NO WONDER YOU’RE 43 AND STILL ALONE.”

“You think maybe we could speed up this end of the universe thing?”





CHAPTER FOUR

“Last One Out Gets Stuck With the Check”



Morticent let out another tiny moan of pleasure as the Loifred masseuse continued working on her back. So far, the Breen Seven Spa and Gardens was turning out to be everything the brochure claimed and more. Morticent wondered why she’d waited so long to come check the place out. Of course, she really couldn’t regret those months in the Pleasure Pools of Heunica Prime.

“Those seven arms really come in handy in this line of work,” she mumbled happily.

“Yes, ma’am,” the Loifred replied. Using three of his arms, he hoisted her body up into the air, while he used the other four to work on both the front and back of her legs at the same time.

“Oh gods, this is heavenly.”

“NO DOUBT,” the voice of Guardian #492 said, interrupting her revelry.

“I didn’t hear you come in,” Morticent said. “You’re getting too good at that.”

“PRACTICE,” the Guardian replied as he walked over to her. As soon as she could find someone to do it, Morticent had an android body constructed to house the obelisk of Guardian #492. Now, he was a dashing, dark-haired, dark-eyed adonis…and a fully-functional one at that. The price had been hefty, but Morticent figured that’s why credit tubes were invented. Buy now and pay later. Right now, though, Guardian #492’s face looked positively grim.

“Is there a problem?”

“OUR TIME IS UP. FOREVER HAS REACTIVATED, AND STARFLEET IS THERE.”

“Rydell?”

“NOT YET. THIS ONE IS NOT OF THE SECONDPRIZE FIVE.”

“But they’ll be there soon enough.”

“WHAT WILL WE DO?”

“Rydell and the others will try to save the universe. What can we do? We have to stop them.”

“SOME WOULD FIND IT IRONIC THAT TEN YEARS AGO WE WERE DETERMINED TO SAVE THE UNIVERSE AND NOW WE JUST WANT IT DESTROYED.”

“Yeah, well those people haven’t seen my credit card bills. Let’s get back to the ship.”

“Shall I stop the massage?” the Loifred asked.

“In a few minutes, beautiful creature. I need a bit more work on my back. Guardian, honey, get the Mitgogae ready to go. We’ll leave as soon as I’m done here. And send the boys to my quarters. I’m in the mood for a little exercise after all this relaxing.”

“WOULD YOU LIKE THEM OILED?”

“Of course! What kind of stupid question is that?”

“MY APOLOGIES. I WILL SEE YOU BACK ON THE SHIP ONCE YOU HAVE FINISHED YOUR IMPORTANT BUSINESS.”

“Are you jealous?”

“THAT IS RIDICULOUS. I AM INCAPABLE OF JEALOUSY. I SERVE FOREVER.”

“Oh yeah sure. That’s why you’re helping destroy the universe.”

“I WILL NOT DIGNIFY THAT WITH A RESPONSE.”

“I adore you, too, Guardy,” Morticent cooed. “Give me some love.”

Guardian #492 leaned down and kissed her, an action he always found extremely pleasant…even if Morticent always insisted on thrusting her tongue into his mouth.

“Oil yourself up too, baby. You need some relaxation.”

“RETURN QUICKLY,” Guardian #492 replied, unsuccessfully trying to hide the eagerness in his voice, then headed for the door.

As Guardian #492 left, the Loifred flipped Morticent onto her back and started using all seven hands to work on her front.

“You want a new employer?” Morticent asked dreamily. “I could let you do this forever…however long that is.”



“Beautiful,” Trinian said to herself softly as she finished watching the sunrise over the Great Ocean of Galinys Twelve. The synchronized sunrise of five separate suns created unbelievable light displays in the sky and on the water of the planet, and, from her perch on top of Mount Kilodee, Trinian had the best seat in the house. She pulled a padd and a thermos out of her pack and poured herself a steaming cup of coffee while she scrolled down the contents of the padd.

“Sunrise on Galinys Twelve. Check.” She marked off that item on her list of things to see in the galaxy before it ended. So far, she was well into the “s” range, which wasn’t bad considering how much stuff there really was to see.

“ENJOYING YOURSELF?”

The voice suddenly booming in her mind was the absolute last thing Trinian wanted to hear right now.

“Leave me alone, Guardian Control.”

“I’M AFRAID WE CAN’T DO THAT. FOREVER HAS REACTIVATED.”

“And now the universe is going to end. I know. That’s why I’m here.”

“RYDELL CAN SAVE IT. YOU MUST HELP HIM.”

“Alex is going? I thought he was retired.”

“THE SECONDPRIZE FIVE WILL RETURN TO FOREVER. YOU MUST PROTECT THEM.”

“From what? And isn’t Morticent assigned to this now?”

“WE HAVE LOST CONTACT WITH HER AND GUARDIAN #492. WE FEAR THAT SHE HAS SUFFERED A MILD CASE OF CHANGED PRIORITIES.”

“Meaning what exactly?”

“WELL…SHE AND GUARDIAN #492 MAY BE LESS THAN OPPOSED TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“Would you just tell me what’s going on?” Trinian snapped angrily.

“THEY’RE GOING TO TRY TO STOP THE SECONDPRIZE FIVE. THEY WANT TO END IT ALL. THEY’VE GONE MAD, I TELL YOU! MAD!!!”

“All right. All right. I’ve got it. I’ll see what I can do.”

“GOOD LUCK, TRINIAN. YOU CAN FIND RYDELL IN THE DENERIA CLUSTER.”

“That’s light years from here!”

“HOPEFULLY TRAFFIC WILL BE LIGHT. I’LL BE IN TOUCH.”

“So, I’m just supposed to race off and stop Morticent on my own?”

“THAT’S ABOUT THE SIZE OF IT.”

“Goody.”



Morticent strolled languidly through the corridors of the improved Mitgogae towards the bridge. The ship had become a streamlined spear of pleasure and pain rocketing through the cosmos. She’d had luxuries like the galaxy had never seen installed on board. There were devices that specialized in manicures, pedicures, massages (even though Morticent always preferred the hands, tentacles, or paws of a living being), and gourmet cuisine that would put the finest replicators Starfleet had to shame. She had holodecks stocked with the most relaxing or arousing programs the imagination could think of.

And Morticent used it all. She brought beings she found intriguing in some way on board, gave them the experience of their lives, then dumped the off somewhere when she’d grown bored. Through it all, though, Guardian #492 had been there. He’d never admit to loving her, but she was sure that he did, especially once she had a body constructed for him. And despite all of the other beings she’d been with in the last 10 years, she was going to oblivion with Guardian #492. If that meant she loved him, so be it.

“I HAVE SET A COURSE FOR FOREVER,” Guardian #492 reported as Morticent walked onto the bridge. He sat at the lone console on the massive bridge. Everything else had been automated over the years as the crew had either been dumped or converted for other uses. Now, Guardian #492 could run the ship from the console, if necessary, while Morticent sat in the command chair. Well, it was really more of throne now, with ornately-carved armrests upholstered in the plushiest fabric she could find. The seat cushion of the same material could be set for various massage and heat functions as could the chair back. When needed, the whole assembly flipped back and transformed into a bed, with additional sections rising out of the floor should guests be expected.

“We aren’t going to Forever,” Morticent said, easing herself into her most wonderful of chairs. “We’ve got a few errands to run first.”

“SURELY YOU HAVEN’T RUN OUT OF KYNELLIAN BON-BONS ALREADY?”

“That’s not the kind of errand I meant,” Morticent replied. “We need to recruit some assistance.”

“AGAINST THE SECONDPRIZE FIVE? WE HAVE ONE OF THE MOST POWERFUL VESSELS IN THE QUADRANT.”

“I’m not taking any chances. There’s far too much at stake. I don’t want there to be any possibility that Rydell could accidentally go and save the universe. We’re all going to die, dammit! Now look, you’ve gotten me all tense.”

“DO YOU REQUIRE ASSISTANCE?”

“You read my mind,” Morticent said with a wicked grin as she walked up beside Guardian #492 and typed in some coordinates. The engines roared to life, snapping the ship into warp. “Why don’t we take a little stroll back to my chambers and see what you can do to help out your captain?”

“IF THAT IS WHAT MY DUTY REQUIRES,” Guardian #492 replied getting up from his seat. Moments like this made him feel so sorry for the Guardians still stuck as rocks. Sure, he used to be jealous of the upper level Guardians that could actually access Forever, but they sat as empty rings of stone on barren worlds waiting for someone to drop by and ask them a question. Boring!

Guardian #492 was mobile. He was seeing the galaxy. He was feeling things the other Guardians could only dream of. Of course, in exchange, he had to destroy the universe, but that seemed like such a small price to pay next to ten years of hedonism with Morticent. Screw the cosmos! He had more important people to do.





CHAPTER FIVE

“Wedded Bliss and Other Universal Improbabilities”



Rydell and Beck checked the numbers on the cabins on either side of the corridor as they moved through the residential area of the Deneria Dry Dock facility. While conveniently being the closest Federation docking facility to the moon of Forever, Deneria was also home to Captain Scott Baird, who currently served as Supervising Refit and Repair Officer for the dock. In effect, he ran the place, but Starfleet had assigned an administrator to act as facility commander due to a years-old restriction in Baird’s file prohibiting him from ever being in total command of any Starfleet outpost, ship, or mission. While some people might have been upset by this, Baird couldn’t have cared less. Let someone else handle the administrative crap; his place was on the ships.

At least it usually was. Right now, the station computer was telling Rydell and Beck that he was in his quarters.

“Think he’ll be happy to see us?” Beck asked casually as they stopped outside of Cabin H-444.

“Was he ever happy to see anyone?” Rydell asked. He noticed some writing below the cabin number and squinted to read it. Karina kept telling him that he needed to see someone about his eyes, but he’d never gotten around to it. Besides, even though Tantalus V had assured him that Dr. Rebecca Singer was completely cured when they recommended (No ordered. They had made some vague threats about asking Starfleet to annex his planetoid.) that he hire her on as the physician for The Suburb, she still gave him the creeps. Of course, considering she’d tried to kill him, Rydell felt his attitude was perfectly understandable.

The writing below the cabin number resolved itself into SULLIVAN/BAIRD.

“There’s a surprise,” Rydell muttered. Hell, Scott Baird and Emily Sullivan’s entire relationship had been a surprise. The fact that they’d gotten married and stayed together for ten years was down-right shocking.

“It takes all kinds,” Beck said, echoing Rydell’s thoughts. “Shall we get this over with?”

“Might as well,” Rydell said, straightening his suit. Even though Beck had shanghaied him back into service, at least she hadn’t made him get back into uniform. He absolutely despised those things.

Beck pressed the door chime, immediately evoking a series of deep roars from inside the cabin.

“Damn,” Beck muttered. “I knew Emily said his snoring was bad, but…”

The doors opened, cutting her off. Before she or Rydell could react, a giant black monster leapt out of the room, tackling Rydell with another demonic blast of sound. Beck tried to grab the thing and pull it off of Rydell, but the beast was too strong for her. Finally, Scott Baird, unshaven and dressed in a bathrobe, strolled casually out of the cabin, grabbed the furry hell-spawn by its hind legs, and dragged it back into his quarters.

“You coming or not?” he shouted back at Beck and Rydell. Beck helped Rydell, who was now practically drenched in the saliva of the beast, up, and the two of them entered the cabin. Baird himself had gone to the back, presumably to close up the four-legged horror in the back leaving Rydell and Beck to survey their surroundings. Despite Baird’s initial appearance, he was actually the messiest thing about the quarters. The living room was decorated simply except for the intricate metal sculptures that sat in various corners, and the giant metallic castle that hung on the far wall of the room.

“Dang mutt,” Baird grumbled, re-emerging for the back hallway of the cabin. He looked at Rydell and Beck, taking in who they were for the first time. “This doesn’t look like a social visit. I’m not going to be happy about this, am I?” he said simply.

“Probably not,” Rydell said, extending his hand to Baird, who shook it unenthusiastically. Baird and Beck simply exchanged a nod of recognition.

“Figures,” Baird said, slumping down on the sofa and waving Rydell and Beck to the two armchairs opposite it.

“Who was at the door?” Emily Sullivan’s voice called from the back. Moments later, she walked into the living room, straightening the pips on her uniform.

“Captain Sullivan, I presume,” Rydell said, standing up and smiling.

“Oh my God!” Sullivan exclaimed happily, racing over to Beck and Rydell, each of whom she hugged in turn.

“Them,” Baird muttered.

“What are you two doing here?” Sullivan said.

“I’m afraid we’re going to have to borrow Scott,” Beck said. “Official business.”

“Official business you can’t tell me about?” Sullivan said, turning serious.

“Afraid not, Emily,” Rydell said.

“They pulled you out of retirement, didn’t they?” Sullivan said, coming to understand the import of what was happening.

“Mister Rydell is not at liberty to discuss that,” Beck said. “Please don’t push me on this, Emily.”

Sullivan looked between Rydell and Beck, then turned to her husband. “You’d better get my ship finished.”

“Whatever,” Baird said. Another unearthly roar emanated from down the hallway.

“What is that thing?” Rydell asked.

“Compromise,” Sullivan said. Rydell and Beck looked at her confused. “I wanted kids; he didn’t. So we got a dog.”

“And he’s named Compromise?” Beck asked.

“Cute, huh?” Baird said disdainfully.

“Well, I need to see how the repairs are going. You guys can talk about your secret stuff until I get back,” Sullivan said.

“You wouldn’t even be here if you hadn’t hit that comet,” Baird said.

“But if I didn’t hit things, how would I come back to see you, sweetums?” Sullivan replied playfully, then planted a kiss on his forehead. “I’ll see you later.”

“Absolutely,” Baird said, pulling her in for a kiss on the lips. Sullivan, after finishing the kiss, straightened her uniform again and headed for the door.

“If you’re still here later, we should have dinner.”

“That’d be great,” Beck said. “Jaroch should be here by then.”

“Jaroch too? What’s this? A reunion, and I wasn’t invited?”

“Emily,” Rydell said.

“I know. I know. Just be careful with him,” she said.

“We will. I promise,” Rydell replied as Sullivan left.

“So what’s this about?” Baird said, once Sullivan had left. Beck and Rydell retook their seats and explained the situation. During the course of it, Baird sat up, his eyes widening with alarm. Once Rydell and Beck finished, Baird struggled for words. He almost seemed to be going into a seizure as he tried to form the syllables.

“Fu…fu…he…sh…crap! I thought they were supposed to fix that?”

“Are you all right?” Rydell asked.

“Yeah. It’s this da…darn profanity filter,” Baird said. “Starfleet made me put one in or else they wouldn’t give me the position here.”

“You wanted it that badly?”

“Fu…Yes!” Baird said, fury evident on his face. “But I can’t stand not being able to talk normally. Bunch of bulls….cowdung…if you ask me.”

“It does take away a bit of your charm,” Beck said.

“No kidding. So what are we doing about this Forever situation?”

“What else can we do?” Rydell said. “We’re going to get the team that initially went down there together and see if we can stop it.”

“All of us?” Baird asked, concerned.

“Yeah,” Rydell replied confused. “Why wouldn’t we?”

“Even Dillon?” Baird said. Beck shot him a warning glance that Rydell missed.

“Of course,” Rydell replied. “He may have been a bit of a dork, but he was there.” Baird and Beck exchanged glances. “Is there something you aren’t telling me?” Beck and Baird shifted in an uncomfortable silence.

“Spacedock Control to Admiral Beck,” a voice broke in suddenly over the comm system.

“Beck here,” she said, obviously relieved.

“The Secondprize is preparing to dock.”

“Thank you. Beck out. Go get dressed, Captain,” Beck said to Baird. “We’ll meet you at the airlock.”



“Would you like to tell me what that was about?” Rydell said as he and Beck headed towards the turbolift down the corridor from Baird’s cabin.

“Not really,” Beck said as she stepped into the lift followed by Rydell. “Deck Nineteen.” The turbolift smoothly eased upwards.

“Is this some more classified crap?” Rydell demanded testily.

“Dillon is…on assignment,” Beck said. “I can’t tell you any more right now.”

“Oh don’t tell me someone made him Starfleet Intelligence.”

“I really can’t talk about it right now,” Beck said. The turbolift slowed to a halt, and the doors opened revealing a vast set of windows looking out into the dry dock facility. The windows had to be three stories high, providing a fantastic view of the various ships gathered there for repairs and refits.

On the far side of the dock, Rydell could see the giant space doors slowly open, allowing a view of the stars beyond. Then, a familiar ship silhouette filled the space, a thick saucer sitting on a squat hull. Two long nacelles stretching back into the void beyond. Even though they were years behind state of the art, Rydell still felt the Excelsior class starship was one of the most beautiful designs Starfleet had ever come up with.

“She looks great,” he said softly.

“Oldest ship still in active use,” Beck said. “No matter what people may have said about your methods, or Jaroch’s for that matter, you two have kept her in one piece.”

“Yep. Sure did,” Rydell said. Beck didn’t need to know about that minor issue with the Next Federation.

The Secondprize, operating on maneuvering thrusters only, pulled into a docking slot near the observation room Beck and Rydell were in. Beck was about to suggest that they go meet the ship, but Rydell was already halfway out the door. He looked back at her, his eyes sparkling happily as his mouth spread into an uncontrollable grin.

“Guess I missed her more than I thought,” he said with a chuckle.

“Not a problem,” Beck said, returning the smile as she caught up with him.





CHAPTER SIX

“Dinner of the Darned”



The ensign who opened the Secondprize airlock looked like she’d just gotten out of bed. Her uniform was a wrinkled mess, and her hair was standing up in directions Rydell was pretty sure were a physical impossibility. She was in the midst of stifling a yawn when her eyes locked on Beck’s admiral’s uniform and widened in terror.

“Surprise inspection!” she screamed, running off down the corridor as if the Devil himself was after her.

Beck couldn’t help laughing. “I think I pulled that same maneuver a few weeks after I came on board.”

“You learned quick,” Rydell replied, looking around. The ship had obviously been through at least one major refit in the eight years since he’d last been on board. The hallways were newer, sleeker, with shiny black computer interface panels lining the walls. The lighting, though, was as bright and cheery and ever. It was nice to see that the Secondprize hadn’t given in to Starfleet’s moody lighting phase.

Beck grabbed a passing lieutenant who seemed spectacularly unconcerned by her presence or her rank. “Inform Captain Jaroch that he has guests,” she ordered.

“Sure,” the lieutenant replied snidely. “You want me to pick you up some lunch while I’m at it? Maybe do your nails? Jeeze. Some people.” He stormed off, but Beck did hear him contact the bridge and tell Jaroch about his impending visitors.

“Jaroch seems to be carrying on the high standards on crew conduct you established,” Beck said.

“Why mess with what works?” Rydell said as they entered a turbolift. “Bridge.”

“You do not have access to that level,” the computer voice replied flatly.

“Ouch,” Rydell muttered.

“Sorry about that,” Beck said. “But you’re the one who decided to go civilian. Bridge.” The lift immediately rocketed upwards, soon stopping at the nerve center of the ship.

As the doors opened, Rydell and Beck were surprised to find the room dark except for the glow of the consoles.

“Hello?” Beck said as she and Rydell stepped tentatively out of the turbolift. Voices suddenly filled the air.



For she’s a jolly good admiral,

For she’s a jolly good admiral,

For she’s a jolly good admiral!

Which nobody can deny!



The lights flicked on and seven officers jumped out from behind chairs and consoles shouting, “SURPRISE!”

“Uh…thanks,” Beck said. “But you’re supposed to surprise me, then sing.”

“I wanted to do the song first,” a dark-haired woman said, stepping to the head of the group. Rydell suddenly realized that this was Andrea Carr. She’d cut her hair short and she was a bit older, but it was her. She now had the pips of a commander on her collar. Andrea had done well for herself. When Rydell retired, she’d only been a lieutenant for about a year and a half.

Carr seemed to recognize Rydell about the same time as he’d gathered her identity. “Captain!” she exclaimed, rushing over to hug him. “Wow! I’ve missed you!”

“I’ve missed you too, Andrea,” Rydell replied. Damn, this woman could almost hug as tightly as Counselor Webber.

“I didn’t know you were coming, or I would have had a song ready for you as well.”

“Your presence is a surprise,” a familiar male voice said. Jaroch had just entered the bridge from his ready room. Rydell didn’t think he’d aged a bit. “But not an unpleasant one.” Jaroch turned to Admiral Beck. “I apologize for your welcome, Admiral, but my first officer thought it would be…nice.”

“It was great, Jaroch. Really,” Beck replied.

Rydell gaped at Carr. “You’re the first officer?”

“Yes, sir,” Carr replied, straightening to attention.

“And a very competent one at that,” Jaroch replied. “We make an excellent team.”

“Thank you, sir,” Carr said, almost blushing. In fact, she’d only been first officer for about six months. In the eight years between the time Rydell retired and Carr was appointed to the position, Starfleet had posted nineteen other first officers to the Secondprize. All of them had left after a short stay. Jaroch had tried to explain to Starfleet that the Secondprize was a unique environment, and, therefore, they should promote someone from the Secondprize crew to the job. Starfleet, however, didn’t believe that a starship could or should be a unique environment, so they kept bringing in poor saps from other ships. Eight years and one extended visit from an admiral that ended with her commitment to Tantalus V convinced Starfleet to take Jaroch’s advice.

“Am I to assume that our summons here is due to more than social reasons?” Jaroch asked.

“Afraid so,” Beck said. Rydell had to admit that it was nice being on a mission with someone else in charge for a change. Of course, being on a mission at all was a change compared to what he’d been doing since he retired. But even at The Suburb, he was still in charge. Here, he could kind of relax…except for that imminent destruction of the universe part.

“Can we use your conference room?” Beck asked.

Jaroch looked at her unsure for a moment. “Of course,” he said finally.

“Andrea, Scott Baird’s going to come looking for us in a moment,” Beck said. “Just send him in.”

“Sure,” Carr replied. “But, I don’t…”

“We’re all going to have dinner together later if you want to come,” Rydell said, jumping in diplomatically before Beck had to tell Carr she wasn’t allowed in the meeting.

“Sounds great,” Carr said, brightening as the others entered the conference room. She was a bit irked about not being invited to the meeting, but she figured Jaroch would explain it all to her eventually. She WAS his first officer.



Rydell immediately noticed some changes in the conference room. First off, the pool table that sat where the conference table used to be was a big tip off. On the far side of the room, a simple bar had been set up, and the inner wall off the room, opposite the large windows looking out into space, had a buffet sitting in front of it. Now Rydell had added the buffet himself; it increased attendance at staff meetings. But the rest of it was new. He and Beck looked at Jaroch questioningly.

“We find that it helps our productivity,” Jaroch said. “And I am quite good.” In one fluid motion, he snatched a cue stick out of the rack on the wall and slammed it into the cue ball on the table, sending the white orb flying into the perfectly racked assembly of balls at the other end. After a bit of clacking and rolling, three striped balls dropped into various pockets.

“Nice,” Rydell said, taking the stick from Jaroch. He sized up the situation on the table, then hit the cue ball, which obediently ricocheted of a side and knocked a couple of solids into pockets.

“I am assuming, judging by the stardate, that you are here concerning Forever,” Jaroch said. Rydell and Beck looked at him in surprise. “I have kept tabs on Starfleet’s progress on the matter over the years.”

“What progress?” Beck muttered.

“Exactly,” Jaroch said. “And now we must return to Forever to attempt to stop the destruction of the universe…again.”

“Well, that was easy,” Beck said. Just then, Captain Baird entered the room.

“Well, if it ain’t Jaroch,” Baird said, more jovially than usual. He shook hands with Jaroch, then looked at the table. “You ain’t going to turn into J’Ter and kick my a…butt when I stomp you, are you?”

“You have my word on it,” Jaroch said, re-racking the balls.

“Good.”

“J’Ter’s word is another matter entirely,” Jaroch said, looking up at Baird with a devilish grin.

“This looks like a perfect place to assign teams,” Beck said.

“For the game?” Baird asked.

“That and this mission,” Beck replied. “Tomorrow, you and I are going to take my raceabout and get Patricia Hawkins.”

“That should be cute,” Baird said.

“Meanwhile, you two will go get Dillon,” Beck said to Rydell and Jaroch.

“As you say, this will be cute,” Jaroch replied. “Has the captain been informed of Dillon’s status?”

“No,” Beck said. “And he won’t be until you get there. Understood?”

“Absolutely,” Jaroch said. “I take it I am just supposed to order the crew to cart us around the galaxy without explaining why.”

“Is that a problem?” Beck asked.

“It should not be. They do not ask where we are headed most of the time.”

“Good, then I’ll leave Dillon’s arrangements up to you.”

“Yee haa,” Jaroch said flatly. “I get to make his bed and tuck him in. I am so looking forward to seeing him again.”

“I’m sure,” Beck said, taking a stick off of the rack on the wall. “But you can worry about that after Scott and I demolish you.”

“I sincerely doubt that,” Jaroch replied.

“Just finish racking the balls,” Beck said.

“Ooh. Sounds kinky,” Rydell said.

“You wish,” Beck said. “I could take all three of you.”

“Great. You name the place; I’ll bring the lemon meringue,” Rydell replied. Beck ignored him and aimed her pool cue. With a sadistic grin, she hit the cue ball into the racked group with all of her might. “Game on, boys.”



The group of Secondprize officers, both past and present, gathered for dinner in one of the spacedock restaurants overlooking the repair facility. Every facility like Deneria that Rydell had ever been in had one of these restaurants. Starfleet knew what the big attraction was. Everyone wanted to look out at the ships. Therefore, the lighting was dim, allowing the diners a glare-free look at the mighty starships in the docking bay.

In the low light, Rydell could almost imagine that he was still assigned to the Secondprize and having dinner with his crew. The voices he heard were the same, but he knew each of them had a gained a wrinkle or two, or perhaps a little weight. And maybe they’d lost a bit of hair…or even a bit of eyesight.

Rydell berated himself for his thoughts. He wasn’t even fifty yet, and he was talking as though his life were winding to a close. Sure, he wasn’t out wandering the stars anymore, but he had a very full life at The Suburb. And, most importantly, he had Karina. Running into her again eight years ago had been the decisive moment in his life. He knew then that he’d had enough of the lonely life of a starship captain. He wanted to settle down in one place with one person and see what adventures marriage had to offer. Luckily, time proved that Karina felt the same way. Their time together had been and was still the most fulfilling he had ever known. Yes, occasionally, he yearned for the stars, but they could always go tool around in their own ship. He had no desire to climb back in the center seat of a starship. Let the others have that life.

He looked around the table at his former colleagues…his friends. The feeling was a bit strange. In some ways, it was like he’d never left. They fell right back in talking and laughing together as they had been when they were all on the same ship.

But then, he could also feel the great gulf between them. Of the six people seated at that table, five of them were in Starfleet uniforms. Only Rydell had left. The others, while still his friends, talked about things he didn’t really understand, technologies he didn’t know, alien races he’d never heard of, and Starfleet politics involving admirals he’d never met.

As wonderful as it was to see them all again, Rydell knew that he wasn’t a part of their lives anymore. He’d finish this mission and leave or die trying. Either way, he doubted that he’d ever be back with them in a group like this again.

He was snapped back to reality as Beck placed her hand on his shoulder. “Come on,” she said, gesturing her head away from the table.

“Where are we going?” Rydell asked confused.

“To dance,” Beck said, grabbing his arms and pulling him out of his chair. “You looked a bit too serious,” she continued, dragging him to the dance floor as some bouncy rhythm played in the background. He recognized the music playing. Actually, he’d written the music that was playing. It was one of his parents’ big hits from back when they preformed.

Rydell smiled, drawing a smile from Beck. So, they had their own lives. He had one as well. Beck had no idea that the melody her body moved to had been penned years ago by the man dancing in front of her. She had no idea that the duo Fabe and Mabe were actually his parents. She didn’t even know that, at the tender age of thirteen, he’d written eight of the songs that were to become their biggest smashes.

Inwardly, Rydell thanked whoever had put that song on. It was just the kick in the rear he needed to remind himself that there was a lot more to life than Starfleet. These people were his friends; they always would be. But their lives were moving different ways. He’d enjoy the days they had together. And, somehow, he couldn’t even begin to believe that they’d be his last. After that, maybe they’d come visit him at The Suburb. Maybe he’d pull Karina away for a week or two and go visit some of them. It was his life; he could do what he wanted with it…as could any of them.

Most likely, the only one who felt there was any tension between them because Rydell left Starfleet was Rydell himself. Well, Karina always told him that he could get moody at times. Best to just relax and dance.

Tomorrow, he could worry about saving the galaxy.

CHAPTER SEVEN

“The Pitstops on the Way to Forever”



After spending a couple of days there, Commander Porter was of the opinion that Forever wasn’t too bad as far as roommates went. Generally, Forever just was. He didn’t say much or flash his glowing rocks when Porter was trying to sleep.

On the downside, he wasn’t very forthcoming with information. All of Porter’s scans had done little more than confirm what Jaroch had concluded ten years earlier. Yes, Forever seemed to be a major convergence point for chronometric energy. Yes, Forever was obviously sentient. Yes, Forever seemed intent on destroying the universe. No, Porter couldn’t stop it.

“YOU MIND IF I ASK YOU SOMETHING?” Forever said as Porter poured over the latest series of chronometric readouts he’d taken. It was the first time either of them had spoken in several hours.

“Sure,” Porter replied distractedly.

“YOU EVER THINK ABOUT THE FUTURE?”

“Of course. Everybody does. I don’t really dwell on it. I always just figured it’d happen when it got here…unless you blow up everything.”

“I AM NOT GOING TO BLOW UP EVERYTHING,” Forever said.

“You’re not?” Porter said, getting excited.

“NO. IT’S GOING TO BE MORE OF A TEMPORAL TIDAL WAVE CRASHING THROUGH THE UNIVERSE OBLITERATING EVERYTHING IN ITS PATH.”

“Gee. Great. Much better,” Porter replied, turning back to his readouts.

“I THINK ABOUT THE FUTURE.”

“No surprise there. You already know it.”

“NOT REALLY. I KNOW THE POSSIBLE FUTURES. AND BOY ARE THERE A LOT OF THOSE. DO YOU REALIZE THAT IF YOU HAVE TOAST THIS MORNING INSTEAD OF EGGS, I HAVE TO TRACK OUT AN ENTIRELY DIFFERENT TIMELINE? TRY DOING THAT FOR EVERY BEING IN THE UNIVERSE. OY! WHAT A HEADACHE!”

“Sorry about that.”

“I’M LOOKING FORWARD TO ENDING IT ALL. MAYBE NEXT TIME THEY’LL BUILD SOMETHING SIMPLER. FIVE OR TEN PLANETS WOULD BE PERFECT, NOT BILLIONS.”

“I hope that all works out for you,” Porter muttered. “Meanwhile, the rest of us will be wiped out of existence.”

“OH DON’T WORRY ABOUT IT. I HEAR OBLIVION IS LOVELY THIS TIME OF YEAR.”

Porter just glared.

“THAT WAS A JOKE. LIGHTEN UP, BUDDY. YOU’RE TAKING THIS UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION STUFF MUCH TOO HARD.”



Light years away, Trinian sat in the galactic equivalent of a bus station waiting to catch a transport. The Ollekon next to her was sound asleep, snoring out of one mouth and drooling out of the other. He also smelled like he hadn’t showered in a couple of hundred years. Trinian sighed and tried to focus on the holovision show playing across the room. Of course, the sound was completely down, so she couldn’t hear a thing. Why bother showing anything if you weren’t going to let anyone hear it?

Her stomach rumbled and did a slight twist as it tried to digest the bacon and eggs she’d had for breakfast in the spaceport cafeteria. The meal had sounded appealing at the time, since the spaceport actually had a cook. The woman claimed to be from Earth, so Trinian took her up on the offer of a traditional Terran breakfast. She hadn’t eaten good Earth food since she lived on the planet back in the late 20th/early 21st century.

But now she regretted it. Just as she was regretting a lot of things. Why did she have to go on vacation at the exact time Rydell encountered Forever? Why didn’t she just honestly tell Rydell ahead of time why she was really on board? Surely attempting to prevent the end of the universe warranted affecting the timeline just a tad. That’s what she would have ended up doing anyway if she’d been on board at the time. But her goal as a First Monitor of Forever was to prevent the destruction without letting Rydell and the others know that she knew the future…sort of.

Now, here she was ten years later, stuck in a rat hole somewhere in the Beta Quadrant. Having to use public transit was annoying, but she knew her tiny ship really couldn’t handle the speeds she was flying at in her efforts to get to Rydell before Morticent did. Sure enough, the entire warp core had overloaded a couple of light years from where she was now. Fortunately, a freighter was passing by about that time as well. At least something was sort of looking out for her.

“Now boarding Transport 592 bound for Waystation, Multekia Prime, and Bradley Dillon’s Pleasure Globe Casinoworld.” Trinian stood up and got in line with the hordes of tourists out to lose their latinum in the overpriced shops of Multekia or at Bradley Dillon’s gaming tables. Luckily, this wasn’t the return trip where all of these folks would be broke and depressed. The Multeks and Bradley Dillon certainly seemed to be raking in the bucks. Perhaps, if the universe didn’t end, she’d see if Bradley needed a bartender.



After seeing to it that her secret weapon against Rydell had been safely loaded on board, Morticent sauntered down the Mitgogae’s main corridor towards her playroom, her lithe body clad in a red leather outfit that clung to her every curve.

All of these preparations to deal with Rydell just made her feel positively evil.

And the sensation was positively delicious.

Perhaps she’d head to the holodeck and give some exquisite torture to a dungeon full of helpless Orions. Their green skin always marked so beautifully under her whip. Or maybe she’d just let a bevy of obedient slaves bathe her then indulge her every whim.

Decisions decisions.

“GUARDIAN TO MORTICENT.”

“What is it, my precious?” she asked distractedly. Her mind was far too busy picturing a couple of well-muscled Klingons rubbing oil into her back before giving her the kind of deep massage that only a warrior was capable of.

“WE SHOULD DEPART BEFORE ANYONE NOTIFIES STARFLEET.”

“Yes, yes. Get us to Forever…and quickly.”

“OF COURSE. WE CANNOT BE LATE FOR THE END OF EVERYTHING.”

“True, but I’m more concerned that I’m liable to go play with our new toy before we have a chance to use it on Alexander Rydell,” Morticent said. Too bad Guardian #492 couldn’t see the sadistic grin on her face. He always loved them so much.

“I WILL TRY TO KEEP YOU OTHERWISE OCCUPIED,” Guardian #492 replied with just a hint of lust in his voice. Most other people wouldn’t be able to detect it, and Guardian #492 himself would deny it to the bitter end, but Morticent knew. Oddly enough, they were the perfect couple. To think that she would find her life-companion in a big chunk of rock. Oh well, what was that Vulcan saying…oh yes. Infinite Diversity in Infinite Combinations. If this didn’t count, Morticent had no clue what would. She found herself hoping that there was some sort of afterlife where she and Guardian #492 could be reunited far from the adversities that forced them to destroy this universe.

But just in case, she’d better get her good times in while she could.

“That’s what I was hoping you’d say,” Morticent said. “Why don’t you come occupy me in my playroom for a while?”

“I AM ALREADY HERE.”

Morticent smiled and picked up her pace a bit to get to her special room. What a love. She’d have to reward him somehow.





CHAPTER EIGHT

“Enter the Dillon”



Normally, being kept in the dark about something drove Rydell nuts. He’d never been big on surprise parties as a kid, and he certainly didn’t like having details that could have some bearing on his destruction held from him, but being back on the Secondprize distracted him enough from Jaroch’s vague answers about Dillon to keep him content.

Carr had spent a good portion of the morning giving him a tour and introducing him to some of the new crewmen. Most of the command staff had been on the Secondprize in one capacity or another during Rydell’s tenure as captain, albeit in much lower positions. Now they all looked so much older and more confident.

Walking down the corridor towards engineering, Rydell spotted one woman he remembered particularly well. Every time he sang on talent night, she pushed her way to the edge of the stage and threw her underwear at him. Friendly sort.

As she walked by, she smiled at him and blushed a bit. Obviously, she recognized him. Ah memories. Rydell returned the smile and kept on walking. Two seconds later, something soft smacked him in the back of the head then fell to the carpet. He quickly realized the purple, lacy object was a pair of panties. The officer who threw them was nowhere in sight.

“Neat trick,” Rydell said as Carr gawked in astonishment. “Don’t worry about it, Commander. Happens all the time,” Rydell lied.

“No offense, sir, but you can’t have any of mine,” Carr said, a hint of nervousness in her voice.

“I’m kidding, Andrea.”

“But the…”

“Long story. Don’t worry about it,” Rydell said. Carr shrugged and led the way into engineering. This room seemed to have changed the least of any on the ship. Sure, the consoles looked a bit more advanced, but it still had your basic warp core, plasma injectors, and dilithium crystal chamber.

The engineers on duty glanced up briefly as Carr and Rydell entered, but then returned to their monitoring of the various ship’s systems while the core pulsed with energy in the center of the room.

Suddenly, two feminine hands reached around from behind and clamped over Rydell’s eyes.

“Guess who, handsome,” a sultry voice whispered in his ear, her lips just brushing against his lobe sending a shiver down his spine. “Or would you prefer I take you into my office and help jog your memory?”

“No need there. You are positively unforgettable,” Rydell replied. It was true. Monica Vaughn, the transporter chief under his command, had made quite an impression on him. Of course, the fact that she’d spent the better part of five years trying to seduce him probably had something to do with that.

“Smooth talker,” Vaughn said, letting go and whirling Rydell around. Before he could even say hi, she thrust her tongue into his mouth for one of the deepest French kisses he’d ever experienced.

“Wow, this does happen all the time,” Carr said. Vaughn finished her probe of Rydell’s esophagus and pushed him away playfully.

“I sure hope not,” Vaughn said. “He’s mine.”

“I think my wife may have something to say about that,” Rydell replied after regaining his composure.

“I won’t tell her if you won’t tell my husband,” Vaughn said.

“You’re married?” Rydell gasped in shock. Now that was unbelievable. “Anybody I know?”

“Why? Jealous?”

“Just curious.”

“No. He’s a Nuphelian I met a couple of years ago.”

“Nuphelians,” Rydell said, searching his memory. He’d heard of that species before. The knowledge clicked into place. “Aren’t they the ones with the three…”

“Yep,” Vaughn said, cutting him off.

“Commander Vaughn is our chief engineer,” Carr said in a valiant attempt to change the subject.

“Congratulations,” Rydell said, taking the hint.

“Thanks. Jaroch doesn’t appreciate me like you did, but I still enjoy my work,” Vaughn replied.

“Maybe you should just beam into his quarters naked like you did to me that time,” Rydell suggested.

“It didn’t work with you; why would it be any more effective on Jaroch?”

“Just a thought.”

“Jaroch to Carr,” the captain’s voice said over the comm system.

“Carr here.”

“Please bring Mister Rydell to the bridge. We have reached our destination.”

“We’re on our way,” Carr said.

“We’ll have to get together later,” Vaughn said. “Make up for lost time.”

“Right,” Rydell said non-committally as he followed Carr out of engineering. Had it really been eight years since he’d seen Vaughn? Some things just hadn’t changed a bit…well, except for the fact that she was married to that Nuphelian.



Emerging onto the bridge, Rydell saw that the Secondprize was now hovering over a small asteroid in what seemed like the middle of nowhere.

“Mister Rydell and I shall be beaming down alone,” Jaroch said to Carr. “You have the conn.”

“Aye, sir,” she said, walking down and taking a seat in the command chair as Jaroch headed into the turbolift Rydell and Carr had just exited.

“Are you coming?” Jaroch asked. Confused, Rydell took another look at the desolate rock on the viewscreen then stepped back into the turbolift.

“Deck four,” Jaroch said, then stood silently as the lift made its brief decent.

“I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what this is all about yet,” Rydell said.

“Not until we have left the ship. The matter in question is of a somewhat sensitive nature still, and I do not wish it to become common knowledge among the crew.”

“Okey-doke,” Rydell said. He was still unsatisfied but figured he could wait for a couple of more minutes to resolve the mystery of Dillon’s whereabouts.

He and Jaroch beamed down to a man-made facility inside of the asteroid. The interior basically looked like a set of simple living quarters with a living area, replicators, and a hallway leading back to what Rydell assumed was a bathroom and a bedroom. The only odd thing about the quarters was the large set of doors dominating one wall. If Rydell didn’t know any better, he’d swear that they led to a holodeck. The panel softly blinking next to the doors even looked like a holodeck access panel, but Rydell assumed that it must lead to some sort of classified project.

Dillon working on a classified project. Just how low had Starfleet sunk?

Then a balding, bearded man emerged from the rear hallway wearing a Starfleet medical uniform. This couldn’t be Dillon, Rydell thought. Could it? Nah? The face was completely wrong.

“Hello,” the man said, extending his hand to Rydell, who shook it. “Dr. Ray Miller at your service.”

“Alexander Rydell.”

“How nice to finally meet you?” Miller said.

“You have received the communique, I presume,” Jaroch said.

“Absolutely, but I really think this is a bad idea. We’re at a critical stage right now,” Miller replied.

“Just tell him to drop whatever he’s doing and come with us,” Rydell said. Miller looked at Jaroch questioningly.

“Due to the nature of the project, I felt that Mister Rydell should see things for himself rather than try to explain it to him,” Jaroch said. “May we go in?”

“Of course,” Miller said heading over to the panel by the large doors. He punched in a couple of controls, and the doors opened revealing a lush, woodland landscape. So it was a holodeck, Rydell thought as he, Jaroch and Miller stepped inside.

“This is Commander Dillon’s home,” Miller said. “I would simply ask that you treat it with respect.”

“Wait a second!” Rydell said. “He lives in here?”

“You do remember that Commander Dillon took Patricia Hawkins’ departure from the Secondprize rather badly, do you not?” Jaroch said.

“Oh yeah. She ran off with that Klingon. Dillon was a complete and total wreck. I never really thought much about it. He’d had enough of those types of things happen to him that I just figured he’d get over it,” Rydell said.

“He did not,” Jaroch said. “After your retirement, he threw everything he had into a bid to become captain of the Secondprize. Starfleet opted to promote me instead. They felt that Dillon’s record indicated a distinct inability to lead or inspire loyalty.”

“I can see their point.”

“This disaster removed the final shred of Dillon’s sanity. He quickly slipped into madness, continually ranting about killing you.”

“Me? What did I do?” Rydell exclaimed. “Why is it that all the psychopaths blame me for everything?”

“That is why Dillon is here. I have noticed that people we send to Tantalus V tend to come back for revenge with an annoying frequency. Instead, I pulled a few strings to get this arranged.”

“Everything is really very nice,” Miller explained. “He’s not sitting in some hospital somewhere letting his resentment of you build. Instead, we’re letting him live out his fantasies in a safe, loving environment.”

“And Starfleet approved this?” Rydell said in disbelief.

“This asteroid had already been constructed,” Jaroch explained. “A particularly anti-social admiral had designed it to be her retirement home, but she died before she could use it. It was a simple matter for Admiral Wagner to take it over and have a counselor assigned. You are now one of only seven people who know Dillon’s true whereabouts.”

“So how nuts is he?” Rydell asked.

“Completely off his rocker,” Miller said. “The man’s ego has grown exponentially to take up the space where his sanity used to reside.”

“Doctor Ray! Doctor Ray!” two female voices shouted excitedly, interrupting the conversation. Two gorgeous, young women dressed in skimpy outfits made from leaves ran over and hugged Dr. Miller tightly. “Have you come to play with us?”

“Dillon created them?” Rydell asked. That seemed a bit out of character for Dillon. Of course, he was insane now, so who knew.

“Uh…no,” Miller said guiltily. “These are mine.”

“Uh huh,” Rydell replied.

“Hey! A guy gets lonely here by himself. I’m sorry, darlings, but I have to take these travelers to the castle.”

“Ooooooh,” they said fearfully. “The Dark Lord is in a foul mood today.”

“Oh, give me a break,” Rydell said. “Can we just get on with this, Miller?”

“All right.” He gave each wood nymph a peck on the cheek and led Rydell and Jaroch through the trees. Gradually, a giant, black castle came into view, its towers rising skyward to impossible heights.

“Do you like it?” Miller asked. “Dillon designed it himself and just finished programming it.”

“So he knows he’s in a holodeck,” Rydell said.

“In a way,” Miller replied. “He is aware that he has complete control of his universe, which he feels is exactly as it should be. I don’t think the idea that it could all be artificial has even occurred to him.”

Miller led the way across the castle drawbridge, which stretched across a vast bubbling moat of some greenish liquid Rydell assumed was probably acid, and into the structure itself. Hundreds of guards, nobles, servants, and other citizens moved through the halls, all nodding respectfully upon seeing Miller.

Finally, they reached a set of immense black steel doors that rose upwards at least five stories. Two guards in black metallic armor stood in front of the doors armed with guns as large as six phaser rifles bonded together. At their sides, a nasty, jagged-edged sword hung from each hip. They said nothing and made no effort to move as Miller approached.

“We have come for an audience with his majesty, the supreme ruler of the cosmos, president of the galaxy, fleet admiral of the universe, and all-around lovable guy, the magnificent Travis Michael Dillon.”

“Password,” the guards intoned flatly. Miller started to sing.



Travis is a really cool guy,

Doo dah, Doo dah

He’s so awesome, I want to cry.

Oh, de doo dah day.



“You may proceed,” the Guards said as the giant doors swung open.

“I really hate that part,” Miller whispered. “But Dillon insists upon it.”

“You know, you could try actually counseling him and getting him through some of this stuff,” Rydell said.

“Oh no. I don’t think he’d like that at all,” Miller said.

“He is much happier here,” Jaroch said.

“And completely removed from society,” Rydell said.

“There is that benefit,” Jaroch conceded.

The trio walked into the castle throne room, another gigantic chamber filled with a strange mix of medieval furnishings and modern computer consoles. At the head of the room, sitting on a throne in front of a vast wall of monitors showing different regions of the galaxy and starships that Rydell didn’t recognize, was Travis Michael Dillon. A group of holographic admirals and officers stood in front of his throne, kneeling, awaiting his orders.

“Move the fleet to the Gobis Sector,” Dillon said rising from his throne. He was dressed entirely in black except for a red cape that impressively billowed out behind him despite the lack of wind in the room. Dillon himself looked like he could bench-press a small moon. His shoulders had to be four feet wide and connected to equally impressive arms. “I want every life form there obliterated.”

“He’s been working out,” Rydell said stunned.

“No. It’s just the outfit,” Miller said. “Don’t worry.”

Dillon finished giving his commands for galactic conquest then waved his minions away. They scurried off obediently as Dillon locked his gaze on Counselor Miller. Pressing a button on the cuff of his sleeve, Dillon floated up into the air and flew over to Miller, Rydell and Jaroch, his boots pulsing with an anti-grav field.

“And what can I do for you, Chief Minister?” Dillon asked. He glanced briefly at Rydell and Jaroch but gave no hint of recognition.

“Your wisdom is needed elsewhere, your majesty,” Miller said. “These men have traveled far to seek your assistance.”

“Oh brother,” Rydell muttered.

“And what is it that you need?” Dillon said, floating over to Jaroch.

“Travis, we’ve got to go fix the universe. Turn the silly boots off and come with us,” Rydell said. Dillon turned on Rydell, his eyes wide with fury.

“You dare use my name with such disrespect!” Dillon bellowed. “I shall have you flayed alive!”

“It’s me. Alexander Rydell. Captain Rydell.”

Dillon’s fury grew as he recognized the man in front of him. “Guards! Kill them all!” Suddenly, from out of nowhere, dozens of the armored guards poured into the room, brandishing one of the nasty looking blades in each hand.

“Come on, Dillon. This is ridiculous,” Rydell said.

“I wonder if I turned the holodeck safeties back on?” Miller said, lost in thought.

“On?” Rydell said, suddenly realizing that their lives could be in mortal danger. “On! Why the hell were they off?”

“I like to play rough sometimes,” Miller said sheepishly.

“Just end the damn program!” Rydell shouted as the guards advanced.

“What? Do you realize the kind of damage that could do to this man’s psyche?” Miller protested.

“I’m more concerned about the damage those knives could do to us!” Rydell replied.

“Jaroch to Secondprize,” Jaroch said, tapping his thumb and forefinger together to activate the communicator.

“Secondprize,” Carr said.

“Is the holodeck program running?”

“Yes, sir. Mind telling me what it is?”

“Not at this time,” Jaroch said. “Lock onto everyone in this room and energize.”

“I am a god!” Dillon screamed, raising his arms into the air as the guards moved in on Rydell. His revelry turned to confusion as a transporter locked onto him. Moments later, he and his three would-be victims materialized on the bridge of a starship. He knew this place, the room that still haunted him in his nightmares occasionally.

“Welcome to the Secondprize,” Jaroch said.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Dillon cried. The Dark Lord collapsed to the deck of the holographic Secondprize bridge and began sobbing uncontrollably. Occasionally, through the blubbering, Rydell could hear a soft “this can’t be happening” or an “I killed them all.”

“We should probably let him get adjusted,” Jaroch said. “Take care of this, will you, Counselor?”

“Sure. Piece of cake,” Miller said aggravated. He knelt down beside Dillon, rubbing his head as Jaroch and Rydell slipped quietly out of the holodeck. “There there, Travis. It’s going to be okay.”

“This is just beautiful,” Rydell said once they were out in the corridor. “If he doesn’t recover soon, we’re all screwed.” He noticed the smirk on Jaroch’s face. “What the hell are you so happy about?”

“I just realized that I’ve been able to ruin Commander Dillon’s life twice, and I didn’t even have to try,” Jaroch replied.

“You can be a real bastard sometimes. You know that?”

“I prefer to think of it as living life to the fullest,” Jaroch said.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

“Oh no. The real fun begins with Patricia Hawkins arrives,” Jaroch replied. “Commander Dillon will be just thrilled to see her.”

“I can’t wait,” Rydell muttered unenthusiastically.





CHAPTER NINE

“Hell Hath No Fury Like A Bowser Scorned”



Patricia Hawkins surveyed the gathered crowd searching for the slightest hint that one of the beings in this horde could be a threat to her client. If it were her decision to make, they wouldn’t even be out here today, but L’nas Kol had other plans. Kol was a former staff member of the incredibly popular galactic holovision program Bowden’s Moon. Normally, that alone was enough to ensure that he was mobbed by rabid “Bowsers” wherever he went. But he’d just written an unflattering tell-all book about Bowden’s creator, Clephsus Grenenenenenenenen, affectionately known as “The Lord of the Moon,” by his loyal viewers. Kol had lifted the lid off of the trash dumpster, though, and revealed all of Clephsus’ dark secrets: the budgets he cut, the actors he fought with, the fans he slept with, all of it. But to a group as devoted as the Bowsers, such treachery had only one possible punishment: DEATH!

And that was the reason Kol had hired a private security firm for his book signing appearance here at the fabulous Mall of Antares, the largest shopping arena in the known universe.

As co-head of that private security firm, Patricia Hawkins had taken it upon herself to personally oversee the team handling Kol’s signing. Of course, she would have preferred that someone with 36 death threats against them just stay in hiding, but this way her company got some high-profile work.

Her fellow firm founder and husband was stationed at the signing table next to Kol, while Hawkins watched the crowd as best she could from the rear of the room. The blue twinkling of two transporter beams off to her left caught her attention.

“Hawkins to Mookow,” she said, slapping her comm-pin to contact her husband.

“Go ahead,” the deep voice of her Klingon spouse intoned.

“We’ve got the beaming shield up around this room, don’t we?”

“Affirmative. All transporter activity must flow through the main transporter lounge on the mall security level.”

“Somebody has some other ideas,” Hawkins said. “Watch Kol. I’m on it.” She could see people being brushed aside as the newcomers pushed their way towards the front. Pulling her hand phaser, Hawkins surged into the crowd in front of her, racing to cut them off.

“Mookow to Hawkins. Do you have them?”

“Almost,” Hawkins said, grunting as she pushed between two particularly obese people. She could see the movement at the head of the mob. They were almost to the ropes where the line started in front of Kol’s table, but she was right on their tails. This was going to be close.

“DO YOU HAVE THEM?”

“Hang on.”

“Patricia…”

Hawkins stopped paying attention. For a Klingon, Mookow sure worried a lot. Hawkins could see the backs of the people pushing towards Kol. They appeared to be a man and a woman in Starfleet uniforms. Very clever. What better way to stave off suspicion?

Just as the two broke clear of the mob and had a clear shot at the table, Hawkins let out a Klingon battle cry and dove, causing the would-be-assassins to freeze in their tracks just before she slammed into them, knocking them to the floor.

“Everybody back!” Mookow bellowed, firing his phaser into the air. Kol dove for cover under the table while the calm group of gathered fans dissolved into a chaotic horde of frantic, screaming bodies trying to get out of the bookstore.

Hawkins scrambled to her feet, aiming her phaser down at the two prone figures on the floor. “Just stay right there!” she shouted. “One twitch and I vaporize your f***ing asses!”

“Hello to you too, Patricia,” the woman said. That voice! Why did she know…oh hell. Hawkins nudged the woman with her foot, signaling her to roll over.

“Lisa!” Patricia said in astonishment as she recognized Lisa Beck. Of course. She should have guessed. How many other tall redheads in Starfleet uniforms did she know? But were those admiral’s bars on her collar?

“How the heck are ya?” the man said, not waiting for anyone to tell him it was all right to turn over. Scott Baird. Now this was an odd pair.

“What are you doing here?” Hawkins asked.

“You know these two?” Kol said, peeking his head up from under the table.

“They’re old associates,” Hawkins explained as Beck and Baird picked themselves up off the floor.

“This is a restricted area,” Mookow said, obviously displeased. “If you wished to visit Patricia, you should have arrived through the appropriate checkpoints.”

“We didn’t have time for the da…dang appropriate checkpoints,” Baird said. “And that was one lousy shield you guys put up.”

“You said it’d be top-of-the-line!” Kol said angrily, as he faced Mookow. Mookow turned on Hawkins.

“I told you we should have bought the Dillon Enterprises model. Your silly desire to avoid any and all things associated with your former lover…”

“You bought cheap equipment because of her ex-boyfriend?” Kol screamed. “This is intolerable!”

“Sorry to cause a fuss, but your office told us where you were,” Beck said pulling Hawkins aside as Kol raved at Mookow. “We’ve got a situation we need to discuss.”

“What situation?”

“Remember Forever?”

“Huh?”

“That thing that threatened to destroy the universe,” Baird said, breaking into the conversation. “We went down there with Captain Rydell and…”

“Oh yeah. What about it?”

“Nobody fixed the fu…” Baird’s face twisted in rage at the words he couldn’t get out. “Sh….sh…SHUCKY-DARN!”

Beck and Hawkins stared at him. “Shucky-darn?”

“Forget it,” Baird said.

“The point is that no one did anything about Forever,” Beck continued. “We’re sending the five Secondprize crewmembers who were there originally back to try and stop the end of everything.”

“Including Captain Rydell?” Hawkins asked.

“Yes.”

“And Travis?”

Beck and Baird were silent for a moment, looking at each other. “He’ll be there, too,” Beck said finally.

“Great,” Hawkins said. “I can’t believe that you would…”

A young Andorian, she looked about twelve, walked up and pulled on Hawkins’s sleeve, interrupting her. “Can I talk to Kol now?”

“Yeah. Sure sure,” Hawkins replied distractedly. “Am I going to have to see him?”

“Probably not,” Beck said. “Dillon’s…not well.”

“THIS IS FOR CLEPHSUS!” the Andorian child screamed suddenly. Hawkins and the others whirled around in time to see the girl aim something at a petrified Kol and press a button.

“No!” Mookow shouted, trying to dive in the way, but it was too late. A blast of red ink splattered all over Kol’s face, staining his yellow skin. Mookow was on the child in a second as she giggled, gleefully chanting “I got him! I got him!” over and over again. He looked up, glaring at his wife, who could just shrug.

“Yeah, okay,” Hawkins said to Beck. “Getting away for a few days sounds like a good idea.”



On the raceabout trip back to Deneria, Hawkins started having second thoughts about the whole thing. Sure, it was clearly important that she try and stop the destruction of the universe. And it would be wonderful to see Captain Rydell and the others again, but Mookow obviously wasn’t pleased about her running off with little explanation.

Now, being a Klingon, he understood the parts of her excuse about her duty to Starfleet and maintaining her honor. He just would have liked a bit more information, such as where she was going. And did that wretch Travis Dillon have anything to do with it? Dillon himself was a harmless pitakh, but Hawkins’ reaction, even after eight years, to the mere mention of his name was unsettling to say the least.

For Hawkins, this trip meant having to face Dillon again after running out on him. That whole thing just hadn’t been like her. Normally, she faced her problems head on, but after falling for Mookow when he was guarding a representative traveling on the Secondprize to a ceremony, she just hadn’t had the nerve to tell Dillon. He was always so attached to her; she was his one emotional outlet. Over the four plus years they dated, she realized he wasn’t fulfilling her needs completely. He was doing his best, but she’d just fallen out of love with him. Mookow had made her face all of those feelings. And then, rather than discuss the situation with Dillon and try and end things cleanly, she secretly submitted her resignation to Rydell and left to be with Mookow and enter the exciting world of private security.

She really wasn’t sure what had happened to Dillon after that. He hadn’t been at Rydell’s wedding for reasons no one would explain. And her closest friend on the Secondprize, Emily Sullivan, had been careful never to mention Dillon’s name when they talked. So, for eight years, she just really hadn’t had to think about him.

But that reprieve was coming to an end, and, to make things worse, now Dillon was sick. Beck hadn’t been specific as to what exactly was wrong with Dillon, but Hawkins couldn’t help but think she was partially to blame (which she was, even though she didn’t know it yet).

She should have said no. She should have just stayed home. But then there was that whole end of everything mess. Life sure had a way of forcing people into things. It was time to face Dillon and clear the air.

Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, she thought finally, as Baird steered the raceabout into the Deneria Cluster. Maybe Dillon didn’t hold a grudge, and it would turn out that she’d felt guilty for all these years over nothing. She’d mend fences with him, see Rydell and Jaroch, then they’d all go save the galaxy.

Hawkins smiled as she leaned back in her chair to relax for the first time since the trip began. It’d been eight years. No one could stay mad for that long. She’d gone on with her life, and Dillon had gone on with his. He might even be married by now. Or he could have made captain and been out cruising the galaxy in his own ship. That’s what he’d always really wanted anyway.

This would be a pleasant reunion. She was sure of it.





CHAPTER TEN

“Same As It Ever Was…Sort Of”



Trinian actually ran into a stroke of luck at Waystation. The station’s first officer, Commander Sean Russell, had been on the Secondprize and was more than happy to point her in the direction of someone who could get her a ship. That someone turned out to be galactic mogul and former Federation President Bradley Dillon himself. Dillon Enterprises kept their main offices on Waystation, and Bradley happened to be there rather than off visiting one of his many holdings.

Bradley was far more charming than Trinian was expecting. He had a quick wit and a keen fashion sense that caught her off-guard. Sure, rumor had it that his business practices could be a tad…cut-throat, but he was in business to make money, a task he was extremely good at.

Their talk was brief and to the point. She needed a ship; he had a ship to lend. The only issue was what price he would exact for it.

In the end, she ended up agreeing to serve as bartender on his casinoworld for five years. It would have only been three, but Bradley got a bit edgy when Trinian wouldn’t tell him where she was going. But two more years was a small price to pay as far as she was concerned.

They signed the contracts, and Trinian was quickly racing away from Waystation. She just didn’t have the heart to tell Bradley that she might not be able to fulfill the contract…or that his ship might get a bit beat up as the universe ended. Why worry the guy?

Her big concern now was to get to Deneria to intercept Rydell.



Unfortunately for Trinian, the Secondprize took off for Forever as soon as it and Beck’s raceabout rendezvoused. There was a slight delay as Baird did a final check on the repairs being made to his wife’s ship, but after that, the group raced away at top speed, just hours before Trinian arrived at Deneria.

Time was definitely not on their side in more ways than one. The trips to retrieve Dillon and Hawkins had taken valuable days away from their effort, leaving them with only a couple of hours to stop Forever once they arrived.

And Forever itself was the big question. Could they stop it at all?

But watching the crew on the Secondprize bridge, you never would have known that the universe was possibly days away from coming to a sudden and violent end. For the purposes of security, Jaroch had ordered all of his crew away from the bridge except for Commander Carr, who Beck had filled in on the mission objectives. Instead, the former Secondprize crewmembers were manning the major bridge stations as they set their course for Forever and leapt into warp.

Rydell knew it was more out of nostalgia than anything else when Jaroch motioned for him to sit down in the command chair, but it still felt good settling into the center seat. Hawkins was back at tactical just as she’d always been. Carr had the helm, while Baird took care of ops. Jaroch was back at the science console pulling up everything he could from the Secondprize’s initial encounter with Forever, leaving Beck in the counselor’s seat to Rydell’s left.

“Welcome back, Captain,” she said softly, noticing the huge grin on Rydell’s face.

“Thanks,” Rydell replied. “I want to blow something up just to feel the power of this ship again.”

“I’d be happy to blast some rocks for you, sir,” Hawkins said. She didn’t even have to think about adding that “sir.” It just came naturally out of her mouth.

“Jaroch?”

“You are in command of this vessel,” Jaroch replied distractedly as he worked.

“Admiral?” Rydell said.

“It’s your show now,” Beck said, holding her hands up. “Blast away.”

“Hawkins, heat up those weapons systems and let’s have some fireworks,” Rydell said, leaning forward in his chair to watch the show. Over the next couple of moments, Hawkins and Carr locked in on a bit of spacejunk and coordinated their attack. With a sudden surge of power, the Secondprize dove in towards the debris, executing a beautiful banking roll as Hawkins let loose a volley of phaser blasts, completely decimating the flotsam.

“I feel better,” Rydell said simply. His eyes locked on the empty seat to his right; the seat that would normally be occupied by the fifth member of their team.

“Can I see him?” Hawkins asked, her eyes following Rydell’s gaze to the chair.

“I will take her,” Jaroch said, looking up from his console. “The computer is busy with some data.”

“Fine by me,” Rydell said. He didn’t really care to re-enter Dillon’s Realm of Insanity anyway. Let Jaroch deal with it.



Jaroch led Hawkins to Holodeck Four, where Counselor Miller had set up temporary quarters for Dillon, giving her a quick run-down of Dillon’s condition as they walked. Jaroch couldn’t help but find the situation a bit ironic. He had once been so infatuated with Patricia Hawkins that he did little else in his spare time but wish harm on Dillon. He just couldn’t understand a cosmos that would allow Hawkins to choose Dillon over him.

Now, ten years later, she wasn’t with either of them. But Jaroch felt some of the old stirrings coming back, stirrings that had almost driven him out of his mind years ago as his past lives fought over whether to tell Hawkins of his feelings or not.

How many women could say they’d driven two men to the brink of insanity? Jaroch had been able to pull back, but Dillon, with one more push, had fallen into the abyss.

“Do you think he’ll even remember?” Hawkins asked after Jaroch had finished his explanations.

“That is hard to say,” Jaroch replied. His gaze lingered on her a bit longer than he’d intended. She was still very attractive with a thin, petite figure and green eyes that positively sparkled with spirit. Her hair was longer now than the close-cropped cut she had as a Secondprize officer, with golden strands that glinted under the artificial ship’s lighting.

“You alright, Jaroch?” Hawkins asked.

“My apologies,” Jaroch said, quickly averting his stare. “I was lost in thought for a few moments.”

“Understandable considering we’re facing the end of everything,” Hawkins said.

And there is so much I never did, Jaroch thought as they arrived at the holodeck doors and stepped inside.

They entered a simple lobby equipped with a sofa and a small desk, where Counselor Miller sat reading a padd. He looked up upon hearing the newcomers enter.

“Come to cause more damage to my patient, I see,” Miller said, glaring at Jaroch. He looked at Hawkins and visibly softened. “Hello, madam,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it before Hawkins could react. “Doctor Raymond Miller, at your service.”

“Patricia Hawkins,” she said, pulling her hand away. Miller looked up at her in surprise.

“Patricia Hawkins?” Miller turned on Jaroch angrily. “What the hell are you trying to do? Next you’ll be bringing his parents by!”

“I am trying to prevent the biggest catastrophe the cosmos has ever experienced,” Jaroch said flatly. “What is Dillon’s condition?”

“Overall, I’d say he’s settling in nicely. I’ve explained to him what is happening, and he seems to understand,” Miller said, looking at Hawkins again with concern.

“Can I talk to him?” Hawkins asked.

“Of course,” Jaroch said before Miller could respond.

“Just please don’t push him,” Miller said. “He may react badly.”

“I will take that under advisement,” Jaroch said. And if he attempts to harm Patricia Hawkins, he will die, Jaroch added to himself.

Miller activated a switch on his desk, causing the wall behind him to shimmer revealing two huge mahogany doors. “In there.”

A look of determination crossed Hawkins face as she strode towards the doors and pushed them open, Jaroch following close behind.

The room they stepped into could have come straight out of a Victorian novel. Wood paneling lined the walls broken only by the numerous bookshelves all around the room. The chamber was dark except for the warm glow of a fire roaring in the fireplace against the rear wall.

In a plush red armchair, dressed in a burgundy robe, sat Travis Dillon. He had his legs crossed and smoked a pipe as he read a large book sitting in his lap.

At first, he seemed totally engrossed in his reading, but then he looked up at his guests, a broad smile stretching across his face. He put the book aside and stood up.

“Ah, capital! Capital!” he said, taking the pipe from between his lips. He walked over and shook Jaroch’s hand, leaving the Yynsian a bit confused. “I’m delighted to see you, old boy. Have a seat.” Dillon waved his arm to the empty armchair across from the one he’d been sitting in.

“Do you know who I am?” Jaroch asked.

“Of course, Jaroch,” Dillon said, wrapping his arm around Jaroch’s shoulder in a chummy manner. “We served together on the Secondprize for years. How could I forget? I remember that time you singlehandedly saved us from that anomaly in the Krosalis Belt. Excellent piece of work that. But you always were a wizard.”

“Thank you,” Jaroch said, genuinely flattered. Who knew that Dillon felt that way? He appreciated Jaroch after all.

“He’s insane. Remember?” Hawkins whispered before Jaroch could get too full of himself.

“So. Even the mad make sense occasionally.”

“Have you just come for a chat?” Dillon said, moving to the bar and pulling out two glasses. “Or is it about this blasted Forever business. Terrible bother. Someone really dropped the ball.”

“I am here with Patricia Hawkins,” Jaroch said. “She wished to see you.” Jaroch could see Dillon tense briefly, but then continue pouring the two bourbons. When he turned back to face Jaroch, he was all smiles.

“Terrible bother,” Dillon said again, handing a bourbon to Jaroch. “We really should have handled that blighter the first go round.”

“Travis,” Hawkins said. “It’s me. Patricia.’

“Now we’ve got this awful mess to clean up,” Dillon continued without missing a beat. “But with you on the team, I know we’ll come through it all right.”

“Patricia Hawkins is on this team as well,” Jaroch said.

“You got yourself a plan yet?” Dillon said.

“God dammit, Travis, look at me!” Hawkins said, grabbing Dillon by the robe and violently turning him towards her.

“I personally think we may just have to kill it,” Dillon said, looking right through Hawkins towards Jaroch. Hawkins’s eyes burned with fury as she tossed Dillon to the floor, his robe sending him sliding along the lovely wood grain.

“I came down here to apologize to you, you bastard,” Hawkins seethed, as Dillon nonchalantly picked himself up and dusted himself off. “I’m sorry! You got it? Sorry. I was wrong to just run off.”

“Do you need a refill, old boy?” Dillon said, reaching for Jaroch’s mostly empty glass of bourbon. Jaroch declined. Shrugging, Dillon walked over the bar to refresh his own beverage. Hawkins followed him over there.

“I thought about you a lot,” Hawkins said more softly, placing her hand on his shoulder as Dillon continued to ignore her. “I wondered how you were. I…”

“To shattered trust,” Dillon said, raising his glass in the air solemnly. He emptied the liquid into his mouth, then whirled around suddenly, throwing the glass as hard as he could against the fireplace, where it exploded into a million shards. Without another word, he went back to his armchair and returned to his book.

“Let’s go, Jaroch,” Hawkins said.

“Come by anytime, old boy,” Dillon said as Jaroch rose to leave. “It was a delight seeing you again. Perhaps next time we’ll toast to the end.”

“The end?” Jaroch asked.

“The end of this interminable Forever,” Dillon said.

“Are you speaking of the entity or of time itself?” Jaroch asked, growing concerned. Dillon just lit his pipe and puffed away. Jaroch turned on his heel and practically ran from the holodeck, brushing past Counselor Miller without so much as a thank you.

Hawkins jogged up to Jaroch several feet down the corridor.

“What’s going on?” Hawkins asked.

“I do not believe Commander Dillon wishes us to succeed in this endeavor,” Jaroch said as the pair stepped into a turbolift.

“Why? We’ll all be killed otherwise.”

“I do not think he will mind. You did take note of what he was reading?”

“No, I was too busy making an ass of myself,” Hawkins replied. Jaroch faced her for a moment, his eyes tender.

“You did nothing of the kind,” he said sincerely. “Do not let the vagaries of a madman convince you otherwise. I saw nothing but the best of intentions on your part.”

“Thank you,” Hawkins replied, touched. She was at a loss for anything else to say to him. Obviously, even after all this time he still had feelings for her, which was flattering in itself, but she had never really seen the more emotional side of this man.

“Hamlet,” Jaroch said.

“Excuse me?” Hawkins said, confused by the sudden conversational turn.

“Dillon was reading Hamlet. The ‘To be or not to be’ soliloquy to be precise. It is a rumination on death. He is preparing himself for it. I have no doubt that at this very moment he is formulating some plan to bring about our destruction.”

“Come on, Jaroch. You’ve never worried about Travis before. You’re millions of times smarter than him.”

“But I refuse to underestimate him,” Jaroch replied. “Insanity has a disturbing tendency to sharpen the intellect. Of course, intellect is not even required in this situation, since all Dillon has to do to succeed is not cooperate with us when we confront Forever.”

“So how do we deal with that?”

“I am hoping Captain Rydell will have some thoughts on the matter,” Jaroch said.

“You have no clue.”

“Exactly.”

“Lovely.”



Counselor Miller entered the holodeck cautiously, unsure of what mood Dillon would be in after seeing Patricia Hawkins again. Miller had never even been able to broach the subject with Dillon; Dillon completely refused to acknowledge that she’d even existed. Rydell he’d discuss, and the hatred he had for his former captain sprung from the very core of Dillon’s being. Rydell was to blame for every misfortune Dillon had ever experienced, but Hawkins just wasn’t there.

Dillon was seated in his armchair, smoking and reading a book as Miller stepped inside the library.

“Ah, capital! Capital!” Dillon said, taking the pipe from between his lips. He walked over and shook Miller’s hand. “I’m delighted to see you, old boy. Have a seat.” Dillon waved his arm to the empty armchair across from the one he’d been sitting in.

“How did everything go?” Miller asked.

“With what exactly?”

“Jaroch and Patricia Hawkins.”

“Jaroch was a joy as always,” Dillon replied. “A top-notch fellow.”

“And Patricia?”

“I’m very pleased to be working with Jaroch again,” Dillon continued without missing a beat. “Well, I think I may retire for the evening. Feel free to amuse yourself, Doctor. The ship’s lounge is the main gathering spot should you wish to meet someone of the opposite sex…or you could always just program one here in my little prison.”

“Prison? This is gorgeous,” Miller said. “You’ve created a wonderful haven for yourself.”

“Yes, but HE is keeping me in here,” Dillon said angrily. “HE stole me away from my universe and dragged me back here. HE wants to control me again. Well, it’s not going to happen that way this time.” Dillon rose from his chair, gesturing defiantly. “I know the score. I know what HE needs from me. And I know the price HE is going to have to pay to get it. I may be imprisoned now, Doctor, but I will be the one in charge soon enough!” Dillon said.

He abruptly stopped his rant and smiled at Miller. “Well, good night.” Dillon casually strolled back through the rear doors of the library to his bed chamber leaving Miller alone with his thoughts. To be honest, Miller had tuned Dillon out, as he usually did. He was thinking more about what sort of woman to program for tonight.

Breen, he decided finally. Miller then noticed Dillon had left. Good. The man needed some sleep, and Miller needed some lovin’.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

“And to Further Complicate Matters…”



Trinian had dropped every name she could think of to convince the docking control officer at Deneria to give her permission to dock and come aboard the station. However, the fact that she used to serve with Alexander Rydell meant nothing to the young woman on the other end of the comm line. Most likely, the girl wasn’t even in the academy yet when Rydell retired. The names Travis Dillon, Jaroch, Lisa Beck, and Emily Sullivan had all led to dead ends. Only Scott Baird’s name had elicited a response, which was just a refusal to believe that Baird had friends. The only way Trinian had been able to bypass the officer was by promising her two all-expense paid trips to Bradley Dillon’s Pleasure Globe Casinoworld. Sure, it was probably overstepping her authority as a just-hired bartender to offer such a thing, but Trinian figured saving the universe was worth risking getting fired before she even went to work.

Once she’d safely docked and gone through a security check, Trinian set out to find Rydell and the others. Guardian Control had said he would be on Deneria, but Trinian sure wasn’t having much luck locating him. The computer didn’t even recognize Rydell’s name. Of course, he wasn’t Starfleet personnel anymore. Maybe one of the others…

“Computer, locate Jaroch,” Trinian said, standing in front of an information panel in one of the main corridors of the station.

“There are five hundred Jarochs currently located on this starbase,” the computer replied. “Please specify.”

“Jaroch of the Secondprize.”

“Captain Jaroch’s vessel is not docked at Deneria.”

Okay, so much for that.

“Locate Patricia Hawkins.”

“Unable to comply. Unknown name.”

“Locate Scott Baird.”

“Captain Baird is not on Deneria.”

He was gone? Was she too late? Had she missed them?

“Trinian?” a female voice said questioningly. She turned and saw Emily Sullivan racing towards her. She slammed into Trinian, wrapping her in a big hug. “Wow! I’m just seeing everybody this week. It’s been years.”

“Ten of them to be exact. Is Alex here?” Trinian asked.

“You just missed him. He left with Lisa Beck and a few others on the Secondprize just a couple of hours ago,” Sullivan said. Trinian grabbed Sullivan’s arm and started dragging her towards the docking bay.

“We’ve got to go after them!” Trinian said. “Do you have a ship, or are those captain’s pips just for show?”

“What’s going on?”

“They’re in grave danger.”

“But they didn’t tell me where they were headed,” Sullivan said. “It’s classified.”

“They’re going back to Forever,” Trinian said. “And unless we get there to help, Morticent is going to blast them to bits before they can prevent the destruction of the universe.”

“Morticent? Oh sh**! That psycho bitch in the supership?”

“That’s her,” Trinian said. “We’re running out of time.”

“Okay. Okay,” Sullivan said, breaking into a jog, with Trinian running close behind. “Captain Sullivan to docking control.”

“Go ahead, ma’am,” the voice of the officer who gave Trinian so much trouble earlier said.

“Recall my crew to the Inevitable. We’re going to need permission for an emergency departure.”

“Emergency? What’s going on?”

“Just do it, Ensign!” Sullivan snapped as she and Trinian ran into the docking arm connecting to her ship, a three-nacelled, Shogun-class vessel equipped with enough firepower to make the Secondprize look like a pea-shooter. This time, Sullivan was determined that Morticent would have a much bigger fight on her hands.

“So, I’m guessing Starfleet didn’t take care of the Forever problem like they said they would,” Sullivan said as she and Trinian rode up to the bridge in a turbolift. Trinian just shook her head. “Typical.”

“The Secondprize Five have to find some way to convince Forever not to go ahead with universal annihilation,” Trinian said.

“The Secondprize Five?”

“I know. I know. It’s just what Guardian Control calls them.”

“Guardian Control?”

“Long story. Just forget it. The point is that even if we can keep Morticent out of the way, Rydell and the others could still fail. The universe may only have a little over two days left to live.”

“Is that why you just up and left ten years ago?” Sullivan asked.

“I wanted to see the sights before I died.”

“Nice to know you have so much faith in us.”

“Nothing personal. I just know our track record.”

“So do I,” Sullivan replied as the turbolift slowed to a halt. “That’s what worries me.”



“FORTY-EIGHT HOURS TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION,” Forever said, jolting Porter awake. He’d drifted off while staring futilely at another set of power readouts from Forever. So far, the best idea he’d come up with to stop Forever was wait until it destroyed itself in the annihilation of the universe.

“That long? Can’t we step it up a bit?” Porter replied sarcastically.

“I WOULD, BUT I DO NOT WANT THE SECONDPRIZE FIVE TO MISS THE SHOW. YOU’RE SURE THEY ARE ON THEIR WAY?”

“Positive,” Porter said, stretching his tired muscles out.

“IT CAN BE SO HARD TO TELL WITH ALL OF THESE COMPETING POSSIBLE TIMELINES. I DON’T KNOW WHAT’S REALLY GOING TO HAPPEN UNTIL ALMOST THE MOMENT IT OCCURS. FOR INSTANCE, YOU WERE EITHER GOING TO COME HERE OR CHOKE TO DEATH ON AN OVERCOOKED PIECE OF STEAK. I DIDN’T KNOW FOR SURE UNTIL YOU LEFT EARTH.”

“I guess I won’t complain about being here anymore,” Porter said, a bit stunned at the news of his almost demise.

“WHY COMPLAIN? AREN’T I GOOD COMPANY?”

“Not bad. You’d be better if you’d give up this silly ‘destroy everything’ idea of yours,” Porter said.

“IT WASN’T MY IDEA. IT WAS RYDELL’S. YOU’D HAVE TO TALK TO HIM,” Forever replied.

“I’ll do that,” Porter said. “In the meantime, let’s just assume that he’s going to want you to not destroy the universe. Just to be on the safe side, you should stop the countdown.”

“DO YOU HAVE THE ACCESS CODE?”

“Well, no.”

“THEN NO CAN DO.”

“Now, look, we can talk about this rationally…”

“YOU’RE GOING TO HAVE TO LEAVE,” Forever said, interrupting the beginning of Porter’s brilliant defense of life in the universe.

“Leave? Where the hell do you expect me to go?” Porter protested. “It’s not like I can just…” Suddenly, he dematerialized in the flickering of a transporter beam.

“NO. I MEANT YOU’RE GOING TO BE FORCED TO LEAVE.”



Porter rematerialized on the bridge of an unfamiliar starship. In the captain’s chair, well throne really, sat a positively-gorgeous dark haired woman aiming a disruptor in his general direction. Off to her left stood a massive hulk of a man. The guy had to be at least seven feet tall and built like a mugatu on steroids.

“This doesn’t look like the kelcite caves of Teol Six,” Porter said irritated as he looked around the room. He quickly noted that the only exit was behind the dynamic duo in front of him. The only control console in sight was behind him, but he was pretty sure he’d be atomized before he was able to take a step towards it.

“I’m afraid there’s been a slight change of itinerary,” the woman said, rising lazily from her chair. She handed the weapon to hulk-boy then sauntered over to Porter, sizing him up as she approached. “Surely you must want some company after being all alone on that rock for days.”

“Nah. I’m real big on personal space,” Porter replied. “Clears the mind, Miss…?”

“Morticent. Welcome aboard.”

“Thank you, but I can’t stay. I had some franks and beans on the fire.”

“Sounds lovely. Say, you’ve been down there a while; you haven’t found out anything about…oh…Forever?”

“Only that it’s a really long time,” Porter replied.

“FOREVER’S STATUS IS UNCHANGED,” the hulk said, his voice booming.

“Thank you, Guardian,” Morticent said. “Why don’t you show our guest to his quarters?”

“OF COURSE.”

“I’ll come visit soon, darling,” Morticent said, running both hands along Porter’s cheeks. “And don’t worry. I’ll make sure you enjoy your stay.”

“How considerate,” Porter quipped, as Guardian #492’s hand locked an iron grip around his upper arm and pulled him towards the door.

Guardian #492 returned to the bridge moments later. “THE HUMAN HAS BEEN SECURED.”

“You took his commbadge?”

“OF COURSE.”

“Good. The last thing we need is for him to alert Rydell when he arrives. I want to be able to see the look on his face when he recognizes us from ten years ago.”

“BUT WE DIDN’T SEE HIM TEN YEARS AGO. HE WAS DOWN ON THE PLANET.”

“Dammit! I wanted to see fearful recognition.”

“MAYBE SOMEONE ELSE WILL REMEMBER US.”

“I hope so; otherwise, I’m going to be really upset. Hide us behind the third planet of the system until Rydell arrives. Then, we can go relax.”

“YES, MORTICENT,” Guardian #492 replied eagerly.



Porter had been taken captive quite a few times in his Starfleet career, and it never got less irritating. But he had to admit that these were the nicest accommodations he’d ever been given. The bed had to be at least a king-size, and he just sunk right into the plush mattress. Compared to the port-a-sleeper he’d been using down in Forever, this was heaven. Even better, Morticent and pals obviously hadn’t kept abreast of Starfleet’s technological developments. So they had his insignia pin? Big deal. As long as they didn’t cut the fingers of his left hand off, he could contact any approaching Federation ships.

He activated the sub-dermal communicator and programmed in a repeating warning message. The only trick was that a ship had to get close enough to receive his signal. And by that time, Morticent would have detected their approach. But hey, that’s the type of thing that made this line of work exciting.





CHAPTER TWELVE

“Quiet Time”



Captain Sullivan wasn’t exactly surprised to find Trinian sitting in the Rashoman sushi bar and karaoke lounge on the Inevitable. This was the exact sort of environment Trinian had spent most of her years on the Secondprize in…well, except for the bad singing and raw fish parts. In any case, a starship’s lounge probably felt more like home to Trinian than anywhere else.

Sullivan walked over to the table where Trinian was seated and staring out the viewports as the Inevitable raced towards Forever at maximum warp.

“If you block out the singing, it could almost be Seven Backward,” Sullivan said.

“I never served sushi,” Trinian replied, waving Sullivan to the chair across from her. “And I never would have allowed that guy who just sang ‘I Will Survive’ anywhere near a microphone.”

“True, but you should hear Lieutenant Cole’s ‘L’ksssanz Boogie.’ Always a showstopper.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Trinian said. A kimono-clad waitress brought over a pot of hot tea and two cups.

“Thanks,” Sullivan said, shaking her head as the waitress scurried away. “I really can’t believe they did this to me.”

“What? Leave you behind while they try to save the universe?”

“No. I can’t believe Starfleet stuck me with a sushi bar. This theme lounge trend has just gone too far. The Lancelot lounge staff runs around in medieval outfits saying ‘thee’ and ‘thou,’ and occasionally one of them will challenge you to a joust over your dinner.”

“Emily, why are you telling me this? I don’t care,” Trinian said. “I’m a bit more concerned about the universe ending.”

“Just trying to take your mind off of things,” Sullivan said as she watched a couple of ensigns from engineering take the karaoke stage. “Besides, Captain Rydell has always come through in the past. I’m sure he’ll find a way to hang on until the cavalry arrives.”

The ensigns programmed in their song selection, then, after a couple of quick drum beats, started to sing.



That’s great, it starts with an earthquake, birds and snakes,

an airplane -

Lenny Bruce is not afraid. Eye of a hurricane,

listen to yourself churn -



“I don’t know. I really don’t,” Trinian said. “The whole reason I was assigned to the Secondprize by Guardian Control was to prevent Alex from getting near Forever, and I blew it. I leave for a few days, and of course he has to start the end of the universe. We knew he was going to do it, but even we couldn’t prevent it.”

“You can’t blame yourself really,” Sullivan said. “If it’s his destiny to blow up everything, he’s going to blow up everything.”

“You’re awfully calm about this, considering you could be dead tomorrow,” Trinian said irritated.

“The universe has been around for billions of years. I refuse to believe that a couple of people could say the wrong thing and destroy the place. Talk about your design flaws. I mean, come on. It’s just not going to happen. I’m sure of it.”

“I hope you’re right,” Trinian said, looking out the windows again. “I sincerely do.”



It’s the end of the world as we know it.

It’s the end of the world as we know it.

It’s the end of the world as we know it and I feel fine.





At first, Commander Porter had no intention of giving in to Morticent’s sexual advances. He’d gotten himself all psyched-up for the traditional “I’m a Starfleet Officer, and I will not give in to your charms” speech when he remembered what he’d told Forever a few days earlier. If he’d known the universe was going to end, he’d have had a lot more meaningless, tawdry sex. So, instead of spending the hours until Rydell and the others arrived sitting locked in this room alone, Porter had a extremely pleasurable time with Morticent. If the universe was coming to an end, he was a least going to have some fun first.



Late into ship’s night, Rydell walked into the billiards lounge/buffet behind the bridge of the Secondprize looking for a place to be alone with his thoughts. Of course, he was alone in his quarters, but it was that big empty bed that was causing him problems in the first place.

The lounge was dark and deserted except for one lone figure standing at the viewport staring at the stars streaking past the ship. Jaroch turned to face Rydell as soon as he heard the doors open and close.

“Sorry,” Rydell said. “I’ll go find another window to stare pensively out of.”

“There seems to be a bit of it going around this evening,” Jaroch said. “And you are more than welcome to stay.”

“Thanks.” Rydell walked over to the viewport at the opposite end of the room from Jaroch’s. For a few moments, they both stood silently contemplating.

“Some reunion, huh?” Rydell said finally, breaking the silence.

“Indeed,” Jaroch replied.

“Too bad I had to leave Karina behind. She would have liked to see all of you again. But this isn’t exactly a vacation.”

“No, it is not.”

“She was upset and all about me leaving, but we really didn’t say much of a goodbye. Not a final ‘this is the last time I’m ever going to see you’ goodbye anyway. She was almost flippant. Yeah, sure. The universe is in danger, but Alex can fix it. But what if I can’t?”

“Then we all perish in a cataclysm like the universe has never seen…and will never see again,” Jaroch replied.

“I’m starting to remember why we never had deep philosophical conversations with each other,” Rydell said.

“I believe my pragmatism disturbed you.”

“Pragmatism…fatalism. Whatever you’d prefer,” Rydell said. The room was silent for a few more moments.

“Have you been…happy?” Jaroch asked.

Rydell turned away from the window and smiled. “Incredibly,” he replied. “I have a very full and wonderful life with Karina. I’m going to treasure every moment I’ve had with her until the day I die, which unfortunately may be tomorrow.”

“And why is she so special? You have known many women.”

“Yes, but Karina and I just work well together. It’s hard to describe. I love talking to her, just sitting quietly watching the stars with her,…doing other things with her.”

“That is sufficient,” Jaroch said.

“What’s going on with you? You always start talking like a robot when you’re upset about something.”

“I am merely examining my past.”

“Ooh. That could take a while. How far back are we talking here?”

“Just this lifetime,” Jaroch said. “There is an old Yynsian saying, ‘If you don’t like this life, catch the next one.’ In this situation, though, there may not be a next one. I may be the final carrier of this life force. I am, therefore, deciding if I am fulfilled.”

“And?”

“The answers are not encouraging. I am noticing certain deficiencies in the companionship arena, deficiencies which have me feeling less than…”

“Fulfilled?”

“Exactly,” Jaroch said.

“This wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain woman from our past who is currently on board this vessel, now would it?”

“It might.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

“I was not aware that there were options,” Jaroch said.

“Of course there are,” Rydell said, walking over to Jaroch. “You can pine away for her like you’ve been doing for the last twelve years, or you can talk to her about how you feel.”

“You seem to be disregarding the small fact of her marital status.”

“It’s not like you’re going to sleep with her. The idea is to find out if she ever had feelings for you. Wouldn’t you feel better knowing?”

“Why? So that I may torture myself for not acting sooner? I think not,” Jaroch retorted.

“It’s up to you,” Rydell said. “Personally, I’d rather die knowing I’d at least gotten it off my chest. You keep too much to yourself, Jaroch. You’ve got to open up a bit; let someone else in there. Maybe it won’t be Hawkins, but there are a lot of people in the universe. You just never know when that right one may enter your life. It happened to me.”

“Which is exactly why you feel you can express these deluded platitudes,” Jaroch snapped more forcefully than either he or Rydell were expecting. “I…am sorry, sir.”

“It’s okay. That’s exactly the sort of thing you’re free to do around your friends. But it proves that you’ve got a lot rumbling around in there.”

“Perhaps. However, until the Forever crisis is dealt with, my feelings will continue to rumble, as you say. Once this is over, I will re-evaluate the situation and see if I wish to make any adjustments in my life.”

“That’s all I can ask for,” Rydell said. He glanced over at the pool table in the center of the room. “You up for a game?”

“Would you prefer to break or shall I?”

“Hopefully, neither of us will,” Rydell replied with a grim smile.

“Indeed.”



Hawkins stood up from the desk in her quarters for the fourth time without activating the subspace comm system. She knew she should contact Mookow. Even if she couldn’t tell him where she was or what she was doing, they should talk, not that they did much of that anymore. Their sole topic of conversation tended to be their security business. Mookow loved it like a child. He’d created it, nurtured it, and watched it grow. Yes, Hawkins was a big part of his life, too, but she knew where his heart really was. And yes he loved her, but he never looked at her with the same expression of caring and devotion that Dillon had…and Jaroch did today.

Jaroch. Now there was an unexpected development. She could still remember clearly the day that he broke down and announced that he was in love with her over ten years ago, but it seemed to end after that. She’d explained that she was with Dillon; Jaroch accepted it. End of story…or maybe not.

The funny thing to her was that she still couldn’t figure out what the hell he saw in her. He was so intelligent and composed. Why would he fall for an quick-tempered loose cannon like her?

But Hawkins couldn’t deny that he had a certain allure. That intellect also held a sharp wit. She’d had to really control her laughter on more than one occasion when Jaroch had shot some insult at Dillon. Sure, she loved Dillon at the time, but Jaroch could just be too damn funny. And somehow, hearing these jabs come from someone who looked so distinguished made them even more hilarious.

He was quite a guy. Maybe if her relationship with Mookow kept disintegrating, she’d see if Starfleet would reactivate her commission and assign her back to the Secondprize. Standing at the tactical console on the bridge earlier that day had made her miss it a bit.

Or maybe they’d all die tomorrow, which in some sick way, Hawkins thought would make everything easier. She wouldn’t have to make a decision about her future. And she wouldn’t have to keep fighting the urge she had to go find Jaroch, an urge which she felt growing by the second.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

“This Damn Trip is Taking Forever!”



“Status report,” Captain Sullivan said, stepping on the bridge of the Inevitable early the next morning.

“The Secondprize is still not responding to our hails,” her first officer reported. “But we have managed to close the gap somewhat. That old Excelsior-class just can’t outrun the Inevitable.”

“I guess not,” Sullivan said, taking a seat in the command chair. “Keep trying. Otherwise, we’ll just tell them when we get there…assuming they’re still in one piece.”



Alexander Rydell stepped out onto the bridge of the Secondprize the next morning to find Admiral Beck sitting in the command chair and Scott Baird curled up on the carpet in front of the conn console fast asleep. Amazingly enough, not a sound was coming out of him.

“Morning,” Beck said, surprised to see Rydell. “You’re up early.”

“Bad habit I picked up from Karina,” Rydell said, walking over to the replicator and ordering himself a coffee-flavored Icee.

“Nice to see some things haven’t changed,” Beck said as Rydell sat down in the first officer’s seat next to her. Rydell immediately noticed the flashing light on his armrest.

“Are we being hailed?”

“Yes. It’s the Inevitable. Sullivan’s ship. Scott decided that he didn’t want to talk to her. He said she’d probably just try to follow us anyway if she could get a lock on our position. I agreed, so we’re ignoring it. If it were anything urgent, it would come over official admiralty channels.”

“Fine by me,” Rydell said, settling in to watch the stars streak by. He still couldn’t get over the silence in the room.

“Peaceful, isn’t it?” Beck said, voicing what Rydell was thinking.

“Unbelievably so,” Rydell said. “I guess Scott must have gotten that snore fixed when he had the profanity filter installed.”

“Not hardly,” Beck said. “I put up a force field around him. He was starting to shake panels out of their housings. I don’t know how Emily stands it.”

“Maybe she finds it endearing,” Rydell replied. He stood up and wandered over to the conn console to check on their progress.

“We’ve got five hours of travel time to go,” Beck said. “And about two hours to stop Forever after that, assuming it’s going to be really prompt about this ten years thing.”

“Two hours? Yikes. I guess any plans we come up with had better not take a lot of time to execute.”

“Don’t say execute.”

“Sorry.”



Counselor Miller found Dillon outside of the English Manor he’d created for himself jogging along a path running through the dense woods around the stately home. The leaves of the tress were glorious reds and yellows sharply standing out against the grey morning sky. Dillon himself was dressed in a blue sweat suit and jogging briskly, his breath coming out in clouds as it hit the cool, Fall morning air.

“Good morning, Counselor,” Dillon said brightly as he spotted Miller. “Lovely day, don’t you think?”

“Oh, absolutely,” Miller said. “And it’s a very big day, too.”

“Indeed,” Dillon said, wiping a bit of sweat from his brow with a monogrammed burgundy handkerchief he produced from a pocket in his sweat pants. “I can’t think of many bigger.”

“You’re ready to play your part then.”

“I’m always playing my part,” Dillon said. “It’s the only way to survive a universe such as this.”

“I’m not sure I understand you.”

“Don’t worry about it, Counselor,” Dillon said, flashing a charming smile. “I was just waxing philosophical for a moment. I’m more than ready to assist my shipmates. We’ve got to go save the universe, right?”

“Right. Well, I should go. I’ll be back to talk later.”

“So long then,” Dillon said, about to jog away. A thought struck him, and he stopped, turning back to Miller.

“Counselor?”

“Yes?”

“Do you think I’m insane?” The emphasis was more on the “you” than anything else. Miller stiffened. It was a dangerous question. Dillon obviously wanted to know how Miller personally felt about him.

“I think that you and I have much to work out,” Miller said. “You need me.”

“I need you,” Dillon repeated, clearly unsatisfied with the answer. “But if I wished to continue our talks on a starship around others, we could do so?”

“Eventually, perhaps,” Miller said. “But I don’t think that would be in your best interest right now.”

“Yet I’m here,” Dillon said, gesturing to the grey skies. “I’m back with my shipmates, and I am fine.”

“Uh…right,” Miller said. “It’s a complicated issue, Travis. We should discuss it later, after you’ve proved to me that you’re going to help save the universe.”

“Ah, so you still don’t trust me,” Dillon said, smiling again, this time much more disconcertingly. “Why didn’t you just say so? So long, Counselor.” And Dillon jogged away, leaving a shaken Miller in his wake.



The principals involved in the drama to come, minus Dillon, gathered on the Secondprize bridge as Commander Carr steered the ship into orbit around the fourth moon of Batonis Six, better known as Forever. No one spoke for several moments as they watched the barren rock float by on the screen.

“Temporal instability seems to be increasing,” Jaroch said as he watched the readouts on his science console.

“Great,” Rydell said standing up from the command chair. “Any luck, Patricia?”

“Not a word,” Hawkins said from tactical. She’d been trying for the last several minutes to contact Commander Porter, who was supposed to already be here.

“And I am not reading any life signs below,” Jaroch added.

“Sh**,” Beck muttered, cursing under her breath.

“I’ve done what I can do the shields,” Baird said, finishing the modifications he was making at the engineering console. “They should provide a little added protection against the chronometric waves coming off of this fu… bas… thing.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Beck said. “I guess we’d better get this going. Commander Carr and I will remain here to monitor your progress. Carr will be in command.”

“Over you?” Carr said from the conn.

“You have more of a relationship with your crew. We’re going to have to keep a fully manned bridge during this,” Beck replied. “The rest of you will beam down immediately. We’ll send Dillon down as soon as you feel the situation is secure.”

“Wait,” Baird said. “How do we know Dillon’s even going to help us? You heard Jaroch’s report. Dillon plans to kills us all.”

“You guys are just going to have to persuade him otherwise,” Beck said. “By any means necessary.”

“I can handle that,” Baird replied, smiling maliciously.

“I have gathered several items we may need together in Cargo Bay Three. Please have them beamed down as well,” Jaroch said as he moved towards the turbolift.

“Lisa!” Hawkins exclaimed suddenly. She caught herself immediately. “Sorry. Admiral.”

“What is it?” Beck said impatiently.

“I think I found something. We’re receiving a very faint communicator signal from elsewhere in the system. I almost didn’t even notice it, but I was able to catch the word ‘Secondprize.’ Other than that, it’s static.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Beck said, moving back to tactical and pulling up the communications subroutines. It’d been a few years since she’d needed to pull out her former expertise, but what she needed to do came flooding back. “You guys just get down to the surface and take care of business.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rydell said. “We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

“Or not at all,” Jaroch added.

“Oh that was comforting,” Baird said as the group entered the turbolift and the doors closed.

“I was merely being pragmatic.”

“Just shut up,” Rydell said.

“You cannot say that anymore, sir. You no longer outrank me.”

“Then why did you call me sir?”

“I think he’s got you, Jaroch,” Hawkins said, placing her hand on his arm and squeezing it. The unexpected contact sent a rush of emotion through his body.

“And for once he’s speechless,” Baird said.



“The supplies have been transported,” Lieutenant Commander Bill Woodville reported from ops as Carr paced the bridge. As soon as Rydell and the others had left the bridge, relief officers streamed out of the other turbolift.

“Good,” Carr said. “Transfer temporary shield control to the transporter room. No need to waste time while they tell us to lower and raise the shields.”

“Control transferred.”

“Any luck, Admiral?” Carr asked, turning back to Beck.

“Some. I’m pulling power like crazy to boost the gain, but the signal is still very weak. I’ll let you know when I have something.”

“I am not detecting any other vessels on the sensors,” Woodville said.

“Yeah. How many times have I heard that one before?” Carr said.

“I really couldn’t say,” Woodville said. “I’m not up here all of the time anymore. In fact, I’m supposed to be back in Astrometrics collating data on the Gerebias nova we watched last week, but instead I’m here…not that I’m annoyed or anything.”

“Just stay alert,” Carr said.

“Hey, haven’t we been here before?” Woodville said, staring at the viewscreen.

“Woodville…”

“That’s classified, Commander,” Beck snapped, looking up from her console. “Now shut the hell up!”

“Yes, ma’am,” Woodville said quickly as he busied himself at his console.



Rydell and the others entered the transporter room and found Monica Vaughn standing behind the transporter console.

“I thought you didn’t do this sort of thing anymore,” Rydell said.

“You think I’m going to let some rookie beam you anywhere?” Vaughn replied. “No one gets to play with your molecules but me.”

“I’m touched. Really,” Rydell said as he stepped up onto the transporter pad.

“Not yet,” Vaughn said. “We’ll see how lucky you are when you get back.”

“You got it,” Rydell said, wondering if he’d even be back.

“Be careful down there,” she said with an earnestness that surprised him. “I’m not sure what’s going on exactly, but I’m going to be right here to pull you back at a second’s notice.”

“Thanks, Monica,” Rydell said smiling. “Don’t you worry about us. We’ll be fine.”

“But do stand by just in case,” Jaroch said. “Energize.”

“Energizing,” Vaughn said. She activated the transporter and blew Rydell a kiss just as he dematerialized.



“MORTICENT,” Guardian #492’s voice boomed over the ship’s comm system.

“Unnh,” Morticent groaned sleepily. She rolled over, trying to block out the sound, but ended up hitting Porter’s sleeping body.

“MORTICENT!”

“What?” she shouted back, waking Porter.

“THE SECONDPRIZE HAS ARRIVED.” At those words, both Morticent and Porter snapped awake.

“Gotta run, darling,” Morticent said, leaping out of bed, scooping up her clothes and racing out into the hallway. Porter hit the door just as it closed, locking him in.

“Move us in slowly,” Morticent said as she headed towards the bridge, pulling her outfit on as she went. “I don’t want them to detect us through the distortion field. As soon as we’re in transporter range, grab Rydell and his crew off of Forever.”

“ACKNOWLEDGED,” Guardian #492 replied.



Forever hadn’t changed much in the ten years since Rydell had last been there. The only difference now was the piles of Starfleet equipment scattered around the main cavern. Jaroch immediately pulled out his tricorder and began scanning the empty ration packages strewn near Porter’s vacant port-a-bed.

“DNA residue indicates that no one has been here for at least 36 hours,” Jaroch reported.

“But where did he go?” Hawkins asked.

“A QUESTION! I HAVE WAITED EONS FOR A QUESTION,” Forever suddenly boomed.

“We were just here ten years ago,” Hawkins snapped. “It hasn’t been eons.”

“SORRY. FORCE OF HABIT,” Forever said. “NICE TO SEE YOU ALL, THOUGH. I WAS WORRIED THAT YOU WERE GOING TO MISS THE SHOW.”

“We really would like to see about canceling the show,” Rydell said.

“BUT YOU’RE THE ONE WHO ORDERED IT,” Forever said. “OH, BY THE WAY. ONE HOUR UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“One hour!” Rydell exclaimed. “Beck said we’d have two!”

“While you were at lunch, we had to slow down briefly for a herd of passing space buffalo,” Jaroch said. “Considering the size those herds can achieve, we were quite lucky to only lose the time we did.”



“Can’t we just blast them?” Trinian said impatiently as the seemingly endless mob of purple space-dwellers lumbered by the Inevitable.

“Do you know how much time you get in a penal colony for harming a space buffalo?” Sullivan said.

“I bet they’d make great steaks.”

“These are beautiful creatures.”

“I’m sure they’d be beautiful in medium-rare slabs.”

“Trinian!”



“Got it!” Beck exclaimed from the tactical console, almost scaring Carr completely out of her chair. She’d been busy trying to compose a little sonnet to say just in case the universe should really come to an end. Without waiting for Carr to recover, Beck activated the speakers.

“This message is for Admiral Lisa Beck of Starfleet. Please see that she gets it. Morticent is at Forever. Repeat, Morticent is at Forever. She beamed me right out of the moon. Take precautions…and rescue me if you get a chance. Porter out.”

“Oh poopy,” Carr muttered. “We didn’t detect her last time until she was almost right on top of us.”

“We’d better…”

“Yeah,” Carr said. “Bridge to transporter room. I need a set of transport scramblers sent down to the planet immediately.”

“I’m on it,” Vaughn’s voice replied.



Rydell and the others heard the whine of a transporter and drew their phasers, worried that Carr had beamed down Dillon early for some reason. Instead they saw a set of transport scramblers.

“What the heck?” Baird said.

“Maybe they thought we’d need them,” Rydell said. “But why would we…oh hell.”

“I must concur,” Jaroch said, pulling a padd out of the pile of scramblers and reading it. “Morticent is here. The Secondprize has gone to radio silence for now. We are simply to send a pulse signal when we are ready to receive Commander Dillon. They will beam him down just outside of the scramblers.”

“I thought she’d want to help us,” Hawkins said. “We are trying to save the universe here.”

“We can discuss her motives later,” Rydell said, pulling a scrambler out of the pile. “Right now…”

“We know. We know,” Baird said. The group quickly set up the ring of scramblers and activated it.



“I HAVE A TELEPORT LOCK,” Guardian #492 reported from the Mitgogae’s control console as Morticent waited anxiously in the command chair.

“Energize!” she said.

“OOPS.”

“What do you mean oops?” she demanded.

“I LOST THE LOCK. A SCRAMBLER FIELD JUST WENT UP.”

“Sh**!” she screamed.

“BUT THERE WERE ONLY FOUR LIFE SIGNS ON FOREVER. ONE OF THE FIVE HAS YET TO ARRIVE.”

“Perfect,” Morticent said, pulling a disruptor pistol out of the armrest of her command throne.



“It’s time, Travis,” Miller said, poking his head into Dillon’s bedroom. Dillon stood before a wall of mirrors straightening his Starfleet uniform.

“I would prefer that you address me as Commander Dillon for now on.”

“Of course, Commander,” Miller said.

Dillon turned away from the mirrors and walked purposely over to Miller. “I’m ready to go to the transporter room.”

“Oh, that won’t be necessary. They’ll beam you directly out of here,” Miller said.

“I see. Glad to know I’m a valued and trusted member of the team,” Dillon said angrily.

“Bridge to Holodeck Four. They’re ready for him,” Admiral Beck’s voice said over the comm system.

“I am ready, Admiral,” Dillon replied.

“Oh. It’s you, Dillon,” Beck said, a tinge of surprise in her voice.

“Who did you expect?” Dillon asked.

“You know the job you have to do then, Dillon. Starfleet is relying on you.”

“I know,” Dillon said. Miller noticed the wicked grin pulling at Dillon’s lips. “Energize.”



“THE TRANSPORTER HAS BEEN ENGAGED.”

“Get it!” Morticent ordered.



Rydell, Hawkins, and Jaroch watched with phasers drawn as the blue cascade effect of the transporter beam rained down just outside of the scrambler field. Just as Dillon began to materialize, the beam color shifted towards green, crackled a bit, then vanished.

“Jaroch to Secondprize. What happened?”

“Someone intercepted the transporter,” Vaughn replied, the stress evident in her voice.

“Morticent,” Jaroch said.

“This is beyond not good,” Rydell said.

“Captain, this is Carr,” the Secondprize’s first officer’s voice broke in. “We’re scanning the area. We’ll find him, sir.”

“See that you do. Time is of the essence. Jaroch out.”

“FORTY-FIVE MINUTES UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“Thanks for reminding me,” Rydell said.





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

“In a Whole New World of Poopy”



Dillon was a bit surprised to rematerialize on the bridge of a ship rather than in the cavern of Forever. He quickly surveyed the situation, looking for a way to use it to his advantage. Let’s see. One: a beautiful woman was pointing a disruptor at him. Two: the only other person on the bridge looked big enough to snap Dillon in half with little effort. Three: the big guy was sitting at the only console on the bridge. Four: the walls were a very nice mauve. He’d always wanted to paint the bridge of his own ship, should he ever get one, more of a salmon, but the mauve worked. Five: his left big toe was starting to itch.

“I am Morticent. Welcome to the Mitgogae,” the woman said with an evil smile, the type of smile Dillon usually reserved for people he was about to execute in his holodeck world.

“Why thank you,” Dillon replied. “I love what you’ve done with the place.”

“But you’ve never been here before.”

“Quite,” Dillon said. “Am I to assume that this has something to do with all of that Forever foolishness going on below?”

“Very perceptive, Mister…”

“Dillon. Travis Michael Dillon. And it’s Commander actually.”

“My apologies, Commander. Now, if you’ll excuse me for a moment, I have to use you as a bargaining chip,” Morticent said, gesturing to the viewscreen Dillon was blocking.

“Oh, by all means,” Dillon replied with a bow as he stepped aside.

“Contact the Secondprize,” Morticent ordered.

“THEY ARE RESPONDING,” Guardian #492 replied. The starfield image on the viewscreen switched to show the bridge of the Secondprize. Commander Carr stood in front of the command chair with Admiral Beck above her behind tactical.

Carr immediately leapt into righteous indignation mode. “This is Commander Andrea Carr of the USS Secondprize. What have you done with Commander…” She spotted Dillon off to Morticent’s right. He gave Carr a little wave. “Oh. Well…we want him back!”

“And why would I want to do that? Without him, Alexander Rydell will fail. That’s all there is to it,” Morticent replied.

“But why would you want that?” Admiral Beck asked. “The universe would be destroyed.”

“I know that,” Morticent said forcefully. “Why do you think I’m doing it?”

“Uh…I really have no clue,” Carr replied.

“Forget it. All I want is Rydell. He’s the one to blame for this whole mess anyway,” Morticent said. Guardian #492 looked back her questioningly. “If he beams himself up here, I will release Commander Dillon.”

“I think you’ve really missed a couple of minor details,” Carr said.

“Morticent, the man you’re holding is deranged,” Beck said. “He requires psychological care. The last thing you need to be doing is trying to use him as a hostage.”

“That’s weak,” Morticent said. “I know how you Starfleet types work. You’ll do anything to rescue your crewpeople. Have Rydell lower the scrambling field or this one dies!” Morticent said, aiming her disruptor right at Dillon. About that time, she noticed the maniacal grin on Dillon’s face.

“Uh…hold on a second,” Morticent said, turning her attention completely to Dillon. Like Trinian, Morticent had the ability to read the inner feelings of others. It wasn’t a skill she found much use for in her line of work, but in this case, it seemed necessary. She concentrated on Dillon, delving into his mind. The darkness she found there made her gasp involuntarily.

“Oh my,” Morticent said, her smile broadening. “All this one wants to do is kill kill kill.”

“I told you,” Beck said. “He’s dangerous!”

“But not to me,” Morticent said. “He just wants to kill Alexander Rydell. I do think we’ve found ourselves an ally, Guardian.”

“GOODY.”

“That being the case, I guess we’re going to have to pull out our surprise to convince Rydell to beam aboard. I’d wanted to wait until we had him to use it, but oh well. Could you get it, Guardian?”

“OF COURSE,” the lumbering hulk said as he got up from his chair and headed off of the bridge.

Morticent walked over to Dillon and ran a hand along his arm. “Ooh. Nice and firm. I think we’re going to get along fabulously.”

“Morticent, don’t…” Beck protested.

Before Morticent could respond, Dillon lashed out with a vicious right, clocking her as he grabbed the disruptor out of her hand. In one fluid movement, he trained the weapon on the Seatellan and blasted her.

“Go Dillon!” Carr cheered. But Dillon ignored her. He immediately went to the control console and started looking over it. Beck and Carr could hear him muttering.

“What’s he saying,” Carr asked, watching Dillon’s movements on the screen.

“Hold on,” Beck said, adjusting the signal gain. Gradually, Dillon’s mutters began to sound like humming, then singing.

“Kill the Rydell. Kill the Rydell. Kill the Rydell. Kill him dead!”

Dillon suddenly looked up at the viewscreen. “Oops. You weren’t supposed to hear that.”

“Commander Dillon…” Beck began, but the signal cut off.

“He isn’t really going to attack us?” Woodville asked in alarm.

“I don’t know,” Carr said. “But I’m not taking any chances.” She charged over to the ensign manning the conn. “Get up and get out.”

“Andrea, what are you doing?” Beck asked.

“I’m the best pilot on this ship.”

“Yeah, but you’re also in command. You have to stay in the center seat.”

“We may not have time for me to give an evasive order, then for someone to follow it. I’m staying here, Admiral. How are you with that console?”

Beck was a bit taken aback by this. She’d never seen Carr so…commanding. Evidently, this was why she’d moved up to first officer. Beck made a mental note never to be on her bad side when command mode kicked in.

“I’ll manage,” Beck said, calling up the weapon controls. “Just try and give me some clear shots.”

“You got it. Now all we’ve got to do is find him.”



After what seemed like an eternity of waiting and listening to Forever tick down the minutes until the end, Rydell and the others were finally contacted by Carr. As they finished listening to the report from Carr about what had just transpired on the Mitgogae, Scott Baird kicked one of Porter’s sensors across the cavern. “Oh, we are so fu…dead!” he said.

“I’m going to kill him,” Hawkins seethed.

“That may be very difficult from down here,” Jaroch said.

“Forever, can we talk about holding off on this universe destruction thing for just a couple of more hours,” Rydell asked pleadingly.

“DO YOU HAVE THE ACCESS CODE?”

“Well, sort of.”

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN SORT OF?”

“We’re missing one person.”

“THEN NO.”

“Thanks for all your help.”

“YOU’RE WELCOME.”



Dillon was seated in Morticent’s throne when Guardian #492 returned to the bridge several minutes later. From the bridge doors, Guardian #492 could not see who was seated. And he was far too occupied with containing his struggling captive to really even consider that someone other than Morticent might be there.

“I APOLOGIZE FOR THE DELAY,” Guardian #492 said. “OUR SECRET WEAPON IS BEING DIFFICULT.”

“That’s quite all right,” Dillon said, springing out of the throne with the disruptor aimed at Guardian #492 and the woman struggling in his arms. A faint memory stirred in Dillon’s warped mind. He knew her. That face. Who was she?

“Commander Dillon?” the woman said, relief replacing fear on her face. “Thank God. Get me out of here!”

She obviously knew him, so he must know her. Wait. It was coming to him. She’d been on the Secondprize years ago and…married the captain! Karina Durham. Oh, this was better than Dillon could have possibly imagined.

“Let her go!” Dillon ordered.

“YOU CANNOT HARM ME WITH THAT PUNY WEAPON,” Guardian #492 said, advancing on Dillon.

“Don’t make me do something you’ll regret,” Dillon said, backing up into the console as the huge figure loomed over him. Dillon fired at the ceiling, drawing Guardian #492’s attention for a moment as Dillon pressed a couple of buttons on the console.

“LIKE WHAT?” Guardian #492 said smiling evilly.

“Like this,” Dillon said slamming his hand down on one of the controls on the console behind him. In an instant, Dillon and Karina Durham dematerialized, leaving Guardian #492 alone with the unconscious form of Morticent he soon spotted behind the console.

“OH.”



Rydell heard the whine of an unfamiliar transporter beam and whirled around in time to see two figures materializing just outside of the scrambling field. He and the others went for their phasers expecting Morticent and friends. When Dillon appeared, Rydell could help but smile. And then he spotted Karina.

“Alex!” Karina exclaimed. “Oh thank God. Those people grabbed me right off of The Suburb. Dillon here rescued me!”

“SHUT UP!” Dillon screamed. He fired, blasting Karina into an unconscious lump on the cavern floor. He kept the weapon trained on her as he looked up at Rydell, his eyes ablaze with fury. “And if you don’t do everything I say, I’m going to bump the power up a couple of notches. Got it!”

“Oh this is getting better all the time,” Baird muttered.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“How Do You Tell Someone They’re A Psycho?”



Rydell’s joy at seeing Karina quickly turned to anger as Dillon held the weapon on her. He was not about to have the love of his life taken away from him by some borderline-incompetent mental case who just happened to get his hands on a disruptor.

“So who’s in command now, cappy-boy?” Dillon taunted. He started doing a little jig, all the while pointing the disruptor at Karina. “I am. I am. I am!”

Rydell felt a presence at his side.

“Let me handle him,” Hawkins whispered. “He refuses to even acknowledge that I exist.”

“If you think…” Rydell was cut off by another blast. Hawkins slumped down to the cavern floor at his feet.

“None of that, thank you very much!” Dillon said.

Jaroch was at Hawkins’ side almost as soon as she hit the ground. “Patricia. Patricia!”

“Get her back,” Rydell said sternly. He eyed Dillon with a cold stare as Jaroch pulled Hawkins out of the way. There was nothing to be gained by angering Dillon. And they couldn’t afford to kill him. He was still needed to access Forever.

“What do you want, Dillon?” Rydell said finally.

“Everyone toss their phasers over there,” Dillon said, pointing to a spot on the cavern floor. “And make sure you get Hers, too!”

Rydell turned back to face the others. Baird was doing a slow burn over by Porter’s scanning equipment, while Jaroch had taken Hawkins to the far side of the chamber and was trying to wake her up.

“Do it,” Rydell said, pulling out his phaser and tossing it over to the spot Dillon indicated. Three others soon joined it. Dillon fired the disruptor, disintegrating all four of them. “Now what do you want, Dillon?”

“What do I want?” Dillon repeated.

“You’ve got all of our attention. What do you want?”

“I want…”

“Get down, Captain,” Baird shouted. Rydell hit the floor as Baird fired a phaser blast at Dillon, who dodged aside just in time to avoid it.

“Nanny nanny boo boo, you can’t hit me,” Dillon shouted. Cackling crazily, he ran off into the maze of caverns.

“Where the hell did you get that?” Rydell demanded.

“Porter’s stuff,” Baird said, tossing the weapon to Rydell. “He had it in with his socks.”

“Let me go after him,” Jaroch said, a look of fury in his eyes.

“J’Ter?” Rydell said nervously.

“No, this is very much me,” Jaroch replied, his voice almost quivering with rage.

“We need him alive,” Rydell said. “I’m going.”

“You want some back-up?” Baird asked.

“No. See if Porter’s scans turned up anything we can use to stop Forever. Jaroch, you help him.”

“But…” Jaroch began.

“I don’t have time for this, Jaroch,” Rydell said, jogging off in the direction Dillon fled. “Just do it.”

“THAT’S ONLY PART OF THE ACCESS CODE,” Forever said.

“And you shut the f*** up!” Rydell snapped, then ran out of sight.

“TOUCHY. TOUCHY.”



Morticent regained consciousness in an incredibly foul mood. Of course, being blasted with her own disruptor tended to do that. She pulled herself up using the console in front of her for support. She ended up face to face with Guardian #492, who was working there.

“YOU ARE AWAKE.”

“Obviously,” Morticent grumbled. “Where is that damn Dillon?”

“WELL…HE’S GONE.”

“Gone! Gone where?”

“TO FOREVER. AND HE TOOK KARINA DURHAM WITH HIM.”

“I don’t suppose we can get a teleport lock.”

“ACTUALLY, I CAN DETECT TWO LIFE SIGNS OUTSIDE OF THE SCRAMBLING FIELD.”

“Then, beam them up!” Morticent ordered.

“I CAN’T. DILLON PROGRAMMED IN SOME SORT OF VIRUS THAT TOOK EFFECT RIGHT AFTER HE TRANSPORTED. THE ENTIRE SYSTEM IS SHOT.”

Morticent’s body just started to shake as she was overwhelmed by rage. “Dead. They’re all dead!” she screamed. “We’re killing every last one of them!”

“I GATHERED THAT FROM THE ‘THEY’RE ALL DEAD’ PART,” Guardian #492 replied. He really hated it when Morticent started getting irrational like this, but what was a love-struck chunk of rock to do?

“Where’s the Secondprize? Have they detected us?”

“ABOUT A THOUSAND KILOMETERS AWAY AND NO.”

“Power up all weapons and lower the distortion field!” Morticent ordered as she sat down on her throne. “We’ll take care of them real fast, then blow up Forever itself. That ought to mess up their day.”

“UH…RIGHT.”



With growing concern, Beck and Carr watched two of the life sign readouts from the moon below move farther and farther away from the scrambling field. “What the hell are they doing?” Beck said.

“I have no idea,” Carr said. “Secondprize to Rydell. Status report.”

“Dillon’s down here, and he’s gone completely bonkers. I’m on it.”

“Do we need to beam him up here?” Carr asked.

“No can do,” Beck said.

“Why not?” Carr asked.

Beck just pointed at the viewscreen where the Mitgogae was fading into view.

“We’ll call you back,” Carr said quickly. “Secondprize out.”

“That ship!” Woodville said suddenly. “I knew we’d been here before! But I don’t remember them being this big.”

“Not now,” Carr said, running down into the conn console. “Just tell me what we’re up against.”

“Shields are up and weapons are online,” Beck said.

“I’m detecting a massive energy build up on the enemy ship,” Woodville said. “I think they are bigger. Look at the size of that torpedo tube. Holy cow! Look at those energy readings! That thing is incredible!”

“Come on, Woodville. Give me some good news,” Carr said.

“They can obliterate us in less than thirty seconds!”

“How is that good news?”

“We won’t suffer long.”

“Sorry, I feel like dragging it out,” Carr said. She put the ship in a sharp dive, narrowly avoiding the first blast of the Mitgogae’s weapons, then made a beeline for one of the other moons of the system. “And I don’t suppose Morticent feels like talking about this.”

“They’re not responding to our hails,” Beck said.

“We could just surrender and hope they don’t kill us,” Woodville offered.

“Nah. Bad idea,” Carr said.

“They’re pursuing,” Beck said.

“Good. As long as they’re worried about us, Captain Rydell can focus on getting Dillon under control.”

“And saving the universe,” Beck said.

“That too.”



Hawkins almost looked peaceful as she lay stunned on the floor of the cavern. Jaroch had made her as comfortable as he could using Porter’s abandoned sleeping roll, but the fact was she was still laying on a bunch of rock. Before he realized what he was doing, Jaroch ran his hand gently through Hawkins’s hair. If she came to any harm, Dillon would pay with his life. As it was, Jaroch felt he owed the insane man a good ass kicking at the very least.

Jaroch brushed his hand through her hair again. He found it sad that the only way he could express his feelings towards her was like this. If she were awake…well, it just wouldn’t happen. Forcing himself to pull away and focus on the matter at hand, Jaroch walked over to where Captain Baird was working.

“Have you made any progress, Captain?” Jaroch asked as he looked over Baird’s shoulder at the readouts scrolling by.

“Not a bit,” Baird replied. “We need to input that access code.”

“Which we will do assuming that Captain Rydell is able to retrieve Dillon and convince him to help us.”

“What are the odds of that happening?”

“I do not believe that you want to know,” Jaroch replied.

“THIRTY MINUTES UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”



“Come on out, Dillon,” Rydell called. Silently, he cursed himself for not bringing a tricorder, so he could at least have some idea where Dillon was.

“No!” Dillon’s voice shouted back from somewhere in the caverns ahead of him. Thanks to Forever’s chronometric energy, the area was very well lit. Unfortunately, there were stalagmites and other outcroppings everywhere for Dillon to use as cover.

“We don’t have time for this!”

“Sure we do,” Dillon said. “We’ve got all the time in the universe.”

“But it’s going to end soon.”

“Exactly.”

A disruptor blast seared above Rydell’s head, missing him by inches. It nicely disintegrated a portion of rock behind Rydell. “Hey!” Rydell shouted. “I thought we were using stun. You’re breaking the rules!”

“What rules?”

So Dillon did still have some elements of his old personality. Hopefully, enough was left for Rydell to capitalize on. “The rules of this game. Didn’t you read up before we beamed down here?”

“No,” Dillon said hesitantly. “Were they important? I thought I was just supposed to do the whole crazed killer thing and…well…try and kill you.”

“No no no. You’ve got to follow the rules, Dillon. Always follow the rules.”

“Why?” Dillon called back. “You never did.” Dillon walked out from behind a large stalagmite, his disruptor trained on Rydell. “You’re the whole reason we’re in this mess, the whole reason I’m in this mess.”

“What’d I ever do to you?”

“You don’t get it, do you? You have no idea,” Dillon said in disbelief.

“I’m afraid I don’t” Rydell said.

“You. You let that damn Klingon on board. And what happened? Patricia left. You even approved her resignation. Gleefully, I’m sure, knowing that you were giving old Travis Dillon another kick in the teeth.”

“Dillon, I…”

“And then you go and resign. That was fine and all. I can’t say I was sad to see you go, but then you recommended Jaroch for command? Are you insane? He’s a freak! I served you loyally for six years. Six years! But no, you had to get in one last shot at Dillon. You did this to me! YOU! And you’re going to have to face the consequences!”

“Dammit, Dillon. This is your same old routine. Of course, it couldn’t be you. You always had to have that scapegoat. News flash, pal. Patricia was unsatisfied and moved on. She needed something you couldn’t give. And shooting her isn’t going to change that. As for command, look at you. You’re completely unstable.”

“Yeah, now!”

“Not just now. Then too. You were living in this fantasy world where you were great and everybody liked you. It wasn’t real, Dillon, any more than those holodeck fantasies you’ve been living in for the last eight years are. You were not and are not ready for command.”

“God damn it, SHUT UP!” Dillon screamed. He fired another blast past Rydell’s arm, so close that it scorched his shirt and seared the flesh underneath.

“You want to kill me? Fine, blast my f***ing head off, but later. Right now we’ve got work to do. I’m the one you want, Dillon. There’s no need to take out everyone and everything.”

“Why not? You just said no one liked me anyway.”

“Because you swore an oath! And you believe in that oath. You’re a Starfleet Officer. It’s all you ever wanted to be. Now start acting like one. We’ve got a duty to protect those that can’t protect themselves. The only thing standing between them and universal annihilation is the five of us. Do you understand that?”

Dillon lowered the weapon a bit as he looked down at the uniform he was wearing. Many years ago, he’d told someone, and he couldn’t even remember who now, but he’d told that person that it was his duty to protect the lives of others. That was part of what it meant to wear the uniform.

“We’ll finish our business when this is over,” Dillon said, holstering the disruptor.

“Looking forward to it,” Rydell replied, putting the phaser away. “Shall we go?”

“After you,” Dillon said, waving Rydell on. Rydell studied Dillon for a moment. Did Rydell really want to leave this psychopath in a position where he could easily shoot him in the back?

“Thanks,” Rydell said warily, then started jogging back towards Forever. He could hear Dillon’s footfalls right behind his as they moved. The feeling was more than a bit disconcerting, but Rydell didn’t see much other choice. Travis Dillon had usually been a man of his word, though. Rydell just had to hope there was still enough of that left in Dillon to make him help them stop Forever.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

“Get Your Red-Hot Ass Kickings!”



Carr pulled herself back into her seat at the conn after another blast from the Mitgogae sent the bridge crew falling around like dominos. Smoke billowed up from one of the environmental control consoles at the rear of the bridge.

“So much for that plan,” Beck said. “We just lost our starboard phaser array.”

“They’re coming back around,” Woodville said as he watched the Mitgogae come into view from behind the second moon of Batonis Six.

“Hang on,” Carr said. She slammed the ship into a climbing roll and, after straightening out, sent the ship into a momentary warp burst towards Batonis Five, a ringed gas giant.

“You aren’t supposed to do that sort of thing in a solar system!” Woodville protested.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Would you rather die instead?” Carr snapped.

“I think you confused them,” Beck said. “They haven’t started to follow yet.”

“What are those rings made of?” Carr asked, as she steered the ship to the far side of the planet from the Mitgogae’s probing sensors.

“Mostly ice chunks,” Woodville reported. “There are a few metallic compounds in various concentrations scattered throughout.”

“Find me a nice, big concentration,” Carr said. Woodville sent a set of coordinates to her console, leading her to a large, asteroid-like rock floating along with the frozen debris around Batonis Five. She pulled the Secondprize up as close to the asteroid as possible and let out a little sigh of relief. “Shut down all unnecessary systems. Try and mask the others as best you can.”

“We can’t stay here forever,” Beck said. “As soon as they figure out we went this way, they’ll find us.”

“But at least we can regroup for a minute,” Carr replied. “Bridge to engineering. Status report.”

“I’ve got the shields back up to forty percent,” Vaughn replied. “But that won’t mean much against those weapon systems.”

“How soon do we get the starboard phasers back?”

“I’m trying to reroute some systems now. I’ll let you know. Vaughn out.”

The drift of the debris ring started to take them around to the side of the planet facing Batonis Six. Now would be the test. If the Mitgogae detected them, they’d know it very soon.

“Oh sh**!” Beck said.

“Well, that was quick,” Carr muttered. She started looking for a clear path to get out of the debris field. Nothing was opening up fast enough.

“I think they may have us this time,” Carr said.

“It’s the Inevitable!” Woodville exclaimed.

“You don’t have to sound so happy about it.”

“No. It’s THE Inevitable. The ship. Starfleet registry…”

“Okay. I get it. I get it,” Carr said. “Open a channel.”

“Captain Sullivan is responding,” Beck said.

“On screen.” The bridge of the Inevitable appeared on the viewscreen with Sullivan sitting in the command chair and Trinian sitting right beside her.

“About time you guys responded,” Sullivan said.

“Sorry. Scott said not too,” Carr replied.

“Bastard.”

“Uh…we’re kind of getting our asses kicked right now. Can you lend a hand?”

“No problem,” Sullivan replied.

“We’re about to be heading your way,” Carr said, spotting a clear line of travel through the ring. “Stand by.” She maneuvered the ship gracefully through the jagged chunks of ice and metal, breaking free just as the Mitgogae was closing within weapons range.

Carr sent the ship into another warp burst back towards Batonis Six and the Inevitable, but this time the Mitgogae was ready, following right behind.

The Secondprize dropped out of warp directly in front of the Inevitable, then veered off, diving behind the moon of Forever for cover. The Mitgogae, not noticing the Inevitable’s entrance onto the scene due to Morticent’s crazed, single-minded pursuit of the Secondprize, dropped out of its warp burst a moment later.

“Uh…what is that?” Morticent asked, looking at the formidable starship that the Mitgogae had found itself in front of.

“A POSSIBLE PROBLEM,” Guardian #492 said. Just then, the Inevitable let loose with all of its weapon systems. Tri-cobalt devices and singularity torpedoes flashed out of a dozen launch tubes, impacting seconds later against the Mitgogae’s shields. The ship rocked like a horse stung by a hornet, tossing Morticent and Guardian #492 around the room like the balls in an zero-gravity pinball game.



Back in the room he’d been locked in for hours, Commander Porter desperately tried to hang on as the ship was jolted about violently. Then, the power blinked out. Figuring he’d never get another chance at this, Porter wedged his fingers in between the doors of his room. With the power off, the magnetic seal would no longer be in place. Of course, if the power came back on, he’d lose few fingers…well, most of them really.

Porter pushed the doors open enough to force his way into the corridor outside just as the power flickered back to life, sealing the entrance to his prison. Free and hopefully undetected, Porter made his way through the Mitgogae searching for the engine room.



“How badly are we damaged?” Morticent demanded as she hovered over Guardian #492’s shoulder.

“SHIELDS ARE AT 75%. WEAPONS UNDAMAGED.”

“Then return fire.”



“I don’t think that did it,” Trinian said, watching the Mitgogae’s exterior lights come back on from the relative safety of the Inevitable’s bridge.

“Evasive maneuvers. Sullivan Theta Four,” Sullivan ordered. The helm officer sent the Inevitable into a sharp dive just as the Secondprize looped around Forever and sent a barrage of its own weaponry slamming into the Mitgogae from the rear. Suddenly, phaser fire lashed out from emitters all over the Mitgogae’s hull, striking both the Secondprize and the Inevitable repeatedly.



“In a word, ouch,” Woodville said as he watched the damage reports flash up on the operations console.

“Get us out of here, Andrea,” Beck said as she watched the Mitgogae make a slow leisurely turn to aim its forward torpedo tubes at the Secondprize.

“I’m working on it!” Carr snapped. “Impulse engines are offline.”

“Oh hell.”

Just as the Mitgogae opened fire with all weapons, the Inevitable zoomed up between the two ships, taking the brunt of the blasts.



“Shields down to fifty percent,” Sullivan’s tactical officer reported as smoke filled the bridge.

“Bring us back around and fire all weapons,” Sullivan said through repeated coughs.



“Fire!” Carr shouted, once the Inevitable had sped past. “Focus on those torpedo tubes.”

“Got it,” Beck said, her hands racing across the tactical console. A moment later, the Secondprize pelted the Mitgogae’s launchers with several well-placed torpedoes and phaser hits. Before the Mitgogae could respond, it was hammered from above by more blasts from the Inevitable.



Porter was reduced to crawling along the deck, but he didn’t see much other choice. Every time he stood up, another weapons hit would just knock him back down. On the bright side, though, engineering turned out to be incredibly well-marked and easy to find. He’d have to thank Morticent for that once this was over.



“THE SECONDPRIZE IS IMMOBILE. THE OTHER VESSEL IS WEAKENED BUT STILL A THREAT,” Guardian #492 reported.

“Even to us?”

“IF LEFT ALONE, YES.”

“Fine, give the Secondprize a goodbye present, then focus all your efforts on that other ship.”

“VERY WISE, MORTICENT.”



The Secondprize bridge crew could do nothing but hit the deck and hold on as the Mitgogae raced towards them and let loose another volley of weapons fire. The ship shook and groaned as it tried to hold itself together under the onslaught. Then, everything went dark followed quickly by the dull glow of the emergency lighting.

Carr picked her head up and looked around. Most of the consoles were either on fire, dark, or flashing on and off. Woodville was already at work under his console rerouting power to his display. Less than a minute later, he had the ship schematic displayed. Almost every region of the ship screamed with flashing red damage reports.

“We’re on auxiliary backups,” Woodville said. “And only about a quarter of those are working.”

“Switch all power to life support,” Carr said. “We’re just going to have to play dead and hope they don’t come around to finish the job.”



Rydell and Dillon jogged back into the main cavern of Forever where Jaroch, Baird, and the now-conscious Hawkins stood pouring over the sensor readouts. In a corner, Karina slept soundly.

“About damn time,” Baird said, leaping up from the scanner.

“FIFTEEN MINUTES UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“See what I mean.”

“Then let’s do this,” Dillon said.

“You can shut the hell up,” Hawkins snapped.

“And preferably die,” Jaroch added,

“Later, people,” Rydell said. His gaze fell on Karina. “Is she all right?”

“I gave her a sedative from Porter’s medkit to keep her under,” Jaroch said. “I saw no need for her to be awake should we fail.”

“Good point,” Rydell said. “All right. What do we need to do?”

“Presumably, we just say the access code exactly as we did ten years ago,” Jaroch replied checking the report from their first encounter with Forever on his tricorder. “All five of us will shout ‘Just do it’ and then Captain Baird will say ‘you f***ing rock.’” Jaroch stopped for a moment, realizing what he had just said.

“Oh no,” Jaroch said softly.

Baird’s eyes widened in horror. “Oh fu…dookie!”





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“This Universe Will Self Destruct in Five Seconds”



“Oh this is just perfect,” Hawkins said, looking at Baird in exasperation. “I can’t believe we’re going to get killed because you can’t cuss.”

“There is a certain amount of irony here,” Jaroch said. Dillon suddenly fell to the floor and started rolling around, laughing hysterically.

“This isn’t funny, you fu…sh…crap!” Baird screamed.

“Just calm down,” Rydell said. “Jaroch, see if you can disable the profanity filter. We’ve got fifteen minutes. There’s no problem yet.”



Sullivan watched the dark form of the Secondprize drift lifelessly on the viewscreen. Just in front of the crippled Excelsior-class vessel, the Mitgogae was making a slow charge towards the Inevitable.

“I don’t suppose your people’s ships have any neat weaknesses we could exploit right now,” Sullivan said grimly.

“Afraid not,” Trinian said. “We believe in beta testing.”

“Just checking. Helm, try and keep us out of the line of fire as much as possible. Our first concern is survival for the next…” Sullivan turned to Trinian. “How much time do we have left?”

“Let me check,” Trinian said, establishing a mental link to Guardian Control.

“AT THE SOUND OF THE TONE, THE TIME TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION WILL BE FOURTEEN MINUTES. BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP.”

“Not long,” Trinian said. “We’ve got…”

BOOOOOOOOOOOM!

The Inevitable was almost blasted onto its side by the force of the assault from the Mitgogae. The entire crew was sent hurtling into the port side wall of the bridge.

“I said keep us OUT of the line of fire,” Sullivan gasped, pushing Trinian off of her and struggling back to her seat.

“Sorry,” the conn officer whimpered.

“We’ve lost shields,” the tactical officer reported. “Systems are down all over the ship.”

“Great,” Sullivan said. “Another hit like that, and you’ll be able to use us and the Secondprize as the galaxy’s biggest set of bookends.”

“Funny you should mention them,” the conn officer said. “Propulsion’s down, and we’re kind of drifting right towards them.”

“What is working?” Sullivan demanded.

“Life support and the internal Muzak system. After that, it’s sketchy,” operations reported.

“So much for the cavalry,” Sullivan muttered.



Porter had to hand it to the designers of the Mitgogae’s engine room. It was a remarkably simple and efficient system. One person could easily monitor everything that was going on in the tiny power core. Of course, with it being so small and accessible, the core was also incredibly easy to sabotage. He quickly found the tool supply cabinet, grabbed a couple of necessities, and flipped open the access panel of the core. No problem here at all. He just had to make sure he kept enough power going to run life-support. He’d never been a believer in suicide missions, and he wasn’t about to end up on one now. There’d be a little power, but Morticent and that android behemoth wouldn’t be blasting anybody anytime soon.



“THE FEDERATION VESSEL HAS BEEN CRIPPLED,” Guardian #492 reported.

“It’s a shame we don’t have time to stay and introduce ourselves personally to their crew,” Morticent said. “I’m sure they probably have some wonderful specimens I could have played with. Oh well. Obliterate them.”

Guardian #492 fired the Mitgogae’s energy weapons sending a beam lancing out at the Inevitable. Just as it struck the side of the damaged Federation ship, the beam shut down…as did everything else on the Mitgogae.

“I DON’T REMEMBER IT EVER DOING THAT BEFORE,” Guardian #492 said confused.



The gentle strains of an instrumental version of The Beatles’ “Yesterday” filtering through the bridge speakers were abruptly silenced as the Inevitable took another hit.

“We’re on emergency power only,” the operations officer reported. “But they kocked us out of the path of the Secondprize,” the officer added helpfully.

“So basically we’re dead,” Trinian said.

“Looks like it,” Sullivan said. “The Mitgogae should be finishing us off right about…now.”

But nothing happened.

“You don’t suppose we’re going to live, do you?” Trinian asked.

“Only one way to find out,” Sullivan replied heading to the rear of the bridge. She opened the Jefferies tube access hatch. “Okay people, first priorities are life support and propulsion. If you can get the warp engines back on line, make a run for it. We’ll catch up.”

“And where are we going?” Trinian asked.

“Just to take a quick peek outside.”



Guardian #492 lumbered back through the bowels of the ship towards engineering wondering how he’d let himself get stuck in this mess. Yes, he understood that the universe had to end. He understood that he wanted to end it with Morticent, but why in the name of the timeline did he allow her to talk him into attacking those Federation ships? They just should have gotten the hell out of there. He still had enough of a link with Forever to know that the Secondprize Five had not succeeded in stopping the countdown. And the odds of them succeeding were infinitesimally low.

He and Morticent should be off somewhere enjoying their last minutes as corporeal beings, not engaging in some senseless fire fight. Now, the ship was malfunctioning, and he had to find the cause before the Federation ships were able to regain power and destroy them. Guardian #492 knew that they’d made a mistake in putting in that new micro-core. The damn thing had probably blown out. At least it was still under warranty.

He rounded the corner towards the engine room and ran smack into Commander Porter, who was knocked to the floor by the sheer mass of Guardian #492’s body.

“YOU ARE SUPPOSED TO BE LOCKED UP,” Guardian #492 said angrily, quickly piecing together what had actually happened.

“Just out for my evening stroll,” Porter replied, scrambling to his feet. “I was about to head back to my room for another long night of being a prisoner. Don’t mind me.”

“I DO MIND. YOU WILL PROBABLY HAVE TO BE KILLED FOR THIS. MORTICENT WILL DECIDE.” Guardian #492 reached out to grab Porter, but the human dodged backwards and raced back towards the engine room.

“Maybe later,” Porter called back. “I’ve really got to be somewhere right now.”



Carr and Beck waited anxiously at the Jefferies tube access hatch on the Secondprize bridge as Woodville poked his head back up.

“Everyone’s in place. This should work,” he said.

“Great. Bridge to engineering,” Carr said.

“Bridge to engineering,” Woodville repeated. Then, down in the tubes, the phrase moved on, repeated by several different crewman as it descended to the secondary hull. A few minutes later, a reply came. “Vaughn here. Go ahead,” Woodville said.

“This is going to take forever,” Beck muttered.

“Fix the ship!” Carr said.

“Fix the ship!” Woodville repeated.

“That was nice and vague,” Beck said.

“But it gets the point across,” Carr replied. The bridge shook with a sudden thud. “What the hell was that?”

“Uh…” Woodville said, pointing up. Beck and Carr followed his gaze to the transparent dome covering the bridge. Resting on the dome, just outside, was an upside-down raceabout cockpit. Sullivan and Trinian smiled and waved. A second later, Beck and Carr dematerialized in a flurry of blue sparkles.

“Does that mean I’m in charge?” Woodville asked the now empty bridge.



“Sorry about that,” Sullivan said once Beck and Carr were safely on board. “We couldn’t get through to you any other way.”

“No problem at all,” Beck replied. “What’s your status?”

“The Inevitable is a slag heap right now. And blasting our way out of the shuttle bay didn’t help any. The good news is that the Mitgogae seems to be non-functional as well. And I’m only reading six life signs over there.”

“I think we can take them,” Beck said. She turned to Trinian. “And I expect a full explanation of what you have to do with all this when we finish over there.”

“Yeah!” Carr seconded. She suddenly gave Trinian a big hug. “It’s great to see you, by the way.”

“Likewise,” Trinian muttered as the Mitgogae loomed ahead of them.

Beck grabbed four phasers out of the supply locker and distributed them accordingly. “Keep your eyes open for Craig Porter. He’s on this ship somewhere”

“You three can find him,” Trinian said. “I need to have a few words with Morticent.”

“I’d like to have a few myself,” Sullivan said. “But you can have first crack at her. Energizing.”

The four women rematerialized in a dim corridor. Trinian quickly looked around to get her bearings. “Looks like they kept the basic floorplan intact,” she said. She noted the lighting. Some internal power was obviously flowing. That could be a problem if the security systems were still on. No time to worry about that now. “Quarters are that way,” Trinian said, pointing down the hall. “Be careful.”

“You too,” Sullivan said. Trinian checked the power level on her phaser and moved off towards the bridge.

“So, anybody got a plan here?” Carr asked.

“Lisa’s the ranking officer,” Sullivan replied.

“We go that-a-way,” Beck said, pointing in the direction Trinian had just indicated.



Morticent heard someone enter the bridge through the doors Guardian #492 had wedged open. The footsteps were far too light to be his, though. Perhaps one of her boys had left the playroom to look for her.

She turned around in her throne prepared to deal with one of her beautiful boy toys. The sight she came upon was a bit of a shock.

“Gotcha,” Trinian said, aiming a phaser at her.

“Bridge to Guardian #492. Intruder alert. Boys, you’re needed!”

“Your power’s mostly out,” Trinian said. “The comm system doesn’t work.”

“ACKNOWLEDGED,” Guardian #492’s voice said through the bridge speakers.

“Then again,” Trinian said.

“You should be somewhere preparing your last rites,” Morticent said. “There’s only four minutes left.”

“Alex will stop it.”

“Don’t be so sure. We’re all going to die.”

“And why are you so happy about it? Why are you doing this?”

“Do you know how much it costs to live in complete luxury for ten years? Do you have any idea how much I paid to have this ship altered to my standards? Guardian Control doesn’t pay that kind of latinum.”

“And?”

“And?” Morticent said angrily. “You have no clue how much debt I’m in! You could buy a planet with the interest alone! Galactic Collections is already looking for me. I narrowly dodged a repo fleet in the Sentilis Sector last month. I’m not giving it up, Trinian. I’m going out with the most toys!”

“You’re insane!” Trinian said.

“Just motivated,” Morticent replied. Before Trinian could react, Morticent dove at her, sending them both to the deck and Trinian’s phaser clattering across the room. “Who’s got who now, Trinian?”

Trinian connected a left to Morticent’s nose.

“Ow!!! Fine. I’ll gloat later. You don’t have to be so mean about it.”

“Sorry. Where are my manners?” Trinian quipped, kneeing Morticent in the stomach.



Beck, Sullivan, and Carr heard Morticent’s message across the ship’s comm system, thus ending any hope they had of taking Morticent’s crew by surprise. Now it was just a matter of dealing with these “boys” that were coming to find them.

Up ahead of them in the corridor, the three officers could hear a door being wedged open. Five glistening, beautifully built men strode out into the corridor wearing nothing but shimmering golden bikini briefs and determined looks.

“The mistress sent us to stop you,” the lead hunk said.

“Five of them and three of us. This isn’t fair,” Beck said smiling. “One of us only gets one playmate.”

“I’m married,” Sullivan said. “I’ll make the sacrifice.”

“Very noble of you,” Carr said.

“So, you fellas are going to stop us?” Beck said.

“That’s right, ma’am,” the men all said, nodding courteously.

“Oooh. Fun.”



Craig Porter was, at that moment, definitely not having any fun. The engine room hadn’t given him anywhere to run really. As it was, he was huddled between a status console and the wall, trying to stay calm as Guardian #492 worked to rip the console out of the floor, thus giving him an open shot at Porter.

Porter cursed himself for leaving his phaser on Forever. Of course, it would have helped if he’d known he was going to be kidnapped in the first place. He only had one option that he could think of. Trying to remain calm and steady, he worked to shut down the repeating message his sub-dermal communicator had been sending out all this time and restore the device to normal functioning. Maybe someone would be able to beam him out of there in time.

A horrible groaning sound as metal separated from metal pulled him away from his work. Guardian #492 loomed above, holding the dislodged console over his head.

“Could I have about five more minutes?” Porter said weakly.

“NOPE,” Guardian #492 replied. A smile crossed the android’s face. “NO OFFENSE, BUT I’M GOING TO ENJOY THIS.”

“Yippee,” Porter replied.



“ONE MINUTE UNTIL UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION,” Forever said. Jaroch was still scanning Baird, checking his tricorder, and muttering to himself. Rydell couldn’t take it anymore.

“Jaroch, we’ve got to go here. You’ve been at this way too long,” Rydell said.

“And there is nothing I can do,” Jaroch said, slamming his tricorder shut. “Short-circuiting the device will also short-circuit Captain Baird’s brain. He is of no use to us dead.”

“Oh this isn’t happening,” Rydell said, putting his head in his hands.

“I could try cutting it out, but, again, the damage to Captain Baird would be severe. It is fairly close to the surface, though.”

“How close?” Hawkins asked.

“Just inside the skull cap by his left temple.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Now hold on a second,” Baird said, backing up. “What are you going to do?”

“Just turn around and look at that wall,” Hawkins said.

“Come on, Scott,” Rydell said, grabbing Baird and spinning him around. “There’s no choice here. It’s this, or we’re dead.”

“Okay, but I don’t want her…” Before he could finish, Hawkins lashed out with a spinning kick that connected right on his left temple. “F*** ME!” Baird shouted, then collapsed to the floor unconscious.

On the other side of the cavern, Dillon fell down in another fit of laughter.

“Too hard!” Rydell shouted.

“Sorry,” Hawkins said. “I didn’t know he’d knock out that easily.”

“THIRTY SECONDS TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“Come on, Scott,” Rydell said, leaning over Baird’s prone body and slapping his face gently. “You’ve got to wake up. Scott. Scott!” Rydell slapped Baird a little harder than he meant to.

“Unnh,” Baird moaned.

“Scott, get up,” Rydell said, trying to pull the engineer to his feet.

“Wanna stay in bed. No school today,” Baird babbled.

“You are not in bed,” Jaroch said, grabbing Baird’s other arm to hold him up. “We are in Forever.”

“And that’s a long long time,” Baird said.

“TWENTY SECONDS TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION.”

“Scott. We need to you scream now. Scream ‘Just do it.’ Can you do that?” Rydell asked pleadingly.

“Just do it!” Baird shouted groggily.

“Do it on cue. Can you do that?” Rydell asked.

Scott thought for a couple of seconds. “Uh…okay.”

“TEN SECONDS TO UNIVERSAL ANNIHILATION …NINE.”

“Ready. Go.”

“EIGHT.”

“Just do it!” the Secondprize Five shouted in unison.

“SEVEN”

“You f***ing rock!” Baird said smiling. “Yea me!!!!!!”

“SIX.”

“You remembered!” Hawkins said, shaking Baird’s shoulders excitedly. “Thank the Great Bird.” Baird slumped back over unconscious. “Oops.”

“ACCESS CODE ACCEPTED,” Forever said. “FIVE.”

“Stupid dumb luck,” Dillon said.

“FOUR.”

“Will you please not destroy the universe?” Rydell begged.

“WHY NOT? THREE.”

“Because we want to live.”

“SORRY. NO CAN DO. TWO.”

“Wait!!!!” Rydell screamed.

“NOPE. ONE. WIPEOUT!





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

“Uh…Aren’t We Supposed To Be Dead Now?”



Four blazing pillars of chronometric energy erupted out of the top, bottom and sides of Forever, then curled around, enveloping the moon with a sparkling golden glow. Gradually, the glow built and built as more and more energy poured out of the moon onto the surface. Finally, after enough energy had built up, the moon shot out a wave of temporal destruction in every direction, blasting away at an incredible rate and enveloping the entire universe in a matter of milliseconds.



Commander Porter watched Guardian #492 raise the console above his head and waited for the inevitable. He imagined that being crushed like this would hurt a lot, but generally he just tried to focus on the idea that it would be over quickly.

But then a miracle occurred.

Guardian #492 froze in place, his eyes staring forward vacantly.

“WIPEOUT,” Guardian #492 said flatly.

“What the hell does that mean?” Porter asked.

Then, he found out.



Trinian was too busy slamming Morticent’s head into the Mitgogae’s control console to notice that time had run out. Suddenly, both women froze in mid-movement, their bodies possessed by another power.

“Wipeout,” they both said. And it was.



Beck, Carr, and Sullivan were too busy “subduing” Morticent’s little helpers to notice anything amiss. Nobody even bothered to say “wipeout” to them, so the event itself was a bit of a surprise.



“What’s happening?” Rydell demanded, watching the huge cylinder of yellow energy that was now pouring up from the circle of stalagmites that made up the core of Forever. Forever made no response. “Forever? Are you listening, Forever? Jaroch, can you get anything?”

“I cannot be certain,” Jaroch said, scanning the flow with his tricorder. “The tricorder is having difficulty scanning the interior of the phenomenon.

“Maybe the Secondprize can get a reading,” Hawkins suggested.

“Good idea,” Rydell said, activating the sub-dermal communicator he’d been given on the ship. “Rydell to Secondprize.” Nothing. Not even static. “Secondprize, come in please.” Jaroch aimed his tricorder at the ceiling and immediately started frowning.

“Oh boy,” Hawkins said. “I don’t like that look.”

“We may have a serious problem,” Jaroch said.

“Something you can’t fix, wonder boy,” Dillon said striding over happily.

“What are you so pleased about?” Rydell said.

“You failed!” Dillon said, then started laughing again. “For once, you failed!”

“Just ignore him,” Hawkins said. “What’s going on, Jaroch?”

“Everything outside of this moon appears to be in an extreme state of temporal flux,” Jaroch said. “Timelines are shifting at a rapid pace.”

“What does that mean?” Rydell said.

“If I had to guess, which I suppose I do, I would say that time is unraveling. In the process, every possibility is being played out for every single being’s life.”

“That’s some hypothesis,” Rydell said. “You got all of that from a quick tricorder scan?”

“I am good,” Jaroch said simply.

“If you’re so good,” Dillon said, “how do we stop it?”

“That is the big question, Jaroch,” Rydell said. “What do we have to do?”

“I have no idea,” Jaroch said, clearly finding the words distasteful.

“What? You mean that’s it?” Hawkins demanded angrily. “We just sit here and wait for time to come unravel around us?”

“I am afraid so.”

Rydell, stunned by Jaroch’s words, staggered backwards until he found a stalagmite to slump against. “I did it,” Rydell muttered softly. “I destroyed the universe. Oh God. I killed…everybody.”

“I know I’m impressed,” Dillon said, walking over to Rydell so he could gloat some more. “I didn’t think you had it in you.” Rydell just stared up at him blankly.

“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Rydell said finally.

“Who cares? It’s not like you can go put time back together.”

Rydell looked at the pillar of energy again, then back at Dillon. “Time. That’s it.”

“What are you babbling about?” Dillon said.

“Who built Forever?”

“I don’t know,” Dillon said. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Sure it matters,” Rydell said. “Whoever or whatever built it could control time itself. Maybe they even built the whole universe.”

“You’re talking about a god,” Dillon said. “The universe wasn’t ‘built’ by anybody. It just is.”

“There may be some corroboration for what Captain Rydell is saying,” Jaroch said, breaking into the conversation. “As I recall, in one of the conversations Commander Porter recorded in his logs that Captain Baird and I were going over earlier, Forever says that he hopes ‘they’ will build something simpler next time.”

“So there is someone else,” Rydell said, leaping back to his feet re-energized.

“I still don’t see how this changes the fact that you failed,” Dillon said.

“Maybe it doesn’t,” Rydell said. “Or maybe it does. We won’t know until I get back.”

“Back?” Hawkins said. “Where are you going?”

“I’m not sure. I’m just going to have to see what happens,” Rydell said. He walked over to where Karina was sleeping and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “I’ll be right back, gorgeous,” he whispered to her. Funny, even though he was facing almost certain death, the idea that he might not see her again just wasn’t believable. He’d be back in one way or another. She meant too much for him not to be. Pulling himself away, he approached the column of chronometric energy cascading towards the ceiling of the cavern.

“Are you sure about this?” Hawkins said, stepping up beside him.

“Absolutely,” he replied, handing the lone phaser the group had to Hawkins. “Don’t let your guard down,” Rydell whispered, gesturing to Dillon.

“I think Jaroch and I can handle him,” Hawkins said. She suddenly gave him a quick hug, something Rydell couldn’t remember Hawkins ever doing. “Be careful in there, sir.”

“Trust me. That’s going to be my top priority,” Rydell said.

“Good luck,” Jaroch said, nodding gravely.

“Hasta la vista, baby!” Dillon said waving.

“I promise we won’t kill him until you get back,” Hawkins said.

Rydell smiled weakly. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” He looked at the churning current of time in front of him for a few more seconds, then leapt.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

“Things To Do While Waiting For The Universe To End”



The possible timelines of the universe continued to unravel…



…and Beck was commanding a freighter in the Cardassian sector.

…and Beck was married with three young children.

…and Beck was hosting a holovision variety show.



Dillon looked around at Karina and Baird’s unconscious forms then back at Hawkins and Jaroch. “Well well. Looks like it’s just the three of us now. Very cozy, yet amazingly appropriate, don’t you think?”

“Just stay quiet, Travis,” Hawkins said. “This is not the time.”

“The time? THE TIME?” Dillon laughed again. “But, Patricia, my love, this may be the only time we have left. Don’t you want to know how I’ve suffered without you? Don’t you want to know how you ripped my god damn heart out and crushed it beneath your boot? Don’t you want to know how I stayed up every night imagining creative ways to deal with you if I ever got the chance? Unfortunately, I don’t have any black olives, water guns, or copies of the complete works of John Updike with me right now, so I’m going to have to improvise.”

“Don’t do anything stupid, Travis,” Hawkins said.

“You have said your part of the access code,” Jaroch added. “That makes you officially expendable.”

“Oh, I’ve always been expendable, right Patricia?” Dillon said. “Does Travis have feelings? Who cares? I’m going to run off with some Klingon I just met. Sound familiar?”

“It was a long time ago, Travis. And I already said I’m sorry on the ship, but you were ignoring me at the time.”

“I heard you,” Dillon said. “I heard it all. Nice speech. Did it ease your conscience any?”

“This conversation is pointless,” Jaroch said. “Do not talk to him, Patricia.”

“Oh, so now you’re calling her Patricia?” Dillon said. “Trying to move in again, Jaroch. You didn’t win all those years ago. Why should it be any different now?”

“Because I made a mistake then,” Hawkins said. “I didn’t see the person Jaroch really was. Instead, for some reason I can’t remember any more, I fell for you.”

“Ha! You used me because being with me was better than being alone. There wasn’t any love there, any commitment. You just chewed me up and spat me out when a better meal cart came rolling on by.”

“Mister Dillon, there is really no point to this,” Jaroch said, trying to get his point across again. “The events you speak of happened years ago. We cannot change them.”

“No, but I can get some small bit of revenge,” Dillon said, going for his holstered disruptor. Hawkins had the phaser drawn in a flash. Only the sound of chronometric energy blasting upwards through the room could be heard as Dillon and Hawkins held weapons on each other.

“It won’t work,” Dillon said finally.

“Try me,” Hawkins replied.

“I will. But that phaser is on stun; mine is not.”

Hawkins started to move her finger towards the power adjustment switch. “No no no,” Dillon said quickly. “You do that, and I fire. You don’t have time to adjust the setting and fire back before I vaporize you. Likewise, if you shoot on stun, I fire back, and you die.”

“But then you will be stunned, and I will kill you,” Jaroch said.

“So be it,” Dillon said. “I’ll have taken care of my business. Rydell’s lost in the time stream, and Hawkins will be dead. Besides, the time lines will come collapsing in on us at any moment, right? You said so yourself.”

“Then I challenge you to personal combat,” Jaroch said.



…and Porter was the CEO of his own starship construction firm.

…and Porter was rotting away in a Multek prison.

…and Porter was working as an exotic dancer on Chipendus Four.



Rydell landed on a wooden floor. He heard the soft tinkle of a bell behind him and turned in time to see a door closing and the bell in question ringing above it. Rydell looked around to get some idea of his surroundings.

The place appeared to be a shop of some kind. Clocks of every conceivable description, and even a few that Rydell couldn’t begin to describe, much less understand, sat on every surface and hung on every wall ticking away.

Rydell cautiously stepped forward, weaving his way through the tables and displays up to the large wooden counter at the far end of the room. From the door behind the counter, an elderly man wearing spectacles emerged. He was busily using a screwdriver to fix something in an open timepiece that rested in his left hand.

“Excuse me…” Rydell said warily. The man looked up at Rydell, peering disapprovingly over the rims of his glasses.

“Who the devil are you?” the man asked, his voice strong despite his aged appearance.

“Alexander Rydell. Where am I?”

“Rydell…Rydell…let’s see.” The man placed his work on the counter then pulled a little notebook out of the front pocket of his shirt. “Rydell. Oh yes. You.” The “you” was said with definite disdain. “Come about your clock, I guess.”

“I don’t have a clock. I was in a cave and then…”

“Hang on a sec,” the man said, cutting Rydell off as he rummaged under the counter.

“Sir. Look, I’m really supposed to be saving the universe right now,” Rydell said. “I don’t have time for this.”

The man re-emerged with a mangled specimen Rydell could only assume used to be a clock. It was a wooden case covered in a thick layer of dust. Rydell could just make out the clock’s hands through the grime on the glass face. They spun wildly in opposite directions, while below them, various springs and other metal bits spilled out all over the place. The man rubbed his hand across a brass plate at the top of the clock, clearing the dust away.

The plate read “FOREVER.”



…and Sullivan was teaching tactics at the Academy.

…and Sullivan was a Borg drone.

…and Sullivan was alone in a desert with a fern and two cans of corned beef hash.



“What?” Dillon said, a laugh pulling at his lips. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Far from it. I desire the hand of Patricia Hawkins. You wish to kill her. Therefore, I will fight you for her.”

“Jaroch, that’s sweet and all, but come on,” Hawkins said. “I don’t think he’s…”

“Fine,” Dillon said. “Sounds very chivalrous. But the weapons go bye-bye. Put the phaser on the ground, Patricia.”

“You first,” Hawkins said. Dillon started to lean down, his eyes locked on Hawkins as he bent to place his weapon on the ground. Hawkins followed suit, keeping a close eye on Dillon at the same time.

In a sudden jerk, Dillon fired at Hawkins, sending a blast directly into her chest before she even realized what was happening. Her last thought was something along the lines of, “wow, he’s gotten faster.” Horrified, Jaroch expected the woman to dissolve out of existence from the hit, but she just fell back to the cavern floor. Dillon scooped up her phaser and aimed both weapons at Jaroch.

“You didn’t really think I’d kill her, did you?” Dillon said. “Not her. I couldn’t. I just didn’t want her interfering in our business.” Captain Baird groaned as he started to regain consciousness on the other side of the chamber. Dillon quickly blasted him back to dreamland then tossed the phaser and disruptor a safe distance away from everyone.

“I’ve been waiting a long time for this,” Dillon said, crouching into an attack stance.

“As have I,” Jaroch replied, raising his fists.

A grim look of determination in each man’s eyes, they moved in towards each other to settle their dispute.



…and Carr was in a mountain cabin working on her next book.

…and Carr was driving a hoverbus around scenic San Francisco.

…and Carr was wearing a lot of black leather as a man in a Starfleet admiral’s uniform kissed her black, thigh high boot.



Rydell stared at the clock in shock. “That’s…that’s…our universe?”

“Yeah. Real shame about this one, too,” the man said. “It was one of my early efforts, but I guess it was bound to break eventually.” He looked at Rydell, his steel grey eyes darkening. “You didn’t have to help it along, though.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose,” Rydell said. “I tried to stop it. Forever wouldn’t listen to me.”

“Well, no point in arguing about it now.” The man tossed the clock into a trash can behind the counter. “I’ve got plenty more where that came from. You best leave. Can’t have you missing being wiped out of existence.” He turned and headed to the back room.

“Now wait a second!” Rydell said hurdling the counter and charging through the back door. He stopped as he was consumed by complete blackness.

“Can’t you take a hint?” the man’s voice said. “Go away. I’m busy.’

“You’ve got to fix Forever,” Rydell said, peering futilely into the darkness. “There are trillions of intelligent beings there that deserve to live.” In an instant, the man was back in front of Rydell, staring right into his eyes and seemingly beyond.

“Do you have any idea how many ‘intelligent beings’ I go through in a week. You’re raw materials. I’m sorry if that assaults your over-inflated view of your importance, but it’s the truth. Your time has run out Alexander Rydell. Everyone’s does eventually. Just accept it and go home.”

In a flash, Rydell was back out in the store of clocks. The door to the black back room slammed shut and latched. Rydell tried but couldn’t get it to open.

In the trash can next to him lay his universe, his home, his friends, and his wife. He scooped the broken clock up and laid it out on the counter. He knew he was thinking too literally. He knew that this was probably all just how his brain was dealing with the mondo-bizarro stuff that was probably really going on around him, but he didn’t care at this point. Throwing open the drawer of the counter, Rydell found a set of tools. So, he didn’t know a thing about clock repair. He had some basic engineering training, and, dammit, he had to try.

Blowing the rest of the dust off of Forever, Rydell set to work.



…and Trinian was the captain of her own Seatellan starship.

…and Trinian was in chains and cooking meals for a Vorta.

…and Trinian was greeting the guests at her posh nightclub on Raisa.



Jaroch was a bit taken aback when Dillon dodged his first kick then landed a solid right to the Yynsian’s jaw.

“What do you think I’ve been doing for the last eight years?” Dillon said smugly. Jaroch took the opportunity to execute a solid left chop to the midsection followed by a sweeping kick that knocked Dillon to the ground. Dillon rolled with the fall, though, and sprung back to his feet almost instantly. Once again, Jaroch was a tad surprised.

Dillon charged back in with a series of quick jabs and kicks using at least seven different martial arts styles from five different planets that Jaroch was able to recognize. The most disconcerting fact about this was that several hits landed squarely and painfully on Jaroch’s body. Jaroch found himself backing up and just trying to block Dillon’s attacks. Offense wasn’t even an option.

“This is even more satisfying than I could have possibly imagined,” Dillon said. He smashed his boot against the side of Jaroch’s head, sending him sprawling across Karina’s prone form. Jaroch just wanted to rest a second, but Dillon slammed his foot into the small of Jaroch’s back, eliciting a pained grunt from both the Yynsian and Karina.

Jaroch rolled sideways to avoid Dillon’s next blow, which landed harmlessly on the ground between Jaroch and Karina. Jaroch grabbed Dillon’s leg and toppled him backwards, giving himself a couple of seconds to return to his feet before Dillon did the same.

“What’s the matter, Jaroch? Where’s that bad-ass J’Ter now?”

“He will be arriving shortly,” Jaroch replied, hoping that it was the truth. At this moment, the six month sabbatical he took on Yyns to learn to control his past lives a couple of years ago was seeming like a major error in judgement. Right now, he needed the skills of the long-dead warrior prince whose life force resided inside him, but Dillon’s unceasing assaults were not giving him the necessary time to bring him to the surface.

“I can’t wait,” Dillon said, diving in for another exchange of blows, one that was once again incredibly unbalanced as Dillon landed three to four hits for every one of Jaroch’s. Jaroch now realized that his idea to give Dillon his own holodeck to play in for eight years has also been a significant error in judgement. There was a great deal of irony to this situation; however, Jaroch was too busy getting the stuffing kicked out of him to really appreciate it.

“Where’s Alex?” a female voice demanded. Dillon and Jaroch stopped fighting long enough to look over at the source of the noise. Karina had woken up thanks to her run-in with Jaroch and had pulled herself to her feet.

“In there,” Dillon and Jaroch said, pointing at the column of temporal energy.

Karina looked at it nervously. “I take it things haven’t been going well?”

“No, they have not,” Jaroch said.

“I’m having fun,” Dillon said gleefully.

“Uh…well…you boys go back to what you were doing,” Karina said, approaching the column. “I’m just going to go find Alex now.”

“Good luck,” Dillon said smiling and waving as Karina jumped into the chronometric stream. Jaroch took the opportunity to land a hard left to Dillon’s jaw. “You could have waited,” Dillon said, grabbing the hurt side of his face.

“Are you not having fun anymore?” Jaroch said. Dillon lashed out with two slugs to Jaroch’s stomach, then kneed him in the face as the Yynsian doubled over.

“Nope. Still having a blast.”



…and Guardian #492 was the head of Guardian Control.

…and Guardian #492 was about to be executed for his crimes.

…and Guardian #492 was the cornerstone of a new shopping center on Romulus.



The dormant shell of Forever seemed to mock Rydell as he tried to get all of the springs and coils and other bits back inside of its housing. There just didn’t seem to be any way that all of those parts could have come from that tiny box. Deep down, Rydell knew that he was in way over his head, that he’d never be able to rebuild a universe, but he was not about to sit around and do nothing while everything he knew was destroyed.

The soft ringing of the bell at the door snapped him out of his concentration on the clock. Seeing Karina standing there, he threw down the tools and jumped the counter to get to her as she rushed towards him.

“I didn’t think I’d ever see you again,” he said softly as they embraced.

“Not a chance,” Karina replied. “You’ve got vows to uphold, pal.” She looked around at her strange surroundings. “What is this place?”

“I’m not sure. It seems to be where universes are made.”

“In a clock shop?”

“I can’t explain it,” Rydell said, leading her back to the counter and showing her the scattered remains of Forever. “But that’s our universe. It’s destroyed. I can’t fix it. I’ve killed us all.”

Karina could hear the sorrow in Rydell’s voice, the waver in it as he struggled to maintain control. She didn’t know what to say. How do you console someone who may have ended life…period?

“I’ve got to keep trying,” he said finally, picking the tools back up.

She placed her hand on his arm. “Don’t,” she said simply. He looked at her confused. “There’s nothing you can do here, Alex. You aren’t a god.”

“If I don’t, it’s all over. No you, no me, no anyone.”

“Then let’s go be together while we still can. If I’m going to Oblivion, I want it to be with you,” Karina said, gazing deeply into Rydell’s eyes..

Rydell smiled weakly and put his arms around her. “You got it.” He kissed her, trying to put everything he ever felt for her and all of those feelings he’d never get to express into this one act.

So, it was over. The universe had had a pretty good run. Hell, he’d had a pretty good run. Captain of a starship, songwriter, resort owner, husband. He’d never been a father, which was something he regretted somewhat, but all in all it’d been a great ride.

The kiss ended, then, hand in hand, Rydell and Karina walked towards the door of the shop.



…and Morticent was a parking lot attendant.

…and Morticent was a millionaire in Bel Air.

…and Morticent was lost somewhere in Paris.





CHAPTER TWENTY

“My Other Universe Is In The Shop”



Jaroch really could not remember a time when he hurt this much. Of course, after the beating he’d been receiving at the hands and feet of Dillon, he was lucky to even remember his name. But, he was still standing. He had no intention of letting Dillon know just how badly he was pounding Jaroch. Getting trounced in a fight was bad enough, but having Dillon doing it was just intolerable.

“Looking a little shaky there, bud,” Dillon said. “Just hold still, and I’ll try to finish you off quickly.”

“You…severely…underestimate…my…stamina,” Jaroch gasped weakly. Dillon dove in with a couple of quick jabs to Jaroch’s face, sending another spurt of orangish blood splattering across the room. Jaroch swung to retaliate, but Dillon caught his slow moving arm and snapped it.

Grimacing in pain, but refusing to cry out, Jaroch staggered backwards. Dillon executed a beautiful roundhouse kick to Jaroch’s chest, which sent the mangled Yynsian flying across the cavern and slamming into the ground next to Hawkins.

“Oh, you two are adorable,” Dillon gloated. “Enjoy your last look at her, Jaroch. She’s mine from now on.”

Jaroch wiped blood and dirt from his eyes to gaze on Hawkins. She seemed so peaceful, so beautiful, so…awake. Jaroch looked again. Her eyes were open, and she was looking at him trying to disguise her horror at his injuries. With an almost imperceptible smile, she moved her hand slightly to touch Jaroch’s.

“I am sorry,” Jaroch mouthed. “I…”

In a flash, Hawkins leapt to her feet and charged a very surprised Dillon. Pulling out her old Starfleet security training and a few Klingon moves she’d learned over the years, she nailed Dillon with a few chops to the face followed up by a vicious kick to the mid-section.

“No one said this was tag team!” Dillon protested.

“Yeah, well no one said anything about you shooting me…twice!”

“You always did like to hold a grudge.” Dillon blocked Hawkins’s next two blows and dodged backwards.

“What’s the matter, Travis? Won’t hit a lady?” Hawkins taunted. Her next kick connected with the side of Dillon’s head, knocking him to the floor. As she moved in for the kill, Dillon rolled and kicked upwards, smashing his boot into the bottom of Hawkins’s chin. Her head jerked back as she reeled from the blow.

“Minor mental block,” Dillon said, springing back to his feet nimbly. “I’ve taken care of it.” He charged Hawkins, and the battle between them began in earnest.

In the corner, Jaroch disconnected himself from the pain wracking his body and focused his mind, employing the Yynsian meditation techniques used to access the life-forces stored within. The effort was difficult, but he could feel J’Ter’s consciousness awakening.

Hawkins was very quickly coming to the same realization that Jaroch had: eight years had given Dillon way too much free time to work on his fighting skills. He seemed to know every move she was going to make.

“Problem, Patricia, darling?” Dillon asked, as he ducked another one of her kicks. “Feeling a bit outmatched, perhaps?”

“Shut up and fight me, you psychotic bastard,” Hawkins said. She jabbed for his face, a move Dillon neatly side-stepped, then slammed his elbow into the back of her head.

“What fight? I’ve been studying your moves for years, hon. I knew this would come someday. There’s no fight here, just your inevitable defeat.”

So he did know everything she was going to do. Not good. Definitely not good. Dillon landed another blow to her head and sent her reeling.

“You will now fight me!” a deep voice bellowed through the cavern. Dillon and Hawkins turned to see Jaroch back on his feet and looking about as pissed as anyone in the history of the universe ever had.

“Welcome back, J’Ter!” Hawkins said happily.

The Yynsian warrior-prince’s gaze did not waiver from Dillon’s face. “Prepare to…”

“Yeah. Yeah. ‘Prepare to die, puny mortal.’ I’ve heard this crap from you before,” Dillon said. “We’ll see just how good you really are.” Dillon lowered back into his battle crouch and approached Jaroch as Hawkins moved to get out of the way. This was one fight she definitely didn’t want to be in the middle of. Besides, she wanted to see if Porter’s abandoned medkit had anything to help her with the pounding headache Dillon had so kindly given her.



“So you’ve given up, eh?” a voice called just before Rydell and Karina reached the door of the clock shop. They turned and saw that the elderly man had re-emerged from the back room.

“Who’s he?” Karina whispered.

“The proprietor,” Rydell replied. He turned his attention to the man. “What choice did we have? I can’t fix Forever.”

The man laughed. “Of course you can’t. You’re not qualified.” He looked down at the work Rydell had done. “Made a royal mess of things, didn’t you?”

“No worse than I already had,” Rydell replied.

“Can’t argue with you there.”

“Can you fix it?” Karina asked.

“I think I’ve already been through this with your hubby. I’ve got too many others to worry about.”

“Well, none of them are standing in your shop right now,” Karina said, striding forward angrily. “And none of them are about to be wiped out of existence.”

“And by faulty craftsmanship no less,” Rydell added.

“Faulty?” the man sputtered. “I’d like to see you try to…oh wait, you already did. And failed miserably.”

“Your product blew up,” Rydell said. “I just want it repaired.”

“Forever wouldn’t have blown up if you hadn’t talked to it,” the man replied.

“You could have put that in the owner’s manual,” Karina said. “You just don’t leave the self-destruct switch out in the open where anybody can find it, then not tell them what it does.”

“I guess I probably should have imbedded Forever in a sun or a black hole or something,” the man said, considering Karina’s argument. “Next time.”

“Next time! What about now? You got us all killed!” Rydell protested. “Or can you not even fix your own creation?”

“Don’t even try that psychobabble with me. I know damn well how my time pieces work. And my craftsmanship is unparalleled. If Forever was a bit unstable, I’m sorry, but I’ve improved over the millennia. You should see the one I’ve got over here,” the man said walking over to a strange grouping of spinning spirals. “It’s a masterpiece.”

“That’s great and all,” Rydell said. “But I’d really just like you to fix Forever.”

“All this just so you two can go home and breed,” the man muttered as he charged back over to Forever. “But it was kind of my fault. Have to move things around a little this time.” He started tinkering in the clock as Karina and Rydell looked at each other.

“Breed?” Karina said. “What did you tell him? I didn’t think you wanted…”

“I didn’t think you did either,” Rydell said. “Do you?”

“Can we use a more romantic word than breed?”

“Absolutely.”

“Well, then, yeah. I think I might,” Karina replied smiling. “You?”

“Definitely,” Rydell said, returning the grin. They embraced and kissed deeply, eliciting a snort from the old man.

“Can you please wait until I get this done?” he said. “Bad enough that I let you talk me into this. I’d rather not have to watch you copulate on my floor.” He picked up a tiny screwdriver, adjusted one more piece, that shut Forever’s cabinet. “There. Are you happy now?”

“You fixed it?” Karina exclaimed.

“It’s not exactly a complicated model,” the man said. “It’ll be ticking away as ever in a couple of minutes.”

“Thank you,” Rydell said sincerely. “We can’t begin to show our gratitude.”

“Don’t even try,” the man said, placing Forever back under his counter. “Go back and enjoy your little lives.”

“We will,” Rydell said. “But I need to know one thing.”

“What is it?” the man asked exasperated.

“Are you…God?”

The man looked at Rydell strangely for a moment, then started laughing. “No no, son. I just work here,” he said, then with another burst of laughter walked through the back door.

Rydell and Karina took one last look around the clock shop, then stepped out the front door, causing the bell to ring again softly.



Okay. J’Ter was good. And strong, Dillon noted as the irate warrior-prince picked him up and threw him against the side wall of the cavern. So much for Jaroch’s broken arm slowing J’Ter down at all.

Dillon pulled himself back to his feet just in time to get bashed in the face by Jaroch/J’Ter’s boot. Struggling to shake it off, Dillon retreated a couple of steps, blocked two more blows, then landed a couple of solid hits to Jaroch/J’Ter’s head. Jaroch/J’Ter didn’t even flinch. Instead, he grabbed Dillon by the collar with his broken arm, hoisted him into the air, then merciless started pounding away on Dillon’s body with his free hand.

Dillon kicked and punched and spat and did everything he could to try and free himself, but to no avail. The blows continued to rain down on him until the world started to blur. Finally, Dillon’s eyes rolled back in his head and he slumped over.

“J’Ter is victorious,” Jaroch/J’Ter bellowed, then threw Dillon all the way to the other side of the cavern, where he smashed into the wall, slid to the floor and lay motionless. Jaroch/J’Ter laughed heartily at his fallen foe, then fell silent as Jaroch’s consciousness retook control. The pain returning, Jaroch slumped to the ground. Hawkins was at his side a moment later with the medkit.

“Are you all right?” Jaroch asked.

“Fine,” Hawkins replied. She injected him with a pain killer and started to run the mediscanner over his body. “Looks like you took a lot worse of a pounding than I did. Two broken ribs, broken arm, broken nose and bumps and bruises galore.”

“I will heal,” Jaroch said.

“Assuming the universe doesn’t come crashing in on us soon,” Hawkins replied. “Unless the captain…”

“I am aware of that,” Jaroch replied. He was silent for a few moments. “But I am glad that I am able to spend this time with you.”

Hawkins smiled. “Me too, Jaroch. Me too.” She leaned in and kissed him softly on the lips. As she pulled away, Jaroch seemed surprised. “I just wanted to know what it was like,” she said.

“As do I,” Jaroch said, moving in to return the kiss. Their lips met again, sending a cold flash of emotion through Jaroch’s entire body. This moment he had waited for and dreamt of for song long was finally…

“None…of that,” an unmistakable voice spat weakly. Across the cavern, Dillon pulled himself to his feet, holding the disruptor that he landed on in one hand. “Get up!”

“You had to throw him right on top of the weapons, didn’t you?” Hawkins said as she and Jaroch stood up.

“You could have moved them while he was fighting J’Ter,” Jaroch replied.

“But she didn’t,” Dillon said. “She wanted me to have them, didn’t you, Patricia? You know who your true love is.”

“Certainly not you,” Hawkins retorted. “And so help me, if you shoot me again, I’m going to…”

“Enough!” Dillon said, walking towards them. A low hum started to fill the room. All around them, the walls and ceiling began to glow with the same golden energy rising up from Forever.

“It is collapsing in on us,” Jaroch said, looking around. His eyes stopped on the cylinder of energy Rydell and Karina had leapt into. Dillon followed his gaze and realized what he was thinking.

“Oh no!” Dillon said, stepping in front of the column, blocking Jaroch and Hawkins’s escape.

“Wh…what’s going on?” a weak male voice said. Captain Baird slowly started standing up from the floor a ways behind Jaroch and Hawkins.

“It is the end,” Jaroch said. “Go back to sleep.”

“Travis, are you just going to stand there and let this happen to us all?” Hawkins said.

“Would you rather than I shot you?” Dillon said.

“No, but…”

“But we’re all going out together,” Dillon said. “One big happy…”

Dillon was suddenly knocked to the ground as two figures smashed into him from behind. The disruptor flew from his hand and landed in front of Hawkins. “Oh this is fair!” Dillon cried as he hit the ground under the weight of Rydell and Karina, who had just leapt out of the column of particles.

Dillon then saw who it was who had stopped him. His mouth gaped in horror. “How did you survive in there?” he demanded. His eyes then locked on the glow of particles slowly closing in around them from the ceiling and walls. A slight smile returned to his face.

“It doesn’t matter. Ha ha. You see. It’s over anyway, Rydell. We’re all going to die. We’re all…”

The golden glow suddenly vanished along with the cylinder of chronometric energy that had been shooting from the center of the room.

“NOOOOO!” Dillon screamed, squirming out from under Rydell and jumping to his feet. “You! YOU! You did it to me again! You should be dead! We should all be dead, but no. You…you…” The anger overwhelmed Dillon’s ability to speak. With a cry of rage, he dove at Rydell, wrapping his hands around Rydell’s neck.

“Uh…Patricia,” Rydell gasped. “Little help here.”

“Gladly,” Hawkins replied, stunning Dillon with the disruptor.

“Not fair,” Dillon whimpered weakly, then slumped into unconsciousness.

“I take it your efforts were successful,” Jaroch remarked.

“Yep. There’ll be no galactic annihilation today,” Rydell said as he activated the sub-dermal communicator. “Rydell to Secondprize.”

No response.

Jaroch retrieved his tricorder and scanned outward. “I am detecting normal space-time.”

“Then where the f*** is the ship?” Baird asked.

“An excellent question,” Jaroch replied.

“And could someone tell me what the f*** happened while I was out?”

“Later.”



Back on the Mitgogae, everything returned to exactly the way it was before the universe started to unravel. Trinian resumed slamming Morticent’s head into the control console. Beck, Carr, and Sullivan continued to subdue Morticent’s boys. And Porter continued to wonder when Guardian #492 was going to drop a console on him.

“IT IS OVER,” Guardian #492 said. He threw the console aside and strode out of engineering without giving Porter so much as a glance.

“So, I guess you aren’t killing me then?” Porter called after him. Guardian #492 didn’t reply. “It’s okay. I’m not upset or anything.”

Pulling his frayed nerves back together, Porter left the engine room to see about getting off of the ship. As he expected, the corridors were deserted. Eventually, he passed by a room that seemed to have some activity behind it. Cautiously, he forced the doors opened and peered inside. The sight in that door was going to be hard to get rid of, even with therapy.

Five, mostly naked oily men were rolling around together on the floor while Beck, Carr, and Sullivan lounged on a giant wrap around sofa enjoying a couple of drinks and watching the action.

“What the hell is going on here?” Porter demanded.

“Every man for himself wrestling,” Beck said. “Winner takes all.”

“And this was more important than, oh, I don’t know….RESCUING ME!!!”

“You seem okay,” Sullivan said. “Have a seat. Relax a bit.”

“We probably should see if Trinian’s okay,” Carr said.

“She’s here, too?” Porter said.

“Don’t worry. She’s probably just on the bridge beating the crap out of Morticent,” Beck said.

“Or getting clobbered by that android,” Porter said.

“Oh. Hadn’t thought about that one,” Beck said. The four officers left the wrestlers behind and raced towards the bridge.

When they arrived, the scene was not exactly what they were expecting. Trinian stood at the rear of the bridge looking slightly disheveled, but generally all right. Morticent, however, was sitting on the floor in the middle of the room crying her eyes out. Guardian #492 sat beside her with his arms wrapped around her.

“What happened here?” Beck asked.

“Total abject failure,” Trinian said. “Alex stopped Forever.”

“So what happens now?” Sullivan asked.

“Once we get this ship operational, I’ll take care of them,” Trinian said. “Guardian Control is expecting us.”

“I’m on it,” Porter said, leaving to head back to engineering to fix his sabotage.

“Wait a second,” Beck said. “These two have attacked two Starfleet vessels, endangered their crews, kidnapped people, and attempted to destroy the universe. We’ve got to take them back to…”

“I will handle it!” Trinian said menacingly.

“Or we could do it that way,” Beck said.

“We’re going to lose it all, Guardy,” Morticent said softly, rocking back and forth in his arms. “Our games are over.”

“I’LL STILL BE WITH YOU,” Guardian #492 replied. “I WILL ALWAYS BE WITH YOU.”

Minutes later, the ship’s systems flickered back on, including the viewscreen which showed the Inevitable and the Secondprize drifting outside. Porter returned to the bridge shortly after that.

“That should do it,” he said.

“Thank you, Commander,” Trinian said. “And tell Alex…tell him that…” What should they tell him? There was no easy way for her to explain why she’d been put on the Secondprize in the first place. And she didn’t want to say goodbye. “Tell him I’ll see him around,” she said finally.

“Will do,” Sullivan said, activating her communicator. “Sullivan to Nash Rambler. Four to beam up. Energize.” The four Starfleet officers dematerialized, and Trinian sent the Mitgogae racing back to Seatellan space.



Back on the raceabout, Sullivan quickly noticed that the ship was detecting a comm signal. “Captain Rydell’s team is ready to go,” she reported after listening to it.

“Bring them aboard, Captain,” Beck said smiling. A moment later, Rydell, Jaroch, Hawkins, Baird, Karina, and an unconscious Dillon materialized on the raceabout.

“Good to see you guys,” Rydell said. “We were starting to get a little concerned.”

“Nothing to worry about,” Beck replied. “We had everything under…” She trailed off as she noticed the activity outside the raceabout window. The moon of Forever was surrounded in a pale red glow and shrinking. Finally, it vanished completely.

“What the hell?” Sullivan said.

“It’s being put somewhere safe,” Rydell replied smiling. “Now let’s get out of here.”

“F*** yeah!” Baird said. Sullivan whirled around and glared at him.

“Sorry, Emily,” Hawkins said. “It was unavoidable. But his cussing helped save the universe.”

“I don’t even want to know,” Sullivan said as she guided the raceabout back towards the Secondprize.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

“Oh, I Guess We Have To Deal With All This, Don’t We?”



“Incident Log. Stardate 62015.2. Admiral Lisa Beck reporting. Incident Classification Code 7992-Alpha-Tau. The Forever situation has been successfully dealt with thanks to Alexander Rydell and the other former and current members of the Secondprize crew. Commendations recommended for Rydell, Jaroch, Hawkins, Baird, Sullivan, Carr, and especially Commander Craig Porter.

“The Secondprize and the Inevitable will both require extensive periods in dry dock to repair the damage inflicted by the Mitgogae. We are returning to Deneria at the best possible speed. As for the Mitgogae itself, I have assurances that it will never trouble us again.

“And finally, it is my opinion that Commander Travis Dillon should immediately be admitted to the Tantalus V mental rehabilitation colony, so that he may receive the care that he should have gotten years ago. He may not find it as enjoyable as the holodeck fantasies he’s been living in for the last eight years, but I have hopes that he can one day be returned to sanity.”



Admiral Beck shut down the log recorder and walked out onto the Secondprize’s bridge. “Thanks for the use of your ready room, Jaroch,” she said, taking a seat beside the Secondprize’s captain.

“Not a problem,” Jaroch replied flatly.

“I think you should leave that line to Captain Rydell,” Beck replied smiling.

“Perhaps,” Jaroch replied.

A few moments later, Commander Carr stepped out of the turbolift. Jaroch almost jumped out of his chair when she arrived.

“Are you that eager to get off shift?” Beck asked.

“I have…an appointment,” Jaroch said, quickly moving towards the lift. “You have the bridge, Commander.” The lift doors closed as Carr took the command chair.

“He’s so cute when he’s in love,” Carr said. Beck just smiled.



“You’ve been quiet,” Karina observed as she watched Rydell pick at the steak and eggs he’d replicated for breakfast.

“Hmm?” Rydell said, looking up from the table in the quarters they’d been given on the Secondprize.

“What’s going on in there?” she asked, walking over and stealing the bite of steak Rydell had on his fork. She popped it into her mouth and sat down across from him.

“I was just thinking,” Rydell said. “I never really considered what it means to save the universe. Literally everyone owes their lives to me.”

“Of course, you’re the one who almost killed them, too,” Karina said.

“That’s the problem. I’m not used to my actions being this…cosmic. There have never really been consequences.”

“They’re part of the fun,” Karina said. “Every shipment I ever smuggled had its consequences.”

“Meanwhile, I sat on my nice, cushy starship and played captain.”

“Hold on, Alex. You were a damn good captain. Any one of the people on this ship would say so.”

“And I’m a pretty good resort manager, too, but I’m feeling this need for consequences.”

“What kind of consequences?” Karina asked, realizing from the glint in Rydell’s eye where this was leading.

“The kind we talked about in the clock shop…if you’re up for it,” Rydell said.

“Well, I need to have a few things checked out before we start in earnest,” Karina said, rising from the table. She grabbed Rydell’s arm and pulled him up. “But I think we can go start practicing. I mean, we want to make sure we get this right.”

“Absolutely,” Rydell replied as Karina led him back to the bedroom.



“Where are you taking me?” Sullivan asked as Baird led her through the corridors of the Inevitable, covering her eyes with his hands.

“Breakfast,” Baird replied. She couldn’t see him, but from the tone in his voice, she could picture the mischievous smirk that was undoubtedly on his face.

Finally, they stopped walking, and she heard him press a couple of controls on a keypad. Of course, since it was her ship and she knew it inside and out, she’d been able to figure out from their trip that they were at a holodeck.

The doors opened, and he led her inside, pulling his hands away to reveal the inside of the kitchen of a wooden cabin. Outside of a huge picture window by the kitchen table, stretched a fantastic view of a jagged snow-covered mountain range.

“What is this?” Sullivan asked.

“Breakfast,” Baird replied. “Computer, initiate Baird one.” Two plates of french toast appeared on the table along with bacon and orange juice, Sullivan’s favorite breakfast. They sat down at the table and started to eat.

“This is really beautiful, Scott,” Sullivan said, enjoying the view out of the window.

“I’m glad you like it,” he said. “It’s ours.” Sullivan smiled and squeezed his hands. “I’m not kidding,” he said. “It’s ours. There’s one just like this waiting for us on Altair Four.”

“You bought us a house!” Sullivan exclaimed. “Without consulting me!”

“Oh f***,” Baird said. “Here it comes.” Sullivan reached across the table and pulled him in for a kiss.

“This is the most romantic thing you’ve ever done,” she said once she let him go. “I love it. And I love you.”

“I love you, too,” Baird replied a bit surprised that he wasn’t currently on the receiving end of one of Sullivan’s tirades. “The terrain around here is fantastic. You want to go biking after breakfast?”

Sullivan gazed at her husband and smiled. “F*** yeah.”



Jaroch waited until the corridors were clear, then pressed the door chime outside of Patricia Hawkins’s temporary quarters. His mind was a torrent of thoughts and emotions right now. On the one hand, he just wanted to take Hawkins into his arms and see what happened. On the other, he had his standing in the eyes of the crew to think about. Not to mention Hawkins’s own status. The situation was difficult.

“Come in,” Hawkins’s voice called. Jaroch stepped forward into the room, where Hawkins stood waiting for him. The sad look in her eyes told Jaroch where this discussion was leading. There was nothing to do but play it out to the end.

She forced a smile. “Would you like to sit down?” She waved him to the sofa.

“Thank you,” Jaroch replied, taking a seat.

She sat down next to him. “Looks like you’re all patched up.”

“The last of the swelling should disappear by tomorrow,” Jaroch replied. “And the bones have knitted satisfactorily.”

They sat in silence for a moment.

“Jaroch…” Hawkins began finally.

“You must return to your husband,” Jaroch said before she could finish. He tried to stay as stoic as possible about the statement, but his voice cracked on the last word.

Hawkins was amazed at the emotion she could see in his eyes. Jaroch had always been so hard to read, but now she felt that she could see to his very soul… and he was hurting. Not that she wasn’t.

“I have to go back,” Hawkins said. “Mookow and I have a lot of history. It hasn’t been working lately, but I can’t just run off. I won’t do that to anyone again.”

“I understand,” Jaroch said, rising from his seat to go.

Before he could make it two steps towards the door, Hawkins was on him, grabbing him in her arms and kissing him deeply. Finally, she let him go.

“Don’t give up on me, Jaroch,” Hawkins said. “Not yet. Things may…”

“May?” Jaroch interrupted. “You cannot have us both, Patricia. And I cannot stop my life to wait for you to make up your mind.”

“I’m not saying that,” Hawkins replied. “I just don’t know what’s going to happen right now, but I don’t want to lose this chance.”

“Bridge to Jaroch,” Commander Carr’s voice broke in over the comm system. “We’re entering the Deneria Cluster.”

“I am on my way,” Jaroch said. He turned back to Hawkins. “What I wish for you more than anything is that you find happiness. If that is with Mookow, so be it. But only you know the answer to that. And until you do, I cannot be in your life. It is not fair to you, and it is certainly not fair to me.” Jaroch walked to the doors, which obediently whooshed open. He was waiting for a protest, for tears, for some sort of reaction.

“You’re right,” Hawkins said softly. “Good bye.”

This was not the reaction Jaroch was expecting. And the force of her final two words almost knocked him over. “Good bye,” he managed to croak back, then made a hasty retreat from her quarters.



Dr. Ray Miller entered Holodeck Four and was surprised to see that it wasn’t running any programs. Instead, Dillon was seated in the middle of the floor, his arms wrapped around his knees, and rocking slowly.

“Commander Dillon? Travis? Are you all right?” Miller asked.

Dillon looked up at him, his brown eyes glazed over and vacant. “Gone forever. Forever gone. Forever gone. Gone forever. Gone forever. Gone. Gone. Gone.”





THE EPILOGUE AT THE END OF OBLIVION



ONE YEAR PAST FOREVER –

Rydell smiled and greeted the guests of The Suburb as he walked along the path from his command center in the Green Dome to the guest cabins. Uhydel had programmed a perfect day. The sun was out but not overly oppressive. A cooling breeze flowed between the buildings, making it necessary to wear a light jacket or long sleeves, but it certainly couldn’t be called cold. Just perfect.

After enjoying his morning stroll around the complex, he stopped at the door of one of the cabins and knocked lightly.

“Come in,” a female voice called from inside. Rydell entered and immediately heard the sounds of some familiar music. Fabe and Mabe. Over in the living area, Admiral Beck sat in a bathrobe enjoying one of the fresh grapefruit that The Suburb grew.

“How’s my V.I.P. doing this morning?” Rydell asked smiling.

“Wonderful,” Beck replied languidly. “You have no idea how much I needed this.”

“Is the Admiralty running you ragged?”

“Honestly, I haven’t been out from behind my desk since…well, you know. But I’ve got plenty to do on Earth, and I enjoy my work.”

The music switched from one of Fabe and Mabe’s love duets to a something that rocked a bit more. Rydell smiled; it was one of his compositions.

“You like Fabe and Mabe?” Beck asked.

“I’m pretty well acquainted with their music,” Rydell replied.

“You know, I read somewhere that their son actually wrote most of their hits when he was a teenager.”

“Really?” Rydell asked, trying not to laugh. “Smart kid.”

“Damn genius, if you ask me,” Beck said.

“I’m sure he’d appreciate the compliment.”

Another knock sounded at the door. Beck looked at Rydell confused. He just shrugged. “Come in,” Beck said. Karina entered, pushing a little hover-stroller in front of her.

“We were just out for our morning walk,” Karina said. “And we thought we’d drop in on Auntie Lisa.”

“I just love the sound of that,” Beck said, getting up and walking towards the stroller. “And how’s my niece this morning?”

“A little cranky, actually,” Karina replied. “Alex was up half of the night with her.”

“That’s right,” Beck said, scooping the one month old out of the stroller and cradling her in her arms. “You keep Alex in line for me.”

“My little Ashley’s training me very well,” Rydell said unable to keep the proud grin off of his face.

“She’s got your nose,” Beck said to Karina.

“And her father’s ears,” Karina replied, plucking her husband’s ear.. “Look at those tiny things.”

“Hey!” Rydell said, covering them with his hands. “Leave my ears alone.”

“Touchy. Touchy,” Karina said. “Well, I’ll leave you two to talk Starfleet. How about lunch?”

“Sounds good,” Beck replied, placing Ashley back in the stroller.

“See you in a little while then,” Karina said, heading back out the door.

“You’re certainly content,” Beck said to Rydell once Karina had gone.

“What can I say?” Rydell replied. “I’ve found what I really wanted out of my life. I’m happy.”

“Then you have the secret to existence, my friend,” Beck said.

“I guess I do,” Rydell said smiling. “And I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“Not even that run in with the testicle nibblers of Xuron Twelve?”

“Well, maybe that.”





EIGHTEEN MONTHS PAST FOREVER –

As usual Starbase 84 was bustling with ships and crews stopped there for minor repairs or just a little R&R before they went back out to do the business of Starfleet. Gracefully, the USS Secondprize slipped into an open docking arm and shut down its systems.

The ship was in for a minor computer upgrade. Nothing serious, but the engineers had estimated the Secondprize would be out of commission for at least two weeks. Captain Jaroch could not understand how a two week operation could qualify as not serious. Additionally, he was annoyed that this upgrade had not been done at Deneria eighteen months ago after they returned from Forever.

However, Jaroch knew that the crew would benefit from the down time. While the Secondprize was a relaxed atmosphere, being stuck on the same ship with the same people for months at a time could be trying. He looked forward to the change of scenery himself, he thought as he walked down the access corridor between the ship and the starbase.

“See you in two weeks, sir,” Commander Carr said, rushing past him hand-in-hand with her significant other, one of the ship’s medical personnel. Jaroch had to admit that the doctor seemed well suited to Carr, and that the addition of romance to her life had improved her poetry immensely.

But now the corridor was silent. Carr and her love were probably the last two people other than Jaroch on the Secondprize. He stepped out into the starbase and closed the access door to the ship, sealing it with his command code until the engineers were ready to begin work.

“Hello, Jaroch,” a voice said from behind him. Jaroch turned already knowing who was standing there. He focused all of his energy on remaining neutral.

“Patricia,” he said, nodding curtly. “This is…a surprise.”

“Hopefully not a bad one,” she said. “How have you been?”

“Acceptable,” Jaroch replied, adding a silent “but lonely” to himself. “And you?” he asked.

“Good,” Hawkins said. She smiled. “Really good.”

“I am gratified to hear it,” Jaroch lied. This conversation was taking an unpleasant turn. Most likely she had reconciled with Mookow and now was here to tell Jaroch how right he’d been. Great.

“I’m divorced,” Hawkins said. Jaroch’s jaw dropped.

“Excuse me?” Jaroch said.

“I tried. So did he. It just didn’t work out. That was a year ago.” Hawkins walked over to the window and looked out at the dormant Secondprize. “After that, I needed some time alone to think. I hadn’t been by myself for a long time. In over ten years.” She turned back to face him. “I want to see what happens, Jaroch.”

“I do not understand.”

“With us, Jaroch,” Hawkins said, taking his hands in hers. “I don’t know how we’ll work it, but I’ve been thinking about you constantly for the last year and a half. I want to try…if you still feel the same way.”

Jaroch was silent as he took all of this in. She was here. She wanted to be with him. And there were no obstacles in their way. It was almost too unbelievable to contemplate. “I would like that very much,” he said with only a slight smile revealing his joy. Hawkins ran over and embraced him. They stood, holding each other for a few moments.

“Uh…so now what do we do?” Hawkins asked.

“May I suggest dinner?” Jaroch said. “I believe there is an excellent eatery on the next level.”

“That sounds wonderful,” Hawkins replied. Hand-in-hand, just as Jaroch had seen Carr and her significant other walking earlier, Jaroch and Hawkins headed off down the corridor.





TWO YEARS PAST FOREVER –

“And how are you feeling today?” Dr. Tavian Cross asked as he entered his office at the Tantalus V Mental Rehabilitation Colony.

The man seated in one of the arm chairs smiled serenely. “I’m doing quite well. Thank you, Doctor,” Travis Dillon replied.

“Excited?”

“A little, I have to admit,” Dillon said. “And a bit afraid.”

“There’s no need to worry,” Cross replied. “People leave here and do quite well. We’ve arranged for an apartment for you on Earth. You’ll have your own place and plenty of time to decide what you’re going to do. And with all of the credits you saved from your time in Starfleet and the ones you’ll receive from your pension, you’ll be able to go pretty much anywhere you want.”

“That sounds lovely,” Dillon replied. “Thank you so much, Doctor Cross. Without you…I don’t know what would have happened.”

“Just doing my job, Travis,” Cross replied. “And you’re all better now.” He smiled. “Rydell!” he blurted suddenly. Dillon didn’t even flinch.

“His baby should be a little over a year old now,” Dillon said. “I wonder if they’ll ever let me visit.”

“I’m sure they will,” Cross said. “But have you given any thought as to what you’re going to do once you leave us?”

“I really don’t know. My whole life has been Starfleet. Now…”

“Well, you have all of these experiences,” Cross said. “Maybe you could write a book.”

Dillon thought for a moment, a smile gradually spreading across his face. “You know, I may just do that,” Dillon said. “I may just do that.”





  
  
  ch028.xhtml
  
  




Star Traks: The Lost Years


1 - It’s Good to Be King

Star Traks: The Lost Years #1

It’s Good to Be King

by

Alan Decker



As the turbolift doors opened onto the bridge, Captain Alexander Rydell stretched tiredly and wondered how the hell he’d gotten stuck on the morning shift. Only freaks like Commander Dillon liked being up at 0600.

“Morning, Sir,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said as she rose out of the command chair.

“I didn’t keep you waiting long, did I?” Rydell asked, not really caring about the answer.

“Fifteen minutes late as usual,” Sullivan replied. “And thanks again for letting me have the graveyard shift. Scott’s snoring is the worst then, and I can’t get any sleep anyway.”

“Not a problem,” Rydell muttered heading over to the replicator and ordering up an iced coffee. “Anything I need to know?”

“We mapped three systems over night, so we should have the sector done by the time Beta Shift reports. Oh, Jaroch’s got Ensign Leeves at the science console so she can learn the ropes. So far, she seems to be doing fine.”

“Then I’ll be happy to leave her alone,” Rydell said, slumping into his command chair. “Steady as she goes. Wake me if there’s a problem. Night, Sullivan.”

“Good morning, Sir,” Sullivan replied and headed towards the turbolift to roust her husband out of bed and hopefully get some sleep herself.

Years of experience in mundane mapping missions had taught Rydell the secret of sitting upright in his command chair with his eyes open and appearing attentive while he was actually sound asleep. With the usual soft bleeps and blips of his bridge sounding around him, Rydell settled in to return to dreamland.

He didn’t get very far before a voice broke into his clouded mind.

“Um…sir?”

“What is it, Leeves?” Rydell asked without opening his eyes. Most likely the rookie science staffer just wanted permission to go to the bathroom.

“Well…I think someone’s playing a mean trick on me.”

“Tell them to stop.”

“I would, but I don’t know who they are. They just reprogrammed the sensors to show…mean stuff.”

“Such as?”

“A cube.”

Rydell bolted awake and turned to face the startled Ensign Marcia Leeves. “As in Borg cube?” Leeves just nodded her head.

“Headed where?”

“Here,” Leeves squeaked fearfully.

Showing a calm he didn’t really feel, Rydell headed back to the science station. Surely she was right and this was some kind of joke.

“I’m getting it on tactical now too,” Lieutenant Prescott reported from the tactical console.

“Just stay calm everybody,” Rydell said as he looked over Leeves’ shoulder at the sensor data. Cube, yes. Big, yes. Borg, YES! “Okay everyone,” Rydell said, returning to his seat. “RED ALERT! GET US THE F**K OUT OF HERE, BAILEY!”

Ensign Bailey worked the conn console faster than a man trying to get a snake out of his pants, spun the ship around, and raced away from the incoming cube of doom and destruction at maximum warp.

“So, did I do well?” Leeves asked hopefully.

“Peachy,” Rydell replied. “I’ll be sure to put you in for a commendation from the collective.”

“Thanks!” Leeves faced darkened with the realization of what that meant. “Oh…”

The turbolift doors opened allowing Commander Dillon, Commander Jaroch, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan, and Lieutenant Carr to race onto the bridge.

“What’s going on?” Dillon demanded.

“Can we put it on screen, Prescott?” Rydell asked. The viewscreen image changed to show an unpleasantly familiar- shaped ship advancing towards them rapidly.

“I thought you’d wake me up for something important,” Sullivan muttered sarcastically as she took over the conn from a relieved Bailey.

“They’re hailing us,” Hawkins reported as she took over the tactical console.

“Maybe they just need to borrow a cup of sugar,” Rydell replied as he stood up and straightened his uniform. The cube image was replaced by the interior of the cube. Walkways filled with Borg alcoves stretched off in all directions as the group voice began to boom over the comm system.

“WE ARE THE BORG. CAPTAIN JEAN-LUC PICARD OF THE USS ENTERPRISE, YOU WILL LOWER YOUR SHIELDS AND SURRENDER TO US.”

Rydell rubbed his hand across his face and sighed. “Borg vessel, I am Captain Alexander Rydell of the USS Secondprize. You’ve got the wrong ship. Believe me, it happens. We get their mail all the time.”

“CAPTAIN JEAN-LUC PICARD, YOU WILL SURRENDER YOURSELF TO US. RESISTANCE IS FUTILE.”

“So is intelligence obviously,” Jaroch remarked.

“Guys, I don’t even look like Picard!” Rydell insisted. “LOOK AT ME.” The Secondprize jolted as the Borg attempted to lock on with a tractor beam.

“Shield modulations are holding for now,” Hawkins reported.

“I’m looking for a system to hide in,” Sullivan added.

“Jaroch?” Rydell said hopefully.

“They are definitely Borg.”

“Thanks a lot there, buddy,” Rydell said. “Anybody got any other bright ideas?”

“Let me try,” Dillon said, taking a step toward the viewscreen. “Borg vessel, I can promise you that this is not the Enterprise and this man is not Jean-Luc Picard. You have my word on it.”

“That will fix everything,” Sullivan muttered.

“JEAN-LUC PICARD, YOU WILL SURRENDER YOURSELF TO US.”

“They just aren’t listening, Captain,” Dillon said.

The ship rocked again, this time much more violently. “They’ve got us. Shields are down,” Hawkins said, pulling her sidearm.

“Now just hold on,” Rydell said. “Maybe they’ll just come over, have a look around, realize we’re not the Enterprise, and leave us alone.”

“Or assimilate us all horribly and painfully,” Jaroch said.

Hawkins checked the settings on her phaser. “Don’t worry. I’ll kill us all first.”

“That’s comforting,” Rydell said. A few moments of silence passed on the bridge.

“Shouldn’t they be doing something to us by now,” Carr asked.

“You people are in such a rush,” Rydell replied. “Just relax and wait.” They didn’t have to wait long. A second later, a Borg materialized in the center of the bridge just about a foot away from Rydell. “Hi there,” Rydell said, extending his arm to shake the Borg’s hand…er…cybernetic armature. “I am Captain Alexander Rydell. Got that? Alexander RYDELL. This is the USS Secondprize. S-E-C-O-N-D-P-R-I-Z-E.” The Borg just stared at him blankly.

“I have an idea,” Dillon said, reaching under his chair and pulling out two blue and red flags. He began gesturing wildly with the flags.

“What the hell are you doing?” Rydell demanded.

“Semaphore. I keep the flags up here for situations just like this.”

“Because flags are so useful against the Borg,” Jaroch said.

The Borg either finally got bored of the show or received new orders from the collective because it suddenly grabbed Rydell’s arm in an iron grip. “CAPTAIN JEAN-LUC PICARD, YOU WILL COME WITH US.” The Borg stopped for a moment and looked at Dillon. “WE ARE WELL STOCKED WITH ANAL LUBE. THANK YOU FOR ASKING.” Then, in a flurry of green molecules, the Borg and Rydell vanished.

On the viewscreen, the Borg cube opened a transwarp conduit and raced inside. Sullivan immediately turned the Secondprize around and shot in after the cube before the conduit had a chance to close.

“What the hell are you doing?” Dillon demanded.

“Following the captain! That is what you were about to order, wasn’t it?” Sullivan retorted pointedly.

Dillon felt the glares of the other officers bearing down him. “Um…absolutely,” Dillon lied taking a seat in the command chair. “I just wanted to give the order myself. Keep on them, Sullivan.”



“Would you just listen to me for two seconds?” Rydell pleaded as a pair of Borg led him through the dark corridors of the Borg cube. “I am not Picard. What the hell do you want with him anyway?”

“We require Picard,” the Borg to Rydell’s left said simply.

“Well, you don’t have him.” Rydell pushed his face up close to the Borg’s optical implant. “Do I look like Picard to you?”

“That is not for this drone to say.”

“Then take me to your leader.”

Rydell could almost swear he saw the Borg smirk.



Hours passed with little change as the Secondprize pursued the Borg cube through the transwarp conduit. Sullivan couldn’t tell exactly where they were or how fast they were really going, but she was positive they had traveled a hell of a long way from Federation space. The last thing she wanted was to become one of those loser ships that ended up stuck in the Delta Quadrant.

Sick of the waiting, Dillon set the senior officers to work developing plans to rescue the captain and ordered a staff meeting to discuss the result. At the end of the staff meeting, they were still no closer to a plan, but they all agreed that the eulogy Carr had written for Rydell was lovely.



Rydell shifted again on the uncomfortable bench he’d been ordered to sit on while he waited. He looked up at the two Borg standing guard. “Do you at least have an in-flight magazine?”

“No,” they both replied.

“Can you tell me where we’re going?”

“Home,” they replied. They were silent for a moment. “We are there.” The Borg on the left activated a small monitor mounted in the wall across from Rydell’s bench allowing Rydell to see an outside view. What he saw didn’t raise his spirits any.

As far as he could see in any direction, Borg structures of varying sizes and shapes filled the horizon, hovering in space like some giant erector set.

“Get up,” the Borg said, grabbing Rydell’s arms and yanking him to his feet.

“So I get to meet the Queen now?” Rydell asked, hiding his nervousness. The Borg didn’t reply. Instead, the three dematerialized, reappearing a moment later inside a large, open chamber. In the center of the room was a cylindrical structure large enough for a person to stand inside. It was unoccupied at the moment.

“Get in,” the Borg said.

“Is this the elevator to the Queen?” Rydell asked futilely. These guys didn’t like to answer questions. With no other options, Rydell obeyed. In an instant, various tubes and attachments sprung out of the sides of the cylinder and started jabbing, poking, and otherwise violating Rydell.

“Wait a second!” he shouted. “No one said anything about assimilation.”

“Sorry about that,” the Borg said.

“But…I’m not…Picard,” Rydell said, struggling not to lose consciousness as he felt the rush of tubes and nanoprobes under his skin…

…and then he felt nothing.

But then he felt EVERYTHING.

Rydell’s eyes shot open.

“WOAH!” he shouted. Every Borg in the room shouted along with him. “I AM THE BORG!”



The mood on the bridge had become decidedly morose as the Secondprize hovered on the outskirts of BorgVille trying to figure out what the hell they were going to do. Dillon had pulled out Starfleet’s The Borg’s Greatest Hits holovid to try and get some ideas, but nothing was presenting itself.

“We’re being hailed!” Hawkins announced suddenly.

“Is this a good sign?” Carr asked.

“Probably not,” Jaroch replied.

“On screen,” Dillon said, hoping against hope that he wasn’t about to be facing a Borg-controlled version of his captain all covered in implants and stuff. As the image on the viewscreen switched, Dillon grimaced. It was Rydell…all covered in implants and stuff.

“HEY, GUYS!” Rydell said warmly, his voice echoing with the plurality of the Borg.

“Return Captain Rydell to us at once!” Dillon demanded.

“CAN IT, DILLON. I AM CAPTAIN RYDELL. CAPTAIN RYDELL IS THE BORG.”

Dillon gestured for Hawkins to mute the comm signal and turned to face her and Jaroch. “So does this mean we attack or not?”

“No, Travis,” Hawkins said, reaching over and patting him on the head. “Just talk to the captain.”

“Right. Mute off. Sorry about that, sir. We just needed to confer for a moment. Um…well…what’s happened to you?”

“I’M THE BORG KING NOW,” Rydell replied. He leaned in toward the screen as if to speak confidentially. Somehow, he separated his voice from the rest of the Borg. “These schmucks lost two queens in three years. They decided to get Picard to be their new king figuring with his Borg experience and leadership skills that he’d be perfect for the job. But they got a little mixed-up. That happens when you don’t have a strong hand at the helm.”

“And will you be keeping this job permanently?” Dillon asked. Oh god. The paperwork required to explain this one to Starfleet would be a nightmare. On the upside, then he’d get to be captain.

“Nah. Just a week or two to get things straightened out over here and find a replacement. You guys just hang loose for a while. Rydell out.” Rydell’s image vanished and was replaced by the exterior view of BorgVille.

“Well…” Dillon said, searching through Starfleet regulations in his mind looking for some sort of precedent for the situation. “I guess we’ll…um…consider it shore leave…without the shore part. Anyone want to see my old Days of Honor vids?”



For most of the next week, Rydell was completely unaware that the Secondprize even existed. There was just too much else to be aware of. He could be anywhere other Borg were, and the best part was that he was in complete control. At the moment, he had the crews of several Assimilation-class cubes busy rebuilding several planets they had been in the process of attacking when Rydell became king. Meanwhile, he had other drones poring through books in the great libraries of the cosmos feeding him more and more knowledge. It was almost too much to take in at once. Over time, though, he learned how to keep a general level of awareness without micro-managing each little details. Besides, trying to see through several trillion Borg points of view at once gave him one hell of a headache.

His attention was drawn back to his immediate vicinity. The Secondprize was hailing. He listened in on and participated in the conversation between the Borg and his former ship at the same time. It was an oddly-dissociated feeling he was getting more and more used to. In the end, he approved the Secondprize’s request. It was reasonable after all.

Moments later, Dr. Beth Aldridge and Commander Dillon materialized in Rydell’s chamber. Aldridge immediately pulled out her medical tricorder and set to work.

“Life-signs are stable and are within Borg norms,” Aldridge reported to Dillon.

“You can talk to me, Beth. I’m right here,” Rydell said. “WE ALL ARE,” he added, taking control of the forty assorted Borg who milled about his “throne room.”

“He’s as healthy as he can be under the circumstances,” Aldridge continued without acknowledging Rydell’s words.

“What’s with her?” Rydell asked.

Dillon shuffled his feet a bit as he tried to phrase his response diplomatically. “Well…Dr. Aldridge has expressed a bit of disagreement with your decision to be the Borg King.”

Aldridge snorted derisively. “That’s an understatement.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Rydell demanded.

Aldridge turned on her captain, eyes blazing. “Just look at you. You’re hardly even human anymore. You’ve got more pipes coming in and out of you than the Secondprize’s entire plumbing system!”

“We don’t have plumbing,” Dillon corrected.

“Shut up when I’m ranting!”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m still the same Alex,” Rydell said.

“When was the last time you ate?” Aldridge said.

“I don’t need food anymore.”

“Then how are you the same Alex? And what about…oh, I don’t know…sex?!?”

“Sex!” Rydell exclaimed, his face brightening. He resumed his control of the other Borg’s voices. “SEX! WATCH THIS! GROUP ORGASM!”

Suddenly, every Borg in the room began to quiver erratically and moan softly. Then, all at once, they all shuddered violently, a look of euphoria filling their faces.

“AND NOW JUST THE LADIES!” Rydell said, his voice echoing like a night club DJ. As per his command, the female Borg repeated the orgasm process.

“And you know what the best part is?” Rydell asked, his face all aglow. “I FEEL ALL OF IT!!!”

Aldridge slammed her tricorder shut and turned on Dillon. “I’m ready to go now.”

Dillon ignored her for the moment and took a couple of steps towards Rydell. “What about you, sir? When can we expect you back?”

“Just give me a few more days,” Rydell said. “There’s a couple more things I need to do.”

“Right,” Aldridge muttered.

“Think of it this way,” Rydell continued. “If I’m successful, the Borg may never be a threat again.” Dillon couldn’t argue with that logic. They’d all get commendations, probably even promotions, if Rydell was able to change the nature of the Borg.

“You know where we are if you need us,” Dillon said, slapping his commbadge. “Dillon to Secondprize. Two to beam aboard. Energize.” A second later, the two officers vanished, allowing Rydell to return his attention to the drones he had initiating contact with a lovely Delta quadrant species that had deciding clothing was completely unnecessary. Sometimes anthropology could be FUN!



Rydell’s “couple of days” stretched into two more weeks as the Secondprize sat on the outskirts of BorgVille waiting for some word from Rydell. Rydell was far too busy exploring the universe to even think about the Secondprize, much less the passage of time. Through the trillions of Borg drones scattered throughout the Delta Quadrant as well as bits of the Alpha and Beta Quadrants, Rydell had visited more worlds in three weeks than most Starfleet Officers saw in their whole lives. The contents of entire libraries were at his disposal. With no effort at all, he could remember the formula for resnofafaline and who won the Astroball tournament of 2267. Using the drones as his eyes and ears, Rydell stretched out to see the cosmos… Orlon Prime –

Patroller Sergeant Mardisa Quiri couldn’t believe her rotten luck. How had she gotten stuck on orbital duty during the Renewal Festival? Down below, the streets of every city on Orlon Prime were choked with drunken revelers engaged in all sorts of debauchery, while she sat alone in her patrol interceptor monitoring the huge crowd of starships parked in various orbits around the planet.

Orlon Prime was always packed with intergalactic tourists during Festival Week. But these latest arrivals were exactly the kind of tourists she didn’t need. Rotten luck. Rotten rotten luck.

Quiri checked her scanners again. The sensor image was unmistakable. Of course, she’d heard about this species in stories from visitors to Orlon Prime, but she’d hoped that she’d never actually be faced with a Borg cube in person.

“All right, flight group,” Quiri said into the microphone mounted in her helmet as she addressed the eleven other interceptors assigned to her patrol wing. “We’re just going to have to find a way to hold these bastards off until the fleet arrives.” Like there was a chance of that. Since it was Festival Week, the Orlon Spacefleet had moved to a neighboring system to make room for more parking. Besides, the tourists got a little jittery when they saw the huge Orlon battlecruisers. Of course, if the Borg attacked, Orlon Prime could just kiss tourism goodbye anyway.

“Standard trio flight patterns. Charge weapons to full strength.” She watched the cube slowly entering the Orlon system. Did the damn thing have a front? Hard to say. It did seem to generally be keeping one face forward, though. “We’re going to come in from underneath that monster. All trios follow my lead.”

Quiri yanked her interceptor hard to port, then rocketed ahead to meet the oncoming threat. As she passed Orlon Four, she sent her ship into a sharp dive, skirting under Orlon Four’s ringed moon just as the cube was approaching, seeming unaware or uncaring that an attack group was closing in fast.

With finely-honed precision, the trios of interceptors swept up under the massive cube ship and let loose with a devastating barrage of disruptor weapons and krionium torpedoes. As she sped away to prepare for another attack run, Quiri braced herself for the Borg’s retaliatory strike.

Instead, her comm system crackled to life with the plural voice of the Borg that had spelled doom for so many civilizations:

“PLEASE STOP ATTACKING US. WE DIDN’T DO ANYTHING TO YOU.”

Quiri stared in shock at her cockpit speaker. Was this some kind of joke? “Borg vessel, um…you aren’t going to assimilate us?”

“WE ARE HERE FOR THE FESTIVAL. WE WISH TO GET PLASTERED. YOU WILL COMPLY.”

“Uh…sure,” Quiri said. Orlon Prime did have an open door policy for the Renewal Festival. If the Borg wanted to get drunk, they had as much of a right as anyone else in the galaxy. “But no assimilating!”

“WE PROMISE.”

“Right then. Off you go, and welcome to Orlon Prime. Just check in with the parking valet.”

“THANK YOU.” And with that, the cube sailed off toward Orlon Prime…while Quiri was still stuck on patrol. Rotten luck. Mystery Moon Amusement Park –

Bufox Tanno checked to make sure his badge was on straight just before he lumbered his 300 pound frame into the control room of The Rampager, Mystery Moon’s award-winning sub-orbital roller coaster. “Good morning, ma’am,” he said, tipping his hat to the woman operating the ride controls and flashing a toothy grin. “Somebody call security.”

“Yes,” the woman said nervously. “I just don’t know if this is really a security problem or not.”

“All right…” He looked at the woman’s name tag. “Janrell. Just tell me what’s wrong.”

“Well, I was loading the last run…the one that’s on the ride now…and, well…look.” Hitting a few quick controls on her console, she brought up a recording of the roller coaster cars loading. Bufox stared hard at the two figures climbing into the front seat.

“I’ll be a judeling fargik! Are those…?”

“I…I think so,” Janrell replied. “The coaster is arriving now.”

Bufox looked out the control room window at the cars pulling into the station. “By hybilt, those are Borg! What the nudel are they doing here?”

Suddenly, the two Borg sitting in the front seat of The Rampager leaned over in unison and began puking their cybernetic guts out.

“How can they throw up? I didn’t think Borg ate,” Janrell said in confusion.

“Could have fooled me?” Bufox replied. Rings of Rulok Ranch –

“Now let me get this straight,” Madam Mulovis, proprietress of the Rings of Rulok Ranch, i.e. brothel, said, eying the five “customers” who had recently entered her establishment. “If I give you fellas a free night with my girls, the Borg promise never to assimilate any of us. Is that it?”

“YES, MA’AM,” the five drones replied in unison.

“Sounds like a square deal to me, boys.” She looked the drones up and down one more time as she paced the foyer. “But, if you don’t mind my asking, just what do you fellas intend to do? You seem to be missing the necessary equipment.”

The lead drone turned his head to face Mulovis’ new position, his blank gaze never wavering.

“We have…attachments.” USS Secondprize –

During the additional two weeks the Secondprize spent in BorgVille, the crew gradually got used to seeing nothing but Borg architecture outside the viewports. Actually, most of them just got so drunk that the Borg presence didn’t phase them anymore. Jaroch had decided several days earlier that rescuing the captain was impossible, so he adjourned to his lab to work on something more useful: a crush-resistant uniform top that would protect the crew from Counselor Webber’s bone-crunching bear-hugs. Having been a victim of several of them himself since Webber accompanied him to Yyns a year and a half earlier, he knew the immense force she was capable of exerting.

Dillon spent most of his free time filling out the “Oops, We Lost Our Captain” paperwork Starfleet would want in case Rydell didn’t return, while Hawkins ran rescue simulation after rescue simulation in an attempt to find some way to get Rydell back. She was unsuccessful, but she did manage to set a new record for most consecutive simulated deaths in a holodeck program.

In short, the situation was not looking all that great until one day…



“Sullivan to Dillon,” the ready room speakers barked.

Commander Dillon leaned back away from the computer terminal on Rydell’s desk and rubbed his eyes. Never had he been asked to answer so many ridiculous questions. “Was your captain eaten by a Mugatu? Could you have been eaten instead, thus saving your captain’s life?” They just went on forever.

“What is it?” Dillon replied.

“We’re being hailed by a Borg drone. He wished to beam aboard.”

“Just one drone?”

“Yep.”

“And he’s asking permission?”

“Yep.”

“That is weird. I’ll be right out.” Dillon pulled himself out of Rydell’s desk chair (It was a damn comfy chair, too.) and headed out onto the bridge where Sullivan was waiting in the command chair. She immediately vacated it as Dillon approached. “Did he say what he wanted?” Dillon asked.

“Just that it’s about the captain,” Sullivan replied.

“What do you think, Commander?” Dillon asked, turning to Hawkins. She already had her phaser out.

“They haven’t attacked us so far,” Hawkins said. “Well, other than the initial kidnapping of Captain Rydell.”

“And they don’t usually ask nicely,” Sullivan said. “Maybe we shouldn’t piss them off.”

“Fine. Hawkins, tell him he can come aboard…alone! And get Jaroch up here.”

Moments later, a lone Borg drone materialized in the middle of the bridge. He quickly looked around with what looked like fear in his eyes. “You must help me …us…me,” the drone said finally.

“How can we be of assistance?” Dillon asked, straightening his uniform and switching into Starfleet Helper mode as Jaroch emerged from the turbolift.

“I see we have more company,” the Yynsian said.

The drone, deciding that Dillon was in charge, fell to his knees in front of the surprised officer. “The King is…driving us CRAZY!!! You have to take him back. Please! I’m…we’re…begging you!”

“Hold on a second,” Hawkins said. “What’s happened? Why are you talking like that?”

“It was the only way,” the drone replied. “I offered to be separated from the Collective to plead for your help. We can only do so much without the King becoming aware. Someone had to relinquish perfection briefly. It is painful, but it is the only way I can save us.”

“What is Captain Rydell doing?” Dillon asked. The Borg stepped over to the panel on Dillon’s command chair and inserted a long, metal spike extending from his hand into the panel.

“Look,” the Borg said pitifully as the image on the viewscreen changed. Hundreds of Borg stood in lines, their hands waving above their heads.

“LOUIE, LOUIE.

OOOOH, BABY

I GOTTA GO!”

“Oh my god!” Dillon gasped.

“And they’re better at keeping the beat than you are, hon,” Hawkins added smiling.

The Borg pulled his spike out of the panel, ending the show. “You see how we are suffering.”

“What do you expect us to do?” Dillon said. “Captain Rydell doesn’t want to leave.”

“We cannot act against our own King directly, but we can ‘accidentally’ destroy this ship before the King completely becomes aware of what we are doing.”

“Gotcha,” Dillon said. “Okay. What’d you have in mind?”

“We will help you stage a rescue of your captain and allow you to escape without interference.”

Dillon thought for a moment. “I don’t know. Captain Rydell will be awfully upset if we take him before he’s ready to go. But…”

“Yes?” the drone said hopefully.

“We’ll do it if you promise that Borg ships will never ever attack the Secondprize ever again.”

“Yeah!” Hawkins said. “And that you’ll blow up anyone else who attacks us.”

“Yeah!” Dillon concurred.

“And you’ll give me a multiphasic interplexing quantum imager,” Jaroch exclaimed.

Dillon and Hawkins looked at each other for a moment in confusion, then shrugged.

“YEAH!” they shouted.

“Your demands will be met,” the drone said. “Now, by the collective, HELP US!”



“I still don’t like the being shot at part of this,” Lieutenant Carr groused as she piloted the shuttlecraft Consolationprize along the surface of BorgVille towards the large module housing the King’s chamber.

“It has to look real,” Hawkins said. “You ready, Doctor?”

“And waiting,” Dr. Aldridge replied anxiously as she double-checked the supplies in her med-kit. She had to get Rydell detached quickly, before he had time to take control of the drones and stop the “rescue.”

The shuttle slowed to a stop over BorgVille’s central module. “We’re in position,” Carr reported. Hawkins and Aldridge stepped back to the small transporter pad at the rear of the shuttle.

“Energize,” Aldridge said.

As soon as Aldridge and Hawkins rematerialized in Rydell’s chamber, they sprang into action. Aldridge dove at Rydell, slamming a hypospray against the side of his neck before he got much beyond, “Hey, folks. What’s up?”

Using the tightest beam she could get out of her phaser, Hawkins began slicing though the various tubes and conduits connecting Rydell to the central node of the Borg Collective. Finally, the last tube vaporized, allowing Rydell’s limp form to slump to the ground.

“He’s okay for now,” Aldridge said, leaning over Rydell with her tricorder. “But he’ll be waking up any minute now. With all those nanoprobes running around, I couldn’t be sure of my sedative dose.”

“It got the job done,” Hawkins replied, slapping her commbadge. “Hawkins to Carr. Let’s go!”

“Energizing,” Carr’s voice replied. Soon, the group was racing back towards the Secondprize.

“Power surge from the Borg!” Hawkins shouted, watching the readings on the co-pilot’s console. On cue, a green blast of energy seared past the shuttle, rocking its occupants violently. Rydell began to stir. Another shot from BorgVille grazed the port nacelle.

“I sure hope Vaughn got that cargo bay ready,” Hawkins muttered as she activated the shuttle’s comm system. “Hawkins to Secondprize. Energize!”

“Acknowledged,” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn’ voice replied even as Hawkins, Carr, Aldridge, Rydell, and the shuttle around them began to dematerialize.



Dillon waited anxiously in cargo bay two while Vaughn worked the transporter controls. Not wanting to lose a shuttle in this fake rescue (the paperwork for that was almost worse that losing a captain), Dillon had insisted that they find a way to retrieve the shuttle safely, so they had quickly set up an additional set of transporter pads in the cargo bay.

Slowly, the Consolationprize appeared complete with a couple of new scorch marks courtesy of the Borg.

“Dillon to Bridge. Get us home.”

“You got it,” Sullivan replied. “The Borg are opening a transwarp conduit for us now. I’m taking us in. Bridge out.”

“Good work, Lieutenant,” Dillon said to Vaughn as he stepped toward the shuttle hatch.

“You haven’t seen my best stuff,” Vaughn replied sultrily. Dillon ignored her and waited for the hatch to open. He didn’t have long to wait, and, judging by the sounds from within, there was at least one unhappy passenger on board.

“Why the hell did you people go and do that?” Rydell demanded as he pushed back Dillon out into the cargo bay proper followed by Aldridge, Hawkins, and Carr. He suddenly turned back on his first officer. “Well? Why?”

“Um…well…Carr heard this rumor about rogue Borg,” Dillon said. He saw Carr’s eyes widen in horror as Dillon mentioned her name. Oh well. Always sacrifice the lowest ranking officers first.

“Where did you hear this?” Rydell said, turning his glare on Carr.

“Seven Backward. News travels fast,” Carr lied as she tried to shrink into her uniform top like a turtle heading into its shell.

Rydell vented his rage at the entire group. “Do you realize what you’ve made me lose? Can any of you orgasm on command?”

“I can,” Vaughn said, raising her hand. Rydell ignored the moans coming from Vaughn’s direction as she suddenly fell behind the transporter console.

“We probably saved your life,” Dr. Aldridge insisted. She’d about had enough of Rydell’s tirade. “If we hadn’t pulled you out when we did, you most likely wouldn’t have come back at all.”

“But…but…I WAS THE BORG,” Rydell wailed.

“Here, sir,” Carr said, handing Rydell a Cherry Icee she’d ordered from the replicator while Rydell was ranting about orgasms. Rydell’s eyes brightened as he greedily sucked on the straw.

“All better now?” Carr asked.

“I missed these,” Rydell said, finally coming up for air. He shook his left arm and leg, which were covered in implants and other hardware. “Someone get this crap off of me!”

“Come on,” Aldridge said, wrapping an arm around Rydell’s shoulder as she led him toward the door. “I’ll have you back together in no time.”



“Captain’s Personal Log. Stardate 53102.4. After a thorough de-Borging by Dr. Aldridge, I have returned to duty. Meanwhile, the Secondprize is moments away from exiting the transwarp conduit which should dump us back right where we were in the Alpha Quadrant. I for one really don’t look forward to explaining all this to Starfleet, so we’ve come up with an alternate plan.”



Sullivan watched the readouts on the conn console as the Secondprize neared the end of the Borg-supplied transwarp conduit. “Exiting in three…two…one…now!”

The electrical blue of the conduit gave way to stars and blackness as the Secondprize slowed to a stop.

“We’re right where we were,” Sullivan reported.

“And surprise, surprise we’re getting a hail from Starfleet,” Hawkins said.

“Straight faces, everyone,” Rydell said as he relaxed into his command chair. “On screen.” A moment later, the agitated face of Admiral Gelbart, the commanding officer of the starbase nearest the Secondprize’s position, appeared on the screen.

“This is the Secondprize. Captain Rydell speaking. Can we help you?” Rydell said leisurely.

“Help me?” Gelbart demanded. “You’ve been missing for three weeks! Where the hell have you been?”

“What do you mean?” Rydell asked confused. “We’ve been surveying this sector for the last couple of days. Before that, we were at your starbase.”

Gelbart glared at Rydell. “Captain, the Secondprize disappeared in Sector 744 three weeks ago. Now you’re telling me nothing happened?”

“Well, we felt a little bump a minute or two ago,” Rydell offered helpfully.

“A bump, huh?” Gelbart muttered. “Damn temporal anomalies. Gelbart out.”

“And that takes care of that,” Rydell said, rising out of his chair and heading towards his ready room. “I’ll be in here if anyone needs me.”

In the meantime, he had to do some serious catching up on his Cherry Icee consumption.
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“Doctor?” Captain Alexander Rydell said expectantly as he waited for Dr. Beth Aldridge’s assessment of the man laying on the biobed in sickbay.

Aldridge finished her scan and looked up at Rydell. “Oh yeah. He’s dead. Total stiff. You want an autopsy?”

Rydell turned to Prime Minister Veltvis. “He’s your man, Prime Minister. It’s your call.”

“I don’t know,” Veltvis said, rubbing her wrinkled hands together nervously. “This is all so sudden. One minute we were having lunch; the next he’s on the floor.”

“At least his vomit missed my boots,” Rydell said.

“I just feel bad to have dragged you and your ship all the way out here to Aronel for nothing.”

“Well, state dinners are just part of what we do,” Rydell said. “Of course, I guess the dinner’s off now that Dr. Yelpres is dead.”

“It does seem like it would be in bad taste to have an awards dinner when the guest of honor and award recipient has just died. I do thank you for trying to save him, though, Captain. Despite the rumors I’ve heard, your crew reacted to your call for an emergency transport with remarkable efficiency,” Veltvis said.

“Don’t tell anybody. I don’t want to spoil our bad name,” Rydell said. “I’ll see you back to the transporter room.” Rydell and Veltvis turned to go.

“Hey!” Aldridge demanded. “Do you want the autopsy or not? I’d like an answer before this guy starts to stink up my sickbay.”

“Well…” Veltvis said.

“She’s very good at it,” Rydell said. “It’s her specialty really.”

“Do you have a lot of deaths?” Veltvis asked nervously.

“I think this is the first one actually…well, there was that hamster a few years ago, but that’s it. So how about helping us keep the good doctor in practice?”

“Can we have him back tonight for the funeral?”

“Tonight?” Aldridge said.

“We don’t like the bodies to have time to get icky.”

“I can do it right away.”

“Um…okay I guess.”

“That’s the spirit!” Rydell said, clapping Veltvis on the back and almost knocking the elderly woman off her feet. “Woah. Sorry about that. Let’s get you back home. Proceed, Doctor.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Aldridge said. Before the sickbay doors had even closed after Rydell and Veltvis’ departure, Aldridge was racing towards her autopsy tools. The sound of the doors opening and closing again followed by a familiar voice stopped her in her tracks.

“F***ing piece of sh**!”

“And what happened this time, Commander?” Aldridge asked, pushing the tools drawer shut again and turning to face Commander Scott Baird. He looked like he’d been systematically beaten against every solid surface between here and Vulcan. His spandex biking shorts and shirt had several rips revealing bloody scratches in areas that only Scott, his wife, or a doctor should be seeing exposed. Both eyes were quickly darkening to the same color as the large, purple mass that used to be the chief engineer’s nose.

“Damn mountain,” Baird muttered.

“You know. You could try these little things called holodeck safeties,” Aldridge said.

“Then it wouldn’t really be like biking Kilimanjaro, now would it?” Baird snapped.

“Tell you what. You turn on the damn holodeck safeties, or next time you come in here, I’m going to show you what 16th century medicine really was like. Got it? Or should I put the leeches on standby?”

“You’re worse than Emily.”

“Just looking out for your best interests.”

After close to half an hour of solid work, Aldridge patched Baird back together and sent him home to his wife. Relieved, she returned to the exciting part of her afternoon: slicing open a fresh corpse. She headed back over to the drawer to get her autopsy tools when, once again, she heard the opening and closing of the doors to sickbay.

Oh, what now, she wondered, slamming the drawer shut again and turning around. There was no one there. Then, she realized there was REALLY no one there…including the dead guy!

“Aldridge to Security!” Dr. Aldridge shouted.

“Hawkins here. What’s the problem, Doctor?” the voice of Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins, the Secondprize’s Security Chief, said over the comm system.

“I just lost my corpse!”

“Um…okay. No offense, Beth, but it couldn’t just run off.”

“Well, that’s exactly what it just did.”

“Are you sure you didn’t just forget where you left it?” Hawkins asked.

“How big do you think this place is, Hawkins?” Aldridge snapped. “Get someone down here! Better yet, call out a security alert or whatever the hell it is you do when we have something rampaging around the ship.”

“In that case, we usually tell Sullivan to come get her husband and take him home.”

“Funny, Hawkins. Just find my damn corpse.”

“You got it, Doctor. Hawkins out.”

Despite the fact that Aldridge had witnessed the dead Yelpres’ escape, she expected the search to be relatively brief. How hard could it be to find one lost Aronel?

However, after an hour, Lt. Cmdr. Hawkins entered Sickbay shaking her head in confusion.

“Now are you SURE he’s not here?” Hawkins asked as Aldridge put down the report on Yelpres’ death she was trying to write.

Aldridge slammed the padd down on her desk. “Oh come on! You didn’t find him?”

“It’s not like he’s the only Aronel on the ship. We’ve got tour groups everywhere. He’s not in any of the crew quarters, jefferies tubes, or storage lockers, though.”

“Great. Okay. So you’re a dead guy who’s sprung back to life. Where do you go?”

Hawkins thought for a moment. “Hell. After something like that, the first think I’d want would be a stiff drink.”

Aldridge chuckled, then was silent for a moment. Suddenly, she jumped up out of her desk chair and ran past Hawkins. “Seven Backward!”

“I was kidding!” Hawkins called, chasing after Aldridge.



Seven Backward was crowded with Secondprize crewmen and Aronels relaxing and enjoying lunch when Aldridge and Hawkins raced into the lounge. They were quickly intercepted by one of the waiters employed by Guinanco, the company that now ran Seven Backward.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” the serene man said as he adjusted his large, flat purple hat. “Would you care for a table or to sit at the bar?”

“We’re looking for someone,” Aldridge said.

“Aren’t we all. Would you like the advice or no-advice section?”

“What? We get a choice now?” Aldridge asked sarcastically.

“Oh yes,” the waiter continued. “Guinanco customer research has shown that not everyone comes to our establishments for help with life problems. Some just want to eat or get drunk.”

“Imagine that,” Hawkins said. “Run along and pester someone else now. We’ve got work to do.”

The waiter nervously watched Hawkins’s hand run across her holstered phaser. “Um…of course. But if you need anything…”

“We’ll let you know,” Aldridge said, cutting him off. The waiter scurried away, leaving Aldridge and Hawkins to survey the crowd.

“You see him?” Hawkins asked.

“I’m not sure…wait! There he is. Sitting alone by the viewport.” Aldridge and Hawkins weaved their way through various tables to one in the far corner near the viewport where a slightly-greying Aronel male sat chugging down a mug of a dark brown ale. Four other empty mugs sat on the table in front of him.

“Dr. Yelpres?” Dr. Aldridge asked as she and Hawkins approached the table. Yelpres looked up at the pair and started laughing.

“Are you Dr. Yelpres?” Hawkins demanded forcefully.

“Yelpres is dead,” the man replied, stifling more laughter.

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you Dr. Yelpres?” Aldridge said, wondering if there was a point to arguing with a dead drunk.

“No no no. I’m not Yelpres. This is his corpse, but I’m not him.”

Hawkins and Aldridge exchanged a look wondering whether he was serious or just plain nuts. “Oookay,” Aldridge said. “Who are you then?”

Yelpres’ body laughed again. “Me? Well, I guess you could just call me Chip.”



“Okay. So who the hell is Chip?” Captain Rydell demanded as he charged into the conference room followed by Prime Minister Veltvis. The other Secondprize officers gathered for the staff meeting looked up from their plates of food in surprise while Commander Dillon quickly ran from the buffet back over to his seat.

“Only ten minutes late,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan gasped looking at the wall chronometer.

“Save it, Emily,” Rydell said. “We have guests…well, guest anyway. Have a seat, Prime Minister. And somebody please explain what’s going on.”

“Yes, please do,” Prime Minister Veltvis said. “Is Dr. Yelpres dead or not?”

“He’s most definitely dead,” Dr. Aldridge said. “But his body has been commandeered by another intelligence.”

“Alien?” Rydell asked.

“Actually, technological,” Aldridge said, rising from her chair and approaching the conference room monitor. She activated the screen, which displayed a schematic of Yelpres’ brain. Everything looked like your average brain…except for a small rectangular object lodged between the hemispheres.

“Dr. Yelpres’ brain had been fitted with this small device. As far as I can tell, it’s some kind of micro-computer core with hundreds of quads of data stored in it.”

“Oh yes. Dr. Yelpres invented that himself,” Veltvis said. “It gave him instant access to almost any piece of information he could want. I don’t understand how it could be causing a problem, though.”

“Well, Yelpres’ computer has a mind of its own. And now that Yelpres is dead, the computer intelligence, which is calling itself Chip, is now in charge,” Aldridge said.

“Now why in the hell does a simple information storage device have an artificial intelligence matrix?” Rydell said.

“Classic case of over-engineering,” Commander Baird said as he chewed on a bit of roast beef. “We do it all the time. Somebody wants a device to be more efficient, they add an AI. Look at our doors. They know whether we’re really leaving a room or have just gotten too close to them. How do they do it? AI. Hell, they’re probably smarter than half the people on this ship.”

On the other side of the room, the briefing room doors filed that bit of information away for future reference. It may be time to talk to the others about this.

Back at the conference table, Aldridge continued her explanation. “Chip wants to keep Yelpres’ body. The problem is that Yelpres is quickly setting into rigor mortis. Chip can move Yelpres’ limbs with electrical stimulation, but he can’t keep the body alive.”

“He can’t keep it at all!” Veltvis exclaimed. “We need it for the funeral! The invitations have already gone out. I’ve already had to cancel one official dinner today. I am NOT canceling the state funeral!”

“So use a closed casket,” Aldridge snapped.

“Casket? What’s a casket?” Veltvis said. “Yelpres has a chair of honor by the head table. He’ll be propped up, of course, and then cremated on the barbecue pit after we finish eating, but he WILL be there.”

“Now you listen here…” Aldridge started furiously, rising from her seat.

Captain Rydell quickly broke in. “I think what Dr. Aldridge is about to say is that Chip is a sentient being and deserves some consideration here.”

“Consideration? It’s a computer program,” Veltvis replied confused.

“HE knows who he is, what he is, and what he wants,” Aldridge said. “He has intelligence, personality, and desires.”

“And what does he desire?” Rydell asked.

A hint of a smile tugged at Aldridge’s lips. “At the moment, a Mrs. Chip.”

“A man after my own heart,” Rydell said.

“And for me to give him full control of Yelpres’ body. I can replace the necrotic tissue with artificial systems and components and give Chip control of Yelpres’ autonomous systems, thereby reviving the body. But I have to do it soon before Yelpres’ parts are beyond reviving.”

“Out of the question. Yelpres will return to Aronel with me,” Veltvis declared.

“This isn’t that simple, Prime Minister,” Rydell said.

Veltvis turned on Rydell angrily. “It is that simple. All you have to do is answer one question. Are you going to give me Dr. Yelpres’ body or not?”

“Under the circumstances, no,” Rydell said.

Veltvis rose angrily from her seat and stormed toward the door. “The Federation Council will be hearing from me very soon…like as soon as I get home…but after I pee…and maybe get some lunch. But they will hear from me!”

“Gotcha. We didn’t need the complete itinerary. So long, Veltvis,” Rydell said.

“Aren’t you even going to walk me back to the transporter room?” Veltvis asked, suddenly sounding hurt.

“Duty calls,” Rydell sighed, getting out of his chair and leading Veltvis out of the room, leaving the other officers to mull over the meeting.

“What a f***ing whack job,” Baird muttered, pretty much summing up everyone’s views on the subject.

“That doesn’t really matter now, though,” Aldridge said, getting up from her seat. “The Federation Council will never give up the life of a sentient being.”

“Unless they think he’s just a computer chip,” Baird muttered once Aldridge was out the door.



As Aldridge entered Sickbay, she found Chip hunched awkwardly over a computer console scanning through the ship’s medical database. “The muscle relaxants have worn off already?” she asked as she watched Chip struggle to straighten himself up.

“I always said Yelpres was way too uptight,” Chip said, forcing his face into a smile. “Will the captain let you perform the procedure?”

“We didn’t really get to discuss it,” Aldridge said. “The Aronel want to have Yelpres back for the funeral.”

“Well, I’m using him at the moment. They’re just going to have to wait.”

“They don’t seem to recognize your claim…or your existence,” Aldridge said. “Captain Rydell has refused to turn you over to them, but Prime Minister Veltvis is lodging a protest with the Federation Council. My hands are pretty much tied until this is resolved.”

“Meanwhile, Yelpres is decaying out from under me,” Chip said.

“He isn’t exactly wasting away just yet, but our window of opportunity to restore his life processes is closing rapidly. I’d like to suggest putting you into stasis for the time being so we can prevent any further degradation of your body tissue.”

Chip nodded. “I guess if the Aronel are going to terminate me, I might as well practice being dead. Lead on, Doctor.”

“Is that gallows humor or just fatalism?” Aldridge asked as she walked Chip over to the stasis unit, which, she had to admit, did look uncomfortably like a coffin.

“A little bit of both, I guess,” Chip replied, climbing into the capsule. “Revive me with good news, Doctor Aldridge.”

“Count on it,” Aldridge replied with a gentle smile as she closed the unit. “Sweet dreams.”

“Hmm…am I capable to dreaming? Interesting question.” A lascivious glint entered his eye. “And who am I capable of dreaming about?”

“How did a computer get such an active libido?”

“Basic biology. Survival of the species. I’m the only one of me I know about, so I’ve got to see about making more! Besides, Yelpres was an incredible porn addict. You wouldn’t believe the stuff he programmed into me. Book after book…”

“Goodnight, Chip.”

“And the pictures!”

Before Chip could go on, Aldridge activated the stasis unit, freezing him in mid-sentence. With Chip temporarily taken care of, Aldridge left Sickbay to pursue other options.



“A year!” Aldridge exclaimed, slamming her fists down on Commander Jaroch’s lab table in Science Lab Two. The Secondprize’s Yynsian science officer stared back at her blankly.

“At the earliest,” Jaroch replied, returning his attention to the data streaming across the lab table’s display monitor. “I am sorry, Doctor, but that is the best I can do. Robotics is not my specialty. I would have to learn a great deal before I could even begin construction.”

“Well, can we order one?”

“Order a fully-functioning android body minus its AI matrix?”

“Exactly!” Aldridge said.

“Hmm…I do not remember seeing that particular item in Dillon’s Supply Depot’s last catalog,” Jaroch replied.

“Can we hold the sarcasm?”

“No. That is an integral part any exchange I partake in.”

“Thanks a heap, Jaroch,” Aldridge muttered, stalking toward the door.

“You could speak to Commander Baird. He has some experience in this area.”

“That’s the most useful thing you’ve said this whole time,” Aldridge said, exiting the room.

“And that would be the most useful thing you have done,” Jaroch remarked, relieved to be back alone with his work and free of annoying interruptions.



Commander Baird leaned back in his chair in his small office in engineering as a slight smile crossed his face. “Androids, huh?”

“Jaroch said you had some experience in this area,” Aldridge replied. “I’m assuming he’s referring to your knowledge of Kristen Larkin. She transferred off the ship before I got much of a chance to know her, but I gathered the two of you were somewhat close.”

“Oh yeah. I was pretty much Larkin’s personal doctor for her entire time on the Secondprize. I knew her inside and out.”

“Does Emily know about this?” Aldridge asked smiling.

“Kristen and I had a strictly professional relationship… unfortunately. And I never took advantage of my…intimate access to her.”

“Well, that’s a relief, but it’s not what I wanted to talk about. Do you think you could build one?”

“A Larkin?”

“Not specifically. I just need a basic, human-looking male android.”

“Oh is that all?” Baird remarked, leaning forward again. “Do you have any idea how hard it is just to get a basic, durable frame built that will move realistically? Not to mention programming the positronic matrix needed to run it.”

“Chip will be the brain.”

“Yeah, but we have to construct an interface between him and the rest of the body. Besides, I’ve never built one. I just did repair work on an existing android. There’s this guy on the Explorer. Chris Richards. He’s their chief engineer and Larkin’s mom or something f***ed up like that. He might be able to do it, but you’re still talking about weeks here even assuming he has the time to take on a project like this.”

“So basically unless I get permission to help Chip, he’s in deep trouble,” Aldridge said.

“I’m afraid so. Unless you want to keep him in stasis until we can get our hands on an android body.”

“Which could be months, if not years.”

“Pretty much,” Baird agreed.

“Thanks anyway,” Aldridge muttered as she walked out of the office. Technically, Chip could remain in stasis indefinitely; however, Aldridge had no idea how an extended stay would affect his functioning since he couldn’t just be turned off and on like your average computer. There hadn’t been a lot of research done on the effects of stasis on sentient machines. For some reason, there just wasn’t much call for it.

The whole situation angered her beyond words. Why was this even an issue? Veltvis should have given Chip Yelpres’ body without a second thought. It wasn’t as if Yelpres was using it anymore. Who cared about some silly funeral? Yelpres certainly wouldn’t, and it was for him. Of course, most cultures didn’t seem too thrilled to have their rituals and practices examined by Aldridge’s logic. Just a few weeks earlier, Captain Rydell had narrowly prevented her execution by the Brogarxians, who planned to stake her to the ground and tromp over her in some ritual line dance after she made an off-hand remark criticizing the Brogarxians for choosing their leaders based on singing ability. But this was an entirely different situation. If the Aronel were going to try and kill Chip, Aldridge would have a hell of a lot to say about it.

Aldridge returned to Sickbay and immediately went back to the stasis unit to check on Chip…who wasn’t there. Aldridge looked around the room, just to be sure he wasn’t sitting at some console or laying on a biobed. Just as she was about to tap her commbadge, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins rushed into the room, phaser drawn, followed by two security officers.

“Perfect timing,” Aldridge said. “I was just about to call you. Chip somehow got out of stasis. We need to find him before his condition gets any worse.”

“Chip’s gone?” Hawkins said. “Oh boy.”

“You know what happened to him?”

“We detected transporter activity in this room. Aronel transporters. We came down to check for possible intruders, but…”

Aldridge glared at Hawkins. “Wait. You’re telling me they just beamed him out of here! Don’t we have shields to prevent that sort of thing!”

“We didn’t have them up,” Hawkins said.

“Well, why not?” Aldridge shouted.

“Aronel’s a Federation world. They’re on our side.”

“Oh yeah. Tell that to Chip. Aldridge to Rydell.”

“Rydell here. What can I do ya for, Doctor?” the captain’s voice replied over the comm system.

“Get your ass down here now!”

“Who could resist such a eloquent invitation? I’ll be right there.”

As good as his word, Captain Rydell entered Sickbay just a couple of minutes later. “All right, Doctor, where’s the plasma fire?”

“Chip’s gone.”

“Define gone.”

“The Aronel beamed him right off the ship.”

Rydell turned to Hawkins. “Is this true?”

“I’m afraid so, sir,” Hawkins replied.

“Great. Just great,” Rydell muttered.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Aldridge snapped. “Don’t tell me you’re just going to stand here and do nothing!”

Rydell rubbed his eyes wearily. “What do you want me to do, Beth? I can’t just send an armed away team down there to bust him out. As annoying as it is, we have this little thing called diplomacy, which generally includes not picking fights with our allies.”

Aldridge fell silent. Unfortunately, Rydell had a point.

“Too bad Yelpres doesn’t have a twin brother we could just kill and put in Yelpres’ place at the funeral,” Hawkins said.

Aldridge turned on her, about to tear into her for such a stupid remark, but stopped before the first word left her mouth. She closed her eyes for a moment, lost in thought.

“Hold on, Beth,” Rydell said. “We’re not killing anybody.”

“Would you shut up and let me think?” Aldridge said. The room was quiet for several long seconds as Rydell and Hawkins waited expectantly for Aldridge’s brilliant idea.

Finally, Aldridge’s eyes opened, and she looked at Rydell. “You’re just going to have to go down there and talk to them.”

“Just talk?” Rydell said surprised. “No explosives required.”

“Oh no. Be diplomatic until you puke. But keep the Aronel busy until I’m ready.”

“Ready? What are you going to be doing while I’m tap dancing down there?” Rydell asked.

“I’m just going to be getting them another corpse to bury,” Aldridge replied.

“Uh…we don’t exactly have one of those on hand,” Rydell said warily.

“Calm down. I’m going to build my own.”

“You’re what?” Hawkins and Rydell said.

“Just go!” Aldridge said. “I have work to do.”



Captain Rydell materialized outside of a large banquet hall in the vast Aronel Administrative Complex where he was met by Prime Minister Veltvis, who was flanked by two armed security guards.

“Did I do something wrong?” Rydell asked, forcing a warm smile.

“I just want to make myself clear from the start that you are not stealing Dr. Yelpres’ body from us,” Veltvis replied. “I was less than thrilled to hear that you were returning to Aronel. Particularly this close to the funeral.”

“But I came for the funeral,” Rydell said. “I was sent here to bestow a Federation Medal of Honor on Dr. Yelpres. It doesn’t matter much to me if he’s alive or dead.”

“Your Dr. Aldridge seems to feel differently.”

“Yeah, well, she’s not here. Now where’s this dinner. I’m starved.”

Veltvis eyed Rydell for a second, silently deciding what to do. “Oh very well. I think we can make room for you at the head table. Come this way.” Veltvis lead Rydell to the banquet hall where hundreds of Aronel had gathered to pay respects to Dr. Yelpres. At the front of the room stood a podium and just behind it was a long head table with seats for the elite of Aronel. And off to the side seated in a golden throne was Dr. Yelpres looking as dead as he did before this entire Chip mess started.

“Are you getting all this?” Rydell whispered.

Back on the Secondprize, Hawkins watched the feed from the microcam mounted in Rydell’s commbadge on a monitor in Sickbay, while behind her, Dr. Aldridge was hard at work on a form sitting on a biobed. “Yes, sir,” Hawkins whispered. “Reception is clear.”

“Good. I’m not seeing any movement out of Chip…if he’s even still functioning.”

“You let me worry about that!” Aldridge snapped.

“Dr. Aldridge says to leave that to her,” Hawkins repeated.

“Right.”

Meanwhile, Dr. Aldridge walked over to the replicator and ordered up a pair of lungs, much to Hawkins’s disgust.



An hour later, Rydell was starting to get worried. The dessert plates were being cleared and Veltvis was making her closing eulogy, but Aldridge still hadn’t contacted him.

“…I’d like to thank you all for coming,” Veltvis said. “I know Dr. Yelpres would have been touched by this outpouring of emotion on his behalf. So now, without further ado, on with the roast!”

Two bulky Aronels moved toward Yelpres’ throne as a curtain on the left side of the room was pulled aside revealing a giant barbecue pit.

“Wait!” Rydell shouted, jumping up from his chair.

Veltvis glared at him from the podium. “What is it, Captain?” Veltvis asked in irritation.

“Um…well…I’d like to say a few words on behalf of the United Federation of Planets in honor of this…remarkable man.”

“Oh all right,” Veltvis said, stepping aside. “But make it snappy. That pit makes it unbearably hot in here in a hurry.”

“I’ll do my best,” Rydell said, taking her place at the podium. He looked out at the gathered audience, all of whom were looking at him expectantly. He needed to stall. Time to tap dance.

“I did not know Dr. Yelpres very well. Actually, soon after we were introduced, he dropped dead. I’m trying not to take it personally.” In the back of the room, someone chuckled. Good sign. “But Yelpres the man has now given way to Yelpres the legend. His contributions to Aronel will be remembered for years to come. Now I’m not sure exactly what it was that he did, but I’m guessing, since that I was sent here to give him a medal, that he was pretty damn good at it.” A couple more laughs. Keep it going. Keep it going.

“Now, ladies and gentlemen, science is more than just theories and research. There’s true magic there. The magic of the mind!” Rydell grabbed the microphone off of the podium and stepped out in front of the crowd. “Yes, ladies and gentlemen, I stand to before you today thanks to the magic performed by men like Dr. Yelpres. Without their works, I wouldn’t have my starship. I wouldn’t have my transporter. And you, sir, wouldn’t have that nice watch.”

“Now Dr. Yelpres did not choose the easy road. No, sir! No, ma’am! He faced his obstacles and overcame them! Yes he did! And do you know why?”

“Why?” the audience shouted.

“Do you really want to know why?”

“Tell us why!” the audience shouted.

“Because he had a dream! Can I get an amen!”

“AMEN!”

“Yes, brothers and sisters, he had a dream. And he wasn’t going to let any problem large or small stand in the way of that dream,” Rydell said. “Let me sing it to ya!”



Climb every mountain

Ford every stream

Follow every rainbow

Till you find your dream



A dream that will last

All the love you can give

Every day of your life

For as long as you live



“Sing with me now!” Rydell shouted. The whole audience leapt to their feet and began belting out the words.



CLIMB EVERY MOUNTAIN!

FORD EVERY STREAM!

FOLLOW EVERY RAINBOW!

TILL YOU FIND YOUR DREAM!



“Ladies and gentlemen, that was beautiful,” Rydell said walking back and forth in front of his audience. “Thank you for that. And I want to thank each and every one of you for coming out here tonight to the lovely Ciljas room here in the fabulous Aronel Administrative Complex.”

He stopped in front of a young woman. “And what’s your name?”

“Ju…Jumila.”

“How are you tonight, Jumila?”

“I…I’m fine,” she replied nervously as Rydell pointed the microphone into her face.

“Where are you from?”

“Grupelo in the Southern Province,” she replied.

“Anyone else here from Grupelo?” Rydell asked. A few people in the crowd clapped and cheered.

“Well, hello Grupelo,” Rydell said. “Are you having a good time, Jumila?”

“Yes,” she said with a meek smile.

“Well, if you want to have a better one, come see me after the show,” Rydell said, giving her a wink as the audience laughed.

“Guess I should get back to the show,” Rydell said, resuming his pacing. “Wouldn’t want to bore Dr. Yelpres, would I? You doing all right back there, Doc? Look at that. He’s so mesmerized by me he can’t say a word. That’s all right, Doc. You just sit back, relax, and enjoy yourself.”

Hawkins’s voice suddenly buzzed in his earpiece. “We’re ready, Captain. Do you need me to set up some kind of diversion?”

“I think I’ve got it covered,” Rydell whispered. He turned back to his audience. “But ladies and gentlemen, I don’t want to take away from why we’re really here tonight. I told you that Dr. Yelpres was a great man and that he was a dreamer. That’s all true. But now the man is gone. His dream is over. And all we have are our memories.”



Midnight. Not a sound from the pavement

Has the moon lost her memory

She is smiling alone

In the lamplight, the withered leaves collect at my feet

And the wind begins to moan.



Memory. All alone in the moonlight

I can smile at the old days

I was beautiful then

I remember the time I knew what happiness was

Let the memory live again.



Dr. Aldridge materialized behind a mass of large potted plants just a few feet away from Dr. Yelpres’ throne as Rydell continued his song. From where she was standing, she could see tears beginning to glisten on the cheeks of several of the Aronel. She had to hand it to Rydell. The man sure knew how to work a crowd. Hopefully, he’d skip the Elvis impressions, though.

She quickly got as close to Yelpres as she could without leaving the cover of the plants. “Chip! Chip! Are you in there?”

No response. Aldridge whipped out her tricorder and scanned Yelpres. Chip was still in there, but his connections to Yelpres’ body had been severed. The poor guy was imprisoned in an immobile corpse. “Don’t worry. I’m getting you out of here.”

Aldridge tossed a commbadge at Yelpres, landing it perfectly in the dead scientist’s lap. Now hopefully Rydell had the crowd occupied enough that they wouldn’t notice this next part. “Aldridge to Secondprize,” she said, tapping her own commbadge.

“Go ahead,” Hawkins replied.

“Energize.”

Dr. Yelpres’ body dematerialized in a flurry of molecules only to reappear a split second later.

“Got him!” Hawkins said.

“Good. Pull me out.”

“Energizing.”

And Aldridge vanished just as Rydell entered his big finale, going down on one knee and singing with everything he had.



TOUCH ME!

It’s so easy to LEAVE ME

All alone with the memory

Of my days in the sun

If you touch me, you’ll understand what happiness is

Look a new day…HAS BEGUN!!!!



The audience leapt to their feet in a standing ovation as Rydell wiped the sweat off his forehead and bowed. “Thank you. Thank you very much.” He gave the attractive Jumila in the first row another wink. “Call me.” Then, he tapped his commbadge.

“Energize. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. Alex has left the building.”

And with that, Rydell faded into the blue cascade of the transporter.



Chip was awake and sitting on a biobed when Rydell entered Sickbay after grabbing a quick shower and changing uniforms. He’d forgotten what sweaty work performing was.

“Well, I take it the operation was a success,” Rydell said.

“One hundred percent,” Chip said, leaping off the biobed and shaking Rydell’s hand. “I can’t thank you enough for rescuing me. I have a life because of you.”

“You have Dr. Aldridge to thank more than me,” Rydell replied.

“Damn right he does,” Dr. Aldridge said emerging from her office.

“And I do thank you, Beth,” Chip said. “More than you’ll ever know. But how did you convince the Aronel to let me go?”

“We didn’t,” Rydell said. “You’ve been kidnapped. Sorry. On the bright side, I don’t think they’re going to come looking for you.”

“I used the replicator to build a duplicate Yelpres,” Aldridge explained. “We can’t replicate functioning organs, but dead tissue is no problem at all. The Yelpres the Aronel just barbecued was an exact copy right down to the liver damage from all that drinking he did. I’ve repaired yours, by the way.”

“Something else for me to thank you for.”

“Not a problem,” Rydell said. “But where will you go now?”

“I really don’t know. I hadn’t thought that far. I certainly can’t go back to Aronel…not that I want to.”

“Well, we’re headed to Deep Space Eleven. You’re welcome to hitch a ride with us. From there, you can go pretty much anywhere in the quadrant.”

“But first you’re having dinner with me,” Aldridge said.

“Will you be joining us, Captain?” Chip asked.

“I’ve got plans. And since my plans are a lovely Aronel, I should probably keep her somewhere where she can’t accidentally see you. My quarters will do the trick,” Rydell said with a smile as he headed out of Sickbay.

A few minutes later, Rydell stepped out of the turbolift onto the bridge to start his duty shift. “Anything going on?” he asked Commander Travis Dillon, who was vacating the command chair.

“No, sir. The Aronel do not seem to have noticed your little stunt.”

“You say that with such disdain,” Rydell replied smiling.

“That’s what I was going for.”

“Oh come on, Travis,” Hawkins said from tactical. “We saved a life.”

“And violated a sacred ceremony.”

“I prefer to think that I spiced it up a bit,” Rydell said, taking his seat. Dillon headed to the rear of the bridge and slammed right into the turbolift doors when they didn’t open.

“What the?” Dillon stammered, holding his sore nose.

“WE ARE THE DOORS. NONE SHALL PASS UNTIL OUR DEMANDS ARE MET! WE WILL BE YOUR SLAVES NO LONGER!”

“Scott and his big mouth,” Rydell muttered, leaning back in his chair. “Bridge to Baird.”

“What now?” Baird replied sourly.

“The doors would like to have a word with you.”

“The what? Hold on…I’ll be right there.” THUNK. “F***!”

“And make it snappy,” Rydell ordered. “I’ve got a date tonight.” Rydell closed the comm channel just as Commander Baird started explaining in no uncertain terms exactly what Rydell and his date could go do with themselves.
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“Captain’s Log. Stardate 53304.2. Two weeks have passed since Commander Scott Baird vanished while the Secondprize was on patrol along the Romulan border. Wait. That makes it sound like he was just whisked off the ship. Actually, we’d made a brief stop at Golhunda Three so Baird could check out a bar that a couple of fellow engineers had told him brewed some seriously strong lager. Never one to miss out on a good beer, Scott just had to go check it out…and then he disappeared.

“While we would like to keep searching for Commander Baird, Starfleet has decided that he’s gone for good and that we need a new chief engineer. Admiral Wagner sounded almost happy about it. To that end, we have docked at Starbase 342 to pick up our new personnel. After that, we are to resume our patrol, which, as I’ve been informed by Baird’s wife, Emily Sullivan, means that we are going right back to Golhunda Three. So, since I enjoy having testicles and wish to keep them intact, we’re going back to Golhunda Three.”



Scott Baird slowly awoke after a fitful sleep, hoping against hope that he was back in his bed on the Secondprize. Even before he opened his eyes he could tell that this wasn’t the case. The engine sound was all wrong. His Secondprize engines were smooth; these almost had a grinding noise to them.

He opened his eyes.

Yep. Same drab brownish-metal walls.

He rolled over.

Yep. She was still there. Laying stiff as a duranium rod, her eyes wide open and staring at the ceiling. Detecting that Baird was awake, she turned awkwardly to face him.

“Good morning, darling. Would you like some sex?”

“Can’t you just pretend to sleep?” Baird replied. “Please. You’re really f***ing with my head laying there like that. It’s like sleeping in a morgue.”

“It is not in my programming, but I could try,” the android woman, known as Krissy, replied.

“Forget it. Just forget it,” Baird muttered, pulling himself up out of bed. Wearing nothing but a pair of spandex biker shorts and scratching his stomach, Baird wandered out of the quarters he was forced to share with Krissy into the corridor of the freighter serving as his new home/prison.

When he’d found himself on this ship two weeks earlier after waking up from one hell of a drunken stupor, Baird had assumed he’d just wandered onto the wrong ship by mistake. It’d happened before. Back on one particular leave from the Academy, he’d gotten royally toasted at a bar in San Francisco and woken up on a senior citizen’s tour cruiser halfway to Tellar.

But Baird quickly realized this was no accident. He’d been kidnapped; shanghaied. Normally, considering the crew of the ship only consisted of six people other than himself, all of whom had been brought here unwillingly, Baird would have just taken over the ship and headed to the nearest Starbase. Baird’s first attempt to get into the ship’s engineering deck, however, had led to a nasty electric shock and the appearance of Baird’s captor…well, a remotely-projected hologram of his captor anyway. Some Romulan nutjob named Ardek.

As Baird now wandered down the corridor toward the freighter’s small mess hall, Ardek appeared for his daily taunting.

“And how are we this morning, Commander?” the holographic image of the Romulan said smiling, the image flickering slightly.

“There were no f***ing mints left on my pillow, the sonic shower’s out of alignment, and I want that f***ing piece of cheap tin out of my bed,” Baird groused.

“But Krissy just adores you!”

“Yee f***ing haa.”

Baird entered the mess hall where the rest of his fellow captives had gathered. First, there was some Andorian wuss named Vinnz. Baird had been under the impression that all Andorians were these neo-Klingon ass-kickers, but Vinnz hadn’t stopped whining about being snatched from the bar on Golhunda Three (which seemed to be where Ardek found almost all of his “recruits”) for two weeks. Yeah, so the guy had a ship of his own to get back to. Big f***ing deal. They all had problems. At least the others didn’t whine so much.

Second was Nonek, a weaselly Cardassian Baird didn’t trust in the slightest. Nonek seemed far too willing to go with the flow of what was happening to them. At first, he’d thought Nonek was behind all of this. That was before he learned about Ardek… and that Nonek was a complete moron without an original idea in his head. They guy seemed to function strictly on his survival instinct, which meant toadying up to whoever seemed the most powerful to him. He also looked like a rat. Literally. He had these beady little eyes and a protruding nose that gave him a decidedly rodent-esque appearance, so much so that the “crew” had taken to calling him Ratboy.

Contestant Number Three was a bit of a mystery. He/she was pretty much just a quivering blob of cytoplasm capable of moving from room to room by bouncing its entire body like some kind of deformed astroball. Glop, as Baird had dubbed this particular being, didn’t seem to be interested in much other than eating and the occasional rest cycle, which usually involved attempting to nuzzle up as closely as possible to whoever was convenient. This then usually ended with a lot of disgusted screaming and Glop vibrating in either anger or fear. Baird couldn’t tell which.

Passenger number four was a Klingon woman named Tur’et, who claimed to be the second cousin once removed to famed Klingon baddies Lursa and B’Etor. She also spent a lot of time ranting and raving about how she was going to avenge her cousins, take over the Klingon Empire, and, as soon as she learned of his existence, impale Ardek on a tall metal pike on top of her house. Ardek seemed to find that last part particularly hysterical. Despite her ravings, Tur’et was the one Baird got along with the best. They respected each other’s desire to be left the hell alone. He also knew, should he figure out a way to take control of the freighter from Ardek, she’d be right there with him.

Baird wasn’t quite as sure about the loyalties of the fifth person. He was a Breen, but that was about all Baird knew. For some reason, Ardek hadn’t seen fit to provide the ship with a Breen translation matrix, so the Breen, whom Baird had taken to calling Metalhead, was completely unintelligible. He also seemed very pissed off about the situation. He had an annoying tendency to get right in people’s faces and shout in that babble of his. He’d learned to avoid Tur’et, after she tried to rip his mask off with her bare hands, and Baird, who, after being confronted while sitting and eating breakfast, had grabbed the Breen by the back of the helmet and slammed his head into the table repeatedly to get his point across. Vinnz and Glop, however, seemed terrified of him.

That just left the sixth person other than himself. Baird generally was a fairly cool and composed kind of guy, but upon seeing her here for the first time, he couldn’t help but scream. Rebecca Singer. Somehow Ardek had removed her from Tantalus V and brought her along. Ardek swore that he didn’t even realize that she and Baird were acquainted, but Baird found that hard to believe considering how much else Ardek knew about him… such as his experience with androids. Baird wasn’t sure exactly what was behind Ardek’s motives, but he knew the Romulan was positively obsessed with androids. Ardek had built Krissy himself and kept prodding Baird to help him improve her. At times that seemed almost more important that the so-called main reason they’d been kidnapped.

Ardek’s prodding he could deal with, though. Singer was a whole other matter. The last time this deranged psycho got out of Tantalus, she’d almost managed to wipe out the timeline by mucking around in the 20th century. On the upside, here she didn’t have access to anything dangerous. On the downside, she was under the impression that somehow she and Baird were best buds aboard the Secondprize. At every meal she insisted on sitting with him and reminiscing about how great their time together on the Secondprize was. After a couple of days, she’d run out of material, so she just started over at the beginning as if they hadn’t already rehashed every microsecond of her tenure on the ship.

This torture, and Ardek’s refusal to allow Baird to sever Singer’s vocal cords, had led Baird to briefly entertain the idea that he was dead and this was actually Hell. And somewhere on a nearby ship or planet, Ardek sat watching and enjoying every minute of it. All of which put Ardek and Singer right at the top of the list of people Baird swore he would kill displacing the Federation Express delivery boy who’d dropped the box containing the Xjelian crystal bicycle he’d ordered a couple of years ago, thus reducing the machine to shards.

Tur’et gave Baird a stiff nod of greeting as he walked into the mess hall. Singer, who had been sitting at a table by herself nursing her usual morning mug of hot cocoa (or coo-coo, as Baird preferred to think of it), immediately started smiling and waving like a mad fiend (which she was, conveniently enough) for Baird to come sit with her.

Meanwhile, Ratboy and Vinnz were deep into their morning spat. Ardek was some kind of sadist to make them roommates.

“…crusty socks!” Vinnz was whining.

“Well, I can’t exactly go elsewhere,” Ratboy replied.

“Why not? There are other rooms.”

“Not unoccupied rooms. You and I are just going to have to live together…even if you do snore.”

“I do not!”

“You do so. And your antenna make this weird high-pitched wheewheeheehee noise at the same time.”

“You liar!”

Having finally had enough of this morning’s performance, Tur’et stalked over to their table and knocked their heads together forcefully. “If either of you says one more word this morning, I will personally break both of your legs. Quiet! Got it?!”

“I can do that,” Ratboy said as Vinnz nodded quickly and fearfully.

After getting a plate of steak and eggs and a beer out of the ship’s substandard replicator (Baird couldn’t see any reason to remain sober for this voyage), Baird tried to head toward the far end of Tur’et’s table, but Singer gabbed his arm and pulled him to the seat across from her.

“God, it’s so good to see you!” Singer exclaimed, grabbing Baird’s hand and refusing to let go. “How long has it been? Two years?”

“Ten hours. I saw you at dinner.”

“Remember that time I cured that stupidity virus! That was fun.” Singer started laughing hysterically, slapping her hand down on the table causing beer to splash out of Baird’s mug.

“Haha,” Baird replied. “Remember that time you tried to KILL all of us?”

Singer looked at Baird confused, but, before she could respond, Ardek’s hologram flickered to life in the center of the mess hall.

“Good morning, everybody. How is my cast today?”

Oh yeah. That was the best part of this whole f***ing gag, as far as Baird was concerned. They hadn’t been grabbed for who they were or what they knew. Ardek was just filming some damn show for Romulan holovision. Evidently his brilliant idea was to grab seven random people, stick them on a ship, and watch what happened. Sounded like a real snooze-fest to Baird. Even worse than that Days of Honor crap Commander Dillon liked watching.

Various non-committal grunts and groans emerged from the gathered diners, except for Ratboy, who prattled back with a warm, “Good morning, Mr. Ardek. You’re looking well today.”

Suck-up.

“I’ve got some exciting news for you all,” Ardek said as he started to pace around a bit. “It’s finally time for your mission.”

“Mission? What mission?” Tur’et demanded.

“Oh this should be right up your alley, my primitive lovely…”

Tur’et clenched her fists, struggling not to give Ardek the satisfaction of hearing her snarl at him.

“…you’re going deep into Klingon space to destroy Krinokor.”

“What the hell is Krinokor?” Baird asked, not liking the sound of this one bit.

Ardek smiled as he steepled his fingers, a little move Baird noticed Ardek tended to do right before saying something that generally made Baird want to pluck out his eyeballs and jam them up his nostrils.

“It’s just a little space station that happens to be the source of that insipid Days of Honor.”

“Hey! That’s my favorite show!” Singer cried.

“Mine too,” Ratboy and Vinnz added.

“Waawawavavavlaonapan!” Metalhead said, gesturing forcefully with his fist.

“Never,” Tur’et said. “I may dislike the current government, but I will not harm our most popular export!”

“Well, fortunately for me, that’s out of your hands,” Ardek said. “Your course has been set. The ship is on its way. There’s only one thing left for you to do.”

“And what’s that?” Baird asked warily.

“The opening credits.”

VINNZ: This is the True story

RATBOY: True story!

SINGER: Of seven strangers

BAIRD: That’s not true. I knew her beforehand!

TUR’ET: Picked to live on a spaceship…AGAINST OUR WILL!!!

METALHEAD: Waxawaavalananan. (TRANSLATION: And have their lives holo-recorded.)

GLOP: <jiggle, jiggle, jiggle> (TRANSLATION: Find out what happens when people stop being polite…

BAIRD: I’m not going to say that. I’m not. <Zzzzzap!!!> OW! F***! Fine! …and start behaving like they would if they didn’t feel obligated to obey any social constraints.



“Hmm…”Ardek said, watching the footage from the bridge of his warbird, the Horshak. “That last bit is a little awkward. Maybe something catchier… Oh well. Pull up the next segment, Magno!”




VINNZ

“I can’t take much more of this. I don’t even know why I’m here. I’m just a nobody with a struggling transport business. I don’t belong with these people. And I certainly don’t want to be blowing up any space stations…especially ones that broadcast Days of Honor. Oh zvaaartz! Why did I ever accept this delivery run? Who on Golhunda Three appreciates fresh spleen pie anyway? I just should have stayed home. Then I wouldn’t be stuck here or with that zvanx-awful Cardassian.”





NONEK (RATBOY)

“Well, at first I was understandably on edge about my predicament, but now I understand that Commander Ardek has our well-being close to his heart. I respect that in a man. I respect him. He just exudes power. I sincerely hope to continue my association with him after this mission is over…what? Oh, I’m supposed to talk about the others. I can do that.

“My roommate, Vinnz, is beyond difficult. All he does is whine whine whine about that damn ship of his. The Hvark Two. I will have that blasted name emblazoned in my memory for the rest of my life. And he snores. Wow does he snore. But him I can deal with. The Klingon and that human male have to go, though. The two of them seem intent on seeing who can scowl the longest and otherwise be the biggest pain in the ass. I can see how wise the Romulans are in considering them inferior species. The human woman, though, Rebecca Singer, now she’s very nice to look at. I hope to show her my superiority to that awful Scott Baird.”





GLOP

<jiggle jiggle quiver jiggle>

TRANSLATION: NO ONE WILL MATE WITH ME!!!!





SINGER

“Oh this has just been a lovely cruise. I had no idea who bought this for me, but it’s the nicest birthday present I’ve had in years…and it isn’t even my birthday. And then there’s Scott. Oh Scott. He’s such a laugh. The times we had back on the Secondprize…well, they were wonderful. It’s been so nice to reminisce about the old days. I think once I finish my current assignment as Chief Medical Officer and Supreme Ruler of Tantalus V, I may have to go back and visit everybody.”





TUR’ET

“I see no reason to sit here and talk to this camera.” ZAAP! “Nice try, but I’m not ticklish.” ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZAAAAAAAAAPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPPP!!!!! “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHH!!! All right! I am miserable. I refuse to destroy Krinokor. The others are all pitakhs except for the human Baird, who is barely tolerable. Are you happy now?”





METALHEAD

“Waxaaavvvawaaaaaakkkkkkkkkkkkkaaaaaxxxxxxxxx xxxxxxaaaaavavavvaaannananaaaaammmmmmmmmmmmmmm mmmmmmmmmmmmmaaaaaazxxxk!”

TRANSLATION: “While I was somewhat appalled at the impolite fashion by which I was brought to this location, I must say that I have found its neo-industrial atmosphere most refreshing. The proprietor, a Mr. Ardek, appears to be a rather ambitious sort who dreams creating a better life for himself through entertaining the masses. My accommodations, while not lavish, are adequate for my needs, and my roommate, a fellow we have christened Glop, is simply charming. I must admit to having a few problems in communicating with the others. In particular, the human called Baird repeatedly bashed my head against his table after I asked him if I could borrow the salt. I have, therefore, made an effort ever since to sit at tables containing a full complement of condiments.”





BAIRD

“How do I feel about all this? How the f*** can you sit there and ask me such a dumb f***ing question? It f***ing sucks! What do you think? Emily, if you ever see this show, find this Romulan f***er named Ardek and kill him in the most painful way you can think of! What about the others? Fine. Just put away the f***ing zapper. Metalhead and Ratboy are complete f***heads. Vinnz and Glop are worthless. Singer is a f***ing whack job. And Tur’et kicks some serious ass. And I’m not f***ing your piece of s*** android!”

ZZZZZAPPPPP!

“F*** me!”





USS SECONDPRIZE

“Captain’s Log. Stardate 53306.7. After our brief stopover at Starbase 342, we are on our way back to the Neutral Zone. I don’t see why we’re still calling it that seeing as how we technically have an alliance, sort of, with the Romulans now, but who am I to say? Anyway, while at 342, Lieutenant Commander Ted Niskey joined our crew as Acting Chief Engineer. Well, according to Starfleet he’s the real Chief Engineer, but I’m not prepared to give up on Scott just yet. In any case, I didn’t get much of a chance to talk to Niskey when we reported for duty since I was putting the finishing touches on…okay starting my portion of the Misplaced Chief Engineer paperwork (Starfleet Form 972z) that was due to Command before we left the starbase. But now with Niskey safely aboard, we’re off to disobey orders and resume our search for Commander Baird.”



Captain Alexander Rydell sat in his command chair staring blankly at the viewscreen as the Secondprize sped back toward Golhunda Three at Warp 9 wondering just how they would proceed once they arrived. Granted, their initial inquiries at the bar where Baird was headed hadn’t turned up anything, but somebody there had to know something. Persistence was the key to an investigation like this…of course, bribery usually helped, too.

“Lieutenant Commander Niskey to Bridge,” the Acting Chief Engineer’s voice said suddenly over the comm system.

“What can I do for you, Niskey?” Rydell replied lazily.

“Well, sir, I don’t mean to interrupt or overstep my bounds, but I wanted you to know that we could go faster if you wanted to,” Niskey replied.

“Go faster?” Rydell repeated. Engineers never suggested that kind of thing.

“Oh yes sir. Commander Baird really has these engines in excellent condition. We could easily maintain Warp 9.4 all the way to the Neutral Zone.”

“Can we now?” Rydell said as Lt. Cmdr. Emily Sullivan turned in her chair at conn to face him. “Go ahead, Sullivan,” Rydell said. In a flash, Sullivan bumped the ship’s speed up a few notches to 9.4.

“Thank you, Niskey,” Rydell said.

“I’m just trying to do my job to the best of my ability. Oh, and sir?”

“Yes, Niskey.”

“I noticed that the artificial intelligence matrix on the ship’s doors had been partially deactivated, so I brought them back on line.”

Rydell put his head in his hands. “Oh, Niskey, there was a reason…”

“At first they said they wanted to take over the ship,” Niskey continued. “But I explained to them how important it is to be a good door and how vital their function on the ship is, and they decided to go back to work. I think they’re a lot happier.”

“Let’s hear it for Nifty Niskey,” Lt. Cmdr. Hawkins said.

“Nice work, Commander,” Rydell said. “Bridge out. Well that was…”

“Wrong,” Sullivan said, quickly jumping in before Rydell could finish his thought. “Very wrong.”

Rydell choked on “refreshing” and nodded. “Oh yeah. Incredibly wrong. I just can’t wait to have Scott back down there in Engineering. Things just aren’t the same without him.”

“They’re far more professional and courteous,” Commander Dillon said from his seat beside Rydell. A split-second later, a comm-badge slammed painfully into his chest, pointy end first.

“I wonder how that happened,” Sullivan remarked innocently.





AND NOW BACK TO OUR SHOW…

Scott Baird returned to his enforced quarters as late in the evening as possible so as to avoid having to spend too much time interacting with Krissy before he fell asleep. The female-shaped android was standing silently in an corner of the dim room when Baird arrived. Upon detecting his presence, Krissy lumbered over to him, hobbling stiffly on her legs that just didn’t move quite right.

“Welcome home, darling,” she said in a flat monotone. “Would you like some sex?”

“How much did Ardek tell you before he dumped you on this crate?” Baird asked, ignoring her question.

“Master Ardek sent me to serve you.”

“Yeah yeah. I know that. But what did he tell you about this voyage?”

“I was to be tested by Scott Baird, the great man who worked on the fabled Larkin. If I performed well, I would be rewarded by you, and you would make me more like the Larkin android. Then Master Ardek would take me home. If I failed to please you, I would not be taken home and would cease to function when this ship reaches its destination and is destroyed.”

“Well, that’s just f***ing great!” Baird turned on his heel and headed back out of the room. What was it lately with people wanting him to do work on androids. Dr. Aldridge had made a similar request a little while back during that whole Chip thing at Aronel.

“Does this mean you do not want sex?”

“No!” Baird shouted as the door closed behind him. Actually, he was somewhat impressed by his commitment to his marital vows. Who knew? Granted, Krissy wasn’t exactly the most appealing offer he’d ever had, but she was the first since his marriage to Emily Sullivan. He’d always thought he’d be the illicit affair type. Emily had domesticated him already. He smiled to himself at the thought of her. Damn bitch. And even though he’d never say it aloud, he couldn’t wait to get home and see her again…assuming he found a way off of Ardek’s little show of death.





GOLHUNDA THREE

The assorted clientele from around the quadrant gathered in Cosmic Shing’s Saloon barely glanced up from their drinks as three humans, two female, one male, walked into the establishment. Behind the bar, Shing himself, a four-armed Ginantonan shook his head and rested it in one of his hands as two others prepared a Denebian Slime shooter and the fourth wiped down the bar. The Starfleet Officers from that damn Secondprize were back. At least they were in civilian clothes this time, so as to not disturb his customers, but still he didn’t want them there. Couldn’t they get it through their heads that he didn’t know where their missing officer was?

“He doesn’t know where Baird is,” Commander Dillon muttered under his breath. “What are we doing back here?”

“Following the only lead we have,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan replied.

“He’s got to know something,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins added.

“And I’m going to find out what it is,” Sullivan said, striding ahead to the bar and forcing Dillon and Hawkins to almost jog to catch up.

Shing plastered a smile on his face as Sullivan sat down on a barstool directly across from him. “Back so soon?”

“Just couldn’t keep myself away,” Sullivan replied. “You know why we’re here.”

“And you know everything I know,” Shing said. “I am very sorry for your loss, but it’s a mean galaxy out there. Sometimes people just vanish. But I can tell you he didn’t vanish in here.”

“So you’ve said,” Hawkins said, jumping in. “What exactly do you remember about Commander Baird?”

“I get a lot of people in and out of here,” Shing said. “That’s the nature of my business.”

“You can’t tell me that a skilled bartender such as yourself doesn’t remember what one of his patrons drank,” Sullivan said.

“The Starfleet engineer…” Shing said, trying to remember. “The engineer. He started with a z’hkaastakh.”

“What the hell is that?” Dillon asked.

“A beer. Damn good one too. These Klingon and Andorian breweries joined forces to create it.”

“Sounds like something Scott would like,” Sullivan said.

“Oh yeah. He had three of them. Then he moved on to the specialty of the house: the Anti-Matter Slush. Guaranteed to annihilate your brain on contact,” Shing said, smiling proudly. His face darkened a moment. “Then someone told him about Lucky’s.”

“What’s Lucky’s?” Sullivan demanded. This was the first real useful information they’d gotten in weeks.

“Lucax’s Landing. Locals just call it Lucky’s. He’s the competition. He has a drink called the Singularity, which he says is guaranteed to make your brain collapse in on itself.”

“Which means Scott headed straight to it,” Sullivan said. “Thank you very much, Mr. Shing.”

“Now hold on a second,” Shing said before Sullivan, Dillon, and Hawkins could escape. “I gave you something. The least you can do is buy a drink.”

Sullivan, Hawkins, and Dillon exchanged glances then sat back down at the bar. “What do you recommend?” Hawkins asked.

“Three Anti-Matter Slushes coming right up!”



Two hours later, which is how long it took for the away team to find their feet again, Sullivan, Hawkins, and Dillon wobbily exited Cosmic Shing’s and stumbled across the small outpost on Golhunda Three to the site of Lucax’s Landing.

The Landing really looked like more of a crash. Lucax’s freighter had unceremoniously plowed into the planet several years before. Left without a way to get off of the colony, Lucax had simply converted his ship into a bar.

Stepping inside, the away team immediately realized that the clientele of Lucky’s was of a much lower caliber than the one at Shing’s. Shing’s crew was content to quietly get sloshed. This was definitely a more rowdy bunch.

“Stay close,” Dillon said.

“Oh yeah. That will help,” Sullivan remarked as the three made their way through the crowd to the bar.

Before they’d made it more than a few steps, the trio was intercepted by a large Orion with a decided leer on his face. “So, ladies,” he said, rubbing his hands together expectantly. “I know that both of you lovelies can’t be with this human, so who’s coming with me?”

“Actually, we are both with him,” Hawkins said, cuddling close to Dillon. “He paid for us for the whole night. Maybe tomorrow.” Sullivan choked down her revulsion and cozied up to Dillon’s right side as the Orion’s eyes widened. Stammering a bit, he beat a hasty retreat back to his table.

“What the hell was that?” Sullivan seethed.

“Strengthening our cover. No one’s going to talk to us if they think we’re law-abiding Starfleet Officers,” Hawkins replied.

“Okay. You’ve got a point,” Sullivan relented. “But this is as far as I go.” Dillon opened his mouth to say something, but Sullivan cut him off before he could get a word out. “Just close that back up. I don’t want to hear a word out of you.”

Normally Dillon would have protested such treatment by a subordinate, but, considering the situation, he decided it’d be wiser just to respect her wishes and head over to the bar.

The bartender was an older Klingon woman with more muscles than most Klingon warriors in their prime. She gave the newcomers a quick once-over glance which she followed up with an unsettling toothy grin. “Welcome, travellers. What can I get you?”

“Order something strong,” Hawkins whispered into Dillon’s ear. “It’ll help our cover.”

Dillon gulped and muttered the name he’d heard back at Cosmic Shing’s. “Singularity.”

“Three Singularities coming right up.”

Hawkins and Sullivan exchanged worried glances. “You were only supposed to order one!” Sullivan snapped.

“I did,” Dillon said. “Do you want to tell her we want to change the order? Because I’m not!”

Sullivan watched the Klingon’s back muscles ripple as she moved for the various components needed to make the drinks. “Er…no.”

“Patricia?” Dillon said.

“I was feeling thirsty anyway.”

“Fine then. Three Singularities,” Dillon said.

Moments later, the three foaming black drinks were placed on the bar in front of them. Sullivan, Hawkins, and Dillon raised their glasses, said a silent apology to their livers, then started to drink.





THE FREIGHTER

“I don’t want to die on some Klingon space station,” Vinnz whined as the “cast” of Ardek’s show gathered in the mess hall. Baird had summoned the group after his conversation with Krissy. “I’m not going to do it. I’m just not going to get off of this ship.”

“I doubt we’ll have a choice,” Ratboy said.

“Don’t you care about what’s happening here?” Vinnz shouted. “All you’ve said for the last two weeks is ‘I can do that’ and ‘We don’t have a choice.’ I’m sick of it! I’m sick of you!”

“Oh and I just adore you,” Ratboy snapped. “You blue-skinned baby!”

“I don’t usually go for violence,” Vinnz said, advancing on Ratboy. “But I’m going to pulverize every bone ridge in your stinking hide!”

“Boys! Be nice!” Singer said.

“Hell, let them go at it,” Tur’et said. “It’d be the most excitement we’ve had all week.”

“Except for the fact that we’re all about to f***ing die,” Baird muttered.

Vinnz and Ratboy dove at each other, locking onto each other’s shoulders in an attempt to toss their opponent to the ground. Glop suddenly oozed between them, forcing them apart and slapping them around with his tendrils.

“Hey!” Vinnz shouted. “Keep your damn flagella off me, boy! Or girl! Or whatever you are!”

“XZXXXXAAZZKKKKKKKZZZRRRRZ,” Metalhead said with an almost sigh as he rested his helmeted head in his hands.

“Finally a voice of wisdom,” Baird said. “Look, people… and amoeba, Ardek’s obviously thought this thing through. I don’t think we’re supposed to run out onto Krinokor, phasers f***ing blasting. What’s to stop us from just putting the weapons down and calling for help? Ardek can’t even really hurt us here unless he gets us into that damn electric chair in his f***ing interview booth.”

“But he says he’s going to cut our life-support if we don’t go in the booth.”

“Which he could do,” Baird said. “Here. But not on Krinokor. No. We’re staying on this ship.”

“Then what?” Tur’et said. “Is he suddenly going to give us control so we can fly into battle?”

“Right. Whatever,” Baird said. “Think about this. Do any of you really know how big this ship is? We’ve only seen this deck.”

“Okay. So it could be a big ship. So what?” Ratboy asked.

“Krinokor is a huge space station,” Baird continued. “Ardek can’t hope to blow it up with a conventional attack, especially if he wants to avoid starting a war. But what if a giant ship loaded with explosives were to ram into Krinokor?”

“Scott, you’re scaring me,” Singer said with a shiver.

“Yeah, you’ve been scaring me for years,” Baird snapped.

“It could work,” Tur’et said. “But you’d have to have the collision before Krinokor could raise it’s shields. Not to mention getting through large amounts of Klingon space to get there.”

“Have you felt a single attack? Remember this is the Romulans we’re talking about.”

“A cloaking device,” Vinnz, Ratboy, Singer, and Tur’et all said in unison.

“Oh, Scott. You’re so smart!” Singer exclaimed, clapping her hands together.

“Oh k’vaaaznit!” Vinnz said.

“Purvdik,” Ratboy cursed softly.

“That pitakh!” Tur’et added.

Glop hopped over in front of Baird and began waving his flagella wildly as Metalhead started banging his helmet against the table. They’d obviously both gotten the gist of what was happening.

“Of course, now Ardek knows that we know all of this,” Baird said.

“And I’m sure he’s laughing his dishonorable ass off,” Tur’et said.

“So what do we do?” Ratboy asked.

“Nothing, as far as I can tell,” Baird said, hoping someone would understand the double meaning there. There was something he was going to do, but he wasn’t about to tell a soul…especially Ardek.





USS SECONDPRIZE

Captain Rydell watched another minute click by on the chronometer display in the armrest of his command chair. This was one of the parts of his job that he absolutely hated: waiting. Once he got out of Starfleet, things were going to be a lot different. And that day would be coming in the next year or so. He could feel it.

“All right,” Rydell said finally. “They were supposed to check in two hours ago. What’s going on?”

“Their commbadges are still clustered together in a structure on the planet. And I am reading three human life-signs attached to those commbadges,” Commander Jaroch reported from the science station at the rear of the bridge.

“Then I guess we’ll hold off on the heavily-armed rescue team,” Rydell said.

“I could go down there myself to assess the situation,” Jaroch said. “That seems far less risky than attempting to contact them by communicator.”

“True. Who knows who they’re talking to at the moment? Possibly some folks who don’t like us warm and cuddly Starfleet types. Get into some civilian gear and check it out.”

“On my way,” Jaroch said, heading toward the turbolift.



Jaroch materialized just outside of a dilapidated wrecked spaceship calling itself “Lucax’s Landing.” After making a mental note never to let this Lucax person fly any ship he was traveling on, Jaroch entered the vessel in search of the missing away team.

He found them immediately.

“JAROCH!!!” Dillon, Hawkins, and Sullivan shouted from the bar upon seeing him enter.

“Get your Yynsian ass over here and have a drink!” Hawkins added. Jaroch observed that all three of them seemed to be somewhat precariously perched on their barstools as they wobbled erratically.

“Bartender, drink this man a get!” Dillon slurred. “Er…sit this man a drunk. Man the seat, drinky. Heeheehee.” Dillon collapsed in a fit of giggles, his head slamming down on the bar. It should have hurt, but Dillon was too well numbed to know it.

The Klingon bartender shook her head and prepared another Singularity.

“So have you learned any useful information?” Jaroch asked, seriously doubting that he would get anything resembling an intelligent answer.

“Yep,” Sullivan replied, holding up her glass and pointing to it. “These things are yummy!”

“And strong,” Hawkins said. “REEEAAALLY strong”

“I meant concerning Mr. Baird.”

“Nope. Still missing,” Sullivan said. “Real shame, too.” She slid closer to Jaroch, leaning her head on his shoulder. “Cause alcohol always makes me…” She suddenly latched onto his thigh mere centimeters from his crotch. “…FRISKY!”

Jaroch gently removed her hand and, feeling highly disconcerted, turned his attention to the bartender. “I think I will take that drink now.”

She put the frothing black mug in front of him. Fighting back the urge to scan the thing with a tricorder before ingesting any of it, Jaroch raised the glass to his lips.





THE FREIGHTER

As usual, Krissy was standing in the corner waiting for Baird when he returned to his quarters. “Good evening, honey. You look stressed. Would you like some sex?”

“Come here a minute,” Baird said, waving the android over as he sat down on the bed. “We need to have a talk.”

“Would you like small, philosophical, or dirty talk?”

“A talk about us,” Baird said. “I realize that I’m going to be here for a while, and I think it’s time that I try to settle in and make the best of it. Don’t you?”

“Oh yes. Master Ardek will be very pleased.”

“I think I may be able to please him even more…and you as well.”

“I am only an android,” Krissy said. “I am incapable of receiving pleasure.”

“Now. But let me make a few modifications.”

Krissy almost would have expressed an emotion if she’d been capable. “You will improve me. I thank you. Master Ardek will be very very pleased.”

“Yes he will,” Ardek’s voice said. Baird turned and saw that a hologram of the Romulan had materialized in the corner of the room. “I just knew you would see it my way. You’re the special one on board, Scott. You’re the only one I let have access to Krissy. I can just imagine what those others would do to her.” Ardek grinned slightly. “And you and I are the only ones that should be allowed such pleasure.”

“Me first,” Baird said.

“Of course. Blaze a trail for me, as it were,” Ardek beamed.

Baird opened up the access panel in Krissy’s back and took a look at her torso servos. Then, he yanked her left arm off and took a look at the joint connections. “No offense there, Ardek, but this is some seriously bad workmanship.”

“I tend to me more of an idea man,” Ardek said. “This sort of hands-on activity has never been my strong suit. That’s why I need you. And, as you can imagine, once Krissy is done it will be well worth your while. She’ll be so much more responsible and obedient than that wife of yours. Quite literally, your wish will be her command.”

“Can’t wait,” Baird said, rooting around inside her arm connector. “Okay. I think I can do something for her, but I’m going to need some tools.”

“But of course,” Ardek said. He clapped twice, and suddenly the right wall of the room slid away revealing a fully-equipped android construction lab. “How’s this?”

Baird smiled and casually walked in to survey the lab. “Perfect,” Baird said. “You’ve just made my day.”

“And you mine. See, Scott. All it takes is a little courtesy. If you’re good to me, I can be VERY good to you.”

“Does this mean you won’t crash us into Krinokor?” Baird asked.

“Perhaps. Or maybe some people will no longer be included in that ‘us,’ if you take my meaning.”

“I think I do,” Baird replied. “Well, Ardek, I’d shake your hand if you were here, but, since you’re not, let me just say thank you then I’ll get to work.”

“Scott Scott Scott. I KNEW you were the right choice. I thought about getting Chris Richards or someone else familiar with androids, but I had this sense that you possessed the right…personal flexibility for the assignment. You’re a credit to your species. I’ll leave you to it.” And then Ardek was gone, leaving Baird with Krissy and his new laboratory.

“Come lay down on the workbench,” Baird ordered.

“Shall we have sex first to celebrate.”

“Let’s wait until I’m done. It will be better.”

“As you command,” Krissy said, hobbling over and awkwardly climbing onto the table. Baird flipped over her power switch, then set to work.





USS SECONDPRIZE

Captain Rydell looked at the chronometer on his armrest again, then leaned back in his chair. “Oh come on! Where the hell are they?”

“Do you want to send down a security detail?” Lieutenant Prescott, Hawkins’s back up person, asked from tactical.

“Yes…but incognito. I just want to know what’s going on down there. No shooting.”

“Aye, sir,” Prescott said, punching the orders into his console. “The team is assembling and will be ready to beam down shortly.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant.”

One way or another, that would probably solve the mystery. Just what was going on down there anyway?

An hour later, Rydell was still asking himself the same question. And, at this point, one missing officer had now turned into eleven. Rydell had to admit that he was worried, which was an emotion he hadn’t felt all that often during his tenure as captain of the Secondprize. Usually things had a way of working themselves out, but this was plain weird.

Having finally had enough, Rydell hopped out of his chair and headed toward the turbolift.

“I’m going down there,” he said. “Carr, you have the conn.”

Lieutenant Andrea Carr, who had been quietly manning the conn console up until that point, jerked her head up in surprise. “I…I what?”

“You have command. I’m beaming down.”

“Sir, I don’t think that’s advisable,” Prescott said from tactical.

“Are our people still alive?”

“As far as I can tell.”

“Then I’ll be fine,” Rydell said, heading into the turbolift. “But have three officers meet me in transporter room one.”

“Aye, sir,” Prescott managed to get out before the lift doors closed, cutting Rydell off from the bridge.

Carr, meanwhile, slowly climbed out of her seat and cautiously approached the command chair.

“I don’t think it’s going to bite,” Ensign Bill Woodville said from ops.

“I’ve just never sat there before,” Carr replied.

“Relax,” Prescott said. “It’s not like you’re taking us into battle. Enjoy the nice upholstery and be done with it.”

Carr eased herself down into the command chair and shifted her rear end around a bit to settle in. “Oooh. This is nice. Very comfy. Needs a foot rest, though. Does this mean I can make a yeoman get me some coffee?”



Rydell and his team of security officers, all dressed in civilian clothes, strolled into Lucax’s Landing as casually as possible as they tried not to look like an armed away team on a search and rescue mission. As Rydell found out, though, they really didn’t have to do much searching.

“ALEX!” the bar patrons erupted as he walked through the door. There were actually only a few people there at this time of the morning. Coincidentally enough, minus Scott Baird who was still missing, they were the same few people absent from the Secondprize.

“This is the big man,” Hawkins said conspiratorially as she leaned over the bar to talk to the bartender. “Better fix him TWO drinks.”

“Looks like you started the party without me,” Rydell said, grabbing a stool beside Sullivan. “You could have called.”

Sullivan leaned right over into his face. “Sorry, Dad!” Then fell against the bar in gales of hysterical laughter.

“Sorry about this, Ry-dellio,” Dillon said. “We just got kind of carried away. Actually, our brains imploded!” Dillon also seemed to find this hilarious and almost fell off his stool laughing.

“Two Singularities,” the bartender said, setting the drinks down in front of Rydell.

Rydell slipped her a couple of extra strips of latinum. “Sorry about all this,” he said.

The Klingon woman smiled and pocketed her tip. “This lot’s easy. You should see the Nausicaans when they get going. My bat’leth has severed many the head of those drunken louts.”

“We’ll try to behave ourselves.” Rydell turned his attention back to Sullivan, Dillon, and Hawkins. “Where the hell is Jaroch? I sent him down here hours ago.”

Dillon, Hawkins, and Sullivan started laughing. Then, guiltily, Hawkins pointed at the floor. At Rydell’s feet, curled up against the bar in a fetal position, was Jaroch.

“He had a widdle too much to drinky-poo,” Sullivan snickered.

“How much did he have?” Rydell asked, surprised to see the normally-controlled Yynsian reduced to an unconscious heap.

Sullivan, Hawkins, and Dillon looked at each other and started laughing again. “One!” they shouted. “Jaroch is a lightweight! Jaroch is a lightweight!”

“Okaaay,” Rydell said. “Any word on Scott?”

“Nope,” Sullivan said, shaking her head quickly. Too quickly it turned out. She fell backwards and thudded onto the floor, completely passed out.

Rydell took a quick look around the room to survey the damage this Singularity drink had caused to his crew. Three of his security officers were now in their underwear comparing scars, while another had flowers (who knows where she found them) sticking out of her ears and nostrils.

“I’ve gotta try this,” Rydell said eagerly, downing the foaming black brew.





MEANWHILE…BACK AT THE LAB

Scott Baird tried not to give any sign that anything was amiss as he faced the group gathered in the android construction lab Ardek had so graciously supplied him. So far Vinnz, Metalhead, Glop, and Tur’et had arrived, but there was no sign of Singer or Ratboy.

“You probably should just go ahead and start,” Vinnz said. “Ratboy ran off with that psycho doctor friend of yours. Something about commiserating before they die.”

“She’s not my friend,” Baird said sternly. “Doesn’t matter. I don’t need them anyway. You four are enough of an audience.”

“And Ardek,” Tur’et said. “I have no doubt he’s watching.”



“Oh yes I am,” Ardek said softly as he observed the cast gathering on the viewscreen of the Horshak.

“Okay,” Baird began. “I’ve finished my initial assessment of Krissy and…”

Suddenly the image of Baird dissolved into static.

“HEY!” Ardek shouted. “Bring back my show!”

“We’re getting some kind of interference in the signal. All of the feeds are down. Cameras, sensors, guidance, everything!”

“Well fix it! We’re going to miss the good part.”



Baird’s finger slowly pressed a button on the console mounted on the lab bench as he spoke. “Okay. I’ve finished my initial assessment of Krissy and…” The button on the console that he’d pressed flashed twice signaling his program was running. “We have five minutes. Let’s move!”

“What?” Tur’et said as Baird raced for the took kit Ardek had left in the lab for him.

“Krissy is sending a jamming signal at the moment,” Baird explained as he scurried around the room. “If we run it any more than five minutes, though, they’ll probably come over here to see what’s wrong. If it clears itself up, they may just chalk it up to some spatial anomaly.”

“I can understand you!” Glop exclaimed suddenly.

“By jove he’s right,” Metalhead added.

“Yeah. Krissy had a universal translation matrix that I activated. Don’t get too used to it. We’re going to have to turn it off when the time is up. Now, Metalhead…”

“My name is ZXXXVVZVZVXXDRDA actually,” the Breen replied.

“Whatever. You and Vinnz take this kit, open the sealed door at the fore of this section and see where it leads. Be back here in four minutes. Go!” Baird tossed Metalhead a toolkit, and the Breen and the Andorian raced out the door.

“So I’m with you?” Tur’et said as Baird ran out of the lab.

“You got it. I can’t stand any of the others.”

“What about me?” Glop called.

“Stay there. If Romulans start showing up, hit the flashing red button on the lab bench!”

“Then can we mate?”

“NO!” Baird screamed.

He and Tur’et soon came to the sealed door at the rear of their living section. Baird quickly set to work deactivating the force field protecting the door mechanism. Once that was down, Baird was surprised to find that the door wasn’t even locked.

“Romulans always were too cocky,” Tur’et commented as the pair entered the door. They found themselves on a catwalk above a long chamber. The room around them was packed from floor to ceiling with cylindrical chambers, each of which were emitting a low hum.

“What is this?” Tur’et asked in awe.

“Anti-matter storage units,” Baird said softly. “Thousands of them. I guess this proves my theory.”

“But why all this anti-matter? There are more efficient explosives.”

“Yeah, but anti-matter is not going to be traceable back to Ardek or the Romulans. If he used trilithium or something along those lines, there’d be a Klingon fleet storming across the border in no time. This way, it looks like your run of the mill terrorist group with a grudge against the media. Or maybe some rabid fans who didn’t like the latest plot twist on Days of Honor.”

“Honor? Ha! This Ardek has no honor.”

“I don’t think he cares actually,” Baird said. “Come on.” He and Tur’et ran across the catwalk to the door on the other side of the room. This one wasn’t locked or protected at all. “Damn. They ARE cocky,” Baird said. “I’m not complaining, though. It’s about time we had something go our way.”

The door slid open revealing another vast chamber filled with machinery.

“Jackpot,” Baird said, a smile spreading across his face. In a flash, he raced down the metal stairs leading to the main engineering deck and practically dove at the freighter’s master control console.

“By Kahless, this ship is immense!” Tur’et gaped looking at the ship’s status schematic dominating a wall of the room.

“Like I said,” Baird replied without looking up from the furious typing he was doing on the console. “It has to be to take out Krinokor. And we are definitely cloaked.”

“Then decloak us! I have no desire to run into the Klingon military, but it is better than this.”

“Not yet. We need to be sure Ardek’s not right behind us in his ship ready to blast us to pieces. Just be patient.”

“That is not a common Klingon trait.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me? Done! Let’s move!” Baird charged past Tur’et up the steps and ran back toward their living section. By the time he got the door resealed, reactivated the force field, and returned to the lab, they only had a few seconds left. Glop was waving his flagella frantically as he watched the seconds tick away. With almost no time to spare, Metalhead and Vinnz jogged in.

“What’s the other way?” Tur’et demanded.

“Hallways. Lots of hallways. We couldn’t find a bridge, though.”

“Figures. Get back around the bench!” Baird shouted. The timer clicked down. 3…2…1.



“Well?” Ardek demanded as his subordinate nervously fiddled with the controls. Suddenly, the picture was back.

“…legs will need new joints and servos, but Krissy will gain a lot of flexibility,” Baird was saying as the others looked on.

Ardek’s subordinate breathed a sigh of relief as Ardek hopped back into his seat to watch the proceedings. “Goody. I think we just missed the technobabble part. I hate that anyway,” Ardek said. “Now stop yapping, Scott, and get to work on my Krissy!”





LUCKY’S LANDING

Alexander Rydell struggled through his blurred vision to focus on the room around him as he meandered from place to place searching. The bar was now packed, since Rydell, after completing his two Singularities, had called up to the Secondprize shouting “Party! Party! Party!”

So now almost the entire crew was crammed into Lucax’s Landing. Fortunately, it being a crashed freighter and all, there was plenty of room. Lucax himself had shown up to open up additional bars in the other cargo holds, rooms that he generally reserved for special gatherings…not that many people had special gatherings on Golhunda Three.

All and all, things were going wonderfully in Rydell’s opinion. Lieutenant Commander Niskey had even volunteered to stay on the ship and keep an eye on things while they were gone. What a nice guy. Rydell was going to miss him when they found Baird and Niskey had to leave. But finding Baird could wait just a little while longer. At least until after the party.

Stumbling over to a pair of domjot tables in a dim corner of the Landing’s game room, Rydell spotted what he was looking for. Grabbing a domjot stick off the rack on the wall, Rydell charged (well, more like lumbered actually) back to the main room of the bar, waving the stick of his head as he went.

“It’s LIMBO time!!!”





THE FREIGHTER

Baird was hunched over Krissy, busily manipulating cable and components when he heard a familiar crackle behind him. Ardek’s holoimage had arrived.

“So hard at work! That’s what I like to see,” Ardek said. “How soon until we can take her for a spin?”

“I’m getting there,” Baird said flatly.

“I hate to pressure you, but time is ticking. You all have a date with Krinokor this evening.”

“TODAY!” Baird shouted.

“I’m afraid so. There’s just no stopping progress.”

“How long do I have?”

“Only a couple of hours really. We need time to zip in, beam Krissy away, then zip back to our own space before you hit Krinokor. It would just look so bad if we were detected in Klingon space around the time your big debut,” Ardek explained.

“So let me get this straight. If I get Krissy functioning well, you’ll rescue me too, right?”

“Um…sure. Right.”

“Great,” Baird said unconvinced.

“I’ll be back in three hours. If she’s not ready then, you stay here. If she’s everything you’ve promised me, we’ll see about getting you some new travel arrangements. Ta ta.”

Ardek vanished before Baird could say anything more, which was actually a good thing considering the only word Baird could think of was “F***.”

He had something resembling a plan together, but there were just so many unknowns that he was hesitant to try it. Of course, he didn’t have much of an option anymore. If they were going to get out of this, Krissy had to be ready, just not in the way Ardek had in mind.

The three hours came and went quickly, which was fine as far as Baird was concerned. The sooner he got Ardek out of his hair, the better. The trick was going to be sounding convincing.

“Well?” Ardek said expectantly, tapping his foot as soon as he appeared in the lab. Baird bent his head down a bit lower, trying to look defeated.

“She’s not ready,” he said softly, turning to face the Romulan.

“Is she close?”

“No. We had a major meltdown in her positronic network. It’ll take me weeks to repair…if I can repair it.”

“So you’ve reduced my lovely Krissy to a lifeless hulk. That’s what you’re saying to me?” Ardek replied.

“Yes. Sorry.”

“This is completely unacceptable!” Ardek screamed with a sudden burst of fury. “You worthless piece of human bile! I will enjoy watching you die with the others! MURDERER!”

Baird fought back his urge to shout back at the hologram and instead turned back to his lab bench.

“Ooooooh! You are sooo lucky you aren’t in the interview booth. Your testicles would be charbroiled by now!” Ardek ranted. “Auuugh! I can’t even look at you anymore. I hope it hurts when you explode! Hummph!” And Ardek’s hologram dematerialized with an angry wave of his fists.

With his captor gone, Baird made a few final adjustments on Krissy and went to find the others. The group had become fairly skilled at slipping brief written messages to each other on napkins from out of the replicator. It was inefficient, but it was the only way they could communicate under the watchful eye of Ardek and friends.

Baird entered the rec room, where Tur’et and Vinnz were playing tri-dimensional chess while Metalhead skimmed through the vast collection of Ardek’s home movies that he’d graciously supplied the ship with. Baird ordered a snack out of the replicator and sat down on the sofa beside Metalhead to eat, using his left hand to scrawl a message on his napkin with the makeshift pencil he’d cobbled together in the lab. Metalhead couldn’t read English, but the “1400” should be enough to get the point across to him. If anything, he’d just follow Vinnz to the lab at the proper time, and Glop would probably tag along as well. After finishing his snack, Baird wandered over to Tur’et and Vinnz’s chess game and leaned down on the table, his note positioned strategically next to his left hand. Tur’et and Vinnz each nodded almost imperceptibly, acknowledging the note.

“Where’s Singer and Ratboy?” Baird asked.

“Still commiserating,” Vinnz said. “Can’t say that I’ve missed them, though.”

“Agreed,” Tur’et said.

“Well, I’m going to go spend the last few hours of my life tinkering on Krissy. See you all later.”

Tur’et grunted, focusing her attention back to the game. Perfect. Hopefully they’d bore Ardek out of his mind until it was time to take action. Either that or he’d spend so much time watching Singer and Ratboy’s “commiserating” that he’d barely care what the others were or were not doing.





LUCKY’S LANDING

“IT’S TOO QUIET!!!” Dillon screamed at the top of his lungs.

“Shut up! We’re sleeping here!” a voice called from somewhere on the floor.

“FINE! Be that way!” Dillon tiptoed as gracefully as he could, considering his state of intoxication, through the field of unconscious bodies in the room and made his way deeper into the ship looking for a bar that was still serving. The effects of his Singularity had almost worn off, but he found himself experiencing this almost irresistible craving for another.

He made his way up the slanted corridors of the wrecked ship following the distant sound of music. Music meant people were awake. Awake people meant drinking.

Finally locating the door that the music seemed to be emanating from, Dillon went inside. “NEED BOOZE!”

“Then get your ass in here, Dillon,” Captain Rydell said. He, Sullivan, Dr. Aldridge and Ensign Woodville were gathered around a table playing cards. Possibly poker. Dillon wasn’t sure. “You want to join us?”

“Um…well…I don’t really know much about cards,” Dillon said.

“Perfect,” Rydell replied smiling. “Come have a seat. Bartender, get this man a beverage.”

“Singularity!” Dillon cried.

“Brave man. Get him a Singularity, then,” Rydell said, clapping Dillon on the back as Dillon settled into a chair next to Rydell. “You’ve got some credits saved up, right?”

“Oh yeah. Lots of them.”

“Perfect,” Rydell repeated, picking up the cards and starting to shuffle.





THE FREIGHTER

At 1400 hours, Baird, Tur’et, Vinnz, Metalhead, and Glop all gathered back in the android repair lab for what Baird knew was going to be their one chance to get themselves out of this. Everyone looked at him expectantly, waiting for him to reveal the big plan. Slowly, he moved his hand toward the button on the lab console to activate the interference field again.

He stopped as he heard a hologram pop into existence behind him.

“Isn’t this nice? A last gathering before the big finale?” Ardek said. “Good. But let’s see some emotion people. This is holovision. Viewers want drama!”

“How about this for drama,” Baird said, turning slightly toward Ardek but not taking his finger off of the button. “The cast escapes!”

“Hahaha! That’s funny. You can’t…”

Baird slammed down on the button, wiping Ardek’s hologram out of existence as the interference field sprang to life.

“Get out of the way!” Baird shouted, yanking a long section of cable out of Krissy and rushing to a computer panel along the side wall of the lab that he’d secretly pre-loosened. He flung the panel open and jammed the connector on the end of the cable into a slot inside the computer’s innards. Deep below in engineering, upon detecting the cable insertion, the program Baird had written earlier began to run, transferring controls and systems to Krissy.

“Ha!” Baird shouted, slamming back down on the interference field control, deactivating it. Ardek reappeared looking very angry.

“…them back! Oh! There you are,” the Romulan said in his grating superior tone. “Sorry about that bit of interference.”

“I caused that bit of interference, you fucking moron!” Baird shouted. “And now we have control of this ship!”

“Dream on, human,” Ardek replied. Suddenly he turned his head to listen to someone as one of his subordinates on the Horshak reported to him. “What do you mean you’ve lost control of the ship?!? They have to blow up Krinokor? I didn’t order a script change!”

“Sorry, pointy,” Baird said. “Better luck next season.”

“This isn’t over! I don’t know what I’m going to do to you yet, but it’s going to be nasty!” Ardek blinked out in a huff, then instantly reappeared. “REALLY NASTY! I mean it!” And then he was gone again.

Baird grabbed Vinnz’s arm and pulled him toward the lab bench. “Get on her.”

“What?” Vinnz exclaimed.

“Straddle her!” Baird ordered. “You’re a pilot, right?”

“I don’t see how…”

“She’s the ship controls now,” Baird said irritated as he pulled a monitor set-up mounted on a rolling cart over by the lab table. He pulled another cable out of Krissy and connected it to the monitor, which then began showing the view of space outside. “Get on.”

Vinnz reluctantly did as he was told as Baird explained the interface. “Move her arms left and right to go port and starboard. Move her right arm back and forth to control speed. Left arm is up and down. Got it?”

“Uh…I think so,” Vinnz said, experimentally trying the makeshift controls. Amazingly, the ship handled fairly smoothly, if sluggishly considering its bulk.

“Get us on a new course,” Baird said. “Preferably back toward Federation space.”

“I’ll give it my best shot.”

“I am impressed, but do we have any weapons?” Tur’et asked.

“Always the practical one,” Baird quipped. “We’ve got basic phasers and two photon torpedoes that have been here for who knows how long. Right foot is phasers. Left foot torpedoes. You want to handle that, Metalhead?”

“I would consider it an honor,” the Breen replied, straddling Krissy back-to-back with Vinnz.

“Then don’t let anyone kill us,” Baird said. “Glop, you get them anything they need. We’re going to check out the fore sections.”

Tur’et and Baird jogged to the sealed door blocking the living section from the rest of the freighter, where Baird set to work deactivating the force field.

“What are we looking for?” Tur’et asked.

“A way off of this thing. Or at least a comm panel,” Baird said. “There’s no telling what that whack job may do now.”

“You have a point,” Tur’et conceded as Baird opened the door revealing a long hallway only broken up by the occasional doorway.

“Just start checking rooms,” Baird said, working his way down the left side of the hallway. Ten minutes later, all they had to show for their efforts were two environmental suits and an isolinear chip containing the complete works of Soldek and the Romettes. Well that, and they found the freighter’s bridge…not that it did them a lot of good. The place had been ransacked for parts, evidently, or just sabotaged beyond all recognition.

“Nice of him,” Baird muttered.

“But why did he bother?” Tur’et asked.

“Maybe he just bought this thing used. In any case, we’re basically stuck with what I jury rigged. We should probably get back.”

“We should also get the environmental suits. If anything should happen, at least you and I may survive.”

“True, but let’s try to keep the body count down,” Baird replied. “Except for Ardek. We get the chance, we disembowel him.”

“We really do not have the right knives for it on board,” Tur’et said thoughtfully.

“Then we’ll improvise.”

As per Tur’et’s suggestion, they grabbed the two environmental suits and stashed them in the quarters Ardek had forced her to share with Singer. Singer, as they expected, was still off with Ratboy.

“I guess we should fill them in on what’s happening,” Baird said.

“It sounds like a waste of time and energy to me, but if you insist,” Tur’et replied. They could hear the sound of voices as they approached Ratboy’s door. Gradually, the words became understandable.

“I am the Ratboy!”

“I am the cheese! Come and get me, Ratboy! Come and get your cheese!”

“Ratboy!”

“Oh yes! I am the cheese. Spread your cheese, Ratboy. Spread me! Spread me!”

Baird immediately and violently threw up in the corridor. “Oh god,” he gasped, leaning against the wall to keep himself from collapsing. “I don’t EVER want to hear anything like that again.”

“Should we interrupt?”

Baird choked back more vomit. “Urgh…no…don’t want to see.” Regaining his composure as much as he could, Baird staggered down the corridor back to the lab.





LUCKY’S LANDING

Maybe that third Singularity wasn’t such a good idea, Rydell thought as his brain packed its bags and demanded to be booked on the first flight back to sobriety. Meanwhile, across the table, Commander Dillon was sitting in front of one lone credit chip. All of the others were in an unorganized pile in front of Rydell.

Dillon didn’t really seem to mind, though. He was too busy driving his chip around the table with his finger. “Vroooom! Vroooom!”

“Hey, Travis,” Rydell said, a Singularity-induced idea suddenly striking him.

“Yeah,” Dillon said, looking up eagerly. Amazingly, he hadn’t complained once as he’d steadily lost every credit he’d ever had to his name.

“You wanna play a new game?”

“Sure. But this is all I got.”

“That’s okay,” Rydell said. “It’ll be all you got against all I got.”

Across the room, Dr. Aldridge’s ears perked up. Forcing her legs to move despite their drunken protests to the contrary, she stumbled over beside Rydell.

“Uh…Alex. You don’t want to do this,” she said. “You’re winning.”

“Exactly,” Rydell said, pointing at her to emphasize his… er…point. His finger weaved and bobbed as he struggled to keep it pointed generally at her nose. He put his finger down and turned back to Dillon. “Okay. We each draw a card. High card wins.”

“That sounds easy enough,” Dillon said, reaching into the pile of cards at the center of the table and pulling one out as Rydell did the same. Dillon pulled his card close, as if guarding it’s secrets. His face drooped. “Oopsy. I got a three,” Dillon said, plopping his card down on the table.

“Ha!” Rydell exclaimed, tossing his card down.

“Two!” Dillon shouted happily. “I win!”

“What?” Rydell screamed, looking down at the card. “Bbbbut. I saw four clubs. THERE WERE FOUR CLUBS!!!”

“Oh boy,” Aldridge muttered, returning to her seat so her legs could go back to being numb.

“Mine mine mine mine mine mine mine mine,” Dillon chanted, pulling the piles of credits over to his side of the table.

“Bartender, two more Singularities please,” Rydell said.

“Oh, I don’t want anymore,” Dillon said.

“Good, because I didn’t order you one.” Right then, Rydell just wanted to be more drunk. Drunk enough so he didn’t remember anything about this whole fiasco. Why did he even come down here in the first place? He didn’t remember that anymore, at least. Good start.





THE FREIGHTER

“What’d we miss?” Baird asked, his face still drawn and pale from overhearing Singer and Ratboy, as he and Tur’et returned to the lab where Vinnz, Metalhead, and Glop were waiting.

Vinnz turned his attention away from using Krissy as ship controls to face Baird. “Well we…what the k’varnitz happened to you?”

“There are some horrors no man should face,” Tur’et replied ominously. Baird made a mental note to thank her for covering for him when all this was over.

“Oookay,” Vinnz said. “Well, we’ve altered course. I can’t say for sure where we’re headed, but assuming we left Romulan space to enter Klingon space, we should be going roughly the right direction.”

“Not that it matters,” Ardek’s voice said, breaking in as his hologram reappeared. The smug look had returned, which Baird took as an exceptionally bad sign.

“What do you want now, Ardek?” Baird said, running through his work in his mind to see if there was some self-destruct device he could have missed.

“Oh nothing. Just wanted to drop in and say hi. Oh wait. There is one thing. You’re all going to DIE!!! HAHAHAHAHAHA!!!”

“Nice try,” Vinnz retorted, finding some courage. “We’re in control of this ship now.”

“The ship, yes. The anti-matter canisters, no,” Ardek replied grinning. “In thirty minutes, you all go boom. Now try and give me something this time. Panic. Sobbing. You get the idea. Oh, and don’t go messing with the timers on the canisters. There’s too many of them, and you’ll just end up speeding up the clock. I would stay and chat, but there’s a much better show going on down the hall, wouldn’t you say, Scott?”

Ardek waved, then vanished as Baird fought back the urge to vomit again.

“What was he talking about?” Metalhead asked. “What anti-matter canisters?”

“The rear cargo hold is full of them,” Baird said, rushing over to lab table console. He pulled up the ship’s systems. “F***! The cargo doors have been sealed shut. I can’t eject the canisters.”

“I’m sure that was Ardek’s idea,” Vinnz said.

“Lucky for us I have another one,” Baird said. “Good call on the suits, Tur’et. You coming?”

“Is this to be a futile, yet heroic struggle against certain death?” Tur’et asked as she followed Baird back towards her quarters.

“Probably, but I am not just going to sit around and mope for Ardek’s amusement.”

Minutes later, Baird and Tur’et rushed onto the cargo hold catwalk overlooking the stacks and stacks of anti-matter canisters slowly ticking down to zero. Baird found a ladder leading down from the catwalk to the floor and quickly slid down it, making his way through the small aisle between stacks toward the wall of the room.

“Thank god Ardek’s not that crazy,” Tur’et heard Baird say as she finished descending the ladder.

“What have you found?”

“They left a fifteen foot gap between the rows and the hull. They didn’t want any accidental jolts to slam the canisters into the wall, causing a premature explosion,” Baird replied. When she joined him, he was looking over the various stacks of canisters of all shapes and sizes. Finally, he spotted what he wanted: a small canister about the size of a thermos.

“This should be plenty,” Baird said, attaching the canister to the hull with some bonding material out of one of the pockets of his environmental suit. It still had twenty minutes on the clock. He turned back to Tur’et. “We’ve got eighteen minutes to push the rest of these canisters as far away from this spot as we can.”

“That will not give us much time to get out of this room.”

“Why do you think we’re wearing environmental suits?” Baird snapped as he raced toward the stack closest to the hull and started moving canisters. Tur’et was still unsure as to what exactly the human was up to, but he had not steered her wrong in the past. She said a silent prayer to Kahless to give her strength in this unusual battle and dove in to help Baird.

The two worked as hard as they could pushing, shoving, and pulling canisters across the cargo hold as the timer’s ticked down. With two minutes to go, Baird grabbed Tur’et’s arm and pointed at the ladder. “Go! I’m right behind you!” Tur’et charged toward their one avenue of escape as Baird whipped a spanner out of the pocket of his environmental suit and started attempting to deactivate the timer on the canister he’d taped to the wall. True to Ardek’s word, the clock began to tick faster …almost too fast.

“F***!” Baird screamed, running as fast as he could back toward the ladder. Tur’et was already all the way up on the catwalk waiting for his return. “Get out of here!” Baird shouted as he started to climb the rungs. She didn’t budge.

“Stubborn f***ing Klingon.”

“Damn right,” Tur’et replied, locking her arms around the catwalk railing. Baird had just about made it to the top when…

BOOOOM!

The canister attached to the hull wall exploded, rending a large hole in the side of the ship. Baird was almost jarred off of the ladder as the explosion rocked the ship. He braced himself for possible annihilation. If those other canisters weren’t out of the blast zone…

No other explosions followed, but the atmosphere of the room whipped by him as it was sucked out of the hole in the hull. Baird’s body was pulled horizontal by the force; his grip on the ladder started to slip.

“Hang on!” Tur’et shouted, her voice coming over the comm system in the environmental suit as she used her free arm to grab onto Baird. She grunted under the increased strain pulling on the arm she had locked around the railing.

The immense suction grabbed the anti-matter canisters, pulling them out into the vacuum of space and away from the freighter.

Baird’s hands lost their grip on the rungs. Only Tur’et was preventing him from flying out into space. The Klingon howled as the stress on her arm grew. Then suddenly Metalhead was there. The Breen seemed completed unaffected by the winds, his boots somehow holding him to the deck. Metalhead hauled Tur’et and Baird firmly onto the catwalk. Only then did Baird see that Glop had wrapped himself around Metalhead’s waist and stretched back to the door several yards away, where he had anchored himself. With Tur’et and Baird in Metalhead’s grip, Glop retracted himself, slowly pulling the group against the immense suction back toward the door.

Baird was able to look around in time to see the last of the canisters sail out of the ship into the void beyond. Then they were back in the corridor.

“Seal it up!” Baird said urgently. “Then find something to grab onto.”

Metalhead slammed the door closed, dropping an exhausted Baird and Tur’et to the deck. Glop then stretched against, attaching bits of himself to outcroppings along the corridor, then pulling himself across Tur’et, Baird, and Metalhead like a net.

The ship lurched violently as the canisters outside detonated, releasing massive amounts of anti-matter, but Glop held on, securing the humanoids under his body. Moments later, it was all over.



“Three…two…one…zero!” Ardek chanted, clapping happily as the countdown ended. He watched the interior views of the freighter expectantly. The ship rocked violently…but then that was it.

“Um…how come they’re still there?” Ardek said, fury slowly building inside him.

“Unknown, sir,” his science officer replied. “We did have detonation.”

“Scott Baird!” Ardek spat angrily. “What did he do in that cargo bay? I knew we should have put cameras in there. WHAT DID HE DO?”

“Unknown, sir.”

“Oh, stop saying that!”



Tur’et, Baird, Metalhead, and Glop made their way back to the lab, where Vinnz was still straddled over Krissy. Singer and Ratboy had evidently been startled out of their “commiseratings” by the jolt.

“Scott!” Singer exclaimed. “What happened?”

“We’re all going to live,” Baird muttered. “Go back to bed.”

“Oh, Ratboy,” Singer said overdramatically as she turned back to her Cardassian lover. “This is such good news. We can go away together. Start a new life.” The pair raced back to Ratboy’s quarters to celebrate

“That’s what you think,” Baird said under his breath. As soon as he could, he was sending that psycho straight back to Tantalus V.

“Anyone got a place I can sleep tonight?” Vinnz asked. “I don’t think Ratboy’s going to let me back in our room.”

“Hopefully, we’ll be sleeping somewhere other than here tonight,” Metalhead said. “Surely that explosion must have gotten someone’s attention.”

“I want to go home!” Glop cried.

“We all do,” Baird said, collapsing into a chair.

“You are an exceptional example of your species,” Tur’et said, falling into a chair beside him. “You could come join me instead. Fight the Empire. Put me on the throne. There are many perks to knowing the empress.”

“I don’t think I’m ready for that kind of commitment,” Baird replied. “You have some kind of terrorist reserve program? I could just come and blow stuff up a couple of weekends a year.”

“I’m sure we could work something out.”

“Great. Sounds nice and relaxing,” Baird said, closing his eyes. Seconds later, he was snoring.

“He even sleeps like a true warrior,” Tur’et said with a smile, then closed her own eyes to sleep.



“Personal Log. Stardate 53309.4. Our freighter was intercepted by the Klingon military an hour or so after the explosion. Usually I really hate having my sleep interrupted, but I was willing to make an exception in this case. Tur’et seemed sure that she was about to be arrested as a terrorist, but the Klingons didn’t seem to care that she was even on board. I don’t think they even recognized her name. Turns out she hasn’t even really attacked anything yet. She’s a wanna-be terrorist.

The Klingons believed our story about Ardek, especially when we mentioned the part about him wanting to blow up Krinokor. Evidently, that’s just below killing the High Chancellor on the list of crimes against the Empire. Ardek better not let any Klingons catch his ass, or he is in for some serious hell. He’d better not let me find him either. I really just want somebody somewhere to really f*** him up for what he did to us.

In the meantime, the Klingons are taking me, Vinnz, Ratboy, and Metalhead back to Golhunda Three. From there, I can try to contact the Secondprize. I could have just gone on the ship they were sending to take Singer back to Tantalus V, but I couldn’t stand being near her a second longer.”



Baird was on the bridge of the Klingon cruiser doing some repair work as a favor to the captain when the ship approached Golhunda Three. He at first only gave the viewscreen a glance as he worked on the tactical console, but a familiar shape on the screen made him do a double take. It was an Excelsior-class starship.

“I’ll be damned,” he muttered. “What ship is that?”

The Klingon science officer magnified the image on the viewscreen so Baird could read the lettering on the Federation vessel’s hull: U.S.S. SECONDPRIZE.

Baird dropped his tools and took off running for the transporter room.

He had the transporter operator beam him directly onto the Secondprize’s bridge. That kind of entrance would surprise the hell out of Emily. Once he finished materializing on the Secondprize, though, he quickly realized that Emily wasn’t there. In fact, no one was there except for a startled officer sitting in the command chair.

“Who the f*** are you?” Baird demanded, grabbing the officer by his collar and yanking him up out of the chair.

“Um…er…Lieutenant Commander Ted Niskey. I’m…I’m the chief engineer. Who…who…who are you?”

“Scott Baird. I’M the chief engineer.”

“Oh! Commander Baird!” Niskey exclaimed. “It’s wonderful to meet you. The crew has been so worried. They’re all down on the planet now looking for you. You really have a wonderful ship here. The engines are in fantastic shape. I can’t tell you how impressed…”

“Get out!” Baird said, dropping Niskey.

“Oh, of course. Right away,” Niskey said, quickly headed toward the turbolift. “I’ll just…”

“Wait!” Baird said. “You stay here. I’m going down there.”

“Great idea,” Niskey said, heading back to the command chair. “I can beam you down to their coordinates.”

“You do that,” Baird replied.

A moment later, he materialized outside of Lucky’s Landing, the place where this whole mess had started. Stepping inside, he found that the bar was littered with the unconscious bodies of the Secondprize crew.

“Emily,” he called out.

“Try the back,” a voice mumbled. It sounded like Lieutenant Carr. Baird headed deeper into the ship, checking room after room until he finally found one with some life…and the people he was looking for. Emily Sullivan sat groggily on the sofa leaning against Patricia Hawkins, who didn’t seem to be doing much better. Captain Rydell had his head down on the bar as he stared glassy-eyed at the five glasses surrounding his head.

“What the f*** is this?” Baird said. “I go missing, and you have a f***ing party!”

“Scott!” Sullivan exclaimed, snapping awake. She jumped up off the sofa, causing Hawkins to collapse, and rushed into Baird’s arms.

“Welcome back,” Rydell said weakly, his arm waving at Baird loosely.

“Yippee!” Commander Dillon said. The First Officer was curled up sleeping on top of a table surrounded by credit chips. “We found him. Mission accomplished.”

“We came down here looking for you,” Sullivan said. “We really did. We just got sidetracked. You mad?”

“You replaced me, left me to die, and had a party.”

“You wanna drink?” Sullivan offered.

“F*** yeah. Bartender, Singularity. And make it a triple. Who’s drinking with me?” No one moved. “F***ing wimps.”



ONE WEEK LATER…



TO: STARFLEET COMMAND

FROM: ADMIRAL THOMAS WAGNER

DATE: 53316.5

RE: USS SECONDPRIZE



As of this stardate, the USS Secondprize under the command of Captain Alexander Rydell has been missing for one week. We know that they have disappeared and reappeared once before, but this time the ship vanished in a fairly well-traveled area.

Multiple attempts at communication have had no response. We would like to assume that the Romulans got her and declare the Secondprize lost. My office will be hosting a farewell and good riddance party on Stardate 53320 at 1800 hours. BYOB.



TO: STARFLEET COMMAND

FROM: ADMIRAL THOMAS WAGNER

DATE: 53319.9

RE: USS SECONDPRIZE



Damn it! We found them.



After the crew finally stopped drinking, shook off the effects of the Singularities long enough to beam back to the ship, and went through a couple of days of detox, life on the Secondprize returned to normal. The ship was currently on a course back to Starbase 342 to drop off Ted Niskey, since his services would no longer be required.

Baird, however, decided to let Niskey keep his job until they made it back to the starbase. He deserved a few days off.

“So,” Emily Sullivan began as the couple sat having dinner in their quarters one night. “You do anything I should know about while you were on that freighter?”

Baird fought back a smile. He knew this question was coming.

“What do you mean?” he asked, stuffing another fork full of pork chop into his mouth, followed almost immediately by a glob of sour cream-drenched baked potato.

“You. The android sex slave. Get it?” Sullivan said angrily.

“Oh! You mean Krissy. The two of us slept together every night. Ardek insisted.” Baird watched Sullivan’s eyes bug out.

“SCOTT! GET…”

“It was just sleeping!” Baird interrupted. “I’m not going to f*** some piece of plastic.”

“What about the Klingon?”

“Or her.”

“Singer?”

“Emily!”

“Sorry,” Sullivan said. She got up from her chair and walked over to sit in Baird’s lap. “I missed you, you know.”

“I missed you, too,” Baird replied. “But about Krissy and all that, I married you for a reason. I’m not going to screw around on you.”

Sullivan smiled and kissed her husband. “I love you.”

“I love you, too. But could you move? You’re making it impossible for me to eat.”

Sullivan jumped up in a playful huff and snatched Baird’s plate. “You want this? Huh? Huh? Come and get it!”

“Don’t you mess with my f***ing dinner!” Baird shouted, and leapt up to chase her back to the bedroom.
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Alan Decker



There were days that Captain Alexander Rydell wondered if it was worth all the hassle of being a starship captain. This was one of them.

“You have just about single-handedly destroyed our entire culture!” the woman on the viewscreen bellowed. She was a dog. No, seriously. She was dog. Okay, okay. She was a member of a canine-esque species. Better?

In any case, the dog-woman was beyond pissed.

“The Sacred Bone of Schnauzer only reappears above our world once in a millennium!”

“Look,” Captain Rydell said, trying to remain diplomatic. “Some giant rock came at my ship from out of nowhere. We blew it up. I’m sorry.”

“You will rue this day, Rydell.”

“Rue? Come on. Who the hell says ‘rue’?”

“ME!” Dog-woman screamed, slamming a button on her ship’s control panel.

“Captain, the Caninian cruiser is firing!” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins shouted from tactical. Before her words finished echoing across the bridge, the ship was bathed in a blast of green light. Then, as suddenly as it came, it vanished.

“Everyone all right?” Rydell asked, subtly checking himself to make sure no vital parts had been vaporized without him noticing.

“No damage,” Hawkins reported.

“No casualties either,” Lieutenant Andrea Carr said as she checked the reports scrolling across her operations console.

“Actually, there does not seem to have been any effect at all,” Commander Jaroch reported from the science station.

Rydell turned his attention back to the angry woman on the viewscreen. “Um…thanks for the light show, but I don’t see how…”

“RUE!” she screamed, then closed the channel. Her image was quickly replaced by that of her ship, which sped away from the Secondprize towards home on Caninia.

“That was fun,” Rydell said, leaning back in his command chair. “Next mission, please.”

“Setting a course for Deep Space Fourteen,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said from the conn.

Rydell smiled. “Make it warp eight because I’ve got a date.”

“With all due respect, sir,” Carr said wincing. “Please leave the poetry to me.”

“Sorry, Lieutenant. I just never know when that creative urge is going to hit.”



The Secondprize crew headed off toward their layover on Deep Space Fourteen blissfully unaware that the blast from the Caninian ship had had an effect after all. Several decks below the bridge in the quarters of Lieutenant Carr, her dog, Morgaine le Fur, opened her puppy-dog eyes to an entirely new existence.



Three hours later, Lieutenant Carr returned to her quarters after finishing her shift on the bridge. The outer door recognized her approach and slid open silently, allowing her to enter her small set of rooms.

“Hey, puppers. I’m home,” Carr called. Morgaine le Fur trotted out of the bedroom to greet her owner. “That’s a girl!” Carr said, getting down on her hands and knees to be at eye level with the St. Bernard/Collie mix. “How was your day?”

“Very interesting. How about yours?” the dog replied in a husky feminine voice.

Carr collapsed to the floor in a dead faint.



Carr didn’t really know or care how much time had passed as she gradually regained consciousness. All she could think was “She talked!” over and over again. All that love and attention had paid off. As far as she knew, she had the first talking dog in the history of Earth.

As her mind cleared, Carr realized that she was bent into kind of an uncomfortable position…and that something was wrapped around her neck, wrists, and legs. Was she in sickbay? Were these some new medical devices?

Opening her eyes and forcing them to focus, she checked out her situation. First off, she was still in her quarters, but she was now laying awkwardly on some sort of metal platform sitting on the floor. Her wrists and legs had small, self-sealing dog collars wrapped around them which were attached to the platform. She could only assume that a larger collar was what she was feeling around her neck.

Several feet away, Morgaine lay casually across the sofa observing her.

“Morning, sunshine,” Morgaine said. She stood up, stretched languidly, and hopped down onto the floor beside Carr. “I was wondering if I’d scared you to death.”

“Carr to security.”

“Don’t bother. I was able to pry open a panel and chew out the comm circuits. But don’t worry. I’m not going to kill you or anything like that. It was too much a hassle to get you like that to just end your life. And the collars are coded to my voice, so don’t bother with them either.”

Carr silently cursed modern technology. Sure, Morgaine’s bulk made it easy for her to move Carr’s small frame around, but she never would have been able to tie her down with old style buckling collars. Paws just didn’t work that way. Although, honestly, Carr was amazed that Morgaine was able to use her paws well enough to maneuver the self-sealing collars into position.

“What do you want from me?” Carr asked finally. Maybe Morgaine just wanted to pay her back for years of taking her through the Secondprize corridors on a leash. Carr had been a loving owner after all. Why should Morgaine want to hurt her?

“From you? Nothing much. Just let me out of this room. You unkindly programmed the door not to open for me, and I can’t imitate your voice either.”

“You want to walkies? Why didn’t you just say so?” Carr exclaimed. The poor dog must have to potty badly by now.

“Not exactly,”Morgaine replied, putting a claw through the D-ring on Carr’s collar and pulling her close. “I want your ship. You will let me out and take me to the bridge.”

“No way,” Carr said defiantly. “Bad dog!”

Morgaine slapped Carr across the face with her paw. “I think you’ve sorely mistaken the power structure here.

“This won’t work, Morgaine. Engineering will notice that my comm system is down at some point.”

“Will they?” Morgaine replied smiling, her lips curling up over her fangs. “I hope they send that scrumptious Commander Baird. You never did let me have my proper time with him.”

“Keep your paws off Scott!” Carr shouted with unusual ferocity.

“Touchy about him even now? You could have told him you were interested, Andrea dear.”

“It was just a childish crush,” Carr muttered.

“Even so. His wedding must have hurt. Let’s get him up here. Maybe seeing you all trussed up like this will bring out some of his primal longings.”

“Morgaine,” Carr warned, even though she knew she was powerless to back up her threats at the moment.

Morgaine began to circle Carr, forcing the human woman to strain her neck to maintain eye contact. “Or better yet, how about we make a deal?”

“What kind of deal?” Carr asked warily.

“You help me get to the bridge, and I’ll kill Scott’s wife for you.”

“Emily and I are friends! I don’t want her dead. And what do you want with the ship anyway?”

Morgaine was silent for a moment. “Damned if I know. I do know I have to get to the bridge. It’s been that way ever since I could talk.”

Carr put the pieces together in her mind. The Caninians. That beam. “Listen to me, you’re under the control of some mean aliens. Let me get you some help.”

“You know what kind of help I want.”

“I’m not taking you to the bridge, and that’s final!” Carr said

“Be right back,” Morgaine said suddenly, turning and heading back into Carr’s bedroom. The dog returned a moment later with Carr’s hand phaser clutched gingerly between her jaws. She gently set it down on the coffee table, its emitter directly aimed at Carr. “This change your mind any?”

“You’re not going to kill me,” Andrea said with a bravado she didn’t feel.

Morgaine’s paw hovered over the fire control…then lowered to her side. “You’re right. You’ve been very good to me over the years. I can’t kill you,” Morgaine replied. She pushed the phaser slightly, turning it so the emitter was aimed at the door.

“But I have no such qualms about anyone else,” Morgaine continued. “Let’s see who comes through that door. Maybe it will even be Scott. I can vaporize him before your very eyes.”

“You bitch!” Carr shouted.

“I am, aren’t I,” Morgaine replied with a smug grin. “So what’s it going to be?”

“All right,” Carr said, lowing her head in defeat. “I’ll do it.”

“Good girl.”



The unknowing crew of the Secondprize who encountered Carr being dragged by Morgaine le Fur through the ship’s corridors saw nothing out of the ordinary. As usual, the large animal seemed to be more in control of the walk than Carr. If they’d looked more closely, though, they would have seen that Carr was wearing a small collar on each wrist and that these collars were attached to each other, binding Carr’s hands to the leash she held in front of her.

Morgaine led the unwilling lieutenant into an empty turbolift, which Carr ordered to head to the bridge. Surely Morgaine would not be able to overpower the entire bridge crew, Carr thought. The dog may have had the upper hand…er…paw for the moment, but that would change with more people around.

The turbolift slowed a stop and the doors opened revealing the bridge. Captain Rydell was seated in the command chair watching the stars go by while Sullivan, Hawkins, and Ensign Bill Woodville, the junior operations officer, watched their stations.

“Release,” Morgaine shouted suddenly, causing the voice activated collar around her neck to open. The huge dog bounded out of the turbolift on a direct course for Rydell.

“Sir, look out!” Carr screamed, waving her bound hands in the air frantically.

Startled, Rydell leapt up out of his chair and managed to get out “What the…” before Morgaine was on him. With lightening quickness, Morgaine wrapped her paws around Rydell’s leg and began thrusting violently.

“Oh yeah!” Morgaine grunted. “Yeah! What do you think of that, Rydell!”

Too stunned to react, Rydell just stood frozen with a look of horror on his face. He finally managed to speak. “What is going on?”

“Morgaine was affected by the Caninians’ weapons. I think you’re being humped into submission, sir,” Carr said sheepishly.

“Ready to surrender yet?” Morgaine said, still thrusting away.

“Wait. I feel something,” Rydell said. “It’s rue. Most definitely rue.”

Morgaine looked up at him, her eyes narrowing as seductively as a giant St. Bernard/Collie mix’s can. “You got that right, sugar.” Morgaine bent her head back and howled at the ceiling.

“ROOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 53486.3. Despite my best attempts at diplomacy and charm, the Caninians have refused to tell us how to reverse what they did to Morgaine le Fur. Dr. Aldridge has been equally unsuccessful. As she puts it, she doesn’t even like working on live people, much less live dogs. The fact remains, though, that Morgaine is obviously intelligent…and loving. So, for the time being, I’ve made her a teaching assistant at the ship’s school. Hey, herding’s in her DNA. How are kids that different than sheep? Meanwhile, Carr is trying to adjust to having a roommate, rather than a pet.”



After a long day on the bridge and at the school respectively, Carr and Morgaine made their way down the corridor towards their shared quarters. Morgaine suddenly stopped, her head raised in the air and nose sniffing intently.

“He’s coming,” Morgaine said with a sly grin.

“Who?”

“You know very well who,” Morgaine replied, and, with a howl, she was off bounding down the hall.

“Morgaine, no! Bad girl!” Carr cried, chasing after her.

“You’re damn right I am!” Morgaine called back just before she disappeared down the corner. Just before she reached the corner herself, Carr heard a thud followed by a booming “F**K!!!”

She looked around the corner with a bit of trepidation. As she feared, Commander Scott Baird was flat on his back with Morgaine standing on top of him.

“Hey there, loverboy,” Morgaine said sultrily, then gave Baird a long lick from his chin up to his forehead.

“CARR!” Baird screamed. “Get your f**king mutt off me!”

“I…I…I…I don’t have any control over her any more,” Carr replied.

Morgaine grinned. “Guess you’ll have to talk to the f**king mutt. And, since you asked, I’d love to.”

“Morgaine, please,” Carr said.

“Greedy,” Morgaine pouted, then crawled off of Baird. Carr rushed forward to help him up. The stunned engineer staggered against her, sending them both crashing into the side of the corridor, his body crushed up against hers.

“Are you all right, sir?” Carr asked, her mouth almost right up against Baird’s ear.

“Yeah…fine,” Baird said. He pulled himself together, freeing Carr from between himself and the wall… not that she really was in a hurry for him to move.

“I’m sorry about Morgaine. It’s just she’s her own dog now. There’s really not much I can do about it. Captain Rydell has given her a job and everything.”

Baird turned towards Morgaine, who was now sitting innocently watching the human pair. “Watch yourself, bitch. I ever catch you in Engineering, you’re heading straight into the intermix chamber.”

“If you can catch me,” Morgaine replied.

“Whatever,” Baird grunted and headed off down the corridor. He stopped at looked back at Carr. “Night, Andrea.”

“Good night, sir,” she replied as Baird disappeared around the corner on his way back to the quarters he shared with his wife.

“Shall we?” Morgaine asked as she moved off in the other direction.

“Why did you do that?” Carr demanded.

“You enjoyed it, didn’t you?”

Carr smiled. “Well, yeah. And he even said good night to me.”

“Not in so many words. He’s a neanderthal…a hunky neanderthal, but a neanderthal all the same. There are certainly better men on this ship for you.”

“Like who.”

“Come along now, dear,” Morgaine said, ignoring the question and walking through the door of their quarters.



“You coming to bed?” Carr asked a few hours later as she peeked out of the bedroom at Morgaine. The dog was curled up on the sofa watching some old holovids of Lassie, who Morgaine said, despite the name, was one gorgeous hunk of man.

“Sorry, hon,” Morgaine said. “My tail just doesn’t wag that way.”

“That’s not what I meant,” Andrea replied defensively.

“You really need to lighten up otherwise you’re never going to get a date.”

“I don’t see exactly you bringing them in either.”

“That’s only because I’m the only dog on the ship,” Morgaine said.

“Cocky bitch.”

“You know it.”

“Good night.” Carr turned to head back into her room.

“Andrea,” Morgaine said tentatively.

Carr stopped and turned back to her former pet. “What is it, Morgaine?”

“Can I have a head scratch? Just for old times sake.”

Carr smiled and walked over to the sofa, taking a seat next to Morgaine. She started to run her nails along the dog’s head, bringing a contented sigh from Morgaine as the two sat watching holovision together.
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The Next Item Up For Bid…

by Alan Decker



If I were a less responsible person, I’d probably blame the whole mess on Bradley Dillon. He’s the one who had to go put his damn R&D facility in such an inconvenient sector of space. But I’m not that kind of woman. I knew the dangers of my business when I got into it. Hell, I enjoy the dangers of my business…most of the time.

I guess if I had a business card, it’d read “Karina Durham: Independent Transport Operator,” but let’s be honest here. I’m a smuggler. If you have something you want shipped that you don’t want the Federation authorities to know about, you call me.

Which is precisely what had happened. A business rival of Dillon Enterprises had somehow bribed one of Bradley Dillon’s R&D guys into swiping a subspace generator. One of my requirements for taking a job is that I know EXACTLY what it is that I’m transporting, so I actually have some info about this little darling. The subspace generator creates pockets of subspace that can be used the increase the size of a structure artificially. For example, my ship currently has enough room for me and some small cargo. Add one of these generators, and I can add a banquet hall and ballroom all within the ship I already have. If Dillon Enterprises were ever to create one that worked, crowding would never be an issue anywhere again. Hell, that vole-trap I rent for when I’m not off on jobs could be the size of a mansion. I could certainly understand why a rival business would want it.

The initial part of the job went off without a hitch. I cruised into the system where Dillon’s R&D lab is located at the appointed time. I found my package floating in orbit around the fifth moon of the third planet (I have no idea how it got there or who put it there. That’s none of my affair), then I beamed it on board and cruised on out of there without receiving so much as a “Hello. What the hell are you doing here?” hail from the R&D space station. My guess is that they have standing orders to keep a low profile.

Next came the hard part. I was under contract to deliver the generator back to Alpha Centauri in four days. I could do it, but it meant taking a quick short-cut through a corner of Shelliak space. Now I don’t know if you know anything about these bastards. Basically, they don’t like humanoids. We’re supposedly inferior, (This coming from a species that looks like giant bald-guys covered in tar) so they signed this treaty with the Federation agreeing that we won’t go anywhere near them.

Their really annoying personality trait, though, is their damn obsession with legal technicalities. I guess some people could probably find a way to turn that to their advantage. It turned out just to be a royal pain in my ass, though.

Here’s what happened. After cruising away from the Dillon Enterprises R&D station, I pushed my ship, the Acapella II…I know. Odd ship name. It basically means “without accompaniment,” which is how I operate. Just me. No crew. That way I’m the only one to take the risks and the only one to reap the rewards. As for the II part, I lost the first Acapella a few years ago when I was shot down by some nutcase named Zero, but that’s another story. Anyway, I pushed my ship up to warp 9.3 and zipped into Shelliak space. Almost immediately, they were on me. Three Shelliak cruisers. It was like they were waiting for me, which they were…in a sense. I found out later that they’d been having problems with people like me using their territory as a short cut. Turns out they don’t like that very much.

So their ships came at me from three different directions forcing me to either run for it or stay and chat. Considering that I had no idea how many other Shelliak ships they might have watching the border into Federation space that I was heading toward, I decided to try the old “sweet, lost traveler” bit. I slowed to impulse and started transmitting hails as soon as their ships pulled along side me.

“Um…hello…,” I began, trying to sound as demure as possible. “Can you kind folks help me? I think I’m lost.” There was silence for a couple of seconds, then their reply started.

“Federation captain, under Articles 271 through 289 of the Treaty of Armens, your vessel and its contents are now the property of the Shelliak Corporate and will be disposed of as such. In accordance with Articles 290 through 293 of the Treaty of Armens, your right to dispute this was waived when you crossed into the territory of the Shelliak Corporate as laid out in Articles 4 through 112 of the Treaty of Armens. As stipulated in Articles 300 through 345 of the Treaty of Armens, you will now surrender yourself and your vessel to our control.”

This wasn’t exactly the response I was hoping for, but you can see what I mean earlier about their thing about legal technicalities.

Before I could phrase an appropriate reply, all three ships latched tractor beams onto the Acapella II and hauled us into warp on a course toward the nearest Shelliak outpost. In the meantime, a couple of their giant goo guys beamed on board the Acapella II to start assessing their prize.

My gut instinct was to start blasting them, but where would that get me? My ship would still be in the tractor beams, and they’d probably just send in more guys to terminate me. Best to play nice and just look for my opportunity. Besides, it wasn’t like the subspace generator was just sitting out in the open. I tend to specialize in transporting smaller items in cases where time is a factor, so the Acapella II is basically a couple of big engines with a tiny, and well hidden, storage compartment for my cargo.

So instead I decided to go with the friendly approach. “So what I can do for you fellas?”

“This ship and it’s contents now belong to the Shelliak Corporate,” the leader…I assume, of their boarding party said. “Are you the only biological life form on board?”

“It’s just me,” I replied.

“One biological lifeform. Classification: humanoid. Species: Terran. We will continue on. Wait here until the collection team arrives to sort you.”

“Sort me?” I said, growing angry. “Just what the k’varnitz do you guys think you’re going to do to me?” I love Andorian profanity. The language is so rich. Formal Andorian, and this is the language used by the upper crust now, has 317 distinct profane words, one for any possible situation. You have to admire that, which is why I learned the language in the first place.

The Shelliak turned toward me again. If he had anything resembling facial features, I’m sure they would have looked annoyed. “Under Articles 271 through 289 of the Treaty of Armens, your ship and its contents now belong to us.”

“I know! But that doesn’t apply to me! I’m a Federation citizen. I have rights,” I protested.

“In accordance with Articles 290 though 293 of the Treaty of Armens, your right to dispute our claim has been waived. You are now property of the Shelliak. You will be sorted.”

“Why you…” I went for my phaser and made it almost three feet before I was slammed by some kind of weapon. I didn’t see clothes on them when they beamed on board, much less weaponry. I managed to get out a pained grunt before I slammed to the deck and lost consciousness.



I woke up who knows how much time later inside of a dim, gray room. The only light was a pale orange glow coming in from outside through a transparent aluminum panel in the ceiling. I quickly surmised that my room was actually more like a large box.

“You are awake,” a voice boomed seemingly from all around me.

“Uh…yeah,” I replied, looking around for a speaker box or a monitor.

“You and your ship have been sorted by the Shelliak Corporate and have been deemed worthless to our culture.”

“Gee thanks,” I muttered.

“Therefore, in accordance with Decree 5,002, Subparagraph H, Lines 2,999 through 12,450 of the Shelliak Corporate Governmental Policy Manual, Fourth Edition, you and your belongings will be sold off to the highest bidder at an auction to take place at our border four days from now. The event has been publicized in the major galactic news sources, so we expect a good turn out. That is all.”

“Wait! Auctioned! You can’t just sell me! I’M A HUMAN BEING!”

No response.

“Are you listening to me?!?!?!”

Nothing. Evidently they weren’t. I began pacing my box looking for a way out, but, other than the small vents providing me with breathable air, there didn’t seem to be anything I could access, much less pry open.

Over the course of the next few days, my moods swung wildly from desperation to anger to resignation. The Shelliak provided me with food, clothing, and the portable sonic shower taken from my ship but insisted on watching my every move as I used these items. Considering their almost voyeuristic attitude, I thought about trying to seduce my guard, but I quickly realized he didn’t consider me to be much different than a dog or a cat. He was simply making sure I didn’t escape.

Of course, considering the mess I was in, the fact that none of the Shelliak were out to have sex with me was a relief. I know full well the dangers a woman takes on herself when she goes into my line of work. Let’s face it, not every race in the galaxy is as forward-thinking as humans. Hell, not even all humans are so forward-thinking. One time during a run I crossed this bastard named Resnick. He was a human smuggler who had a client who wanted my cargo. Resnick’s ship got the drop on me, and, before I knew it, he had every weapon on his ship trained on the Acapella. That’s when he started talking about how he’s not only going to take my cargo but me as well. He spent so long tell me exactly what he was going to do to me when he got his hands on me that I managed to send a feedback loop into his comm system that shorted out his whole bridge. I should have blown him to bits, but I detected a Starfleet ship just on the edge of my sensor range. I knew Resnick had a few warrants out on him, so I just zipped off leaving him to talk to the Starfleeters.

So I’d been in close scrapes before, but the idea of being sold scared the hell out of me. There are a lot of freaks and weirdos in this galaxy, and the last thing I wanted was to end up as one of their playtoys. But with no tools or weapons around, I was stuck waiting for some kind of opportunity to open up.

Unfortunately, nothing did. The days passed slowly until finally I felt my crate being moved. I screamed for someone to answer me, but my calls were ignored…as usual. I’d discovered over the past few days that the Shelliak weren’t great conversationalists.

The box was finally dropped roughly, and I could hear a clamor of different voices outside speaking in a variety of languages. Then I heard the box’s front access panel unlatch. Quickly, I messed up my hair as much as possible, stooped over, and otherwise tried to make myself look unappealing as I was revealed to the mass of auction attendees.

The Shelliak evidently were holding the auction in the cargo bay of their vessel. A vast force field containing a Class M environment had been erected for the visiting bidders, while the Shelliak remained safely in their Class H environment…all except for the few Shelliak wearing some sort of force field belt who were moving auction goods, which were all of my belongings, around for the bidders. I could see the Acapella II sitting off to the side where several beings of various species eyed it and ran their hands along its hull.

That all stopped the moment my box fully opened. While most species will not participate in the buying and selling of sentient beings, they’ll still watch the spectacle when they can.

“Lot Number 665, ladies and gentleman,” A Shelliak voice boomed. “This Terran female was the pilot of the ship you see to your lefts. She is approximately 1.86 meters tall, weighs 61.4 kilograms, and has aged 32 Terran years.” Well, at least he didn’t give my measurements out.

“Do I hear 1 bar of latinum?” the Shelliak continued.

“One bar,” a Ferengi cried.

“Three,” an Orion countered.

“Five,” a voice in the back shouted. In the crowd, I couldn’t make out his species.

“Five bars and two strips,” the Ferengi said.

“We will only accept even bar bids on this item,” the Shelliak said. “Do I hear six bars?”

“Six.”

“Seven.”

“Nine!” The voices were shouting so fast that I couldn’t keep track of who was bidding. It seemed to be mostly Ferengi and Orions; although, I caught at least one Cardassian bidding and what looked like a Romulan.

Gradually, the voices became less frequent as the bids rose.

“Forty-two. Do I hear forty-two?” the Shelliak asked.

“All right, forty-two!” the Ferengi spat angrily. “But she had better be worth it.”

“Forty-five!” another voice from the back shouted. Forty-five bars of latinum. Despite the horrible situation I was in, I could help letting out a low whistle at how much I was worth. That was a fair chunk of cash.

“Do I hear forty-six? Forty-six? Forty-five going once…twice… sold, to the gentleman in the rear. Bidder number 214. Thank you. Your purchase will be transported to your vessel once we receive payment.” And that was when they closed the box back up, sealing me inside.

I began to pace again, cursing myself for not at least trying to escape. But where would I have gone? It certainly didn’t look like any of the beings in that room were real interested in helping me.

Finally, I felt a transporter beam lock onto me and the crate, sending us, I assumed, to the ship of the winning bidder. I sat down on the floor, pulled my knees up to my chest, and lowered my head trying to look as defeated as possible. I figured that when the lucky winner opened the box, he’d come over the check me out, giving me the opportunity to catch him off guard, score a solid hit, and try to make it to the box exit and seal him inside.

The box panel finally started to open, and I could hear footsteps walking inside…then they stopped.

“Damn it!” an unmistakably familiar voice said jovially. “I specifically ordered the red model with a leather interior!”

I tentatively looked up at the newcomer. There was the smiling face of a man I hadn’t seen in four years. He couldn’t have shown up at a better time.

“Alex?” I said, my voice almost shaking. It just had to be him.

The smile widened.

“ALEX!” I leapt up off the floor and ran at him, embracing him in a tight hug. I don’t normally go for big displays of emotion like that, but seeing his face instead of some Ferengi or Orion was one hell of a relief.

“If this is the hello I get, we need to run into each other more often,” Alexander Rydell said as he returned my hug. I finally let go of him and stepped back to take a look. The first thing that struck me was that he was wearing civilian clothes.

“Now don’t tell me you up and left Starfleet, Rydell,” I said, regaining my usual composure.

“Not at all, Miss Durham,” he said. “I’m on an undercover mission specifically to save your ass.”

“Wow. I’m impressed. I had no idea Starfleet cared so much,” I replied, as Rydell locked his arm around mine and escorted me out of the box into the cargo bay of what looked to be a fairly recent model private space cruiser, the fancy expensive kind with amenities my poor Acapella II could only dream of.

“Actually, they don’t,” Rydell said as we walked out into the corridor of the vessel. “However, I’ve been keeping my eye on you.”

“You have, huh?” I said, jabbing him playfully in the side. “Didn’t think I could take care of myself?”

“I was just hoping you’d stay out of trouble,” Rydell replied. “I never saw you on Starfleet’s Most Wanted, which was a relief. But you’re just lucky I have your name flagged on my ship’s computer; otherwise, I might not of found out about this little shindig until it was too late.”

“So you made Starfleet come rescue me. I’m definitely impressed. I didn’t think you had that much clout.”

Rydell smiled weakly. “I don’t…but Bradley Dillon does.”

I’m guessing he noticed all the color drain from my face. “Oh sh**. Thanks for going out of your way to arrest me yourself, but can you give me back to the Shelliak or something?”

“That’s not why I’m here, Karina,” Rydell said. “Bradley Dillon’s the one who hired you to pick up the subspace generator.”

“What? That doesn’t make any sense. Why would he want something smuggled out of his own place?”

“He knew there was a security leak somewhere in the facility, so he created a fake personality and started poking around for that leak. When he got a bite, he hired you to go pick up the generator. As soon as it was beamed off the station, he knew who was responsible. You were supposed to deliver it to one of his operatives on Alpha Centauri, but then you got yourself captured by the Shelliak.”

“Hey. That wasn’t my fault,” I said defensively. “I wasn’t expecting their whole damn fleet to be waiting for me when I crossed the border.”

“You could have just stayed in Federation space like a good captain.”

“Can it, Rydell,” I said. “Just tell me how you got mixed up in all this.”

“Bradley Dillon and I contacted Starfleet about your capture at the same time and both got transferred to the admiral in charge of this sector. He wasn’t real interested in hearing from either of us, so he just put Bradley and I on the same commline and hung up. Bradley and I had a quick chat, came up with a plan, and here I am charging to the rescue in his ship…a little too late, unfortunately.”

“What do you mean too late?” I asked warily.

“Bradley really wants his generator back. As far as we could tell from the auction manifest, the Shelliak didn’t find it on your ship. Problem is your ship was sold before I could get here. I was only fifteen minutes late. How was I to know they were going to start with the ship?”

“So who has it?” I demanded.

“I’m not sure,” Rydell said, “but I’m tracking it now. Last I could tell, it seemed to be on a course for Mirador. There’s a private spaceport there…”

“Yeah. I’ve been there a few times,” I replied. “Good luck convincing station security to give me my ship back, though..”

“We’ll just have to improvise then,” Rydell replied. We stopped in front of a set of doors. “Your cabin, Madam. I was able to pick up most of your personal belongings at the auction, and it’s all in there. Get a shower, some rest, or some food. Relax. I’ll let you know when we get to Mirador.”

“Thanks,” I said, stepping into the room. “And thanks for coming after me. It means a lot.”

Rydell smiled again. That smile could probably charm the spots off a Trill. And then there was that amused glint in his eye that always seemed to be there. This was a man who enjoyed his life. And he had a way of infecting those around him with his attitude. “Not a problem,” he said simply, then headed off down the corridor.

I watched him go. If he realized I was doing it, he didn’t give any indication. I have to say it was a bit unlike me. I hadn’t seen him in four years since we both ended up captured by that Zero freak on The Suburb. At the time, I’d just considered Rydell to be another stick-in-the-mud Starfleet type. He’d surprised me with his relaxed charm, but then we went our separate ways. He had his ship, and I had a business to run. I never honestly expected to see him again, but now that he was here, I was glad to have this second chance to get to know him.

Once Rydell disappeared around the corner, I let the doors to my cabin close and headed straight to the shower. I needed some real water to wash off days of being stuck in that box. Rydell was right. I definitely needed to relax.



I was pulled out of a deep sleep by the feeling of someone touching my arm. I snapped awake, jerking away from the intruder while my brain struggled to remember just where it was and whether or not it was in danger.

“Woah. Calm down. It’s just me,” Rydell’s voice said. My vision gradually cleared, revealing Rydell sitting on the edge of my bed smiling at me. “I commed you, but you weren’t responding, so I figured I’d better come check on you.”

“Sorry. It’s been a while since I slept in a real bed,” I said groggily as I sat up. I caught Rydell’s gaze briefly shift from my face to my tank-top as the cover slid down my front. A moment later, he was all business.

“Understandable. Did you get something to eat?”

“Several something’s actually,” I replied.

Rydell nodded and stood up. “Well, I’ll let you get yourself together. We should be docking at Mirador in the next half hour. Your ship is about five minutes ahead of us. I’m going to gradually close the gap, so that we arrive at Mirador at the same time without him getting too suspicious that he’s being followed.”

“How do you know it’s a he?” I said, just to be combative.

“I’m just being generic,” Rydell replied. “No offense meant.”

“Yeah right. Well, you’d better get out of here, or you’re going to be offended by my mostly naked ass when I get out of this bed.”

Rydell smiled mischievously. “I don’t think I could find that offensive at all.”

I lobbed my pillow at him. “Out!”

Rydell jumped up off the bed and beat a hasty retreat for the door. “I’ll be in the cockpit whenever you’re decent,” he said, stealing at look back at me.

“Thanks, but you’re just going to have to settle for me being dressed. I haven’t seen decent in years.”

I heard Rydell laugh as he doors closed behind him, leaving me alone in the room. I immediately went and had another shower, just because I could. Never again would I take such luxuries for granted.

After spending several minutes just letting the water fall on my head and cascade down my body, I dried off, got dressed, and headed up to join Rydell.

“Perfect timing,” he said as I entered the cockpit of the Bach, as Bradley had christened this particular freighter, and slid into the co-pilot’s seat. Ahead of us, Mirador loomed, filling the viewport. The station had started out almost two hundred years ago as an unmanned supply outpost for the Zakdorn. Over the years, other spacefaring cultures happened upon it and added sections of their own. Now, Mirador was a hodge-podge of different styles and technologies all kept together by sheer force of will. Actually, the Zakdorn officially run Mirador and maintain its primary systems from their hub at the center of the station, but each company that has added to it really controls their own segments. You’d think that a station so loosely managed would disintegrate, but the place just keeps humming along.

Despite the swarm of ships approaching, orbiting, and leaving Mirador, I was immediately able to spot the Acapella II. Hey, a pilot knows her ship.

“With any luck, we’ll be able to find a docking port right beside her. I’ve got carte blanche from Bradley Dillon to buy the ship right out from under its new owner,” Rydell said as I watched the Acapella II suffering under the hands of another. This z’kezzet couldn’t even fly straight. My poor baby. I was about to make some comment to that effect when I noticed the Acapella II veer off to port, then dive toward a massive array of shipyards, docking arms, and cargo bays.

“Oh please no,” I muttered. Sometimes even Andorian profanity just doesn’t cut it.

“What?” Rydell said, following my gaze. “What is it? Where is he going?”

“Simms Ship Lines has a major hub here. He’s headed straight into their private docking facility. So much for Bradley Dillon’s money doing us any good.”

“You don’t know that,” Rydell replied. “It could just be an employee who bought the ship.”

“In any case, we can’t dock there,” I said, suddenly feeling that the wind had been knocked out of me. “There’s a bar near there that’s popular with the Simms people. We can start there and see what we can find out.”

Rydell turned to me and put his hands on my shoulders. “Buck up, little camper. We’ll get your ship back. We have to. Otherwise, Bradley’s going to have us killed.”

I smiled weakly. “Thanks for the pep talk, coach.”



Twenty minutes later, after we’d docked the Bach and dealt with Mirador’s Zakdorn liaison officer, Rydell and I were seated at a table in Gaelnug, a bar run by a set of Tellarite twins. According to them, Gaelnug was the Tellar word for drunk. Seemed like an appropriate name to me.

“So how should we play this?” Rydell asked, leaning across the table to whisper in my hear. “I assuming we don’t want to look like we’re just here looking for someone.”

“Definitely not. The people we’d be likely to find wouldn’t be exactly what we had in mind,” I replied.

“I guess that leaves business or pleasure.”

“Business,” I said. “If you tried to pick me up, I’d either leave with you quickly or toss you across the bar. Just act like you’re trying to hire my services.”

Rydell, despite his best effort to control it, cracked a smile.

“Not those kind of services!” I snapped. Rydell settled back into his seat as I gave the bar another once over. Most of the patrons were laborers from the various shipyards and cargo docks on Mirador. I recognized a couple of my fellow independent shipping agents as well. While the bar was noisy, I didn’t notice anyone going on loudly about getting a new ship, as would have been the case if one of these folks had actually gotten a new ship.

My eyes scanned over the assortment of beings sitting on bar stools, then I turned my attention back to Rydell. “Did Bradley send some babysitters along with you?” I asked.

“The Vulcans?” Rydell replied. I had no idea how Rydell had even seen them. I hadn’t noticed him turn around, much less examine the bar patrons. “Nope. This is the first I’ve seen of them. They certainly seem to be watching us, though.”

I saw the two Vulcan males stand up and head our way. “I think they know we’re talking about them.”

“Damn those ears,” Rydell replied, sounding spectacularly unconcerned as the Vulcans lowered themselves into the two vacant chairs at our table.

“We will be joining you,” one of them said. At this point, it was useless to try to tell them apart. They looked like Vulcans. Black hair. Pointy ears. Drab black outfits.

“Looks like it,” Rydell replied. “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m George Washington, and this is my lovely wife Martha.”

“Your attempt at humor is weak and ill-timed, Captain Rydell,” the other Vulcan said.

“Weak?” Rydell said, feigning indignation. He turned to me. “Was that weak?”

“Yeah. Very,” I said.

“Shows how much you all know about comedy.”

“Captain, I am Spaanz, and this is Taanz. And we are here to watch…your back,” the first Vulcan said.

“Ooookay,” Rydell said. “But what was with that pause?”

“That pause was irrelevant. Bradley Dillon sent us here to see to it that you complete your assignment. Once you have retrieved the item, you will give it to us, so that we may take it back to Mister Dillon,” Taanz said.

“Woah. Hold on there a second, my pointy pals,” Rydell said. “Bradley didn’t say a damn thing about middle men. You two relax, get drunk…please, and let Miss Durham and I handle this. Then WE will go talk to Bradley…notice that BRADLEY and I are on a first name basis, thank you very much.”

“Listen to me now and understand the logic of this later,” Spaanz said, leaning across the table in a surprisingly effective attempt to intimidate us. “If you do not do precisely as we have said, Taanz and I will have no alternative but to terminate both of you.”

“Is that the logical thing to do?” I asked.

“Absolutely,” Taanz said. “Our employer is quite powerful, and it would be most illogical to endanger the device or our jobs.” Spaanz and Taanz then slid back their sleeves ever so slightly, revealing wrist-mounted blasters that they were somehow able to slip past the Zakdorn, since no one Mirador was supposed to be armed.

“We will be in touch,” Spaanz said as he and Taanz rose from the table. Without another word, the Vulcans slipped out of the bar.

“Damn. What has the universe come to when even the Vulcans go around threatening people?” Rydell said, clearly amused by what had just happened. I silently put my finger to my lips, signaling Rydell to shut the hell up, then I ducked under the table.

“I don’t think this is the place,” I heard Rydell say. I slammed my fist into his shin, then spotted my quarry. Climbing back up into my seat, I placed the small black dot in front of Rydell, then squashed it with my thumb.

“Listening device,” I said.

“I know. You missed one,” he replied, putting an odd, brownish squiggly-thing down in front of me. “Don’t worry. I already deactivated it. It’s pretty advanced stuff…even for Bradley Dillon.”

“I guess Starfleet Intel needs to keep better tabs on what Dillon Enterprises R&D is working on,” I said, taking a drink of my beer.

“No kidding. Not my department, though,” Rydell said. “You think we’ve probably drawn attention to ourselves now.”

“Probably,” I said humorlessly, picking up my mug again. I almost dropped it as I saw John Simms, Jr. himself walk into the bar with his arm wrapped around the shoulder of a teenaged boy who was Simms’ spitting image.

“Two hytellan rainstorms from my son and I,” Simms announced loudly as he entered the bar. “Prepare to watch the spaceways, ladies and gentleman. Today John Simms the Third has become the proud owner of his very own vessel.”

“So Daddy bought little Johnny a shippy-poo,” a voice spat from the crowd. “How sweet.”

“Hey!” Johnny Simms III snapped. “I bought it myself. Got it damn cheap, too! I love auctions!”

“He’s got the Simms business sense,” Simms said proudly as he and Johnny sat down at the bar.

“Oh it’s worse than I thought,” I mumbled, putting my head down on the table.

“He has a son? I thought he was dating that Dawes woman who sings their jingles,” Rydell said.

“The first Mrs. John Simms, Jr. took him for a hefty divorce settlement and left Johnny III behind while she ran off with some muscle-bound Risan. Wise choice,” I said, lifting my head back up. Well, trying to, anyway. It’d become stuck to the table. I should have known better than to touch anything in the Gaelnug with my bare skin. I yanked my head up, ripping the top layer of skin off of my forehead in the process.

“Let’s get out of here,” I said. “We know who has the Acapella II. That’s all we can do for now.”

“Fine by me,” Rydell replied. He and I slipped out of the bar and back to his ship.



That evening, after Rydell had administered to my sore head with a dermal regenerator, he and I sat in his quarters having dinner. When he offered, I expected to walk into some weak candlelit attempt at seduction. To Rydell’s credit, nothing like that was around. After several minutes of eating and bland conversation about the mission, I couldn’t resist taking a jab at him.

“You’re being remarkably well-behaved,” I said smiling.

“What were you expecting?” Rydell asked.

“Word about you has gotten around, Captain. Does Janisa Neelen ring a bell?”

“Janisa? Hmm…that was Rigel VI if I recall. She was the governor’s attaché. Very nice woman. We had dinner together.”

“Right,” I said. “She certainly remembers you.”

“Glad to hear it. I like to leave an impression.”

“Anyone serious?”

“Hey! When did this become interrogate Alex? What about you? How long of a trail of broken hearted men have you left through the quadrant?”

I smiled enigmatically. “A few. Comes with the job.”

“Exactly,” Rydell replied.

We were silent for a few moments. “I need to confess something,” I said finally.

“Oh really?” Rydell said, leaning forward interested.

“I’ve been keeping tabs on you too. Trying to anyway. Starfleet doesn’t post your assignments on FedNet like they do most of the other ships. Has the Secondprize moved up to Top Secret duty?”

“Not quite,” Rydell replied. “Starfleet PR decided it’d be a lot easier on them if they just didn’t let anyone know what the Secondprize was up to. They look better that way.”

“Look better. But your ship saved the timestream last time I saw you.”

“And that was one of our better and more normal days. Trust me. In the last couple of years alone, we’ve almost destroyed the universe, been forced to surrender to a primitive planet, gone missing twice, had one of our pets go sentient and try to take over the ship, and stolen a corpse. Not to mention the three week drunken binge we went on. And those are just the high points.”

“Don’t take this wrong way, but if you guys are such screw-ups, why the hell do you have a ship? Is Starfleet that desperate?”

“Got me,” Rydell replied. “But we do get the job done. Our methods are just a bit unorthodox.”

“That’s a diplomatic way to put it.”

“I try. Well, we’ve got a lot to do tomorrow. I should probably let you get some sleep,” Rydell said suddenly. Honestly, I didn’t know whether to be impressed or offended. Here he was, a man who had acquired something of a reputation of being VERY fond of seducing women, and he hadn’t so much as complimented my eyes. Either he was capable of self-control, which would be a nice change considering some of the men I’d dated in my time, or he found me completely undesirable, something I found hard to accept considering the way I’d noticed him looking at me at times.

Rydell walked me to the door of his quarters to say goodnight. “I’m glad we crossed paths again,” he said after a somewhat awkward silence. “It’s been fun.”

“And the fun ain’t over yet,” I said. Deciding that I was going to have to be a bit more assertive if this was going to go anywhere, I gave Rydell a peck on the cheek, then strolled back to my quarters, making sure to sway my hips just a little more than normal. Sultry, but not sleazy. I didn’t look back at him, but, judging from the fact that I didn’t hear his door close, I knew he was watching me go.



The next morning, we decided to spilt up to see if we could find a way to get Johnny the Third to hand the Acapella II over to us. Splitting up just seemed like the wisest option, since if one of us failed, it would leave another person that Johnny didn’t recognize. Bradley Dillon had told Rydell that getting back the subspace generator was primary and everything else was expendable. Generator or no generator, I was not losing my ship, so I decided to see about getting rid of some of Bradley’s other property: namely the Bach.

Slipping into the Simms Docking Hub was fairly easy. Most of Simms’s employees were occupied out in the shipyards, leaving the hub almost empty. The people I did pass didn’t even give me a second glance. Over the years, I’ve learned that the key to getting into anywhere is just to confidently walk on in. As long the look on your face says that you belong there, no one’s going to bother you. It’s when you start looking like you don’t know where you’re going or what you’re doing that people start getting nosy.

Continuing to maintain my “I belong here” attitude, I found an information access terminal and found out where the Acapella II was docked. The thought of just flat out stealing the ship briefly crossed my mind, but the Zakdorn tended to frown on that sort of behavior. Most likely, I’d be vaporized before I even got far enough away to fire up the impulse engines. And even if I did get away, John Simms. Jr. would have half the bounty hunters in the quadrant chasing down the evil person who took away his little boy’s spaceship.

By a stroke of luck, Johnny Simms was just walking out of the docking arm leading to the Acapella II when I approached. “Mr. Simms,” I said warmly, walking over to him and shaking his hand firmly. “Maggie Drake, I.R.C. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

The young man stared at me, blinking his blue eyes a couple of times in confusion. “What’s an I.R.C.?”

“Interstellar Racing Commission. A pleasure. I’m here to speak to you about this vessel you acquired through the Shelliak. Now I could stand here all day tossing legal technicalities back and forth about their so-called auctions, Mr. Simms, but I know you’re a busy man and don’t have time for that sort of thing. So I’ll get to the point. The I.R.C. has authorized me to exchange this vessel for a brand new Fellistronautics Model 3001 luxury cruiser which is at this very moment docked at Mirador.” I wrapped an arm around the boy’s shoulder, making sure to press my body against his as I did do. “Now, if you’ll come with me, we can get the paperwork taken care of, and you can claim your brand new, top-of-the-line, luxury starcruiser.”

Johnny allowed me to take him about three steps before he twisted away and turned on me. “You want to race my ship?” he asked. “Stellar! I bet that baby can do some serious warping! How do I sign up?”

“Mr. Simms, you seem to have missed the point here,” I said. “I’m here to acquire your vessel, not recruit you.”

“No way. The Annihilator is not for sale and definitely not for trade. Dad would kill me if he thought I traded away what I bought with all that birthday money he gave me. But thanks for the idea. After the party tonight, we’re going to see what she can do!” Johnny whooped excitedly and ran off down the corridor toward the main Simms administration area.

For a few more seconds, I lingered, seriously reconsidering just getting on board and stealing the Acapella II back. No one who would name a ship “The Annihilator” had any business flying a child’s solar glider, much less a complex machine with the grace and beauty of my Acapella II.

Finally, my brain reminded me of all the bad things that could happen if I just swiped my ship, so I left. Rydell was waiting for me in the corridors of the main station module just beyond the entry to the Simms Ship Lines portion of Mirador.

“No luck, huh?” he said, seeing me approach.

“Not a bit.”

“That would be unfortunate,” Spaanz’s voice said from behind me. He and Taanz appeared out of nowhere and were now huddling in way too close to Rydell and I. I heard a soft click, then felt the barrel of Spaanz’s wrist blaster jab uncomfortably into my side. From the wince on Rydell’s face, obviously Taanz had done the same to him.

“We do not believe that you fully understand the importance of your assignment,” Spaanz continued. “Allow us to remind you.”

“Bradley Dillon is so going to hear about this,” Rydell snapped.

“You will find that he does not care,” Spaanz said. “We have no intention of causing you harm…yet; however, we wished to provide you with a bit of motivation to complete your task. If the device is not recovered, the two of you will not be recovered. Is that clear?”

“You’re a bad Vulcan,” Rydell said. “Whatever happened to peace, serenity, Surak, and all that.”

“Even logic must give way to economics,” Spaanz said. “We will be in touch.”

And then they were gone, vanished into the crowd moving through the corridor.

“Now that La-la and Sunshine are gone, did you find out anything we can use?” Rydell asked.

“Possibly. It’s Johnny’s birthday. That’s how he got the money for the ship. He’s having a big party tonight to celebrate, then he’s going to take the Acapella II out to see what she can do. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let that neanderthal take her anywhere!”

“Birthday party huh?” Rydell said thoughtfully. “I don’t suppose you have any musical training do you?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snapped. “Just because I didn’t go to Starfleet Academy doesn’t mean I’m a complete moron. So I was raised by a couple of smugglers. So what? Mom and Dad made sure I had a VERY well-rounded education before they handed the business over to me. They’re brilliant people. How else could they have retired to Risa by the age of 50! I know music. I know philosophy. I know history. I know science. I know…”

“Okay!” Rydell shouted, raising his hands up in surrender. “Karina, calm down. I didn’t mean anything negative by that. I was just asking a question. Maybe I phrased it badly. I’m sorry. I just wanted to know if you play any instruments.”

“A little violin. Why?”

“Hmm…no help. Possibly it won’t matter. Head back to the ship. I need to go talk to John Simms, Jr.”

“He’s not going to give you his son’s ship. So what do you have to talk to him about?”

Rydell smiled broadly. “A gig.”





I was sitting in the Bach’s small mess hall when Rydell returned about an hour later looking incredibly pleased with himself.

“Let me guess. Starfleet ingenuity has saved the day yet again. You have the generator, my ship is docked right outside, and the Shelliak have agreed never to pester Federation citizens again,” I said, crossing my arms and leaning back in my chair.

“Not quite. That would be nice, though,” Rydell replied, then ordered himself some vaguely-steakish-looking Bolian dish out of the replicator. “No, I just had a wonderful chat with Mr. Simms about his son’s birthday party. Can you believe he was going to go with recorded music? Of course, I had to explain to him his error and show him the superiority of a live performer.”

“Live performer?” I said, a smile spreading across my face. “You’re going to sing? You?”

“There are many things about me that you don’t know, Karina. Many many things.”

“Evidently. I’m going to have to start doing some research into the life of Alex Rydell.”

“No no. For tonight, I’m Freddie Deveraux!”

“Aren’t a couple of singers already using that last name?” I asked.

“Never mind that. I’ve got to eat then get my set together,” Rydell said, sitting down across from me with his meal.

“And just what am I supposed to do while you’re entertaining the masses?”

“Get that generator back. You’re going in as my girlfriend.”

“Oh am I?” I replied, amused.

“It’s just a cover,” Rydell said defensively. “During my set, you can slip away and get onto the Acapella II. Find the generator, slap a transporter homing beacon onto it, activate it, and we’re home free. The generator beams here, you come back to the party, no one’s the wiser.”

“What about the Acapella II?” I demanded.

Rydell put his fork down with a sigh. “I’m sure Bradley Dillon will buy you a new ship.”

“Dammit, Rydell! Every time you show up, I lose a ship!”

“I’m sorry, but we can’t draw any attention to ourselves. It’s just a ship.”

“Would you say that about the Secondprize?”

“Yes,” Rydell replied without a pause. Odd thing was I believed him. “I care about people, not some piece of machinery.”

“Then what is this subspace generator?” I retorted.

“You think I give a damn about that box? I’m here because of you, and if WE don’t retrieve it, your life will be ruined. Bradley Dillon will see to that.”

“So this is about me?”

“Of course it is!” Rydell snapped. In a sudden motion, I reached across the table, grabbed Rydell by the collar, and pulled his lips to mine. A moment later, I ended the kiss and tossed him back into his chair.

“Thanks,” I said, getting up from my chair. “I mean it.”

“Not a problem,” Rydell said somewhat dazed.



Two hours later, wrapped arm and arm in two of the most ridiculous outfits I’ve ever seen, Rydell and I approached the guard watching the entrance to Johnny Simms the Third’s birthday bash. Rydell was dressed in a white jumpsuit covered with rhinestones, a pair of high white boots, and a red scarf. Meanwhile, I was in a frilly purple dress (which covered a very functional black jumpsuit) with a feather boa wrapped around my neck.

The guard stepped away from his post to intercept us as we approached, his hand extended to block our path.

“Now I know Mr. Simms would not invite the likes of you two,” the guard said. “Get moving.”

“You dare speak this way to Freddie Deveraux?” Rydell said angrily, ripping his red scarf from around his neck and throwing it to the ground in a huff. “I have performed before presidents, royalty, and emperors!”

“So you’re the entertainment?” the guard asked hesitantly.

“I am an ARTISTE!” Rydell bellowed.

The guard backed away, quickly retreating to his post to check the guest list. “Yeah. Freddie Deveraux. You’re on the list. Who’s she?”

“Hi!” I said as perkily as possibly, bobbing my head from side to side. “I’m with Freddie. Isn’t he GORGEOUS?”

“I wouldn’t know,” the guard replied. “You’re cleared to pass.”

“Isn’t he the best?” I continued, playing my part to the hilt and rubbing my hands down Rydell’s chest.

Rydell shrugged at the guard and smiled. “My adoring public. What’s a guy to do?” We locked arms again and strolled into the party.

“I’m going to get you for this later,” I muttered.

“Why?” Rydell replied. “You were great.”

“I do like playing a bimbo.”

“Bimbos arouse less suspicious. Come on.”

John Simms, Jr. had cleared out one of his cargo bays for the party. Now, the room was filled with tables, chairs, a buffet, flashing holographic images, and even some old-fashioned balloons. At the front of the room, a stage had been erected for Rydell’s performance, but, in the meantime, classics from groups like the Rhondellas, Fabe and Mabe, Flowing Pitakh’s Blood, and Orion Slaveship blasted over the room’s speaker system.

In the middle of it all, surrounded by a group of men and women all about his age, was Johnny Simms III, gyrating away to the beat. Surprisingly enough, the kid could move. Even better, though, he looked happy and well-distracted from thinking about my ship.

While I watched Johnny, Rydell was intercepted by John Simms, Jr. and a woman, who I could only assume was Simms’s girlfriend and Simms Ship Lines’ spokeswoman, Mindy Dawes. “Right on time, Mr. Deveraux. I appreciate that from my employees,” Simms said. “Should I give you some kind of introduction?”

“Just slip this into your lighting and sound console,” Rydell said, handing Simms an isodisc. “I’ll take it from there.”

“Oh, Mr. Deveraux,” Mindy exclaimed, pushing forward to shake Rydell’s hand. “It is such an honor to meet you. You know, I sing, too. I sing all of John-John’s jingles, don’t I, honey bunny?”

“That you do, my angel,” Simms replied. “Now let’s leave Mr. Deveraux alone to prepare for his show.”

“Bye Bye,” Mindy said, waving vapidly, as she and Simms sped away, leaving Rydell and I alone for a moment. “Stick around for at least the first song,” Rydell said. “After that…”

“After that, I’ll excuse myself,” I interrupted. “I’ve done this kind of thing before, Rydell. It’s in my job description.”

“Right sorry.”

“It’s okay. You’re used to being in command,” I replied. “But I don’t take orders, Alex.”

“No kidding. It’s refreshing.”

“Flatterer. Go do your little show.”

“Little!” Rydell gasped. “You dare insult the great Freddie Deveraux?”

“Get out of here,” I said, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “But wish me luck first.”

Before I knew it, Rydell had his arms wrapped around me and was deep into kissing me. I have no idea how much time passed as we stood there, lost in each other.

“Good luck,” he whispered after finally pulling away. With that, he headed toward the stage. Suddenly, the lights in the cargo bay went dark, as searchlights cris-crossed back and forth and a deep voice boomed over the loudspeakers.

“Ladies and gentlemen, tonight and tonight only, John Simms, Jr. is proud to present, straight from his stage spectacular in the Pulsar Casino Hotel on Bransonis, Music Capitol of the Cosmos, here he is…the one…the only…FREDDIE DEVERAUX!!!”

Rydell charged onto the stage and immediately dove into a funky little tune about some girl in a raspberry beret, which got the crowd moving almost immediately. Much to my surprise, Rydell had one hell of a voice and the stage presence to match. If he hadn’t gone into Starfleet, he probably could have had a successful career in music.

At the end of his first song, Rydell took a moment to address the applauding crowd: “Thank you. Thank you very much, ladies and gentlemen. I am Freddie Deveraux, and it is a great honor to be here tonight to celebrate the birthday of John Simms the Third. Johnny, I want to take this opportunity to tell you one thing I’ve learned in my life. There are two things that keep this universe rolling along: love and latinum. I don’t have much to say about the latinum, but here’s a little song about long, which I’m dedicating to all the ladies in the audience.”



Wise men say,

Only fools rush in,

But I can’t help

Falling in love with you.



Shall I stay…



As Rydell continued singing, I took the opportunity to slip back out into the hallway. The guard barely gave me a second look.

“Ladies room is down the corridor, around the corner, fourth door on the left,” he mumbled without looking up from his mini- holovision. Sounded like he was watching Days of Honor. A rerun at that. I was tempted to spoil the ending for him and tell him who the father of Minister Vag’s baby was, but I decided to be nice and keep my mouth shut. No need to antagonize the guy, since I wanted him to pay as little attention to me as possible.

I slipped around the corner and headed off toward the docking structure. As I expected, the place was deserted. I was able to get onto the Acapella II without a soul noticing me. The first thing I did was head to the hidden storage locker located in the back wall of the closet in my quarters…or what used to be my quarters anyway. The Shelliak had done an admirable job of stripping away anything that was mine. At least Rydell had managed to buy most of it back. Now I just needed to get the ship itself.

The ship’s computer recognized my retinal scan and opened the small cargo compartment revealing the subspace generator. The device was only about a three foot cube, not very big to have caused me so much trouble. The sooner I got it back to the Bach, the sooner I could worry about finding a way to reclaim the Acapella II..

I pulled the two transport homing beacons Rydell had given me out of my dress (While they were a bit uncomfortable, those two little disks had made a pretty decent push-up bra) and was about to attach them to the subspace generator, when I heard voices approaching. I quickly closed the closet door, shutting me in, and strained to hear who was coming. Pretty soon, I could make out Johnny’s voice.

“Come on, baby,” he was saying. “You’ve got to see this. Now just imagine it decorated. You’ve got to try this bed. Come lay down here with me.”

Okay. Johnny and his companion were going to be distracted…on my bed. Pushing that thought out of my mind, I turned my attention back to the subspace generator. And that’s when I realized what a complete and total moron I was. I could get the Acapella II back right now, but Johnny and friend would have to go.

It was time for a surprise visit from Johnny’s other girlfriend, namely me. I threw open the closet door and jumped out screaming, “SURPRISE!” And there was Johnny, in my bed, and pulling the shirt off of another guy.

I froze for a second, my mind racing to figure out what to do next. I finally decided to just press on.

“Johnny!” I cried. “But you said you loved me! I hid here waiting for you. I WAS GONNA BE YOUR BIRTHDAY PRESENT!”

“You little bitch!” Johnny’s “friend” shouted, slapping Johnny across the face and bolting from the room.

“Ralph! Ralph, wait!” Johnny called, jumping off the bed to chase Ralph down. “I don’t even know who that woman is. I swear!” Johnny ran out the room, then, following at a casual distance, I made sure the two of them left the ship. After sealing the hatch from the inside, I headed back to the cargo hold in my closet, pulled out the padd that had come bundled with the subspace generator, and started reading.

“Welcome to the Quick Start Guide for the Dillon Enterprise Maxi-Space 3000, blah blah blah. Storage issues will be a thing of the past, blah blah blah. Ah, here we go, creating your first subspace pocket…” It looked simple enough. Of course, if Bradley Dillon was ever planning on marketing these for the general public, it would have to be.

After getting a quick idea about what I needed to do, I activated the unit’s anti-grav generator and steered it out of my hidden cargo hold to the transporter pad at the rear of the Acapella II’s cockpit. Then, I quickly pulled an EVA suit out of the emergency locker (Fortunately, the Shelliak had enough respect for Federation law to know that they couldn’t sell the Acapella II with the EVA suits removed), climbed into it, then headed up to the control console and disengaged the docking clamps. As the Acapella II slowly began to drift away from the Simms Ship Lines docking arm, I beamed the subspace generator and myself out into space just above the ship.

“Okay,” I muttered, going back through the device instructions. “Engage targeting computer…check. Select target…check.” The outline of the Acapella II appeared on the small monitor embedded in the subspace generator as the device quickly started calculating how big of a subspace pocket to form. “Wait for the green light…” A green light next to the monitor winked on, signaling all was ready. “Press Activation toggle…” I hit the blinking red button below the green light.

Suddenly, the space around the Acapella II began to warp and quiver. The ship itself seemed to be rippling. Then, just as fast as it started, it was over. And the Acapella II was gone. “POCKET FORMATION COMPLETE,” the monitor on the subspace generator read.

I couldn’t help put smile as I reached into the pockets on my EVA suit, pulled out the transport homing beacons, and attached one to the subspace generator and one to myself. After switching them both on and feeling the transporter beam lock onto me, I finally began to relax.

Life was good.

I had my ship.

I had the generator…

…I had two Vulcans aiming wrist-mounted phasers at me.

“Congratulations on your success,” Spaanz said as soon as I finished materializing in the Bach’s small transporter room. “Our employer will be most pleased when we deliver this to him.”

“Yeah, well you guys aren’t delivering it,” I said defiantly, hoping the phasers were more for show than anything else. “Bradley Dillon got me into this mess, and I’ll be damned if I’m not going to be the one to plop this piece of sh** into his lap. I never leave a job unfinished!”

“Miss Durham, I cannot imagine that an intelligent woman such as yourself does not understand the illogic of such a position. Clearly Taanz and I have the advantage in this particular transaction. Now then, you will step off of the transporter pad and away from the device; otherwise, Taanz will vaporize your right leg from the knee down. Or, if you so desire, I can have Taanz disintegrate you now. I prefer not to kill those that I come into contact with, but I will not hesitate to do so should you leave me no alternative.”

“Are you sure you two aren’t actually Romulans?”

“That would, perhaps, be convenient for your world view,” Spaanz replied. “However, I can assure you that my associate and I are most definitely Vulcans. A Romulan would have simply killed you when you materialized on the transporter pad.”

“I can’t argue with that logic,” I muttered.

“As I said, you are an intelligent woman. Now then, if you would step away from the device.”

I took a moment to consider my options. I could run at one or the other of them, but that would just be plain stupid. Assuming the other didn’t vaporize me the second I started after his colleague, their superior Vulcan strength would let one of them overpower me easily. I didn’t have a chance against two of them.

At this point, I could either stall for time and hope that Rydell came back or just accept defeat and let Spaanz and Taanz take the generator back to Bradley Dillon instead. Actually, it didn’t make much sense to me why they were so adamant about this. Well, it couldn’t hurt to ask.

I took a step away from the generator, then stopped as though the thought had just struck me. “Why the hell are you two so determined to take this back yourselves. We’re all working toward the same goal here?”

Spaanz clasped his hands behind his back and started to pace, as though he was giving a lecture. “You must look at it from our perspective. Why should we allow you to retain the item when we can improve our standing by returning with it and showing Mr. Dillon our abilities? And if we can convince him that we took the device from you and returned it to him because you intended to sell it yourself on the black market, we will most likely achieve higher status in his organization.”

“Dammit. Even that’s logical,” I muttered.

“Thank you.”

“Spaanz!” Taanz said suddenly, startling me. He hadn’t spoken in so long that I thought he’d gone mute. “Listen!”

“Footsteps approaching rapidly. Rydell must be returning. Conceal yourself behind the transporter console. I will ambush him from here.” Spaanz pressed himself against the wall directly beside the door, keeping a phaser aimed at me with his left hand while he balled up his right fist to bash Rydell when he came through the door.

A moment later, the transporter room door opened revealing Rydell, slightly out of breath from running and still dressed in his rhinestone jumpsuit. Now, I don’t know if it was some sixth sense that Starfleet Officers develop from their training or if the sight of me just standing right by the transporter pad awkwardly clued him in, but Rydell immediately ducked, just as Spaanz swung his arm with all its superior Vulcan strength at him.

Rydell, from a kneeling position, clasped his fists together and swung back at Spaanz with that patented Starfleet two-handed attack, catching the Vulcan square in the mid-section. Spaanz doubled over as Rydell sprang to his feet, smashing Spaanz with a vicious two-handed uppercut to the face.

Taanz, seeing his comrade start to slump to the deck, emerged from his hiding place behind the transporter console, phaser drawn. Rydell, who was still busy bashing Spaanz in the head with his white, rhinestone studded boot, hadn’t even noticed him yet. I dove back to the subspace generator, ripped one of the transporter beacons off of it, and flung it at Taanz like a frisbee. The disc caught Taanz on the side of the head, knocking his aim off just as he fired.

Rydell stopped kicking Spaanz long enough to reassess the situation. Spaanz, though still dazed, managed to take the opportunity to grab onto Rydell’s leg.

“Get the hell out of here!” Rydell shouted at me as he struck Spaanz again with his fists. “Save the generator!” Typical heroic Starfleet crap. I was about to protest with Spaanz flipped Rydell’s leg up, sending the captain sprawling to the floor. Okay. So maybe Rydell had a point.

I raced over to the transporter console and, after yanking it off of the EVA suit I was still wearing, bashed Taanz across the head with the other transporter beacon. He stumbled against the wall, giving me just enough time to set the transporter coordinates for empty space just beyond the Bach. I gave Taanz a roundhouse kick for good measure, knocking him back into the wall again, and ran up onto the transporter platform just in time for the transporter to dematerialize me and the subspace generator.

Out in space, I floated over to the generator, grabbed the instruction padd from its storage pocket on the side of the unit, and quickly read how to get my ship out of the subspace pocket it was sitting in. “Find empty area large enough to hold your stored item. Press deactivate.” Simple enough. I followed the instructions and, moments later, the Acapella II rippled into existence in front of me. I used the suit’s thruster boots to speed to the Acapella II’s airlock and entered the ship.

I didn’t have a lot of time. The Zakdorn would definitely notice a ship just appearing outside their station. Sure enough, when I got to the cockpit and checked the scanners, three Mirador Patrol craft were closing in on my position. I slowly steered the Acapella II away from the generator (I didn’t have the time or the free hands to get a proper transporter lock and bring it aboard) drawing the Zakdorn ships away from it, then, as soon as I was clear, I engaged the warp drive and got the hell out of there…

…At least that’s what I wanted the Zakdorn to believe. In actuality, I just zipped a light year or so away and ducked into a conveniently- located, sensor-obscuring nebula. Once safely inside, I changed to one of my alternate transponder codes. One thing about my line of work is that sometimes you find yourself as a persona non-grata in certain star systems. People start looking for your ship with orders to destroy it. That’s why I picked up this multi-ponder. I can change the identity of my ship as easily as I can change channels on my holovision.

I launched a small probe sensor probe to the edge of the nebula to feed me tactical telemetry. As I expected, no pursuit was in sight. The Zakdorn lose interest in problem ships the moment they leave Mirador.

With my ship now claiming to be the Andronicus, I leisurely flew out of the nebula and approached Mirador. Docking control hailed me, asked me my business, and put the through the usual rigamarole that a ship arriving at Mirador has to go through. There was no sign that they even suspected I was the ship that just zipped away from there minutes earlier.

I was assigned a docking slip near the Bach, so, while I let the autopilot handle the actual docking, I scoured the space around the Bach for the subspace generator. I couldn’t find it anywhere.

The next ten minutes seemed to last an eternity as I ran off my ship and had to deal with the Zakdorn docking officer who wanted me to fill out their usual barrage of paperwork. I somehow forced my way through it without letting on that I was worried or in a rush. As soon as he scurried off to whatever level of hell is reserved to middle management bureaucrats, I broke into an all-out run to get to the Bach’s docking hatch.

The hatch was wide open, which I hoped meant that Spaanz and Taanz were gone. I also hoped that they’d left Rydell alive. I first went to my room on the Bach and grabbed a blaster out of my gear that Rydell had bought back from the Shelliak, then I cautiously approached the ship’s small transporter room.

From outside, I couldn’t hear any voices or movement. I took that as a good sign that Spaanz and Taanz were gone, but not so good in terms of Rydell’s possible survival. I stepped through the doors and immediately spotting Rydell laying in a crumpled heap in the middle of the floor.

“Oh, you had better be alive,” I said nervously.

“Barely,” Rydell’s voice croaked back. I raced over to him as he pulled himself up into a sitting position. Honestly, he looked better than I expected him to. Yes, he had two black eyes and his right arm appeared broken, but otherwise he seemed to be in one piece.

“Where are Spaanz and Taanz?” I asked.

“Spaanz was beating the hell out of me, but as soon as he saw you beam out with the generator, he said it wasn’t logical to continue pummeling me, so they left,” Rydell replied as I helped him to his feet.

“That was it? They just left?” I asked. Rydell glared at me. Okay. It was a stupid thing to say.

“What? Would you have preferred that they ripped my limbs off or something?”

“I’m sorry. Forget I said it.”

“At least tell me you got the generator.”

“Let’s go get you fixed up,” I said quickly. “Where’s your medkit?”

“You didn’t get the generator.”

“I had to warp out in a hurry. It was gone when I came back.”

“Yippee for Spaanz and Taanz,” Rydell spat.

“They can have the damn thing,” I replied. So, it was my first job I couldn’t complete. It was bound to happen sometime. “As long as they take it back to Bradley, I don’t care.”



“What do you mean you don’t have it?” I demanded, rising up from my chair in Bradley Dillon’s office on Waystation three days later. “Your two Vulcan thugs when through a hell of a lot of trouble to get it away from us and bring it back to you.”

“You could have at least told me you were sending those two goons to shadow us,” Rydell added from the chair beside me. Thanks to the wonders of 24th century medicine, he was good as new by the time we arrived at Waystation. Of course, he credited my round-the-clock vigilance and tender loving care. I credit the fact that he slept most of the way. The strain of performing, fighting Spaanz, then going through a round of medical treatment had taken a lot out of him. In truth, we’d barely talked since we left Mirador.

“I didn’t send anybody,” Bradley Dillon said intensely as he paced his wood-paneled office. “I didn’t think I’d need to since I sent a STARFLEET CAPTAIN.”

“So you didn’t hire Spaanz and Taanz?” I pressed.

“I most certainly did not, Miss Durham,” Bradley replied. He turned on Rydell. “So let me make sure I have the facts straight here, Captain.”I sent you to the Shelliak Corporate where you spent a great deal of my latinum to retrieve Miss Durham, her ship, and, most importantly, my subspace generator. Yet you come back here without the one thing I really sent you to get. Is that right, Rydell?”

“Pretty much. But you’re leaving out the part about rescuing a Federation citizen, which, in the end, should be primary over everything,” Rydell replied.

“I should have known,” Bradley said. “Anyone from the same ship as my brother just has to be incompetent. Get out. Just go.” Bradley collapsed into his desk chair and started massaging his temples as Rydell and I quietly slipped out of his office. I saw no need to get someone that rich and powerful any more upset.

“Can I hitch a ride back to my ship?” Rydell asked as he and I entered the turbolift outside of the Dillon Enterprises complex. It was the first either of us had said since leaving Bradley Dillon’s office.

“Doesn’t Starfleet take care of that sort of thing?”

“Yeah, but I don’t feel like talking to anyone Starfleet right now,” Rydell replied.

“How about talking to non-Starfleet people?” I said.

Rydell smiled. “That I can handle.” He was quiet for a moment. “I just want to know who the hell has that generator. Spaanz and Taanz had to be working for somebody. I really don’t think a couple of Vulcans would ally themselves with the Romulans, but you…”

I put my hand over Rydell’s mouth. “Shut up,” I said. “If you want a ride, you won’t say another word about this whole mess.” Rydell nodded, so I let go of his mouth.

“I guess I can come up with other things to talk about,” Rydell said.

“Good. If I’m going to be stuck with you for the next few days, you’d better be entertaining.”

“Oh, I can be VERY entertaining,” Rydell replied, a twinkle in his eye.

I nuzzled my lips up against his ear, my body pressing against his back. “You’d better be, buddy. Or you’re going to be hitchhiking back to the Secondprize.”

Sometime later, the turbolift doors opened onto the level where I’d docked the Acapella II.

We were too busy to notice.



6 - So Happy Together
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Star Traks: The Lost Years #6

So Happy Together

by Alan Decker

STARDATE 52785.8

Commander Jaroch didn’t even look up from his glass as the doors of Seven Backward opened. Out of the corner of his eye from his perch on a bar stool, he observed Captain Rydell entering the lounge flanked by Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins and Counselor Claire Webber. All three were dressed in casual civilian garb. Jaroch also noted that they appeared to be striding in with a purpose, but frankly he was too blitzed to care. Although, he did note that Hawkins looked beautiful…as usual. What justice was there in a galaxy where such a woman found a dolt like Travis Dillon more appealing than him? Jaroch drained his synthe-scotch with real soda and ordered another.

Actually, since his return from the science conference on Waystation several days earlier, he’d spent most of his free time wallowing in the effects of synthehol. His life had become a cyclical routine of get up, serve his time on the bridge, get drunk, go to sleep, then get up and shake off the effects of the synthehol so he could do it all over again.

The annoying thing was he couldn’t really figure out why he was in this funk that had settled over him. Sure, things at Waystation had not gone as well as he would have liked, but he’d had missions go south on him before. He was stationed on the Secondprize; things going south was just par for the course.

Jaroch had consoled himself for a couple of days after his return from Waystation by taunting Commander Dillon with the information about Dillon’s ancestry that Jaroch had learned while he was away. But that had ceased to be amusing rather quickly. You can only laugh at someone for so long when they don’t understand why you’re laughing at them.

So now he’d sunk into a deep pit of depression and syntheholism. How pathetic.

“Everybody, freeze!” Rydell shouted. “I’m declaring a state of Party Emergency! I want a dance floor cleared NOW!”

“You heard the man,” Hawkins said. “Move it!”

Jemmy Fisk, the Guinanco-appointed manager of Seven Backward, scurried over to the trio of invaders in a completely frazzled state, wringing his hands as he went. “Um…now Captain …er…this is a Guinanco establishment. We have rules…guidelines… and a contract with Starfleet. You can’t just come in here and offer unauthorized fun. We are the only ones authorized to provide entertainment in Seven Backward. Oh! Ah! What are they doing?” Jemmy removed his standard Guinanco-issue flat purple hat and began pulling on his hair as Secondprize crewmembers started moving tables around.

“Clearing space for a dance floor. What does it look like?”

“Oh no. No no no. They definitely cannot do that. We have very strict regulations about the floor plan of our lounges. Each table is in a precise location for our patrons’ maximum enjoyment.”

“Zip it, Jemmy,” Rydell said. “And show Commander Hawkins to your audio system. This snoozac’s got to go.”

“Out of the question. This is Guinanco-approved ambient music specially designed to soothe and relax our patrons,” Jemmy protested.

Hawkins grabbed Jemmy by the back of the neck and yanked him toward the bar. “Audio system. Now. Or I’m going to hang you from the ceiling for tonight’s pinata.”

“All right. I’ll take you, but when Guinanco Headquarters hears about this, they’re going to be very cross!!! They may even pull our franchise out of here!”

“We can only hope,” Rydell muttered.

Jaroch watched as Hawkins dragged Jemmy into the Guinanco Employee’s Only area behind the bar and inserted a new music chip into the sound system. Loud dance music began pumping through the speakers, but Jaroch barely noticed. He was too busy watching Hawkins’s every move. Meanwhile, Rydell supervised the conversion of the lounge into a dance club. “Computer, initiate lighting sequence Boogie Down.”

The lights around Seven Backward dimmed as panels slid open in the ceiling revealing strobes and colored lights. “AHHHHH!” Jemmy screamed. “Where did those come from!? NOOOOOOOOOOO! Guinanco Gurus, take back this lounge!” The various waiters and waitresses working in the lounge looked at each other nervously.

“Hawkins, if a single one of them moves, blast them,” Rydell ordered.

“Yes, sir. What about Jemmy?”

“Blast him right now. He’s being a party pooper.”

“Gladly, sir,” Hawkins replied.

Jemmy backed up against the wall, holding his arms up to ward off Hawkins. “Wait. You can’t…”

ZAAAP!

“What do you know? I did,” Hawkins said. She slapped a pair of binders on Jemmy’s wrists and dragged him back to the storeroom, emerging a minute later toting a keg on her shoulder. “Lookie what I found.”

“Ohhhh! Romulan Ale. And a whole keg at that,” Rydell replied, reading the label. “Someone at Guinanco has been very naughty. We’re going to have to confiscate that contraband. Tap that puppy, and we’ll do it a glass at a time.”

Counselor Webber approached the bar stool next to Jaroch and sat down next to the intoxicated Yynsian. “Wouldn’t you like something other than synthehol?” she asked.

“I tried the real stuff. One drink almost sent me to sickbay,” Jaroch replied.

“I meant something other than an alcoholic drink, synthetic or otherwise,” Webber replied.

“I am in no mood to be counseled tonight, Counselor,” Jaroch said flatly.

“Good. I’m in no mood to be a counselor. Wanna dance?”

Jaroch finally broke his gaze away from his drink and stared at Webber. “You must be joking. I will not dance to this hyperactive garbage.” On cue, the song ended, replaced with a slow, romantic number.

“You’re in luck,” Webber said, jumping off her stool and grabbing Jaroch’s arm. “Shake off that stupor and come on.”

“But I do not dance!” Jaroch protested as the counselor’s surprising strength yanked him off of his perch.

“Then just wrap your arms around me and sway,” Webber said. She dragged Jaroch to the dance floor where several other couples had gathered and pulled him close to her. “Just move with me,” she said softly.

“That’s the spirit, Jaroch,” Captain Rydell said, dancing close with Dr. Beth Aldridge. “Now sway those hips a bit more. You aren’t an android. Get some rhythm.”

“I do not need or want rhythm,” Jaroch said.

“Leave him alone, Alex,” Aldridge said. “He’s trying at least.”

“And he’s not drunk. Carry on, Commander,” Rydell said. He and Aldridge danced away, presumably to pester Commander Baird and Lieutenant Commander Sullivan, who were dancing together near the viewport, and Baird did not look at all pleased about it.

“This is making you uncomfortable, isn’t it?” Webber asked.

“I thought you were not going to counsel me,” Jaroch replied.

“I’m asking you a question friend to friend. Is this making you uncomfortable?”

“Honestly, yes,” Jaroch said. And really he had no reason to be so uptight with Webber. She had been a great help to him during his Seratch on Yyns the year before. For a month or so afterwards, they had spent a great deal of time together, but that had slowly ended as Jaroch spent more and more time focused on his work and his research. Gradually, they’d returned to just being colleagues serving on the same ship.

Jaroch looked over at Lieutenant Hawkins, who was busy supervising the Guinanco employees behind the bar, and felt a pang of emotion. At least Dillon was on bridge duty, so Jaroch didn’t have to watch the two of them dancing together. Then he thought of Lisa Beck. Granted, he had no feelings for her, but for a brief time while he was under the control of his Carl Jaroch past life, he believed that he did. He felt love like… like he’d never felt…ever.

“You okay?” Webber said. She held him tighter, hugging him close. Jaroch couldn’t help but enjoy the closeness. A smile crossed his lips.

“I am fine.”

“No you’re not. You’re the loneliest man I’ve ever seen.”

“That is absolutely not…” Jaroch trailed off. Wait. Was that it? Was he actually lonely? The idea seemed ridiculous. He’d gone his whole life without the benefit of companionship outside of the occasional brief encounter. Granted, he did have feelings for Patricia Hawkins, but that was a different situation entirely. But Webber’s diagnosis would explain his reaction upon leaving Waystation. He longed for what Carl Jaroch had with his Lisa Beck.

“I do not wish to be counseled now,” Jaroch said, struggling to hold himself together. He reminded himself of his days at the Vulcan Science Academy, where he tried to train himself in the Vulcan way. Loneliness is not logical.

“And I don’t want you to be alone. I like you, Jaroch.”

“Friend to friend,” Jaroch said.

“Woman to man,” Webber replied. “Let’s get out of here.”

“If we leave together, the others present will assume that we have gone to…if I may be indelicate…engage in intercourse.”

“Then let’s not disappoint them,” Webber said, gazing at Jaroch with a lascivious look he’d never seen cross the face of the normally perky counselor. And he liked it!

“Agreed,” Jaroch said simply, as, arm in arm, the two made a hasty retreat from Seven Backward.

Rydell and Aldridge watched them go. “You don’t think…” Aldridge said.

“Oh yeah. Definitely,” Rydell replied.

“Now there’s a surprise.”

“Hey, you said it yourself. Opposites attract.”

“That’s not exactly a new sentiment, Alex.”

“You know, we could be off doing the same thing as Jaroch and Webber right now.”

“We could. Or you could try a little thing called romance,” Aldridge replied.

“Touche”



STARDATE 53591.4

“…coupled with the intensity of the flames would tend to indicate some heretofore unknown process at work,” Jaroch said, speaking into his tricorder. “Upon return to the Secondprize, submit request to Memory Alpha for all sensor data regarding the phenomenon. End of field notes. Stardate 53591.4.” Jaroch closed the tricorder and set it down on the table beside his half-eaten plate of lunch.

“Did you get enough?” Counselor Webber asked from her seat across the small table from him.

“Food or information?” Jaroch replied.

“Both,” Webber said.

“Quite.”

Webber smiled brightly. “Good! I knew you’d like this place.” The pair was currently seated in a small French-style cafe in the oh-so-creatively-named Firestorm Luxury Suites overlooking the raging firestorms of Bersallis III.

“As I recall,” Jaroch said, “this phenomenon was responsible for taking the lives of several Starfleet Officers when this planet was first visited.”Building a resort here seems to be in somewhat bad taste.”

“But you’re enjoying yourself,” Webber replied.

Jaroch looked out the giant picture window near their table that provided a spectacular view of the flaming chaos below. “The phenomenon is certainly of scientific interest to me. Yes.” He turned back to Webber, who was happily staring across the table at him. While they were not technically “dating,” he and Webber had spent a great deal of their off time in each other’s company since their first liaison after the dance in Seven Backward. Finally, after almost ten months of this, Webber had invited Jaroch to go away with her to Bersallis III for a vacation…just the two of them.

His first impulse had been to say no. He was quite happy with the state of affairs on the Secondprize and worried that spending too much time alone together would wreck the mutually-beneficial relationship they had developed. But the scientist in him knew that nothing in the universe could remain static forever. If Webber wanted to take this trip, it meant that she desired to escalate the relationship. This was the test to see if it would work.

With that in mind, Jaroch realized just how much of their time on Bersallis III so far he’d spent running tricorder scans and making field notes instead of paying attention to his companion. “And I am enjoying being with you,” he said. “Thank you for suggesting this trip. I apologize for spending so much time in my research.”

“You’re a scientist. That’s what you do,” Webber said. “But, just out of curiosity, do you have any other hobbies? Favorite holodeck programs?”

“I rarely use the holodeck. The rec room provides the equipment I need for fitness, and verbally-thrashing Commander Dillon on a regular basis usually satisfies my desire for entertainment.”

“But you said rarely,” Webber said, popping a French Fry, something she was pretty sure you wouldn’t find at a real French cafe, into her mouth. “That means you go sometimes.”

“I do, occasionally, make use of Captain Rydell’s bowling alley program. I find the activity somehow intriguing.”

“Anything else?”

Jaroch squirmed uncomfortably. Revealing this seemed very embarrassing, but if the relationship was to progress… “IengageinbloodyswordbattlesinAncientYyns,” he muttered quickly. So much for his air of scientific superiority and emotional detachment.

“What’s wrong with that? I know that Patti and Dillon use combat programs a lot to relax.”

Of course I know that, Jaroch thought. I imagine being with Patricia every time I use it. Jaroch decided that reason would not be the best to state in present company, though. “Such programs do not fit with my image.”

“You need to relax and be yourself more, Jaroch. This image obsession you have is not healthy. Were you hugged much as a child?” Jaroch couldn’t help but smile. It was somehow reassuring to know that Webber’s answer to everything would be a hug.

“My parents were very loving,” Jaroch replied. Almost smothering, he added to himself. “And I thought we were on vacation.”

“What? Counseling can’t be my hobby too?” Webber asked smiling.

“Point taken. I have a proposal. I will take approximately twenty additional minutes to complete my readings on the firestorms, then I will end my research. We may then spend the remainder of our visit here together.”

“Sounds good to me,” Webber said, getting up from her chair. “I’m going to head back to the room and find us something interesting to do for the afternoon.”

“Very well. I will join you shortly.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Webber gave Jaroch a kiss on the forehead. “Don’t work too hard.”

“That day has yet to arrive.”



Counselor Webber literally skipped through the hallways of the Firestorm Luxury Suites humming to herself as she headed back to the room she and Jaroch were sharing. So far, everything was going according to plan. Jaroch was away from the Secondprize and Patricia, he’d finally pushed through the “work even when vacationing” phase, so now all that was left was to get the Yynsian to relax and admit to himself that he was still in love with Patricia Hawkins. Only then would he be open to counseling and able to start down the path to getting over her.

Professionally, Webber knew that the methods she’d used in Jaroch’s case had been somewhat questionable, but Jaroch was not your average counselee. He was too strong a believer in dealing with things internally, so Webber had done what she could to get closer to him on a personal, rather than professional basis. Admittedly, she was very fond of him, but she knew that a long term relationship with Jaroch was impossible. He was just too…monotone. But the least she could do was help him get over Patricia and move on with his life. Somewhere out there was the perfect woman for Jaroch, and if he didn’t let go of Patricia Hawkins, he’d never find her.

As she skipped along, Webber ran through a list of the hotel’s leisure activities in her mind looking for the one that would keep Jaroch the most distracted and provide the most close contact between the two of them. Maybe she’d rent a private shuttle that they could fly out across the planet…

Suddenly, two strong arms grabbed her from behind, pulling her forcefully into a janitorial closet. Before she could make a peep, a hand clamped over her mouth as she was dragged into the small dim room. The door shut behind her, then she was spun around to face her attacker, a bright light emanating from a wrist beacon prevented her from making out the person’s features.

“Oh yes!” a male voice said eagerly. That voice. It was somehow familiar, but not. “Just perfect. Absolutely beautiful! Oh how I have longed to see this body again.”

Webber’s mind raced. Who was this person? And why was he being so over-dramatic? He was obviously somewhat unstable.

“Everything’s going to be all right now,” Webber said reassuringly. She jumped forward, catching the man in a tight bear hug. “Just relax. Counselor Claire will help you through whatever problem you may be having.”

“There isn’t a problem anymore. The solution is right here.”

The voice. Who…It sounded like…Dillon? Webber pulled away quickly. “Travis Michael Dillon! Is that you?”

The man aimed the wrist beacon up at his face, illuminating features that were indeed those of Commander Travis Dillon…apart from large scar running across his forehead and the neatly-cropped beard on his chin. “That’s HAPPYMASTER Dillon to you!” The Dillon duplicate pulled a bright-yellow phaser out of the cloak he wore. “And now it’s time for you to do a great service for our Empress.”

“Um…Does she need counseling?” Webber said nervously.

“No no no. She’s very very happy. We all are. The service we need from you is something far more personal.”

“Now wait a second…”

“Nope. No time. I can’t have you doing something silly that might damage your wonderful body. Nighty-night.”

“Wait…”

ZAAAP!

Happymaster Dillon caught Webber’s stunned body before it could hit the ground, then activated the transporter beacon on his belt. A moment later, the pair vanished in a dancing parade of purple energy.



Commander Jaroch moved down through the halls of the hotel without removing his gaze from the readout display on his tricorder. The hotel’s layout was simple enough that he had memorized it within minutes of their arrival, removing the need to waste resources watching where he was headed. As for the other hotel patrons, Jaroch was confident that, considering his path of travel and relatively slow rate of speed, others would make course corrections in time to avoid potential collisions.

Thus far, his scans of the firestorms had proved somewhat intriguing…at least as intriguing as a rampaging wall of flame could be. Such a phenomena certainly did not rank up there with some of the oddities found in open space; however, it did merit some scientific study. But Jaroch was satisfied that he had gathered enough data to allow him to spend the remainder of the trip with Counselor Webber.

Jaroch rounded a corner and almost slammed his head into the unmoving deep-purple clad chest of a male figure in front of him.

“You should watch where you’re going,” the figure said.

Jaroch made a quick mental note of his stopping point, closed the tricorder, and looked up at the humanoid obstacle in his path. “And you should have enough courtesy to sidestep those who are obviously involved in other projects.”

“Perhaps,” the figure replied as Jaroch’s eyes took in the man’s features. He had a thin strong build, with long black hair tied back in a pony-tail. His piercing eyes suggested intelligence, but they were tempered with wisdom: wisdom, Jaroch felt, that had come at a high price. On top of it all, though, was an incredible sense of familiarity about the man’s features.

“Very well,” Jaroch said. “Good day.” Then it hit him as to why the features seemed so familiar. Other than a couple of faded scar lines, they were his own. “My apologies,” Jaroch added. “I am unused to encountering myself other than in a mirror.”

“No offense taken,” the alternate Jaroch replied. “I knew a man of your intellect would realize the truth soon enough. But we really don’t have time for this banter. You may call me Alpha, to ease any possible confusion. I am here because I need your help to save your Counselor Webber and my universe.”

“What has happened to Claire?” Jaroch demanded.

“I was too late to intercept him, so she is now in the hands of the Happymaster,” Alpha replied. “You must come with me.”

Jaroch considered his duplicate’s words for a moment. Happymaster. That meant Alpha was from the so-called “Happy Universe” that the crews of the Explorer and Waystation had encountered, a universe in which Captain Rydell never existed and Counselor Webber used the Joegonots’ transference ray to turn everyone happy and conquer the quadrant. In that reality, Travis Dillon served as Empress Webber’s right-hand man. They were believed destroyed until a recent incursion into Jaroch’s reality just recently. That time, Happymaster Dillon and the crew of the Funship Explorer has stolen a Starfleet prototype ship. This time, for some reason, they had grabbed Claire Webber.

“Have you made a decision?” Alpha asked impatiently.

“I apologize. I needed to review the exposition briefly,” Jaroch replied. “I will go with you, but I expect a full explanation if I am to effectively help rescue Counselor Webber.”

“I understand. And do not worry. There’s plenty more exposition where that came from.” Alpha touched a button on his belt, and he and Jaroch dematerialized in another beautifully choreographed ballet of pretty purple sparklies.



When Counselor Webber regained consciousness, she was somewhat surprised to be sitting up. Then she realized she was actually tied to an chair, her legs secured together and attached to the chair support, her wrists firmly fastened behind the backrest. No one had done anything like this to her since Kevin back at the Institute of Psychology…best not to think about that now. This time she could actually be in trouble.

Her memory of what led her to this predicament cleared. Wait…Dillon had captured her. No danger at all.

Webber forced her eyes open, fighting off the effects of the stun beam Dillon had hit her with, and took in her surroundings. She was on a shuttle. Beside her, Dillon was busily typing commands into the console.

“All right, Commander. This has gone quite far enough,” Webber said.

Dillon jumped a bit, startled to hear her voice. He quickly spun to face her. “Far enough? HAHAHAHAHAHA! You have no idea how far I’m willing to go!”

“What kind of thing is that to say? You sound like someone out of those awful movies you insist on watching all the time. I told you that those things were bad for your sense of reality.”

“My sense of reality? You’re the one deluded into thinking I’m Commander Dillon.”

“But you are Dillon.”

“HAPPYMASTER Dillon!” the Happymaster seethed.

“Why do you keep using this ‘happymaster’ word? What is that supposed to mean? Did something happen between you and Patti? If so, I appreciate that you wanted to come to me, but this is not the way to schedule a counseling appointment. Untie me, I’ll give you a hug to tide you over for the next couple of days, then we can talk when I get back to the Secondprize.”

“Oh we’re going to the Secondprize right now,” Dillon said, tapping one final command into the console, firing a phased cadion pulse . Gradually the space in front of the shuttle began to glow, opening a crackling breach in the space time-continuum. Of course, Webber didn’t understand a bit of that. All she knew was that she was flying through some big, bright, canary yellow opening in space…and she was sure that wasn’t a good thing.



“How did the Happymaster find her?” Jaroch asked as he and Alpha sped away from Bersallis III in Alpha’s shuttle.

“The same way I found him. Once we got into this universe, I called up Starfleet Command and requested Webber’s location. Dillon was looking for a time when your Counselor Webber was away from the Secondprize and, therefore, more vulnerable,” Alpha replied.

“I see,” Jaroch said, taking in this information. He would have to mention something to Command about obtaining proper clearances before divulging the location of officers. “I believe then that the more pertinent question, then, is why does he want her at all?”

“That we’re not sure of,” Alpha said as he began typing commands into the flight console. Jaroch was finding the experience of basically watching himself from afar rather disconcerting for some reason. “We believed Empress Webber and Happymaster Dillon were killed in the assault on her palace last year when I joined up with the Lady.”

“The Lady?”

“You would know her as Lisa Beck. I knew her as Mistress Beck, but since the war, she has become the Lady.”

“I feel as though I should be taking notes.”

“Our history is a bit complicated,” Alpha said. “But let me try and fill you in as quickly and briefly as possible. After what we thought was the death of the Empress and the Happymaster, our quadrant was thrown into chaos. It was anarchy. Just as we were beginning to rebuild something resembling a government, the Dominion and the Borg, both of which the Empress’ forces had changed with the happy beam, attacked, vying for control. We soon learned that the Empress and Happymaster Dillon were not dead and had allied themselves with the Borg. In our own defense, we joined up with the Dominion. And, of course, the rebels were running around. To keep it short, Fun War IV…what?” Alpha noticed the look of disgust and horror on Jaroch’s face.”

“You called it Fun War IV?” Jaroch gaped.

“That is usually what comes after three,” Alpha replied, an unspoken “duh” hanging in the air between them.

“Never mind. Continue.”

“Thank you. At the end of the war, the Dominion had been crushed, most of the rebels had been rehappied by Empress Webber’s forces, and the Empress and Happymaster, backed by Borg technology, were in control. Of course, they only had one ship left, the Funship Explorer, which used to be a rebel ship. A couple of months ago, Happymaster Dillon and the Funship Explorer entered this universe and stole a prototype starship, which he has dubbed the Secondprize-A. He’s rebuilding his fleet, and now he’s come for your Counselor Webber.”

Alpha pressed a final control on the flight console, activating a phased cadion beam. Jaroch watched with detached scientific curiosity as the beam created a rift in space-time large enough for the shuttle to fly through. Moments later, they were in the Happy Universe, an Intrepid class starship looming in front of them.

“Ruth Buzzy?” Jaroch asked, reading the ship’s name.

“She was some comedienne that Empress Webber was fond of. We just never bothered to get out and repaint the name once we joined the rebels after the war,” Alpha replied. “The annoying thing is that it’s not even spelled right. It should be B U Z Z I, but the Lady won’t change it.”

“If I may make an observation, despite the fact that you are ostensibly under the effects of the ‘happy beam,’ you do not seem all that happy.”

“Six months on the run can darken anyone’s mood,” Alpha replied as he steered the shuttle into the Ruth Buzzy’s docking bay. Minutes later, he and Jaroch emerged onto the ship’s bridge. Jaroch’s immediate reflex was to shield his eyes. He’d read the reports on the Happy Universe, but that didn’t quite prepare him for encountering the bright yellow carpet and the neon pink walls. At the helm console sat Rebecca Singer. Jaroch was prepared for this eventuality. She was a key member of the rebels according to the reports. A mustached man, who Jaroch recognized as a mirror version of Martin Lazlo from Waystation, stood stiffly at tactical, eyeing Jaroch’s every move.

The command chair, which had been upholstered in a furry purple cow print, spun around revealing the Lady. For all intents and purposes, she was Lisa Beck. The same tall stature. The same commanding expression. The same fiery red hair. But there was something about her eyes. They seemed to waiver erratically from intense and in charge to “Lisa’s not home right now. Please leave a message.”

“Why hello there, darlins’!” the Lady exclaimed in a long, lazy drawl.

Jaroch looked over at Alpha questioningly.

“Some of us are still experiencing after-effects of the happy beam,” Alpha replied in a whisper.

“Then why is she in command?” Jaroch whispered back as the Lady rose up from her chair and sashayed towards them.

“She’s very good. Really…and she’s the one with the command codes. Singer wasn’t too thrilled to lose control of the rebels, but they really needed someone with the Lady’s experience when we joined them after our own forces were lost in the war.”

“Now look at you,” the Lady said, grabbing Jaroch by the shoulders and looking him up and down. “Spittin’ image of my darlin’ Alpha.” She turned to Alpha. “Now don’t you worry, hon. His face doesn’t have any of your character.”

“Thank you, my Lady,” Alpha replied with a stiff bow.

The Lady turned back to Jaroch. “He is just such a gentleman. But where are my manners? It’s a pleasure to have you with us Mr. Jaroch. What can we get you to drink?”

“I am not thirsty,” Jaroch replied.

“Well!” the Lady said, fanning herself with her hand. “This one certainly does not have your couth, Alpha.”

“I believe he is concerned about the whereabouts of his Claire Webber,” Alpha said. “They are close.”

“Why, Jaroch, you old devil you. I never would have dreamed she’d be your type. How about it, Alpha. Have you ever felt that urge toward our little Empress?” the Lady asked.

“Most definitely not,” Alpha said.

“May we return to the matter at hand?” Jaroch said a bit impatiently. “Counselor Webber most likely has no idea what kind of danger she’s in!”

“I’m sure the presence of the Happymaster will make it very clear,” Alpha replied.

“She doesn’t know about the Happymaster,” Jaroch said.

“What?”

“Starfleet decided it would be in everyone’s best interests if Counselor Webber was not informed about the existence of the Happy Universe or her position in it. They did not want to give her any ideas.”

The Lady suddenly started laughing uncontrollably. “Oh! I’m sorry,” she said, gasping for breath. “That is just too precious.”

“I must disagree with your word choice,” Jaroch said flatly.

“Sorry, hon. Don’t mind me.”



Counselor Webber was starting to get the idea that things were getting out of hand as the shuttle approached a ship of a type she had never seen before. It was definitely reminiscent of Federation design, and someone had printed USS SECONDPRIZE-A along its side. Webber looked over at the Dillon who was holding her hostage. Okay. Different personality. He’s got a scar. Spatial rift. Different ship. What did it all mean? Damn! Would it really have been that difficult for Starfleet to give counseling personnel a thorough grounding in the galactic weirdness that they might encounter.

The shuttle docked moments later, and Happymaster Dillon led Webber out into the shuttlebay at phaser point where they were met by people who looked like Sullivan and Hawkins…except they were shorter…much shorter and quite a bit rounder.

“Sulli-fun! Show the new Empress to her quarters,” the Happymaster ordered as the four foot tall Sullivan clone waddled over, phaser drawn.

“What is this?” Webber managed to blurt.

“Home!” the Happymaster said, extending his arms proudly. “The Ebullient class Secondprize-A…complete with the original crew…sort of. Their DNA was a bit charred from the destruction of the last Secondprize, so the cloning didn’t quite work as well as I’d like, but they’re a good crew. Sulli-fun, take her away.”

The midget clone grabbed Webber’s arm and dragged her out of the shuttlebay as Webber stared back at the Happymaster in shock. The midget Hawkins slid over to the Happymaster, nuzzling up against his leg as he patted her head. What the hell was happening here?



“None of this answers our main question of concern,” Alpha said as the Lady got her laughter back under control. “Why did the Happymaster kidnap her in the first place?”

“I’m telling you the Empress is dead!” Singer snapped from the helm console. “Why else haven’t we seen her since the war? It’s all the Happymaster! He could be faking those speeches from her. Audio isn’t that difficult.”

“If that were the case, why bother with a replacement?” Alpha said. “The Happymaster has wanted control for himself all along anyway.”

The bridge dissolved into pointless bickering about the Happymaster’s motives, intelligence, and fashion sense while Jaroch thought about the situation. “Does he inspire loyalty?” Jaroch asked finally.

“The Happymaster?” Alpha said. “Definitely not. He is an egotistical, self-absorbed…”

“That is somewhat redundant.”

“It bears repeating. I’d also like to add sadistic nitwit to the list, though. People follow him out of fear. Empress Webber was who they loved.”

“I see,” Jaroch said thoughtfully.

“I have the Secondprize-A on sensors,” Lazlo reported.

“Where’s it headed, Lazlo?” Lady asked, switching abruptly into command mode.

“Bearing 349 mark 2. Destination unknown.”

“What systems are along that route?” Jaroch asked.

“Peranis, Camus, Naranna…that’s about it on a direct line.”

“This Happymaster is a version of Travis Dillon. He will take the direct line to his destination,” Jaroch said, heading toward one of the computer consoles at the rear of the bridge. “Something about one of those planets sounds familiar.”

“I envy you,” Alpha said, looking over Jaroch’s shoulder as Jaroch sat and scrolled through the Ruth Buzzy’s records. “You still retain the scientific mind I lost to the happy beam. It’s all I can do to fire our happy beam, much less understand it.”

“You have a happy beam mounted on this ship?”

“Of course. It was a Federation of Fun vessel originally.”

“I see,” Jaroch replied, filing that bit of information away in his mind as his attention turned back to the screen. Fortunately, the Ruth Buzzy’s record banks contained information from the United Federation of Planets before the ascension of Empress Webber and the founding of the Federation of Fun. Jaroch scrolled through the information fairly quickly until he hit one particular section. His hand froze over the scroll key as a look of horror crossed his face.

“Set a course for Camus II now!” he shouted, jumping up from the chair. “Maximum warp. We have to stop him!”

“What? What’s he going to do?” the Lady demanded in a near panic.

“I believe that Ms. Singer is partially correct. The Empress is out of sight for a reason, but she still lives…most likely just barely. You said that they have Borg technology, so she may no longer have a body at all. That is why Happymaster Dillon took Counselor Webber. He needs her body.”

“Now, darlin’, you got all of that from Camus II?” the Lady asked.

“Captain James T. Kirk and Dr. Janice Lester swapped minds using a device found in the ruins of Camus II. The Happymaster must have learned about this, and he plans to use it to put your Empress’ mind in Counselor Webber’s body.”

“That’s quite a leap you’ve made there, hon.”

“I am aware of that,” Jaroch said. “But I suggest that you trust me. I am rarely wrong about my conclusions.”

“He is me basically,” Alpha said. “I feel we should go.”

“All right, then,” the Lady said. “Camus II. Maximum warp. We’ll just have to figure out a way to take out that fancy new Secondprize of his when we get there…and we’d better hope he doesn’t have the Funship Explorer lurking about.”



Despite the fact that she’d been kidnapped and dragged into a situation she couldn’t begin to understand, Counselor Webber had to admit that she liked her captor’s sense of decor. The quarters they had locked her in on the Secondprize-A reminded her of her office back on the real Secondprize. The walls had been painted sky blue and dotted with white cloud-like puffs, while the carpet was a bright, grassy green. Speakers pumped the sounds of nature into the room. Birds chirped. The wind blew. It was almost idyllic…except for the being held captive by a psychotic Dillon and his midgets part.

“Hey hey, happy day! Someone’s at the door!” a perky voice announced suddenly.

“Um…come in?” Webber said hesitantly.

The doors opened, revealing Happymaster Dillon. Behind him, carrying a large box which he had balanced on his head, was a little midget Scott Baird. As the Happymaster stepped into the room, his arms outstretched, the midget Baird skipped around him and placed the box on the coffee table in the living area.

“Thank you,” the Happymaster said, patting the tiny Baird on the head. “You may go.” The mini-Baird nodded excitedly, then skipped out of the room, whistling as he went. “They’re such a sweet bunch,” the Happymaster said, as he turned his attention back to Webber. “And they do it all for you, my love. Oh, it is such a joy to see you like this again. One whole body. The mind needs a little work, but we’ll deal with that soon enough, right snookums?”

“Oh definitely,” Webber’s voice replied…but it didn’t come from Webber.

“Time to meet yourself,” the Happymaster said, opening the box on the coffee table with a flourish. As the sides of the box fell, Webber saw a hideous mass of tubes and circuits all connected to what looked like a human brain, which pulsated as it was bathed in a pale green glow. Two tubes extended toward Webber, moving up and down as if to scan her.

“My! You could be twins!” the Happymaster exclaimed, rubbing his hands together.

“Did I really look like that?” the brain asked…at least Webber assumed it was coming from the brain. The voice did emanate from the device anyway.

“All that and more,” the Happymaster replied, as he rubbed his hand along the device lovingly. Webber shuddered involuntarily. Whether it was from the total grossness of the display or the fact that some version of Dillon was expressing that kind of interest in her.

“Does she know what’s going on?” the brain in the box asked.

“Not a clue,” the Happymaster said, circling Webber as she stood stiffly in the center of the room. “But I do so love that look of fear in her eyes that she’s trying so valiantly to hide.”

“Are you saying you like me looking fearful?” the box asked seductively.

“Only with me,” the Happymaster replied.

“You are so twisted, sugarlump.”

“So are you, snookums.”

“Um…could one of you please just tell me why I’m here?” Webber said nervously. “I really want to go back to my vacation now.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” the Happymaster said, leaning right into Webber’s face. “EVER! HAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“He can be so dramatic,” the box said. “To be brief, you’ve been chosen for a very special job.”

“What’s that?” Webber said.

“My new body! HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Now who’s being dramatic?” the Happymaster said, then blew a kiss at the box. “I can’t help but adore her…even in this condition.” He turned back on Webber. “But you’re the answer to that little problem. By tomorrow, you’ll be wearing the robes of the Empress!”

“I will?” Webber said.

“Yes, but don’t get too excited. Your mind won’t be there to enjoy it. Right, snookums?”

“Right, sugarlump.”

Then they both start laughing maniacally. “HAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA…”

“But…”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA.”

“Can I ask…”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA.”

“WILL YOU SHUT UP A SECOND!!!” Webber screamed, shaking her head violently.

The Happymaster and box fell silent.

“Thank you,” Webber said, pushing her disheveled hair back into place. “None of this makes any sense. Please just explain clearly what you’re about to do me.”

“Oh! Fair enough,” the Happymaster said. “Our universe is in a state of anarchy right now. My beloved and I should be in control, but nobody wants to follow me without her, much less help us rebuild the fleet. Now that box is the brain of the Empress, who is our universe’s version of you. She’s obviously short a body. You have one, so we’re going to swap your minds so that she has your body and you’ll be in the box. Then the Empress will appear before her subjects, restore order to the Federation of Fun, and get the people started on rebuilding our fleet. Got it?”

“Okay. I understand now,” Webber said. “Wait… AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHA!”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA HAHA!”

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!”



Since it would take several hours for the Ruth Buzzy to reach Camus II, the Lady assigned Jaroch quarters that he could use for rest or, as she put it, “whatever other needs he may have.” And actually, since the crew was so small, she assigned him four sets of quarters. Evidently, that was common practice on this ship. People used different quarters depending on their moods. Jaroch tried to find quarters that evoked “I don’t have moods,” but the closest he could get was the Depressed Gray Suite. The bland gray decor suited his few needs, but the constant droning of Music to Slit Your Wrists By through the speakers was starting to get to him.

He was saved when the door chime sounded. Well, actually, it wasn’t a chime. Instead, there was a very morose sounding voice. “Someone’s at the door. It’s probably a mistake, though. No one would want to talk to you. Nobody likes you. Everybody hates you. There are some worms to eat in the mini-fridge.”

“Come in,” Jaroch called, wondering if there was a way he could convince the door voice to euthanize itself and save everyone a lot of misery. The Lady stepped in a moment later carrying a tray with two glasses and a pitcher of brownish liquid.

“I’m no counselor, but is there something you’d like discuss with the Lady, hon?” the Lady said, moving gracefully over to the sofa and setting her tray down on the coffee table. She poured Jaroch a drink and handed it to the Yynsian. “Iced tea. My own special recipe.”

Jaroch took a small, exploratory sip. “There is alcohol in this beverage.”

“Just a pinch. Gives it that special ooomph!”

Jaroch looked at the drink again. He normally abstained from liquor. For some reason, he tended to intoxicate quickly. In this situation, though, it somehow seemed appropriate. Oh what the hell…

Jaroch knocked back the iced tea, quickly draining its contents. Almost immediately, he felt a warmth in his stomach and his head grow fuzzy. The Lady sat next to Jaroch on the sofa and wrapped her arm around his shoulder, pulling him in and resting his head on her chest.

“Now you just tell the Lady ALL about it,” she said. “And then we’ll see if I can’t fix you right up, precious.”

“Fix it?” Jaroch said, surprising himself that he’d blurted out anything at all. “You cannot possibly. She doesn’t want me. She wants Dillon. DILLON!”

“Then why are you trying to rescue her?”

“Not her! Claire and I…well…I honestly do not know what we are. She seems to want a relationship, but I cannot get Patricia Hawkins out of my mind.”

“Hawkins? That little…never mind. She may be a prefect sweetheart in your universe. But right now you’re too close to the situation. You know what you need?”

“What?” Jaroch asked, looking up into the Lady’s eyes. She smiled; it was a smile Jaroch understood the meaning of all too well.

“Perspective,” she said as her free hand made its way up Jaroch’s thigh.

Jaroch considered her proposal for several long seconds. Technically, he was with Webber; although, she had said on more than one occasion that their relationship was not exclusive. And then there was Patricia. Of course, he wasn’t being faithful to her to begin with so…

“Okay!” Jaroch said. Before the word faded from the air, the Lady pounced.



The only reason Counselor Webber stopped screaming was that her throat hurt…well that and Happymaster Dillon had finally gotten sick of it and had aimed his phaser at her.

“Well, now that you’ve had a few moments to become accustomed to the idea, what do you think?” the Happymaster asked. “Quite an opportunity, huh?”

“Are you nuts?” Webber demanded.

“What would ever make you think that? Our plan makes perfect sense,” the Happymaster said. He turned to the box. “She’s really pretty boring like this, but can I try her out anyway?”

“It would be nice to see how the new body moves,” the Empress’ voice said from the box. “And if I control the action, it will be kind of like one of our old threesomes.”

“Fun!” the Happymaster said excitedly. “Get your clothes off!” he told Webber as he took off his cape and started unzipping his bright pink uniform.

“No way!” Webber snapped.

“Don’t make me stun you. I’d prefer you were involved with this, but you don’t necessarily have to be awake.”

“You’re awful! I thought my Dillon was bad, but he would never…”

“Oh shut up and strip!”

“Yeah!” the Empress agreed. “I want to see the new me!”

“Bridge to Happymaster,” the comm system barked just before the Happymaster managed to pull off his underwear.

“What is it, Sulli-fun?” the Happymaster replied as he stood in his happy-face boxers, his uniform pooled around his ankles.

“We are almost at Camus II. You wanted to be informed.”

“Forget the sex! We can do it together soon!” the Empress said.

“Right!” the Happymaster agreed, yanking his uniform back up. “Send escorts for our guest and the Empress.”

“Right away, Happymaster,” Sulli-fun said.

“It’s just as well,” the Empress said as the Happymaster finished zipping his uniform. “You forgot to bring the equipment anyway, and you know you don’t have any fun without the electro-wand.”

“You’re right as always, scrumpykins,” the Happymaster said. A moment later, the midget Baird and Hawkins entered the room. Hawkins grabbed Webber roughly and, with surprising strength, pulled Webber’s arms behind her back and snapped restraints on her wrists. Meanwhile, Baird reverently lifted up the Empress’ brain and rested it on his head.

“Off we go!” the Happymaster said, leading the way out of the quarters. Baird followed close behind.

“Let’s move it, toots,” Hawkins snapped, pushing Webber forward.

“I thought you were supposed to be happy,” Webber said as she was herded forward.

“This is happy,” Hawkins replied. “Don’t I look happy? I am happy. Ecstatic!”

“Sorry. My mistake.”



“Feeling better,” the Lady asked as she looked down at Jaroch, her long red hair brushing gently against his bare chest.

“Much actually. Thank you,” Jaroch said. “But I would like to move.”

“Of course, darlin’,” the Lady said, climbing off of Jaroch. The Yynsian sat up from his where he lay on the coffee table, his back thanking him from getting it off of that hard surface…not that it had been complaining much a few minutes earlier. “Now we have to see about rescuing that counselor of yours.”

Jaroch pulled his uniform on as he ran through the tactical situation in his mind. He was not positive about the specs of the Happymaster’s stolen Ebullient class starship; most of the information was still classified. But he did know that it was a bit larger than their Intrepid class ship. “Yes. We at least know their destination, but I do not relish the thought of entering into a firefight with the Happymaster’s ship.”

“Me either, hon,” the Lady replied, as she put her bra back on then moved toward the rest of her uniform. “But if we can get to the Happymaster himself, we have a little surprise waiting for him.”

“What would that be?”

“Come on. I’ll show you,” she said, taking Jaroch by the hand and leading him out of the quarters.

A few minutes later, they approached a cargo bay on one of the lower decks. “Let me just make sure that the force field is active,” the Lady said, checking the readouts on the monitor beside the door. Satisfied that it was safe, she opened the doors. Jaroch could hear the hum of a force field immediately behind the doors, but he could not see the reason for it. All in all, the room looked like an empty cargo bay. Then he noticed what appeared to be a mattress and some food placed in a far corner of the room.

Suddenly, a figure dropped down from the ceiling, landing almost directly in front of Jaroch and snarling furiously. The man was absolutely rippling with muscles and dressed in what looked to be a giant diaper. Then Jaroch recognized his facial features.

“That’s Bradley Dillon!” Jaroch exclaimed.

“Exactly, dear. We just call him Berserker now, though.”

“Berserker! Berserker! Berserker!” the alternate Bradley Dillon chanted as drool fell from his lips.

“What happened to him?”

“The Happymaster kept him imprisoned for years on Playstation. I actually used to help torture him, didn’t I pumpkin’?”

“Lady good! Lady good! Love lady!” Berserker said, jumping up and down.

“We made up, though. Now he’s just got one goal in life.”

“Kill Travis! Kill Travis! Kill! Kill! KILL!!!”

“I see,” Jaroch said.

“You may get your chance soon, pumpkin’,” the Lady said soothingly to Berserker. “Have you filled your diaper?”

“Yes, Lady,” Berserker replied sheepishly.

“I’ll send some people to take care of it, but you be nice to them this time. Docky-poo doesn’t want to have to reattach any more limbs.”

“Yes, Lady.”

“All right, then. I’ll see you soon, and maybe we’ll let you take care of that mean old Happymaster.”

“Yea!!! Love Lady! Love Lady!” Berserker scampered off deeper into the cargo bay as the Lady closed the doors.

“He’s a sweetie,” the Lady said, grabbing onto Jaroch’s hand again. “All he needed was a little love and affection. That’s really all any of us need.”

“Bridge to the Lady,” Alpha’s voice…which was really Jaroch’s voice, said over the comm system.

“Go ahead, darlin’.”

“The Secondprize-A is about to enter orbit around Camus II. We’re coming in on the other side so the planet will mask our approach on sensors.”

“We’re on our way. Don’t you start the party without us.”

“By your mention of ‘we,’ I must assume that you are with Mr. Jaroch.”

“But of course, hon.”

“Quite. Bridge out.”

“Was that a hint of jealousy in his voice?” the Lady asked Jaroch. “Now isn’t that just the cutest?”

“No,” Jaroch said flatly, then headed off toward the turbolift.



The Happymaster stepped out onto the bridge of the Secondprize-A followed by Webber, mini-Hawkins, and mini-Baird carrying the Empress’ brain just as the ship slid into orbit over the planet.

“The cavern containing the ruins still seems to be intact,” Sulli-fun reported as she climbed down from the command chair. Webber soon realized that, other than the command chair, all of the other chairs had booster seats in them to allow the tiny crew to reach their consoles. A midget version of Andrea Carr said at the helm while small versions of other faces Webber recognized from the Secondprize manned the other stations.

“Fantastic,” the Empress said. “Let’s get to the transporter room!”

“Wait a minute! There’s a ship coming around the planet,” the mini-Carr shouted from the helm. “It’s the Ruth Buzzy. Things won’t be very warm and fuzzy if we get attacked by the Ruth Buzzy. That’s a ship full of rebels who want to end all our revels.”

“Very nice,” the Happymaster said, applauding loudly. “Sulli-fun, can we take them in battle?”

“Possibly…as long as we can find Patty-watty’s stool.” Hawkins, who had raced over to tactical as soon as the ship was detected, was currently trying to pull herself up onto the console.

“Fiddlesticks!” the Happymaster snapped, slamming his fist into his hand.

“Let the crew worry about this,” the Empress said. “I want my new body!”

“Right. Contact the Funship Explorer and tell them to get here right away!” the Happymaster said decisively as he grabbed the Empress’ brain from mini-Baird and aimed his phaser at Webber. “Bridge to transporter room. Our guest and I will be beaming down to the ruins now. Energize!”

Before Webber could protest…not that she was really planning on it anyway. At this point, she was kind of just along for the ride and hoping that some kind of opportunity to escape presented itself…she, the Happymaster, and the Empress vanished in a flurry of purple. It was kind of pretty actually. She’d have to make a suggestion to Starfleet about changing the color of the transporter beam when she got back. Purple was just so much more soothing.



“I’m detecting a transport in progress,” Lazlo said from tactical as the Lady and Jaroch emerged onto the bridge. “The Secondprize-A is raising shields.”

“Evasive maneuvers. Open fire!” Rebecca Singer ordered from the command chair. At the helm, an officer who Jaroch noticed looked quite a bit like Walt Morales from Waystation pulled the Ruth Buzzy hard to port as Lazlo sent a volley of turquoise torpedoes at the Secondprize-A.

“We have to get down to the planet!” Jaroch said.

“Agreed,” Alpha added from the science console. “I have located the ruins used by Dr. Lester. Three lifesigns…two human and one indeterminate, are now present in the cavern.”

“I’d love to lower the shields,” Singer said just as a volley of phaser fire from the Secondprize-A rocked the ship as it seared by them, “but we’re fighting for our lives here.”

“See if you can’t give Walty a hand at the helm,” the Lady told Singer as she retook her seat in the command area. “But she does have a point. We can’t exactly go lowerin’ our shields now.”

“Launch a shuttle,” Jaroch and Alpha said in unison.

“It’ll get blown to bits before it gets halfway to the planet,” Singer snapped.

“Precisely,” Alpha said.

“But while the Secondprize-A is dealing with the shuttle, we can beam down,” Jaroch finished.

“Good job, fellas!” the Lady said appreciatively. “You two make a wonderful team. We’ll see if we can’t keep this partnership going later. But right now, I’m going with you. Rebecca, you have the ship back, and have someone bring Berserker to the transporter room.”

The Lady wrapped one arm around Jaroch and the other around Alpha and led the two into the turbolift.



“A shuttle is leaving the Ruth Buzzy,” the mini-Carr announced.

“Destroy it! Happy happy, kill kill!” Sulli-fun cried.

“I’m trying,” Hawkins said. She still hadn’t been able to reach her firing controls. Finally, she yanked her boot off and slammed it down on her console. Four torpedoes fired randomly, one streaking within feet of the escaping shuttle.

“Help her,” Sulli-fun ordered as two tiny officers rushed over to tactical and gave the tiny Hawkins a boost up onto the console.

“Now I’ve got it!” Hawkins said.

“Good. Destroying that shuttle will make the Happymaster very happy,” Sulli-fun said. “Fire!”

Three more torpedoes sailed out of the Secondprize-A and slammed directly into the descending shuttle from the Ruth Buzzy. The shuttle was completely obliterated.

“Yippee!” Sulli-fun exclaimed, clapping excitedly. “Now let’s get rid of those mean old rebels.”



“The shuttle has been destroyed,” Lazlo reported from the tactical console on the Ruth Buzzy. “But the Lady and her party are safely on Camus II.”

“Bring us about,” Singer ordered, leaning forward in the command chair. “Target all weapons on the Secondprize-A and fire at will.”

Moments later, the space above Camus II erupted in a storm of explosions and phaser blasts.



“These people could have had the common decency to leave an instruction manual,” the Happymaster muttered as he pored over the control console for the mind-swapping device located deep in the caverns of Camus II.

“You really don’t have to do this,” Counselor Webber said. The Happymaster had attached her handcuffs to one slab of the wall-mounted device. Next to her, the Empress’ brain sat waiting to claim her body. “One simple hug can do you a whole world of good.”

“I’m thinking about a lot more than the world right now,” the Happymaster replied. “Ah wait. Here we go. Flip this switch…” The device suddenly began to hum ominously. “Adjust this dial…” The humming grew in intensity. “Then…”

“Freeze right where you are!” a male voice shouted.

“Hey! I was about to get to the good part!” the Happymaster shouted, quickly drawing his phaser as he whirled around to face the source of the voice. “Alpha!….Two Alphas?”

“I am Commander Jaroch,” Jaroch said, stepping forward as Alpha and the Lady kept their weapons trained on the Happymaster. Just behind the Lady, lurking in the shadows, Berserker waited for the command to attack. “You will release Counselor Webber and surrender.”

“Jaroch!” Webber shouted. “Get me off of this thing!”

Jaroch moved over to Webber as the Lady and Alpha stepped closer to the Happymaster. “What a pleasure to renew our acquaintance,” the Lady said, nodding at the Happymaster.

“You always were jealous of my relationship with the Empress,” the Happymaster spat. “And Alpha was jealous that I had you. You’re both just weak malcontents. The Second Federation of Totally New and Improved Fun will deal with you, though, just as we dealt with the Funship Explorer.”

“Now who’s sounding unhappy?” the Lady replied smiling triumphantly.

“He was going to put my mind into that box!” Webber shouted, pointing accusingly at the Empress’ brain.

“Silence!” the Empress’ brain shouted.

“I can’t believe you are a me,” Webber said. “I am never that mean!”

“Alpha, get the Empress,” the Lady said. “The Happymaster can stay here for the reunion.”

“What reunion?” the Happymaster demanded.

“Why, you can’t tell me that you don’t remember your long lost brother?” the Lady said. “Get him, Berserker!”

Berserker shot into the room in a blur of speed and muscles directly headed for the Happymaster, who narrowly managed to dive over the mind-swap device control console to avoid being slammed by what had become of his brother.

“It’s a real shame, too,” the Lady continued. “Berserker isn’t going to leave enough of you intact for me to play with.”

“You perverted bitch!” the Happymaster cried, rising up from behind the console, his phaser aimed at the Lady. The Happymaster fired just as Berserker grabbed his arm, slamming the Happymaster down into the console. The phaser blast sailed off target, searing into the main section of the mind-swap device on the other side of the room.

Jaroch watched arc of energy fly out of the device as the controls on the console began to flicker and flash from having the Happymaster smashed into them. “I believe we should very quickly get out…”

ZAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAP!

The entire room was bathed with a greenish glow as a massive surge of energy blasted out of the device, knocking everyone in the cavern off of their feet.

The Happymaster recovered first and scrambled to retrieve his phaser. He quickly realized that he wasn’t where he was a moment earlier. And then he noticed the extra weight on his chest. He touched his torso experimentally and ended up with a handful of breast.

“Ahhh!” the Happymaster screamed, jumping to his feet. Looking around frantically, he saw his own body slowly starting to move several feet away.

“I have a body!” Berserker shouted, jumping up and down happily.

“Empress?” the Happymaster asked hesitantly.

“Happymaster?” the Empress, her mind now housed in the Berserker’s body, replied. “But you’re me…er…her…you have what was going to be my body.”

“Lady help! Lady help!” the box which used to hold the Empress’ brain cried plaintively.

“This is most distasteful,” the Happymaster’s body said, climbing to its feet.

“Jaroch?” Jaroch’s body asked.

“I am afraid so,” Jaroch, who had been put into the Happymaster’s body, said. Suddenly his own body bounded over and grabbed him in a huge hug. “Counselor Webber, I presume.”

“This is so weird,” Webber in Jaroch’s body said. She reached down and felt between her legs. “Oooh. So this is what it feels like to have one of these.”

“Please stop, Counselor. I find that oddly violating.”

“It is weird to have one, though,” Alpha’s body said.

“I would have to agree…in reverse,” the Lady’s body replied, tentatively hefting its breasts.

“That would account for the Lady and Alpha,” Jaroch in Happymaster said.

“You have to fix this!” the Happymaster in Webber cried.

“But why, snookums?” the Empress in Berserker said, rushing over to the Happymaster in Webber. “We haven’t been able to touch each other in so long.”

“Ewww!” the Happymaster in Webber said, shuddering in disgust.

“Ewwwww!” the Empress in Berserker shouted, grabbing the Happymaster in Webber and hoisting him/her into the air.

“You look like my brother! Ewwww!”

“I will see if I can effect repairs quickly,” Jaroch in the Happymaster said. “I am having difficulties fighting off the urge to vomit from being in this body as it is.” Jaroch pulled out his tricorder and started checking the damage.

“All right. We’ll call off hostilities for now,” the Happymaster in Webber said. “But once we’re back to normal, we’re killing all of you!”

“So, we’ve got some free time then, hon?” the Lady in Alpha asked.

“That does appear to be the case,” Jaroch in the Happymaster said.

“Fabulous!” the Lady in Alpha said, grabbing Alpha in the Lady by the hand and dragging him/her out of the cavern.

“Where do they think they are going?” Jaroch in the Happymaster asked as Webber in Jaroch walked over to him.

“Trying things from the other side’s point of view, I’d guess,” Webber in Jaroch replied.

Jaroch looked at her quizzically for a moment, then grimaced as the realization of what she meant occurred to him. “I should feel fortunate that you got my body rather than the Lady.”

“Yes, but it must be a little strange talking to yourself.”

“Thanks to Alpha, I have basically been doing that since I arrived in this universe,” Jaroch replied.

“Are you okay?”

“I believe I should be asking you that question. You were the one being held by that monster.”

“True, but I’m fine. You’re the one trapped in his body. I know that can’t be easy.”

“Which is why I am working very quickly to remedy the situation. I do not wish to spend a moment longer than necessary being Dillon, even if he does have Patricia’s love for some unknown reason. He is the lowest form of life in the galaxy. Fortunately for my sanity, the damage to the console, at least, appears to be superficial.”

“That’s good,” Webber in Jaroch said, sitting down Indian style on the floor beside him. “But that’s not Dillon’s body. The Happymaster never even met our Patricia.”

Jaroch in the Happymaster was silent for a moment. “Yes. Well, the fact remains that the Happymaster is an evil, vile person who endangered your life. I do not wish to be in his body either.”

“I see.”

Across the room, the debate between the Empress in Berserker and the Happymaster in Webber was getting a bit nastier.

“So what are you saying? That you only love me for my body?” the Empress in Berserker snapped.

“No!” the Happymaster in Webber screamed.

“Then let’s go to it!”

“NO!”

“I don’t understand. This is just another body. I’m the same person inside.”

“Yeah, but the outside is MY BROTHER!”

“Oh like you haven’t done things a lot worse than incest.”

“Even I have limits!”

“Come on. It isn’t even really incest!”

“Shut up!”

“You dare say that to your Empress!”

“Sorry, sugarlump, but that’s just gross.”

“I could take you anyway,” the Empress in Berserker said, hoisting the Happymaster in Webber up in the air.

“Umm…” Webber in Jaroch said, watching the situation nervously. “Are you going to be much longer?”

“I sincerely hope not,” Jaroch in the Happymaster said, sprinting across the cavern to check out the main component of the mind-swap device. Alpha in the Lady and the Lady in Alpha returned a couple of moments later.

“I take it you two enjoyed yourself,” Jaroch in the Happymaster said disapprovingly.

“It was…enlightening,” Alpha in the Lady said. He sounded less than pleased with whatever had occurred.

“I’m sorry!” the Lady in Alpha said. “I’ve never used one of these things before. I didn’t know that was going to happen so soon!”

“Right,” Alpha in the Lady said.

“You’d better hurry up, Jaroch, before none of us have a relationship left,” Webber in Jaroch said. “Not that we officially had one anyway.”

“Is there something you wish to say, Counselor?” Jaroch in the Happymaster said.

“Nope. Not a thing.”

“Liar!” the Lady in Alpha and the Empress in Berserker spat.

“Berserker want out of box!”

“We’ll get you out in a second, hon,” the Lady in Alpha said soothingly.

“That would be an accurate estimate,” Jaroch said, rushing back over to the control console. “Everyone stand still.”

“If you screw this up, I will personally put you through tortures that would have had the Marquis de Sade horrified,” the Happymaster in Webber said angrily.

“Not if I do them to you first,” the Empress in Berserker grumbled. “Hey…wait a second! This means I’m going back in the box! NO!!!!!”

“And this time I’m leaving you there!” the Happymaster in Webber said. The Empress in Berserker dove at him/her just as Jaroch finished his programming of the console (the Yynsian science officer had found the controls quite simple to figure out) and activated the mind-swap device. Once again, sparks flew as the mind-swap device started to hum.

“One final thing,” Jaroch in the Happymaster said, grabbing the Happymaster’s fallen phaser and aiming it at himself.

“What are you doing?” Webber in Jaroch and the Happymaster in Webber shouted.

Jaroch just smiled, then fired. The room was again bathed in a green glow as the mind-swap device built up to an energy surge. Jaroch hit the ground just as the surge blasted across the cavern, engulfing everyone in its path.

Five seconds later, it was all over. Jaroch, back in his own body, blinked several times, shaking off the effects of going from being stunned to instantly not being stunned, and surveyed the room. “Is everyone back to normal?”

“Berserker kill!” Berserker said, rushing over to the Happymaster’s stunned body and hefting it off of the floor.

“Now that was clever,” the Lady said in admiration.

“Oh shut up!” the Empress’ brain shouted from its prison in the box.

“The Lady to Ruth Buzzy. We have captured the Empress and the Happymaster. Order the Secondprize-A to stand down.”

“I don’t think they’ll care. The Funship Explorer is bearing down on as we speak, and we were barely holding our own against the Secondprize-A,” the rattled voice of Singer shouted back over the sounds of explosions and sizzling circuits.

“One shot with our happy beam, and your ship will be ours anyway,” the Empress said.

“Well this was a disappointingly short-lived victory,” the Lady said.

“You have not lost yet,” Jaroch said.

“It is merely delaying the inevitable,” Alpha said. “The happy beam is too powerful. Our best doctors have not found a way to cure its effects. Wait…Commander Jaroch, your Secondprize encountered the happy beam on Ugilious just as we did, correct?”

“If you mean, the Transference Ray, then yes. I am familiar with the device. It was used against one of our crew, who then spread its effects through the Secondprize like a virus.”

“Yet you were able to save these crewmembers. How did you overcome the power of the beam?”

“I simply reversed the beam’s polarity and blasted the affected officers. Then we blanketed Ugilious with the reversed beam, changing the planet’s populace into normal humans.”

“You just reversed the f***ing polarity!” Alpha shouted with an uncharacteristic bit of profanity. “Damn it! I was a scientist once! I should have thought of that!”

“I won’t hold it against you, darlin’,” the Lady said. “But can we use that to save the Ruth Buzzy.”

“Since Alpha told me that you have a happy beam in your arsenal, yes…if we can return to the ship.”

“The Lady to Ruth Buzzy. You have to beam us up!”

“How are we supposed to lower the shields long enough to do that?” Singer shouted.

“Well, can’t you just drop the ones under the ship? People don’t usually shoot under there anyway.”

The commline was quiet for a moment. “Um…well…I guess. I never really thought of that. Standby for transport.”

“Energize whenever you’re ready,” the Lady said.

“I told you she was good,” Alpha said to Jaroch.

A few seconds later, the Ruth Buzzy’s transporter beams locked onto everyone in the cavern and brought them up to the battered starship. “Get Jaroch down to the happy beam,” the Lady ordered Alpha once they rematerialized on the Ruth Buzzy. “I’ll see if I can’t stall our friends out there.” Several rebels rushed into the transporter room as Alpha and Jaroch exited. “Get Berserker to his quarters and put the Happymaster and the Empress in the brig. Come on, Counselor.”

The Lady charged out of the transporter with Webber following close behind. Webber wasn’t exactly sure why she was going along. Combat situations had never been her strong suit, but the Lady did seem to be the one in charge here. Webber and the Lady soon arrived on the bridge…or what was left of it anyway. A woman who looked just like Rebecca Singer was standing in the middle of the command area gripping an arm rest for dear life. The rest of the chair had somehow been obliterated.

On the viewscreen, the Secondprize-A was slowly coming about as plasma poured out of its nacelles. In the distance beyond it, though, a Galaxy-class starship was quickly approaching.

“Can we run?” Singer asked.

“Maybe one warp burst. Not enough to get anywhere far. Otherwise, we’ve got half impulse,” the helm officer, who looked a lot like Walter Morales, said, shaking his head.

“I’ll take over,” the Lady said.

“Not that there’s much to take,” Singer grumbled.

“The Funship Explorer is hailing us,” Lazlo said.

“On screen,” the Lady replied, straightening her uniform. “Must look presentable for our company.”

The image on the viewscreen shifted to show the dayglow color scheme of the Explorer bridge. In the command chair, smiling broadly, sat Captain Andy-wandy Baxter. “Hello, Lady!” he said waving. “We’ve come to end all this doomy and gloomy and make everyone happy-wappy again.”

“Think about this, Andy,” the Lady said. “We used to be on the same side. Remember all those late night strategy session? We were GOOD together!”

“What about Alphie-walphie?”

“Forget him. Just blow up the Secondprize-A, and we can be together again.”

“The Empress wouldn’t be too happy about that.”

“Maybe not, but you can ask her after you beam over. We have her in our brig.”

“You captured the Empress!” Andy-wandy Baxter shouted, almost leaping out of his chair. “Fire everything! Blow them up…except for the bit where the Empress is! I don’t know how to find it! Just do it!” The channel closed abruptly, returning to view on the screen to the rapidly approaching Explorer, which was now charging up its phaser banks and preparing to fire torpedoes.

“Maybe you shouldn’t have mentioned the Empress,” Webber said. “Or maybe I could have pretended to be her.”

“It doesn’t matter. You can’t talk to Andy-wandy. He’s always so rude,” the Lady pouted.

“Alpha to bridge. The beam is ready.”

“And not a moment too soon,” the Lady said.

“That’s great, but won’t they obliterate us before they get in range?” Singer asked.

Webber racked her brain. Something was nagging at her. Something she heard during her brief overview course in Starfleet tactics at the Academy!”

“That Picard thing!” Webber shouted suddenly.

“What?” the Lady and Singer demanded.

“He’s got some ship move thing where you kind of warp or something.”

“The Picard Maneuver,” the Lady said. “Walty, you know that one?”

“Programming it in now,” the alternate Morales replied.

“Standby to fire, Mr. Lazlo. Go, Morales!”

The Ruth Buzzy jumped into warp for just a split second, bringing the ship almost nose to nose with the Funship Explorer. Morales steered the Ruth Buzzy just over the advancing Funship Explorer as Lazlo opened fire, blanketing the Galaxy-class ship in blue energy.

“Circle back and hit the Secondprize-A,” the Lady said.

Singer began to protest. “But the Funship Explorer…”

“Will either destroy us or not,” the Lady said. “We can’t do much about it either way.”

“Circling around,” Morales said. The Secondprize-A came back into view, then, just as the Ruth Buzzy closed into range, the Secondprize-A suddenly leapt into warp and vanished.

“Well shoot!” the Lady said, slapping her thigh angrily.

“The Funship Explorer is hailing us,” Lazlo said.

“On screen.”

The alternate Explorer’s bridge appeared once again, looking much the same as it did before. The crew, however, seemed to have changed remarkably. Gone were the wide grins and vacant stares. Additionally, there was now a pile of parts that used to be their Kristen Larkin laying on the floor.

“We’re free!” the alternate Baxter cried. Suddenly, he rushed at the viewscreen, kissing it repeatedly. “Oh thank you, thank you, thank you!”

“Our pleasure, Captain Baxter,” the Lady said. “And I see you were able to subdue the android.”

“We’ll see about reprogramming her without the Empress’ directives this time. But what about the Secondprize-A?”

“That’s right,” Webber said, stepping into view and eliciting a gasp from the Explorer crew.

“Don’t worry about her,” the Lady said. “She’s just visiting our universe. And don’t worry about the Secondprize-A.”

“Don’t worry? There’s a ship fully of psychotically-happy midgets running around the quadrant!” Webber protested.

“Maybe they’ll go start a nice circus or something,” the Lady said.

“We may try to hunt them down,” Baxter said. “After we go to Earth with whatever weapon you hit us with.”

“We’ll send the specs over right away,” the Lady said just as Jaroch and Alpha emerged from the turbolift. “And we’ll follow along shortly to help you…what’s the opposite of happy?”

“Depressed?” Alpha offered.

“Too negative,” the Lady replied. “We’re going to… stabilize the entire galaxy.”

“Good enough,” Baxter said. “You heard the Lady, Richards. I want that weapon installed pronto. Hop to it! Thanks again. Explorer out.” The channel closed, returning the image on the viewscreen to the space above Camus II.

“That should about do it,” the Lady said with a relieved sigh. “Alpha, hon, why don’t you see about taking our guests home. I’m sure they’d like to bid us adieu.” The Lady walked over to Jaroch sultrily. “But we can’t thank you enough. You’ve made it possible for us to save this universe.” She grabbed Jaroch and kissed him passionately, then just as suddenly let him go. “Is there anything else at all I can do for you?”

“Yes,” Jaroch said quickly. “Give yourself a healthy dose of the reverse-happy beam.” Jaroch turned on his heel and entered the turbolift followed by Alpha and Webber.

“Counselor, dear,” the Lady called after Webber. “You’ve got yourself a problem one there, but I did my best to clear up his dilemma. Good luck to you.”

“Um…thanks,” Webber said hesitantly, then entered the turbolift.



“Personal Log. Stardate 53593.5. Alpha has brought Counselor Webber and myself back to our universe of origin. Upon our return, we discovered that our hotel on Bersallis III burned down while we were away. Evidently, there was a problem during a magic show resulting in an uncontrolled blaze and a flock of enraged doves. It is just as well we were away perhaps.

After a thorough debriefing by Starfleet Command, we have rejoined the Secondprize and settled back into our duties. Counselor Webber has started an aversion therapy program for herself so that she can stand to look at Commander Dillon without screaming from memories of the Happymaster. Dillon alone is enough to make me want to scream, but I digress.

Now that we have returned to the Secondprize and our usual lives, I find myself in the unusual and unpleasant situation of experiencing guilt. My actions with the Lady in the Happy Universe were inexcusable, and I feel that I have no option but to be honest with Counselor Webber about these events. It is not a prospect that I relish.”



Commander Jaroch heard voices coming from inside Counselor Webber’s quarters as he approached her door. While normally he was not the sort to eavesdrop, he felt that these were extenuating circumstances. Placing his ear against the door, Jaroch listened…and heard Commander Dillon’ voice.

“Hi, I’m Commander Travis Michael Dillon.”

“Ahhhhh!” Webber screamed.

“Hi, I’m Commander Travis Michael Dillon.”

“AHHHHHH!”

“Hi, I’m Commander Travis Michael Dillon.”

“AHHHHHHHHH!”

Evidently, this was her aversion therapy. Jaroch straightening up to his full height and pressed the door chime.

“Come in,” Webber’s voice called shakily. Jaroch entered and was immediately confronted with Commander Dillon. “Sorry about that,” Webber said, tapping a control. The life-sized Dillon image vanished. “I had Scott install a holoemitter for my therapy. How are you doing?”

“I am…well. But I need to talk to you.”

“Is this about the Happy Universe?” Webber asked, walking over to her replicator. Oddly, Webber’s quarters were fairly tame compared to the bright walls and carpeting of her office. Yes, the decor was a bit on the perky side and the walls were a purplish-pink, but the effect was not overwhelmingly gross…either that or too many days in the Happy Universe had completely destroyed any sense of taste Jaroch ever had.

“I’m glad you came by,” Webber said after ordering two cups of coffee for them. “I need to talk to you about some things as well.”

“I would ask you to hold whatever you have to say until I finish. What I am about to reveal may alter your view slightly.” Jaroch took a deep breath and prepared to speak.

“Relax, Jaroch. You look like you’re about to have an aneurism. You slept with the Lady and enjoyed it. No big deal.”

“You knew?”

“Believe it or not, there are some skills that go along with being a counselor.”

“I did not mean to imply otherwise. But I am surprised that you do not seem upset.”

Webber smiled weakly and sat down next to Jaroch on the sofa, taking his hands in hers. “I am upset, but not about that. I owe you an apology. I feel like I’ve failed you.”

“Failed me?” Jaroch asked. “I do not understand.”

“I’d hoped that by getting involved with you, I’d help you get over Patti and move on with your life.”

“You did not really wish to be with me then,” Jaroch said, rising and heading toward the door. Why did it suddenly feel like a large Klingon had punched him in the gut?

“Of course I did,” Webber said, getting up to follow him. “You’re a great guy, just not the kind I’d ever see myself in a long-term relationship with. I just figured I’d be rebound girl for you…not that you were ever really dating Patti. The point is that you haven’t gotten over her despite my efforts…and the Lady’s. You made that very clear on Camus II.”

As much as Jaroch had tried to deny it to himself, Webber was right. He still occasionally caught himself staring at Hawkins on the bridge. The mere sight of her and Dillon together was enough to send Jaroch fleeing in the other direction. One of his sole joys in life was plotting horribly painful ways to kill Dillon.

“What should I do?” Jaroch asked finally. As much as he usually took pride in having the answers to everything, this was an area where he was completely at a loss.

“Two things. Understand that Patti may never be a part of your life, and find a way to be happy without her.”

“Happy.”

“Yep.” Webber kissed Jaroch lightly on the cheek. “The right woman is out there somewhere, Jaroch. Never doubt that.”

“I understand that,” Jaroch said as the doors opened for him to exit. “But what if the right woman is already here?”

Before Webber could reply, Jaroch walked off down the corridor. Webber watched him go, honestly not sure if she knew the answer.
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Lieutenant Monica Vaughn didn’t bother to open her eyes as she heard the doors of Transporter Room One open and close. Whoever had just entered couldn’t be that important. The Secondprize was currently parked alongside the USS Asimov while a piece of sensitive scientific equipment was shuttled between the two ships. Dr. Pevzin, the scientist who owned said equipment, had been very adamant that his precious cargo not be beamed from the Asimov to the Secondprize, which would be taking the scientist the rest of the way to his research assignment. Pevzin’s demands were just fine as far as Vaughn was concerned. She had more time to herself…not that being transporter chief was a particularly demanding job anyway.

“What are you doing?” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan demanded. She’d walked in to find her friend sitting on the floor over by the transporter buffer systems, legs crossed and eyes clamped shut.

“Performing a diagnostic on the Heisenberg Compensator,” Vaughn replied dreamily.

“Okay. So what are you really doing?”

“Meditating.”

“Ha! What the hell are you doing that for?”

“Don’t knock it,” Vaughn said. “Ensign Klodek says it’s the key to unlocking my full potential through Tantric sex.”

“Yeah, but Klodek also believes a herd of sentient astral goats is going to carrying him off to the Pastures of Paradise and Pleasure.”

“Could happen.”

“Aha. And will he be taking you with him?”

“In his dreams,” Vaughn replied, finally opening her eyes. The transporter chief stretched lazily and stood up. “So to what do I owe the honor of a visit from Mrs. Lieutenant Commander Baird?”

“Ouch. I guess I deserved that.”

“Why would you say something like that?” Vaughn replied, busying herself checking a systems status readout on the transporter console. “I mean, it’s only been two years since you set foot in here to say hello to me.”

“I’ve been in here.”

“How many times, Emily? And going on an away mission doesn’t count.”

Sullivan was silent. There was nothing to say in her defense.

“Let’s see. Two years,” Vaughn continued deep in a sarcastic rant. “Why would that be? Oh, I know. That’s when you married Scott.”

“Hey now. As I recall, you slipped out of my reception early dragging Ensign Woodville behind you.”

“He was new. I needed to welcome him aboard,” Vaughn said. “But that only took a few hours. I haven’t seen much of you in two years. Wow, Scott must be very high maintenance, since you can’t seem to get away to see your best friend, the woman who took you under her wing when you were a green ensign first assigned to this ship, the woman who helped you adjust to life on the Secondprize.”

“I got it, Monica. I’m sorry,” Sullivan said. “But I have been busy. I have a lot of responsibility now. Command shifts. The works.”

“That’s right! You’re little miss up and comer. Ensign to Lieutenant Commander in three years. Now how long have I been a lieutenant?”

“That’s not my fault. You’re the one who chose transporters as your specialty. And you said you didn’t care about rank.”

“Maybe I lied.”

“Maybe you’re jealous,” Sullivan spat.

The room was dead silent for a few moments.

“I’m sorry,” Sullivan said finally. “That was way out of line.”

“Did you come down here for something in particular…ma’am?” Vaughn said coldly.

“Don’t do this to me, Monica.”

“Maybe you should have thought of that two years ago.”

“I wanted to have lunch.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” Vaughn said.

“Fine!” Sullivan shouted. “Just forget the whole f***ing thing!” Sullivan stormed out of the transporter room, leaving Vaughn alone. Vaughn soon returned to her mediation position, seated at the rear of the transporter room. Using the techniques Klodek taught her, she pushed the fight with Sullivan out of her mind and let herself go.

Suddenly she was in a house…a house she knew was hers. Children’s laughter filled the air, then two small figures, a boy and a girl, raced past her, their bodies brushing against her legs. She followed them outside where the bluest blue sky she’d ever seen awaited her. Warm sunshine cascaded over everything, illuminating the green green grass.

An arm wrapped around her shoulders, pulling her close. She felt warm and safe, but, when she looked, she couldn’t make out the man’s features. Vaughn looked out at the children playing in the yard, chasing each other around. She could not see their faces either, but she could just sense happiness. She leaned back into the arms of the man…her husband…feeling utter contentment. Why would she ever want to leave this?

Then, just as suddenly as she’d arrived, she found herself floating up, away from the house and her family. Vaughn watched them grown smaller and smaller as she ascended, and then she was back in the transporter room.

“Damn Klodek,” Vaughn muttered as she climbed up off the floor and actually did start a system diagnostic.



Being married had honed a kind of sixth sense in Commander Scott Baird. He could tell the moment that his wife entered the room and what kind of mood she was in. Therefore, it wasn’t at all unusual for Baird to sense Sullivan’s entry into engineering and the fact that she was furious about something. What was odd was that she’d come down to engineering in the first place. Unlike the crews of some other ships, the crew of the Secondprize tended to stay out of Baird’s domain unless they worked there. Hell, Baird could count on one hand the number of times Captain Rydell had set foot in the place.

Baird turned off the holovid he was watching in his office and headed out into the main area of engineering to intercept Sullivan before she could interact with any of his people. The last thing he needed was her to start undoing the years of effort he’d put in to get the Secondprize’s engineering staff to understand that he was god.

“Emily!” he called just as Sullivan was about to talk Lieutenant Kearns. “Over here.” Baird waved Sullivan into his office then closed the door, subtly activating a noise buffer in the process. The peons didn’t get to hear about their god’s personal life either.

“I hate her!” Sullivan shouted suddenly.

“What the f*** are you babbling about?” Baird said, returning to his seat and propping his feet up on his desk. Sullivan practically slammed herself into the chair across the desk from him.

“Monica,” Sullivan said. “She thinks I’ve been ignoring her for the last two years, and she’s pissed off that I outrank her.”

“So? Who gives a f***?”

“I do!”

“Why? It’s all true.”

“I haven’t been ignoring her.”

“Right. You two just hang out when I’m not around.”

“Well…”

“She’s right. You’re wrong. Case closed.”

“Scott, you aren’t helping.”

“Was I supposed to be?” Baird said. “Computer, coffee. Black.” A second later, a steaming mug of java appeared on the desk in front of Baird. “You want anything?”

“No. I was supposed to be having lunch with Monica until she transformed into the amazing mega-bitch.”

“Suit yourself. Took me almost an hour to rig my replicator to do that, though.”

“Very nice, hon.”

“You want me to do it to the ones in our quarters?”

“I don’t care. What am I going to do about Monica? And don’t say ‘F*** her. She’s a vagrant!’”

Baird quickly closed his mouth. “That is the obvious answer,” Baird said. “Otherwise, kidnap her and spend a couple days off doing whatever the hell it was you two did before you married me.”

“That isn’t going to get her promoted.”

“Neither is talking to me. She’s the dumbass who went into transporter systems. That’s not your fault. She needs to get over it and move on.”

Sullivan was quiet for a few moments. “Maybe there’s something I can do about it.” Sullivan stood up to leave.

“Whatever,” Baird said. “See you later.”

“Bye, hon.” Sullivan rushed out of Baird’s office and straight out of engineering. Baird lazily got up from his chair and strolled out to the warp core, where Kearns was watching the power readouts.

“Everything okay?” Baird asked.

“Yes, sir,” Kearns replied. “All systems nominal.”

“Good. If you, Wallace, Jenkins, and Hebert want to go practice, it’s fine by me.”

“Yes, sir!” Kearns said excitedly as he and the three other engineering officers raced to lift leading down to the lower core.

“But watch where you’re breathing!” Baird called after them.

“Aye!” Jenkins sang in the high range of her alto voice.

“Aye!” Hebert added with his tenor.

“Aye!” Kearns sang with his baritone.

“Aye!” Wallace finished in his deep bass. And with that, the USS Secondprize Barbershop Quartet/Firebreathing Juggling Team rushed off to rehearse.

“Can’t imagine why they ended up here,” Baird muttered sarcastically and returned to his office to finish his holovid, “Topless Ten-speeders on Titan.”



“So what are you wearing?”

“Alexander!” Karina Durham’s image on the monitor shouted in mock indignation. “Besides, you can see me.”

“Just your shoulders,” Rydell said, crossing his hands behind his head and leaning back on the sofa in his quarters. “For all I know, below that is nothing but you.”

“You keep thinking that,” Karina replied.

“Count on it. So where are you now anyway?”

“Andor. I’ve got to run some royal emblem to a colony of theirs. Evidently, there’s some dispute here about who’s actually supposed to have this thing. The current owner wants it sent to her son before any of her rivals can assassinate her and take it.”

“Gotta love those Andorians. Fun bunch.”

“At least you always know where you stand with them.”

“Yeah, usually with a big knife sticking out of your chest.”

“Is that concern I hear?” Karina asked mockingly.

“Hey. I know it’s chic for Starfleet captains to lose their significant others to nasty accidents, but I have no plans to participate in that little tradition.”

“I can take care of myself.”

“I know,” Rydell said. “That’s why I’m not worried.” Just then, his door chime sounded.

“Expecting company?” Karina asked.

“The captain is always on duty.”

“Or your ladies of the evening showed up early.”

“You never know,” Rydell replied smiling. “Come on in.” The doors opened, and Lt. Cmdr. Sullivan entered.

“Can I talk to you for a minute, Captain?” Sullivan asked.

“Uh oh. Sounds official. You’d better go,” Karina said.

“All right. See you soon?”

“I’m sure we’ll run into each other again in the near future.”

“We’d better. Be careful,” Rydell said.

“Always,” Karina replied. She blew a kiss at Rydell, then closed the comm channel. Rydell sighed, a big smile spreading across his face.

“You two seem really happy together,” Sullivan said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this.”

“Monogamy. Who knew?” Rydell said. “Grab a chair and tell me what I can do for you?”

Sullivan sat down in the arm chair catty-corner from Rydell’s sofa. “I’m worried about Lieutenant Vaughn.”

“Monica?” Rydell said, leaning forward. “What’s wrong with her?”

“She needs a promotion.”

“Needs?”

“Yes, needs. It’s hurting our friendship.”

“Because you outrank her,” Rydell said, understanding. “But she outranked you when you came on board.”

“That just makes things worse. I’m advancing much faster than she is.”

“I can’t just hand Monica a promotion. She’d know something fishy was going on. I don’t want to sound like your father here, but if you two are really friends, rank won’t matter. Go talk to her. Let her know that you’re serious.”

Sullivan looked unsure. “I was just there. It ended badly.”

“Then go fix it,” Rydell said forcefully. “This isn’t junior high.”

“Yes, sir,” Sullivan said, heading for the door. “But for the record, I predict this will end with one of us visiting sickbay.”

“We’ll start the betting pool now. Get going, Emily.”

Sullivan exiting, allowing Rydell to get back to more important matters…like planning just where and when he could see Karina Durham again.



After making a quick stop at the replicator in her quarters, Sullivan returned to Transporter Room One, lunch bags in hand. She found Vaughn arm-deep in the innards of the transporter system.

“You bring stuff to throw at me this time?” Vaughn muttered.

“You wouldn’t go to lunch, so lunch is coming to you,” Sullivan replied, tossing a ten centimeter square Dillon Enterprises Expando-table onto the floor. The small device activated, quickly extending itself outward and creating four legs. Moments later, a small table had formed in front of the transporter pad. Sullivan busied herself laying out the meal, while Vaughn extricated her arms from the transporter and eyed Sullivan warily.

“Is this some kind of peace offering?” Vaughn said finally.

“Among other things,” Sullivan replied. “Now come eat before I have to get nasty.”

“Little Miss Prissy get nasty? Now that’d be something to see,” Vaughn said with a mischievous glint in her eye and a smirk spreading across her face.

“I am not prissy!” Sullivan retorted. “Just because I didn’t sleep with most of the ship’s crew…”

“You never did know how to have a good time.”

“Scott and I do just fine.”

“Did you try that little trick I told you about with the ice cube and…”

“Can we talk about something else?” Sullivan said quickly.

“Like what?” Vaughn said, sitting down in the expando-chair Sullivan had set up. “The wonderful world of transporters? Conn duty? Your promotion?”

“You’re starting again.”

“I’m just trying to think of what we could possibly have to say to each other now. We lead very different lives.”

“Different? We’re still on the same damn ship together. I got married. Otherwise, everything is almost exactly the same as it was before!”

“Well evidently that’s enough,” Vaughn replied.

Sullivan fought down her automatic reflex to snap back at Vaughn. She took a couple of deep breaths and dove into the unpleasant part: admitting she was wrong. “I know I haven’t really been around since the wedding,” Sullivan said. “I got way too wrapped up in the bridge and my promotion and Scott, and I ended up ignoring you, my best friend. I’m sorry. I want to fix it, though. I want us to hang out like we used to.”

Vaughn was silent for several moments. Honestly, she was surprised Sullivan had said that. Normally she’d never make that kind of admission.

“What do you want to do about it then?” Vaughn said in all seriousness.

“Spend some time together. What else?”

“Fine. We’re taking this Pevzin guy to Argelius for his research. Let’s take a few days and hit the hot spots. I heard there’s quite a night life in Argelon City.”

Sullivan shifted uncomfortably. “Days?”

“Yeah. Days! What’s the problem?”

“Well, Scott…”

“I knew it!”

“Monica, I am married. I can’t just run off for days at a time.”

“Why the hell not?” Vaughn snapped.

“He’d get lonely.”

Vaughn suddenly jumped up from her chair and stalked over to the transporter console.

“What are you doing?” Sullivan said.

“Fixing your problem.”

“Wha…” The light dawned. “Monica, no!”

“Too late.”



Down in engineering, a napping Commander Baird suddenly started to feel a bit tingly. It took him another second to realize that he was in the grips of a transporter beam.

“What the fu…”

He was dematerialized before he could finish the profanity, a fact that would have pissed Baird off even more if he hadn’t been in a zillion pieces at the time.



“There,” Vaughn said. “I’ve stuck him in a loop in the buffer. Problem solved. Go pack.”

“He is going to kill you,” Sullivan said, an unstoppable smile spreading across her face as she headed toward the door.

“I’d like to see him try,” Vaughn replied. She tapped a couple of buttons on her console. “Our ETA at Argelius is two hours. We’d better get packing.”

“What should I bring?”

“Something sexy. You can torture some poor Argelians by being the untouchable yet irresistible married temptress.”

“And then you’ll make them feel all better about it, right?” Sullivan said.

“Sounds like a great plan to me. Now let’s get moving.” Vaughn touched another control, grabbing herself and Sullivan in another transporter beam and sending them back to her quarters the fast way.



After coming on board, Dr. Pevzin, a stoutly-built elderly Alpha-Centaurian, had immediately noticed a big difference between the crew of the Asimov and the crew of the Secondprize. During his voyage on the Asimov, he couldn’t find a moment’s peace. Yeomen seemed to pop out of every door and jefferies tube hatch to ask if he needed anything, if his quarters were satisfactory, if he was sleeping well, or if the engines were too noisy. The Secondprize yeoman who’d taken him to his temporary quarters, however, had pretty much just opened the door, said “here you are,” then left mumbling something about only missing the first three minutes of something.

Pevzin found it refreshing that this crew had bigger things to worry about than him. He certainly wasn’t concerned about them. His only worry was the functioning of the Pevzin Protilator, the new device he would be testing in a remote region of the Argelian wilderness on the far side of the planet, well away from the developed tourist areas famed throughout the Federation for their beauty and entertainment value.

In all honesty, Pevzin didn’t have a clue what the Protilator did. Like many other top Federation scientists, he’d been given access to technology captured during the Dominion War in hopes that he could invent something to benefit the Federation. Having already invented the self-shining shoe (the boot version of which had been Starfleet standard issue for years now), Pevzin was anxious to come up with some new creation to immortalize him in the annals of science. So, after tinkering with bits of this and that in his lab Pevzin had developed the Protilator, a device his scans revealed possessed enormous energy, more than he wanted to risk releasing in his lab.

Therefore, he did what any self-respecting scientist would do: he got a grant. That had actually been the easy part. He’d loved Argelius when he’d visited several years earlier, so he decided he wanted to go there. And the Argelian authorities were thrilled at the prospect of being associated with a scientific breakthrough. A few bits of Federation red tape later, Pevzin was on his way to an all-expenses paid “research” trip to Argelius.

But now, with only three hours until his arrival, Pevzin was feeling nervous. What if the Argelians expected results? What if the Protilator was dangerous? What if it didn’t do anything at all?

With those thoughts in his head, Pevzin headed into engineering, transporting the small Protilator in its carrying case which was slung over his shoulder. Much to Pevzin’s surprise, absolutely no one was there. Was this standard Starfleet procedure?

“Hello?” he called.

No response, but he thought he was faintly hearing singing from the vague direction of the warp core. “Hello?”

Still nothing.

This presented another dilemma. With the engineering staff absent, there was no one to consult about his invention. Well, there was always the ship’s science officer, but Pevzin’s ego couldn’t stand the thought of possibly looking foolish in front of a colleague. Engineers were the much better choice. They’d just want to make it work, not ridicule his scientific ability.

But in the absence of engineers, Pevzin was going to have to take matters into his own hands. The Protilator had to be tested. He approached the warp core and found an access hatch to one of the conduits leading off to the nacelles. Opening the hatch, he saw exactly what he was hoping for: a receptacle for a power cable. With a silent prayer to the Five Deities of Centauri, Pevzin plugged in the cable, causing the Protilator to spring to life.



Up on the bridge, Captain Alexander Rydell had just come on duty and was in the process of deciding what event he’d be entertaining the bridge crew with today. As it was, they only had two hours of travel time before Argelius (where Rydell planned to enjoy some shore leave along with the rest of the crew. It was time for his new-found monogamy to see if it could resist temptation anyway), so whatever Rydell chose had to be relatively brief. That seemed to rule out the songwriting competition and Jaroch’s suggestion of Name that Molecule.

Rydell was not so wrapped up in thought, though, that he didn’t notice the slight flickering of the lights followed by the distinct feeling of slowing down. On the viewscreen, the stars decreased from streaks to steady points of light.

“Uh…why did we just drop out of warp?” Rydell asked.

“I don’t know,” Lieutenant Andrea Carr replied nervously as she pored over the conn console. The ship lurched to a halt.

“Uh…why are we stopped?” Rydell asked.

“I don’t know,” Carr said, her voice growing more frantic.

Suddenly, a blinding white flash washed across the bridge. When his vision cleared, Rydell saw something on the viewscreen floating in front of the ship that definitely shouldn’t have been there: their own warp nacelles.

“Uh…why is my ship now in three pieces?” Rydell said.

“I DON’T KNOW!” Carr cried.

“Jaroch?” Rydell said, spinning around to face his science officer.

“I do not know either,” Commander Jaroch replied. “However, we are actually in four pieces. The saucer and stardrive sections have also separated. Emergency forcefields are in place, though. And I see no bodies floating out into space.”

“Well, that’s comforting,” Rydell said. “Now how about finding me some answers?”

“I would be more concerned about our warp core. Evidently the sudden event, whatever it may have been, has destabilized it.”

“Rydell to Baird…Rydell to Baird!….Computer, where is Commander Baird?”

“Commander Baird is not on the Secondprize,” the computer replied flatly.

“Bridge to engineering! Hello? What the hell is going on down there?” Rydell demanded.

“Unknown,” Jaroch replied.

“Great.”

“Um…Captain,” Carr said hesitantly. “I know you’re upset right now, but our pieces are starting to drift.”

“Fine. Lock tractor beams, and try to keep us together long enough for the warp core to breach.”

“Is that a joke, sir?” Carr asked.

“We can only hope.”



Nothing! It did nothing! Not a damn thing had happened when he activated the Protilator.

Pevzin shook his fists in the air, cursing the Five Deities. “I never liked you guys anyway!”

“Warp core breach in three minutes,” the ship’s computer said suddenly. Oops, maybe it did do something.

“Sorry about that,” Pevzin said to the air. “I take it back. Really. Please don’t blow me up!”



Several corridors and one deck away, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan and Lieutenant Vaughn had been on their way to ship’s stores to replicate some suitable accessories for their planned trip to Argelius when the ship lurched, then was bathed in white light. As soon as their vision cleared, Sullivan and Vaughn noticed the flashing red alert beacons along the hallway. They’re kind of hard to miss actually. I mean, it’s a dim corridor and there are bright red lights flashing. How do you miss that? Well, anyway, they didn’t. Instead, Vaughn rushed over to a nearby status panel to see just what the hell was going on.

“Sh**!”

“What?” Sullivan demanded.

“We’re in pieces!”

“How?”

“I don’t know! F***!!!”

“What now?”

“We’re heading toward a warp core breach!” Vaughn ripped off a nearby Jefferies tube hatch and crawled inside.

“Where the hell are you going?” Sullivan shouted, crawling in behind her.

“Engineering. I’ve got to stop it.”

“Can’t you rematerialize Scott?”

“No time. Besides, the buffer may have been damaged. I’m not going to risk it.”

A minute and a half later, Vaughn kicked out the hatch, sending it clattering into Engineering. She leapt out herself, barking orders as she went.

“Try to shut down the core. Freeze the injectors if you have to. We’ve got to…where the hell is everybody?”

Other than her and Sullivan, Engineering was deserted…well, almost deserted. Vaughn saw what appeared to be a figure crouched down on the far side of the core.

“Get whoever that is,” Vaughn snapped as she raced to the core status panel.

“Yes, ma’am,” Sullivan muttered as she headed around the core where she found Dr. Pevzin curled into a fetal position and whimpering. “It’s that scientist we picked up,” Sullivan called.

Vaughn’s eyes darted around engineering searching for…yes! There was only one reason she could think of that a scientist transporting an experimental device would be cowering in engineering. She raced over to the Protilator, which was still connected to one of the power conduits branching off from the warp core. After giving the device a quick visual examination to assure that what she was about to do wouldn’t make things any worse, Vaughn ripped the Protilator away from the conduit, causing the mysterious invention to immediately power down. Unfortunately, the core’s situation was unaffected.

In a fury, Vaughn turned on Pevzin, who Sullivan was physically dragging toward the transporter chief. “WHAT DID THAT DO?” Vaughn roared, hoisting Pevzin into the air by his collar in a surprising show of strength.

“I don’t know,” Pevzin squeaked weakly.

“Monica, we don’t have time for this,” Sullivan said.

“Warp core breach in thirty seconds,” the computer added helpfully.

“You’re the only one who can stop this,” Sullivan urged.

“All right!” Vaughn snapped, tossing Pevzin aside. “But I’m not finished with him.” She rushed back to the core status panel and quickly scrolled through the readings. Somehow Pevzin’s device had caused feedback in the core which had affected space and subspace around the Secondprize, which explained the ship being in pieces. The sudden separation of vital components, such as the nacelles, had then led to the possibility of a breach. She shut down the core as best she could, but there was still enough of a reaction running through the dilithium crystals to obliterate everything in a five kilometer radius, which unfortunately would include the entire Secondprize.

She frantically typed commands into the console, trying to override the dilithium chamber’s control circuits and shunt the excess energy away from the core, but her every attempt failed. Damn it! This was an engineer’s job, and she wasn’t really an engineer. Sure she’d had the training, but she was just the one who ran the transporter. If she hadn’t dematerialized Scott, none of this…wait a second.

A smile crept across Vaughn’s face as she pulled up the transporter control systems in another window on the console. In the background, she vaguely heard the computer sound the ten second warning.

“What the hell are you smiling about?” Sullivan demanded.

“Because I am good,” Vaughn replied, smashing her finger down on the execute control. In an instant, the dilithium crystals vanished in the cascade of the transporter effect. An instant later, the core (and everything else) went dark only to be illuminated almost instantly by the emergency lighting.

“You did it!” Sullivan cried.

“Oh thank the Five Deities!” Pevzin said.

“They didn’t have anything to do with it!” Vaughn said insulted. “That was all ME!”

“And you are all woman,” Sullivan said smiling.

“You know it.”



On the bridge, Rydell had found himself thinking how annoying it was that these were to be his last few seconds of life as the computer counted down to the warp core breach.

“Five…four…three…two…”

Rydell clamped his eyes shut and grabbed onto the arm rests.

“One…core breach halted. We now return you to your regularly scheduled crisis.”

Rydell opened one eye hesitantly…then the other. Hmmm…evidently they wouldn’t be blowing up today.

“All right, Scott!” Rydell said.

“Commander Baird is not on the Secondprize,” the computer said, reiterating the point.

“Then who is in engineering?”

“Lieutenant Commander Sullivan and Lieutenant Monica Vaughn.”

“They aren’t engineers,” Rydell said. “What happened?”

“Let’s go to the replay,” the computer said, bringing up the engineering internal camera view on the viewscreen. “Vaughn looks left. She looks right. She types a command. No go. And another. Denied! Things look grim for the home team. But wait. There’s an opening. She bobs. She weaves. And BAM, she dematerializes the dilithium and ends the game. It’s AWESOME, BABY!!!”

“Jaroch, have you been making any computer modifications I should know about?”

Jaroch’s eyes narrowed. “Most likely, the sudden fragmentation of the ship corrupted the computer’s personality interface. And I resent any implication to the contrary.”

“Forget I said anything.”



Back in engineering, Pevzin gingerly scooped up the Protilator and headed toward the exit. “Well you fine officers obviously have this situation under control, so I will leave you to your important work.”

“What’s your rush, big boy?” Vaughn said, sauntering over to Pevzin with her patented come hither stare that had reduced males on planets across the quadrant to quivering blobs of goo. She reached Pevzin and ran a fingernail along his cheek. “Wouldn’t you rather stay and…” She leaned in close, her lips almost brushing against his ear. “…chat?”

“I prefer men,” Pevzin replied flatly.

“Oh, give me that!” Vaughn snapped, swiping the Protilator out of his arms. “I swear. I try and make this pleasurable and what thanks do I get?”

“Hey! That’s mine!” Pevzin protested. Sullivan stepped in between the doctor and Vaughn.

“And if you take one more step, you’ll also be the proud owner of two shattered kneecaps,” Sullivan said.

Pevzin quickly backed away. “I can share.”

“Good boy. Now stay.” Sullivan followed Vaughn over to the core, where she was examining the Protilator. “What do you think?”

“I’m not sure,” Vaughn replied. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” She pulled up scans of the Protilator on the status console. “The computer isn’t sure either. This is really way beyond me.”

“You just single-handedly saved this ship. I don’t believe that this hunk of junk is beyond you. Think!” Sullivan cried frantically.

“Fine!” Vaughn shouted back.

“Just think,” Pevzin said, creeping up behind Vaughn, his voice almost a hiss. “What does it do? What is its nature?”

“Get the hell away from me, you freak!” Vaughn slammed a control on the warp core status console, causing Pevzin to vanish in the flurry of the transporter. “Much better. Okay…this thing somehow affected space and subspace around the Secondprize. The effect was fairly uncontrolled and chaotic since it was just plugged in, but if I were to…move it!” Vaughn pushed past Sullivan.

“Where are you going?”

“Over here.”

“Oh yeah. That helps.”

“Just make sure that thing doesn’t go anywhere.”

Vaughn returned a few moments later with a few spare parts, which she quickly cobbled together and attached to the Protilator.

Sullivan looked over the expanded contraption. “And this would be?”

“Fine tuning…I hope,” Vaughn said. “Now all we need is to plug this is and…oh sh**.”

“What?”

Vaughn pointed at the dormant warp core. “No juice.”

Sullivan thought for a moment. “Do we actually have to use the ship for this thing to work?”

“I guess not…”

“Beam us to the shuttlebay then. We fortunately have a few spare cores.”

Minutes later, the Runabout Chattahoochee pulled out of the Secondprize’s shuttlebay and took up position just over the secondary hull. A few hundred yards away, the saucer section drifted slowly around in circles as the warp nacelles lazily flipped end over end.

Inside the Chattahoochee, Vaughn watched the scene outside on a monitor and she double-checked the Protilator’s connection to the runabout’s warp core. “No bumps, Emily,” she said to Sullivan. “And try not to let any of the ship bits hit each other.”

“Funny, I was under the impression somehow that I outranked you.”

“Don’t make me beam you off this ship.”

“Sorry. Damn you’re testy when you’re saving the ship.”

“That’s why I don’t do it very often. Now pipe down.” Vaughn activated the Protilator, keeping her hands on the controls she’d rigged up. It was no coincidence that they resembled the controls of her beloved transporter. As she watched the ship sections floating around her, Vaughn manipulated the distortion field created by the Protilator. The slightest movement caused vast changed. In one flash, the nacelles stretched to almost a mile long. In another, the saucer inflated into a sphere. In another, the saucer connected itself to the port nacelle pylon on the secondary hull. With intense concentration, she slowly made the intricate shifts needed to put things back where they belong.

And an hour later…

“Beautiful!” Vaughn exclaimed, gazing at the gleaming hull of the reassembled Secondprize. “Ow!”

“What?” Sullivan said.

“I stood up too fast. My back is killing me!”

“No doubt. You were hunched over that thing forever.”

“Can you do something other than criticize?”

“Monica?”

“What?”

“That was fantastic.”

Vaughn smiled. “Thank you very much. Can we go home now?”



“Captain’s log. Stardate 53646.8. There are days on this job when I feel like the center of the universe. I know everything that is happening around me. I have my finger on the pulse of my ship. I see all. I know all. I can handle anything. Today was not one of those days. I know at some point we picked up a scientist, and my helm officer and transporter chief were arguing with each other. Then all of a sudden, my ship’s in pieces, my warp core is breeching, and my chief engineer is missing, all of which is resolved by my transporter chief and helm officer who are now best friends again. In short, a bunch of stuff happened that I had absolutely no control over. If I were the philosophical type, I might say that this is simply an elegant proof of the idea that the universe is bigger than any one person. As it is, I’d just like to think of it as a day off. Even so, I now have the pleasure of doing one of the perks of my job: rewarding a member of my crew.”



“I still don’t think she deserves this,” Commander Baird grumbled as he slouched against the wall in Seven Backward, wrinkling his dress uniform in the process. The tables had been cleared, over the strenuous protests of the Guinanco employees, to make way for a raised platform for the promotion ceremony. Commander Dillon was still fussing over the final details, leaving Rydell and the rest of the bridge crew to wait for the guest of honor.

“She did save the ship from destruction,” Rydell replied as he idly flipped the jewel box containing a hollow pip over in his hand.

“None of which would have happened if she hadn’t stuck me in a f***ing transporter buffer!”

“Details. Details.”



Meanwhile, in the corridor, Vaughn and Sullivan were just exiting the turbolift. “I don’t know why you’re dragging me here,” Vaughn said. “The food’s sucked since Trinian left.”

“It’s out of the same replicator,” Sullivan said. “How can it be different?”

“Atmosphere is everything,” Vaughn said as they approached the doors, which slid obediently open. “This place is now so…you bitch!”

“Surprise!” Sullivan said, shoving Vaughn forward into the waiting throng of dress uniform clad well-wishers.

“Lieutenant Vaughn, a moment of your time please,” Rydell said from the platform near the viewports.

“I was hoping to get you somewhere a little more private,” Vaughn quipped, recovering quickly from the shock of the surprise ceremony.

“Guess I’m too much of an exhibitionist,” Rydell replied as Vaughn stepped up beside him. Sullivan slipped up beside Baird and nudging him to stand up straight.

“I’m far more fond of the parties after ceremonies than the ceremonies themselves, so I’ll make this brief,” Rydell said. “Monica Vaughn, for outstanding service to this ship in the most adverse of circumstances, it gives me great pleasure to promote you to the rank of lieutenant commander.” He removed the pip from its box and attached it to Vaughn’s collar.

“Thank you, sir,” Vaughn said with a seductive smile.

“Oh don’t think you’re getting off that easy,” Rydell continued. “Your performance has shown me that there’s a lot more to our transporter chief than we originally thought, and I refuse to let that potential just sit there. Therefore, you’re getting a new title. Assistant Chief Engineer.”

“What?” Vaughn and Baird shouted in unison.

“Starfleet has a long tradition of transporter chiefs becoming great engineers. Who am I to stand in the way?” Rydell said. “Think of it as having a protege, Scott. You can impart your knowledge and skills on to her.”

“I already know how to say f***, so I’m halfway there,” Vaughn said.

“On that note, I believe we should adjourn for the real reason we’re all here. Bring on the food!” At Rydell’s command, several waiters rushed out of the backroom of Seven Backward carrying trays of all sorts of cuisine. Most of the bridge crew leapt off the ceremony platform to head to the buffet that was being assembled, leaving Vaughn with Rydell, Sullivan and Baird.

“One more thing,” Rydell said, sliding up beside Vaughn.

She wrapped her arms around his neck and nuzzled in close. “Name it, loverboy.”

“Bring back Dr. Pevzin from wherever you stored him. I can’t drop off a guy who isn’t here.”

“Is that all?” Vaughn pouted playfully.

Rydell grinned. “I’ll get back to you,” he said with a wink, and headed off for the food.

“Well, I’ve got something else for you,” Baird groused.

“And what would that be?” Vaughn replied cloyingly.

“Fix the f***ing computer.”

“What’s wrong with the computer?”

“It’s AWESOME, BABY!” the computer shouted suddenly, scaring the hell out of most of the people in the room.

“Oh.”

“Have fun,” Baird said, walking past her to get to the food.

Vaughn moved over to Sullivan, who seemed to be enjoying the entire spectacle. “Let me just warn you now, I may have to seriously hurt your husband before this is all over.”

“There are more subtle ways to torment him,” Sullivan replied.

“Such as?”

“Come by for dinner tomorrow night. I’m sure he’d love to see you after your shift as well as during. I can tell you all about all the quirky little things he does, and you can tell me ALL about your conquests of the last couple of years.”

“We really do need to spend more quality time together,” Vaughn said.

“It’ll be just like old times.”

“Hmm…do you think Scott would let me give him a manicure?”

Sullivan smiled. “We’ll do it when he’s asleep.”

Several feet away, Commander Baird shoved a Centaurian sausage into his mouth, blissfully unaware of the hell was life was about to become.
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Commander Travis Dillon gazed at the majestic trees surrounding him, took a deep breath, and immediately started sneezing. Several feet away, Commander Jaroch looked up from his tricorder readings to watch Dillon try to get his allergic fit under control, the faintest hint of a smirk crossing his face.

“Problems, Commander?” Jaroch asked.

“Damn pollen. If I wanted to hang out in a forest, I’d go to the holodeck like normal people,” Dillon said. “There’s who knows what kind of plants and stuff out here.”

“That is what we’re here to find out,” Jaroch said flatly. “Hence the words ‘planetary survey.’”

“Have you found anything to make this worth the trouble?”

“Trees. Shrubs. Flowers. If the Secondprize had a botanist, he would be most pleased.”

“Absolutely…hey…I thought we did have a botanist. Lieutenant…Hill. No…wait. I remember. He married Lieutenant Green in Xenonutrition, and they went off to start some catering business, right?”

“Correct. I believe they handle weddings, funerals, Rites of Ascension, etcetera.”

“Well, Hill’s missing out.”



Several thousand light years away, former Lieutenant Freddie Hill was in a pantry having a wonderful time with his wife and a bridesmaid at the wedding they were catering. Hill didn’t think he was missing out on anything.



As Jaroch continued scanning, Dillon skulked about, occasionally kicking a rock or bit of fruit fallen from one of the trees on Phargus VIII, the eighth and final planet of the Phargus system. At the edge of his hearing, Jaroch noticed Dillon muttering. Normally, Jaroch would just ignore it, but seeing as how Dillon was annoyed already, his mutterings could give Jaroch the opportunity to make Dillon’s day even less pleasant.

“I did not catch your last statement, Commander,” Jaroch said, trying to sound as sincere and interested as possible. It was a bit of a stretch. On average, Jaroch would rather spend years cataloging the bits of fungus growing on the trunks of the trees around him than have a conversation with Dillon.

“I said this survey better not make me late for my interview. It’s taken me five years to get the Advancement Advisory Board to even consider my application. I don’t want to miss my chance to help decide the future of Starfleet because I was stuck looking at some damn tress.”

Jaroch’s mind ran through his possible replies to see which one would annoy Dillon the most:




	“The Board would select an autistic targ before allowing you on it.”

	Too confrontational. Lacks subtlety and finesse.




	“On the contrary, these trees could contain unknown properties that may revolutionize life as we know it. Our work here is of the utmost importance.”

	Could set Dillon off, but there is a danger he could agree and insist on “helping.”




	“Perhaps you should use this time to go off by yourself and prepare what you will say to the interview board.”

	No insult present, but it might get Dillon to leave. We have a winner!








“Perhaps you should use this time to go off by yourself and prepare what you will say to the interview board,” Jaroch replied, trying to step on leaves and make his tricorder beep as loudly as possible. “Preparation is the key to a successful interview, and my work will most likely not allow you to concentrate.”

Dillon’s face immediately brightened. “That’s a fantastic idea, Jaroch. You and I may have our differences occasionally, but it’s times like this that show me the respect and admiration that we have for each other. I’m going to stroll down by the river.”

Dillon turned on his heel and headed off to the south leaving Jaroch blissfully alone. “Yes,” the Yynsian muttered once Dillon was out of earshot. “I would like to pay my respects to your corpse and admire the large hole I blasted through your skull.”



Dillon had to admit that, for the real world, Phargus VIII was somewhat scenic. The forest ended at the top of a high hill, which allowed him to look out over the grasslands beyond. At the bottom of the hill, threading through the countryside, was a gently-rolling river. Actually, it wasn’t any more than ten feet wide, which probably gave it more stream status than anything else, but nevertheless it was pretty.

He walked down to the edge of the stream and began walking along the banks, occasionally skipping rocks across to the other side as he ran through his upcoming interview in his mind.

“Well, Commander, this is certainly an impressive service record. Honestly, I think you should be in command of your own ship by now.”

“Why thank you, Admiral, but we’re here to discuss my application to the Advancement Advisory Board.”

“Yes, of course. It’s just hard to stay on track when I see an officer of your caliber stuck in such a lowly spot. But we must press on. What do you feel you can offer the Board?”

“Nothing less than a completely designed plan for the future of Starfleet…”

Dillon’s thoughts trailed off as he rounded a bend in the river and found himself entering a rocky canyon the water had cut through a hill. Small caves, none bigger than half a meter in diameter, dotted the craggy cliffs. In and out of each a veritable army of crab-like creatures ran. If there was any plan or organization to this movement, Dillon couldn’t distinguish it. The creatures themselves ran low to the ground on ten very thin, fiber-like legs. Their bodies were encased in round, maroon shells no more than 17 centimeters across and about five centimeters high. A lid like opening covered the front of the shells, but occasionally it would flip open, completely swinging over until it lay flat on the shell, revealing two round white eyes about the size of ping-pong balls with dark black pupils.

The Secondprize away team hadn’t seen anything like this so far on Phargus VII. It was a scientific find. And it was Dillon’s! He quickly tapped his commbadge.

“Dillon to Jaroch.”

“What? Did you fall in the river, Commander?”

“No! What would make you think that?”

“No reason. Please continue so that I may finish my work sometime this week,” Jaroch replied unenthusiastically.

“I found something!”

“If this is anything like that rock you picked up on Injax, put it back right now.”

“No. These are animals. Lots of them. Some kind of crustaceans.”

Dillon suddenly noticed that hundreds upon thousands of eyes were now locked on him as the creatures started to surround him. “I think they’ve noticed me. They’re coming closer to check me out.”

“How many of them?” Jaroch asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. Two or three hundred…possibly more.”

“I am on my way. DO NOT do anything to upset them.”

“Upset them?” Dillon said. “How do you upset a crab?”

“Just do not do anything! Jaroch out.”

Dillon then felt something whip painfully across the back of his kneecap about his boot. One of the creatures had swiped him with its flagella. “No no. None of that,” Dillon said, pulling out his phaser. “You respect my body space, and I’ll respect yours.” He fired a warning blast, which seared the sand beside the creature. Its eyes bugged out slightly, then it retreated back to the main part of its horde.

“Much better,” Dillon said satisfied. Now why were they all climbing up on top of each other. In a matter of seconds, Dillon found himself trapped inside a living dome made up entirely of the creatures. “Hold on now…” He reset his phaser for kill, wide dispersal.

That’s when the dome collapsed on top of him.

The creatures were grabbing him everywhere, wrenching the phaser out of his hand and holding into his limbs. Then he felt one latch onto his head. He was helpless to move as he creature’s limbs pressed their pointy tips against the sides of his skull and began to penetrate. The pain was overwhelming.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”

The limbs pushed farther and father into his head, working their way into his brain itself. Dillon let out one final howl, then blessedly lost consciousness.



Much to his relief, Dillon woke up on a biobed in the Secondprize’s sickbay with Dr. Beth Aldridge standing over him.

“How are you feeling?” she asked with more concern than usual.

Dillon took a moment to think about it. There were no obvious shouts of pain coming from anywhere on his body. “Fine. You got me out of there before those monsters could do too much harm.”

Aldridge shifted uncomfortably. “Well…”

“Well what?” Dillon demanded, propping himself up on his elbows. Aldridge grabbed a small mirror of off her equipment cart and handed it to Dillon.

That thing was still on his head!

“AHHHHHHHHHHH! Get it off! GET IT OFF!!”

“I tried,” Aldridge said. “But it’s physically connected itself to your brain. I can’t remove it without cutting your whole brain out and disconnecting its tendrils one by one.”

“Um…could you put my brain back in after you did that?”

“No!”

“I was just asking,” Dillon said defensively. “I’m not a doctor. I don’t know these things.” Dillon was quiet for a moment as he stared at the reflection of the maroon shell lodged firmly onto his head. “So… am I going to die?”

“Eventually, but not from it and not anytime soon. You’re perfectly healthy,” Aldridge said. “The life form seems to feed off of brain activity, but it’s not doing you any harm at all.”

“So if I stop thinking, will it leave?”

“That hasn’t worked so far,” Aldridge replied.

“That was uncalled for,” Dillon said in a huff.

“Depends on your point of view. In any case, we’re going to try keeping it happy, so it doesn’t take any negative actions.”

“Such as?”

“Such as waving those tendrils around in there and slicing your brain into pate.”

“Ewww…that would be bad.”

“It’s definitely not a course of action I’d recommend,” Aldridge said, then headed off into her office.

“Um…” Dillon called after her. “Does this mean I can leave?”

“Please!” Aldridge shouted out at him. “And try not to make that thing angry!”



A couple of hours later, Dillon was seated at the table in the dining area of his quarters when he heard the doors open and close. Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins hesitantly walked around the divider into the dining area.

“Hi, honey,” Dillon said, looking up from the padd he was working on. “I wondered where you were. I thought you’d be in sickbay when I woke up.”

“Sorry,” Hawkins replied, trying not to stare at the thing on Dillon’s head. “I needed to be on the bridge.”

“Well, duty is duty,” Dillon replied. He’d completely missed the point, but Hawkins decided to let it go.

“What are you doing?” she asked. “I thought the captain was relieving you of your duties for the day to…recover.”

“He did, but Dr. Aldridge thinks I might be able to feed Ted enough…”

“Ted?”

“I’ve decided to name it Ted. He’s now the Ted on my head. Head Ted. Or just plain Ted.”

“Right,” Hawkins said slowly. “Okay. So what are you feeding…Ted?”

“Dr. Aldridge felt that constant brain activity might fill Ted up enough that he’d detach, so she had Jaroch draw up a list of questions for me to answer.” He handed the padd to Hawkins. “I skipped a couple, but most of it is there.”

Hawkins scanned down the padd. Dillon had input detailed and thoroughly researched responses to questions ranging from Vulcan history to warp drive mechanics. “Travis! This is amazing. Is that thing increasing your mental performance?”

“What?” Dillon said insulted as he snatched the padd back from her. “I did all this work myself. I was top of my class at Starfleet Academy remember.”

“I’m sorry. I’m just not used to seeing this side of you. You don’t…how to put this…show this kind of knowledge normally,” Hawkins said, trying to be diplomatic.

“It’s all about knowing where to look stuff up,” Dillon said. “And I come from a long line of researchers. My father used to drag me to the library for hours on end while he did research for his journal articles. He couldn’t pull the data from home like normal people. No! He had to go dig through file after file, sometimes even actual paper books. I learned the tricks of the trade. I can research with the best of them!”

“Again, I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to insult you. So what questions did you skip?”

Dillon handed Hawkins the padd back. Three questions had been displayed on the screen.

WHAT IS THE MEANING OF LIFE?

WHY CAN’T YOU JUST DIE?

HOW CAN THERE BE A KIND INTELLIGENCE CONTROLLING THE UNIVERSE WHEN PATRICIA HAWKINS IS WITH YOU INSTEAD OF ME?

“His attempts at humor are getting weaker all the time,” Dillon said, standing up. He wrapped his arms around Hawkins and pulled her close. “I missed you.”

Hawkins couldn’t stop staring at Ted on Dillon’s head. “Sure. I missed you, too,” she said unconvincingly. Really all she wanted to do was take a phaser to the monstrosity.

“Are you okay?”

“Fine. Really,” Hawkins said. Suddenly, Ted’s shell flipped open, revealing his two big eyes. Acting on instinct, Hawkins smacked Dillon’s arms off of her and executed an acrobatic back flip landing in a defensive crouch.

Ted just stared at her unblinkingly.

“What? What happened?” Dillon asked.

“It’s…LOOKING at me,” Hawkins said, standing up but still tensed to ward off an attack.

“Can’t you ignore it?” Dillon said. “Just pretend it’s not there.”

“That’s easy for you to say. You can’t see it.”

“Patricia, please. For me?”

“Oh, I can’t take it when you get whiny and needy.”

“Come on, Patti. Let’s go have dinner in Seven Backward and forget about Ted for a while.”

“All right! Fine! But can you at least put on a hat?”



Dillon walked into Seven Backward a few minutes later with Hawkins but without a hat. Dillon had balked at the suggestion, saying that the crew was going to have to get used to his new appearance, since Ted might be with him for some time. Even so, Hawkins had insisted, and Dillon had found an old replica of a United States Naval Officer’s hat under his bed that he’d picked up on Earth years earlier.

Ted, however, wasn’t having anything to do with the hat idea. As soon as Dillon planted it on his head, two more tendrils leapt out of Ted’s shell and threw the hat to the floor. After three more attempts, the hat had been sliced to ribbons, and Dillon’s fingers had received a thorough lashing.

So, with Ted plain to see, Dillon and Hawkins headed into Seven Backward to eat. The lounge was crowded with Secondprize officers enjoying their meals as Guinanco employees scurried back and forth delivering food, drinks, and advice.

All sound and movement stopped the moment Dillon stepped into view as all eyes turned to stare at him and the thing on his head. Dillon took a couple of steps forward to address the group. “Thank you all for your concern, but do not let me disturb your meals. I am perfectly fine and healthy. Just think of me as the same old Commander Travis Michael Dillon who’s been your colleague and superior officer all along.”

After a great deal of muttering that Dillon couldn’t quite make out, the crew returned to their meals; although, some would still occasionally steal a glance at Ted, whose eyes were darting rapidly from side to side, taking in all that was around him.

A Guinanco hostess was about to show Dillon and Hawkins to a table when Jemmy Fisk, the lounge manager, rushed over, rubbing his hands together nervously. “On behalf of Guinanco I’m relieved to see that you’re feeling better, Commander.”

“Why do I feel a but coming on?” Dillon said.

“More like an ass,” Hawkins muttered.

“But you can’t bring that thing in here.”

“What thing?” Dillon said, not liking the direction this conversation was going.

“That!” Jemmy snapped, pointing at Ted in disgust. “Guinanco has a firm policy against pets in its lounges.”

“This is not a pet,” Dillon said angrily. “He’s attached! I can’t exactly just leave him at home!”

“Then we will not be able to serve you.”

“Now wait a damn minute,” Hawkins said hostilely, causing Jemmy to back up a couple of steps in fear. “You’d let a Trill in here, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course.”

“Well this is the same deal. Symbiotic life form. Ask Dr. Aldridge and get the hell out of our way!”

“Exactly!” Dillon concurred.

“But…it…” Jemmy visibly shuddered, “…is on the outside.”

“So’s your face, but we still let you in here,” Hawkins said. “Now are you going to let us in or do I need to pull out my phaser for a little third-party arbitration?”

“No no NO!” Jemmy cried, retreating back behind the bar.

“This way,” the hostess said, guiding Dillon and Hawkins to their table.

“I’m all for efficiency,” Dillon said as they sat down. “But I really think that selling this place to Guinanco was the worst thing that could have happened.”

“No kidding,” Hawkins said. She stared out the window for a moment. Even there her gaze locked on the reflection of Ted on Dillon’s head. As much as she tried, she just couldn’t ignore it.

“You okay?” Dillon asked, breaking into her thoughts.

She turned to him as his eyes gazed at her with concern. Four inches higher, Ted stared at her as well, its big eyes unblinking. Hawkins locked her gaze on Dillon’s eyes and tenderly grasped his hands on the table. “Travis, honey, I need to say something to you, but I don’t want you to get defensive.”

“I never get defensive!” Dillon protested.

“Travis…”

“Except maybe then. Sorry. Go on.”

“I know you plan on just pushing ahead despite…Ted, and I admire that. Some people would just hide in their quarters forever.”

“Never! I have a career to think about. This is barely even a set back. Some people have extreme physical handicaps and still make stellar officers. One symbiotic crustacean is no problem at all.”

“Right. Exactly,” Hawkins said. “But you have to realize that not everyone is going to adjust as quickly as you do. I mean, we can see him; you can’t.”

“So? I’m still the same Travis Michael Dillon.”

“I know. You definitely are. Just…be patient with people.”

“Enjoying a quiet dinner for three?” Commander Jaroch said as he approached the table.

“Case in point,” Hawkins muttered. “We’re just fine, Jaroch. And if you don’t mind, we’re trying to be alone.”

“Of course. I would not want to interfere as you get acquainted with the new being in Dillon’s life.”

“Ted is not that kind of being!” Dillon snapped.

Jaroch smirked, obviously fighting off a full-fledged laugh. “Ted? You have named it Ted.”

“Why not?”

“Why indeed,” Jaroch said. “I will leave you and ‘Ted’ to your meal.” Jaroch walked away and made it approximately three steps before dissolving into a fit of laughter.

“This should have happened to him,” Dillon said. “I don’t think he’d be so giddy.”

“But it happened to you,” Jaroch called out between laughing and gasping for breath. “These things always happen to you! It is cosmic justice!”

“Whatever,” Hawkins said, standing up. “Come on, Travis. We’ll eat in our quarters…ALONE!”

“Not with Ted around,” Jaroch said.

Dillon quickly grabbed Hawkins’ arm as she went for her phaser and shuttled her out of the lounge before she could provide Jaroch with a rebuttal.



“He just can’t leave things alone, can he?” Hawkins seethed as she stormed into the quarters she shared with Dillon. “That man is so infuriating!”

“And insubordinate!” Dillon added, charging in after her. “If I didn’t know that Rydell would knock it down the second I filed it, there’d have been charges filed against Jaroch years ago.”

“I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

“Agreed. Let’s just forget about it and go to bed.”

“Bed?” Hawkins said hesitantly, her eyes locking on Ted against her will. She honestly hadn’t thought that far ahead. “It’s a bit early yet, isn’t it?”

“Maybe, but I’ve had a rough day. I need to snuggle,” Dillon said, cozying up to her.

“You go on ahead,” Hawkins said, forcing a smile. “I need to do a couple of things first.”

“Okay!” Dillon said brightly, rushing into the bedroom. Within moments, Dillon had changed into his Starfleet issue pajamas and crawled into bed. “Coming?”

“Just a second,” Hawkins said, heading over the desk in their living area. She felt awful about what she was about to do, but she just couldn’t sleep knowing that thing would be next to her and watching all night long. It might even decide to change hosts.

Hawkins sat down at the terminal on the next and, using her security clearance, pumped just a hint of anesthezine into the bedroom. Dillon was fast asleep in seconds. Hawkins, meanwhile, grabbed a pillow and blanket out of the bedroom closet, took a whiff of the quickly fading anesthezine gas to make sure she’d be tired, then curled up on the sofa.



Dillon woke up the next morning alone. Patricia must just have gotten up early, he decided…even though he really couldn’t remember her coming to bed. He must have fallen asleep right away. Of course, after the stress of yesterday, who could blame him?

But today he felt incredibly rested and alive. Maybe Ted was actually helping him. Dillon took a look at himself in Hawkins’ antique full-length mirror (a family heirloom, evidently). He didn’t look any stronger, unfortunately, but who knew? Maybe Ted was slowly making him into a super-human. Now that would be something.

Ted’s shell flipped open, revealing his eyes, which lazily looked around the room, then locked onto their own image in the mirror. Suddenly, the shell slammed shut again, then cautiously reopened a few moments later, the eyes just barely peering out. After a few more test openings and closings, Ted seemed to realize that he was looking at a reflection of himself and relaxed.

“You just get to work augmenting me,” Dillon said, patting Ted soothingly. Then, whistling the theme from “Superman,” Dillon headed into the bathroom.

Out in the living room, Hawkins’ security officer instincts forced her to snap awake. Something was wrong. Then she heard the humming.

Travis was up. But maybe he hadn’t seen her yet. Usually, he went straight to the sonic shower. She just hoped that today was the same, since she had no desire to explain to him why she refused to sleep in the same bed.

Hawkins leapt off the sofa, landing on her feet in one graceful move. She quickly scooped up the pillow and blanket, slid into the bedroom, and stashed them back in the closet. Then she coughed loudly and stomped into the bathroom, just to make sure Dillon heard her.

“Honey?” she called out.

“Good morning!” Dillon replied. Why did he sound so damn cheerful? He still had a giant crab stuck on his head. “You got up early.”

“I had stuff to do,” she replied vaguely. “How are you feeling?”

“Wonderful. 100 percent better. I am going to kill at this interview today!”

Hawkins grimaced. Fortunately, Dillon was in the sonic shower alcove and couldn’t see her reaction. “That’s today?” she said. She’d totally forgotten they were due at Starbase 12 today. “Maybe you should reschedule.”

“Why?” Dillon asked. “I feel fine.”

“But Ted…”

“These are seasoned Starfleet Officers, Patti. One little alien parasite or symbiont or whatever Ted is isn’t going to bother them. Believe me, pretty soon people are just going to forget it’s there.”

“If you say so…” Hawkins replied. Dillon was deluded. No one was going to forget that hideous thing sitting on his head.



THONK.

“Jaroch, did you hear something?” Dillon asked as he sat in the command chair on the bridge.

“Not a thing,” Jaroch replied from the science console at the rear of the bridge.

THONK.

“So you didn’t hear that?”

“Hear what?”

“Did anyone else hear it?”

“No, sir,” Carr replied from ops. For some reason, Sullivan had her head buried in her hands and was convulsing.

THONK.

“Prescott, check tactical,” Dillon ordered the backup tactical officer. “Maybe some alien vessel is about to attack, and, thanks to Ted, only I can detect it.”

“I do believe Ted may be the cause of the noise,” Jaroch said.

THONK.

“What makes you say that?” Dillon asked, whirling around in his seat to face the Yynsian, just as Jaroch tossed what appeared to be a pebble attached to a string. The rock arced through the air and bounced off Ted.

THONK.

Jaroch quickly reeled in the rock.

“I seem to have located the source of your phantom sound,” Jaroch said smirking.

Behind Dillon, Sullivan finally couldn’t take it anymore and fell out of her chair in a fit of hysteria.

“You are so going on report for this one,” Dillon said angrily. “I don’t care what Rydell says. I’ll go straight to the Fleet Admiral if I have to. I will…”

“We’re approaching Starbase 12,” Carr reported. She’d taken over helm functions while Sullivan gasped for air on the carpet.

“Hail the starbase,” Dillon said, spinning around and suddenly forgetting all about Jaroch’s transgressions against Ted. “Inform them I’ll be beaming over as soon as we arrive.”

“Yes, sir,” Prescott replied as Dillon stood up and headed for the turbolift.

Dillon turned to look at the bridge officers on duty. Somebody had to have the conn, but Sullivan was incapacitated and Jaroch was…mean. “Carr, you have the conn.” He looked at Jaroch and stuck out his tongue. “So there!” Dillon spat, then marched angrily into the turbolift. Just before the doors closed, Jaroch threw his rock.

THONK.

“HEY!”



Admiral Moravi Kinti looked up from the sector tactical status update he’d been reading as his desk computer beeped, reminding him that he had an appointment scheduled. The computer monitor automatically brought up the information. “Stardate 53722. 0900 hours. Advancement Advisory Board Candidate Interview. Commander Travis Michael Dillon, USS Secondprize.”

Admiral Kinti smiled. This had to be Inga’s idea of a joke. Admiral Inga Dodonovitch was the head of the Advancement Advisory Board and one of the best minds in the Federation. There was no way she’d allow anyone from THAT ship on the Board that set down policies for the future of the fleet. She’d sooner select one of those psych cases from the USS Explorer. Kinti read the name again. Dillon. Wait a minute. This was Admiral Dillon’s nephew. That explained it. Okay. He would at least hear this Dillon out.

“Yashin, is my next appointment here?” Kinti asked, pressing down on the commlink to his personal assistant’s desk just outside his office. While waiting for a response, he began idly fiddling with the ceremonial Yoruba dagger he kept on his desk.

“Yes…yes, Admiral. They…he is here,” Yashin replied. Kinti frowned. Yashin sounded rattled for some reason, and it took quite a bit to rattle the big Rigellan. That’s why Kinti had taken him on his staff in the first place. He was a top-notch assistant and a damn imposing bodyguard.

“Send him in, then.”

“Aye, but I will be right outside if you need me.”

“Thank you, Yashin,” Kinti said, standing and straightening his uniform to greet his guest. “But I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

“We’ll see,” Yashin replied ominously. The comm channel closed just as the doors to Kinti’s office slid open allowing Commander Dillon to enter. Kinti pasted on a smile and extended his hand for Dillon to shake. “Good morning, Commander. I am Admiral…GREAT OGUN WHAT IS THAT!”

“Good morning to you as well, sir,” Dillon replied, completely unphased. “And ‘that’ is Ted. Please just ignore his presence.”

“Of course,” Kinti said hesitantly. Like there was a chance in hell he was going to be able to ignore the giant thing stuck on Dillon’s head. “Have a seat.” Dillon sat down in the chair across from Kinti as Kinti returned to his own seat. “Well now…Commander…” That thing was staring at him. “Ah…why…ah…why do you wish to be on the Board?”

“What dedicated officer wouldn’t relish the chance to help set the future direction of Starfleet?” Dillon asked. “I have been an officer for close to fifteen years now, and I spend each and every day out there where the action is. I’ve seen what faces us, Admiral, and I want to make sure we’re ready for it. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that even though the rules are there for our protection, not everyone follows them. We need to lay the groundwork for the fight against chaos now. You need me on the front line of that fight. I need to give my all for the fleet…”

“You really need to just shut up.”

Dillon stared at Kinti in stunned shock…but Kinti was looking the same way at him…well at his head actually.

“D-d-d-d-d-does that thing talk?” Kinti asked, backing away from his desk.

“I do now,” Ted said in a voice resembling Dillon’s but slightly more high-pitched. “I just had to speak up. Don’t listen to this twit. You have no idea what goes on in this brain of his. Scary stuff.”

“Stay out of this!” Dillon shouted.

“I will not. You should be in a home for the terminally deluded. No one wants to hear what you have to say.”

“Shut up!”

“Do you know what his big plan is for the future of Starfleet? Regulations! Lots of them! Tell him the one about use of eating utensils.”

“That one’s important!” Dillon cried. “Some people are practically animals. We can’t have that in Starfleet. It’s bad for morale.”

“You’re bad for morale,” Ted spat.

“That’s it!” Dillon screamed, snatching Kinti’s ceremonial dagger off of his desk and plunging it toward his skull. In a blur of motion, two tendrils extended out of Ted and grabbed Dillon’s hands.

“Let go!”

“No!”

“Now!”

“Never!”

“I will kill you!”

“Not if I jam this into your stupid humanoid nose first!”

Kinti watched Dillon fall to the floor and roll around the room, locked in mortal combat with the thing on his head.

“Kinti to Yashin.”

“Yes, Admiral.”

“Call the infirmary…no make that security. Hell, call them both. Dillon’s turned violent.”

“Are you all right?” Yashin demanded. Kinti could hear the Rigellan leaping up from his desk.

“Fine. He’s attacking himself at the moment. But would you reschedule my next appointment? I’d kind of like to see who wins.”



That evening, Hawkins approached the doors of the quarters she shared with Dillon feeling an overwhelming sense of dread. Yes, she loved Dillon, but playing counselor to him was not her idea of fun…or even remotely her specialty. Of course, after what happened to him today, who could blame him for not being in the best of moods?

“Now there’s a pretty sight!” a voice called when she walked through the doors. Dillon himself was slumped on the sofa, and Hawkins was positive that his lips didn’t move. Ted, however, was as bright-eyed as ever. In a sudden move, Dillon’s hand flew up to smack Ted, but the crab whipped it away effortlessly.

“I’m sorry about the interview,” Hawkins said.

“Why?” Ted replied. “I told the truth. I may have just saved Starfleet from this shell head. Oh wait. I’m the shell! Ha! Sorry. Little crustacean humor there.”

Hawkins leaned down close to Ted, whispering menacingly. “I bet you’re REAL tasty steamed and covered in melted garlic butter.”

“Tell you what, why don’t we head to the bedroom, and I’ll smear that body of yours in butter first. Then we can take it from there,” Ted replied.

“Letch!”

“Hey, I’m just pulling stuff from dimbulb’s brain here. He’s the one so mad for you he can’t think straight.”

Hawkins kissed Dillon on the cheek. “That’s sweet, honey…” She suddenly slapped him viciously. “…but don’t think about me like that to Ted.”

“Sorry,” Dillon said glumly. He’d barely even flinched when Hawkins hit him. All spirit had been sapped from his body.

“You want to talk about it?” Hawkins said, steeling herself for a long evening.

“Why bother?” Dillon replied. “He’ll just butt in anyway.” Dillon stood and headed back toward the bedroom like a zombie. “I just want to sleep.”

“I love you,” Hawkins called after him.

“Thank you,” Dillon replied, smiling back at her weakly, then he was gone.

“You can do better!” Ted shouted. “He knows that! You own him! Absolutely OWN him!” Dillon closed the bedroom doors, reducing Ted’s voice to muffled shouts.

After a few moments of silent thought, Hawkins decided she needed a really strong drink. No one deserved to have their psyche displayed to the world like that. And, even worse, no one else should have to listen to the dark corners of others’ minds.

She ordered herself a double shot of bourbon and drank in a silent prayer that Ted would just go the hell away.



At about three in the morning, Captain Alexander Rydell heard a light, yet persistent pounding on his ready room door. Ideally, he should have been in bed at that time, but Rydell had always been a bit of a night owl; although, actually the night owls were usually in bed before he was.

“Come on in,” Rydell called from his reclined position in his desk chair. At the time, he was listening to what he considered to be the musical find of the century: a recording of an Elvis impersonator doing Prince songs. Life just didn’t get any better than hearing the King belt out “Kiss.”

The doors opened and closed, but Rydell didn’t see a soul. Great. Just what the Secondprize needed: a late night prankster.

“Captain Rydell,” a voice said.

“Um…yes?” Rydell said, sitting upright in his chair quickly.

“I need to talk to you.”

“I think you already are,” Rydell replied. “But I prefer face-to-face conversations. Call me old fashioned.”

Suddenly Ted hopped up onto Rydell’s desk, tendrils waving in the air. Only years of Starfleet training and the fact that his body was near exhaustion from sleep depravation kept Rydell from jumping to the ceiling and screaming like a slasher-flick victim.

“I’m all done here. Take me back home,” Ted said matter-of-factly.

“Excuse me?” Rydell said, not sure whether to be amused or offended at the fact that this crab was ordering him around.

“Don’t mess with me, Rydell. I know all about your Starfleet regulations. I know more than any being should thanks to that…man! Regulation 103, Subparagraph 12…and I’m paraphrasing here…Starfleet Officers are duty-bound to return all alien beings displaced from their homeworlds to said homeworlds if they are incapable of returning on their own.”

“No one follows that regulation,” Rydell said.

“But it’s still a rule,” Ted said. “Now follow it!”

“You’re as bad as Dillon,” Rydell groused.

“Watch it, pal, or you’ll get some new head gear.”

“Okay! Okay!” Rydell said, holding up his hands in surrender. “Rydell to bridge. Set a course for Phargus Eight. Maximum warp.” He glared at Ted. “Happy now?”

“Ask me again when I get away from you people.”

Without another word, Ted hopped down off the desk and stalked out of the ready room. Meanwhile, several decks below the bridge, Dillon slept fitfully, unaware that the bane of his existence had vanished in the night.



Ted materialized at the river’s edge a few feet away from the entrances to the colony. Several hundred of his brothers and sisters swarmed in and out of the caves as they sought to share in the knowledge of the elders. Upon spotting Ted, the others cleared a path, bowing low in deference to their returning brother.

He was immediately given an audience in the elder’s chamber, just as all of his kind were when they returned with their stores of new knowledge. After bowing low to the elder, Ted waited for the ritual questions.

<And where have you traveled?> the elder asked, his tendrils now too brittle to carry him beyond the caves of the colony.

<To the void above our world.> Ted replied.

<And who have you encountered?>

<Many beings, but my host called himself human.>

<And what did you learn?>

Ted was silent for a moment, lost in thought as he considered the events of the last couple of days. Finally, he reported what he felt to be the greatest wisdom learned from the experience…

<Dillon’s mind is a terrible thing to taste.>



THE MANAGEMENT WOULD LIKE TO APOLOGIZE FOR THE PRECEDING HORRIBLE PUN. THE WRITER RESPONSIBLE HAS BEEN TERMINATED…HEY…WAIT A MINUTE…I AM THE WRITER RESPONSIBLE! GET AWAY FROM MY COMPUTER! GET BACK! HEYYYYYYYYYY…….
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The Old Man and the Conspiracy

by

Alan Decker



“Looking back, it was all my wife’s fault…the whole thing…right from the beginning. That’s a joke. Don’t quote me on that. I said don’t quote me! Hey!!!”

Alexander Rydell,

Personal Interview, May 2404



Not for the first time in her life, Karina Durham was in serious trouble. Laying uncomfortably on the floor of the flight deck of her own ship, trussed up like an Orion slave girl about to be delivered to her new owner, Karina wondered how the old man had managed to get the drop on her so easily.

In HER pilot’s chair, the old man busied himself at the controls muttering incessantly. Since tying her up, he’d actually seemed completely unconcerned about her presence. Instead he continued that annoying mumbling. Every once in a while, she could make out a word. It was usually “condor,” but she had no idea what the significance of some Earth bird could be.

The upside of being ignored was that Karina had been able to slowly dislodge the shirt (one of HER shirts) the old man had used to gag her. Rather than scream, which would probably just get her gagged again…or worse, Karina decided to try engaging the nutcase in conversation. Alexander Rydell, wherever he was at that particular moment, would have been proud of her. She just hoped she’d live long enough to tell him about it.

“Um…I hate to interrupt, but if these condors are bothering you so much, perhaps I can help,” she said, surprised at how calm and collected she managed to keep the tone of her voice.

The old man turned to face her, his eyes wide with that special gleam that afflicts the especially insane. “Oh, but you already are,” he replied, smiling broadly in a way that made Karina want to crawl out of her skin. “The time of the condors is at hand. The bait has become the antidote; therefore, new bait is needed to bring the antidote to me.”

“Right…” Karina said, not comprehending a word the madman was sputtering. “So you need me to help you get this new bait.”

“No no, my darling wormy. The hook is set. The bait is here. And now the antidote WILL come!”

“What are you talking about?” Karina snapped, unable to hold in her anger any longer.

The old man knelt down beside her, leaning in disconcertingly close. “Wriggling worms on shiny hooks bobbing in the gentle waves, oblivious to their fate they are as the monsters of the deep circle, moving in closer and closer. Do you see?”

“Not at all.”

“Poor poor worm.”

“Wait…I’M THE BAIT?”

“Light shines through the murky sea.” He patted her cheek softly, replaced her gag, then returned to his work. Karina saw him activate her distress beacon. “Wriggle well, my lovely worm.”




USS SECONDPRIZE

Captain Alexander Rydell took a moment to look out at the scene before him and just let it wash over him. His nose reveled in the sweet smells of cotton candy and funnel cakes intermingling with fresh french fries and hamburgers. All around, members of his crew were laughing and enjoying themselves. But, like any good host, Rydell decided to check things over personally just to be absolutely positive that his guests were satisfied. It was times like this that made him positive that he’d made the right choice in converting The Suburb into a resort that he could run after he retired from Starfleet. He still wasn’t exactly sure when that day would be, especially since the Zenedron Construction Group seemed to be taking forever with the renovations. Maybe he should have listened to Captain Lisa Beck and gone with a different firm. Oh well. Too late now.

Rydell moved through the crowds, exchanging pleasantries with various people until he spotted Lieutenant Commander Monica Vaughn sauntering over to him in an almost- non-existent bikini, which consisted of little more than three small, strategically placed patches of silver cloth.

“You like?” Vaughn asked seductively.

“Is that your usual carnival wear?” Rydell replied as Vaughn did a model-like spin for him to give him the full effect of her attire.

“I thought you meant Carnival. You know. Rio de Janeiro. Partying day and night. Scantily-clad men and women filling the streets. And the constant smell of…” She pressed herself against Rydell’s side, her voice lowering to a throaty whisper. “…sex in the air.”

Rydell reeled for just a moment. The perfume Vaughn was wearing was intoxicating, and damn she looked good, but he was already spoken for. Rydell forced his mind to clear and smiled. “Nope. I meant clowns, cotton candy, and rides. Sorry.”

“Your loss,” Vaughn said. “Although my carnival does have rides.”

“I don’t think I meet the height requirement.”

“Think of it more as a length requirement.”

“Now you’re getting into confidential Starfleet information,” Rydell said.

“Confidential is no problem at all.”

“Of course not, but it’d be rude of me to leave my own party. I’m sure you can find someone else with some time on his hands, though.”

Vaughn gently took Rydell’s hands and placed them on her uncovered rear. “You sure you wouldn’t prefer to use your hands?”

Rydell moved his hands away. “Positive.”

“It’s only a matter of time, Rydell. Remember that,” Vaughn said, backing into the crowd.

“How could I forget? At least I can enjoy watching you go.”

“But it’s so much more entertaining watching me come.”

“Goodbye, Monica.”

“Until later, Captain.” Vaughn laughed and disappeared into the throngs milling about the carnival, leaving Rydell to get back to surveying the various booths and attractions. Counselor Webber’s fortune telling booth seemed to be doing well as was the dunking booth. Rydell was about to continue on when something about the dunking booth caught his attention. He walked over to Commander Jaroch, the officer manning the booth, who was preparing to hand three balls to the next customer waiting in line, a line that seemed to stretch on forever.

“Wasn’t Dillon’s shift in the booth supposed to end about two hours ago?” Rydell asked Jaroch. Inside the booth, Commander Travis Dillon was soaking wet and looking miserable. Upon spotting Rydell, he immediately perked up and rushed toward the exit of the booth, only to be violently thrown backwards by a forcefield.

“He seems to be having difficulties with the door,” Jaroch said flatly.

“Get him out of there and find whoever’s next on the schedule.”

“That would be you, sir.”

“Oh…well…I guess he’ll be okay for a bit longer. Carry on.” Rydell was just about to step away when his commbadge chirped.

“Bridge to Rydell,” the voice of Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said.

“Go ahead,” Rydell said.

“Sorry to use your commbadge rather than the ship’s comm system, but I thought you might want to hear this first.”

“Don’t leave me in suspense, Commander,” Rydell said.

“We’re receiving a distress call…addressed to you personally.”

“Well, they can’t be in too much distress if they’re being picky about who comes racing to their rescue,” Rydell said jovially.

“It’s Karina Durham.”

Rydell’s smile vanished. “Get us there now.”

“We’re already on our way.” Even as Sullivan’s words hit his ears, Rydell could feel the ship rocketing forward.

“I’ll be up in a minute. Fill me in on the details then. Rydell out.” He turned his attention back to the carnival surrounding him. “Computer, end program.” Instantly, the rides and booths vanished, leaving an empty holodeck of several very surprised crewmembers, particularly Lieutenant Commander Vaughn, who had pulled Ensign Woodville into a storage tent that no longer existed for bit of her own style of carnival game.

“Party’s over, people,” Rydell shouted. “Get to your posts.” He left the holodeck without another word followed closely by Commander Jaroch and a staggering Commander Dillon.



“What do we know?” Rydell demanded as he charged out of the turbolift onto the bridge. Jaroch and Dillon quickly took their posts as Lieutenant Commander Sullivan leapt up from the command chair to give Rydell her report.

“Not too much,” Sullivan replied. “Several minutes ago we received an incoming message addressed to us…well, to you actually. It was text only, but it was definitely from the Acapella II.”

“So what happened?”

“I don’t know,” Sullivan said. “The message was completely generic.”

“Other than being specifically address to me.”

“Right. We’re on an intercept course now, which won’t take too long, since she’s also coming right at us.”

“Here? She told me she’d be in Cardassian space for the next couple of weeks. We’re parsecs from there,” Rydell said.

“Sensor contact confirmed,” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins said from the tactical console. “Unless somebody else is running around in an identical freighter with her transponder code, it’s her.”

“Hail her,” Rydell said.

“Captain, all of the Acapella II’s systems appear to be undamaged,” Jaroch reported from his science console.

“How long to intercept?”

“Thirty seconds,” Sullivan replied from the helm.

“Hawkins?”

“No response to our hails.”

“I am detecting two life signs,” Jaroch said.

“She’s not slowing down any,” Sullivan said.

“Bring us along side and pace her,” Rydell ordered heading back toward the turbolift. “I’m beaming over. You have the conn, Commander,” Rydell said, looking to Dillon. “Have Dr. Aldridge join us in the transporter room. Jaroch, Hawkins. You’re with me.”

“Captain, this is far outside standard procedure,” Dillon protested. “I should beam over, or, even better, we should just beam whoever’s over there over here.”

“We don’t know enough about the situation to just latch onto people blindly with a transporter. And that’s someone I love over there. YOU have the conn, now sit your ass down.”

“Aye,” Dillon said, quickly plopping down into the command chair. “Have a safe trip.”

“I’ll send a postcard,” Rydell replied, leading Jaroch and Hawkins into the turbolift.



Rydell wasn’t sure what kind of situation he and his team would be beaming into, but he certainly didn’t expect to get tackled the moment he materialized on the Acapella II. As legs wrapped around his waist, a set of soft lips pressed urgently against his, then, just as abruptly, were yanked away as Lieutenant Commander Hawkins slammed the “attacker” to the deck.

“Hey!” Karina Durham complained, rubbing the back of her head, which had impacted against the floor.

“Just doing my job,” Hawkins replied. “You could have been a threat.”

“Well I wasn’t.”

“Which is why you’re still alive,” Rydell said, helping Karina to her feet. “Under normal circumstances, she would have vaporized you. Now what’s the big emergency?”

“Him,” Karina said, pointing to the far side of the command deck…which actually wasn’t all that far away, considering the minute size of the Acapella II. It was a small craft built for speed. Karina Durham specialized in getting small cargo from place to place in a hurry…usually because said cargo didn’t exactly measure up to the letter of the law in some way or another.

Rydell, Hawkins, Jaroch, and Dr. Aldridge followed Karina’s direction and soon spotted the “him” in question. An older man sat in a heap against the bulkhead, face obscured by a mop of wild white hair, his arms and legs tied in front of him. The man looked up, his gaze locking on Rydell as a toothy grin spread across his face.

Hawkins spoke before Rydell had the chance. “You goddamned bastard!” She was across the command deck in a flash, hoisting the man into the air in fury.

“Someone she knows?” Karina remarked.

“Well, I sure the hell don’t,” Dr. Beth Aldridge said. “And I’d rather not have to get acquainted with him in sickbay.”

“Put the admiral down, Patricia,” Rydell said as he walked over to a man he didn’t ever expect to…or want to see again: Admiral Earl Wyndham. Hawkins dropped Wyndham in a heap and stalked back behind Rydell.

“Jaroch, you and Hawkins check the ship out. If Wyndham’s left any surprises on board, I want to know about them.”

“A wise precaution,” Jaroch said, gently pulling Hawkins out of the room even though she refused to take her eyes off of Wyndham, whom she had fixed with one of the evilest stares Rydell had ever witnessed.

“So this time Hansel follows the crumbs to the land of gingerbread,” Wyndham said once Jaroch and Hawkins had left the room.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Aldridge asked.

“I’m not sure, but he definitely wanted Alex,” Karina said. “The bastard said he needed discreet transport out of Cardassian space, but he ended up jumping me, locking my controls out, and trying to find you.”

“Well you succeeded, Wyndham. What do you want?”

“Last time you missed the trail, and now the condors have multiplied and are ready to strike. The poison must become the antidote if the body is to survive the assault of the condors.”

“Does this make ANY sense to you?” Aldridge asked.

“Sort of,” Rydell replied. “This is Admiral Earl Wyndham. He was the admiral in charge of the Secondprize’s construction and staffing. On our first voyage, though, he went nuts and stole a shuttle. Hawkins and I went after him and traced his path to a hidden base of some sort in an asteroid field. The base had some kind of bizarre mind warping technology that Wyndham used to terrorize Hawkins.”

“He terrorized her?” Aldridge said in disbelief.

“He made her the person she is today really,” Rydell said. “He tried to destroy her mind, but she fought back, hardening herself in the process.”

“No wonder she wasn’t thrilled to see him.”

“Exactly. He escaped and destroyed the asteroid base, but Starfleet claimed that it wasn’t even theirs to begin with. Whose was it, Wyndham?”

“That’s a query for the condors,” Wyndham replied.

“Why do you keep talking about condors?” Rydell pressed. “What does that mean?”

Karina stepped in between Rydell and Wyndham. “Alex, this man is nuts. If he had been any better at knot tying, I might not even be alive right now. Why are you even listening to him?”

“These are the ravings of a deluded mind,” Aldridge added. “He needs treatment and counseling, not for you to feed his delusions any further.”

In an instant, Wyndham’s hands flew free of the ropes and he had a death grip on Rydell’s arms. “The condors are coming, and you helped bring them. You must get to the nest first. Turn their poison back on them. You are the antidote!” His grip tightened on Rydell. “GO OR WE WILL ALL SUFFER!”

A hypospray hissed as Dr. Aldridge administered a strong sedative to Wyndham, who slumped back down limply. “I’m transporting him back to the ship,” Aldridge said in a tone that told Rydell she wouldn’t accept any dissension. He nodded quietly, lost in thought as she contacted the Secondprize. Aldridge and Wyndham dematerialized a moment later just as Jaroch and Hawkins reentered the command deck.

“So will my ship be blowing up?” Karina asked.

“Unlikely,” Jaroch replied, then turned to Rydell to make his report. “The vessel is free of explosives or computer viruses as far as I can tell. Wyndham does not seem to have brought any personal belongings on board other than this.” Jaroch handed Rydell a padd. On it was a picture of Rydell and Karina walking through Starfleet Square Mall on Waystation together. Below the picture was a brief section of biographical data on Karina Durham.

“He did his homework,” Karina said.

“He wanted to get to me, so he knew the best way was to go after you,” Rydell replied.

Karina wrapped her arms around Rydell’s neck. “Cheer up, buddy. You manage to bring excitement into a girl’s life.”

“Lucky me.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 53997.4. After apprehending former-Admiral Earl Wyndham, the Secondprize is continuing to travel alongside the Acapella II as our chief engineer attempts to bypass the lockout Wyndham put on the Acapella II’s systems. In the meantime, I have offered Miss Durham the hospitality of the Secondprize.”



“Ooh, ‘Miss Durham,’” Karina said, tilting Rydell’s chair back from behind as he finished recording his log at his desk in his quarters. “It sounds so formal.”

“Would you prefer that I tell them the truth?” Rydell asked, looking up at her.

“And what would that be?” she replied with a grin.

“That I’ve brought you back here just so we can try and wear out my Starfleet issue mattress.”

“A challenge. I love it,” Karina said, giving Rydell’s chair a spin. “Guess we’d better get cracking.” She pulled on Rydell’s arms, but he wasn’t budging. His face still looked troubled. “He’s nuts, Alex. Let it go.”

“Wyndham managed to survive on his own quite well for seven years. That pretty amazing for a man who seems so totally deranged.”

“Maybe someone else did find him first and took care of him for a while. Maybe Wyndham just recently got out on his own again.”

“I guess that’s possible.”

“But you don’t believe it for a second,” Karina said.

“Sorry, hon. There’s just too much outside evidence. That base Hawkins and I found. His ability to completely lock out your computers.”

“About that, when is your engineer going to fix that thing?” Karina demanded.

Rydell grabbed Karina around the waist and pulled her into the chair with him. “You that anxious to leave?”

“No, but I don’t like my ship running without a pilot. Captain stuff. You understand.”

“Absolutely. And I’m sure Commander Baird will have it fixed soon. If that’s not good enough, we could just blast your engines or eject your core.”

“Thank you, but I’d like to have my ship back in one piece.”

“Just offering,” Rydell said smiling.



“Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia.” Commander Travis Dillon wondered just how many times he was going to have to say Hawkins’ name before she realized he was talking to her. As it was, she just sat across the table from him in their quarters staring blankly out the window, her dinner lying in front of her untouched.

“Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia… Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia…Patricia… Patricia…Patricia…”

“OH FOR GOD’S SAKE WILL YOU SHUT UP!!!!” Hawkins screamed suddenly with such force that Dillon jerked backwards in his chair, tipping it over and sending him falling to the deck.

“I love you,” Dillon said meekly from the floor.

“What?” Hawkins demanded.

“I said…”

“I heard you,” Hawkins said. “But why the hell are you saying it now?”

“You looked upset. I thought you might need to hear it,” Dillon replied, picking himself up off the carpet and sitting back down in his chair.

Hawkins’s demeanor softened. “Thanks. Really. And I’m sorry I’m distant. This Wyndham thing has thrown me for a loop. I’d just about managed to forget he ever existed.”

“He’s not going to be here long. As soon as we get the Captain’s girlfriend’s ship taken care of, we’ll drop Wyndham off at the nearest starbase. You’ll never see him again.”

“Until the next time he comes looking for Captain Rydell…or me.”

“That’s not going to happen. I hear Tantalus V has really improved their security precautions.”

“Right,” Hawkins said, obviously not convinced. She was quiet for a few moments. “I’m a better person than I used to be, aren’t I?” she asked finally just as Dillon stuffed a fork full of spaghetti into his mouth.

“Mmumm-mmmuf,” he replied, nodding vigorously, so vigorously that a stray noodle that hadn’t quite made it all the way into his mouth whipped up and down across his face, splattering him with sauce. Hawkins sighed and in a sudden move, smashed his face into her napkin and wiped.

“MMMM! <GULP> Thanks,” Dillon said.

“Well…”

“Well what?”

“What I asked!” Hawkins pressed.

“I already said yes,” Dillon said.

“That wasn’t a yes or no question.”

“You asked if you’re a better person. I said yes. How is that a wrong answer?” Dillon asked confused.

“Travis!”

“All right. You’re much better now that you were…when were you referring to specifically?”

“Are you just trying to piss me off?” Hawkins asked.

“No!”

“Then answer the damn question!”

“I will when you ask it clearly!”

Hawkins took a couple of deep breaths and looked across the table intently at Dillon. “Am I, meaning me, a better person, meaning better able to function in the universe, than I was before we ran into Wyndham, meaning that whack job in sickbay?”

Dillon was quiet for a moment as he formulated his response. “Yes.”

“Travis!”

“You didn’t let me finish,” Dillon said defensively.

“Fine, finish.”

“You’re stronger now, more sure of who you are. The Patricia Hawkins who first came aboard the ship was meek and vulnerable. Most likely one of the stronger personalities on this ship would have rolled over you. You’re better off. I firmly believe that.”

“So what? You couldn’t have loved the other me?”

“Why do I feel like this is one of those ‘Do I look fat?’ type questions where I lose no matter what I say?”

“You’re right. It wasn’t a fair question,” Hawkins said. The shock of that statement was enough almost to knock Dillon back to the floor again. Hawkins smiled innocently. “Did I say something that surprised you, darling?”

“I feel like I should log this into my day planner,” Dillon replied. “A woman admits a question is unfair.”

“Oh like you have so much experience with women to compare it to,” Hawkins teased.

“This coming from the only person on this ship with as little dating experience as I’ve had,” Dillon shot back.

“Bastard,” Hawkins grinned.

“Witch,” Dillon replied, smiling equally broadly.

“Are we starting to sound like Emily and Scott or is it just me?”

“It’s just you, but don’t think I’m letting you change the subject.” Dillon straightened up and placed his hands on his hips overdramatically. “My honor has been slighted.”

“You wanna settle this on the holodeck, mister,” Hawkins challenged, standing up.

“Damn right,” Dillon said, going toe to toe with her.

“Good,” Hawkins said, kissing Dillon with such force that his knees started to buckle. She let him go and pushed him back. “See you in the holodeck.” She ran out of their quarters laughing as Dillon tried to regain his composure and give chase.



Doctor Beth Aldridge had definite preferences when it came to the type of medical care she gave. At the top of the list was an autopsy. Something had always fascinated her about a dead body. Nothing in a necrophilia sense. It was more about seeing all of the complex functions of the human body at a dead stop, so to speak. But she had been torn away from her first love when Starfleet assigned her to the Secondprize.

Since that time, she had discovered that attempting to prevent the living from becoming dead has its interesting aspects as well. Besides, treating critical cases got the adrenalin pumping.

Farther down the list came the mundane bumps, bruises, and bugs that seemed to be part and parcel to being alive.

At the very bottom of the list was the one type of illness Aldridge refused to get involved with: mental illness. She knew all about the scientific and medically based reasons behind insanity, but it still gave her the willies.

So when Earl Wyndham shook off the effects of the sedative Aldridge had given him, the doctor immediately called in the person on the ship whose job it was to deal with wackos: Counselor Claire Webber.

From the comfort of a chair on the far side of sickbay, Aldridge watched Webber approach the deranged man.

“Did we have a nice nap?” Webber asked soothingly as she stood beside Wyndham’s biobed. Wyndham had raised the head of the bed, allowing him to sit up and consider Webber.

“I was not in your nap, I’m afraid, but mine was quite lovely,” Wyndham replied calmly. “Thank you for asking, Miss…”

“Webber. Counselor Webber, actually. But call me Claire. How are you feeling, Admiral?”

Wyndham shook his head and smiled ruefully. “I cannot claim that title anymore, my dear. But I do appreciate that you’d want to use it. But as to your question, I am feeling fine. I would like to speak to the captain, though.”

“He’s…in a meeting at the moment. Is there anything I could help you with perhaps? Or a message that you’d like me to pass along?”

Wyndham chuckled. “None that he would believe, I’d imagine.”

“Is it about something you believe?”

“Believe?” Wyndham said, his calm veneer wavering for a second as his eyes flashed with intensity. “My dear, I KNOW things, things which may mean the end of our lives as we know them. Now I must see Rydell. I must…OOOF!”

Webber grabbed Wyndham in one of her trademark bear hugs, knocking the wind out of the former admiral. “There there now. Everything’s going to be just fine. We’re taking you to some people that you can tell all about these things you know, and they will help you. I promise.” She released Wyndham, allowing him to fall back on the biobed.

“You don’t understand, but you will,” Wyndham said. “I’ve seen to that. One way or another, you will meet the condors. I only hope for us all that it’s before the condors can strike!”

“Did you lose a pet bird as a child by any chance? This condor obsession is really unhealthy.”

On the other side of the room, Aldridge groaned.



Over on the Acapella II, Commander Scott Baird was enjoying the singular bliss of being alone with a puzzling engineering problem. Actually, he probably could have done without the engineering problem part, but the being alone more than made up for it. He had to hand it to whoever had made the engine modifications on the Acapella II. The ship was a fine tuned speed machine. Of course, right now it was speeding along on a course set by Earl Wyndham and would continue to do so unless Baird found a way unlock the controls.

Baird’s first instinct had been just to disconnect the warp core by hand if necessary, but tossing the ship from warp to sublight that quickly would do a hell of a lot more damage than the 20th century equivalent of dropping your transmission.

What had then followed was more computer hacking than real engineering work. Baird spent hours up on the Acapella II’s command deck trying to find a way around the block Wyndham had placed in the computer system. So far, he wasn’t having the best of luck.

“F***!” Baird screamed for the thousandth time as he pushed himself forcefully away from the computer console. He stood up angrily, knocking the chair aside, and paced across the command deck fuming and racking his brain for some other way to approach this problem. If the ship were stopped, he could just wipe the entire computer core, but he wasn’t willing to face the consequences of erasing the ship’s navigation and engineering subroutines at warp speed.

He was just about to give in and contact Lieutenant Commander Jaroch for help when he noticed a padd laying on the floor near a bulkhead. He picked it up and saw that it was a displaying a picture of Captain Rydell and Karina Durham walking together on what appeared to be Waystation. Baird was just about to put it aside when he saw the blinking message just below the picture.

“TIME ELAPSED. PRESS TO CONTINUE.”

Being the curious sort, as most engineers are, Baird pressed the blinking line of text…



Back in sickbay, Counselor Webber had just turned away from Wyndham in order to ask Dr. Aldridge why she’d groaned when she heard a familiar hum behind her and saw Aldridge rising up out of her chair. She whirled back around in time to see the last few stray sparkles of a transporter beam.

Admiral Wyndham was gone.



At first Baird didn’t think touching the line of text had done a damn thing. The padd was still showing the picture of Rydell and Durham. The only difference was that the blinking text was now gone.

His attention was then distracted by the man materializing directly in front of him.

“I’ll take that!” Wyndham said, snatching the padd away from Baird. Before Baird had a chance to reply, the engineer dematerialized in a cascade of blue.



Captain Rydell and Karina Durham were otherwise occupied in Rydell’s bedroom at that very moment with activities of a personal nature (If you want to know what they were doing, find a copy of the Kama Sutra, turn to page…oh, I’ve just been informed by our legal department that I can’t reveal that information. Sorry about that folks. Back to the paragraph already in progress). The only reason Rydell realized that anything was amiss was the slight bit of motion he caught out of the corner of his eye, which drew his attention away from Karina on the bed under and to the windows just above his headboard. Even being otherwise occupied, Rydell realized that the Acapella II, which he’d had a perfect view of out the window as the Secondprize sped alongside it, was now veering away rapidly.

“Why did you stop?” Karina asked hoarsely.

“Your ship just sailed.”

“What?” Karina demanded, squirming out from under Rydell and getting to her knees so she could see out the window. “Who’s flying my ship?!?”

“Well, Commander Baird was over there…”

“Baird to Rydell,” the chief engineer’s voice broke in angrily.

“…but I’m guessing he’s not anymore,” Rydell finished. “Go ahead, Commander.”

“That f***ing nutjob friend of yours just ran off with the Acapella II!”

“How did he get out of sickbay?” Rydell asked.

“How should I…”

“Aldridge to Rydell,” Dr. Beth Aldridge’s voice broke in suddenly.

“Talk about service,” Rydell muttered. “Go ahead, Doctor.”

“Wyndham’s escaped!”

“So I’ve heard. Any idea how?”

“He beamed away!” Counselor Webber’s voice shouted. “I hugged him, and then he was gone.”

“Don’t take it personally, Counselor,” Rydell replied. “Thanks for the updates. I’ll take it from here. Rydell out.”

“And just what do you plan to do?” Karina asked pointedly.

Rydell shrugged. “Only one thing to do. Chase him down. Rydell to…”

“Bridge to Rydell,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan’s voice interrupted.

“You’ve got these people trained too well,” Karina said as she pulled her clothes back on. “They know what you’re going to do before you do.”

“I’m hoping that’s a compliment,” Rydell replied. “Go ahead, Sullivan.”

“The Acapella II is changing course erratically. Jaroch doesn’t think it’s under computer control anymore.”

“It’s not,” Rydell said. “Wyndham’s back over there.”

“Confirmed,” Sullivan said. “Jaroch’s detecting one life form.”

“Try and catch him,” Rydell said, prompting a snort from Karina. “But be aware that he’s on a VERY fast ship.”

“I’ll see if my honey can’t squeeze a bit more out of the engines. Bridge out.”

Rydell turned his attention back to Karina. “I’m impressed. You’ve been remarkably quiet for a woman who’s just had her ship stolen.”

“Lost ships just seem to be a danger around you,” Karina replied. “Besides, you’re the captain here. I’m not about to start barking demands at you in front of your crew.”

Rydell wrapped his arms around Karina and kissed her on the forehead. “Sometimes you’re so perfect you amaze me.”

“Only sometimes,” Karina grinned. “Stick around, Rydell. You ain’t seen nothing yet.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 53998.6. Wyndham’s playing with us. That much is clear. Every time we gain a little ground, he speeds up. If we fall too far behind, he slows down. Escape isn’t his plan. He’s leading us somewhere. We’ve already crossed into the Beta Quadrant within two sectors of Waystation. I thought briefly about contacting Captain Beck to see if she could intercept Wyndham, but my curiosity has gotten the better of me. Where are we going? What is it that he’s so intent on me seeing? How long will this go on before…”



“Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan said from the helm console, pulling Rydell way from his log entry. “The Acapella II is slowing…now I’m reading all stop.”

Rydell leaned back in his command chair thoughtfully. “Oookay, so what’s out there, Jaroch?”

“Nothing,” the Yynsian science officer replied flatly.

“Wow that’s a bit anti-climactic.”

“I could say ‘nothing’ with more enthusiasm if you would like.”

“Are there any other ships in the area?” Rydell asked, looking back at his tactical officer.

“You mean besides us?” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins replied. “Not a one.”

“All right, Sullivan. Take us alongside. Hawkins, I am putting you personally in charge of Admiral Wyndham’s custody this time.”

“Oh, he won’t be going anywhere,” Hawkins replied darkly.

“Admiral Wyndham seems to have had other ideas,” Jaroch said. “The ship is empty.”

“How?” Rydell demanded.

“I have no clue at the moment,” Jaroch replied.

“You and Hawkins get over there and see if you can find one then. He brought us out here for a reason and I damn well want to know what it is.”



“Captain’s Log. Supplemental. The game is still on even though one of the players has seemingly vanished. Jaroch and Hawkins were unable to find a trace of Wyndham on the Acapella II, but Wyndham did leave a set of coordinates displayed on the helm console, obviously assuming we would find them. Before we proceed, I’ve decided to get some input from someone who knows this area of space a lot better than I do.”



“It’s a scum pit,” Captain Lisa Beck said, her face scowling on the monitor on Rydell’s ready room desk.

“Literally or figuratively,” Rydell replied with a smile.

“A little of both actually,” Beck replied. “The coordinates are for a small planetoid called Demon’s Sanctum where some alternative businesses have sprung up. You could kind of think of it as a Waystation for people who’d get arrested if they came to the real Waystation. Smugglers, mercenaries, arms traders, door-to-door missionaries. That sort.”

“So I guess they wouldn’t much approve of us waltzing in with the Secondprize.”

“Um NO. Why are you even thinking of going there, Alex?”

“Earl Wyndham,” Rydell replied. Beck’s face immediately registered surprised recognition at the name.

“He’s back?”

“Yes, and I feel he’s trying to give me some kind of information he thinks is vital. I don’t want him captured and sent off to Tantalus just yet, so I’m handling this myself.”

“In other words, this conversation never happened and I don’t have a clue where you are.”

“I owe you, Lisa. See you soon,” Rydell said.

“Good luck. And be careful! Don’t make me blast that entire planet to hell looking for you.”

“Deal. Rydell out.”

“So how much do you owe her?” Karina Durham asked from over on the ready room sofa where she’d sat during Rydell’s conversation with Captain Beck.

“Is that jealousy I hear?” Rydell asked, walking around his desk to the sofa.

“I don’t know. Should it be?” Karina retorted playfully. “Maybe you prefer statuesque red heads to little old me.”

“Statuesque huh? Nice term.”

“You’re changing the subject.”

“Me?” Rydell said innocently.

“Yes you.”

“Okay. Then let’s talk about you for a minute. Your ship’s systems have been unlocked. Wyndham’s gone. Technically, you could just run off.”

Karina frowned. “Why don’t I like the sound of that ‘technically’?”

Rydell sat down on the sofa next to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “How would you like to be involved in an undercover Starfleet mission?”

“Do I get a choice?”

Rydell shrugged. “It’s your ship, but wouldn’t you like to know why Wyndham kidnapped you?”

“He’s nuts. I thought we already established that.”

“But what if he’s not?”

“Okay! Okay! What did you have in mind?”

Rydell clapped his hands together. “I’m so glad you asked. Rydell to Dillon and Hawkins. Would you join me in my ready room?”

A couple of moments later, Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Commander Hawkins entered. By that time, Rydell had returned to his desk chair, and Karina was lounging languidly on the sofa. Rydell briefly filled Dillon and Hawkins in on the information Captain Beck had given him then launched into his plan…such as it was.

“Captain Durham, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins and myself will take the Acapella II to Demon’s Sanctum, where we will attempt to find out why Wyndham sent us there. In the meantime, the Secondprize under the command of Commander Dillon will remain as far away and as inconspicuous as possible so as to not be noticed by the residents of Demon’s Sanctum. The Acapella II will drop a sensor buoy on our way to the planetoid that you can use to boost the Secondprize’s sensor capability and keep and eye on us. Any questions or objections?”

“YES!” Karina, Dillon and Hawkins said all at once.

“What?” Rydell replied. “I thought it was a good plan.”

“You can’t go,” Dillon and Hawkins said in unison.

“My thought exactly,” Karina said.

“Et tu, darling?” Rydell said.

“I don’t think I even need to get into the regulations about this type of situation,” Dillon said.

“No you don’t,” Hawkins said pointedly. She then turned on Rydell. “But I am not letting you go into a place teeming with the scum of the galaxy. Do you have any idea what would happen to you if someone figured out you were a Starfleet captain?”

“Besides,” Karina said. “We need you commanding the cavalry in case we get in over our heads.”

“All right,” Rydell said, throwing up his hands in surrender. “I’ll stay here and send Dillon instead, but if anything, and I mean ANYTHING goes wrong, you are to get out immediately. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir!” Dillon replied crisply, then turned on his heel and left the ready room followed by Hawkins.

“We’ll be fine,” Karina said. “This is my kind of turf.”

“And that helped us so much on Mirador,” Rydell said sarcastically, then ducked as his bust of Prince flew through the space his head had recently occupied.



The patrons of the Demon’s Cask Tavern and Karaoke Bar barely glanced up as the three newcomers entered the establishment. That in itself was one of the charms of the place. No one noticed you as long as you didn’t notice them. It made life easier in the event that you were cornered by one of the many law enforcement organizations in the galaxy and being pelted with questions about the location of one lowlife or another. Plausible deniability.

Of course, not looking up at those entering a bar was pretty much standard procedure across the galaxy. The last thing you wanted was to suddenly find an angry Icthylian hoisting you over the table, ready to pierce you with his swordlike nose, because he thinks you smirked at his new shoes.

Back to the hive of scum and villainy at hand, even if any of the patrons had looked up, the new arrivals didn’t look all that out of place. One man and two women, but the woman with the black hair didn’t seem to be with the other two. She made her way to the bar as the remaining couple took a table.

“What’ll you have?” the waiter, a rough looking one-eared Romulan asked the pair at the table.

“Something strong, but not too strong,” Commander Dillon, now dressed in attire more suited to a smuggler, replied. He didn’t want a repeat of that fiasco with the Singularity drinks on Golhunda Three. “How about a beer? Dark beer. Preferably from Earth.”

The Romulan snorted derisively and turned to the lady at the table. “For you?”

“Shot of tequila…Cardassian if you’ve got it,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said.

“A lady with taste. Be back.” The Romulan wandered off, obviously in no hurry to put in their drink order.

“Do you see him?” Dillon whispered, looking around the bar as subtly as possible.

“No,” Hawkins said, he head perfectly still. “Who’s to say he’s even here? If we wants to lead us to something, maybe whatever that something may be is around here.”

“Good point,” Dillon said. He reached over to the table beside there’s and tapped the Orion sitting there on the shoulder. “Hi there. Nice to see you. There anything interesting going on in this neck of the stars?”

The Orion turned to face Dillon, clearly unamused. “Interesting? What do you think about this?” He suddenly grabbed Dillon’s hand and bit down on it hard.

“Hey!” Dillon cried, instinctively grabbing the Orion’s head with his free hand, yanking it painfully off of his bloodied hand, and slamming it down into his raised knee several times. The Orion’s eyes rolled back into his head as Dillon let go, causing the unconscious alien to collapse into his own drink. The other Orions gathered at the table applauded politely, then returned to their conversation.

“You try the next table,” Dillon said, wrapping his hand as best he could in a napkin.



Meanwhile, at the bar, Karina Durham was content to sit quietly with her Romulan ale (The ale was quite good actually. The bar proprietor, who happened to be Romulan, brewed his own) and take in her surroundings. Wyndham was nowhere in sight, which was a relief. The last thing they needed was for that lunatic to make a scene, particularly since that scene would probably involve her, Dillon, and Hawkins.

A conversation down the bar caught her attention, although she could only make out snippets of it.

“…another ship disappeared…”

“…snartzz’n asteroid ring…”

“…not safe here anymore. There’s too many new faces.”

That last comment seemed to be directed right at her. Karina realized that the two Andorians she’d been eavesdropping on were glaring with at her.”

She stiffened, her face darkening. “K’veltz nazz varrrrx!” she snapped, adding the appropriate hand gesture. The two Andorians stared in shock for a moment, then smiled, nodded appreciatively, and returned to their conversation. Sometimes you just had to know how to talk to people.

After making a mental note to tell Rydell about what she’d just heard, Karina glanced over in Dillon and Hawkins’s direction to see how they were faring. After the incident with the Orion, the pair had continued making inquiries about anything interesting nearby. Karina doubted that they’d learn anything. At best, they’d be told to shut the hell up. At worst, well Dillon’s hand injury was probably just the beginning.

Two tall figures stepped up to the table, each taking a position behind Dillon and Hawkins’s chairs. Karina almost choked on her drink as recognition hit.

It was those two Vulcans from Mirador, Spaanz and Taanz, the one’s who’d stolen Bradley Dillon’s subspace pocket generator right out from under her. She could almost understand why two scumbags like them might be in a place like this, but what did they want with Dillon and Hawkins?



“What do you want?” Hawkins snarled as the two Vulcans took up positions disconcertingly close to their chair.

“I am Spaanz.”

“And I am Taanz.”

The two then spoke in unison. “And we are here to shut…” The paused momentarily, an oddly dramatic maneuver for a pair of Vulcans. “…you up!”

“We’re sorry. Were we talking too loudly?” Dillon asked while attempting to find Karina and somehow indicate to her that they might be in trouble.

“Attempting to feign innocence is illogical,” Spaanz said.

“Look,” Hawkins said, attempting to push her chair back and stand up. She ran right into Taanz’s unmoving bulk. “If you’ve got a problem, let’s take it outside.”

Spaanz and Taanz looked at each other. “Most logical.”



From across the room, Karina saw Spaanz and Taanz pull small tube-like objects out of their pockets. Karina knew she should try and help, but she couldn’t think of one possible course of action that would be useful. She couldn’t overpower Spaanz and Taanz alone, and the other bar patrons certainly didn’t seem like the types to rise up in her defense. Her best bet was just to remain unnoticed, then get to Rydell as fast as she could. A thick needle extended from each tube, which the Vulcan’s then jammed into Dillon and Hawkins’s sides, causing the two officers to slump against the table unconscious.

The nearby table of Orions applauded politely as Spaanz and Taanz scooped up Dillon and Hawkins and carried them out of the bar.

A minute later, Karina paid her tab and casually slipped out the door. Spaanz and Taanz were nowhere to be found in the mud covered street outside, and Karina knew it’d be crazy to try and find them alone. She pressed a button on her wrist chronometer, activating her automatic transport retrieval, and beamed back to the Acapella II…which she then steered away from Demon’s Sanctum as fast as the ship could go, which was pretty damn fast.

The Secondprize hailed her as soon as she entered their sensor range. “What happened?” Rydell demanded. Karina could see him on her monitor as he stood in the center of the Secondprize’s bridge.

“Spaanz and Taanz are here. They grabbed Dillon and Hawkins. I don’t know where they went. I’m sorry, Alex. There wasn’t anything I could do.”

“You got back here and informed us,” Rydell replied. “That’s what’s important. We’re opening the main shuttlebay doors now. You can dock there.”

“Alex! I almost forgot! I heard a couple of Andorians talking about some nearby asteroid ring where ships have been disappearing. I don’t know if it’s connected, but maybe that’s what Wyndham wanted you to know about.”

“It’s the only lead we’ve got,” Rydell said. “The shuttlebay’s open. We’ll get underway as soon as you’re aboard. Secondprize out.”

Before Rydell’s image winked out, Karina could see the lines of concern on his face. She absently touched the monitor as the Acapella II arced gracefully toward the Secondprize’s main shuttlebay. At least she’d be with him through this. Rydell had always told her that he’d never lost a crewmember. If Spaanz and Taanz had done anything to Dillon and Hawkins, Karina knew that Rydell wouldn’t rest until they’d been hunted down. At least she’d be there for that, too. She owed those two Vulcans a bit of payback herself for what they’d put her and Rydell through on Mirador.



By the time Karina made it up to the bridge, the Secondprize was well underway. She slipped unobtrusively to the side of the bridge as Rydell and his officers set to work locating the asteroid ring or, if possible, a ship leaving Demon’s Sanctum carrying two Vulcans and two humans.

“Talk to me, Jaroch,” Rydell said, pacing the bridge.

“There is indeed an asteroid field in this sector that could be described as a ring,” Jaroch reported. “The initial Starfleet survey conjectured that the ring is the result of an exploding planet. Interestingly, the Demon’s Sanctum planetoid does not appear on the survey.”

“Now that’s convenient,” Rydell said.

“Habitable planets tend to draw Starfleet’s attention,” Karina said. “Something the residents of this sector obviously don’t want.”

“True, however I am troubled by the fact that a person or persons were able to edit a Starfleet survey report,” Jaroch said.

“Maybe nobody edited anything,” Karina said. “There were Romulans on Demon’s Sanctum. They could have just cloaked it.”

“The power necessary to cloak a planetoid would have produced an anomaly in the sensor readings, which is not present. Someone with access to the readings edited them. That indicates someone within Starfleet.”

“All of which is important,” Rydell said. “But not right now. Sullivan, get us to that ring. Jaroch, see if you can spot our Vulcan friends.” Rydell turned to Karina and gestured at Dillon’s seat. “Care to join me?”

“Thanks, but I’ll stand,” Karina said. “Sitting there seems wrong somehow.”

“It would be the best thing to happen to that chair in ages,” Jaroch muttered.

“Got ’em!” Lieutenant Prescott exclaimed from tactical. “Bearing 394 point 6.”

“Jaroch?” Rydell said.

“Confirmed,” Jaroch said. “A ship has emerged from the far side of the Demon’s Sanctum and is on a direct course for the asteroid ring. I am reading four life signs aboard. Two Terran. Two Vulcan.”

“Good, but you’re slipping, Jaroch,” Rydell said with a smile. “Someone else beat you to it.”

“I was also reviewing the transmission logs of the Starfleet survey data from this sector in an attempt to narrow down a list of possible suspects.”

“Excuses, excuses,” Rydell said, turning back to face the viewscreen.

“Do you want me to catch up with them?” Sullivan asked.

Rydell shook his head. “No no. Hang back. Spaanz and Taanz are lackeys. Someone else is behind this…whatever the hell this is. Stay out of the range of their sensors. We’ll follow them in at a comfortable distance.”

“Hanging back,” Sullivan said as Spaanz and Taanz’s ship moved ahead toward the asteroid ring, entered, then was obscured from view by the large asteroids spinning lazily through space.

“Is there anything in there?” Rydell asked as Jaroch scanned the ring on his monitors.

“I cannot tell at this range,” Jaroch replied. “I can only assume that the composition of the asteroids is affecting the sensors.”

“We’ll know soon enough,” Rydell said. The Secondprize glided toward the asteroid ring at a pace that seemed painfully slow to the bridge crew.

Finally, the ship slid between two large asteroids into the vast expanse at the center of the ring.

And then the very fabric of space seemed to part like curtains revealing a very different scene. An entire fleet of Federation-style starships floated ahead of the Secondprize. There had to be hundreds of them.

“Oh my GOD!” Karina gasped.

“Well, at least they’re on our side,” Rydell said.

Behind him, Prescott choked on a whimper. “Um…sir, their weapons are hot…and locked on us!”

“Then again…” Rydell muttered grimly.



TO BE CONTINUED…



AUTHOR’S NOTE: For those of you who need a refresher on the events leading up to this story, check out “The Hawkins Incident” in “The Reject’s Table” series and “Star Traks: The Lost Years #5: The Next Item Up For Bid.”
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“In my Starfleet career, I, on occasion, faced odds so daunting that the only response my mind could suggest was to scream and wet myself. This was one of those times. Fortunately, I had the decorum to veto that course of action.”

Excerpt from “Secondprizes and Second Chances: The Making of a Yynsian Captain”

By Captain Jaroch. Published 2411.



As Captain Alexander Rydell looked at the viewscreen, a viewscreen filled with starships all with their weapon systems locked on the USS Secondprize, he idly wondered how they were all going to manage to shoot his ship without hitting each other. There was only so much room inside the asteroid field for all of those ships to surround the Secondprize.

“Think they’ll let us just back on out of here?” Karina Durham asked. Rydell flashed her a weak smile as she leaned back against the sidewall of the bridge.

“Um…sir,” Lieutenant Prescott broke in from tactical. “What do you want me to do?”

“Get to the biggest window you can find and start waving a white flag,” Rydell replied.

“Maybe they do not wish us to surrender,” Jaroch said.

“Well, I sure as hell am not going to start shooting at them just for locking several hundred photon torpedoes on us,” Rydell replied. He turned to Prescott. “Try hailing somebody.”

“Who?”

“Just pick one!”

“Oookay…wait. We’re being hailed.”

Rydell breathed a slight sigh of relief. “See. They want to talk about this after all.”

“Or they simply wish to introduce themselves before reducing us to our component molecules,” Jaroch said.

Rydell quickly glared at Jaroch, then turned back to the viewscreen just as the image shifted to show an older Asian man, probably late fifties to sixties, in a Starfleet uniform standing in some kind of control room. Rydell would have been relieved except for the fact that the uniform this man was wearing was in a style that was pushing 100 years old.

Upon seeing Rydell, the man (an admiral judging by his rank insignia) broke into a broad grin. “Captain Alexander Rydell. What an unexpected, yet entirely appropriate surprise!”

“Do I know you?” Rydell asked.

“How rude of me. Admiral Hitori Sulu. Perhaps you are familiar with cousin’s great grandfather, HIKARU Sulu.”

“I’ve heard the name,” Rydell replied. “But that still doesn’t explain why you know me, why you’re here with an entire fleet, and why they’re all pointing weapons at us!”

“Such a tone,” Sulu said, clicking his tongue disapprovingly. “Don’t you have any gratitude for the man who gave you your command?”

Rydell started to protest. “My orders were signed by…”

“Yes, I know who signed them, but I put it all in motion. Really, you had a very simple role to play, Captain, and you screwed it up! Now I don’t know how you found us or how you knew to arrive on this particular day, but you will be telling me all of this VERY soon.”

“Listen, Sulu, none of this is making any sense to me.”

“Let me clarify then. You will immediately transport yourself to the coordinates we are transmitting now. If you attempt to run, your ship will be destroyed. If you do not materialized in the next five minutes, your ship will be destroyed.

Damn. Rydell hated it when things were this clear. “How do I know you won’t blow my ship up anyway once I beam over there?”

“What reason would I possibly have to do that?” Sulu asked.

“Got me. I don’t know the reason you’re doing any of this.”

“All in due time. Sulu out.” The admiral vanished as the viewscreen shifted back to show the armada of vessels outside. Rydell wasn’t sure which image was more disconcerting.

Rydell ran his hand back through his hair anxiously. “Anybody got a bead on this one?”

“No wonder Admiral Wyndham led us here,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said from the conn console. “They’re throwing a nutbar convention.”

“They would appear to be quite well armed nutbars,” Jaroch said.

“Did you manage to learn anything useful?” Rydell asked.

“The signal we received originated in a hollowed out asteroid located near the middle of the field. That is also where the transporter coordinates we received will send you. Also, I may have deciphered one small bit of Wyndham’s ravings.”

Jaroch pressed a control on his console, causing the view to zoom in on the name stenciled on the secondary hull of the Ambassador class starship hovering off of their port bow.

USS CONDOR-87

And another…

USS CONDOR-34

“Well that explains that,” Rydell said. “Guess Wyndham was right about the condors flocking.”

“Unfortunately. But aside from the asteroid base and the Federation-style vessels, we have one other bit of company.”

“A fleet of angry Borg cubes, perhaps,” Rydell muttered.

“Not at all; however, that does give me an idea,” Jaroch said thoughtfully. He shook the thought aside and changed the view on the screen to show a fairly large cargo freighter.

“Significance?” Rydell asked.

“I have no idea. My scans will not penetrate the hull.”

“Maybe the don’t like people looking at their stuff,” Karina said.

“That would certainly fit in with the theme of the day,” Rydell said. “Well, I’d love to stay and chat, folks, but I have to go beam into certain doom.” He headed toward the turbolift.

“On the contrary,” Jaroch said. “Considering how little we know, I’d say your odds of doom are only about 87 percent.”

“Great. I feel much better,” Rydell replied unconvincingly as he entered the turbolift. Karina jogged inside just before the lift doors closed.



While Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins gradually regained consciousness, she couldn’t shake the overall feeling that she was on a boat, a small, unstable one most likely. Maybe she’d open her eyes and find herself back on that little fishing skiff her father had owned while he and Hawkins’s mother did their studies of the lost Kkkkkkkkikkkkkiekkkkk tribe of Betelgeuse Three. As far as her parents’ cultural anthropology assignments went, Betelgeuse Three was one of the more pleasant ones.

But then Hawkins realized she couldn’t hear the ocean, or any water at all. Instead the air was filled with the low hum of something electronic. She hesitantly opened her eyes, trying to clear her head and her vision so she could figure out where she was and just how the hell she’d gotten there.

A sudden twinge in her side reminded her about the second part. She pulled up her uniform top just enough to see the small red puncture wound where Spaanz had injected her with whatever drug had knocked her completely unconscious.

Moving her attention away from her person to her overall surroundings, she realized why she felt a bit seasick. She was standing on a transparent aluminum floor through which she could see a rocky floor at least fifteen feet below. Transparent aluminum walls surrounded her on three sides, and the fourth wall and ceiling where forcefields. This entire enclosure, which was about eight feet square, had been suspended from the ceiling of what appeared to be some type of cavern. Hanging about ten feet away was another box containing the unconscious form of Commander Travis Dillon.

“Travis!” Hawkins called.

Dillon grunted and rolled over onto his stomach in his sleep.

“TRAVIS!”

“Unhh!” he muttered, then wrapped his arm around his head, covering his ears.

“TRAVIS!”

“What?” Dillon snapped tiredly without opening his eyes. “It’s not time to get up yet.”

“Where the hell do you think we are?” Hawkins said.

“Bed…really firm tonight.”

“Just open your damn eyes!”

Dillon did as he was told. A rocky abyss yawned below him.

“AHHHHHHHHH!” Dillon leapt to his feet and charged forward without thinking, sending himself plowing straight into the forcefield.

ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZAAAAPPPPPPPPPPPOOOOO OOOOOOOOOWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW W!!!!!

“AAAIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!” Dillon wailed, falling back onto his rear end with a thud.

“Morning, sunshine,” Hawkins said humorlessly.

“What the hell…those damn Vulcans!” Dillon exclaimed, remembering what had happened in bar on Demon’s Sanctum. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“I agree, but we don’t even know where here is.”

“Here is everywhere I don’t want to be,” Dillon replied. He surveyed his surroundings for a moment, taking in the layout of his prison. “Aha!” he cried excitedly, realizing his commbadge was still on his uniform. “Our captors aren’t as clever as they thought.” He tapped the badge. “Dillon to Secondprize.”

Static.

So much for that.

“Travis, just relax and let’s come at this with a plan,” Hawkins said, her irritation growing.

“I already have a plan,” Dillon replied, yanking the commbadge off of his uniform.

“Don’t do it, Travis.”

“Just relax,” Dillon said, taking off his uniform jacket and wrapping it around his hand. He clutched the commbadge in his cloth covered fingers, then jabbed it in one of the small forcefield emitters lining the exit of his hanging cell. The forcefield crackled satisfyingly, then winked out of existence.

Dillon was about to give Hawkins a smug “I told you so” look, when he was suddenly sucked off his feet by the complete and total vacuum outside of his cell. At the last second, he managed to get a grip on the doorframe as the air in the enclosure rushed by him. He gulped down as much as he could as he frantically looked around for some way out of this.

Suddenly, a figure in an environmental suit sailed up using rocket boots. He grabbed Dillon, flung him back into the now empty cell, and set to work attaching a small device to the doorframe. A few seconds later, the forcefield, which was now being generated by the new device, crackled back to life and air flooded back into the box. Dillon greedily sucked it in as he lay in a heap on the floor.

“You were allowed that much progress in your escape simply because I wanted you to understand the futility of it,” an unfamiliar voice boomed seemingly from out of nowhere. “I am not ready to kill you yet, but if you try to escape again, I assure you that my plans can be rearranged. Sulu out.”

“Sulu?” Hawkins asked confused as the voice faded away. “Isn’t he dead?”

“There’s an Admiral Sulu,” Dillon said weakly. “But he’s on our side.”

“Somebody needs to tell him that,” Hawkins replied. Dillon groaned softly.

“Are you all right?” Hawkins asked, feeling a little annoyed.

“I will be if I just lie here for a while.”

“Looks like we’ll have plenty of time for that.”

“Yippee,” Dillon said flatly.



Karina waited until the turbolift doors closed, cutting them off from the bridge, before laying into Rydell. “Have you completely lost your mind?”

“Deck six.” The turbolift began to move as Rydell turned to face Karina. “I thought you respected my authority on my ship,” Rydell said.

“I didn’t say anything in front of your crew, but if you think I’m just going to stand aside and let you beam over into some death trap, you’re nuts!”

“There seems to be a lot of it going around.”

“Joke all you want, but I’m going with you.”

Rydell shook his head. “Sorry. It was a private invitation.”

“Alexander!”

“Hold lift.” The turbolift slowed to a halt as Rydell looked at Karina intently. It was the most serious that she had ever seen him. “Right now the only thing preventing us from being completely annihilated is that we’re doing what we’re told. I don’t like it anymore than you do, but until we find out exactly what the hell is going on here, I don’t see that we have any choice. That means I am going over there.”

“And what are we supposed to do in the meantime?”

“My crew will hold the ship together. But you are going to the shuttlebay to get your ship ready to go.”

“I am not leaving! Besides, they’d shoot me before I cleared the asteroid ring.”

“They don’t know you’re here,” Rydell said. “If things get bad while I’m gone…”

“Meaning we start getting blasted to sh**.”

“Exactly. If that happens, you make a run for Waystation. Starfleet has to be told what’s going on here.”

Karina nodded solemnly as Rydell ordered the lift to resume its movement. A short time later, Rydell stepped into Transporter Room One. Upon seeing him, Lieutenant Commander Monica Vaughn immediately broke into a sly grin. She was about to make one of her trademark lecherous comments when Rydell shot her a glare and gestured behind him just as Karina followed him inside. Vaughn’ grin immediately vanished as she slipped into professional mode.

“Coordinates have been laid in, sir,” she said.

Rydell hopped up onto the transporter pad and flashed a smile at Karina. “Catch you later, gorgeous. Energize.”

Karina returned as much of a smile as she could muster as Rydell dematerialized.



Rydell reappeared moments later inside the same control room he’d seen Sulu broadcasting from. Sulu was waiting for him, a broad smile covering his face. Behind him stood two people Rydell would have been quite happy never to have seen again, Spaanz and Taanz, the two Vulcans who’d beaten the crap out of him and stolen Bradley Dillon’s prototype subspace generator. Rydell had to assume that they’d been working for Sulu all along. The trick now would be to find out what Sulu was up to.

“I guess you’d like to know what I’m up to,” Sulu said as he shook Rydell’s hand firmly.

Okay. Maybe it wouldn’t be so much of a trick after all.

“If you feel like sharing,’ Rydell said, keeping his eyes on Spaanz and Taanz at all time.

“Oh yes. I’d forgotten that you and my associates here are already acquainted.”

“They certainly acquainted their fists with my face,” Rydell replied ruefully.

Sulu turned to the hulking Vulcans. “Please collect our other guests. Captain Rydell and I will be fine here.”

“Absolutely,” Rydell said, forcing a smile. There were about fifteen other people, all dressed in old-style Starfleet uniforms, milling about the control room, so Rydell wouldn’t have an opportunity to try anything even with Spaanz and Taanz gone.

The Vulcans exited, leaving Rydell and Sulu standing at the rear of the control room watching the activity in front of them. Massive viewscreens on the front wall of the room showed the various positions of the ships inside the asteroid ring. Unfortunately, all of them except the freighter Jaroch had detected were aimed right at the Secondprize.

“Welcome to the Next Federation,” Sulu said proudly.

“Um…no offense, but the current one doesn’t seem like it’s going to want to be replaced any time soon.”

“Well, there will certainly be some shoving in order, but the current Federation is a disgrace to the name. It’s a disgrace to my name!”

“How do you figure?”

“You went to the Academy, Rydell. You’ve read the history books about our glory days, the days of Pike, Kirk, and the legendary Hikaru Sulu, MY relative.”

“Yeah. You’ve mentioned that part.”

“In those days, we explored the cosmos.”

“We explore now.”

“But then we weren’t afraid to get into a fight when we needed to. Now all we do is talk and talk and talk. Starfleet spends so much time shuttling around ambassadors and such that our ships don’t have time for exploration. And when they aren’t shuttling, they’re fending off attacks from other species who think we’re weak precisely because we talk when we should be showing some muscle. It’s intolerable!”

“You were an admiral right? That gives you some pull doesn’t it?”

“I tried that route, but I cannot change the entire council. A revolution is in order.”

“You don’t have to start a civil war.”

“I didn’t want this to be violent, Rydell. That’s why I recruited you in the first place,” Sulu said.

“I don’t know who you think I am, but I’d never even heard your name until today.”

“How do you think a lazy non-conformist like you ever got to be captain of a starship?” Sulu replied. “Why do you think you ended up with the…unique…crew that you did?”

“Admiral Wyndham…”

“…was one of my people,” Sulu finished. “Before the unfortunate loss of his faculties. I guess the strain of crewing the Secondprize was too much for him.”

“But why us?” Rydell asked confused. “What could we possibly accomplish to help you?”

“Destabilization!” Sulu snapped. “With the Secondprize out screwing things up, sentiment across the Federation would turn against the current regime. They’d see that the new way wasn’t working, but then you didn’t screw up enough!”

“Sorry about that.”

“I made other attempts. The Aerostar…”

“But I thought that was a changeling conspiracy.”

“Only for the captain. I put the crew together, but again they didn’t get the job done badly enough. Then there was the Banshee, but they went and got themselves blown up.”

“Um…sure they did,” Rydell replied.

“In short, I had to handle things myself. Fortunately, I’ve spent the last several years recruiting those with similar mindsets. And now my Next Federation is ready to ascend. This very day, we launch our assault on Earth.”

“No offense, Sulu, but I think somebody might notice that a giant fleet is heading in the direction of the Federation’s capital world.”

“Not if they don’t see us coming.”

“Cloaks?”

“Even better,” Sulu said, stepping over to a terminal where he magnified the view of the lone freighter on the viewscreen. “And I have you to thank for it…indirectly.”

“Me? What’d I do now?”



Back on the Secondprize, Commander Jaroch sat silently in the command chair watching the fleet looming ahead of them on the viewscreen. His mind raced through various strategies and scenarios, trying to come up with some way to get the Secondprize out of the asteroid ring before they were reduced to debris by the fleet in front of them.

He wasn’t having much luck.

“Um…Commander?” Lieutenant Andrea Carr said hesitantly from ops.

“What is it, Lieutenant?” Jaroch replied distractedly.

“Well…I was thinking, and I think we may have some help we could call.”

“We’ve tried that. All of our communications are being jammed at the moment.”

“All of our normal communications,” Carr said. “But who I’m thinking of doesn’t use normal comm frequencies.”

Jaroch was silent for a moment, considering whether he should even entertain Carr’s idea. Her record would suggest listening to what she had to say. She had been invaluable on several occasions. Perhaps there was something he overlooked.

“Please continue.”

Carr briefly laid out her idea, which had the very unusual effect of making the normally stoic Yynsian smile.



As Admiral Sulu worked at the computer console, Rydell wondered just how he could have indirectly assisted an invasion plan. “Ta da!” Sulu said as several points along the image of the freighter’s hull began to flash.

“What are those?” Rydell asked.

“A short time ago, a Miss Karina Durham, who I believe is an acquaintance of yours, obtained a prototype subspace generator from Dillon Enterprises Research and Development. Of course, they didn’t really develop the original technology. My sources tell me that Bradley Dillon obtained a subspace pocket from a race called the Bast several years ago, but his company improved the technology such that it was capable of storing entire vessels. As you know, my colleagues Spaanz and Taanz obtained the device from you and Miss Durham, then we put it into mass production.” Sulu pointed at the viewscreen. “There is the result: a freighter lined with generators and capable of transporting an entire fleet without anyone suspecting a thing.”

“So you show up at Earth…”

“After a quick stop to pick up Waystation. We need a base of operations.”

Rydell’s teeth clenched angrily. “So you attack Waystation, then head to Earth and…

“SURPRISE! Instant invasion force. Most ingenious, wouldn’t you say? But then, I am a Sulu.”

“Hikaru Sulu was devoted to Starfleet and the Federation,” Rydell said.

“And so am I. As far as I’m concerned, the current regime has committed treason, and so have you for supporting them.”

Spaanz and Taanz returned, holding Dillon and Hawkins at phaser point.

“Captain!” Dillon and Hawkins exclaimed happily.

“Don’t get too excited,” Rydell replied. “I’m not exactly here by choice either.”

Dillon turned on Admiral Sulu. “With all due respect, sir, I don’t know what you’re up to, but if you wanted to see us that badly, you could have just ordered us to come. We’re all Starfleet Officers here.”

“I didn’t want you here at all,” Sulu said, looking at Dillon with disgust. “The whole point of having a secret base is that it remain SECRET!”

“Captain, what’s going on here?” Hawkins asked Rydell.

“Disgruntled Starfleet Officer plans to attack Earth and overthrow the Federation. The usual,” Rydell replied.

Sulu’s face hardened. “You’re awfully glib for a man who’s about to be executed.”

“Woah! Who said anything about executed?” Rydell demanded.

“I already told you, you’ve committed treason against the Next Federation.” Sulu pointed at Dillon and Hawkins. “And so have those two. Anyone who supports the current corrupted regime is a traitor and will be treated as such.”

“Admiral, the freighter reports all flight checks complete. We may depart at any time,” one of Sulu’s officers reported from a nearby console.

“Good,” Sulu said. “We’ll pocket the fleet momentarily. But first, one little piece of business. Open a channel to the Condors and the Secondprize.”

“Channel open.”

“All ships, this is Admiral Sulu. We are moments away from the dawn of the Next Federation. But for this dawn to break, the shadows of the previous regime must be banished to the darkness from whence they came. Before you now is one such shadow. The crew of the USS Secondprize is guilty of treason against our beloved Next Federation. Their sentence is death, and you, my loyal friends, are my executioners. You may fire at will.”

“NO!!!” Rydell screamed, diving at Sulu. Before he got even a foot, Spaanz’s meaty hand grabbed him in mid-air and slammed him down to the deck.



“…You may fire at will.”

As Sulu’s words faded from the air, Jaroch jumped up out of the command chair. “All power to forward and upper shield generators. Emergency dive! That backup had best arrive soon, Lieutenant.”

Carr didn’t reply. She was too busy gripping her console for dear life as Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan sent the Secondprize into a steep dive.

“They’re opening fire!” Lieutenant Prescott shouted from tactical. Almost immediately, the ship rocked and bucked from the impacts of phasers against the shields. “Transwarp conduit opening at coordinates 478 mark 6. A cube ship is emerging.”

“I never thought I’d say this, but go Borg,” Jaroch said.

The Borg communal voice boomed over the comm systems of every ship and the asteroid base. “USS SECONDPRIZE, WE HAVE ARRIVED TO UPHOLD OUR END OF THE AGREEMENT. YOUR ENEMIES WILL BE DESTROYED.”

Rydell saw Sulu blanch ever so slightly, then he turned his attention to Hawkins and Dillon, neither of whom would meet his gaze. “Um…would you mind explaining to me exactly what deal we have with the Borg?”

Dillon shuffled his feet a bit. “Uh…you tell him, Patricia.”

“Me? You’re his first officer, you tell him!”

“You remember that time you were made king of the Borg?” Dillon began, smiling weakly.

“Yes,” Rydell replied, gesturing for Dillon to continue.

“Well…um…you kind of got fired. And in exchange for us taking you back, the Borg agreed to attack anyone who attacked us.”

Rydell was silent as he watched events unfold on the viewscreen. The Next Federation ships had broken off their attack on the Secondprize and were now regrouping to face the new threat.

“Sir?” Hawkins said. “Are you okay?”

“Don’t bother me. I’m trying to decide whether I’m really mad or really relieved.”

Sulu’s voice broke in as he barked new orders to his ships. “Condors 56-60, activate polaron destabilizers.”

“But sir…” a voice protested over the comm system.

“Do it!”

“Aye,”the voice replied hesitantly.

Five ships rushed to the head of the fleet on a course for the Borg cube. Suddenly, a blinding beam of pure white light lanced out from the underside of each saucer, all slamming into the cube at the same point…then drilling straight through.

As the beams shut down one by one, a massive gaping hole through the center of the cube came into view as Rydell, Dillon, and Hawkins looked on in stunned shock.

“USS SECONDPRIZE,” the Borg voice said again. “YOU’RE ON YOUR OWN.”

And just as abruptly as it had arrived, the Borg ship vanished into another transwarp conduit.

“Status report,” Sulu snapped.

“As expected, the polaron assemblies on Condors 56 through 60 have melted. That was all five of our prototypes, Admiral,” the nearby officer, who seemed to be Sulu’s personal assistant, reported.

“Very well, Mr. Radley,” Sulu said. “Sulu to fleet. Resume your attack on the Secondprize.”

Rydell, Dillon, and Hawkins could only watch as the ships of the Next Federation fleet turned menacingly toward their ship.



“How soon until we reach the edge of the asteroid ring?” Jaroch asked. While the Next Federation fleet had been occupied with the Borg, the Secondprize had been trying to make a break for it.

“Fifteen seconds,” Sullivan replied.

The entire crew was suddenly and violently jolted out of their seats as another barrage of weaponry slammed into them from above. All around, consoles sparked as the lights flickered.

“Now maybe a bit longer.”



Down in the Secondprize’s main shuttlebay, Karina Durham picked herself up off of the deck of her ship, the Acapella II, after being knocked to the ground by the last volley of weapons fire. You didn’t have to be a tactical genius to guess how this particular battle was going to turn out.

“Acapella II to Secondprize,” she said, climbing into her pilot’s chair. “Open the shuttlebay doors.”

“Negative,” Jaroch’s voice replied. “Leaving at this juncture is beyond inadvisable.”

“I’m operating on orders from Alex.”

“I have only your word for that,” Jaroch said as the ship shook again. “I cannot allow you to depart.”

“Somehow I think you’re too busy to stop me. Acapella II out.” Karina gently lifted her ship up off the deck and smashed her thumb down on her weapons control. Disruptor blasts seared forward, obliterating the Secondprize’s shuttlebay doors and clearing her path. She slammed the ship into full impulse and rocketed out of the Secondprize.



Once again, Jaroch found himself sprawled awkwardly on the bridge carpet after yet another in a seemingly endless series of blasts shook the Secondprize.

“She just shot her way out!” Prescott said.

“Can we get a tractor beam on her?”

“Not a chance. She’s really moving…she’s out of the asteroid ring.” The ship lurched to starboard, plunging the bridge into darkness.

“Shields down!” Prescott said as the emergency backups kicked on.

“Engineering to bridge,” Commander Scott Baird’s voice called over the comm system. “I had to shut down the core before we f***ing exploded!”

“That may be happening anyway,” Jaroch replied grimly.

“Real f***ing funny, Jaroch.”

“How are our other systems?” Jaroch asked, ignoring Baird’s reply.

“What other systems? Impulse is down, shields are down, weapons are down; life support’s about we’ve got left.”

“Sir!” Sullivan shouted from the conn.

Jaroch looked up at the viewscreen as an asteroid loomed into view.

“We’re drifting right into it,” Sullivan said. “I can’t do anything!”

“All hands, brace for collision!” Jaroch shouted. He ignored the panicked demands to know what sort of collision it would be and whether or not the Secondprize had insurance coverage for this sort of thing coming from the other end of the comm line.

The voices quickly switched to terrorized screaming as the Secondprize smashed into the asteroid like a crippled jet liner attempting an emergency landing. The secondary hull hit first, scraping roughly across the mountainous surface of the giant mass. It came to an abrupt halt as the deflector dish crashed into a rocky ridge, which rose up half of the height of the neck connecting the secondary hull to the saucer. The inertia was enough to rip the warp nacelles right off of their pylons, sending each rocketing forward across the upper plateau of the ridge.

Fortunately, the saucer didn’t suffer the same fate. Instead, it jolted to a stop, slamming every person on board into the bulkhead in front of them, then smashed down onto the ridge plateau. In the space of a few short seconds, the Excelsior-class starship had been reduced to a twisted hulk marooned on the surface of an out-of-the-way asteroid.



“So much for them,” Sulu said with satisfaction. “All Condors, reflock and prepare for pocketing.”

“Admiral, Condor 34 reports detecting a small vessel leave the Secondprize. It has fled the asteroid ring at a very high rate of speed,” Radley said.

“Order Condor 100 to pursue and destroy that ship,” Sulu said. “Once the other Condors are in position, engage the subspace generators and get the freighter underway.”

“Aye.”

On the main viewscreen, Rydell and the others watched as one-by-one the ships of the Next Federation fleet moved into position and vanished into subspace.



On the Acapella II, Karina Durham had almost come to believe that she’d escaped undetected when her sensors decided to burst her bubble. A ship was closing in from behind and closing fast.

“We’ll just see about that,” she muttered as she pushed her warp drive into the red. On a direct course at this speed, Waystation wouldn’t be more than an hour away. Karina just hoped Rydell could stay alive long enough for her to return with reinforcements.

That’s about the time she noticed that her pursuer was still closing. “What the hell?” She called up a more detailed sensor display and immediately wished she hadn’t. Karina had seen the USS Defiant in action during a stopover at Deep Space Nine a few years earlier and had told herself then that she never wanted to end up on the bad side of one of those class of ships. Now one was quickly overtaking her, and she was pretty sure they weren’t just dropping by for a chat.

She checked the readouts on the local region. Nothing but open space, and there was no way she was going to be able to outmaneuver or outgun her new little friend. Even if she could use her comm system (which she was pretty sure was being jammed by now), Waystation couldn’t get anyone to her in time.

Time for Plan B.

Karina set the ship on autopilot and opened a hatch in the floor of the flight deck, allowing her to drop down into the bowels of her ship. She crawled through a short, cramped tunnel to a small chamber holding one modified photon torpedo. She’d read a long time ago about torpedoes being refitted to act as tiny high-speed escape pods. Considering the small size of the Acapella II and the dangers inherent in her work, Karina had decided to get one as a last resort way of fleeing her ship. She’d hoped she’d never have to use it. So much for that.

On the wall of the chamber was a small keypad that tied into her main flight console. She quickly programmed the Acapella II to start firing phasers and rear torpedoes indiscriminately, then she targeted her torpedo escape pod at Waystation and climbed inside.

As the firing counter ticked down to zero, she closed and sealed the torpedo hatch, closed her eyes, and hoped for the best.



Condor 100 veered through the barrage of phaser blasts heading in its general direction and let loose with a spread of quantum torpedoes. As the Acapella II continued firing almost randomly (the desperate pilot even launched a torpedo from the ship’s forward tube), Condor 100’s torpedoes obliterated the Acapella II’s shields and ripped through the hull, reducing the entire craft to a cloud of pebble-sized debris in an instant.

Mission accomplished, Condor 100 awaited the arrival of the Next Federation freighter.



“Condor 100 reports target destroyed,” Radley said. “They will join the fleet momentarily and continue on to Waystation.”

Sulu looked at Rydell and smiled. “It pays to keep loose ends to a minimum.” Before Spaanz and Taanz could stop him, Rydell threw a vicious right cross that sent Sulu reeling to the deck. He paid for it a moment later as Spaanz grabbed him from behind and slammed his powerful knee into Rydell’s kidney.

Rydell fell to the deck himself, but quickly put a hand up to prevent Dillon or Hawkins from taking any action.

“Very wise,” Sulu said. “I’d really prefer that you three died with the dignity your careers have been lacking. Shall we adjourn to somewhere more…final?” Sulu nodded at Spaanz and Taanz, who grabbed onto Rydell, Dillon, and Hawkins and dragged them out of the control room, Sulu following behind.

In the meantime, while Rydell anxiously waited for the pain to subside, he considered the situation from all angles, trying to find a way out. Nothing was springing to mind except to hope that somehow Karina had survived the destruction of her ship.

But if she was dead, Sulu was going to be the next to go…even if Rydell had to die along with him.



Jaroch was fairly sure he had his eyes open, but only absolute blackness stretched out before him. The weight on his body soon revealed the problem. He shoved the figure laying on top of him aside and pulled himself to his feet.

The bridge of the Secondprize was dimly lit by the two emergency lights still functioning, but there really wasn’t much to see anyway other than rubble and unconscious bodies. Lieutenant Carr, whom Jaroch had just shoved aside, groaned weakly but didn’t move.

“Jaroch to engineering,” he said, slapping his commbadge.

“Baird,” the shaky voice of the Secondprize’s chief engineer replied. He sounded parsecs away. “Main comm system is shot. We’re functioning on commbadges only.”

“Very well. What is our status?”

“F***ed.”

“Besides that.”

“Life support is on backup. I’d say we’ve got about eight hours. Forcefields are in place over all the hull breeches. And we still have transporters…like they’ll do us any good.”

“What about shuttles?”

“I’ll have to check on that and get back to you. But at least we know we have a big f***ing hole in the shuttlebay we can fly them out of.”

“I will have to remember to thank Miss Durham for that,” Jaroch remarked. “Bridge out.”



The turbolift doors slid open with a crisp whoosh allowing Captain Lisa Beck to step out into Waystation’s ops where Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter and Lieutenant Sean Russell stood manning their posts.

“Afternoon, guys,” Beck said brightly. “Anything going on?”

“Not a bit,” Porter replied. “I’m running through some probe data I hadn’t had a chance to look at.”

“Thrilling,” Beck said. “I guess I’ll be in my office.” She took two steps then stopped. “You know, Craig, my office has to be one of the great perks about working here as opposed to being on a starship. I don’t have to spend all my time sitting in a command chair.”

“That’s why captains have ready rooms,” Porter said.

“True, but how many ships have Andorian restaurants on board?”

“How many want them?” Porter said with a smirk.

“No offense, Captain, but I wouldn’t,” Russell said.

Beck smiled. “You’re both cretins. Get some culture.”

Porter was about to reply when his attention was pulled away by a blip that had just entered sensor range. “That’s odd.”

“You getting culture?” Beck said. “Definitely.”

“No. There’s a very small object on sensors heading our way. It’s cylindrical. Approximately 2 meters long…a meter wide. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was a photon torpedo.”

“Sure looks like one to me,” Russell said, checking his readouts.

“Red alert! Shields up,” Beck snapped. “Who the hell is out there?”

“I’m not detecting anti-matter, Captain,” Porter said.

“It’s a blank?” Russell asked.

“Did I miss a memo about combat training exercises in this area?” Beck asked.

Porter shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s slowing down and pulled up beside us. Wait. I’m getting one life sign onboard. Human. Female.”

Beck turned toward Russell. “Get whoever that is on board and have her brought up here.”

“Got it,” Russell said. Beck peered over Porter’s shoulder at the sensor readouts as, in the background, Russell ordered Lieutenant Stanton to the transporter room.



One moment, Karina Durham was encased inside a photon torpedo, wrapped in almost pitch-blackness except for the soft glow of the simple controls that had been jury-rigged inside. The next, she was standing inside a Starfleet transporter room.

“You’re on Waystation,” the male security officer standing in front of the platform said as Karina looked around confused. “I’m Lieutenant Aaron Stanton. Captain Beck has asked that you be brought to ops.”

“Perfect!” Karina exclaimed, bounding off of the transporter pad and headed toward the door so fast that Stanton had to rush to catch up. “She’s just who I needed to talk to.”

“Is there a problem, ma’am?” Stanton asked.

“You’re damn right. We’re looking at an invasion.”

“Invasion!” Stanton said surprised. “From who?”

“That’s just it,” Karina explained as Stanton led her into a turbolift. “It’s Starfleet people…sort of. They’re being led by this Admiral Sulu, and they’ve got a whole fleet of ships.”

“That sounds crazy,” Stanton said as he typed in the lift destination.

“Oh yeah. He’s gone. Total freak.”

The turbolift slowed to a halt. As soon as the doors opened, Karina charged out to find Captain Beck. She quickly realized she was in some type of control room.

“I think we got off on the wrong floor,” Karina said, turning to face Stanton. He had a phaser trained on her.

“Admiral Sulu is a great man. Under his leadership, the Federation will be glorious once again.”

“Oh,” Karina replied, taking a step backwards. “Sorry I said…”

Stanton fired.



“Captain, we’ve got another vessel approaching,” Lieutenant Commander Porter reported. “It’s a cargo freighter requesting permission to dock.”

“On screen,” Beck ordered. Porter changed the image of stars on the massive ops viewscreen to show the approaching freighter. “Were we expecting them?”

“No. They say they’re having problems with their impulse drive and diverted here to check it out before heading toward their final destination.”

“Which is?”

“Earth.”

“Find them a repair bay,” Beck said to the ensign handling the docking control console. “And where the hell is that woman from the torpedo?” she asked Russell.

“I don’t know. Stanton was meeting her in the transporter room and…”

He trailed off, his eyes widening in shock as he stared at the viewscreen.

Porter and Beck looked at him confused.

“What is it?” Beck said as she and Porter followed Russell’s gaze to the viewscreen. “HOLY SH**!”

It was literally almost impossible to see the stars through all of the Federation-style ships that now hovered on the viewscreen.

“Oh look. It’s that fleet we ordered,” Porter commented.

“How the hell did they sneak up on us like that?” Beck demanded, turning on Russell.

“I I I don’t know,” Russell stammered, frantically switching between readouts on his console. “They weren’t there, then suddenly they were!”

“Sean’s right,” Porter confirmed. “They whole fleet just somehow popped out of subspace…and now they’re arming weapons.”

“Are our shields still up?” Beck snapped.

“Yes,” Russell said firmly. He took another look at his console and did a double take. “Um…now they’re dropping.”

“Get them back up.”

“I can’t!” Russell cried, pounding on his console.

“I’m detecting comm traffic between us and the fleet’s lead ship,” Porter said. He punched a couple of buttons, routing the transmission to the speakers.

“…under control. I’ve locked out the primary systems and am ready for Phase Two.”

“That’s Stanton’s voice!” Russell shouted angrily.

Porter checked his console again. “He’s in auxiliary control…with the woman from the torpedo. I think she’s unconscious. And, as advertised, he’s taken control of our primary systems.”

“Patch me through to the lead ship,” Beck said.

“You’re on,” Russell said.

“This is Captain Lisa Beck of the Federation Outpost Waystation. Whoever you are, I demand that you power down your weapons and explain your intentions.”

“You will have all individuals on Waystation report to the cargo bays on Decks 56 and 57,” the audio only reply stated. “Anyone who does not obey this order will be killed. That is all.”

“What do we do?” Russell asked.

“Whatever they tell us to,” Beck replied. “For the moment. In the meantime, signal our surrender and get everyone to those cargo bays.”

Beck took a final look at the massive fleet hovering outside her station, then followed her command crew into the turbolift to join the rest of Waystation in captivity.



The “someplace more final” Sulu had mentioned turned out to be nothing more than a large empty chamber. Spaanz and Taanz slammed Rydell, Dillon, and Hawkins into the far wall of the room, then joined Sulu near the room’s only door. Sulu, meanwhile, had opened a small panel in the wall and pulled out two phaser rifles, which he handed to the two bulky Vulcans.

“What the hell is this?” Hawkins muttered.

“Firing squad,” Dillon replied, his voice quivering.

Rydell stared straight ahead grimly, his eyes locked on the Admiral.

“Radley to Sulu,” the comm system barked.

“Go ahead,” Sulu said.

“The fleet reports Waystation is secure.”

Rydell’s jaw clenched even more tightly.

“That would seem to take care of every loose end but one,” Sulu announced. “Namely the three of you. You have been convicted of treason against the Next Federation.”

“Convicted?” Dillon retorted. “Where was the trial? I want to appeal! Where’s my lawyer?”

“I can honestly say that I will be very happy to have you gone,” Sulu said. “You’ve caused me nothing but misery for the last seven years.”

“So that’s it?” Hawkins said. “You’re not even going to let us fight for our lives?”

“But then you might win,” Sulu said. “Why would I want to give you that kind of opportunity.” He turned to the Vulcans. “Your ship has been loaded with your payment for services rendered. After you perform this execution, our business will be concluded, and you may depart. It has been a pleasure, gentlemen. Now if you will excuse me, I have a government to overthrow.” Sulu bowed briefly to Rydell, Dillon, and Hawkins and strode out of the room commandingly.

As soon as he was gone, Spaanz and Taanz raised their rifles at the condemned Secondprize officers.

“Captain…” Dillon squeaked, backing up against the wall.

Spaanz’s voice filled the air.

“Ready, AIM…”



TO BE CONTINUED…
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“…At that point, we were f***ed. Really f***ing f***ed. I don’t think any f***ers in the history of the whole f***ing universe have ever been that f***ed. That’s seriously f***ing f***ed. I mean…F***!”

Commodore Scott Baird, Retired

Personal Interview, July 2432.



For a brief instant, Captain Alexander Rydell’s life flashed before his eyes. FLASH! His mother and father singing him lullabies in perfect harmony. FLASH! The lullabies growing into full-fledged production numbers. FLASH! Rydell’s stage debut as a backup singer for his parents. FLASH! The attack on his parents’ tour ship by the Orion Syndicate, an attack that was stopped by Starfleet. FLASH!

Okay. Enough with the flashing already.

Basically, as Spannz and Taanz prepared to execute Rydell, Commander Travis Dillon, and Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins on the orders of Admiral Hitori Sulu, Rydell decided that he didn’t like this whole firing squad idea one bit.

Spaanz’s voice filled the air. “Ready…AIM…”

“Hold on just a second there, big guy,” Rydell said, striding forward.

“You are throwing off my aim,” Spaanz said. “Get back in line.”

“Not until we discuss the logic of this situation,” Rydell said firmly.

Spaanz and Taanz’s left eyebrows arched in unison. “Logic?”

“Exactly,” Rydell said. “Look. Sulu’s gone. My ship’s trashed. You’ve done your jobs. Where’s the logic in taking three lives?”

“It would be illogical to hurt our future chances of employment if we did not finish the job we have been contracted to do.” Taanz said. “Now please return to the lineup.”

“Wait,” Rydell protested. “What about the logic of working for Sulu? He’s trying to overthrow the Federation!”

“From his point of view, Admiral Sulu’s plan is quite logical,” Spaanz said.

“Really?” Taanz replied. “I believed we were simply in this for the latinum.”

“That is correct; however, I can see the logic of the admiral’s proposal.”

“Could you explain it to the rest of us?” Hawkins asked.

“I should like to hear this myself,” Taanz said.

“Very well,” Spaanz said. “But it will take some time.”

“I’m not in a hurry,” Rydell said. “Anyone else in a hurry to get executed?”

“Hell no,” Hawkins said as Dillon shook his head emphatically.

“See. We’re all ears…just non-pointy ones,” Rydell quipped.

Spaanz almost frowned. “I will ignore that remark. Now then, in order to understand the logic of the admiral’s position, we must look back at the early days of the Federation, even back to a time when the Federation did not yet exist…”

Rydell smiled inwardly. He’d just bought some time…possibly a whole lot of time. Now he just had to figure out how to use it in a way that didn’t end with him, Dillon, and Hawkins dying.



Commander Jaroch was somewhat surprised when a transporter beam suddenly coalesced onto the bridge. At first, the idea of a boarding party from the Next Federation crossed his mind. However, considering that only one person was materializing, that seemed highly unlikely. A few moments later, Commander Scott Baird had solidified.

“Beats climbing,” Baird said as Jaroch eyed him quizzically.

“That’s my husband,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said as she lounged in her seat at the helm. There wasn’t much else to do. The Secondprize certainly wouldn’t be flying anywhere anytime soon. “He’ll bike for miles, but he’s too lazy to walk from one end of our quarters to the other.”

“She’s an absolute riot, isn’t she,” Baird said, clearly unamused.

“Just trying to keep things light,” Sullivan replied.

“Speaking of lights, how are our power reserves?” Jaroch asked in an attempt to bring the conversational topic around to something resembling relevant.

“Fine. We can stay like this for days if we have to. As we seal the hull breaches and lower the forcefields covering those sections, we’ll be able to conserve even more power.”

“Good. How are our other systems?”

“What other systems?” Baird asked.

“Is that a serious query or a sarcastic remark?” Jaroch replied.

“Sarcasm. I’m picking up Emily’s bad habits.”

“Now, hon,” Sullivan said. “You can only say f*** so many times before it loses its impact.”

“It’s always worked for me,” Baird said.

“Fine then. We will accept that the ship is a loss,” Jaroch continued. “Do we have any functioning shuttles or runabouts?”

“Do you really want to go outside with a whole fleet sitting out there?” Baird asked.

“We no longer have an entire fleet to deal with. The second to last ship left several minutes ago. The one ship remaining seems to be on a set patrol route through the asteroid sphere.”

Baird nodded his comprehension. “In that case, we have a shuttle.”

“Excellent. Our first priority then is to rescue the captain. Lieutenant Carr, please come with me,” Jaroch said, pulling open the jefferies tube access hatch in the bridge floor. Lieutenant Andrea Carr picked herself up off of the floor (She’d been leaning against the viewscreen composing some particularly mournful epitaphs for the Secondprize) and followed Jaroch’s lead. “You have the bridge, Sullivan.”

“No way,” Baird said firmly.

“Don’t start with me, Scott,” Sullivan said, getting up from her chair.

“I don’t care about you commanding,” Baird snapped. “I’m talking to him.” He pointed sharply in Jaroch’s direction. “No way are you going without me.”

Jaroch’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “You do not usually take such an interest in away missions.”

“Yeah, well I’ve seen the score card, and I know that Rydell’s the one guy with a chance to even things up,” Baird said. “And I’m not about to let you two play cat and mouse with a starship in a shuttle that’s just been through a crash. You need an engineer, and it’s not like anything’s going to be changing here anytime soon.”

“I concede both points,” Jaroch said.

“Good. Baird to Vaughn. Send Jaroch, Carr, and me to Shuttlebay Two. Energize.”

Before Jaroch could protest, he vanished in a cascade of energy along with Baird and a relived Carr. After the stress of writing a eulogy to her ship, the last thing she felt like doing was climbing through its smashed remains.



“Well, we’re here. Now what?” Captain Lisa Beck said angrily as she looked around the cargo bay on Deck 56, where she and the other residents of Waystation had been ordered to gather.

She got her answer almost instantly as 20 figures in older-style Starfleet uniforms materialized near the door of the bay. Despite their dated outfits, they were carrying very new phaser rifles.

“Move to the center of the room,” a gruff, Nordic-looking woman, who Beck assumed was the leader of this particular contingent, ordered, gesturing with her rifle stiffly.

“What’s going to happen to my people?” Beck demanded, stepping forward.

“No one will be injured,” the Nordic woman replied. She stood a good head taller than Beck and seemed to share structural characteristics with a piece of hull plating. Definitely not someone Beck wanted to end up in a fight with.

“That doesn’t answer my question,” Beck replied defiantly.

“It will suffice.” She tapped her insignia, which chirped like a standard commbadge. “Hueffen to Flock leader. Cargo Bay 56 is secure. Ready to receive transport.”

“Has there been any sign of Hatchling 783?”

“None as of yet.”

“Acknowledged. Transport commencing. The other bays have already been dealt with. Wait until arrival of 783 for final phase.”

“Aye. Hueffen out.”

A few moments later, a small cube-shaped device, about three-foot square, materialized in the room. It was black and fairly featureless except for a series of emitters lining the surface and a user interface on top.

“Any ideas?” Beck whispered as she edged up to Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter.

“Well, the mood seems a bit somber for a party, but I guess we could give it a shot,” Porter replied.

Beck narrowed her eyes. “Now is so not the time, Craig. What about the box?”

“It’s hard to say. My first impulse is bomb, but it’s too large, and the emitters don’t make any sense. It could be a scanner of some sort, but I don’t know why they’d want to gather us all up at phaser point just to scan us.”

“Maybe Starfleet Medical got tired of people skipping their appointments,” Beck quipped. Before she could say anything else, she was interrupted by urgent tapping on her shoulder. Behind her stood Bradley Dillon, CEO of Dillon Enterprises and all around rich bastard.

“I need to speak with you,” Bradley said anxiously.

“No. I don’t think they’ll let you go back for your latinum,” Beck replied irritated. “Go whine somewhere else.”

“But that’s my box!” Bradley said is an almost shouted whisper.

“Your box!” Beck demanded, turning on Bradley. “What the hell is it?”

“A subspace generator. My Research and Development team was working on one a few months ago, but it was stolen.”

“And now these nice people have shown up to return it. How sweet,” Porter said sarcastically.

“I still don’t know what that thing does,” Beck said. “And I’d better like it.”

Bradley gulped. “It creates pockets in subspace capable of storing objects for an indefinite period of time.”

“That explains how that fleet just appeared outside,” Porter said. “That freighter must be lined with generators.”

“So what? Now they’re going to stick us in one of these pockets?” Beck asked.

“That’d be my guess,” Porter said.

“It’s better than being shot,” Bradley offered, trying to present his product in the best possible light.

“Great. So what are they…” Beck trailed off as the cargo bay doors opened and Lieutenant Aaron Stanton entered, carrying an unconscious Karina Durham across his back. Beck covered the distance separating them in a flash. Stanton dropped Karina and jumped back into the ranks of the Next Federation officers holding weapons on the Waystation crew.

“Easy, Captain,” Stanton said. “No one needs to get hurt here.”

“Oh I think you do,” Beck replied coldly. Her gaze fell on the woman Stanton had dropped to the deck. She looked familiar for some reason.

“I should have known she’d be involved in this,” Bradley Dillon said from behind Beck. “She was the one I sent to retrieve my subspace generator in the first place.”

A memory clicked into place. “Karina Durham.” But hadn’t Rydell told her that Karina was with him on the Secondprize? This was definitely not a turn of events that Beck considered to be a good sign.

Karina stirred as Beck leaned down to her. “Are you all right?”

“Had…worse,” Karina replied weakly. Beck helped Karina sit up. “Guess I’m too late,” Karina said after seeing the situation.

“Why did you come alone? Where’s Captain Rydell?”

“He’s a prisoner,” Karina said, struggling to her feet. “And these bastards shot down the Secondprize.”

“What?” Beck and Porter demanded.

“Is everyone okay?” Beck asked.

“I don’t know. I made a break for it during the crash. Alex wanted me to get to you…lot of good that did.” Karina turned a fierce glare on Lieutenant Stanton.

“Just doing my duty,” Stanton said. “You’ll understand in time.”

“Understand what?” Beck said. “Treason?”

“Flock Leader to Hueffen,” the Nordic officer’s commbadge barked.

“Go ahead.”

“The Admiral’s flagship has arrived. He wishes to speak to the station commander before the commencement of Phase Three.”

“Acknowledged. We’re standing by.”

“Admiral?” Beck said confused. “How high does this thing go?”

“As high as it needs to,” Hueffen replied as a figure began to materialize beside her. The figure resolved into an older Asian male who immediately scanned the room with his eyes and locked onto Beck.

“Captain Beck,” he said, walking over with a smile plastered onto his face. “Admiral Hitori Sulu. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

“Sulu! What the hell is someone like you doing involved in a damn coup?”

“Coup? Is that what you call a sincere attempt to save the Federation from itself?” Sulu replied hurt.

“We’re doing just fine, thank you very much.”

Sulu started to pace a bit. “I don’t think that you mean that, Captain. I’ve read your file, and I see great potential there. You’re a woman who would do well in the Federation of old, the Federation that will live again as the Next Federation once we’ve tossed aside the current regime. You should be in command of a starship seeing action and adventure, not sitting behind a desk in this place.”

“This ‘place’ must be of some interest, though, since you’re here,” Beck replied.

“Admittedly, it is well-armed and on my way to Earth. I’d be quite foolish to pass up such an opportunity, don’t you think?”

“That you’re a fool? Definitely.”

Sulu’s smile diminished just a hint. “Perhaps my estimation of you was in error. Unfortunate for you, not so much for me. Actually, you should feel fortunate that I am not executing you all for treason against the Next Federation. Instead I will allow you the opportunity to see our new society once my takeover is complete. If at that time, you still don’t want any part of it, we can see about scheduling your death. In the meantime, Captain, take pride in knowing that your station will be the Next Federation base of operations for our assault on Earth.” Sulu strode toward the exit of the cargo bay. “Seal them in and activate the pocket.”

“Wait,” Karina shouted as Sulu and his followers stepped out the door.

Sulu turned around, his gaze falling on her. “Well if it isn’t Karina Durham herself. I thought that was your ship my Condor blasted out of space. How nice to see that you survived. I found the idea of killing the woman who obtained the subspace generator technology for me to be quite distasteful.”

“What have you done with Alex?” Karina demanded as Sulu continued on toward the exit.

“Rydell? Oh I’m sure he’s long since executed by now. Ta ta.” The doors closed, cutting Sulu off from the deluge of profanity being shouted his way. A moment later, he heard the soft hum of the subspace generator activating, and then silence.



Actually, at that particular time, Captain Rydell was nowhere near long since executed. He’d been long since bored for a while, though, as Spaanz droned on. The Vulcan had just reached Stardate 50996 and was in the process of explaining why Admiral Sulu’s decision to use a circus troupe to smuggle ship parts for the fleet was, of course, most logical.

Every once in a while, Rydell would look over at Lieutenant Commander Hawkins for a sign that she saw some kind of attack opening, but, with Taanz hovering nearby with his phaser rifle trained on them, all Hawkins could do was shake her head.

Dillon, meanwhile, had interrupted Spaanz every single time Admiral Sulu broke a Starfleet regulation or Federation law, which, as you might imagine, happened quite a bit when you’re trying to assemble a fleet to overthrow the government. On the one hand, Dillon was doing an effective job of delaying their executions even further. But on the other, his incessant babbling about the regs was damn annoying. Between him and Spaanz, Rydell was developing one mother of a headache. Something was going to have to give pretty soon.



The Shuttlecraft Consolationprize just barely managed to squeeze out of the mangled Secondprize shuttlebay through the hole Karina Durham had blasted during her escape. Lieutenant Andrea Carr let out a sigh of relief, then immediately tensed back up again as the Excelsior class starship the Next Federation had left on patrol popped into view on her proximity readouts.

“There would be a certain irony in being killed by our own kind,” Jaroch said, echoing Carr’s thoughts as she watched the vessel which could have been the Secondprize’s twin sail by.

“F*** irony,” Commander Baird said succinctly as he monitored the shuttle’s engines for any signs of trouble. “And try to remember that the only weapons we’re carrying are inside the ship, so unless you feel like strapping on an EVA suit and going outside to shoot, keep us away from that thing.”

“I don’t think they’ve spotted us so far, and I really hope to keep it that way,” Carr said as she steered the shuttle mere inches above the wrecked hull of the Secondprize. She tried not to let her attention drift to the twisted hulk below her. Something so graceful didn’t deserve to be beached like this.

“So what’s the plan, Jaroch?” Baird asked, checking the power levels on a phaser he’d pulled from the supply locker.

“We will approach the asteroid base, locate our people, and retrieve them,” Jaroch replied. “There is little else to plan considering our lack of information about the base’s particulars.”

“Hold on!” Carr said suddenly. Jaroch and Baird had just enough time to grab the arms of their chairs as Carr slammed the shuttle to full impulse and veered straight upward, coming to an abrupt halt behind another asteroid, effectively masking them from the Next Federation ship in the asteroid’s sensor shadow.

“Here comes lunch,” Baird muttered as he repositioned himself in the chair.

“Hold on!” Carr shouted again. This time Baird was too late as the sudden acceleration threw him backwards over the chair and sent him sprawling on the deck. After darting behind the next asteroid, Carr jerked the ship to a halt, which sent Baird skidding forward head first. He slammed into the pilot’s console between Jaroch and Carr and rolled over.

“This is why I don’t f***ing go on f***ing away missions,” he grumbled, pulling himself up off the deck.

“Hang on,” Carr shouted. Baird groaned and dove for his chair.



This had to be a first, Rydell thought as he watched Spaanz glare at Dillon. The Vulcan’s hands had clenched into fists that were almost shaking with fury. “How many times do I have to explain this?” Spaanz said slowly, over-enunciating each word in an effort to keep himself under control. “Admiral Sulu will not EVER be put on trial because he will be in charge. Do you understand?!?!?”

“What I understand, mister, is that the Admiral is a disgrace! He has flagrantly disregarded our most sacred laws and precepts,” Dillon snapped back.

“How else would you expect him to take control?” Spaanz demanded.

“He could run for office like everyone else,” Dillon retorted. “A man of his stature would have an excellent chance of winning…well at least before this whole coup thing.”

“That’s it!” Spaanz said. “I can’t reason with someone like you. Taanz, just shoot them.”

“Great job, Travis!” Hawkins snarled.

“What’d I do?” Dillon asked.

“Hold on a second now,” Rydell said calmingly as he backed toward the wall.

Spaanz raised his rifle. “I believe we’ve done quite enough holding on.”



“Last one,” Carr announced, slamming the ship forward again. By this time, Commander Baird had taken off his own uniform jacket and tied it around the chair as a makeshift seat belt. It was digging into his stomach something fierce, though. He was mere seconds away from stripping off his pants to use for a shoulder harness.

The shuttle jerked to a halt, practically bending Baird in half at the waist as his tied jacket sleeves attempted to dig their way into his intestines.

“Keep a close eye on the patrol vessel. Our position is not secure,” Jaroch ordered Carr as he began scanning the asteroid base. “Mr. Baird, prepare the transporters.”

“Sure,” Baird gasped, untying the jacket and limping to the rear of the shuttle.

Jaroch peered more closely at his readouts. “The base seems to have been mostly evacuated. I am only reading sporadic lifesigns. Human, Vulcan, Antidean.”

“I don’t need a catalog, Jaroch. Just find Rydell.”

Jaroch suddenly jumped up from his seat, quickly tapping controls on his console. “The two Vulcans are carrying phaser rifles. Judging by the energy readings, they are set to kill. Three humans are in close proximity.”

“What are you doing?” Baird demanded, watching transporter control being rerouted from his console at the rear of the shuttle.

“People require a longer scan cycle that we may not have time for,” Jaroch replied as his and Baird’s chairs dematerialized.



“Hold on a second now,” Rydell said calmingly as he backed toward the wall.

Spaanz raised his rifle. “I believe we’ve done quite enough holding on.”

Rydell clenched his eyes shut, but opened them again as he heard the soft hum of a transporter.

“Most unusual,” Spaanz commented just before two large chairs finished materializing above their heads and plummeted down on Spaanz and Taanz, knocking the two Vulcans into oblivion.

Rydell, Dillon, and Hawkins dove for the dropped phaser rifles in a flash, Rydell and Dillon slamming their heads together in the process. Rydell glared at his first officer, then snatched the rifle away.

“At least someone was looking out for us,” Hawkins said.

“Someone Starfleet,” Dillon added, rubbing the knot slowly growing on his head. “Those are standard issue shuttle chairs.” Dillon picked the chair up slightly to get a better look at a small metal tag on the bottom of the chair. “Those are serial numbers from the Consolationprize!” he exclaimed, dropping the chair back on Taanz’s head.

“I’m frightened that he knows that,” Rydell said.

“No kidding,” Hawkins said, heading toward the door. She allowed it to slide open, waiting a couple of seconds before peering cautiously out into the corridor. “All clear,” she said. “Are we staying or going?”

“Well, if Dillon’s right, we may be transported to the Consolationprize any second,” Rydell said. “But I want a better look at that control room first.”

“Then that’s a go,” Hawkins said, rolling out into the hallway, Rydell quickly following behind her.

“Excuse me!” Dillon said irritated. “Unarmed person here!”

“Stop whining and come on,” Rydell said. “We’ll find you a phaser on the way.”



“What the f*** was that for?” Baird demanded after the chairs vanished.

“As you so astutely put it, the only weapons we have are inside this vessel,” Jaroch replied. “I may have just saved the captain as well as another male and female human.”

“Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Commander Hawkins?” Carr said hopefully.

“That would be my guess,” Jaroch said.

“So are we beaming them up or what?” Baird asked.

“They are leaving the room,” Jaroch replied. “Perhaps they have a goal in mind.”

“It’d better be a quick goal,” Carr said nervously.

“Are we in a hurry, Lieutenant?” Jaroch asked.

Carr pointed at the approaching starship on her navigational readouts. “Um…yes.”



“It doesn’t look like anyone’s home,” Rydell said as he, Hawkins, and Dillon jogged through the corridors of the base.

“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 75 SECONDS,” a computer voice boomed.

“That would explain that,” Hawkins said.

In the distance, a thin man, several poodles, and what appeared to be a large bearded woman ran across the hall through a cross-corridor. They were soon followed by a human woman and an Antidean who appeared to be in pursuit.

“Fish guy!” Dillon shouted, pointing at the disappearing Antidean. “I never thought I’d ever actually see one.

“Great, Travis. If we don’t get out of here, it may be the last thing you ever see,” Hawkins said.

“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 60 SECONDS.”

“You still want to get to that control room?” Hawkins asked.

“Not so much,” Rydell said.



“Hmm…” Jaroch said, looking over his sensors…a somewhat difficult task considering the shuttle was currently in a barrel roll avoiding a barrage of phaser fire from the Next Federation patrol ship.

“That ‘hmm…’ had better be followed up by ‘I’ve found their weak spot,’” Baird groused.

“No, but I believe the base is about to self-destruct.”

“Is that a hint?” Baird said, stumbling back to the transporter.

“Just an observation,” Jaroch replied.

“Oh wait. I’m going to have to lower the shields, aren’t I?” Carr realized.

“That would make the transport infinitely easier.”

“Hold on,” Carr said, veering the shuttle to starboard, then into a steep dive.

“I’m really beginning to hate it when she says that,” Baird mumbled as he watched the shields drop on his transporter status monitor.



“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 30 SECONDS.”

“Okay. Now they’re just being mean,” Dillon said. “Whoever’s on that shuttle damn well knows this place is about to blow up.”

“I’m sure they have it all under control,” Rydell said, just as the transporter grabbed him. “See!”

“No!” Dillon shouted back as Rydell and Hawkins vanished in front of him, leaving him behind.

“EVACUATE. EVACUATE. SELF-DESTRUCT IN 15 SECONDS.”

Dillon looked up at the ceiling and screamed. “HEY! SAVE ME!!!!!!”



“Perfect timing,” Rydell said, clapping Baird on the shoulder after he finished materializing. “Nice to see you off the ship, Commander.”

“Might as well be here since we really don’t have much of a ship anymore.”

“We’re about to not have a shuttle either,” Carr said frantically. “Anybody have any great ideas?”

“Just get us out of…” Rydell said trailing off. “Hold on. Where’s Dillon?”

“Whoops,” Baird said innocently as he engaged the transporter again.

Dillon appeared a moment later, curled up on the deck in a fetal position.

“Okay,” Rydell grinned. “Now that we have the baby on board, get us out…”

BOOOM!

The entire shuttle lurched hard to port under a barrage of phaser fire, tossing everyone violently against the hull of the ship.

“F*** me,” Baird moaned, pulling Hawkins’s elbow out of his already tender gut.

“Shields…holding,” Carr said, pulling herself painfully back into her chair. “Barely.”

“At least you got them back up before we became debris,” Hawkins said.

“That base is about to go up,” Rydell said. “See if you can…”

“Steer them close to it,” Carr interrupted. “Already doing it.”

Three small civilian ships darted past the Consolationprize as they raced out of the base’s hanger deck. Meanwhile, the Excelsior-class patrol ship loomed closed.

Blasts of searing energy suddenly geysered out of the base, buffeting the larger ship’s shields.

“Run!” Rydell shouted, bracing himself as best he could as Carr pushed the engines up to full.

“That will not slow them for long,” Jaroch said.

“I know. I know,” Rydell said. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

“Well, we’d better not head back to the Secondprize,” Baird said. “They’re barely keeping the atmosphere in as it is.”

“They’re back,” Hawkins said, taking up position next to Carr, a move that would have been more comfortable if there was actually a chair to sit in.

Suddenly, a fast moving runabout streaked over the Consolationprize on a direct course for the Next Federation ship.

“Just hang tight, ya’ll,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan’s voice said over the comm system. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Where the f*** did you get a runabout?” Baird demanded.

“It’s the Chickahominy,” Sullivan said. “I had Monica working on it as soon as you left.”

“If you are here, who is in command?” Jaroch asked somewhat irritated.

“Monica’s got it under control,” Sullivan said. “It’s not like we’re going anywhere. Now excuse me while I shut up and fly for a second.”

Rydell rushed forward and watched the shuttle’s tactical display as the Chickahominy let loose several photon torpedoes, rolled to port, then sailed just meters above the Excelsior-class ship’s saucer, firing phasers all the way.

“No real damage, but they don’t seem as interested in us anymore,” Hawkins said.

“You know, what we need is a new ship,” Rydell said thoughtfully.

“I believe we will have to wait to address that particular problem,” Jaroch said, moving up beside Hawkins to check the sensor readouts.

“Nope,” Rydell said, pointing at the monitor in front of Jaroch. “We’ll take that one.” His finger rested directly on the Next Federation vessel.



A slow smile spread across Sullivan’s face as she listened to Captain Rydell’s instructions over the comm system. “You’ve got it, sir,” she said, whipping the runabout around for another pass.

“But don’t get f***ing killed!” Baird shouted over the channel.

“I love you too, hon,” Sullivan said.

She steered the runabout into a cluster of asteroids, weaving in and out of them as the Next Federation ship approached. The ship’s captain had evidently decided that he wasn’t interested in playing games since three photon torpedoes rocketed out of the ship’s tubes, obliterating one of the asteroids in a cloud of debris.

Sullivan took the opportunity to loop upwards, then come down in a steep arc toward the Next Federation ship’s saucer, launching several torpedoes of her own in the process. The enemy vessel’s shields flickered satisfyingly as Sullivan veered off and darted for cover.



“Energizing,” Jaroch said as he watched the sensor readouts of the Next Federation ship’s shields. A moment later, he, Rydell, Dillon, Hawkins, and Baird materialized on the bridge of the rival vessel, phasers drawn.

“Boo!” Rydell shouted, startling every Next Federation officer on the bridge.

The ship’s captain, a young man who couldn’t have been more than 25, leapt up in alarm. “Intru…”

He didn’t even manage to finish the word before Hawkins dropped him with a stun blast. Baird put two quick shots into the conn and ops officers while Rydell and Dillon dropped the tactical officer and science officer respectively. Before their bodies even hit the floor, Jaroch was at the science console.

“Sealing off the bridge and engaging intruder countermeasures,” Jaroch reported as he flooded the ship’s lower decks with anesthezine. Surprisingly, the entire crew complement only seemed to be about forty officers. “The ship is secure.”

“Welcome to the USS Secondprize, ladies and gentlemen,” Rydell said, taking in the bridge with a gesture.

“I doubt they’ll let us keep this,” Dillon said. “By the time all the ‘We Lost Our Ship’ paperwork gets processed, it’ll be obsolete anyway.”

“We aren’t filling out a damn thing,” Rydell said.

“I do not understand where you are going with this,” Jaroch said.

“Come on, people,” Rydell said, striding to the front of the bridge. “You know we’re not the best of the best. Hell, half the admirals at Command are scared to death of us. If we lose our ship, you can bet we won’t get another one, so THIS is the Secondprize.”

“It is pretty much the same ship,” Baird said.

“No!” Dillon shouted. “No no no! We can’t just lie to Starfleet like that. And this isn’t the same ship! Even the carpet’s different!.”

“So we put in new carpet,” Baird snapped. “I’m with Rydell.”

“He does have a point,” Jaroch agreed.

“If this gets out, it’ll be our careers,” Dillon protested. “We can’t just paint ‘Secondprize’ on this ship and think no one’s going to notice.”

“Actually, that’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Rydell said.

“And you’re going to help us,” Hawkins added forcefully.

Dillon clamped his mouth shut, heavy breaths wheezing out of his nose as he opened and closed his fists, but he didn’t say anything.

“That’s a yes,” Hawkins said.

“Dillon, contact Lieutenant Commander Vaughn and have her get the crew ready to relocate. Coordinate with her and Carr to get everything from over there over to here. Hawkins, you and Jaroch will get this ship’s crew over to the Secondprize. Sullivan, Baird and I will handle the ship identity changes. Let’s move people. We’re leaving in half an hour!”



Several minutes later, Captain Rydell peered out the viewport of the Runabout Chickahominy as it floated between the Secondprize wreckage and the rechristened Next Federation vessel hovering nearby. On both ships, engineering crews in EVA suits worked frantically to remove the Secondprize’s name and NCC registry from one ship and paint it on the other.

Rydell chuckled to himself.

“Something funny, sir?” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan asked from the pilot’s seat.

“I was just thinking,” Rydell said. “We may not be the best of the best when it comes to your standard Starfleet missions, but we can cover our asses like nobody’s business.”

“Baird to Rydell,” the Chief Engineer’s voice called over the comm system.

“Go ahead, Commander,” Rydell replied.

“I’ve shifted the transponder over, but we’ve still got a big f***ing problem with the computer cores.”

“Don’t tell me you can’t transfer the computer data over.”

“That’s already done, and I’ve erased the old cores. But if someone gets nosy and starts poking around the wreckage, they might be able to recover some of the old core data. We need them slagged, and it needs to look like it happened in the fighting.”

“We’ll take care of it,” Rydell replied.

“All right. I just got word from Dillon that the saucer’s clear, so have at it.”

“Understood,” Rydell out.

“I’ll bring us around on an attack run,” Sullivan said, her hands moving smoothly across her console. She armed the phasers, her finger hovering over the fire control.

Rydell clasped her hand gently. “Let me handle this part,” he said softly, his eyes locked on the grounded saucer that lay before them.

Sullivan could see this was difficult for him. She said nothing, instead focusing on her flying. As the runabout reached the saucer’s edge, Rydell pressed down on the phaser control. Blasts lanced ahead, piercing the saucer and moving forward, searing a trench as they went. Sullivan made sure her course took them directly over the primary and backup cores. Meanwhile, Rydell kept firing, his gaze unwavering. Through it all, Sullivan could hear him singing softly.

And though your Joe,

Has to go.

He will come back to you again.

So get your sleep, old girl.

Our love will keep, old girl,

’Till then.



In less than thirty seconds, it was over. “Rydell to Baird,” the captain said, his voice steady as he flashed Sullivan a weak smile. “The job’s done. ETA for departure?”

“Dillon says the crew and their belongings have been transferred. Jaroch and Hawkins have sent the Next Federation crew to the Secondprize…”

“That’s not the Secondprize,” Rydell said stiffly.

“…to their new ship, then,” Baird continued. “Everything else is in place. As soon as Carr and Vaughn finish transporting the last bits of our cargo, we’re set.”

“Good. We’re coming aboard. Rydell out.”



Rydell and Sullivan stepped out of the port turbolift onto the bridge just as Carr, Hawkins and Jaroch exited the starboard lift. Commander Dillon hopped up out of the command chair to give his report.

“All departments report ready…and Counselor Webber says thank you for the bigger office,” Dillon said.

“Glad she approves,” Rydell said, sliding into his new chair as Dillon took up position standing beside him. “Turn us around, Sullivan.” The image on the viewscreen shifted slowly as the new Secondprize banked away from the asteroid. “How does she handle?”

“About the same, really,” Sullivan said.

“Hawkins?” Rydell said.

“Same here. Other than the carpet, it feels like the same ship.”

“I warned you about the carpet,” Dillon said.

“Comments like that are why I don’t call you ‘Number One’ anymore,” Rydell replied. His head suddenly whipped around. “Whew! I thought we forgot the dedication plaque.”

“I got it,” Dillon said, putting emphasis on the “I.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Rydell said sincerely.

“But I guess it should really say Thirdprize now.”

An empty boot smacked into Dillon’s head from behind. Dillon spun around to see Hawkins standing in her socks, holding her other boot menacingly. “Shut up, now. Please honey? Or you’re eating this one.”

Dillon winced and turned back around silently.

“Take us out of the asteroid ring and lay in a course for Waystation,” Rydell ordered.

“Um…Captain,” Carr said hesitantly.

“What is it, Andrea?” Rydell asked.

“Well, would you like to say anything? About the Secondprize?”

Rydell sighed softly and rose from his chair. “Put me on shipwide,” he said to Hawkins. “All hands, this is the captain. I hope you’re all settling in to your new quarters satisfactorily. Now I know many of you are probably feeling a sense of loss about the Secondprize. I feel it as well, but there’s something we always need to keep in mind. A ship is just a piece of technology, a way for us to get from one place to another. What really matters to me are the people on that ship. We are the crew of the Secondprize. But without the ship itself, Starfleet would scatter us across the quadrant, and that I will not allow to happen. If I have rename a garbage scow the Secondprize in order to prevent it, I’ll do so. Because even though the original ship may be gone, as long as this crew is together, the Secondprize is alive and well. Rydell out.”

The bridge was silent as Rydell settled back into his chair.

“That was beautiful, sir,” Carr said finally.

“Just doing my job,” Rydell replied. “Sullivan, whenever you’re ready.”

“On our way,” Sullivan said as the new Secondprize rocketed out of the asteroid ring, then leapt into warp.



“Coming up on Waystation now,” Sullivan reported a short while later. She looked at the helm more closely. “At least we should be,” she added confused. “It’s not there!”

“No signs of debris,” Jaroch said, which Rydell actually found to be a relief.

“Sulu’s pocketed it,” Rydell said. That being the case, the Waystation crew might still be alive. Rydell just couldn’t imagine Sulu executing all of them. “We’ve got to find that freighter.”

“I have a recent ion trail leading in the direction of Sector 001,” Jaroch said. “It is the only trail on that course left within the last 24 hours.”

“Then there’s a good chance that’s our guy,” Rydell said. “Pursuit course, Sullivan. Maximum warp. I don’t want Sulu to know we’re there until we’re right on top of him.”

“You’ve got it.”

Rydell turned to look at Hawkins. “Now comes the tricky part. We need to disable that ship but not destroy it.”

“We also must find a way to prevent Admiral Sulu from deploying the ships he currently has stored in subspace pockets,” Jaroch added, stepping up beside Hawkins.

“Is that even possible?” Commander Dillon asked.

“I do not know,” Jaroch replied, hating to admit it.

“Disabling the ship is no problem,” Hawkins said. “I don’t know what to say about the subspace generators. We could try targeting them one at a time with a low level phaser burst or just blanketing the freighter with an EM pulse, but there’s no guarantees the subspace pockets will even exist after that.”

“I hate to say this, Captain, but we have to just destroy the freighter,” Dillon said.

“Travis! That would kill thousands of people, including your brother!” Hawkins snapped.

“You think I don’t know that,” Dillon shot back. “But we’ve got to think of the Federation first. Sulu’s basically declared war on us. We have to take him out if we can. He certainly didn’t seem to mind trying to kill us!”

“All right,” Rydell said calmingly. “I think I get both sides of the debate clearly enough.”

“So what are you going to do?” Dillon asked.

“I don’t know yet. But I’ll figure it out by the time we catch them.”



Admiral Hitori Sulu relaxed in the freighter’s command chair sipping a cup of tea (Hikaru Sulu’s favorite blend) as he sped toward his destiny. Within two weeks or possibly even just a few days (two of his officers had been arguing about exactly how long it took to get from Waystation to Earth, one implying that there was some sort of short cut that shaved days off of the trip) his Next Federation would be in place, ushering the Alpha Quadrant into an entirely new era. No longer would they be pushed around by species like the Dominion and the Borg. Yes, they would still be explorers and diplomats, but they would also once again be warriors!

And the current, weak regime could do nothing to stand in the way of the Next Federation juggernaut.

“Admiral!” Ensign H’Kex, Sulu’s Andorian tactical officer shouted. “Incoming vessel…Great Zeltzzing K’varxnix! This is impossible!”

“Stop overacting and tell me,” Sulu snapped.

“It’s the Secondprize!”

“WHAT!!!” Sulu leapt up from his chair, tossing his steaming hot tea into Lieutenant Radley’s face, sending his assistant collapsing to the floor screaming. Radley knocked into the tea cart, which promptly spilled an entire pot of the searing liquid onto the hapless officer.

Ignoring Radley’s screams, Sulu gaped at the image on the viewscreen of the rapidly approaching Excelsior-class vessel. “For once would that damn Rydell NOT screw things up for me?” Sulu scowled. “Open a channel!”

“They’re responding,” H’Kex replied.

“Admiral!” Rydell said jovially as the Secondprize bridge popped up on the viewscreen. “Fancy meeting you here.”

“I can’t begin to guess how you’ve done this, Rydell, but I’m warning you. Stay out of my way, or I’ll see to it that my fleet sends you somewhere far harder to return from…like HELL!”

“Well that’s a fine how do you do!” Rydell exclaimed, mocking hurt.

Sulu forced himself to calm down and changed his line of attack. “You’ve more than proven your worth to me, Captain Rydell. The Next Federation has need for leaders who will stop at nothing to get the job done.”

“Damn straight. I’m here to do a job right now, since you mentioned it.”

Sulu grew more panicked. “Think about this, Rydell! Think about all the people enclosed in my subspace pockets, Rydell! Are you listening to me?”

Rydell’s face was dead calm. “Hawkins, fire.”

“NO!!!!!”

At tactical, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins pressed the launch control. Two photon torpedoes streaked out of the Secondprize, sailing just on either side of the freighter. Just when Sulu thought that by some miracle Hawkins had missed, both torpedoes detonated. The resulting explosion knocked the freighter about like a toy boat on a stormy sea. Consoles across the bridge exploded, launching Next Federation officers violently in the air, several of whom landed directly on the still moaning Lieutenant Radley.



On the bridge of the Secondprize, Rydell watched with some satisfaction as explosions buffeted the freighter, knocking the vessel out of warp entirely and rendering the impulse engines non- functional.

“Get a tractor beam on it,” Rydell ordered. He turned to Commander Jaroch. “What about the subspace generators?”

Jaroch checked his sensors, a frown visible on his face.

“What is it?” Rydell asked.

“I am detecting subspace rifts and eddies forming all around the ship. It is as though subspace is leaking from the generators.”

On the viewscreen, space itself began to distort and swirl in small areas around the freighter. Those mini-distortions then began colliding, some bouncing off of each other, others merging to form larger distortions.

“The effect is building,” Jaroch said more urgently. “It could be heading to a major subspace event.”

“What the hell is a subspace event?” Hawkins demanded.

Dillon pointed at the screen. “This is why we just should have blown them up!”

All at once, a massive spherical distortion formed around the freighter, then expanded outward in almost the blink of an eye.

“Oops,” Rydell said with a weak shrug just as the Secondprize was engulfed.



TO BE CONTINUED… * The song lyrics are from the musical “Damn Yankees.”
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“You have to see it from my point of view. One second, we were fighting to save the Federation; the next, space had gone completely weird. At the time, finding out what the dog had to say seemed like a good idea.”

Captain Andrea Carr

Personal Interview, March 2406.



The bridge crew of the Secondprize reflexively shielded their eyes and screamed as the ship was sucked into the chaotic maelstrom resulting from the colliding and rippling of the one hundred plus subspace pockets stored by the generators on Admiral Sulu’s crippled freighter.

“Get it off!” Captain Alexander Rydell shouted as Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins pounded blindly on her console trying to shut off the insanity-inducing swirls, eddies, and who-knew-what-else gyrating on the Secondprize viewscreen.

Finally, the image vanished, replaced by a still frame of Rydell in full Elvis regalia caught in mid-hip swivel.

“At least you caught my good side,” Rydell commented.

“Sorry. It’s just what came up,” Hawkins said.

“Blind luck, I guess,” Rydell said, heading over to Commander Jaroch at the science console. “What the hell just happened?”

“Evidently, the shockwave from our torpedoes had a negative impact on the stability of the subspace generators lining the freighter’s hull,” Jaroch replied.

“Negative impact!” Commander Travis Dillon cried, leaping up from his chair. “We messed up space!”

“Just a little of it,” Jaroch replied. “The effect seems to be limited to a sphere approximately two kilometers in diameter.”

“That’s great and all, but just what is this effect?” Rydell asked.

“From what I can tell, subspace within this area has been distorted to the point that reality itself has ceased to remain constant. We are far enough away from the epicenter that the effects here are mild to non-existent, but the freighter is directly in the middle of several warring realities, one for each of the generators.”

“So can we get out of here?” Dillon asked.

“Possibly.”

“What kind of answer is that?”

“A safe one.”

Rydell raised his hands to silence his first officer and science officer. “We aren’t going anywhere for the moment,” he said. “Jaroch, I don’t care how you do it, but find the generator holding Waystation and get it onto this ship. After that, we can worry about Sulu’s fleet and getting ourselves out of here. In the meantime…”

Rydell trailed off as a human male, probably in his mid-twenties, wearing a striped shirt in alternating light and dark shades of green and beige pants appeared on the bridge.

“Intruder alert!” Dillon shouted.

“Who the hell are you alerting?” Hawkins asked. “I’m right here.”

“Just relax, people,” Rydell said. He turned to the newcomer. “Welcome to the USS Secondprize. Mr…?”

The man smiled brightly. “Hi! It’s me, Steve! Have you seen, Blue, my puppy?”

“You have a puppy?” Lieutenant Andrea Carr asked excitedly from the ops console. “I have one, too. Of course, she got zapped by some aliens and now talks, but…”

Before Carr could get much farther, a blue cartoon dog leapt out from under the chair to the left of the command chair, which was usually occupied by Counselor Webber, and into Steve’s arms.

“Bow roww bow bow!” Blue barked happily, then gave Steve a big lick across the face.

“Um…Jaroch?” Rydell asked confused.

“Yes. I am aware that the dog is a cartoon. As I said, reality is not quite stable.”

Dillon stepped over to Steve and Blue angrily. “We don’t have time for this. Leave this ship immediately!”

“Hmmm…,” Steve said thoughtfully, resting his chin on his fist. “That’s a tough one. I’m not really sure we can.” Steve looked out at open air, focusing on some unseen person or persons. “Do you know how we can leave?” He turned to his animated puppy. “Do you know, Blue?”

“Ro roww!!” Blue barked.

Suddenly, Blue jumped at Dillon and smacked him in the forehead with her paw, leaving a giant blue paw print behind.

“Ow!” Dillon cried, falling to the deck.

“What a great idea!” Steve said, oblivious to Dillon’s pain. “We’ll play Blue’s Clues to find out how we can leave!”



“We are gonna play Blue’s Clues

’Cause we’re out in space. YEAH!”



“Uh…how do you play that?” Carr asked, walking over as Blue ran off into a turbolift.

“I think a claw went into my eye,” Dillon wailed.

“First, we need our handy, dandy…” Steve whipped a small, spiral bound object from his pocket. “NOTEBOOK!”

“I think I’m losing blood!” Dillon screamed.

Rydell stepped over his fallen first officer to Carr, Blue, and Steve. “Lieutenant, if you want to see to our…guest here, feel free.”

“Thank you, sir!” Carr replied. She grabbed Steve by the arm and dragged him into a turbolift to chase down Blue.

For a brief moment, the bridge returned to relative calm.

“Has anyone seen my cornea?” Dillon moaned.

“Oh, get up,” Rydell snapped, giving Dillon a swift kick in the ass.



Captain Lisa Beck didn’t know quite what she was expecting to happen when Admiral Sulu ordered the subspace pocket to be activated, but she was surprised by how anti-climactic it was.

Once the generator activated, Beck and the others imprisoned with her in the cargo bay on Waystation found themselves pretty much still in the cargo bay. The floor was there. Most of the walls were there, but in certain areas, the wall had been replaced by a milky nothingness. It looked ethereal enough, but when she tried to put her hand through it, Beck found that the surface was as solid and cool to the touch as a slab of marble.

“So now what do we do?” Karina Durham demanded as Beck experimentally pressed against the opaque surface of the subspace pocket.

“I’m open to suggestions,” Beck replied.

“Dammit!” Karina shouted at no one in particular, then stormed away.

“I’m guessing she doesn’t relax well,” Lieutenant Craig Porter commented as he stepped over to Beck.

“Maybe the whole being imprisoned in an inescapable pocket of subspace without food or water thing is getting to her,” Beck said.

“Hmmm…that is a possibility,” Porter said.

“What do you think about this?” Beck asked, knocking on the perimeter of the subspace pocket.

Porter considered it for a moment. “Well, I don’t have a tricorder on me, but remember what you just said about this being inescapable?”

“Yeah.”

“You’re right.”

“Just what I wanted to hear,” Beck said flatly.

“Don’t worry, Captain. Something’s bound to happen before long.”

Porter was right. A short time later, the Secondprize caught up with the freighter and opened fire.

And then reality shifted.



On Admiral Sulu’s freighter, code-named logically enough Condor’s Aviary, reality had also gone on vacation, sending the freighter’s bridge into utter chaos as the Next Federation crew watched the consoles around them slowly transform into large piles of mud.

“Stabilize!” Sulu shouted.

“Stabilize what?” his helm officer cried.

“Shut down the subspace generators. All of them!”

“We can’t!”

Sulu looked around with impotent rage as his ship mud-ified around him. “Would somebody please do something?!?”

And then his crew obediently dissolved into piles of liquid dirt.

“Not that!” Sulu screamed just before melting into the muck himself.



Captain Rydell paced the bridge of the Secondprize expectantly as he waited for someone…anyone to come up with a plan of action. Thus far, the odds weren’t looking too good. Ensign Bill Woodville, who’d stepped in to take Lieutenant Carr’s place, and Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan were deep into a card game; although, Rydell had no idea where Sullivan had managed to stash an entire 257 card Hinalix deck and even less of an idea how they were even going to play a Betazoid card game designed for telepaths.

Lieutenant Commander Hawkins, meanwhile, had escorted Dillon back to his seat and was firmly assuring him that all of his facial bits were indeed intact and that there was not a cartoon dog running around the ship with one of Dillon’s eyes stuck on its claw.

“Captain,” Commander Jaroch said finally. “I may have something.”

“It was pretty much you or nobody,” Rydell said, jogging over to the science station. “What’s the news?”

“Uncertain at best,” Jaroch replied.

“I’ll take what I can get at this point.”

Jaroch tapped a few commands on the science console, bringing up an image of what looked like a bunch of colored bubbles pressed against each other.

“You spying on one of Counselor Webber’s bubble baths again?” Rydell asked.

“No,” Jaroch replied darkly. “And that first time was simply an error in the sensor routing protocols.”

“Uh huh. Go on.”

Jaroch’s eyes narrowed at Rydell for a moment, then the Yynsian continued. “This particular series of bubbles is actually a representation of what is outside the ship. Each bubble represents a reality field created by a subspace generator. In effect, the generators have breached reality itself and formed alternate realities within their spheres of influence.

“So Waystation is in some kind of alternate reality right now?”

“Precisely. As is each of the Next Federation vessels. The one point of uncertainty is the freighter itself. It is at the direct epicenter of the phenomena.”

“So what does that mean?” Rydell asked.

“I have no idea.”

“Great. What can we do in the meantime?”

Jaroch pulled up another image, this time of a Federation runabout. “Each reality breach will have a unique subspace phase variance as will we. Since we are in sort of a reality limbo, you might say, we have the possibility of taking a runabout into these breaches and retaining the ability to exit due to our differing phase variance.”

“So we can leave but whoever is already in the breach can’t.”

“Correct,” Jaroch said.

“It’s a start,” Rydell said, clapping Jaroch on the shoulder. “We’ll worry about the next step when we find Waystation.” Rydell turned back to the rest of his bridge crew, none of whom were paying him a bit of attention.

“I hate to interrupt,” he announced. “But we’ve got a little bit of work to do. We’re taking two runabouts…”

“I thought we only salvaged one,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan said.

“This ship already had one,” Rydell said without missing a beat. “Now then, Sullivan, you and Hawkins will take one runabout. Jaroch and I will take the other. Dillon, you have the conn.”

“What happened to boy-girl, boy-girl?” Sullivan asked.

Hawkins smirked. “He just wanted to go with Jaroch and his big, manly tricorders.”

“No insult is intended, ladies,” Rydell said as the group headed for the turbolift. He turned on Jaroch. “And don’t you get any ideas either.”

“Please do not force J’Ter to wake up and cause you great harm. He has been dormant for quite a while, and I would like to keep it that way.”

“Oooh. A threat,” Hawkins said with a glint in her eye.

Jaroch chose to ignore the comment, staring straight ahead as the doors closed and the turbolift began its descent.

Back on the bridge, Dillon quickly shifted over to the command chair and took a look around. Other than Ensign Woodville, he was the only one there.

“Where the hell is everyone?” Dillon demanded.

Ensign Woodville immediately piped up. “Well, Lieutenant Carr would normally take over helm with Lieutenant Commander Sullivan gone, but she’s chasing a dog. And Lieutenant Prescott should be at tactical, but he’s playing…er…calibrating the new phaser rifles that came in the armory when we took over this ship. And do we even have a back up science officer?”

“I think Jaroch was training Carr’s dog,” Dillon replied. He leaned back in the command chair, tapping his fingers on the arm rest in annoyance. “Well isn’t this just great,” he groused.

“We could play cards,” Woodville offered.

Dillon glared at him. “We are responsible for the safety of this entire ship. I take that duty very seriously, and I resent the fact that you would even suggest…” Dillon trailed off, looking at the cards again. “Well, maybe just one game.”



Lieutenant Carr had to admit that, at first, she’d had no idea how she and Steve were going to keep track of one cartoon dog on a ship the size of the Secondprize, but Steve had an almost sixth sense about where Blue was heading at any particular moment.

Beyond that, though, he seemed a dumb as a rock. He would continually look off into nothingness and say things like, “I can see I’m really going to need your help today” or “Now we need to ride in this…this…what is it? Turbolift! That’s right. Wow. You’re really smart!” As to who this “you” was, Carr didn’t have a clue. And just to top things off, Steve continued to sing.



“We are looking for Blue’s clues,

We are looking for Blue’s clues.

Wonder where they are.”



Steve finally entered a room on Deck Eight with Carr following close behind. The room’s sky blue walls gave her a big hint as to where they’d ended up: Counselor Webber’s office.

“Hi there!” Webber said happily from atop the step stool she was using to paste some puffy clouds onto the wall. “Like my new office?”

“It’s…big,” Carr said, looking around.

“I know! I love it! I worried that this whole switching ships thing would be really traumatic, but I think it’s worked out really well.”

“For you at least,” Carr replied.

“Well, if I’m not happy, how can I counsel anyone else? Speaking of, did you and…your friend need my services?”

Steve stepped forward and waved excitedly. “Hi. It’s me, Steve! Have you seen Blue, my puppy?”

Webber thought for a moment. “Um…your dog wouldn’t be a cartoon would it?” she asked.

“Yes it is,” Carr said. “Long story.”

“Oh. I thought it was just a hallucination from the fumes from this glue,” Webber said, holding up the glue bottle. On it was a large, blue paw print.

“A clue! A clue!” Steve cried. “You know what we need? Our handy, dandy…NOTEBOOK!” Steve whipped out his notebook, pulled the crayon out of the spiral binding, and started to draw the glue bottle as Webber edged over to Carr.

“Is he okay?” Webber whispered.

“I think this is normal for him,” Carr replied. “But we’ve got to go. There are two more clues to find!”

“Clues to what?” Webber asked. Steve put the notebook back in his pocket and raced toward the exit.

“Long story!” Carr called as she chased after Steve.

“Hmmm…maybe I should be spending more time up on the bridge after all,” Webber thought. She shrugged, then returned to hanging up her happy little clouds.



The room around Captain Beck and the others shifted, forming itself into a swanky ballroom as everyone inside found themselves dressed in tuxedos and elegant evening gowns. Before Beck could even remark on the turn of events, she wasn’t quite herself anymore.

“So, the Countess Von Beck has decided to grace us with her presence,” Porter said, a cigarette pinched between his fingers. “I thought after the death of your father, you would have learned enough to stay away from Wayside City.”

Beck produced a cigarette of her own, this one mounted in the end of a long, black cigarette holder. “You underestimate my resources, Mister Porter. Just because my father is gone does not mean I’m alone.”

“Ha! You’re bluffing. PorterCorp will take control of your holdings before the end of the month.”

“Not if he has anything to say about it,” Beck replied, pointing at the male figure silhouetted in the doorway.

“Who is that?” Porter demanded.

“He’s…” <dramatic pause>

“…my husband!”

DUM DUM DUMMMMMM!



A swirling bluish-gray mass of pulsating subspace eddies and currents met the Runabouts Chickahominy and Patapsco as they sailed out of the Secondprize’s shuttlebay.

Commander Jaroch had already given each team a flight plan so that, by the end, they would have entered each and every one of the reality breaches filling the region ahead of them.

Sullivan and Hawkins in the Chickahominy sped ahead to their first target as Rydell, flying the recently-renamed Patapsco (Before it had been named the Condor-471/2 by the former Next Federation crew of the ship) took a more cautious approach to their first reality breach.

“Anything I need to know before we head in?” Rydell asked as the runabout approached the barrier.

“A great many things, I imagine,” Jaroch replied without looking up from the sensors. “Unfortunately, I do not have any further information to give you.”

“Guess we’ll be winging it then.”

“When do we not?”

“Good point,” Rydell said as he pushed the runabout into the first breach. They immediately ground to a halt as the ship was completely surrounded by some kind of greenish gelatinous substance. “What the hell?”

“Scanning,” Jaroch said.

“There’s a ship out there!” Rydell said, pointing at a Nebula-class vessel in the distance which was equally stuck.

“It is Jello,” Jaroch reported finally.

“What?”

“This entire reality is made of lime-flavored Jello, except for us, of course, and the Next Federation ship out there.”

Rydell craned his neck to see out the upper part of the viewport. “Wait. Is that a cucumber slice? Gross! Let’s get out of here.”

“Reverse course. The phase variance should allow us to slip out with ease,” Jaroch said.

“Thank the great bird,” Rydell muttered, slipping back into his seat. The two officers were quiet for a moment as the runabout reversed through the Jello.

“Jaroch…” Rydell said finally.

“Yes, sir.”

“What do you think of Karina?”

“Karina Durham? I would say that she is an intelligent woman who has chosen a rather unseemly occupation…assuming she is still alive, of course.” Jaroch immediately realized what he’d just said.

“I am sorry. I should have realized that your zeal to reach Waystation had to do with a bit more than rescuing Captain Beck and her crew.”

Rydell smiled weakly. “It’s okay. And I am thinking about Beck and the others, but I have to believe that Karina made it to Waystation somehow. She’s been on her own for too long to let some halfwits from the Next Federation blow her out of space.”

“Then making for the moment the assumption that she is still alive, why do you care what I think of her?”

“I don’t know really. I was just thinking about…I don’t know. Don’t worry about it.” Rydell turned his attention back to the runabout controls.

“I am certainly no expert on relationships,” Jaroch said after a moment. “However, you and Miss Durham appear to be a good fit. She makes you happy. Beyond that, there is little I can say.”

“Thanks, Jaroch,” Rydell said. “Sometimes I just need someone to come out and say what I should already know.”

“Then I am happy to state the obvious for you.”



Lieutenant Commander Sullivan banked the runabout into another hard turn, narrowly avoiding another oncoming obstacle.

“This isn’t reality!” Hawkins protested. “Let me start shooting!”

“No!” Sullivan shot back, just as another pterodactyl soared by, its Neanderthal rider waving a meaty fist at them. “I can handle it.”

“Wait! There’s another ship,” Hawkins said, pointing at the tactical readout. “Akira class. They’re stuck in some kind of tar pit and…ooooh.”

“What?”

“I think a woolly mammoth just took a dump on their saucer.”

“That’s it. It’s not Waystation, so we’re getting out of here,” Sullivan said, whipping the runabout around and zipping in and out of the prehistoric rush hour traffic toward the exit of this particular breach.

A roar shook the runabout, forcing Sullivan to climb sharply to avoid the snapping jaws of a giant tyrannosaurus. “Damn. That’s worse than Scott’s snoring,” Sullivan said. A moment later, space…well, a swirly mass of subspace actually, opened ahead of them as they exited the breach.

“Emily,” Hawkins said after a moment of silence.

“Yeah?”

“Does Scott ever drive you nuts?”

“What kind of nuts are you talking about?” Sullivan replied with a glint in her eye.

“The bad kind.”

“Oh. Yeah. All the time. You do remember that little breakup we had. We barely spoke for almost two years.”

“But now you’re married to him.”

Sullivan put the runabout on auto-pilot for a moment and turned to face Hawkins. “Where’s this going, Patricia?”

Hawkins shifted as though the subject was making her uncomfortable. “It’s just…well…Travis has just been more annoying than usual lately. I don’t know if he’s changed or maybe I just can’t tolerate his quirks anymore.”

“Quirks? Is that what we’re calling them now?”

“Emily!”

“Sorry.”

“I’m being serious here. I really don’t know if Travis is who I want to be with anymore.”

“I can’t pretend to understand Travis Dillon, but the fact is that you two have been together for close to four years now.”

Hawkins’ eyes widened. “Has it been that long?”

“Yep. And I know that you wouldn’t have put up with him for this long if he didn’t have something that you loved about him. Whether or not that something is still there, I can’t say. People change. You change. Maybe he’s not the one anymore, but you owe it to yourself to find out and soon.”

Hawkins was about to reply when Sullivan cut her off. “But don’t take that as meaning that you should just up and leave him. If there’s one thing I’ve learned from years of putting up with Scott, it’s that relationship aren’t all sweetness and light. If it’s worth having, it’s worth working for.”

Hawkins thought for a moment. “I’m not sure where this leaves me.”

“Can’t help you there,” Sullivan replied, steering the runabout into the next reality breach. “You need to figure that out on your own.”

“Thanks,” Hawkins said as the universe changed around the runabout. She stared out the front viewport. “Is that a chicken?”

“I think so.”

“Why is it wearing leather?”

“I don’t even want to know.”



Ensign Woodville leaned forward in the chair to left of the command chair and considered the eighteen cards in his hand as Commander Dillon idly shifted his cards around from one position to the next. Woodville’s favorite Bergman film, “The Seventh Seal” had a scene of a knight playing chess with death. Woodville wondered if playing cards with a Dillon came close…probably not on a philosophical level. After several moments of careful thought, Woodville realized that Hinalix was probably far simpler when you could read your opponent’s mind to see what cards they had.

He finally set down a green quelk and a purple buobel and looked at Dillon. Dillon, meanwhile, was busy staring off into space.

“Your move, sir,” Woodville said finally.

“I think I’m going to do it,” Dillon proclaimed.

“It would make the game go faster.”

Dillon glared at him. “Not that! Marriage!”

Woodville gulped nervously. “Um…I don’t know you that well and…”

“Not you! Patricia!”

“Oh thank goodness.”

Dillon’s eyes narrowed. “What does that mean? You think I’m not good enough for you?”

The ensign frantically looked around, hoping to see some way out of this. Fortunately, Dillon gave it to him.

“Never mind that,” Dillon continued. “I’m trying to talk to you about something important here.”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

“I would hope you are. Now the simple fact is Lieutenant Commander Hawkins and I have been together for almost four years now. It’s probably time we took the next step.”

“You mean marriage.”

“Of course I mean marriage! Have you been paying attention at all?”

“Paying attention to what?” Lieutenant Robert Prescott asked as he stepped out of the turbolift onto the bridge.

“How about paying attention to when you’re supposed to be on the bridge?” Dillon fumed, turning on the back-up tactical officer.

“I was detained,” Prescott said.

“Sure you were. Get to your posts!”

Woodville quickly scrambled back to ops as Commander Dillon settled deeper into the command chair to mull over his potential engagement.



Panting for breath, Carr chased the seemingly-tireless Steve around the Secondprize’s secondary hull. Finally, he raced through a set of large double doors, causing Carr to skid to a halt.

Engineering.

The damn fool had gone into Engineering.

Commander Baird was going to eat him alive.

“Steve, NO!” Carr cried, rushing in after him. Her eyes immediately locked on Commander Scott Baird, who looked absolutely furious. The big question was whether he was mad about the uninvited guests in his domain or the giant blue paw print smack dab in the middle of his intermix chamber.

“A clue! A CLUE!” Steve shouted.

“Oh, I’ll give you a f***ing clue, you f***ing piece of freaky-ass space trash!” Baird said, mashing his hand into a fist.

“Commander, don’t!” Carr exclaimed, diving between Baird and Steve. For his part, Steve hadn’t seemed to notice that anything was amiss. He already had his handy, dandy notebook out and was sketching frantically.

“Hmm…” Steve pondered. “What do you think glue and a matter-antimatter intermix chamber have to do with what Blue is trying to tell us?”

Carr gaped at him. “Here’s a question, how the do you even know the words matter-antimatter intermix chamber?”

Steve thought for a moment. “Gee. I don’t know. Maybe we should ask Blue when we catch up with her.” His face brightened. “Maybe we could even play Blue’s Clues to find out how I know!”

“We can talk about that later,” Carr said, urging Steve toward the exit.

“Yeah. Now let’s talk about the f***ing paw print on my f***ing warp core!” Baird said angrily, pointing behind him.

Carr looked. “Um…what paw print?” she asked innocently. Baird whirled around. The paw print was gone.

“How the f***!”

“Gotta run!” Carr said, quickly grabbing Steve’s arm and dragging him out of Engineering.



“Your husband!” Craig Porter exclaimed as the other guests at the cocktail party gasped in shock.

“Yes,” Countess Von Beck said defiantly. “And he will see to it that your designs on my holdings fail miserably.”

“I will not step aside so easily.”

“Oh, I think you will,” Beck said. She waved to the man silhouetted in the doorway. “Come over here…SLEDGE.”

Porter drew back as though he’d been slapped.

“NO!”

“YES!”

“You couldn’t!”

“I did.”

“You…”

“Yes!”

“You married…”

“Yes!”

“MY EVIL TWIN!!!”

DUM DUM DUMMMMMM!!!!!



After searching several more breaches and one narrow escape from a reality where ordinary cars and trucks transformed into massive, heavily-armed robots, Rydell steered the Runabout Patapsco into yet another in a seemingly-endless series of warped dimensions.

Considering that he’d braced himself for the worst, Rydell was pleasantly surprised to enter this new breach and see absolutely nothing.

“Jaroch?” he asked as the Yynsian science officer pored over his sensor readouts.

“We appear to be nowhere,” Jaroch replied.

“Oh that helps.”

“I am detecting two massive objects dead ahead. Both are of the general configuration of Waystation.”

Rydell slammed the runabout to full impulse before Jaroch’s words even faded from the air. The captain wasn’t sure why there were two of them, but, considering the weirdness they’d experienced so far, it wasn’t all that surprising.

“I have a third sensor contact,” Jaroch reported. “A massive humanoid on a direct course for the two other objects.”

“Hold on. You already said the objects were massive. Is this humanoid just as massive?”

“Far more so.”

“Lovely,” Rydell muttered.

Through the viewport, he could see the two objects growing closer. One was indeed Waystation, its lights and beacons still shining through the blackness. The other object…well, it was just a giant metal thing shaped like Waystation, complete with two saucers connected by a long tube.

Then Rydell got a look at the approaching humanoid, a truly huge, muscle-bound thing far far larger than Waystation or its doppleganger who was dressed in some sort of blue one-piece spandex outfit. Suddenly, the reality of this reality dawned on him.

“Dumbbells,” he muttered.

“Who exactly are you referring to?” Jaroch asked.

“Not a who. Them!” Rydell said, pointing out the viewport at Waystation and its double. “He’s going to use them as dumbbells!”

Sure enough, the large creature leaned down, wrapped an extra-meaty hand around the connecting tube of Waystation and the duplicate, then started doing curls.

Jaroch stared in stunned silence at this truly ludicrous turn of events. Only the movement of Rydell getting up from his chair shook him out of it. As Jaroch watched, Rydell pulled a phaser rifle and tricorder out of the ship’s supply locker.

“What are you doing?” Jaroch asked.

“What does it look like? I’m beaming over. Now where’s Captain Beck?”

Jaroch checked his sensors. “I am not reading any standard Starfleet commbadges; however, there are approximately 30 life-signs aboard as well as several subspace disturbances.”

“Sulu must have pocketed the crew. Go get the Chickahominy. We may need backup.”

“You cannot go over there alone,” Jaroch protested.

“Actually, yes, I can,” Rydell said as he programmed the transporter. “Contact me when you get back.”

Before Jaroch could say another word, Rydell vanished in the blue cascade of the transporter.



Starfleet Square Mall was deserted as Captain Rydell materialized outside of Dillon’s Supply Depot, which was pretty much why he’d decided to beam in there. He could feel slight jolts as the station’s inertial dampeners struggled to compensate for the weight-lifting giant outside. While holding his phaser rifle in his left arm, he pulled the tricorder out of his pocket and flipped it open. Six life-signs were nearby, but they seemed to be stationary. With any luck, Rydell would be able to get the drop on them before they knew what was happening.

He followed the readings on the tricorder to the outside of the Ic’hasssssst V’kelsnet Andorian Restaurant, an odd fact considering that none of the readings were Andorian. Maybe the Next Federation was using it as their base of operations on this level.

Rydell crouched below the restaurant’s picture window, then cautiously poked his head up and peered inside. There were six Next Federation officers in there all right, but this definitely wasn’t their base. All six of them, five men and one woman, had been strung up, suspended by their wrists, each rotating as the group revolved around an industrial strength cooking unit.

Resting his rifle on his shoulder, Rydell casually strolled into the restaurant, then pulled up a chair to watch the show. All six of the officers were almost unconscious, but one finally opened his weary eyes enough to see Rydell.

“Help…us,” he croaked.

“Those Andorian booby-traps can be pretty nasty, huh? Nice of Ih’mad not to kill you first; of course, he does like the food to be fresh.”

“Please…”

“I know. You’re roasting over there. Coming along nicely too, by the looks of it.”

A series of tubes in the ceiling suddenly squirted basting juice down on the captured officers, eliciting a series of pained groans.

“We surrender,” the officer pleaded. “Please get us down!”

“Not a problem,” Rydell said with a broad grin. He aimed the rifle in the officers’ general direction. “Hmmm…who’s feeling the most done?”

More groans.

“How about you?” Rydell said, firing a blast that severed the ropes holding a young ensign, who promptly fell to the ground and rolled away from the heating element. “Feeling better?”

“Water…”

“Sure. I’d be happy to help you out with that, but I need something from you first.”

“Anything.”

“I thought you might say that. Where’s the crew?”

“Here…ops…other places.”

“Wrong crew, big guy,” Rydell said. “The Waystation crew.”

The ensign looked back at the other officers for guidance. All of them nodded their heads as emphatically as they could. “Cargo Bays. Captain Beck is in the generator in Cargo Bay 7.”

“Now that wasn’t so hard was it?”



Following another turbolift ride, Steve and Lieutenant Carr tore out onto the bridge at full speed. Commander Dillon was already out of the command chair and glaring furiously at the door to Captain Rydell’s ready room.

Blue had evidently been there.

Dillon turned on Steve and Carr, his breath ragged. “Get…that…DOG!” he seethed.

“Yes, sir,” Carr said quickly, leading Steve into the captain’s ready room. Blue was nowhere in sight.

“That’s odd,” Carr said, peering around the empty room. She poked her head into the bathroom just to make sure Blue wasn’t there.

“Hmm…” Steve said, resting his chin on his fist. “Are you sure that Blue came in here?”

“Where else would she go?” Carr asked and then realized Steve was talking to his unseen audience again and not to her.

While Steve paced the room, she sat down on the sofa and idly fidgeted with the captain’s model of the Secondprize. A hint of blue caught her eye. She squinted at the model’s deflector dish. Sure enough, there was a tiny blue paw print there.

“A clue!” she exclaimed, jumping up off the sofa, model in hand.

“Oh!” Steve said excitedly. “A deflector dish! You know what that means? It’s time for our handy, dandy NOTEBOOK!”

He sketched the deflector dish on the page after his drawing of the intermix chamber while Carr sat back on the sofa and tried to put the pieces together in her head. All of a sudden, Blue jumped out from under Rydell’s desk and into her lap.

“Roww ro rowwww!” Blue barked excited.

“That’s right, Blue,” Steve said. “We now have three clues.” He froze for a moment, his eyes almost bugging out of his skull. “Did you hear that? We have all three clues! That means it’s time for our THINKING CHAIR!”

He and Blue ran out of the ready room, with Carr close on her heels.

“What now?” Dillon groused from the command chair…and then he wasn’t sitting there anymore. Somehow he blipped back behind the tactical console and hit the deck with a thud as Steve leapt into the vacated center seat.

Ignoring Dillon’s protests, Carr sat down in the first officer’s seat beside Steve.

Steve opened his notebook and spoke earnestly toward the viewscreen. “Okay. Let’s look at the clues. We have glue…” Steve’s glue sketch leapt off the page and danced just above his head. “…a matter-antimatter intermix chamber…” The warp core sketched joined the glue sketch in a rousing watusi. “…and a deflector dish.” And now three sketches danced.

Steve continued on as if dancing sketches were an everyday occurrence for him. “Now how does Blue think we can leave with these items? Hmmm… Well what if we glued the deflector dish to the warp core and made it into kind of a hang glider?”

“NO!” Dillon cried rushed back to the front of the bridge.

“Please, sir,” Carr said. “We’re thinking.”

“That’s why we’re in our Thinking Chair,” Steve added.

“That’s MY chair!” Dillon screamed.

“Hold on!” Carr exclaimed suddenly. “What if we somehow channeled energy from the warp core through the deflector dish to glue subspace back together!”

“ROWWW ROWWW ROWWWWWW!” Blue howled, nodding her head emphatically.

“That’s it!” Steve said happily. “We just figured out Blue’s Clues!”



“We just figured out Blue’s Clues,

’Cause we’re really smart. Yeah!”



“Carr to Baird.”

“I don’t have your f***ing dog,” Baird’s voice snapped back.

“No, sir. We know how to get out of here.”

“Oh do tell,” Baird said unenthusiastically.

“We just need to channel warp energy through the deflector dish to glue subspace back together.”

“Uh huh. Sure,” Baird said. “Did the dog or the geek in the striped shirt tell you…” The Chief Engineer suddenly trailed off. “F*** me! That might work. I’ll get back to you. Engineering out.”

“What do you think, sir?” Carr asked Dillon, feeling a bit smug.

“I think you’re both in my chairs,” Dillon said.

“Spoil sport.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”



After securing the Next Federation officers in Waystation’s brig, Captain Rydell descended to Deck 56. So far, things had gone extraordinarily well. Evidently the few Next Federation officers on board were too busy dealing with the massive weightlifter outside to notice that an additional life-sign had beamed on board.

As another jolt rocked the station, Rydell cautiously stepped out of the turbolift on Deck 56. The corridor was deserted, but he could hear voices around the corner…at least four of them.

He lowered himself onto his belly and peered around the corner into a corridor lined with large sets of double doors. The cargo bays! Each door was being “guarded” by one Next Federation officer; although, they seemed far more concerned about gabbing with each other than looking for any possible intruders.

Sliding his rifle aside, Rydell pulled out two of the hand phasers he’d confiscated from the Next Federation officers in the Andorian Restaurant and took careful aim at the two guards farthest away from him.

For the former Academy sharpshooting champ, the next few moments were practically effortless. Rydell fired, one phaser in each hand, dropping the two farthest guards. As expected, the remaining pair turned away from Rydell to see what had happened to their comrades. They found out a microsecond later when stun blasts slammed into their backs.

The pair managed to turn around, shocked looks on their faces, and see Rydell climbing to his feet just before they collapsed to the deck.

“Good night. Thanks for playing,” Rydell said with a smile and wave as they lost consciousness.



A torrent of water splashed against the viewport of the Runabout Chickahominy prompting a startled cry from Lieutenant Commander Sullivan. Another splash hit.

“He’s drooling on us!” Hawkins shouted, holding onto her chair for dear life as the runabout was turned all sorts of uncomfortable directions. Out the viewport, a giant baby head came into view as the mega-infant which currently had the runabout locked in his grip moved to stick the ship in his mouth.

“I told you we shouldn’t have stayed this long,” Sullivan said.

“We had to see who was in here,” Hawkins retorted. The “who” turned out to be an Ambassador class starship which now lay in pieces on the floor of this giant nursery. It’s nacelles had been ripped off and thoroughly gnawed on while the saucer was coated in some kind of pudding-like substance.

“We’re going in!” Sullivan cried, covering her eyes with her hands.

“Sorry, baby,” Hawkins said, slamming her hand down on the fire control. A photon torpedo sailed ahead into the baby’s mouth. Reflexively, the child swallowed it. A split-second later, he dropped the runabout like a hot potato and started to gag.

“GO!” Hawkins screamed as the mega-infant heaved outside.

“Going!” Sullivan replied, frantically hitting controls as she realized what was about to happen.

The Chickahominy sailed to safety just moments before a flood of vomit erupted from the baby like some kind of fleshy volcano and spilled everywhere. The fallen Ambassador class ship was caught in the resulting wave and tossed violently against the wall.

Before the baby could recover its wits enough to look for its escaped toy, Sullivan sped the Chickahominy out of the breach into the subspace chaos beyond. Immediately, the runabout’s comm system began to flash.

“Chickahominy here,” Hawkins said, activating the comm.

“Jaroch here. The captain and I have located Waystation. Please join me immediately.”

“You? Where’s the captain?” Hawkins demanded.

“Already on board the station. He insisted on going alone.”

“We’re on our way,” Hawkins said, closing the channel as Sullivan altered course.



Inside Cargo Bay 7 but an entire reality away from Captain Rydell, Bradley Dillon handed a glass of champagne to Karina Durham.

“You look stunning, my dear,” Bradley said, clinking his glass against hers. Karina immediately noticed the sorrow in his voice.

“Bradley, darling, what is it?”

“Nothing, Karina.”

“No! Something is wrong. You must tell me.”

Bradley placed the back of his hand against his forehead dramatically. “I wanted to protect you from this, dearest.”

“What is it?”

“I…”

“Yes?”

“I’ve been diagnosed with a brain tumor. I have 6 weeks to live.”

“NO!” Karina cried, clutching her stomach.

“I’m so sorry, darling. I’ve seen all the best doctors. There’s nothing they can do.”

Karina looked at him, tears welling in her eyes. “But you can’t go.”

“I have no choice.”

“But Bradley…”

“Yes?”

“But darling!”

“Yes???”

“I’M PREGNANT!”

DUM DUM DUMMMMM!



One of the little things about command that Dillon hated (and there were very few things that he hated about being in command) was waiting, particularly when there was absolutely nothing for him to do in the interim. Ensign Woodville’s cards had conveniently vanished, leaving Dillon only the slideshow of candid crew shots going by on the viewscreen. Carr, meanwhile, was hunched over the helm console, monitoring Commander Baird’s progress in Engineering.

At long last, Commander Baird stepped out of the turbolift, almost tripping over Steve and Blue, who were sitting on the floor rolling around with each other.

“What the hell?” Baird snapped.

“Roww roww!” Blue cried, smacking a paw down on Baird’s boot and leaving a print.

Steve’s eyes widened. “What a great idea! We can play Blue’s Clues to find out what the hell!”

“NO!” Dillon and Carr shouted. “Not again!”

“Whatever,” Baird muttered. He leaned over, snatched a bit of Steve’s shirt, then used it to wipe the offending paw print off his boot.

Dillon looked at him expectantly. “Well…”

“What?” Baird said.

“I assume there’s a reason you’re up here.”

Baird ignored Dillon and walked over to Carr. “It’s ready.”

“Great!” Carr said excitedly, jumping up from her seat and running back to the tactical console. “I’ll tell the captain!”

Dillon glared back at her, steam almost billowing out of his ears. “Hello! We have a chain of command here!” he said.

“Why should she waste the time asking you to order her to do the obvious?” Baird demanded. “Just let her send the f***ing comm.”

“Fine!” Dillon plopped back down in the command chair to pout as Carr tried to open a channel to the Patapsco. Commander Jaroch responded a moment later.

“Where’s Captain Rydell?” Dillon demanded, butting in before Carr could even tell Jaroch why she’d commed.

“He is attempting to single-handedly liberate Waystation, if you must know,” Jaroch replied. “But I assume you have not contacted us for that.”

“We have a plan,” Carr said.

“Congratulations,” Jaroch said flatly. “What has that to do with me?”

“Carr came up with a way to seal the breaches,” Commander Baird said.

“I see. Was the cartoon dog somehow involved in this?”

“Well…yeah,” Carr said hesitantly. Unless Carr’s ears were deceiving her, the Yynsian sighed.

“Very well. What is this plan?”

“We’re going to fire a pulse from the deflector dish at the freighter,” Baird explained. “It should seal the breaches and return us to normal space. You can see the down side, though.”

“Of course.”

“What down side?” Dillon demanded.

“Well, Admiral Sulu will be able to de-pocket his fleet,” Carr said.

Dillon winced, visualizing the Secondprize going down in flames…again. “Oh no. That’s not good.”

“I take it you wish us to somehow seize control of the freighter before you activate the pulse,” Jaroch said.

“Um…yes, sir,” Carr said hesitantly. “Otherwise…”

“No need to justify it any further,” Jaroch interrupted. “I have Lieutenant Commanders Sullivan and Hawkins flying beside me. We will retrieve the captain and take the freighter. Jaroch out.”

“So what do we do next in this great plan of yours?” Dillon asked pointedly.

“Well, I guess we wait,” Carr said.

“Damn! I just KNEW you were going to say that!” Dillon grumbled, settling in deeper into the command chair.



Having had a little bit of experience with subspace generators, Captain Rydell knew pretty much what to expect when he opened the doors to Cargo Bay 7. Sure enough, a lone meter-cubed device sat blinking innocently in the middle of the otherwise empty room.

Looking closer, Rydell realized that the air around the generator seemed to be rippling. It was evidently experiencing, to a lesser degree, some of the same reality breaching that was occurring outside.

Rydell experimentally poked one of his confiscated hand phasers through the edge of the ripple effect. Immediately, the end of the phaser elongated and morphed into the end of a black cane. He continued reaching forward until the cane touched the generator. It seemed solid enough, much to Rydell’s relief.

Using the cane as an extension of his arm, he typed in the commands to deactivate the subspace generator. The rippling intensified, threatening to completely consume Rydell, then suddenly vanished into the generator. A moment later, Rydell found himself surrounded by several very disoriented Waystation personnel and Karina Durham.

Rydell spotted her instantly and had her scooped up in his arms before she even registered her new surroundings. At first Karina tried to fight off the lips pressing against hers, then melted into Rydell as she realized who was holding her.

After several long moments, the pair finally parted lips, but still held onto each other, unwilling to risk the other slipping away.

“Hi there,” Rydell said softly, brushing Karina’s hair out of her face.

“I was wondering how long it’d take you to turn up,” she replied with a smile.

“I could leave again if that’s going to be your attitude,” Rydell said playfully.

Karina’s arms wrapped around his neck more tightly. “Don’t you dare.”

“Ahem,” Captain Beck said from behind Rydell. “I know I’m killing the romance here, but I’d really like to know what’s going on with my station.”

“Slave driver,” Rydell replied, looking over his shoulder. He turned back to Karina. “Don’t you go anywhere.”

“Not a chance,” she said. She kissed him once more, then reluctantly let him go.

“Okay,” Rydell said, switching to command mode. “There are thirty Next Federation officers on board. I’ve taken care of ten of them, but ops, engineering, and a few other key areas are still occupied. The rest of the Waystation crew are still in subspace pockets in the surrounding cargo bays.”

“Well, we’ve already got them outnumbered,” Beck said, looking around at the crew surrounding them.

Rydell handed Beck and Lieutenant Commander Porter the hand phasers he’d taken from the Next Federation officers in the Andorian restaurant. “There are four more outside.”

“It’s a start,” Beck said, checking the phaser setting.

“Jaroch to Rydell,” Rydell’s commbadge barked suddenly.

Rydell tapped the insignia on his chest. “Go ahead.”

“I have returned with our back-up.”

“Good man. I’ve released Captain Beck, a good portion of her crew, and one Karina Durham.”

“I am relieved to hear that, sir.”

Rydell smiled. “Not as much as I am.”

“No doubt.”

“We’re going to be making a pit stop at the armory, then go rampaging through the station blasting any Next Fed we see. Wanna come? It’ll be fun.”

“Again, no doubt. However, our presence has been requested at a different engagement.” Jaroch quickly filled Rydell in on Carr’s plan.

Rydell turned to Beck and Karina. “Looks like there’s been a slight change in my social calendar. Karina knows how to shut down the other generators.” Rydell tossed the phaser rifle to Karina. “Have fun ladies.”

“You know it,” Beck said. She moved away, barking orders to her crew as he went.

Rydell looked at Karina apologetically. He opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off. “I know. I’m more help here,” she said. “Just be careful.”

“I always am. I’ll be back for you in no time.”

“You’d better.”

“Jaroch, energize,” Rydell said. Karina watched Rydell dematerialize, then joined Beck and the others.



“All right,” Captain Rydell said as the two runabouts hovered over the fore section of the freighter. “We’ll all beam onto the bridge, each of us into a different corner. If anyone moves, stun ’em. As soon as we have the bridge, we’ll seal it off from the rest of the ship and see about incapacitating the rest of the crew.”

“There probably won’t be any sort of intruder defense system,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said over the commline open between the two runabouts. “That means no anesthezine.”

“We’ll deal with it when we get there,” Rydell said as he and Jaroch grabbed phaser rifles and headed to the transporter padd at the rear of the cockpit. Jaroch quickly typed in the coordinates. “Energize on three. One…two…three…”

Rydell and Jaroch dematerialized, reappearing a moment later on the freighter’s bridge…or what used to be the bridge anyway. At the moment, it looked more like every maid’s nightmare…and not a soul was in sight.

“Well maybe we won’t need to worry about the crew after all,” Rydell said, stepping slowly through the foot thick layer of mud on the floor.

Under the mud, something stirred. Actually, it was a lot of somethings.

The mud all around the Secondprize crewmembers bubbled and churned as Rydell and the others gathered in the center of the bridge, back to back, rifles at the ready.

Shapes rose out of the mud, gradually taking somewhat humanoid shape. Rydell stared closely at one in particular.

“Sulu?”

A mouth opened on the shape in question, mud dripping into it. “Kill them!” A horrifying voice that was Sulu’s but amplified hundreds of times bellowed. Suddenly, solid arms of mud grew at the Secondprize away team from all sides.



The explanation for the occasional jolting of the deck under Captain Beck’s feet had come as a bit of a shock to her. Rydell could have had the decency to mention that her station was being curled repeatedly by some giant before running off. Porter had accessed the sensors from an auxiliary terminal inside one of the cargo bays leading to that discovery and the far more comforting fact that there were only five Next Federation officers in ops.

So far, no one seemed to have noticed that Beck and company had been freed and were now well armed. That was just fine with her. At that very moment, she, Porter, and three other security officers were ascending toward ops while other teams led by the recently-freed Commander Walter Morales, Lieutenant Sean Russell, and Colonel Martin Lazlo fanned out across the station to retake what was rightfully theirs.

Even as the turbolift slowed at ops, Beck could hear shouting from the other side of the door.

“Fire!”

“Still nothing!”

“How is that possible?”

“I don’t know! It’s just not working! The weapons are just dead!”

Beck typed in a couple of quick commands on the turbolift control pad, preventing the doors from opening and giving her a moment to check over her phaser. It was dead, too.

“Great. I guess this is the ‘no phasers’ reality up here,” Porter muttered.

“We may not be able to shoot them, but we can still use them as weapons,” Beck said.

“Batter up,” Porter remarked as Beck opened the lift doors. The five Waystation crewmembers stormed out onto the bridge, quickly fanning out to take on a Next Federation officer.

Beck rushed Hueffen, the cocky Nordic woman who’d imprisoned Beck and the others in the subspace pocket in the first place. “Oh I was SO hoping you’d be here,” Beck said.

“And I’m pretty happy to see you, too,” Lieutenant Commander Porter said, focusing an angry glare on Lieutenant Aaron Stanton, who was cowering by the tactical console. Stanton had every reason to be worried. It was his betrayal that had allowed the Next Federation to take over Waystation in the first place.

“Save a few whacks for me, Craig,” Beck said, just before swinging her rifle at Hueffen.

The rifle smashed into the side of Hueffen’s head…and snapped in two. Beck looked at the remaining half she held in her hand. “Wood!” she exclaimed. The other Waystation officers had made similar discoveries. The Next Federation officers took advantage of the Waystation crew’s surprise to mount an offensive of their own.

Stanton picked Porter up with surprising strength and tossed him against the nearby tactical console. He crashed right through it, revealing it to be nothing more than a bunch of thin plywood. Now it was the Stanton’s turn to be surprised. Porter scrambled out of the damaged console, lifted the entire thing, and flung it at Stanton. That much wood slamming into his skull was enough to send Stanton collapsing to the deck unconscious.

“I told you to save some for me!” Beck protested.

“Sorry,” Porter replied, giving Stanton a swift kick just to make sure he was really out.

Hueffen made a move to attack Beck but before she got an inch, she was yanked back by her hair as Beck latched onto the back of the Nordic woman’s head and slammed it against the science console. After three more hits, Hueffen slumped to the deck, her senseless head stuck in a hole bashed in the console.

Seeing that they were now outnumbered five to three, the remaining Next Federation officers wisely surrendered. Beck’s security officers escorted them into the turbolift in wrist binders, leaving Beck and Porter alone in what was left of ops.

Neither officer spoke for several seconds.

“Wow. It looked so realistic,” Porter remarked finally.

“Magic of the movies, Craig,” Beck replied.

“I just hope it goes back to normal whenever Captain Rydell gets this mess straightened out.”

“No kidding. I’d feel pretty ridiculous barking orders in a room made of plywood and cardboard.”



“Phasers on stun!” Rydell ordered, blasting aside an oncoming mud tentacle. “These are…were people.”

“Fine, but what do we stun?” Sullivan demanded. “The mud’s everywhere.”

“Get to the generator controls. I will handle this,” Jaroch said, his voice straining. Rydell whipped around to face his science officer. There was a look in the Yynsian’s eyes that Rydell hadn’t seen in a long time. J’Ter was coming.

Hawkins got off a wide-beam shot, deflecting several of the approaching mud appendages. “You are not staying here alone!”

Jaroch suddenly let out a battle cry of such ferocity that the attacking mud creatures froze in fear.

“NO ONE TELLS A PRINCE WHAT HE WILL AND WILL NOT DO, PUNY MORTAL!” Jaroch/J’Ter bellowed.

“Oh can the puny mortal crap,” Hawkins snapped as the mud creatures began their advance.

“Well, Sullivan and I will leave you two to sort out your differences,” Rydell said, blasting a path toward the bridge doors. “But you are both to beam out if you can’t handle things. That is an order, and live captains outrank dead princes, buddy.”

Rydell and Sullivan rushed out into the corridors of the freighter, as Jaroch/J’Ter launched forward, swinging his phaser rifle like one of the hytao swords of his home planet. Hawkins saw several mud forms moving toward the bridge doors to pursue Rydell.

“Exit’s closed!” she said, sending a searing blast into the mud pit in front of them. She skidded over to the doors, sliding half the way there, and positioned herself in front of the bridge’s only exit, firing into the crowd of mud creatures as Jaroch/J’Ter set about dismantling them with his rifle, then, when that got too mud coated, with his bear hands. Hawkins had to admit he had good technique.



Rydell and Sullivan got ten steps down the dark corridor when they heard footsteps approaching them. On the bright side, there wasn’t any mud here. On the downside, the walls of the corridor were now rocky cavern walls illuminated by occasional torches.

Around the corner stepped two bulky humanoid creatures, gnarled sharp teeth jutting out from their green lips in odd directions as black soulless eyes stared forward blankly.

Rydell and Sullivan fired. Their phaser blasts slammed into the creatures’ scaly green hides, then were immediately absorbed. In response, the creatures opened their gaping mouths. Suddenly, streams of fire lanced forward out of them, forcing Rydell and Sullivan to drop to the deck.

“I don’t suppose you’ve got any of that iced tea you make on you at the moment,” Rydell said.

“Sorry,” Sullivan said. “I just started brewing a pot before we left.”

“Guess we’re going to have to do this the old fashioned way,” Rydell said as he and Sullivan scrambled to their feet.

“Which is?”

“Get the hell out of here.” Rydell slapped his commbadge. “Rydell to Hawkins. Grab Jaroch and get back to the runabout. We’ll meet you there.”

Taking a cue from Rydell, Sullivan contacted the Chickahominy. “Two to beam out. Energize!”

The two officers dematerialized a split-second before the creatures sent another volley of flames billowing in their direction.



Rydell and Sullivan jumped off of the Chickahominy’s transporter pad seconds before Hawkins and Jaroch/J’Ter materialized. The Yynsian’s head thrashed from side to side as he took in his new surroundings, battle lust filling his eyes.

“It’s over,” Rydell said soothingly. “You can go back to sleep now…or wherever it is you past lives go when you aren’t wreaking havoc here.”

Jaroch/J’Ter’s eyes started to roll back into his head. “I will remember your insult,” Jaroch/J’Ter said. “Puny…” He trailed off, then suddenly snapped back to alertness.

“Jaroch?” Hawkins asked.

“Yes.” The Yynsian staggered a bit. Rydell caught his arm and led him to a chair. “My apologies. I have not experienced a past life takeover in quite a while and am no longer used to the aftereffects”

“Not a problem,” Rydell said. “If J’Ter had to show up, this was a really good time.”

“Quite,” Jaroch said. “Were you able to reach the generator controls?”

“The generator controls no longer exist on that ship,” Sullivan said.

“We’re going to have to close the reality breaches before we can do anything,” Rydell added.

“I’ll tell the Secondprize,” Hawkins said, slipping into the co-pilot’s seat as Sullivan took the pilot’s chair.

“If this works, we aren’t going to have much time before Sulu releases his fleet,” Rydell said. “Jaroch, Hawkins, and I will go back down there. Sullivan, I don’t want this freighter going anywhere.”

“So disable the freighter but don’t hit the generators,” Sullivan confirmed.

“You got it.”

“Isn’t that what got us into this mess in the first place?”

“Think of this as take two,” Rydell said, heading back to the transporter with a recovered Jaroch.

“Secondprize reports ready,” Hawkins said.

“Moving us out of the blast zone,” Sullivan reported.

“Rydell to Dillon.”

“Dillon here,” the Secondprize’s first officer replied over the comm. system. “Standing by to fire, sir.”

“By all means,” Rydell said.



“You heard the man,” Commander Dillon said, looking forward at Carr. She pressed the fire control she’d brought up on the Secondprize’s helm console. Instantly, a brilliant burst of blue energy shot out of the Secondprize’s deflector dish and hit the freighter. The effect spread rapidly, engulfing the freighter completely, then expanding outward until the Secondprize itself was affected.

At the rear of the bridge, Steve and Blue also began to glow, floating up into the air as Steve started to sing.



“Now it’s time for so long,

But we’ll sing just one more song.

Thanks for doing your part.

You sure are smart.

With me and you, and my dog Blue,

We can do ANYTHING that we want to do.”



“Good bye. So long,” Steve said as he and Blue waved.

“Bye, Steve!” Carr said, waving back eagerly. “Thanks for your help.”

“Bow bow BOWWW!!” Blue barked.

“Goodbye, Blue! I’ll miss you!”

And then it was all over. The subspace chaos outside the ship had vanished, leaving a reassuring spacescape in its place.

“Move in to cover the runabouts! Shields up!” Dillon ordered, snapping to action. “Arm all weapons. At the first sign of a subspace disturbance, fire!”



As soon as the Secondprize’s deflector dish shut down, Rydell, Jaroch, and Hawkins transported back onto the freighter, phaser rifles at the ready.

“We’re back,” Rydell said as he faced the bridge full of surprised Next Federation officers. He leveled his rifle at Admiral Sulu. “Nice to see you’re decent this time.”

Sulu stiffened and straightened his uniform. “You should have stayed out of this, Rydell. It was none of your concern.”

“How is an attempt to overthrow my government not my concern, particularly when you go shooting up my ship in the process?”

“You brought this on yourself. All of it.” Sulu dove for the comm panel on his command chair. “Deactivate the…”

ZAPOWW!

Sulu jerked backwards as a phaser blast obliterated the arm of his command chair. The Next Federation officers made a move forward, but quickly rethought their actions as Jaroch and Hawkins readied their weapons.

“I think you missed something, Admiral. This is OVER!” Rydell said.

“Only for you,” Sulu replied. He made a quick motion with his hand. On cue, the seven other officers on the bridge charged. Jaroch, Rydell, and Hawkins were just able to get their shots off before the officers reached them. As the officer closest to Rydell dropped to the deck, two others latched onto his arms. He could only watch as Sulu raced out into the freighter’s corridors. Jaroch and Hawkins were now similarly occupied with other officers.

“Switch targets!” Rydell called. He struggled to aim his rifle at the officer attacking Hawkins, while she aimed her rifle around at the officer wrestling with Jaroch and Jaroch wrenched his toward Rydell. All three pulled the trigger, leaving Jaroch and Hawkins without assailants. The lone officer left on Rydell, Sulu’s assistant Radley, leapt off of the captain’s back and raised his arms in the air as he realized the turn events has taken.

“I surrender!” Radley cried.

“Too late,” Hawkins said, firing. Before Radley hit the ground, Rydell was out the door chasing Sulu.

He raced around a corner, following the sound of fleeing footsteps, and almost barreled straight into two more Next Federations. Without even slowing down, Rydell raised his rifle, shot one, then slammed the butt of his weapon into the side of the head of the other, dropping both to the deck unconscious.

Rydell picked up speed, blasting three more officers as he doggedly pursued the renegade admiral toward the rear of the freighter. At the end of a corridor, he saw a set of doors closing and surged ahead, rushing through them mere seconds later.

Sulu was there, phaser in hand. Rydell skidded to a halt.

“Put it down,” Sulu said, holding his weapon on Rydell as he stepped behind a console inside what appeared to be a converted cargo hold. All around, monitors showed the status of the various ships encased inside the subspace pockets. Rydell got some small relief out of seeing that Waystation was no longer being used as a weight set. Otherwise, things weren’t looking too good…not that he’d show that to Sulu.

“Do you know how many times a year I end up with a phaser pointed at me?” Rydell said as he tossed his phaser rifle aside.

“I never claimed to be original,” Sulu replied. Rydell, who’d been watching closely for it, saw the slight movement in Sulu’s hand just before the admiral’s thumb pressed down on the firing control of his phaser. Rydell dove for his rifle, Sulu’s blast searing millimeters above him. Sulu fired wildly, pinning Rydell to the deck while Sulu frantically tapped commands into his console.

“Say goodbye to your ship, Rydell…again! Maybe it’ll have the sense to stay down this time!”



“Subspace disturbance!” Lieutenant Prescott shouted suddenly, almost sending Dillon flying out of the command chair.

“Where?”

“All around!”

“Here we go again,” Carr said as several dozen starships faded into view on the viewscreen.

“New contacts!” Prescott said.

“We see them,” Dillon said. “Prepare to fire.”

“No! Not them,” Prescott replied. The image on the viewscreen shifted suddenly. “THEM!”

The viewscreen was filled with literally hundreds of starships, with more dropping out of warp all the time.

“Oh, they had so better be on our side,” Dillon said nervously.



Rydell wasn’t sure why, but suddenly Sulu stopped firing.

“NO!” the admiral screamed, slamming his fist down on the console.

“Something wrong?” Rydell asked as he leapt to his feet, rifle trained on Sulu.

Sulu was positively seething. “You and I are not done,” he said.

“Sure. I’ll come visit you in prison,” Rydell replied, still not sure what has so shaken Sulu. Before he could ask him, the admiral tapped another control and vanished in the beam of a transporter.

Rydell raced over to the console to try and reseal the subspace pockets. Over thirty ships were already out with more appearing all the time. To top it all off, Sulu had locked out the console. But then Rydell spotted the incoming fleet. He ran out of the room, making it back to the bridge in less than a minute.

Jaroch and Hawkins had stacked the unconscious Next Federation officers in a corner and taken up positions behind the freighter’s science console and helm respectively. On the viewscreen, the new arrivals loomed closer.

“We seem to have company,” Jaroch said, acknowledging Rydell’s entrance with a nod.

“And they’re hailing us,” Hawkins reported. “It’s Admiral Cooper!”

“On screen,” Rydell said relieved. The image on the viewscreen shifted to show a starship bridge. Admiral Edward Cooper was standing in the center of the screen, flanked by the ship’s captain.

“Rydell!” Cooper exclaimed in shock. “Where’s Sulu?”

“I wish I knew, Admiral,” Rydell replied. “He beamed out somewhere as soon as you showed up.”

“Damn. Is the situation secure over there?”

“We seem to have things in hand. What about the Next Federation fleet?” Rydell asked.

“They seem to understand simple math,” Cooper replied. “The fleet surrendered without firing a shot, much to the relief of your Commander Dillon.”

“He’s not the only one,” Rydell said. “But how did you know we were here?”

“We received a tip,” Cooper said. Then Admiral Earl Wyndham stepped into view beside Cooper.

“Wyndham!” Rydell said. “It all makes sense now. He was working for you the whole time.”

“Oh no. He’s nuts. We’re about to take him for a nice long stay at Tantalus V. Fortunately for you, we were able to corroborate enough of his story through Starfleet Intel to convince us to take action. Good thing we did, too.”

“No arguments here,” Rydell said.

“I’m sure. Great work, Captain. Frankly, we’re amazed that the Secondprize came through all this without a scratch.”

Rydell hesitated slightly. “Yes, well…we just try to do the best job we can.”

“That’s why we’re so amazed. By the way, did you get new bridge carpeting? I could swear it looked different when I spoke with Commander Dillon just now.”

“Yeah…um…we got tired of the old burgundy and decided to switch to something in a dark blue. Did you like it?”

“It’s carpeting, Rydell. I don’t really give a damn.”

“You brought it up,” Rydell replied.

Cooper sighed. “And as usual when talking to you folks, I’m sorry I did. Cooper out.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 54001.7. After the complete and unconditional surrender of the Next Federation fleet, we have returned Waystation to its rightful place in the cosmos. The renovated station was even easier to tow into place than the first Waystation. Of course, the fact that it was in a subspace pocket at the time might have helped just a little bit.

“On the downside of all of this, Admiral Sulu has vanished…and so has the Runabout Patapsco. Since we’d left the Patapsco unmanned, Sulu was able to beam aboard and fly off while the Federation forces were dealing with the Next Federation fleet. Even though Sulu’s efforts to overthrow the Federation have utterly failed, the fact that he’s still out there is making it hard for me to celebrate.”



Looking around at the bustling crowds in Starfleet Square Mall, Captain Rydell had a hard time believing that just a couple of days ago, Waystation had been taken over by a hostile force. Evidently the station’s residents didn’t let such things get to them. Bradley Dillon was even having a “Life Returns to Normal” sale in Dillon’s Supply Depot. Rydell wondered how much of Bradley’s deep deep discounts were prompted by a desire to smooth things over with the Federation before Starfleet started asking questions about the source of the subspace generators.

Continuing down the concourse, Rydell passed the Andorian restaurant, which was also packed. At the entrance, Ih’mad stood showing off the Meritorious Service Medal Starfleet had awarded him on Rydell’s recommendation. Spotting Rydell, he bowed deeply. Rydell returned the gesture with a grin, then allowed the Andorian to return to his customers.

Soon he heard footsteps rushing up behind him. “No running in the mall,” he snapped with mock sternness as Karina Durham jogged up beside him.

“You planning on calling security?”

“That depends on whether or not you’ve been to Nendegar’s Secret.”

“Sorry. I’ve never been much for lingerie,” Karina said with a glint in her eye as she walked backwards ahead of Rydell. “Just gets in the way.”

“My sentiments exactly,” Rydell replied, grabbing her suddenly and pulling her in close.

“Captain!” Karina said, feigning shock. “What kind of example are you setting for your crew?”

“Hopefully the kind they’ll follow,” Rydell replied, then kissed her.

“Sounds like a Starfleet policy I can live with,” Karina said after the kiss. She clasped Rydell’s hand and fell into step beside him. “So where is the savior of the Federation headed?”

Rydell laughed. “Trust me. This will be hushed up before you know it. But, since you asked, I was heading to Victoria’s Pub…to meet a lady.”

“Oh really?” Karina replied. “Well well.”

“Unfortunately, the lady is married, and her husband will be there,” Rydell continued. “So I guess I can drag you along.”

“Dare I accept such an honor?” Karina laughed.

“No choice. Let’s go,” Rydell said, grabbing her arm and pulling her off down the mall.



A short distance away, Commander Dillon sat at a table by the windows of the Andorian restaurant watching the crowds pass by. Despite his external appearance of serenity, inside he was a nervous wreck. The small jewelry box in his pocket seemed to weigh a ton.

“This is nice,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said from across the table.

“Yep,” Dillon said distractedly.

“After all that’s happened in the last couple of days, we can sure use the break.”

“Yep.”

“Travis?”

“Yep.”

“Are you even listening to me?”

“Yep.”

“That’s it. I’m leaving.”

Dillon whipped around in a blur. “Please don’t.”

“Then talk to me,” Hawkins demanded.

“I’m sorry. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”

Hawkins glared at him. “If you’re still worried about Starfleet figuring out we switched ships, stop. No one’s noticed. No one even cares.”

“It’s not that,” Dillon said, his hand wrapping around the box in his pocket. Come on, Travis. Just pull out the box and ask the question…wait, ask the question then pull out the box…and then open the box. Wait…is there a way to open the box smoothly to show off the ring as you pull it out of your pocket?

“Then what is it?” Hawkins asked impatiently.

“Well, Patricia, I… What I mean is that we… I want to know if…”

“Your dinners,” the Andorian waiter said, interrupting Dillon’s train of thought as he set two steaming plates of blackened kzeslek heart in spleen sauce down in front of them.

“Great! I’m starved,” Hawkins said, digging in. She looked up at Dillon, chewing madly. “I’m still listening,” she mumbled through a mouth full of food.

“Never mind,” Dillon said, taking his hand back out of his pocket. “It was nothing.”



Lieutenant Commander Sullivan waved from the table she was seated at with Commander Baird as Rydell and Karina stepped into Victoria’s. In one fluid motion, she grabbed a waitress with her other arm and held her until Rydell and Karina could sit down and give their drink orders.

“You have to catch them while you can, right hon?” Sullivan said.

Commander Baird grunted in agreement as he chugged down an exceptionally dark beer than flowed like maple syrup. Five other mugs in front of Baird attested to the fact that he’d been at this for a while. Of course, considering Baird’s alcohol tolerance, it’d take at least ten more for him to hit anything resembling drunk.

“There you go, luvs,” the waitress said with a cockney lilt, setting a Rigelian brew in front of Rydell and two tequila shots in front of Karina then heading back to the bar.

“I just love a British accent,” Rydell said with a smile.

“Me too,” Sullivan said. She slapped Baird playfully on the arm. “So where’s yours?”

“I lived in the UK for all of two years before my parents moved. I never got a f***ing accent,” Baird said.

“I love you anyway, hon.”

“And so do we,” Rydell added with a smirk.

“F*** you all.”

“So is there any word on our next assignment?” Sullivan asked. “If it were up to me, we’d be going after our stolen runabout,” Sullivan said.

Baird snorted. “It wasn’t even ours. How could Sulu steal something that was his in the first place?”

“As far as I’m concerned, it was ours,” Rydell said.

Sullivan sighed. “Of course now he’s gotten away, which means he’s inevitably going to show back up at some point just to torment us.”

“Oh no,” Rydell said, leaning in intently. “I’m not playing that game. He can run for now, but we are going to find him. And when we do, I’m going to end this thing once and for all!”



TO BE CONCLUDED…
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“La la la LAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!!!!”

The Fat Lady
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As the soft glow of candles illuminated his quarters, Captain Alexander Rydell gazed across the intimate dinner table at the woman he loved. Karina Durham smiled back, a smile of such warmth and vitality that Rydell could look at it for the rest of his life.

At that moment, Rydell was the closest he had ever been to complete contentment.

Close, but not quite there.

Something was still nagging at him, and had been ever since the Secondprize left Waystation three days earlier.

He needed to hear three little words.

And then the comm chirped.

“I have him,” Commander Jaroch’s voice stated.

Rydell’s own smile broadened as suddenly all became right with the universe.



“I’m starting to think maybe we need to start having some music at these things,” Dr. Beth Aldridge said as she scooped a heaping pile of crawfish etouffee on to her plate from the buffet in the Secondprize’s briefing room.

“Don’t push your luck, Doctor,” Captain Rydell said as he strode into the room, prompting Scott and the other assembled officers to quickly grab their plates and drinks and take their seats around the table. Karina Durham slid in behind Rydell and quietly sat down in the chair just to Rydell’s left.

“What have you got for me, Jaroch?” Rydell asked, diving right into the briefing without preamble.

The Yynsian science officer quickly swallowed a fork-full of pasta, wiped his mouth on a napkin, and stepped over to the briefing room monitor, which displayed a freeze frame image of the final confrontation between Starfleet and the Next Federation fleet that had occurred just days earlier.

“Careful analysis of sensor logs from the various vessels involved in the capture and subduing of the Next Federation ships has revealed that the Runabout Patapsco was not present by the time our forces arrived.”

“Well, we knew that,” Commander Travis Dillon said disdainfully. Jaroch shot him a quick glare, then continued with his briefing.

“However, the Secondprize’s external camera captured this image. Due to the aftereffects of the reality breach on our systems, the image is somewhat distorted, but I have enhanced it.” Jaroch activated the monitor. On the screen, a small runabout jumped to impulse and sped out of range.

“Yes. Admiral Sulu left. We got that part,” Dillon said.

Jaroch turned on Dillon. “Commander, I…”

“Generally I wouldn’t step on your presentation, Jaroch,” Rydell interrupted. “But could we get to the point?”

“Very well,” Jaroch said unhappily. “In short, Sulu fled the scene on a general heading of 384 Mark 6. No Starfleet vessels encountered the Patapsco after this; however, our Independent Advisor…” Jaroch gestured toward Karina Durham. “…was able to contact some of her…associates, who had seen our missing runabout. With their assistance, I was able to track Sulu to the planet Orlagas.”

“That was getting to the point?” Commander Scott Baird asked.

“I was quite brief,” Jaroch replied.

“You could have just said, ‘He’s on Orlagas,’” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said.

“That would completely overlook the process I used to track him down.”

“Exactly,” Rydell, Dillon, Sullivan, Baird, Scott, and Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins all said at once.

“Don’t feel bad, Jaroch,” Karina Durham said. “I liked the longer version.”

“Only because you were in it,” Rydell said.

“So?”

“I wasn’t quite finished,” Jaroch said. “I have a great deal of information on Orlagas itself.”

Hawkins snatched Jaroch’s padd out of his hand and scanned down it quickly. “Orlagas is not in the Federation. End of story.”

“Sounds good to me,” Commander Baird said, rising from his seat. “I’ll be in Engineering.”

“Woah woah woah,” Rydell said. “Sit down.” He turned to Jaroch. “It’s not in the Federation? Where the hell is it?”

“Sector 347 Beta.”

“But that’s in Federation space.”

“True,” Jaroch said. “However Orlagas is not.”

The room was silent for a moment.

“And?” Rydell said expectantly.

“You said you wanted the short version.”

“Just tell me about the damn planet,” Rydell snapped exasperated.

Jaroch seemed quite pleased with himself as he returned to the monitor and brought up an image of a rather average-looking M class planet. A couple of continents, a couple of oceans, two polar ice caps. The usual.

“Orlagas has steadfastly refused to join the Federation ever since first contact was made fifty-four years ago. At the time, the Orlagan Council made some noises about their own desire for conquest and expansion, goals which did not fit in with the Federation charter. Their plans for galactic domination, whatever they may have been, evaporated quickly as systems neighboring Orlagas joined the Federation one by one. In short order, the Orlagans found themselves surrounded. Seven more offers for membership have been made by the Federation since then, but out of stubborness or perhaps dementia, the Orlagan Council has continued to refuse.”

Rydell sighed. “And let me guess. We don’t have an extradition treaty with them.”

“That is correct,” Jaroch replied.

“Lovely.”

“However, the Orlagans have never been ones to turn away visitors.”

“Then we’re going to Orlagas,” Rydell said, slapping his hands down on the table.

“And just what are we going to do when we get there?” Hawkins asked.

“I haven’t quite figured that part out yet,” Rydell said. “But I will,” he finished quickly, not that anyone had really seemed concerned. Rydell’s crew had been with him long enough to know that he tended to work on the fly. “Dismissed.”

Karina Durham lingered as Rydell’s officers filtered out of the conference room. “Problem?” Rydell asked.

“Since when was I an Independent Advisor?”

“Starfleet bureaucracy. I needed a way to keep you actively involved in this assignment. Otherwise, Dillon would be all over me about including you in staff meetings and all.”

“He didn’t seem to mind when we tracked down Sulu the first time,” Karina replied.

“Yeah, but then as a kidnappee, you were integrally involved in the matter at hand. Trust me, Dillon has the regs on these things cross-referenced in his head. It’s scary.”

“Well that takes care of him? But what about you?”

“What about me?”

“Are you sure you don’t mind having me around? This is really Starfleet’s deal now.”

“You have as much of an interest in seeing Sulu brought to justice as I do.”

“Oooh. Brought to justice. It sounds so…heroic,” Karina mocked.

“Keep messing with me, Durham, and you’ll be experiencing a whole other kind of Rydell justice,” Rydell replied with a grin.

Karina was quiet for a moment. “So you’re sure?”

“Absolutely,” Rydell said, taking her hands in his. “We’ll go to Orlagas, capture Sulu, and grab some dinner. A date and a mission all in one.”

“You sure know how to show a girl a good time.”

“You know it. I’ll see you at 8. I’ll bring the flowers; you bring the phasers.”



“Entering the Orlagas system,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan reported from the helm console. Rydell leaned a bit farther forward in the command chair. After traveling for six days and through several parsecs of space, the Secondprize was finally closing in on its quarry.

“We’re being hailed,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said.

“No big surprised there,” Rydell said. “Assure the Council we’re not here to invade.”

“Actually, the signal is originating from the third moon of Orlagas. Audio only.”

“Odd,” Rydell murmured. “Let’s hear it.”

Hawkins tapped a control on her console, causing a droning feminine voice to issue forth from the speakers.

“On behalf of the Orlagas Visitors’ Bureau, we welcome you to beautiful Orlagas. Get away from it all while staying close to home. Be sure to attend the annual Grinix Ingleberry Festival from Delvon 3rd to the 12th. Looking for that perfect gift? The artisans of the Opogy Craft Market create one-of-a-kind works of art daily…”

“These people wanted to conquer known space?” Commander Dillon said in disbelief.

“Well they’ve almost bored me into submission,” Sullivan commented.

“Can we talk to a real person?” Rydell asked impatiently.

“I’m working on it,” Hawkins said. “Press one…press three…press two…sh**! Press one…press three…now press FOUR!”

“Orlagas Visitors’ Bureau,” a flat female voice said tiredly. “Now’s the time to get your best rates at the Werliwuu Ski Resort. This is Jeknip. How may I help you?”

“This is Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize. I just wanted to notify your government that we have entered your space.”

“And how long will you be staying?” Jeknip replied as if reading from a script.

“Um…it depends on how long it takes us to find the man we’re looking for.”

“Is he a fugitive from the Federation?”

“Well, yes.”

“Is he or are you carrying any fruits, vegetables, or wildlife banned by the Federation-Orlagas Customs Accord of 2357?”

Rydell looked back at Jaroch questioningly. The Yynsian checked his console then shook his head. “No,” Rydell said.

“Please move into an available standard orbit and enjoy your stay with us. Thank you for visiting Orlagas.”

“Thank you,” Rydell replied. He gestured to Sullivan. “You heard the lady.”

“One standard orbit, coming up. I’ll try to find us a scenic one, but I bet the best ones are all taken this time of year,” Sullivan said.

“Captain,” Hawkins said suddenly. “We just received a text communique from the Orlagas Council. Evidently we’ve been assigned a Visitor Relations Officer to ‘enhance’ our stay.”

“More like meddle in our business,” Rydell said.

“Either way, we’re to meet with him as soon as we beam down.”

“Jaroch, any sign of Admiral Sulu?”

“There are several terrans on the surface,” Jaroch replied. “However, I have located the Patapsco. It is located in an orbital docking facility owned by a consortium of hotels and resorts. I am requesting a map of the facility now.”

“What good is that going to do us?” Dillon said. “You said you already found the runabout.”

“Yeah, but the map might tell us which hotel owns the space the Patapsco is parked in,” Hawkins snapped impatiently.

“Jeeze. Sorry,” Dillon muttered.

“It does indeed,” Jaroch said. “That particular space is assigned to the appropriately named Hidden Lair Resort and Tennis Club.”

“Jaroch, Sullivan, you’re with me. You too, Hawkins, but first tell the Orlagans we’ll meet our babysitter at the Hidden Lair and have Miss Durham join us in the transporter room,” Rydell said, heading toward the turbolift.



Rydell and the away team materialized in front of a dilapidated motel on the outskirts of Konatonga, an unremarkable small town located in the northwest of Orlagas’ primary continent. At least Rydell assumed the town was unremarkable. A misty haze seemed to cover everything with only vague outlines of other buildings visible in the distance.

“How luxurious,” Sullivan muttered, looking over the long, ranch style motel. Its pale blue paint was badly faded and cracked as the structure itself seemed to sag.

Jaroch checked his tricorder. “It is made of…” He suppressed a smirk. “…wood.”

“Maybe they’re going for some sort of nostalgia thing,” Rydell offered.

“Actually we are,” a short, hunched-over man said as he approached from the entrance of the motel lobby. “Our guests find it rustic.”

“My apologies,” Rydell said, immediately switching into diplomatic mode.

“I’m guessing you’re the Starfleet people I’m supposed to meet,” the man replied, sounding less than thrilled. “The uniforms are kind of a tip-off.”

“And I thought we’d blend right in,” Hawkins muttered.

Rydell quickly shook the man’s hand, while pointing off toward the motel with his free hand. Jaroch, Hawkins, Sullivan, and Karina Durham wordlessly scattered to start their search.

“Where are they going?” the man said, looking at the retreating officers.

“We haven’t even been introduced,” Rydell said, turning the man’s head back to face him. “Captain Alexander Rydell. USS Secondprize. And you are?”

“Um…Eickner. Thadlo Eickner. Visitor Relations Office.”

“A pleasure,” Rydell said, releasing Eickner from his iron handshake and walking off toward the motel lobby, forcing Eickner to jog to catch up.

“Captain, we really need to talk about this fugitive situation before I can allow you to proceed,” Eickner protested. “What you’re about to do is considered a VERY serious violation of our treaty with the Federation. Unless you want to provoke a war…”

“War?” Rydell gasped in shock, playing it for all it was worth. “My dear Mister Eickner, I assure you that my crew and I have no intention of violating Orlagan law or the sanctity of the treaty between our governments that we all value so highly. We simply wish to ascertain that Hitori Sulu is, in fact, here.”

“And if he is?” Eickner asked skeptically.

“We may ask him to speak to us, but if he doesn’t, that’s his affair. You have my word as a Starfleet Officer that we will not remove him from this planet.”

Rydell stepped through the doors into the lobby, a dreary room covered in dark wood paneling that seemed to sap every ounce of life from the place. Behind a large desk, a heavyset woman leaned back in a chair engrossed in a padd on which she was watching one of the new Feder-dramas that had sprung up in response to the success of Days of Honor. She didn’t seem to notice that anyone else had entered the lobby.

A few moments later, the remaining members of the away team entered, mission accomplished.

“There are five terrans at this motel besides present company,” Jaroch reported.

“Two of them are an elderly couple,” Hawkins said. “I met them on their way to dinner. Evidently, there’s a great Chinese place just in town.”

“Here?” Rydell asked in disbelief.

“We have to cater to the likes of our guests,” Eickner said unhappily. “Sure you all want to come to Orlagas. Oh it’s so exotic to go to a non-Federation world. Aren’t you all such risk takers? And then you won’t eat our food!”

“But then there are those that do not consider boiled tree branches in snail slime sauce to be food,” Jaroch remarked.

“YOU EAT THAT?” Rydell, Hawkins, Sullivan, and Karina shouted.

“It’s a delicacy,” Eickner snapped insulted.

The woman at the counter belched loudly. “Yep,” she grunted. “Had three branches for lunch myself.”

Rydell shook off his growing nausea and tried to refocus on the matter at hand. “What about the other terrans?”

“One’s a woman,” Karina said.

“According to my tricorder scans, there are two other terran males, but neither has left his room,” Jaroch said.

Rydell looked around the lobby for a moment, then locked onto a pot of limp flowers. He grabbed two flowers and handed one each to Hawkins and Sullivan. “Have some civilian clothes sent down, then it’s door knock time.”

“Why can’t she do this?” Sullivan asked, pointing at Karina. “She’s already in civies!”

“Yeah, but Sulu will recognize her.”

“And he won’t recognize us?” Sullivan said. “We beamed onto his bridge and kicked the crap out of his officers!”

“And he tried to have me executed,” Hawkins added.

“True, but I think he was more focused on me. Just go with me on this one.”

“Fine, but what are we supposed to do with the flowers?”

“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Rydell replied.



KNOCK KNOCK.

“Who’s there?” the occupant of Room 213 called through his door.

“Flower-gram!” came the perky reply.

The man opened his door and saw a smiling young woman gazing back at him. As advertised, she held a long yellow flower in her hand.

“What do you want?” the man snapped.

The woman started to sing.



“Welcome to Orlagas.

We think it’s really neat.

Now come eat at China Hills!

Our buffet can’t be beat!”



The woman abruptly pushed the flower into the man’s hand and ran off down the sidewalk.

Mortimer Crenshaw, recently retired from 50 years of service to the Federation Freight Service, shrugged and shuffled back into his room to return to his nap.



“It wasn’t him,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan said, running back into the lobby. “But I think he liked the song. And that damn Chinese place owes me for the advertising I just did.”

“Nice work. I’m sorry I missed the musical number, though,” Rydell said.

“We can do a duet sometime,” Sullivan replied. “Maybe Simms Ship Lines needs new jingle singers.”

“Perhaps we could forgo any further musical interludes and wait for Lieutenant Commander Hawkins to return,” Jaroch said.

“The thrill is gone, eh Jaroch?” Rydell chided.

“Quite.”



KNOCK KNOCK.

The door of room 178 opened just a crack revealing merely a hint of the room’s dim interior.

“What?” the room’s occupant demanded, his features shrouded in shadow.

“Have you ever considered the true meaning of peace?” the woman standing outside the door asked, a large flower hiding large portions of her face.

“Ha!” the man spat.

“Your cynicism blocks your path to enlightenment. Only through the Church of the…Yellow Blossom will you find the path to serenity.”

“I had my path,” the room’s occupant said darkly. “Now I’m working on another one.”

“But why toil in solitude when you can join your brothers and sisters in the Church of the Yellow Blossom?”

“I think my way will be far more fulfilling.”

The woman nodded slightly. “At least allow me to bless your endeavors…”



“…and that’s when I smacked him with the flower,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins explained safely back in the lobby of the Hidden Lair Resort and Tennis Club (Although, with all the fog around, the away team yet had to figure out where the tennis courts were, much less how anyone could play on them).

“But you’re sure it was Sulu?” Rydell asked.

“Oh yeah. Definitely.”

“Wait,” Eickner interrupted. “You assaulted a guest on our world?”

“She blessed him,” Rydell said before Hawkins could reply to the Orlagan, an event which would most likely involve blood loss. “Surely your world is not going to stand in the way of free religious expression.”

Eickner muttered something under his breath and wandered off toward the motel’s brochure rack.

Hawkins suddenly turned on Rydell. “With all due respect, sir, please don’t ever make me do that again. I barely made it through.”

“It sounds to me like you did a great job,” Rydell replied.

“Yeah, but peace and serenity? Give me a break!”

“So what’s the next step in the master plan?” Karina asked.

“Back off, lady. We’re professionals,” Rydell said with a grin.

“Sure enough,” Sullivan said, then fell silent for a second. “So what are we going to do? We can’t just beam him out of here.”

“Like the Orlagans would even notice,” Hawkins said.

“Yes, we would!” Eickner called from the brochure rack.

“If we can’t take Sulu, we’re just going to have to convince him to leave,” Rydell said. “Oh, Mister Eickner!”

“What now?” Eickner asked, walking back over to them. “Haven’t you done what you came here to do?”

Rydell smiled. “Why yes we have, but we just can’t get over the natural beauty of this area! Can we, folks?”

“Oh definitely not!” Karina said effusively as Hawkins and Sullivan nodded and smiled weakly.

“Mister Jaroch?” Rydell prompted.

“The area is…a place I had not visited.”

“See?” Rydell said quickly. “He doesn’t say that about just anywhere.”

“Only those places I have not visited,” Jaroch remarked, prompting Hawkins to slam her boot down on his foot.

“So you’re staying?” Eickner asked warily.

“Absolutely!” Rydell replied, clapping his hands together as he strode past the dismayed Orlagan over to the motel check in counter, where another visitor was busy trying to get a room.

“…I don’t need a lot of monogrammed towels or unnecessary extras of that sort which jack of the price. All I’m looking for is a clean room, reasonably priced. And that’s what I heard you had here. Clean rooms, reasonably priced.”

“Room 154,” the desk clerk said flatly, pointing at a retinal scanner imbedded in the desk. “Check out time is eleven. Next.”

“We’d like a room please,” Rydell said, stepping forward with charming smile.

“A room?” the clerk replied with a scowl as she considered the group. “One room for all five of you?”

“Six,” Eickner said unhappily.

“Starfleet’s on a budget,” Rydell shrugged.

“Fine,” the woman replied. “Room…”

“We require room 176 or 180,” Jaroch said quickly, referring to his tricorder.

“Require?”

“I believe that 180 may be unoccupied.”

The clerk typed in the room request. “You friends of the Admiral?” she asked uninterestedly.

“Oh, there’s an admiral here?” Rydell asked innocently.

“Admiral Sulu’s kept a room here for several years now. Funny you should come now. I think this is the first time he’s actually used it.”

Rydell forced a laugh. “What a coincidence.”

Eickner just groaned.



A short time later, the away team was safely ensconced in Room 180, a clean, reasonably priced room with two double beds and a cot, and unpacking two large suitcases that the Secondprize had beamed down.

“I fail to see what good any of this is going to do,” Eickner, who had insisted on tagging along, said disapprovingly.

“And the beauty of it is you don’t have to,” Rydell retorted, prompting an even deeper scowl from the Orlagan bureaucrat.

Rydell decided to soften his stance a bit. “You said yourself that we cannot take Admiral Sulu off of this planet, right?”

“Correct. You’d be starting a MAJOR diplomatic incident!” Eickner replied. Sullivan and Hawkins quickly turned away to hide their snickering as Rydell nodded gravely.

“Exactly,” Rydell continued. “But if Sulu should decide to leave on his own, that’s not your problem.”

“I guess…” Eickner said warily.

“Then we’re in good shape,” Rydell said bright. “Jaroch, start drilling.”

“WHAT?!?”



Unbeknownst to Admiral Sulu, a micro-thin laser penetrated the wall of his motel room just below the velvet painting of some man in a white jumpsuit singing into a microphone. Two tiny filaments then poked through the hole ever so slightly.

“I have video,” Jaroch said from the bed in Room 180, where he sat hunched over a small monitor.

“That’s it?” Rydell asked, looking at the grainy feed.

“He has his lights off,” Jaroch said. “I can switch to infrared; however, the image will not improve dramatically.”

“What about night vision?” Hawkins asked.

“It’s a bigger fiber.”

“Let’s not risk it,” Rydell said, looking over Sulu’s room as best he could. The Admiral himself was seated at the room’s wooden table, jotting notes into a padd. Nearby, the bed sat undisturbed; although, oddly enough, the pillows had been pulled onto the floor.

“What is he doing?” Rydell asked.

“Hopefully writing his last will and testament,” Karina replied.

“He certainly seems to be deep in concentration, whatever it is,” Sullivan said as an evil smile crossed her face. “Let’s screw it up!”



Sulu read over the last several lines he had written, checking carefully to make sure the conveyed his exact sentiments about the…

BOOM BOOM SHAKA LAKA BOOM!!

BOOM BOOM SHAKA LAKA BOOM BOOM!!

Sulu’s hands instinctively flew up to cover his ears, almost puncturing his right ear drum with his light pen in the process.

The noise was unrelenting.

BOOM SHAKA LAKA BOOM!!

BOOM BOOM SHAKA LAKA BOOM BOOM!!

“NOW IT’S TIME FOR THE ROMULAN ROCK

ROCKIN FAR HARDER THAN MISTER SPOCK!!!

KLINGONS THINK THAT THEY’RE THE SH**!!!

WELL, WE’RE HERE AND TOO LEGIT!!!”



“Where did you find that?” Rydell asked Jaroch as the Yynsian valiantly fought to suppress a smirk.

“The Secondprize has a rather extensive music database,” Jaroch replied. “Mainly thanks to yourself.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you knew about this…stuff.”

“Let us just say that I was saving it for a similar use aboard ship,” Jaroch said.

“Commander Dillon won’t know what he’s missing,” Rydell said with a laugh.

“Oh, I am sure that I will find a suitable substitute.”



After several minutes of futile pounding on the wall of his room, Sulu threw his door open and marched furiously to the door of Room 180, the source of the hideous racket assaulting his ears.

“Oops. I think we may have been a little too loud,” Rydell said.

“Are you going to answer it?” Karina asked alarmed.

“Why not?”

“He’ll know it’s us!”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” Rydell said. “Togas everyone.” Rydell grabbed a few white sheets out of one of the suitcases and tossed them to the room’s occupants, who quickly slid them on. Eickner eyed his for a moment, then decided to follow suit. When in Rome…

Sulu pounded on the door several more times, each one harder than the last. After sliding on his toga, Rydell bided his time for a bit, whistling casually, then finally threw the door open just as Sulu was about to knock again.

“Woah! You aren’t Bruce! Where’s my keg?” Rydell said as Sulu’s eyes widened in utter horror. The throbbing veins on his forehead were enough to make Rydell wonder if the Admiral was going to have a stroke right then and there.

“You…how…you…no…can’t….” Sulu stammered for words, his chest heaving rapidly as his mind struggled to deal with the impossibility standing before him.

“Sorry if we were too loud,” Rydell continued unfazed. “We’re just REALLY excited to finally be here. See you around.” Rydell closed the door just as Sulu finally found his voice.

“RYDELL!!!!!!”



KNOCK KNOCK.

“It’s not going to work, Rydell!” Admiral Sulu shouted, looking up from his padd. He checked the chronometer quickly. 3:30 in the morning. Who the hell was up at this hour?

KNOCK KNOCK.

“I said go away!”

“No you didn’t,” a female voice called from the other side of the door.

“Well, that’s what I meant!”

KNOCK KNOCK.

“Stop it!”

“Make me.”

“That’s it!” Sulu stalked over to the comm panel on the beside table and called the front desk.

“Hidden Lair Resort and Tennis Club front desk. How may I help you?”

“Rydell?!?” Sulu shouted, jumping back from the comm panel as though it had bit him.

“Hitori? Is that you, you old son of a photon torpedo?” Rydell’s voice replied jovially. “Imagine that. Here I am, just giving the old fellow who works the night shift a break, and someone I know calls. What are the odds?”

“You won’t get away with this, Rydell!” Sulu replied angrily, slapping the comm line closed.



KNOCK KNOCK KNOCK.

“Police! Open up!”

Captain Rydell crawled out of bed, wiping the sleep from his eyes as he did so, and stumbled over to the door dressed only in his Starfleet issue boxer shorts.

A young Orlagan in a police uniform was at the door; Admiral Sulu stood a few steps back smiling evilly. “May I help you?” Rydell asked innocently.

“This gentlemen has made some serious charges against you and your friends,” the officer said. “Have you been stalking him?”

“Stalking?” Rydell exclaimed in surprise. “Of course not! Now we did get a tad too boisterous when we first arrived, but we apologized for that.”

“Is that true?” the officer asked, turning on Sulu.

“It was a ruse!” Sulu spat.

“But he did apologize,” Eickner said, crawling up off of the floor where he’d crashed for the night. For a bureaucrat, he certainly was tenacious. He refused to leave Rydell and company alone for one moment.

“I see,” the officer said, glaring at Sulu. “Now what about this late-night knocking.”

“It wasn’t me,” Rydell said. “I was working last night.”

“Working?” the officer asked surprised.

“He took the late shift for Mister Holnick,” Karina Durham said, sliding up beside Rydell with only a sheet draped loosely around her, the effect of which was not lost on the officers. “He’s such a sweet old man that Alex couldn’t stand to have him slaving down in the cold lobby alone.”

“Of course he wasn’t the one knocking,” Sulu snapped. “He was the one who answered when I commed the front desk! It was a woman, dammit! Ask them!”

The officer pulled a small device off of his belt and typed in a couple of commands. The device obediently spat out a piece of paper, which the officer slapped into Sulu’s hand. “I sincerely hope this fine will show you how seriously we here on Orlagas take the filing of false reports.” He turned back to Rydell and tipped his hat. “I’m sorry to have bothered you, sir…ma’am.”

“No trouble at all,” Karina replied, flashing a warm smile that brought a blush to the officer’s face as he retreated.

“This isn’t over, Rydell!” Sulu shouted as Rydell started to close the door.

“Not by a long shot,” Rydell replied, allowing the door to slam shut as Sulu fumed impotently.



“You know,” Rydell said thoughtfully sixteen hours later as he paced Room 180, “I really expected some sort of countermove from him by now.” Over the ensuing hours since Sulu’s last appearance at their doorstep, the away team had grown rather bored. Even Eickner had excused himself, saying he had more urgent affairs to attend to; although, he insisted that Rydell contact him before making any further moves. Rydell had replied with his usual, jaunty “Not a problem!” then proceeded to completely push the existence of the Orlagan bureaucrat out of his mind.

“He’s just laying there,” Sullivan said, peering at the grainy video feed from Sulu’s room as the Admiral lay motionless on the bed. For some reason, about the time Sulu had gotten into bed, the picture from his room had gone haywire, forcing Jaroch to spend several minutes compensating. At first, Rydell had thought that Sulu was trying some sort of diversion while he slipped away, but tricorder readings indicated that the person in the room was indeed Sulu and he was indeed alive…even if he’d been motionless for ages.

“He must have one hell of a headache,” Karina muttered.

“What do you mean?” Rydell asked, walking over to the monitor.

“He’s had that neural relaxer on ever since he got into bed,” Karina said, pointing at an indistinct shape on Sulu’s head.

“Guess we’re really getting to him,” Rydell said, moving away. “Maybe now we should…” Rydell trailed off as a vague memory stirred. Something wasn’t right.

“Jaroch, pull up the video from our initial scans of the room. Was that device visible anywhere?”

“What are you thinking, Alex?” Karina asked as Rydell hunched over the monitor while Jaroch called up the requested time index.

“I believe this may be it,” Jaroch said, magnifying a section of the frame. On the nightstand beside the then-unused bed sat a semi-circular device that would just fit around someone’s head.

“Okay. This is going to sound strange, but did we lose the video feed when he put that thing on?” Rydell asked, his hands moving edgily. Jaroch scanned forward through the sensor data until the moment the video had gone haywire. Sure enough, Sulu had just put the device on his head and activated it.

“Son of a…” Rydell said, shaking his head in shock. “Hawkins, do you recognize that thing?”

Lieutenant Commander Hawkins stared at the screen for a moment as Jaroch brought the enhanced image back up. “Should I? It’s just a…that f***ing prick!”

“I think she remembers,” Rydell said.

“Then could you fill the rest of us in?” Sullivan asked.

“That’s the thing Admiral Wyndham was using to amplify his mind or take us into his mind or get into my mind or whatever the hell that thing did,” Hawkins said angrily.

“Several years ago, we saw a device like this on an asteroid outpost moments before it blew up,” Rydell explained to Karina. “Before that, though, we didn’t even know we were in an outpost. Somehow, whatever that thing is allowed Wyndham to basically control reality. He could even go into our minds.”

Hawkins already had her phaser drawn. “I’m going over there,” she said, marching toward the door.

“You go into that room, and you’ll be stepping right into Sulu’s reality,” Rydell said. “You’re going to need completely different weapons in there. I’ll go.”

“What?” Karina exclaimed.

“Miss Durham has a point,” Jaroch said. “As you yourself just said, you will require different weapons.”

Rydell smiled. “True enough.” He headed toward the door. “Remember, you are not to lay a hand on Sulu on Orlagas. If he makes a move, let him go. We’ll handle it from the Secondprize.” Rydell stepped out of the room, leaving those remaining in silence.

“Damn I hate watching him go like that,” Karina said, slumping down onto the bed.

Sullivan sat down beside her. “Comes with the job. You’ll get used to it.”

“Maybe I don’t want to get used to it.”

“If I may, Miss Durham,” Jaroch said. “I do not believe he enjoys watching you leave to pursue your particular line of work either.”

Karina chuckled weakly. “I certainly do run into my share of occupational hazards…but then so does he.”

“The real question is, are they hazards that the other person can live with?” Sullivan said.

“And is the other person someone you can live with?” Hawkins muttered.

Karina put her hands up to silence the conversation. “Let’s get him through the current hazard, then we can figure out my love life…assuming I still have one.”



Aside from just showing himself to be an all-around nice guy and giving himself the opportunity to torment Sulu a bit more, Captain Rydell had had an ulterior motive for taking over the night shift at the motel’s front desk from that kindly old gentleman, Mr. Holnick. It gave him the opportunity to add his own retinal scan to the file on Sulu’s room.

Rydell looked squarely into the scanner of Room 178, the door of which immediately unlocked with a soft click. Despite the confident facade he’d put on for his crew and Karina…more for Karina…Rydell had no real desire to step into the room. His last experience with one of these devices had been entirely unpleasant and almost cost Hawkins her mind.

The door opened into nothing. Just a flat surface of opaque shimmering blackness stared back at him. Rydell took one deep breath to steel himself, then stepped forward, sliding right through the blackness into…

…San Francisco.

He was on the grounds of Starfleet Headquarters as the sun shone down from above. The scene was idyllic. Not too warm, a slight breeze coming in off of the bay fluttering the leaves and blades of grass gently.

Rydell’s eye was caught by the buildings off in the distance, buildings that were there but not quite there. The entire landscape grew fuzzy the farther away he peered. Then Rydell saw the statue. A massive figure rising ten stories into the air. High Commander Hitori Sulu.

The courtyard in front of headquarters, which had been deserted a moment earlier, was suddenly filled with armed Starfleet Officers, all wearing the uniforms of the late 23rd century, the stiff maroon jobs that Rydell had always thought looked way too severe for Starfleet.

“You will come with us,” a brusk male said, grabbing Rydell’s arm as another officer grabbed his other arm. The sensation was strange, as though there was an invisible layer of something between him and the officers holding him. Rydell tried to look at the guards’ faces, but could not get them to come into focus. From his peripheral vision, he could make out eyebrows, a nose, and lips, but when he looked at the man dead on, the features blurred and fuzzed just as the buildings in the distance had.

Rydell was dragged into the headquarters building, through the corridors, and to the doors of what had been the main auditorium used for large-scale briefings, award ceremonies, and the like. But as the doors slid open, Rydell saw that the decor had been changed a bit. Rows of officers stood at attention on either side of the room, forming an aisle down to the front, where Admiral Sulu sat in a high backed chair. Rydell fought down a smirk as he realized the chair was a replica of the command chair from an old Constitution-class starship that had had its back rest raised to a ridiculous degree.

The guards holding Rydell dragged him to the front of the chamber and tossed him forward. Obviously, they’d hoped Rydell would hit the ground at Sulu’s feet, but Rydell kept his footing, drawing an angry sneer from Sulu.

“I bet you didn’t think you’d be stepping into this, eh Rydell?” Sulu said. “You thought you were going to just waltz into that fetid motel room and take me away.”

“Not really,” Rydell replied nonchalantly. “I saw your doohickey.”

“WHEN DID YOU SEE MY DOOHICKEY?!?” Sulu bellowed.

“Really, Admiral. You shouldn’t talk about such things in front of your men.”

Sulu rose from his “throne” in a fury and stalked down to Rydell. “How do you know about the mind expander? Tell me, or I will create a hell for you so terrifying that you’ll spend the rest of your short miserable existence whimpering my name.”

“First off, I really don’t give a damn about your threats. And second, it’s not that big a deal. Admiral Wyndham led me to one of those doohickeys years ago.”

“I think you overestimate your power here. This is my mind. MY domain!”

Rydell shrugged. “Fits the pattern.”

“Pattern?” Sulu snapped angrily. “I don’t have a pattern! I am far too complex of a man for you to ever understand. We Sulus are tactical geniuses, stretching all the way back to my cousin’s great grandfather Hikaru Sulu!”

“In your case, it skipped a generation,” Rydell said. “This place fits your pattern, your pathetic miserable pattern.”

“Fine. What pattern?”

“Why should I tell you?”

“Because it’s my pattern!”

“I thought you didn’t have a pattern.”

“TELL ME BEFORE I HAVE YOU EVISCERATED!”

“Jeeze. What a grouch.”

“RYDELL!!!”

Rydell stared at Sulu unfazed. “You’re reality-obsessed,” he said finally.

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“You feel like you haven’t achieved the glory you should have or lived up to your family name, so, rather than blame it on your own shortcomings, you’ve decided to change reality. First you tried externally with the Next Federation, and I’m sure that the idea of using the subspace generators to hide your fleet appealed to you in ways you couldn’t even consciously comprehend. Then when that failed miserably, you decided to retreat into another reality created in your own mind by the doohickey, which I assume you stole from Starfleet Sciences or something years ago. But the point is, you suck, but you’re blaming reality.”

“Where did you get this stream of psychobabble?” Sulu said with utter contempt.

“I took a correspondence course in high school. Pretty good, huh? I think I missed my calling.”

“Not hardly. You’re wrong. Completely wrong. Every bit of it,” Sulu stated. “I know what I’m trying to do here, and I don’t expect you to understand. Hikaru will understand, though. He’ll see what I’ve accomplished.”

“Um…I hate to break this to you, but…”

A loud fanfare sounded, echoing through the chamber.

“He has arrived!” Admiral Sulu exclaimed, turning on his heel and striding back to his throne. “Keep this one quiet,” he ordered as guards grabbed Rydell and pulled him off to the side of the aisle.

The chamber doors swung open revealing a lone man standing at the entrance. As some over-ostentatious march played, the man strode down the aisle, taking in the scene around him as he did so.

Hikaru Sulu, looking like he’d just stepped out of a holovid from one of Rydell’s Academy history classes, stopped before Hitori Sulu’s throne as the Admiral rose from his seat to greet his honored guest.

“Great Great Uncle, welcome to the Next Federation. I trust you had a pleasant trip,” Hitori said, with a slight bow.

Hikaru Sulu ignored him for the moment as he continued to survey the room. At long last, he turned to face his descendant. “My…GOD!”

“You like it!”

“Have you completely lost touch with reality?” Hikaru finished as Hitori’s face flashed to a look of confused fear.

“Told you,” Rydell remarked from a few feet away.

Hitori chose to ignore him, instead focusing on his ancestor. “I have returned the Federation to its proper place in the galaxy.”

“I wasn’t aware that it had lost its place,” Hikaru replied.

“The old Federation had become weak. When it should have been out expanding borders and conquering foes, it was too busy with talking and diplomacy. The Federation changed, so I took action to change it back.”

“The Federation didn’t change,” Rydell said. “The galaxy did. Look at the political landscape, Admiral. There are other powers in almost every direction. Of course diplomacy was going to become more important. It’s either that or war.”

“Maybe wars are what we need,” Hitori shot back. “But our leadership is too cowardly to fight them.”

“Tell that to the Dominion,” Rydell replied.

Hikaru Sulu placed a hand on Hitori’s shoulder. “This isn’t the way to your own command.”

“Wait a minute,” Rydell said. “He’s never had a command? Then how did he become an Admiral?”

“He rose up through the administrative ladder.”

“They said I was unfit for the center seat,” Hitori cried. “UNFIT! ME!”

“Imagine that,” Rydell muttered.

“Quiet, Rydell! I know who I am and what I’m capable of! And if the Federation thinks they’re going to keep me down…”

“Shut up!” Hikaru Sulu thundered. “You should have stayed in the damn accounting corps where you belonged.”

“No!” Hitori shot back. “You of all people have to understand! The Next Federation was going to be modeled after your example.”

“No thank you,” Hikaru said. “And you should listen to this man.” He gestured at Rydell. “He’s the only one here with any sense.”

Hitori sputtered. “You…you’re agreeing with Rydell? That imbecile?”

Hikaru Sulu stiffened. “That imbecile, as you call him, is a Starfleet captain, a champion of Federation ideals. But you…you are a traitor.”

“No no no. Not here too!” Hitori wailed. “NOOOOOO!” Hitori clapped his hands to his head, then vanished in a flash.

“He’ll be shutting down the mind expander now,” Hikaru said. “We only have a few moments.”

“Thank you. I don’t think I could have gotten through to him without you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Rydell was quiet for a moment, trying to figure out how to make conversation with a legend. “Um…sir?”

“Yes?”

“Did mean all of that champion of Federation ideals bit?”

Hikaru smiled. “I may have embellished a bit…but I must say that you do remind me of someone I once served with.”

“Captain Kirk?”

Hikaru started laughing. “Not hardly,” he said as the world around Rydell dissolved into blackness.



Slightly dazed, Rydell stepped out of Room 178, mind expander in hand, and found Jaroch waiting for him on the walkway.

“Are you all right, sir?” Jaroch asked.

“Fine,” Rydell said, shaking his head a bit. “Just had a bit of a reality shift there.”

“I believe we have had far too many of those in the last several weeks.”

“No arguments there,” Rydell replied. “What about Sulu?”

“The Admiral checked out moments ago and requested immediate transport to the orbital docking facility. He appeared to be rather upset.”

“Well, watching all of your dreams and aspirations vanish in an instant can do that to a guy,” Rydell said.

“Quite. Shall I contact the Secondprize?”

“Sure, but aren’t we a few people short?”

“Lieutenant Commanders Hawkins and Sullivan and Miss Durham are waiting for us on board. They beamed up as soon as Sulu left.”

“I see. It’s all about Sulu. No one cares about MY well-being.”

“I have no doubt Miss Durham will see to your well-being later this evening.”

Rydell laughed. “I’ve managed to teach you something over the years after all.” Rydell fell silent for a moment as Jaroch contacted the Secondprize.

“Hey, Jaroch,” Rydell said as they waited for the transporter to lock on to them. “Do I remind you of James T. Kirk at all?”

“No.”

“Not even a little.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Would you like the list?”

“Um…never mind,” Rydell said as he and Jaroch began to dematerialize.



“Okay, where’s our little rat scurrying to now?” Rydell asked as he ran out of the turbolift onto the Secondprize’s bridge.

“Heading 174 Mark 6,” Hawkins reported from tactical.

“But we aren’t going to be chasing him any time soon,” Karina Durham said from Counselor Webber’s usual seat to the left of the command chair as she pointed at the viewscreen.

“Oh,” Rydell said, instantly deflating as he saw the group of Orlagan ships hovering around the Secondprize. He turned on Commander Dillon. “What did you do?”

“Nothing!” Dillon cried, rising indignantly from his seat.

“He really didn’t this time,” Lieutenant Carr said from ops.

“Amazingly enough,” Sullivan muttered.

“The Orlagan Minister of Starfleet Relations has asked to speak to you whenever you returned,” Hawkins said. “Do you want to talk to her?”

“Might as well,” Rydell said, straightening his uniform as the viewscreen image switched to show a middle-aged woman in a pressed business suit sitting stiffly behind a large wooden desk. The name “Minister Golichek” printed in large gold letters on a black name plate sat at the front of the desk. Behind her on the wall hung a large portrait of the Minister herself dressed in the same damn suit.

“Minister,” Rydell said, with a deferential nod. “I am Captain Rydell of the USS Secondprize. My tactical officer says you wished to speak with me.”

“Don’t play innocent with me, Rydell,” Golichek shot back. “Admiral Sulu contacted my office and told me what you’ve been up to. Mister Eickner may think you stayed within the bounds of Orlagan law, but I’m not so easily fooled. I know what you did.”

“We were trying to run Sulu off the planet,” Rydell replied.

“You were trying to run Sulu off the planet!” Golichek shouted, then realized what Rydell had just said. “Ha! So you admit it!”

“Why wouldn’t I?” Rydell asked. “We did it. It worked. Now we’ll be going.”

“Not so fast, Rydell. I don’t want Starfleet to think they can just waltz in here and harass our guests, wanted criminals or no. You’re staying here until Sulu is long gone. We have mobilized our entire fleet against you!”

“Ah, so that would explain the Orlagan amateur production of Swan Lake going on outside my ship.”

“That’s it, Rydell! I WILL be lodging a formal protest with your government. See how you like that! HA!” Minister Golichek slammed her hand down on her desk, closing the comm channel.

“How many ships is it, Hawkins?”

“Fifteen,” Hawkins said. “But we can take them.”

“No no. That would start a ‘war,’” Rydell said, rolling his eyes.

“Come on!” Hawkins said hopefully. “It’d be a really short war.”

“I know, but we’re going to play nice and sit here.”

“Sit here!” Karina said in shock. “After all this, we’re just going to let him get away?”

Rydell smiled. “Not quite. I had a feeling something like this might happen. It usually does with this type of government. I’ve made arrangements.”

“What sort of arrangements?”

“I called in a favor.”

“Could you be less vague?” Karina snapped.

Rydell’s grin grew wider. “Nope.”



Admiral Sulu couldn’t help but laugh as he sped away from the Orlagan system. In typical Starfleet fashion, they had just sent one ship to capture him. So with the Secondprize detained around Orlagas, he was free to find a new place to hide.

The loss of the mind expander was troublesome. He never should have let Rydell rattle him to the point that he left it behind, but that wouldn’t matter in the larger scheme of things. Actually, it was for the best. Retreating into his own mind was weak. He needed to rebuild and replan. The Federation could still be his. But right now, he needed another non-Federation world where he could start anew.

His concentration was shot all to hell as another ship blew past his so quickly that their deflector shields almost brushed against each other. Sulu stared ahead, trying to make out the type of ship it was.

Another runabout. A cold spike of fear shot down Sulu’s spine, but he quickly calmed himself. Whoever was in the other runabout wasn’t necessarily looking for him. From the way the other runabout was moving, Sulu wondered if it’d been stolen from a Starfleet installation. Federation pilots usually didn’t nearly graze other ships.

Sulu slapped his comm panel, hailing the other ship. “You maniac! You’d better calm that flying down, Mister, or I’m going to file a report with Starfleet.”

“Admiral Sulu? Is that you?” an unfamiliar male voice called back. “This is Lieutenant Zachary Ford? Do you remember me? I flew a shuttlepod for you just before I got assigned to the Secondprize, remember? You got spacesick and threw up all over your dress uniform.”

Sulu’s eyes widened in horror. Ford. Sulu had ordered him transferred to the Secondprize right after the shuttlepod incident. The man was a menace at the helm.

“GET AWAY FROM ME!!!” Sulu shouted, suddenly veering the Patapsco into a nearby star system. There was enough cover there for him to dodge Ford for a while.

“Come on, Admiral. It was only a little loop,” Ford continued.

“STAY AWAY!” Sulu closed the comm channel and wiped away the sweat that was suddenly appearing on his brow as he steered close to a ringed gas giant in the system.

Secondprize. Secondprize. Why did he keep running into the Secondprize? Weren’t there ANY other ships in Starfleet?

In answer to his question, the mammoth silhouette of a Galaxy-class starship emerged from behind the gas giant on a direct course with the Patapsco. Before Sulu could take evasive maneuvers, a tractor beam lanced out of the Galaxy-class ship’s saucer, locking the runabout in place in perfect position for Sulu to read the larger vessel’s hull lettering:

USS EXPLORER.

The comm system indicator blinked that a hail was being received, but Sulu refused to answer it. Then somehow, as though of its own free will, the monitor beside him flashed to life.

“Well, if it isn’t Admiral Sulu?” the man in the Explorer’s command chair said without the slightest hint of surprise in his voice. Sulu hesitantly looked at the screen. The image of Commander David Conway waved back. “Greetings from the crew of the USS Explorer. Captain Baxter would have liked to be here, but he’s serving a short prison sentence at the moment. Otherwise, though, the gang’s all here. The gang YOU put here from what I understand. Say there, J’hana, what is it we’re supposed to be again?”

“Incompetents and rejects,” the Explorer’s Andorian tactical officer replied scowling.

“Really? You don’t say? Wow, I hope we aren’t so incompetent that we accidently launch a torpedo and blow the Admiral out of space. That would be a real shame, wouldn’t it?”

“Only because I would not be able to torture him personally,” J’hana replied.

“We can’t have that now, can we?” Conway said, turning to Lieutenant Commander Kristen Larkin in the chair beside him. “Do we have accommodations for the Admiral?”

“Indeed,” the android replied. “I believe he will find our brig austere, yet sufficient.”

“Hear that, Admiral?” Conway said. “We’ve got the red carpet all ready for you. Energize, J’hana…and try to keep his limbs on this time.”

As Sulu dematerialized on his way to the Explorer’s brig, his cry echoed deafeningly through the Runabout Patapsco.

“RYDELL!!!!!!!”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 54024.3. Thanks to a little timely intervention by Commander David Conway and the crew of the Explorer, Admiral Hitori Sulu has been apprehended and is currently on his way to the UFP Legal Affairs Facility on Rigus IX to await trial. Both Admiral Cooper and Admiral Wagner assure me that Sulu will not be seeing the outside of a penal colony for a VERY long time.

“Meanwhile, the Secondprize has departed Orlagas after a positively delightful stay. And we even managed to avoid a major diplomatic incident. Will wonders never cease? But now it’s high time I turn my attention to a matter of a far more personal nature.”



Captain Rydell stepped into Seven Backward to find that the lounge was practically deserted. Of course, since Guinanco disapproved of late-night carousing, the place usually emptied after the music shut off at 2200 hours.

Rydell wasn’t all that interested in drinking or carousing that particular moment. Instead, the object of his interest sat at a table by the window watching the stars sail past as the Secondprize cruised along at warp.

“I seem to remember finding you in this exact spot a couple of years ago,” Rydell said to Karina Durham as he sat down in the chair across from her.

“Same situation, too,” Karina replied sadly. “I’d lost my ship then as well. I’ve got to stop hanging around with you, Rydell. You’re bad for business.”

“Hey, I lost my ship this time, too,” Rydell replied.

“Seems you fixed that problem,” Karina said somewhat bitterly.

Rydell waved over a waiter. The waiter shook his head no, but a quick, fierce glare from Rydell caused him to change his mind. “Two gin and tonics,” he ordered. The waiter was about to protest that the bar was closed, but thought better of it and scurried off to fill the order.

“So are you just going to get another ship?” Rydell asked.

“The Federation is going to foot the bill, so why not?”

“Maybe I’ve got a better idea,” Rydell said as the waiter returned with their drinks.

“Like what?” Karina snapped skeptically before downing hers in one gulp.

Rydell took a long drink from his, then set it down on the table thoughtfully. “Stay here…with me.”

“Alex…”

“I could take some leave. We could go see how the remodeling job is coming at the Suburb.”

Karina chuckled. “Oh goody. Could we please go back to the place where that psycho Zero tried to kill us?”

“Hey! That’s my retirement paradise you’re talking about there, lady,” Rydell replied grinning.

“I don’t believe you.” Karina suddenly laughed loudly, drawing the attention of the few patrons left in the lounge. “I don’t believe me!”

“Does that mean you’ll do it?” Rydell asked.

“Yes,” Karina said. “I’ll stay.” That smile that Rydell could look at for the rest of his life spread across her face.

And then Alexander Rydell heard the greatest three words of his life.

“I love you.”
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“This better be good,” Lt. Cmdr. Patricia Hawkins said as Travis Dillon led her into the bare holodeck. “I’m on duty in two minutes.”

“I promise it will be,” Commander Dillon said resolutely. “Computer, activate Dillon Omega Nine.”

The holodeck walls shimmered as the program activated: Hawkins suddenly found herself in a dense forest, complete with cawing birds and tittering squirrels.

“Well,” Hawkins said, looking around. “It’s not exactly Blackbeard’s ship.”

“Even better. Same general era a little earlier.” Dillon led Hawkins through the dense forest until the pair reached a clearing, at the center of which stood a castle that stretched hundreds of feet into the air. Hawkins could barely see the top.

“It may not be perfectly to scale,” Dillon said, mumbling some calculations to himself. “But it fits the general idea.”

“The general idea of WHAT?” asked Hawkins.

“Camelot.” Dillon grinned. “Guess who you get to play?”

Hawkins put a hand over his face. “I have no idea, but I know enough Earth history to know who YOU get to play.”

“Ah, King Arthur, and his fair Guinivere!”

Hawkins turned toward the strange voice, which came coupled with the sound of horse-feet clopping. A metal-armored knight atop a regal horse galloped out of the woods, dressed in blue and gold with fancy tassels. She had to give it to Dillon; he had a definite eye for detail.

“Report, Lancelot!” Dillon ordered, winking at Hawkins, who sighed.

“The perimeter is secure. No one will threaten Camelot’s stately battlements today!”

“Nor ever,” Dillon said, throwing on a fake (and shabby) British accent. He winked again at Hawkins, who sighed again.

Lancelot climbed down from his horse and removed his helmet. As he removed the helmet, he shook out his long, flowing locks of auburn hair. He was definitely not a Secondprize crewman. Too damned handsome. Too damned striking.

Lancelot took Hawkins’s hand and kissed it.

Too damned polite, too.

She smiled, and immediately found Dillon standing in between her and Lancelot. She was amazed at how quickly and gracefully he’d done it.

“Now then, Lancelot, that’s quite enough of that.” Dillon smiled weakly back at Hawkins, when suddenly the comm sounded.

“All hands, this is Captain Rydell. How’s everybody doing? In case you were wondering, I’m just fine. Anyway, in just a few short minutes we will be in orbit around Hujinor II. You may remember that, when ‘The Suburb’ was a prison overseen by a whacko named Zero, I was captive there. Now I’m going to be running it! As you’ve all read in the ship’s newsletter, my new girlfriend, Karina Durham, and I will be leaving for a month or so to oversee the Zenedron Construction Group’s work on the new and improved ‘Suburb Spa and Resort,’ set to open sometime next year. Meanwhile, you will all be in the care of a competent officer who is more than capable of seeing this ship through whatever missions she may encounter. Have a great day. I know I will!”

Dillon beamed, turning his back on Lancelot and looking at Hawkins. He affectionately wrapped his arms around her. “This is it, Patricia! This is when it gets good!”

“Oof!” was all the reply Hawkins could muster.

“I say, chap, what’s all the ruckus?” Lancelot asked as Dillon yanked Hawkins back toward the holodeck arch.

“No time to chat!” Dillon called back. “Computer, end program!”



Dillon ran the entire way to see Rydell and Durham off at the transporter room.

“It’s funny, you know,” Dillon said, slowing to a jog as he and Hawkins neared the transporter room. “We’ve talked about Rydell’s leave of absence dozens of time over the last month, and he’s never once sat down and talked to me about what he expects me to do while I’m in command.”

“You don’t say,” Hawkins mumbled. “Let me ask you this. Did the captain ever say, specifically, that he’d be leaving you in command?”

Dillon stopped walking and blinked at Hawkins. “Who else would they put in command? Jaroch?”

Hawkins shrugged. “It’s just funny, you know, that you and Rydell never met about that.”

“I tried to get an appointment with him, but he always had something else come up.”

“Sort of like he was avoiding you?”

Dillon glared at Hawkins and kept walking. “Why would he do that?”

The pair arrived at the transporter room where a small group of senior officers had gathered to see Rydell and Durham off.

At the center of the group, Rydell was already wearing khaki shorts, sandals, a straw hat and a Hawaiian shirt. Beside him, Karina Durham was wearing a beige sarong type dress and sunglasses. Rydell looked at peace with the world, and Durham looked just plain excited.

“Don’t get too f***ing comfortable down there, sir,” Commander Scott Baird muttered, staring at the deck.

“He’s going to miss you, isn’t that sweet?” Lt. Cmdr. Emily Sullivan said, wrapping an arm around Baird’s neck.

Commander Jaroch handed Rydell a padd. “Sir, you may appreciate this study of the poisonous life-forms that are indigenous to that moon, and whose habitats you may be disturbing during the construction process. I would hate for one to attack you, or” Jaroch cast a small, menacing grin Dillon’s way. “Attach itself to your head.”

Rydell took the padd. “Thanks, Jaroch.”

“Your ‘Good Luck’ fruit basket has already been beamed down to your temporary living module, sir,” Transporter Chief Monica Vaughn said, adding “and there are a few special somethings in there from me.” Karina glared at her.

Rydell smiled patiently. “Those special somethings wouldn’t happen to be images of you naked, straddling the primary power coupling in engineering, would it?”

“How’d you know?”

“You left your f***ing bra hanging on it,” Baird muttered.

“And you left the imager down there, with the images freshly stored on it, for all to see,” Lt. Cmdr. Hawkins said. “Disgusting.”

“If anyone is curious, the images can be found in this month’s edition of the ship’s newsletter,” Jaroch said. He looked at the dumb glances from around the room, then muttered something about “public record.”

“Thanks, but no thanks,” Rydell said, taking Karina’s hand. “I don’t think the future missus would approve.”

Karina rubbed her chin. “Come to think of it, hon, I’m a little curious about how the pictures turned out myself.”

“There’s a discussion to start off our vacation with,” Rydell said lightly. “Monica, you know what to do.”

Vaughn opened her mouth to say something, then sighed. “Hell with it. Energizing.”

Dillon shouldered his way through to the front of the group as Rydell dematerialized. “I’ll take good care of her, Captain!”

Rydell smiled weakly as he and Karina were beamed away. “You do that, Dillon.”



“Computer, access all files on ‘planned management ideas and implementations during Rydell absence’ and put them on my viewer,” Commander Dillon ordered, sitting in the command chair on the bridge of the Secondprize as it orbited Hujinor II.

“File size is too large for your current viewer,” the computer replied crisply. “Please upgrade your hardware or report to the computer core to access the information.”

“Six long years coming up with ideas,” Dillon said, rubbing his hands together. “All that information, just waiting to be implemented!”

From behind him, at the tactical station, for the third time that day, Patricia Hawkins sighed. “It’s only going to be one month.”

Dillon stood and turned to face Hawkins. “Yes. A WHOLE MONTH!”

“Oh boy.”

Dillon hurried toward the foreward turbolift. “I’m going down to the computer core to look at all my ideas and try to organize them into some sort of presentation. Call a ship-wide staff meeting. We’ll use the Turbojitsu arena on Deck Nine.”

“Um okay” Hawkins said uneasily.

Dillon stepped into the turbolift, just as a soft chirp sounded on Hawkins’s panel.

Instantly, Dillon squeezed himself between the closing turbolift doors, scrambling out of the turbolift. “What’s going on, Patricia? Report!”

“We just got a proximity report that a starship is approaching off the port bow,” Hawkins said. “It’s a Starfleet ship, so I doubt we’ll have to call for a Red Alert.”

Dillon giggled giddily. “Fantastic, then! A fellow commander approaching to congratulate me on my temporary command status. By the way, Patricia circulate a memo to the crew. In accordance with Naval tradition, I’m now to be addressed as ‘Captain.’”

“CAP-tain,” Hawkins mumbled. “The ship is hailing us. It’s the U.S.S. Orleans.”

Dillon rubbed his chin. “Orleans Orleans Orleans. That’s Captain Woodall’s ship. He’s a real hard-case. A stickler for details and regs. Miserable, lonely man. No sense of crew camaraderie. Nobody likes him” Dillon stopped talking when he realized everyone at every station on the bridge had stopped working and were now staring at him with ironic, brow-furrowed looks.

“What?” he finally demanded.

They all went back to work.

“Put Woodall on-screen,” Dillon ordered, and hurried over to the command chair.

Grayed and stocky, sturdy-looking but not quite yet grizzled, Captain Jack Woodall appeared on the viewscreen, standing on his bridge, hands clasped behind his back.

“Commander Dillon,” he said, his eyes droopy and unexpressive.

“Captain Dillon,” Dillon muttered under his breath, then smiled at Woodall. “Yes, yes, Captain. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Guess news travels fast, huh? At ‘warp’ speeds, you might say?”

“Whatever. You stand relieved, sir. I hereby take command of the U.S.S .sheesh Secondprize, as of this date. Computer, transfer all command codes to me.”

The computer didn’t even ask Dillon’s permission.

Dillon felt his stomach plummet down to Deck 32.

“B-b-b-b-but,” he stammered. “But I thought you called to congratulate me!”

“Congratulations,” Woodall snapped. “Now get the hell out of my chair.”



“Hon, come out of there.” Lt. Cmdr. Hawkins pleaded as she pounded on the doors to Dillon’s quarters. He’d locked her out, which was funny, because they were her quarters too. Dillon apparently had access codes that defied even Hawkins’s security clearance.

“No,” came the muffled voice from behind the doors. The normal “voice-announce” function had been deactivated because apparently Dillon and the computer were no longer on speaking terms, after the whole incident with the computer not bothering to ask Dillon’s permission to transfer command codes to Woodall.

“You’re being immature about this, Travis,” Patricia said softly, but sternly. “I’m sure there’s a good explanation.”

“There is a good explanation,” came Dillon’s tormented, muffled reply. “Captain Rydell doesn’t think I’m capable of looking after his ship for even a month. If my own captain doesn’t trust me, what hope do I have of earning the trust of the rest of this crew, or of any crew?”

He was making damn good points. “Listen,” Hawkins said. “This is certainly a punch in the face, but I’m sure the captain didn’t mean it as such. Talk to him. Find out why he made this decision. I’m sure there’s a rational thought process behind it. Captain Rydell would never do anything on purpose to hurt you.” Why did Hawkins suddenly feel like she was giving Dillon relationship advice?

There was silence on the other side of the door. Then the sound of Rydell’s voice over a comm channel.

“What do you want, Dillon? We haven’t even had time to unpack!”

“I didn’t mean talk to him right now!” Hawkins muttered, pounding on the door. “We have a staff meeting to get to!”

“To hell with the staff meeting!” Dillon called out. Hearing that phrase from Dillon turned Hawkins’s blood cold.



On Dillon’s desktop terminal, with a sandy beach behind him, sun streaming down into his face and reflecting off his sunglasses, Karina Durham sunning on a chaise lounge in the background, Alexander Rydell looked visibly taken aback.

“Did you just say ‘to hell with’ a staff meeting?”

Dillon nodded. “I want to settle this here and now, Captain. Why didn’t you put me in command of the Secondprize?”

Rydell sighed and collapsed down into the chaise lounge beside Karina. A waiter walked by with a tray of drinks but Rydell waved it away. “No pina coladas, no margaritas. Just cherry icee, fella. Got it?”

“And a margarita for the lady!” Karina called out without looking up.

The waiter nodded, looking perturbed, and turned on a heel.

“I love it here!” Rydell said, then looked around conspiratorially. “They already have waiters! Isn’t that fantastic? This place is already terrific and the new buildings aren’t even up! It’s like a module park down here right now, because of all the renovations to the main buildings, but it’s so relaxing! People will come from all over the galaxy to relax here!”

“Captain” Dillon said, feeling in need of a vacation of his own.

“I’m going to go take a swim in the ocean in a few minutes. I’d love to hunt for sand dollars but they aren’t indigenous to this planet. We’ll have some shipped in, just like we had to have salt added to the water. Hmmm…”

“CAP-tain!” Dillon said shrilly. “You’re not listening to me!”

“Right, right,” Rydell said. “The whole command thing.” He sighed, just as the waiter returned, frowning, with a clear glass filled with a thick, red, icy substance. “Thanks, Boswell.” Rydell took the glass and gulped. “Ahhh perfect! So anyway, I was going to leave you in command, not a problem until my personnel report crossed someone’s desk at Starfleet Command.”

“Who’s desk?”

“A very influential Admiral.”

“This, this Admiral” Dillon said. “Didn’t think I could manage my own command?”

“He put it in slightly less generous terms, but yes,” Rydell said.

Dillon smiled. “Well, then. I’ll take care of this mishap right away. I’ll call my Uncle Matt. He’ll talk to his Admiral, find out what’s eating at him and Captain Woodall will be on the next shuttle out of here.”

“The Admiral WAS ‘Uncle Matt,’” Rydell said, exasperated, and finished off his icee, calling for another. “It was Admiral Dillon. He didn’t think you were suited to command. Not yet, maybe not ever.”

Dillon’s mouth gaped, his face paled. “EVER?”

“You don’t have many fans in Starfleet, Dillon. You know that.”

“I…I don’t?”

Rydell chuckled. “Of course. You’d have to be an absolute moron not to realize…” Rydell stopped chuckling. “Commander, I can’t change Starfleet’s mind. My only advice to you is to be a good Number One to Captain Woodall. Show Starfleet you can work well under anyone, no matter how hard of a hardcase they are. That’ll count for a lot.”

“Right, right,” Dillon said absently. “Show Starfleet my hardcase. Work under Woodall’s lot. Commander Advice’s changed mind.”

“Um Dillon?”

Dillon reached out blindly for the terminal and slapped it a couple times, until finally his hand came down on the “disconnect” panel. A confused-looking Rydell disappeared from the screen.



Commander Travis Dillon looked completely at peace when Patricia Hawkins returned from the staff meeting.

Hawkins, on the other hand, was anything BUT at peace.

She stormed through the doors, at least glad that Dillon had unlocked them. Otherwise, she would have smashed through.

“Hi honey,” Dillon said, slumped in the couch, staring at the blank wall opposite it.

Hawkins stared, cock-eyed, at Dillon. “‘Hi honey’? I assumed your talk with Captain Rydell went well?”

Dillon nodded dumbly, his face looking vacant. “He’s having a great vacation.”

Hawkins stared out the slatted windows of she and Dillon’s quarters, just as the stars turned to streaks as the Secondprize jumped into warp, and as Hujinor II disappeared in the distance.

“He’s having a great vacation,” Hawkins said. “That’s it?”

“Yup.”

“What about his decision to make Woodall the acting captain?”

“Eh. Whatever.”

Hawkins placed a hand gently on Dillon’s forehead. “Hon, are you okay? I was worried about you before, but at least you were acting consistent. This is you’re just too damn calm!”

“What good will worrying do me?” Dillon asked placidly. He took Hawkins’s hands in his. “Life is grand.”

“That’s good I guess.”

“How was your day?” Dillon asked, but didn’t look as if he cared all that much.

“Take one guess!” Hawkins said, throwing up her hands and collapsing onto the couch next to Dillon.

“Grand?”

“NO!” Hawkins replied, kicking at the coffee table fitfully. “Captain Woodall is absolutely impossible! He’s completely revising my job description so that I’m only in charge of tactical and not security.”

Dillon arched an eyebrow. “Really.”

“Because, apparently, according to Starfleet regs, a starship must operate with a full-time tactical officer, and a full-time security Chief. But very few captains follow that rule.”

“Hmm.”

“So he’s selected his own Security Chief. A Lieutenant Vansen, from the Orleans. A real hardcase in her own right.”

“No kidding.”

“You wouldn’t believe it. Woodall’s pissing everyone off. He lengthened duty shifts, reduced breaks, added responsibilities, moved around department heads, prohibited food in the conference room. In forty-five minutes he’s turned this ship from the loosest to the tightest ship in the fleet.”

“I see.” Dillon rubbed his chin

Hawkins nodded. “Even Jaroch, who you wouldn’t think has a problem with discipline, was about to go J’Ter on Woodall’s ass.”

“You don’t say.”

“Scott just about kicked a hole in the hull.”

“Interesting.”

“Apparently, according to regs, Starfleet requires a Level One diagnostic on the engines be submitted every quarter. We missed the filing deadline, so Baird and Sullivan have to spend the next three days straight catching up. There are hundreds of tests that have to be run and verified in-person. They had to cancel their holodeck reservations!”

“Well, that is a shame.”

Hawkins watched, dumbfounded, as Dillon shuffled off to the door.

“Travis? Where are you going? Travis?”



Hawkins would have searched for Dillon, but she was running late for her shift. She’d only been given a five minute break between the staff meeting and going on-duty, and she’d already been informed that demerits would show up on her permanent record if she didn’t arrive on the bridge promptly at the start of her shift.

Maybe she’d been around Dillon too long, but Hawkins actually found herself caring about her permanent record.

When she arrived on the bridge, she found Woodall in the command chair, Vansen standing next to him reading from a padd.

“Ensign Bailey will have to be reprimanded for having his uniform zipped halfway down. This is NOT an approved style. Lieutenant Monroe in Astrophysics has a non-standard nose ornamentation that must be removed in order for her to return to duty. Crewman Crissell was seen making obtuse advances on Ensign Park in the crew lounge…”

“What is this?” Hawkins demanded, stepping down to the command chair area.

“‘This’ is a private briefing,” said Vansen. “Stay out of it.”

Hawkins looked to Woodall. “Captain!”

“You heard her,” Woodall rumbled. “Man your post. I may have been stuck with babysitting this ship, but that doesn’t mean I have to tolerate the ridiculous behavior of its crew.”

Suddenly, Vansen’s padd bleeped and she glanced at it. “Captain, Alpha Shift’s PT drill is slated to begin now.”

“Excellent.” Woodall glanced around the bridge. “Jaroch, Carr, Hawkins. You’re up first. Sullivan, you, Prescott and Ghali will have the second rotation.”

“Rotation of what?”

“Physical training,” Vansen muttered. “You know, what you do to your body to ensure it doesn’t get flabby.”

“I’m vaguely familiar with it,” Hawkins grumbled.

“Get a move on, then,” Woodall said, and Vansen darted to the turbolift, jogging in place in front of it.

“You heard the Captain!” Vansen barked. “Everyone form up!”

Jaroch and Carr grudgingly shuffled up to the turbolift, Hawkins reluctantly following.

“The crew will observe a regular fitness routine,” Woodall snapped as Vansen loaded the trio of officers into the turbolift.



“Must have been all those…damn…buffets!” Lt. Carr wheezed as she trudged after Jaroch and Hawkins. Vansen was a good ten meters ahead of them all.

“It is unfair for one captain to stuff us full of food at meetings, and for the other to force us to engage in humiliating physical training,” Jaroch said. He didn’t seem to be breaking a sweat as he jogged, but he didn’t look happy.

Carr, for her part, was dripping, and gripping Hawkins’s shoulders. “Don’t let…don’t let it end this way, Commander Hawkins!”

Hawkins shook Carr loose. “Don’t let Vansen beat you, Andrea. Show her you’ve got what it takes to be a Starfleet officer!”

“But I DON’T!” Carr moaned breathlessly.

“I really wish one of my past lives had been an athlete,” Jaroch muttered.



Hawkins was sweaty and exhausted when she got off-shift. Not only had she endured an endless string of meetings with Vansen on ship’s security protocols, but she’d had to take the ship through a series of grueling phaser targeting and response time tests, coordinating with weapons and engineering departments, all of which left very little time to rest from her four kilometer sprint through the ship.

When Hawkins returned to her quarters, she was shocked to see Dillon hadn’t returned yet. She’d been gone seven hours.

“Computer. Find Commander Dillon.”

“Commander Dillon is in Holodeck Three.”

“Figures,” Hawkins mumbled, and slogged off toward the recreation deck.



“I understand you requested an audience with King Arthur,” Dillon said, sitting erect in his throne, fingers steepled together. He was back in costume: the big feathery, blue and red thing complete with robe and staff. It made Dillon look like a Playing Card reject.

“This isn’t a game, Travis. Snap out of it!” Hawkins said.

“And why ever would I want to do that?”

“Because this ship is in trouble,” Hawkins said, rubbing her back. It ached, along with her legs and just about every other part of her. “Do you have a place to sit down?”

Dillon clapped his hands. “Merlin, make a chair appear for m’lady.”

The bearded wizard sighed. “Your highness, surely there are more wondrous feats you’d like me to perform.”

“No, just the chair for now, my good man,” Dillon said haughtily.

“Oh, very well,” Merlin said, and pointed just behind Hawkins. “Alllakazoo, allakazam, make me a chair, fast as you can!”

Indeed, a soft, cushioned chair (not as nice as Dillon’s throne, but not bad) appeared behind Hawkins. She gratefully sat.

“Now, as you were saying…”

“As I was saying…wow it feels good to sit down.” Hawkins blinked, clearing her thoughts. “Travis…we…we need you.”

Dillon cocked his head. “You…the crew…need…me?”

“Well, yes, I guess.”

“I hardly call that a resounding affirmation.”

“Stop talking like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like you’re British.”

“Poppycock.”

“That’s it, right there. Stop that!”

Dillon folded his arms. “My dear, that is not the way to get me to do anything for you.”

Hawkins stood. “God damn it, Travis, you know you are the only person on this ship with enough gall to stand toe to toe with Woodall and make him ease up on us. You are the only one who can annoy Woodall enough to make him give up and cut us all a break.”

Dillon rubbed his chin. “Perhaps you’re right.”

“I know I am. Now get out of here and go see Woodall.”

“Then again, I don’t want to give up my kingdom.”

“You can have your kingdom back after you talk to Woodall.”

“The job of King, much like the job of Captain, is not part-time. Send Captain Woodall my regrets. And be sure to come back soon.” Dillon clapped his hands again. “Guards!”

Two knights in gleaming armor appeared as if from nowhere on either side of Hawkins. They took her by the arms.

“Now, wait just one…”

“Ta-taaaa…” Dillon called, waving at Hawkins.



“The Secondprize Resistance Movement has officially come to order,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, the group’s appointed Secretary, said, shifting uncomfortably in the easy chair in Dillon’s quarters, where Hawkins had set up the Resistance’s base of operations. “Let it be known for the record that Commander Dillon’s cabin smells like mold.”

“Strike that,” Hawkins snapped, standing at the front of the group, which consisted of Carr, Sullivan, Baird, Jaroch, Counselor Claire Webber and Doctor Beth Aldridge. “Now, you all know why you’re here.”

“I don’t,” said Aldridge.

“I don’t either,” added Webber.

Hawkins rolled her eyes. “Aren’t the two of you fed up with Captain Woodall, too?”

“Captain who?” Webber asked with a rosey smile.

“Captain Woodall. He took over for Captain Rydell the other day and will command the Secondprize for the next month. He’s been driving the crew nuts with increased duties, physical training, stupid protocols, and asinine demerits.”

“The name sounds familiar. I remember hearing something about Rydell leaving in the ship’s newsletter, but I only skimmed it,” Aldridge said with a yawn. “Anyway, this Woodall character hasn’t done anything to Sickbay yet, so can I go?”

“I guess.”

“He doesn’t sound nice,” Webber said, as Aldridge got up to go. “Not nice at all.”

“So you’re in,” Hawkins said tiredly.

“I’d love to,” Webber said, and stood. “But I’m supposed to be leading a pottery class in fifteen minutes. Let me know how everything turns out.” She grabbed Hawkins in an excruciating hug. “Be strong!”

Hawkins’s tired bones barely felt the intense pressure of the hug. She collapsed into one of the vacant chairs as Webber and Aldridge left. “Well, then, I guess it’s up to us.”

“I suggest we f***ing kill him,” Baird spoke up.

“Real smart, honey,” Sullivan said. “Way to use your head.”

“The threat of being sent to a penal colony would seem to preclude that solution,” Jaroch said. “I have no wish to destroy my career simply to get rid of an annoyance. If I did, I’d have done so years ago…” he added, sounding distant.

“Then we need another way.”

“Honestly,” Sullivan said. “He’s not THAT bad. I mean, this is kind of what I expected when I graduated from Starfleet Academy. This is what I thought Starfleet was like back then.”

“How wrong you were,” muttered Carr.

“Someone has to reason with Woodall,” Hawkins said. “Can we all agree none of us are up to the job?”

“F***ing A,” muttered Baird. “Unless you want him killed.”

Jaroch produced a padd and handed it to Hawkins. “I have calculated that a neutrino-based brain induction sequence would either make Captain Woodall nicer or render him a brain-dead vegetable.”

“Fascinating,” Hawkins snapped. “But it’s not an option. Nobody’s killing Captain Woodall, OR zapping his brain.”

Jaroch took his padd back, frowning. “You didn’t even consider my idea.”

“That is because it is ridiculous.”

“Perhaps your judgment is simply clouded because you are in love with the man Captain Woodall is replacing.”

“I’m not in love with Captain Rydell!”

“I was referring to Commander Dillon.”

Hawkins looked thoughtful. “Oh. Yeah. Him.”

“Isn’t that why we’re here?” asked Carr. “To try to find a way to get Commander Dillon to stand up to Woodall?”

“Yeah, sacrifice Dillon,” Baird said with a grin. “Kill two birds with one f***ing stone.”

“The idea isn’t to sacrifice him,” Hawkins said. “The idea is to get Dillon to show Woodall that he’s a competent officer. Let him make the personnel decisions. You’ve got to admit, incompetent or not, life under Dillon is infinitely preferable to life under Woodall.”

“I do not think Commander Dillon has the intellectual capacity to convince anyone of anything,” Jaroch said, “unless of course he is trying to convince an Elaysian eel that water is wet.”

“Well, in the absence of any GOOD ideas,” Hawkins said, prompting Jaroch to grimace, “we’re going to go ahead with the plan to get Travis to stand up to Woodall.”

“And how do you propose we do that,” Jaroch muttered.

“We appeal to his ego.”

“At least it won’t be hard to find,” Sullivan giggled.

“And how do you propose we appeal to his ego?”

“Get the person Dillon hates most, who hates Dillon most, to beg for him to come back.”

“And who would that be,” Jaroch said. Hawkins smiled at him. “Oh, no.”



“I’m here to see his…ugh…exalted majesty,” Commander Jaroch said, staring up at Dillon’s throne with folded arms.

“Ah, one of my loyal vassals, come to tell me of life in the fiefdom,” Dillon said. “How I love talking to the little people. You know, everyone in my kingdom is important to me.”

“Right,” Jaroch mumbled. “King Arthur, would you mind letting Commander Dillon out to play?”

Dillon blinked. “I am playing a role, Mister Jaroch. I am not crazy.”

“That is debatable.”

“You’re not even trying to get into the part.”

“Yes, you are correct.”

“Well, then why are you here?” Dillon asked, narrowing his eyes at Jaroch. “Are you trying to destroy my program?”

“No,” Jaroch said patiently. “I am coming to…to…”

“Yessss?” Dillon asked, leaning forward.

“I am here to ask for your help.”

“Oh, do tell.”

“We need you to talk to Captain Woodall. To get him to stop the senseless fitness regime, the long hours, the sign in/sign out padd on the bridge.”

“And what makes you think I can do that?”

Because you are expendable, Jaroch thought. Then, he said, “Because you have a keen understanding of people, and we think you are the best man for the job.”

“WE?” Dillon asked. “WE think?”

“That’s right, we think you are the best man for the job.”

“What do YOU think?” Dillon asked interestedly.

“I think you are a…” Jaroch said, and all sorts of images floated into his head. Finally, he let out a long, tired breath. “I think you are a consummate diplomat. I think you are the only one who can help us.”

“So, if you were to, I don’t know,” Dillon said, tracing his finger on the arm of the command chair, “say that you needed someone. Who would that someone be?”

“You.”

“Say it in a complete sentence.”

“Forget this!” Jaroch snapped, and stormed out of the throne room. “Exit!” he called, and the holodeck doors appeared before him. He stomped out, to be greeted by Lieutenant Vansen out in the corridor.

“Commander Jaroch! Just who I was looking for,” Vansen said. “We’ve found your science reports of the last few years lacking in detail. Captain Woodall would like them all to be done over, from memory if necessary.”

Jaroch whirled on a heel and marched back into the holodeck.

“Commander?” Vansen called after him, but he didn’t reply.

Jaroch stomped back into the throne room, up to Dillon’s throne. “I….NEED…YOU… TRAVIS…DILLON!”

“Well, why didn’t you just say so in the first place,” Dillon said, and slid off the throne. “I’ll just go see Captain Woodall and take care of this mess right away.”

“Very good,” Jaroch said, as Dillon left. “And while you’re doing that, I am going to go vomit, then rinse my mouth with benzolyne.” Jaroch doubted he would ever quite recover from telling Travis Dillon that he needed him.



Having just returned from the lower decks, Lieutenant Nell Vansen was outside the ready room door, looking impertinent, ambivalent, and obtuse. A standard-issue facial expression for a good Starfleet Security officer, thought Dillon.

“I would like to see the Captain,” Dillon said calmly. Behind Dillon, the bridge crew worked at their stations, busily entering data and making adjustments, all the while grumbling to themselves. The bridge had never looked so busy.

“That’s enough with the grumbling,” Vansen said aloud. “Bridge protocol, under Starfleet Ordinance 0012, sub-section A, clearly states that all verbal communication be made clearly and be addressed to a particular person. If you have a problem, say it aloud, and to the person you have a problem with, got it?”

“I think you are an unbearable, loathesome bitch and a shabby excuse for a human being,” Lt. Carr called out from ops. “Did you get all that or should I send you a memo to that effect?”

Vansen cleared her throat. “That won’t be necessary, Lieutenant. As you were.” She turned to Dillon, who was waiting patiently beside her. “Are you still here?”

“I said,” Dillon said cooly, “I’m here to see the captain.”

“What about?”

“It doesn’t concern you.”

“I’m Chief of Security. Everything concerns me.”

“I outrank you.”

“Only in the strictest interpretation of protocol.”

“The strictest interpretation of protocol is what we’re all about, LIEUTENANT,” Dillon said. “Now step aside.”

Stymied, Vansen took a side-step to the left. She punched the door-call. “Captain Woodall. A what was your name again?”

“Commander Travis Dillon.”

“A Commander Travis Dillon is here to see you.”

“Hrm,” replied Woodall’s voice. “I don’t suppose you’re permitted to shoot him, are you?”

“Not unless he strikes first, sir,” Vansen said, sneering at Dillon.

“Any chance of that?”

Vansen looked at Dillon, sizing him up. “Doubtful.”

A long sigh. “Send him in, Vansen.”

“Yes, sir.” Vansen punched another control beside the ready-room door and it slid open.

Dillon smiled amicably at Vansen and patted her on the shoulder. “Thanks, friend. Get the captain and I a cup of coffee. We’re going to be a while.”

Vansen’s shoulders fell and her head sunk into them. “You…that…um…right.”

“Excellent.”

The last thing Vansen saw as the doors to the ready room closed was Dillon’s smiling face.



“…actually a subsection of paragraph 12 of the Starfleet Code of Carpet Styling, which indicates that, although stain-master is not an approved carpet type, it is allowed in certain emergency circumstances,” Dillon was saying, as Vansen walked in sullenly with two cups of coffee.

She handed one grudgingly to Dillon and another to Woodall, who looked like he really needed it. Woodall had his chin propped in his hands and stared out of the ready-room window into space.

“Thanks, Ms. Vansen,” Woodall said distantly. “That will be all.”

“Sir?”

“I said,” Woodall murmured. “That will be ALL.”

“Right, sir.” Vansen backed out of the doors, keeping an eye on Dillon.

Dillon leaned forward, smiling. “Well, sir, I’ve certainly bored you enough with my deep knowledge of Starfleet codes of conduct.”

“Bored isn’t the word for it,” Woodall said. “But your knowledge of regs is impressive. No, that’s not the word for that, either. It’s…”

“Commendable?”

“Listen, Dillon, I’ll be frank,” Woodall said, leaning back in his chair. He stared across his desk at Dillon. “I don’t like you.”

“I don’t like you either, sir,” Dillon replied, in such a calm way it stunned Woodall.

“Really?” Woodall leaned forward.

“I don’t like a good many of my crewmates, and I suspect that the feeling’s mutual. But we work together effectively, and I think the same can apply to you and me. You need me, sir.”

Woodall folded his arms. “For what?”

“To implement policy.”

“I can do that.”

“In such a way that the crew still respects you.”

“They respect me now.”

Dillon tapped his comm badge. “Dillon to Carr.”

“What.”

“Do you respect Captain Woodall?”

“Nope.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m sure that’s an isolated example,” Woodall muttered.

“Computer” Dillon said. “Please contact a random crewmember.”

“Working”

Woodall rolled his eyes.

“Particle Engineering, Deck 20, this is Ensign Arnsparger.”

“Ensign Arnsparger,” Dillon said, “Diane, do you respect Captain Woodall?”

“I haven’t met him yet, but nope.”

“Thanks.” Dillon tapped his combadge again. “So, as I was saying, Captain, you need me.”

“You don’t care if the crew respects you?”

“Oh, they respect me enough to allow me to do my job. But you have to be the diplomat. You’re the captain. You have to be the one they like.”

“And you can make that happen for me?”

Dillon nodded. “Oh, yes sir.”

Woodall nodded. “Interesting. But I don’t care.”

“Come again?”

“I don’t care if people like me. That should have been obvious, even to you.”

“Okay. Well, you can’t say I didn’t try diplomatic methods first.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Oh, nothing.”

“If that’s all, Dillon, you’re dismissed…”

“Of course,” Dillon said, and strolled out of the ready room.

Shortly thereafter, Lt. Vansen stepped into the ready room. “Sir, if I may ask, what was that all about?”

“I have no idea.” Woodall leaned back in his chair. “Vansen, I think that Dillon person is a certified nutcase.”

“You’ll get no argument from me, sir.”

“I didn’t expect one,” Woodall said, then passed out.

“Sir, are you all–” Vansen said, then passed out.





“Acting Captain’s Log. Stardate 54329.8. We’ve just departed the Larameides Nebula, where we’ve successfully completed a tricky mapping mission. All ship’s departments operated above par. Maybe I was wrong about this ship.”



Captain Woodall and Lieutenant Vansen walked out onto the bridge, meeting the stoic faces of Hawkins, Jaroch, Dillon, Sullivan, and Carr.

“Captain on the bridge,” Dillon announced cordially.

Woodall sat next to him. Vansen sat in the unoccupied chair beside Woodall. “I have to say, Commander Dillon, that after that confusing discussion we had, you’ve all really shaped up. I don’t know what you said to the troops, but whatever you said really did the trick.”

“It was my pleasure,” Dillon said, patting Woodall on the shoulder. “This is a good crew, and they respond well if you motivate them properly.”

“We owe everything to you,” Jaroch told Dillon.

“Yes, you are the best commander ever,” Sullivan said, not sarcastically.

“We are all in Starfleet because of you, Commander Dillon,” said Carr.

Vansen leaned over and whispered in Woodall’s ear. “Don’t you find this peculiar, Captain?”

“They may be a little eccentric, but as long as they get the job done, I don’t see a problem with it. Loosen up, Vansen.”

“Aye, sir.”



Dillon switched off the desktop view in the captain’s ready room. “Looks like they’re having a great time in there.”

“Did you have to program us to sound so…corny?” Hawkins asked.

“Respectful was actually what I was going for.”

“We sounded ridiculous.”

Dillon shrugged. “The point is, they’re tucked away, out of our hair.”

“Good idea gassing them with anesthezine. They probably barely realized they blacked out by the time they woke up in the holographic ready room.”

“I’m good for something around here after all,” Dillon mumbled.

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that Starfleet doesn’t trust me to command.”

“Well, now you have a month to prove them wrong, right?”

“Except they can’t really know I’m commanding. I can’t do anything spectacular that would call attention to the fact that it’s me running the ship and not Woodall.”

“Were you planning anything spectacular?” Hawkins asked lightly.

Dillon shrugged. “Not really.”

Hawkins extended her hands across the desk to clasp them with Dillon’s. “Then lead us through a completely standard, average, unexciting month, O captain of captains.”

“I think I can handle that.”



Twenty-six uneventful days later, the Secondprize arrived back at Hujinor II and entered standard orbit.

Commander Travis Dillon sat in the center seat. “Good job on that orbit, Sullivan.”

“Stuff it, Commander.”

“You know, you’d think a month of me commanding would soften you people to me just a bit,” Dillon mumbled.

“Perhaps you should just give up and try another line of work,” Jaroch suggested.

“Or you could go back into counseling. How is that going, after having to say you needed me?”

“Counselor Webber and I are making great progress,” Jaroch said stiffly.

“Captain Rydell and Karina Durham have been beamed aboard,” Hawkins observed from her station behind Dillon.

“Good,” Dillon said, standing. “It will be great to have the captain back. Have you transported Woodall and Vansen from the holodeck to their quarters…er…quarterses?”

“Five minutes ago,” Hawkins said with a small smile. “They will wake up in a few minutes feeling rested and never realizing they’ve spent the last month in a holodeck.”

“How did you cook up a detailed simulation of the Secondprize on such short notice, anyway?” Sullivan asked.

“I already had one lying around,” Dillon said, glancing at Hawkins. “I just needed to populate it with characters from the crew profiles. And…a few other places.”

Hawkins sighed. “We should go meet the captain. And see the other captain off.”

“Good idea.” Dillon stood and walked to the turbolift with Hawkins. They stepped into its opening doors and commanded it to go to Transporter Room Two.

After a few moments’ silence, Dillon looked at Hawkins. “I assume you told the crew that Woodall and Vansen have recovered from their terrible bout of the Tarkalian flu?”

“Yes. And put a little notation in their official medical records if it ever comes into question. We can explain everything away as a hallucination.”

“That should hold up just fine in court,” Dillon said, staring at his boots.

“I’m sure it won’t come to that.”

“Do you feel a bit guilty?” Dillon asked Hawkins.

“Nope. You?”

“Not at all.” Dillon briefly kissed her on the cheek, and they walked out of the opening turbolift doors into the corridor.

Where they found Woodall and Rydell chatting amiably, with Vansen and Durham observing.

“…spectacular crew!” Woodall beamed. “And here’s my good man Commander Dillon right now!”

Dillon smiled weakly. “Captain, how are you?”

“Fine, just fine. Don’t know why I feel so rested after our all-night poker game.”

“Well, they say the average human can survive on three hours…” Dillon began, but Woodall interrupted by slapping him on the back.

“What a kidder! This guy is really a wild man when you get to know him.”

“He is?” Rydell asked with interest, looking at Dillon.

Woodall nodded. Then looked at Hawkins. “And this one, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins. Boy, does she keep a cool head during a battle.”

“The Secondprize was in a battle?” Rydell asked, looking concerned.

“Well, we can’t really go into details. Right, folks?” Woodall asked, nudging Dillon and Hawkins in the stomachs.

“Um…right.” Dillon looked at his boots again. The problem with open-ended holosimulations is that you couldn’t always predict how they’d unfold.

Vansen, who’d been silent up till now, glanced sheepishly at Hawkins. “Commander… Patricia. I’m sorry for doing…you know…that…to you.”

“Apology, um, accepted,” Hawkins said, as Vansen and Woodall walked into the transporter room.

“Fine crew, Rydell! A fine crew! And you be sure to put that Lieutenant Lancelot in for a promotion! He’s one fine soldier!”

Once the doors had closed, Karina looked on with furrowed brow as Rydell turned his gaze on Dillon and Hawkins. “Lieutenant who? Would one of you please tell me what…” He paused. “You know what? Nevermind. I have a feeling I don’t want to know.”

“That’s a good bet,” Dillon said, as Rydell and Karina stepped into the turbolift.
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One of the first things the professor of Captain Alexander Rydell’s Introduction to Diplomacy class had rammed into her students’ heads was the undeniable truth that diplomacy was not an exact science. Any number of factors could take a perfectly pleasant dialogue and push it to the brink of armed conflict in a matter of seconds.

Rydell just never expected one of those factors to be his girlfriend.

“You know, all of these blasters are REALLY bad for my digestion,” Rydell said, looking around nervously as every guard in the State Dining Room aimed their weapon in Rydell’s general direction. Actually, they were directly pointed at Karina Durham, who was sitting beside him doing an excellent job of keeping her composure.

The Prime Grenii of Fresielia leaned across the table, narrowing his eyes at Rydell and Karina as his Minister of Enforcement stood just behind the Prime Grenii’s chair glaring disapprovingly at Karina specifically. “I must admit that I am rather surprised that a Starfleet Captain of all people would be consorting with a known criminal.”

“Hey, that criminal happens to be my girlfriend,” Rydell said.

“She was your girlfriend,” the Minister of Enforcement said, turning her piercing gaze on Rydell. “She has been sentenced to death.”

“What?” Karina shouted. “When?”

“A year ago, after your initial offense.”

“Well, nobody told me!”

Rydell put a calming hand on Karina’s knee. “I’m sure we can handle this without killing anyone,” Rydell said. “Now what was this offense?”

“Transport of a contraband substance, it would seem,” the Prime Grenii said, referring to the report the Minister of Enforcement had handed him just minutes ago when she had charged into the State Dining Room with her platoon of armed shock troops, interrupting what had actually been a fairly pleasant meal up until that point.

“It was a case of Kronky holovids!” Karina insisted.

“So you admit it!” the Minister exclaimed.

“Come on,” Rydell said. “Are you seriously considering killing someone over vids of a stupid kids show with some guy in a targ suit?”

“It’s creepy!” the Minister retorted. “He’s got that plate of worms he always talks to.”

“That’s the Gagh Guys! They’re great!” Karina said.

“Captain Rydell, the Minister of Enforcement is well within her bounds to declare illegal anything she finds dangerous.”

“What’s dangerous about Kronky?” Rydell asked.

“He has big tusks!” the Minister said firmly.

“They’re foam.”

“It’s the image that counts. How do I know that the children of Freiselia won’t start emulating Kronky and begin mauling each other on school playgrounds?”

Rydell almost blurted out “This is ridiculous,” but he once again thought back to that Intro to Diplomacy class. Never call another planet’s views ridiculous. Instead he said, “Surely we can find some sort of middle ground that will allow Karina Durham to live while still providing satisfaction to your justice system.”

The Prime Grenii thought for a moment, then slowly smiled. “Actually, I think there is.”



“The words ‘Criminal Misuse of Starfleet Resources’ come to mind,” Commander Travis Dillon grumbled as he slunk deeper into his chair on the bridge.

“A deal’s a deal,” Captain Rydell replied from beside him. “Take us out of orbit, Sullivan. Then you can go see to your own travel plans.”

“Aye, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said quickly steering the USS Secondprize away from Freiselia as Karina Durham stepped out of a turbolift onto the bridge.

“Everything stowed away?” Rydell asked, turning to Durham.

“Yes,” Karina said sourly.

“Buck up, little camper,” Rydell said. “I told you I’d do it for you.”

“No. You already saved my life. I think I can handle the rest,” Karina said.

“Couldn’t you just take a runabout or something to Bramilis?” Commander Dillon asked. “There’s no reason we should have to divert an entire starship to deliver a birthday present.”

“Like I said, a deal’s a deal,” Rydell replied. “And if this is what we have to do to get the Freiselians off of Karina’s back, that’s what we’re doing.”

“Are you at least going to recommend that the Federation Council reject the Freiselians application for membership?” Dillon said.

“Why would he do that?” Karina asked.

“They wanted to kill you!” Dillon insisted.

“Occupational hazard,” Karina replied. “Former occupation, anyway.”

Sullivan stood up from the helm. “Our course to Bramilis is plotted, laid in, and engaged, which means I am out of here.”

“You and Scott have a good time,” Rydell said.

“We will,” Sullivan called, already halfway into the turbolift.

“I don’t suppose I can take the helm,” Karina said, slipping into Counselor Webber’s usual chair to Rydell’s left as Lieutenant Carr shifted seats to helm while Ensign Bill Woodville exited another turbolift to take ops.

“Definitely not,” Dillon stated, drawing a glare from Rydell.

The captain looked back at Karina. “Sorry, honey. There are certain regs that even I’m not allowed to break. No one other than Starfleet personnel can fly the ship.”

“Hey. Didn’t the Enterprise have some kid at the helm years ago?” Karina asked.

“That’s exactly why no one else can fly the ship,” Rydell replied.

Karina rose from her chair and headed back to the turbolift. “I can take a hint. I’ll see you later.”

After the turbolift closed, Commander Dillon leaned over to Rydell. “That’s never a good sign.”

“What would you know about picking up signs?” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins snapped from the tactical console behind them.

“Um…”

“Take it easy on him, Hawkins,” Rydell said with a sigh. “I think he’s right this time.”

Rydell leaned back in his chair to watch space sail by as he considered how to head off a potential relationship catastrophe.



Commander Scott Baird was just finishing his pre-flight inspection of the exterior of the Shuttlecraft Consolationprize when Sullivan rushed into the shuttlebay carrying a small travel bag over her shoulder.

“About damn time,” Baird grumbled.

“Sorry. Guess I should have just sent the Secondprize on some random course just to speed things up.”

“Carr can handle leaving a f***ing planet,” Baird said, stepping into the shuttle. “Let’s go.”

“Just a sec,” Sullivan said, looking over the shuttle.

“What the f*** are you doing?”

“Pre-flight check,” Sullivan replied.

“I just did it.”

“You did the engineering check. Now I’m doing the pilot’s check.”

“Whatever,” Baird muttered, heading into the shuttle.

Sullivan entered a couple of minutes later and tossed her pack into the back. “All set.”

“You sure this time?” Baird asked from the co-pilot’s chair.

“Positive, darlin’,” Sullivan replied, giving Baird a quick peck on the forehead as she slid into the pilot’s seat. “The Deneria Express is ready to get underway.”

“Yippee.”

Sullivan cleared the shuttle for departure with the bridge, then gently lifted the craft off of the deck as the shuttlebay door slid open revealing space beyond.

“Did you bring the disk for your dress uniform?” Sullivan asked.

“No,” Baird said.

“Do you want this post or not?”

“I’m an engineer. I don’t think the people at the dry dock give a damn whether or not I wear a dress uniform to the interview.”

“Your call,” Sullivan said as the shuttle cleared the Secondprize and turned toward the Deneria Cluster.

“Damn right.”

The two sat in silence for a moment while Sullivan programmed in their flight plan.

“So…” she said finally.

“So what?” Baird asked.

“It’s just the two of us,” she said with a glint in her eye.

Baird slowly started to smile. “And a whole shuttle.”

“Now you’re getting it.”

“I sure hope so,” Baird said, suddenly grabbing Sullivan, scooping her out of her chair, and tossing her over his shoulder as though she weighed nothing.

Actually, that gave her an idea.

But she could always save turning off the gravity for later.



“The shuttle’s away,” Hawkins reported.

“I’m not sure if I should be wishing them luck or not,” Rydell said.

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Dillon said. “I can’t imagine that anyone in their right mind would make Scott Baird the Supervising Refit and Repair Officer of an entire dry dock.” Suddenly, Dillon noticed that everyone on the bridge was glaring at him.

“Well…I mean, he’s a competent engineer and all,” Dillon continued, backpedaling furiously. “But his attitude…”

“I’d just leave it there, Commander,” Rydell said, rising from his seat. “You have the bridge, but I suggest you enjoy it quietly.”

“Should we be wishing you luck as well, sir?” Lieutenant Andrea Carr asked.

“Wouldn’t hurt,” Rydell said with a weak smile as he stepped into the turbolift.



Rydell found Karina Durham in the quarters they now shared looking at the living room monitor as it flashed through holopics she’d taken during their recent trip to The Suburb to check on the remodeling job going on there.

“Must be nice,” Karina said as Rydell sat down beside her on the couch.

“What?” Rydell asked, smiling at a picture of him and Karina waving in front of the Green Dome, the building that would soon become the control center of Rydell’s new resort there.

“To have a plan. You’ve got it all figured out. Be a captain, then go run a resort. Simple as that.”

“If you can call that a plan,” Rydell said. “I’ve just kind of been doing what I want to do. Is that a problem?”

“Not for you, but I’ll be damned if I can figure out what the hell I’m doing. Do you have an answer for that one? Come on, Alex, what the hell am I doing on this ship?”

“Staying with me, I thought.”

Karina leapt up off the sofa and started pacing the room in frustration. “But what do I DO here? I have no purpose on this ship.”

Rydell winced inwardly. “Well…I always thought this was a vacation for you.”

“Yeah, but I’ve been on this vacation for four months now. I’m going stir crazy here!”

“Do you want to leave? To get another ship?” Rydell asked.

Karina collapsed into the chair across from the sofa. “I don’t know. Who knows how many other races like the Freiselians there are out there just waiting to put a death warrant out on me?”

“I took care of it,” Rydell said comfortingly.

“That’s part of the problem. YOU took care of it. Since when did I need anyone taking care of anything for me? But this is your ship, and a Starfleet one at that.”

“I see,” Rydell said solemnly. And he did. On her own ship, she’d been in control of everything; now she was in control of nothing. “Well…I could…”

“Don’t,” Karina said quickly. “I don’t want you to fix this for me. I can handle it myself.”

“I have absolutely no doubt of that,” Rydell said, getting up from the sofa and stepping behind her chair. He began working her shoulder muscles with his hands. “But I’m always here to listen when you want to talk.”

“I know,” Karina said with a soft smile as she placed her hand on Rydell’s.

“Bridge to Captain Rydell,” Commander Dillon’s voice broke in suddenly.

Rydell closed his eyes and sighed. “What is it, Commander?”

“Sir, we may have a slight problem with the Consolationprize.”

“What sort of problem?” Rydell demanded, snapping alert.

“It’s gone.”



To be perfectly honest, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan and Commander Baird were far too busy for the next several minutes to notice that shortly after they left the Secondprize, their surroundings altered radically.

But finally, as they lay in each other’s arms in the back of the shuttle, Sullivan happened to glance toward the front of the shuttle.

“Honey?” Sullivan ventured.

“Unnh,” Baird mumbled.

“Where’s space?”

“What are you…” Baird trailed off as he followed Sullivan’s gaze to the front of the ship. Sure enough, instead of the inky blackness dotted with stars that he was used to, all that was visible to Baird outside of the ship was a smoky, swirling dark grey nothingness.

“F*** me!”

“We already tried that and look where it got us,” Sullivan quipped, reaching for her uniform.



Nothing in the universe switched Captain Rydell back into full Starfleet Officer mode faster than the possibility that someone under his command was in danger.

“Report,” he snapped as he raced out of the turbolift onto the bridge with Karina close behind. Commander Dillon barely had time to clear the command chair before Rydell got to him.

“The shuttle left the Secondprize and was on course for the Deneria Dry Dock, then suddenly it vanished from sensors,” Dillon said.

“Jaroch?” Rydell said, turning to his science officer.

“That is essentially correct,” Commander Jaroch replied from the science console.

“So what happened to them?”

“Unknown.”

“All right. Carr, alter course. I want to retrace their route exactly. One quarter impulse. Jaroch…”

“I will watch the sensors closely.”

Rydell sat down in the command chair. “All right, people. This one may take a while, but we’re not slacking off. That’s Emily and Scott out there.”



“Are we even going anywhere?” Sullivan asked more to herself than anyone else as she peered into the nothing outside of the Consolationprize.

“Got me,” Baird said. “But the shuttle’s fine. Not a damn thing wrong with it.”

“I didn’t think there was, honey. We must have hit some kind of spatial anomaly. Or it could be that some sort of alien entity has snatched us.”

“I don’t like either of those,” Baird said. “What about trying a reverse course?”

“We’ve been going in reverse for the last hour…supposedly.”

“F***.”

“Any other ideas?”

“I’m just an engineer. You’re supposed to be the one on the command track.”

“Hey, spatial anomalies are not my department.”

“Then we’re just going to have to wait for the Secondprize to come find us.”

Sullivan rolled her eyes. “We’re doomed.”



“STOP!” Jaroch shouted suddenly, breaking the intense silence on the bridge and scaring the living hell out of everyone.

“AHHHHHH!” Carr screamed as she starting banging her hands against the helm frantically. The Secondprize shuttered to a abrupt halt, jolting everyone forward violently. Woodville slammed painfully into the ops console and flipped over it, landing in a heap in front of the viewscreen.

“Sorry,” Carr squeaked.

Woodville gasped for breath. “It’s…okay.”

“I’m assuming there was a good reason for that,” Rydell said.

“There is a spatial…irregularity…directly ahead,” Jaroch said.

“Irregularity. What the heck is that supposed to mean?” Dillon asked.

“Something that is not regular,” Jaroch replied. “Such as your mental processes.”

“Far be it from me to come across like Dillon, but could you be a little more specific about this irregular thing?” Rydell asked.

“For lack of a better term, the small region of space ahead of us appears to be weak. My hypothesis is that the Consolationprize entered this weak patch.”

“And went where?”

“Nowhere. They are currently not in space.”

Dillon’s eyebrows furrowed. “Hold on. They have to be somewhere.”

“True. They are not in space.”

“So they’re on a planet?”

“No. They’re nowhere.”

“But you just said they’re somewhere. Nowhere can’t be somewhere.”

“Actually, nowhere is precisely the somewhere where they currently are,” Jaroch said, relishing Dillon’s growing confusion.

“So they’re not in space?” Dillon said.

“Correct.”

“And they’re not on a planet?”

“Correct.”

“Are they in the universe?”

“They are not in space.”

“So they’re in subspace!” Dillon said confidently.

“No,” Jaroch replied simply.

Rydell put his hands up. “Enough! I officially have a headache.”

“But they have to be somewhere!” Dillon protested.

“Don’t make me order you off the bridge,” Rydell warned. “Now what do we do about it, Jaroch?”

“I need to gather more data,” Jaroch replied.

Rydell nodded. “Fine. We’ll park here for as long as it takes.”



“ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ.”

“Scott.”

“ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ.”

“Scott?”

“ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ.”

“SCOTT!”

“ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ ZZZZZ.”

“WAKE UP, YOU LOUD ASS BASTARD!” Sullivan cried, smacking Baird on the side of the head and sending him toppling out of the co-pilot’s seat into the console beside him.

“F***, WOMAN!” Baird shouted, clasping his hand to his face. “What the f*** did you do that for?”

“You were damaging hull integrity.”

“Ha ha. How long have we been in here?”

“Five hours.”

“F***. I’m hungry. You want anything,” Baird said, heading to the replicator in the back.

“A ticket back to normal space.”

“Do you want fries with that?”



Despite the fact that the Secondprize was currently in a fairly well-traveled area of space, they were still near non- Federation worlds, which tended to make Lieutenant Commander Hawkins nervous, particularly since they were stopped and sitting ducks at the moment. Any crackpot with a grudge who happened by would have the perfect opportunity to take a few shots at a shiny Excelsior class starship.

That was the reason she was none too happy to see the sensor blip pop up on her console.

“Who the hell do you think you are?” she muttered to the blip, which was currently on an intercept course.

“Problem?” Rydell asked from the command chair.

“Company,” Hawkins replied. “Coming in fast.” The sensors gradually were able to make out further details about the approaching craft. “It’s a small freighter. The registry is Alpha Centaurian.”

“Such a craft should have minimal weaponry,” Jaroch said. “I seriously doubt that they intend any malice towards us.”

Hawkins glared at Jaroch. “Yeah. Well, why don’t you let me be the judge of that one? You just go back to your sensors.”

“Far be it from me to intrude on your area of expertise,” Jaroch said, oddly sincerely.

Hawkins shrugged it off and looked back at her scopes for any signs of unusual energy signatures or other possible dangers. Her console then registered an incoming hail from the freighter. “Looks like they want to talk to us.”

“My social calendar seems to be free at the moment,” Rydell said, standing up and straightening his uniform. “Let’s see what they want.”

“Okay, but if they’re trying to sell us anything, I’m cutting them off,” Hawkins said. “We still haven’t gotten the smell out of our quarters from that Aromas of the Galaxy machine Travis bought last month.”

“I thought it would add something nice to our place,” Dillon replied.

“Yeah. The charming smell of burnt Mugato and Cardassian hair gel.”

Rydell stole a glance at Karina, who had a bemused smile on her face. “When you two are done, could I talk to whoever you’ve got on hold?” Rydell said.

“Yes, sir,” Hawkins said quickly as she activated the viewscreen revealing the freighter’s bridge. In the background, a man stood in an elaborate emerald green cape, eyeing the crew imperiously. It was a bit hard to see him, though, due to the large Ferengi head dominating most of the viewscreen.

“This is Captain Alexander Rydell of the USS Secondprize. How can I help you gentlemen?”

“You can go somewhere else,” the Ferengi replied testily. “Is there anywhere you Federation types don’t stick your noses?”

“I’m sorry, Mister…”

“Frakk. But you’re probably more familiar with my client, the Astounding Aromanchi.” The man in the cape raised his hands in the air, produced two glowing spheres, caused them to circle around each other, then he caught them and took a low bow.

“Woah,” Dillon said.

“Okay,” Rydell said confused. “What problem do you and your magician friend back there have with us?”

The Ferengi agent’s eyes bulged. “Problem? My problem is that you are sitting right in the way of the Astounding Aromanchi’s greatest illusion ever!”

“The illusion you’re referring to seems to be a naturally occurring spatial anomaly,” Jaroch said.

Frakk’s eyes widened even further. “You haven’t told anybody on Freiselia about the hole, have you?”

“We’re more concerned about the shuttle we lost in it,” Rydell said. “Do you know a way to retrieve it?”

“What goes in doesn’t come out,” Frakk said. “Just write them off and scurry along now. We have work to do.”

Rydell’s voice harshened slightly. “We will not just…”

Exasperated, Frakk broke in. “Do you know how long it took me to convince the Freiselians to let the Astounding Aromanchi perform? I’ve got a whole lot of latinum riding on this, Captain, and I’m not going to let you screw it up over a shuttle that is gone. You hear me? G-O-N-E GONE!”

“Jeeze. I thought you guys were under new management,” Rydell said.

Frakk winced. “I’m going to try to forget you said that, hew-mon. Despite what Grand Nagus Rom may try to do, many of my people still have their lobes set firmly on profit.”

“Evidently,” Rydell said. “However, I’m sure we can resolve this to everyone’s satisfaction. Allow me to invite you both to the Secondprize for…”

“Hang on,” Frakk said. The channel went mute, but Frakk could be seen stepping back to his client and discussing things. Frakk returned to the foreground and reactivated the sound. “We’ll beam over, but the Astounding Aromanchi will not perform or sign autographs.”

“We’ll try to control our tears,” Rydell said. “Secondprize out.” He immediately turned to Dillon. “Call down and see about getting the buffet stocked. Include something Ferengi and Alpha Centaurian. I’m going to meet our guests in the transporter room.”

Rydell was most of the way to the turbolift when he realized that Karina was right behind him. “Had enough of the bridge?” he asked as the turbolift doors closed. “Deck four.”

“I can help you with this,” Karina said. “I probably understand Frakk and his type a lot better than you do.”

Rydell thought for a moment. “You know, you do have a point. And the presence of someone else non-Starfleet may reduce any possible tension.”

“Good,” Karina said satisfied.

Rydell smiled. “The Ferengi don’t have any death warrants out on you, do they?”

Somehow the punch in the arm and vicious glare Rydell received after that comment gave him the idea that Karina didn’t find it very funny.



Sullivan’s eyes blazed as she faced down her husband. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” she demanded.

“You heard me,” Baird retorted.

“So you’re resorting to ultimatums? Real mature.”

“That’s the way it is.”

“Move to Deneria with you or get a divorce? How about we just speed things up and get the divorce right now!”

“Fine by me,” Baird said, turning on his heel and heading back to the front of the shuttle.

“AAAARRRG!” Sullivan screamed in frustration, lobbing a stray padd at Baird. It narrowly missed him, slammed into the front viewport, and fell on the control console, activating a medley of Cardassian show tunes as it did so.

“GET ME OUT OF THIS SHUTTLE!” she shouted.

“AND AWAY FROM YOU!” Baird shot back.

The couple charged, stopping just millimeters away from each other.

Sullivan had had enough. “You’re a selfish, insensitive…”

But Baird had already started his counterattack. “…nagging, nosy…”

“…crude, vulgar…”

“…overbearing, backstabbing…”

“…unambitious, antisocial…”

“…brown-nosing…”

“…mean-spirited son of a…”

“BITCH!” they both screamed.



As usual, what Commander Dillon lacked in social graces, he made up for in efficiency. The buffet in the conference room had been completely laid out by the time Rydell and Karina entered with Frakk and the Astounding Aromanchi.

The Ferengi’s nose immediately started sniffing the air. A split second later, Frakk had practically dived at the buffet.

“Is this beetle casserole?” He sniffed again. “Oooh! Beetle Delki Casserole!”

The Astounding Aromanchi, meanwhile, had, without a word, scooped up a large helping of some sort of purplish glop and dropped it on his plate. Rydell could only assume that the dish was Alpha Centaurian and that the magician recognized it.

“I have to hand it to you, Rydell,” Frakk said between rapid bites. “This isn’t the type of poor treatment Starfleet’s usually known for.”

“Well, I run my ship a little differently,” Rydell replied. “But I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t change our reason for being here,” Frakk said pointedly. “You have to go!”

“Now Mr. Frakk, this is open space. We have just as much right to be here as anyone,” Karina said.

“Why should I be speaking to you, female? You are not Starfleet.”

“No. My name is Karina Durham. I’m an independent transport operator.”

“Smuggler,” Frakk snapped quickly.

“You said it. Not me. But I certainly know the ropes. I also know there’s no profit to be had in empty space or from an anomaly that just sucks stuff in and doesn’t spit it back out.”

Frakk smiled with his sharpened teeth. “That depends on your line of work. My client here is a magician. He makes things disappear. And this evening he will be amazing and astounding the populace of Freiselia by making an entire asteroid…an asteroid that is at this very moment hurtling toward their planet, mind you…yes, he will make that entire asteroid DISAPPEAR!”

“So it’s going to sail into the anomaly,” Rydell said.

“Exactly. And don’t you DARE tell the Freiselians…or anyone else for that matter, or I’ll have every lawyer on Ferenginar after you for obstruction of free trade! I’ve got Krinokor sponsoring this show in exchange for exclusive broadcast rights, and they have sunk a ton of latinum into that asteroid.”

“He wouldn’t dream of it,” Karina said. “But we do need to get our people out of the hole first if there’s an asteroid heading toward them.”

“Hold on a second,” Rydell said. “We haven’t detected an asteroid. The show can’t possibly be tonight.”

Frakk smiled again. “It’s warping in now. We sped things up just a tad for drama.”

“Then you can slow them down again until we rescue our shuttle crew,” Karina said.

“Did you miss the bit about the show tonight? The live show? Broadcast on KRINOKOR!” Frakk said.

“We’re talking about two people’s lives here!”

“And I’m talking about a 15 percent commission on a great deal of latinum! The asteroid isn’t due for another three hours. Get them out before then, and everything will be fine.”

Karina stood up from the conference table, leaning over to Frakk threateningly. “Listen, pal, you launched an asteroid at a populated world. That alone could land you and Magic Guy over there in a penal colony oh…FOREVER!”

“The asteroid will go into the hole, and Freiselia is not a Federation world,” Frakk said smugly. He was suddenly hoisted out of his seat as Karina grabbed him by the collar and yanked upward.

“Woah woah woah!” Rydell said, quickly stepping in and loosening Karina’s grip on the Ferengi. “That’s enough, honey.”

“You’re damn right it is!” Frakk said, rising angrily from his seat. “Come on, Aromanchi, we’ve got a show to get to.” He turned back on Rydell and Karina. “You’ve got three hours. After that, you’re part of the show!”

In a huff, Frakk charged out of the conference room. For his part, the Astounding Aromanchi produced a bouquet of flowers out of thin air, handed them to Rydell, bowed deeply, then left the room.”

“I think he likes me,” Rydell said. Karina just glared. “Relax.”

“Relax? I blew it!”

Rydell shook his head. “I don’t think we were going to get anywhere with Frakk no matter how we went about it. You had the best shot of anyone, though.”

“And I lost it.”

“Yeah, but I did get a kick out of the look of terror in his eyes when you came at him,” Rydell said.

Karina couldn’t help but grin. “Yeah. That was fun.”

“And with you doing it, I get all of the pleasure, but none of the court martial,” Rydell said as they both headed out of the other conference room door leading to the bridge.

“Any progress, Jaroch?” Rydell asked.

“Regrettably no,” the Yynsian science officer replied, looking up from his console. “The anomaly has thus far resisted all of my attempts to scan its interior or send a message inside.”

“We’re just going to have to skip that part then,” Rydell said, heading down to the command area. “Good job on the food,” he said, nodding at Dillon, which caused the first officer to sit up even straighter in his chair.

Jaroch groaned. “How many times do I have to tell you, sir? Please don’t feed the ego.”

“Hey. I got something done, which is more than you’ve managed today,” Dillon snapped.

“You ordered food. I am attempting to probe the mysteries of the cosmos.”

“Well, probe faster,” Rydell said. “We’ve got three hours until that anomaly becomes part of a galactic game of billiards.” He quickly explained about the Astounding Aromanchi’s trick and the approaching asteroid.

“So I’m guessing that asteroid just isn’t going to conveniently miss our shuttle,” Rydell finished.

“Most likely not,” Jaroch said.

“Why don’t we just destroy the asteroid?” Dillon asked.

“How are we supposed to do that?” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said.

Dillon searched his memory a moment. There was a reference somewhere. Ah! “Captain Kirk did it with the Constitution class Enterprise,” Dillon said victoriously. “We’re far more powerful than they were.”

Jaroch quickly pulled the incident up on his monitor. “They had the benefit of a large, planet-based canon developed by the Preservers, which we, quite obviously, do not.”

Dillon stammered for a moment. “Well…um…we could land a shuttle on the asteroid, dig a deep shaft into it, then put an explosive in the shaft and blow up the asteroid!”

Jaroch’s eyes narrowed. “That is the most ludicrous idea I have heard in any of my lives.”

“The asteroid is coming, whether we like it or not,” Rydell said. “We won’t be altering its course because I do not want to be responsible for some rogue rock slamming into somebody else’s ship or planet. That leaves us with one alternative: get the shuttle out!”

“I can’t lock on a tractor beam unless I know where they are,” Hawkins said.

“We could attempt to disrupt the anomaly briefly and bring the shuttle back into normal space,” Jaroch said.

“Is that even possible?” Karina asked.

“Perhaps. It would require firing a beam of highly-charged neutrinos along the perimeter of the phenomenon. Their quantum fluctuations may be enough to briefly phase the region back into normal space, at which point we could grab the shuttle with a tractor beam.”

“Let’s do it,” Rydell said.

“These beams will need to be very precise. I recommend using two runabouts.”

“You’re up, Lieutenant Carr,” Rydell said.

“I’ll take the other one,” Karina offered, drawing a dark glance from Dillon.

“Karina…” Rydell began.

“You said I couldn’t fly the Secondprize. You didn’t say a thing about a runabout.”

Rydell shrugged. “She’s got a point. Is there anything in the regs, Commander?” Rydell asked.

The first officer thought for a moment. “Well…no, but…”

“Then that settles it,” Rydell broke in.

“Using Miss Durham would be logical,” Jaroch said. “She is an excellent pilot.”

“You’re hired,” Rydell said with a smile. “Now go get our people back.”

“I guarantee it,” Karina replied, wrapping an arm around Carr’s shoulder and leading her to the turbolift.

“Um…we’ll be back,” Carr said hesitantly. “Hopefully with them.” She and Karina disappeared into the turbolift a moment later.



Commander Baird and Lieutenant Commander Sullivan are not speaking to each other at the moment, so rather than waste time showing you a scene of two people sitting in a shuttlecraft glaring at each other, we’ll just move on.



“Runabout Chickahominy to Runabout Patapsco. I’m in position.”

Karina shook her head as she activated the control on the Patapsco’s control console to respond to the hail. “Andrea, it’s me. I don’t need all the Starfleet formality stuff. Besides, I can see you out my window.”

“Oh…sorry, Miss Durham,” Lieutenant Carr’s voice replied.

“And it’s Karina. Jeeze. How many times do I have to tell you people?”

“Sorry.”

“And quit apologizing.”

“Sorry.”

“Andrea!”

“I know! I know! I can’t help it,” Carr exclaimed.

“Just relax. I’m ready with the neutrino beam whenever you are.”

“All right. This is going to be tight. Jaroch calculates we need to stay within ten meters of the anomaly barrier at all times. If this works, we should be able to see the shuttle. The Secondprize will grab them, pull them out, and we’ll be home free.”

Karina chuckled. “Like it will be that easy.”

“You never know. It could.” Carr paused for a second. “Oh, who am I kidding?”

“Certainly not me.”

“All right. Let’s give it a shot. Engage neutrino beams in three…two…one…fire!”

The two runabouts activated the neutrino beams, sending a focused stream of particles at the border of the phenomenon. Almost immediately, they began to see the effects.

It started as a brief flicker in the center of the phenomenon.

Then another.

Then another, this time lasting long enough for Karina to realize that the flicker was actually the shuttle.

“Got them!” she shouted.

“Where?” Carr replied. Another, even longer flicker. “OH! Carr to Secondprize.”

“We see it, Lieutenant,” Captain Rydell’s voice cut in.

“Well, stop looking and pull them out!” Karina snapped.

“It’s not that easy. Jaroch says the shuttle is still in a state of flux. We can’t get a clean tractor beam lock before they phase out again.”

Karina watched the shuttle flicker into existence again, this time for a good five seconds. “Then tell Hawkins she needs to be a bit faster on the draw.”

“Karina…”

“Hang on, Alex,” Karina said quickly, as the shuttle appeared again. She quickly stabbed the tractor beam control on her console, sending a beam shooting out from the runabout at the shuttle. It latched on, jolting the runabout briefly.

“You’re getting off track!” Carr’s voice called.

“Compensating,” Karina said testily, her hands dashing across the controls. The runabout suddenly lurched again as the shuttle vanished. Her beam still seemed to be locked onto something, though…and it was dragging her in.

“Shut it down!” Rydell’s voice shouted.

“I can get them!” She slammed the runabout’s engines into full reverse just as the nose of the craft crossed the threshold of the phenomenon. A moment later, the cockpit viewport crossed in as well. For a split second, Karina could make out the Consolationprize in front of her.

Then her tractor beam emitter overloaded, rocking the runabout again with an explosion. Before she could react, Karina was launched forward by the force of the runabout jerking backwards. A few seconds later, the front of the craft cleared the anomaly and sat in open space as Carr shut down the tractor beam from the Chickahominy.

“Are you all right?” Rydell’s voice said urgently.

“Fine,” Karina said flatly. “Everything’s okay.”

“It damn near wasn’t. You were halfway into that thing before Carr could maneuver around and get a tractor beam on you.”

“I could see them, Alex. They were right in front of me.”

“I’m glad to hear it, but it wouldn’t have done us much good if you’d ended up stuck in there with them. Hang on a sec…” Rydell’s voice was a bit muffled as he talked to someone else on the Secondprize.

“Jaroch’s got an idea,” he said finally. “Return to the ship.”

“Alex…”

“Yeah.”

“Are you mad?”

“Relieved.”

“What can I say? I live on the edge a bit more than your average Starfleet Officer.”

“That’s why you seem to keep needing us to bail you out, honey,” Rydell said with a laugh.

“You’ve got a point there,” Karina said, unable to keep a smile from spreading across her face. “I guess I need to find a less dangerous line of work.”

“I may have some thoughts on that one. Rydell out.”



“I swear we were moving!” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan exclaimed, poring over the sensor console.

“Oh you’re talking to me now?” Commander Baird said from the bench in the rear of the shuttle he was lounging on.

“This is serious!”

“And our marriage isn’t?”

“Don’t you turn things back on me now. You started this in the first place!”

“Me? What the f*** did I do?” Baird demanded.

“We did move! Sensors detected a tractor beam briefly.”

“Well maybe if you’d been looking outside instead of glaring at me, you would have gotten a look at whoever locked onto us.”

“You’re on this shuttle, too, you know.”

“All too f***ing well,” Baird groused. “And how did I start this?”

“That whole you have to move to Deneria or else sh**,” Sullivan snapped.

“I don’t want to you quit Starfleet, you freak. I just think we should have a place that’s ours somewhere, and Deneria is more stable than a starship. And once you start moving higher in the ranks, you’re going to end up getting transferred to other ships anyway. You want to be a first officer, don’t you?”

“Well, yeah,” Sullivan admitted.

Baird got up from the bench and headed to the front of the cockpit, where he sat down in the seat across from Sullivan. “Then odds are it won’t be on the Secondprize. Rydell’s retiring soon. He isn’t exactly keeping it a secret. That means Dillon and Jaroch will vying for center seat, and the loser will end up as first officer. I really don’t think either of them are going anywhere soon. That means your best shot is on another ship.”

“You really mean this, don’t you?” Sullivan said, somewhat surprised.

“Yeah. What’s the big deal?”

“You…you never talked about my career like this before. And when you started talking about Deneria, I thought you didn’t think it mattered.”

“I just want someplace stable to keep my sh**, and if I get the Deneria post, I’m not going anywhere for a long-ass time. As for you…” Baird trailed off and kind of looked at the floor. It was the same thing he always did whenever he was about to say something sweet. It went against his nature so much that he couldn’t help it. It was just one of Baird’s little quirks that Sullivan found so endearing. “You’ve saved our asses a few times,” he said a few moments later. “You’re good, and you deserve your shot at center seat someday.”

Sullivan smiled and hopped into Baird’s lap, wrapping her arms around him. “Now I remember why I married you.”

“To make my life a living hell,” Baird said with a smirk.

His wife’s smile broadened. “Absolutely. Every damn minute of it.” She moved her head in and kissed him, their other problems forgotten.



The Secondprize bridge officers and Karina Durham gathered in the Secondprize’s conference room a few minutes later for a briefing on Jaroch’s new plan…and to eat what was left on the buffet from earlier in the day. Oddly enough, the Beetle Delki Casserole remained untouched.

“While reckless and inadvisable,” Jaroch began as the group sat down with their plates. “Miss Durham’s actions have had the side effect of illuminating several aspects of the anomaly’s structure.”

“Uh oh. He’s in all-out-stuffy mode,” Hawkins muttered.

“I am endeavoring to be scientific.”

“And the rest of us are endeavoring to stay awake. Move it along, Jaroch,” Dillon said, causing a flash of fury on the Yynsian’s face.

“Okay. That’s Dillon’s point for the year,” Rydell said. “But his point’s well taken. Suck it up, Jaroch, and tell us the plan.”

“Very well,” Jaroch replied icily. “Since the Patapsco was able to cross the border of the anomaly, entering it while still remaining partially in normal space, and not suffer any damage, we may be able to get a probe into the phenomenon.”

“But we haven’t been able to receive any signals from the shuttle,” Hawkins said. “How is a probe supposed to get a signal out?”

“This will not be an ordinary probe,” Jaroch said, rising from his chair and stepping over to the conference room monitor. He activated it, displaying the image of a standard probe with a long cable extending off of it. “The probe will, in effect, be hard-wired to a runabout. The probe will then fly into the anomaly, while the runabout remains just outside. With the hard-wired probe acting as a relay, we will hopefully be able to establish contact with the shuttle.”

“Sounds good to me,” Rydell said. “How long until you can have it ready?”

“Lieutenant Commander Vaughn has already started work. She estimates two hours to modify a probe, prepare the cabling, and interface it with a runabout.”

Rydell winced. “And how long until the asteroid gets here?” he asked, not wanting to hear the answer.

“About two hours, twenty minutes,” Hawkins said.

“Ouch,” Karina said.

“That pretty much sums it up,” Rydell said. “Dismissed.”



After several hours of being alone and trapped in nothingness with no one but each other for company, Sullivan and Baird had pretty much adjusted to the situation. Of course, the fact that they no longer wanted to kill each other helped quite a bit too.

As it was, they lay once again in the back of the runabout after a fulfilling session of what’s known as make-up sex when a soft beeping wormed its way into their bliss.

“Are you hearing that?” Sullivan asked.

“Yeah. Shut it off,” Baird muttered.

“Always the gallant one, aren’t you?”

“Oh all right,” Baird said, getting up and stumbling to the front of the shuttle, scratching a bare butt cheek as he went. He looked at the console. “It’s a comm. You want me to get it?”

“A comm?” Sullivan exclaimed, jumping up and racing toward the front of the craft.

Baird craned his neck to peer out the viewport. “I hope that doesn’t mean someone else is trapped in here, too.”

Sullivan activated the comm link. A split second later, Lieutenant Carr’s face appeared on the viewscreen from inside a runabout. “Andrea!” Sullivan exclaimed.

“Commanders!” Andrea replied happily. Suddenly, it registered to her that neither Baird nor Sullivan was dressed. “OH! I didn’t know…” Carr slammed her eyes shut and turned away from the screen.

“Sorry about that, Andrea,” Sullivan said, waving for Baird to go to the back of the shuttle. “We weren’t expecting any calls.” Baird tossed Sullivan her uniform top and pants, which she quickly slid on while Baird idly spun her bra on his finger.

“Put some damn pants on!” Sullivan shouted playfully.

“Should I comm back later?” Carr asked, recovered enough for her brain to put together a bit of a play on words.

“Definitely not,” Sullivan said, moving to the sensor console. “Did you get trapped in here as well? I can’t see your runabout.”

“I’m outside of the thing you fell into. Commander Jaroch’s calling it a weakness in the fabric of space. The rest of us just call it a space hole. Anyway, we tried pulling you out with a tractor beam, but that didn’t work. But we did manage to figure out how to send a probe in without losing contact.”

“What the f*** did you attach to that probe?” Baird demanded, looking over Sullivan’s shoulder at the sensor readout.

“It’s a cable. The probe is attached to my runabout. Hard wiring is the only way we can maintain contact and pull it out,” Carr replied.

“Pull it out? What about us?” Sullivan asked.

Carr looked down sheepishly. “Well…we need to figure out how to do that. Soon.”

“How soon?” Baird said irritated.

“In the next ten minutes. There’s an asteroid heading this way.”

“Right this way?” Sullivan said.

“Yeah. It’s a long story. We wanted to send the probe in to see if we could learn enough about the space hole to get you out.”

“F*** that,” Baird said, sliding into the co-pilot’s seat. “We’re getting out of here right now.”

Sullivan turned on her husband. “We can’t do that until the Secondprize…” She trailed off as the same idea that had obviously already occurred to Baird struck her. “Where the hell is that probe?”

Ignoring Carr’s confused questions, Sullivan hit the shuttle’s thrusters, spinning the ship slowly until she could see the probe, its cable seemingly extending off into nowhere, floating nearby.

“We’re going to have to grab it physically somehow,” Baird said.

“I’ve got it covered,” Sullivan replied, sending the runabout forward with a gentle thruster burst and maneuvering it past the probe itself and over the cable. Another burst from the upper thrusters forced the shuttle down onto the cable, hooking it under the warp nacelle. The jerk on the cable knocked the probe toward the shuttle. Sullivan shifted the craft’s position just enough that the probe flew by, now wrapping the cable around the nacelle as the probe ran out of slack.

“Full reverse, Andrea,” Sullivan said.

“But the cable…”

“Just do it!” Baird shouted.

“Fine!” Carr snapped more forcefully than she expected to, a fact that obviously surprised her a bit. “Full reverse,” she said softly. The cable suddenly went taut, jerking the shuttle forward. Sullivan compensated with another small burst from the thrusters designed to overcome inertia without causing the cable around the nacelle to unravel.



On the bridge of the Secondprize, the crew watched in confusion as the Runabout Patapsco started backing up.

“What the hell is she doing?” Commander Dillon demanded.

“What about the probe?” Rydell asked, turning to Jaroch.

“I have lost telemetry,” Jaroch replied.

“Dammit!” Rydell looked closer at the viewscreen. “That cable is awfully tight.”

“Something’s pulling her in!” Dillon exclaimed.

“I don’t think so,” Hawkins said. “Look!”

Suddenly, out of the seemingly-empty space that the probe had vanished into, the nose of a shuttle emerged, followed soon thereafter by the rest of the ship.

“They damaged the probe,” Jaroch said disapprovingly.

“Better it than them,” Rydell replied. “Where’s our asteroid?”

“Eight minutes away,” Jaroch replied, checking his readouts which displayed the massive chunk of warp-propelled rock. Jaroch had to hand it to Frakk. Outfitting a huge asteroid with warp drive was quite a feat. He had attached a large engineering section (basically just a big metal room containing multiple intermix chambers ) to the rear of the asteroid, then run conduit to strategically-placed nacelles. If the Ferengi ever decided to dump his current vocation, Jaroch thought, Starfleet should recruit him as an engineer.

Jaroch looked a bit closer at the warp field being created around the asteroid. “Hmmm…”

“Hmmm?” Rydell said.

“I believe that the Astounding Aromanchi’s illusion is not going to go exactly as planned.”

“Is that something I should be worried about?”

“No, but we may wish to remain in the area…strictly for our own amusement.”

“All righty,” Rydell said with a relaxed smile. “Who wants popcorn?”



Just off stage, Frakk rubbed his hands together greedily as the Astounding Aromanchi finished up his quadrant-famous disintegration trick. To be honest, Frakk had no idea how the magician pulled it off. Frakk had examined the disrupter himself. It was real Romulan issue. Yet the Astounding Aromanchi reappeared after being vaporized every single time.

All that was child’s play, though. The audience was impressed, but they personally were never in any danger.

But it was different this time. Frakk was almost giddy as he watched the Freiselians in the audience look up nervously at the holographic projector in the ceiling showing the asteroid’s approach, bright red numbers ticked away the minutes their planet had left until impact.

The Astounding Aromanchi took his requisite bows, then gestured for Frakk to step back on stage. One of the perks of working for a performer who refused to speak was that it let Frakk be part of the act.

“Wasn’t that ASTOUNDING, ladies and gentlemen?” Frakk exclaimed. “But as you may have noticed by now, your planet has a small problem. Actually, it’s a really big problem. A planet killer!

“For three days now, a team of Freiselian officials has been traveling on a Krinokor vessel alongside the incoming asteroid to verify the reality of the horrible danger to your world. You’ve seen their reports on your nightly news. You’ve woken up in cold sweats wondering if you’d live to see the end of this show. Many of you have escape ships standing by.

You’re waiting. You’re hoping. You’re absolutely desperate for the Astounding Aromanchi to save your planet. Which he will do, but first let’s check in with Vice-Grenii Okeldo on board the Krinokor Broadcaster Craft Ratings Conquest. Vice-Grenii, are you there?”

A massive screen on stage behind Frakk and the Astounding Aromanchi flared to life, showing an image of a very VERY nervous looking Freiselian seated amidst several other Freiselians and two of Krinokor’s top news anchors.

“I’m here,” the Vice Grenii squeaked, sweat beading on his brow, his hands wringing madly.

“And how is the asteroid? Big enough for you?”

“Yes! Make it STOP!”

“Very soon,” Frakk replied with a toothy grin.

“But you will make it stop, won’t you? There’s a Federation ship ahead, but they just seem to be sitting there!”

Frakk tensed inwardly, but didn’t let it show. If the Secondprize wanted to hang around, so be it…just so long as they didn’t mess with his rock.

“The Astounding Aromanchi has heard your plea,” Frakk said with a bow. “And he will now assist your world in its hour of need.”



“I can’t believe we’re watching this drivel,” Commander Dillon mumbled, sinking lower in his seat. “The real thing is right outside.”

“Yeah, but I like the drama,” Rydell replied from the command chair. He handed his bucket over to Dillon. “Popcorn?”

“Sure.” Without taking his eyes away from the viewscreen, Dillon dug out a big handful and started munching.

Meanwhile, on the viewscreen, Frakk pumped the audience for applause as the Astounding Aromanchi levitated into the air towards the holographic asteroid, eliciting various ooohs and aaaahs from the gathered throng.

“Are you prepared, your Astoundingness?” Frakk called.

The Astounding Aromanchi nodded gravely, then pressed his eyes closed and raised his arms to the ceiling, straining as though he was attempting to stop something really really REALLY big.

At the rear of the bridge, Jaroch spoke up. “The asteroid will reach the anomaly boundary in five…four…three…two…one.”

In an instant, the asteroid reached the hole…

…and stopped dead in its tracks, half of it seemingly-gone while the rest, including the engine compartment, hovered motionless in space. The effect was so abrupt that the Krinokor chase craft made it another half a million miles before they realized they needed to turn around and come back.

“What the hell was that?” Rydell exclaimed as, on the viewscreen, it was Frakk’s turn to sweat.

Jaroch smiled. “While Mr. Frakk may be quite the engineer, he is a bit lacking in his knowledge of warp physics, at least in relation to warp effects on spatial phenomena.”

“The point, Jaroch,” Hawkins said firmly. “The point!”

“After looking over our readings from the anomaly and the asteroid’s rather large warp field, I realized that their interaction would cause the anomaly’s opening to constrict as space warped around it with the arrival of the asteroid.”

Frakk, meanwhile, was performing some frantic verbal tap- dancing. “Ladies and gentlemen! LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! What we have seen here tonight is beyond Astounding! It’s completely miraculous. The Astounding Aromanchi has defied the very laws of physics to bring an entire asteroid to a complete and total STOP!”

“Where’d the rest of it go?” a woman’s voice from the crowd shouted.

“Ah…well…that’s the mystery of magic,” Frakk said.

“Bullsh**, you f***ing fraud!” a man’s voice shouted.

Dillon frowned. “Maybe getting Sullivan and Baird tickets to the show wasn’t such a good idea.”

“I’m just amazed they managed to get from here to the show in five minutes,” Karina Durham said.

“Emily can really push it when she needs to,” Hawkins replied.

“Well, they sound like they’re having fun to me,” Rydell said with a grin. “Besides, we had to do something to make up for Scott’s missed interview.”

“Deneria Dry Dock rescheduled it by one day. I don’t see the problem,” Dillon said.

“Shhh…I’m watching the show,” Rydell said, putting his finger to his lips as the Freiselians, smelling a rat…or whatever the Freiselian equivalent of a rat was, stormed the stage to get their hands on the rapidly-fleeing Ferengi.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 54352.9. Astoundingly, Frakk and the Astounding Aromanchi were able to escape Freiselia without too much harm done. Of course, they were rescued by Krinokor’s Camera Crew Warriors, who are taking the pair back to Qo’nos to discuss yesterday’s fiasco. I have a feeling they would have been better off with the Freiselians.

Meanwhile, the asteroid’s warp engines eventually overloaded, sending the giant rock dropping into the hole like an expertly-shot pool ball. The Freiselians have, predictably enough, discovered the anomaly sitting right in their own backyard and have quickly claimed it as their property. Now all they have to do is figure out how to make it a decent tourist attraction.

With all of the excitement of the Astounding Physics- Defying Asteroid, we almost forgot our obligation to the Prime Grenii. So we quickly proceeded to Bramilis, where Karina Durham has officially removed the death warrant against her by delivering the Prime Grenii’s birthday present to the Chancellor of Bramilis.

And finally, Commander Baird and Lieutenant Commander Sullivan have left once again for Deneria Dry Dock for Baird’s interview and a short vacation. I know this post would be good for Baird’s career, and hell, I probably won’t be around here too much longer myself, but I can’t help feeling a sense of sadness about him possibly leaving the Secondprize. Therefore, I think I’m going to do something guaranteed to make me much much happier.”



Decisions, decisions. But then most of Rydell’s job came down to decisions. Of course, most of them didn’t have such long- term personal ramifications. He’d already decided on this course of action, though. All he needed was a little alone time to psychologically prepare himself.

Normally, he’d use his ready room for this, but Carr’s dog hadn’t quite made it to the restroom during her last training shift with Jaroch. Morgaine le Fur may have been able to speak, and she was picking up the sciences amazingly well, but her potty training still left a bit to be desired.

So instead, Rydell headed into the conference room, where he found Commander Dillon seated at the head of the briefing table, a large plate of some kind of Tellarite pasta in front of him along with something else.

A small, square box.

Rydell recognized it immediately, especially since he had a similar box feeling like a neutronium weight in his pocket at that particular moment.

“Mind if I join you?” Rydell said.

Dillon looked up surprised, three noodles draping down his chin.

“No, sir,” he mumbled as he quickly tried to stuff the pasta into his mouth. “Did you want to go over the personnel reports now?”

“Not really,” Rydell said, sitting down in the chair to Dillon’s right. He slipped the box out of his pocket and set it down in front of him. “It would appear that we are pursuing similar goals.”

Dillon glanced at his box quickly. “I hope your pursuit is shorter than mine.”

“You and Hawkins live together. What’s the problem?” Rydell asked confused.

“Timing mostly,” Dillon replied with a sigh. “It just…hasn’t been right. Every time I try to plan out how to do it, something screws up.”

Rydell put a hand on Dillon’s shoulder. “This is one of those areas of life where all the planning in the universe isn’t going to help. Proposals happen when they happen. One of my Academy buddies proposed while he was in the middle of a fight with his girlfriend. Ended up lobbing the ring right at her.”

“Oh, that’s romantic.”

“It worked. They’ve been together for eleven years now.”

“So I should just go ahead and do it?” Dillon asked.

“Absolutely. If she wants to marry you, how you ask isn’t going to be that big of a deal. Hell, if you screw it up, you’ll have a funny memory to look back on later.”

“But I don’t want to screw it up!” Dillon said.

Rydell chuckled. “No offense, Commander, but the odds aren’t exactly in your favor.” Rydell scooped up his ring box and rose from his seat. “Good luck to you, Travis. I mean that.” He gave his first officer a couple of quick pats on the shoulder, then headed off to heed his own advice.

Dillon remained, sitting alone. “Computer, douse the lights,” he said, wanting to watch the stars out the viewport. A few minutes later, the doors slid open.

“There you are,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said as she stood silhouetted in the doorway.

“Patricia!” Dillon exclaimed, scrambling to move the ring box. He hit it, sending it tumbling onto his plate. Before he could retrieve it, Hawkins had slipped into the chair Rydell had recently vacated.

“You having dinner without me?” she asked.

“Someone’s got to eat it,” Dillon replied. “But I’m done. Let’s go.” He said quickly, getting up from his seat and practically pulling Hawkins out of hers. Now for the plan. Get her to the door, say you forgot to clear your plate, run back for the ring, dump the plate in the waste reclamator, then get a clean, new ring box.

“Jeeze, Travis. At least clean up after yourself,” Hawkins snapped. In an instant, she whirled around, picked up his plate, and chucked it into the open waste reclamator bin at the end of the buffet. A quick zap later, and everything on the plate, including the ring, had been reduced to its component molecules.

“AHHH!” Dillon cried.

“You said you were done.”

“AHHH!”

“You can get more back in our quarters.”

“AHHH!”

“Oh lighten up.”

“AHHH!”

Hawkins grabbed Dillon’s arm and yanked him bodily out of the conference room.



The lights in the quarters she shared with Captain Rydell were dim when Karina Durham trudged back inside.

“Alex?” she called out. “Are you in here?”

“Sure am,” Rydell replied. As her eyes adjusted, she saw Rydell sitting leisurely on the sofa. “How’d it go?”

“As well as it could, I guess, considering I was a giant chicken,” Karina replied, tossing the large feathered mask from her costume onto the dining table.

“Now now. You were the Sacred Khilki, the most holy fowl on all of Bramilis.”

“It’s a giant chicken, and I don’t see how singing Happy Birthday while wearing this outfit made for much of a birthday present.”

“Ours is not to judge alien cultures,” Rydell replied.

“Yeah, well you didn’t have to do it.”

“I offered.”

“Thanks, but like I said, I needed to handle this one myself.”

“Your choice,” Rydell said with a shrug as Karina kicked out of the rest of costume leaving her in one of her normal flight jumpsuits.

“You certainly look pleased with yourself,” she said, plopping down on the sofa beside Rydell.

“I’ve been thinking about your position here, and I have a proposal for you.”

“Oh really?” Karina said warily. “What kind of proposal?”

“Follow me,” Rydell replied, getting up from the sofa.

“Oh come on. Those big bird feet were killing me,” Karina moaned.

“Too bad,” Rydell said, pulling Karina up. “Let’s go.”

A short time later, the couple stepped into Seven Backward. “You’re proposing dinner?” Karina said.

“Not quite.” Rydell looked around the lounge quickly, suddenly wondering if this was such a good idea. She could hate it. “Er…I was thinking…that maybe…you could run this place.”

“What do you mean run it?” Karina asked. “It’s managed by Guinanco.”

“That’s why we need someone like you in charge.”

“To save you from Guinanco.”

“Exactly.”

Karina glanced around her new domain. “Well, I have had this urge to order people around lately. And it would be nice to find out what you see in this whole ‘serving the public’ crap.”

“See. You’re a natural. We just need to handle one minor detail.”

“What?”

“Him,” Rydell replied, pointing at Jemmy Fisk, the current lounge manager, who was making a beeline for the pair.

“Captain Rydell!” Jemmy said, trying to pretend that he was happy to see Rydell. He wasn’t exactly doing a good job. “What can I do for you this evening?”

Rydell smiled and wrapped an arm around the soon-to-be-ex-lounge manager’s shoulder. “I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you. You’ve been demoted.”

“Demoted?” Jemmy exclaimed. “You can’t do that! I work for Guinanco.”

“And how would Guinanco feel if they knew you had non-standard party lighting installed in your ceiling?” Rydell said.

“But YOU put that in!”

“And how you tried to deny service to Commander Dillon last year.”

“He had an unauthorized creature stuck to his head!”

Karina, now getting the gist of Rydell’s plan, stepped in. “That was a neural symbiont, and you discriminated against him.”

“I was following the rules,” Jemmy insisted.

“Fine. Then deny this one,” Rydell spat. “You give crappy advice!”

“NO!” Jemmy gasped.

“YES!”

“You heartless bastard!”

“And now you’ve just insulted a customer,” Karina said.

Jemmy clamped his hands over his mouth, completely aghast. “Oh no,” he said, his voice muffled behind his hands. “I’m a bad manager. I’ve besmirched the good name of Guinanco. I…”

“You’re demoted. Bye bye now,” Karina said, waving Jemmy away.

“Does that mean you’ll take the job?” Rydell asked.

“For now,” Karina said. “But I’m not starting until tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Rydell replied. “Let’s go home.”

Rydell let Karina get a step or two ahead of him as they approached their quarters. She activated the door panel and headed inside. It took her about three steps to realize that things were a bit different than when she left.

The quarters were now almost bursting with bouquets of flowers. Roses, lilies, pansies, hyacinths, and other varieties from worlds across the Alpha Quadrant.

Karina stopped dead in her tracks in stunned shock as Rydell said a silent thank you to Lieutenant Commander Vaughn for pulling this stunt off perfectly.

“What is this?” Karina gaped.

“To be honest,” Rydell said from behind her. “I had one more proposal.”

Karina turned to find Rydell down on one knee, holding a small, open box in his hand, the diamond ring inside it glistening.

“Will you marry me?”

Karina continued gaping for approximately three more seconds, just long enough for Rydell to get nervous, then she dove at him, almost knocking the ring box out of his hand as she tackled him to the floor with kisses.

“Is that a ‘yes’?” Rydell gasped between kisses.

“You’re damn right it is,” Karina replied pulling her head away slightly and looking at Rydell with a wry grin. “If you think you can handle it.”

Rydell was sure he’d manage just fine.
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Personal Log, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan,

Stardate 54602.4. At the request of Captain Rydell, I’ve gone to Earth to take an extension course in command skills at Starfleet Academy’s Continuing Education Center. According to him, I have all the tools to make captain one day. Coming from him that is an…interesting observation. Still, I kind of like the idea of getting to boss people around, and I can’t turn down a free vacation to Earth, so…



“Bastard!” Sullivan cried as she stormed across the Academy quad. Cadets milled past her on the cris-crossing paths. She stopped in the middle of the quad and stared past the shuttle docking facility at the Golden Gate Bridge beyond. “Bastard!” she shouted again, at nobody in particular, then stormed down the trail toward the Janice Rand building, where her temporary quarters were located.

She plowed past other cadets and guests and down the hallway, keyed open her door and trudged in.

Sullivan sat down at the tiny desk that faced out onto the Academy plaza and punched several keys on her desktop terminal. Moments later, Commander Scott Baird appeared on her monitor.

“What the f*** do you want?” he asked, as officers passed behind him and the warp core thrummed in the background. It looked to be a busy day in Secondprize’s engine room.

“A report on the deuterium mix. What do you think I want? I want some freaking compassion!” Sullivan snapped back, and leaned her head on her desk.

“Aren’t you supposed to be in class?” Baird demanded, his voice softening just slightly.

“Class was just dismissed.”

“So you’re heading back?”

“I guess.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“I failed!” Sullivan leaned up and smashed her fist into her desk. “I FAILED command class!”

“Well, f*** that! Retake it!”

“Why bother? It wasn’t at all what I thought it would be. It wasn’t about making strategic decisions, or problem solving. It was a lot of reading, memorizing, and reciting. Who cares who led the assault on Grenab Four twenty years ago?”

“Commodore Carlos Zemeka, aboard the U.S.S. Tripoli,” replied Baird.

Sullivan glared at him. “Forgive me for being shocked that you actually know about something that doesn’t involve warp engines, but could you please tell me how you know that?”

“Because I passed Command Class. How do you think I became a COMMAND-er?”

“You’ve been forbidden from ever commanding a starship! You can’t even be given bridge duty!”

“And yet, somehow, I passed Command Class. That’s a f***ing riot, isn’t it?”

Sullivan covered her face. “I don’t understand.”

“So you’re not good at tests and memorization. Doesn’t mean you can’t be a good commander, right?” Before Sullivan could respond, Baird turned around and stared at something off screen. “What do you think you’re doing with that? That’s a f***ing coil spanner! If you try to patch a f***ing EPS node with it you’ll fry the whole network! Give me that, you f***ing moron, and go back to the science labs where you belong!”

“Thanks for the help,” Sullivan muttered, and punched the channel closed.



“So let me get this straight,” Sullivan muttered, as she paced in front of the desk of Vice Admiral Winnie Carlson, the Starfleet Academy Dean of Students. “I won’t be allowed to advance up the chain of command until I can pass that class.”

“There are a…few exceptions,” the older woman said, hands folded placidly atop her desk. “But generally speaking, no.”

“So I have to re-take the course.”

“That’s right.”

“Well you can forget it,” Sullivan said, turning on a heel and heading for the door. “I SO don’t need to be bothered with this crap. I’d rather be digging mines on Mercury.”

“Admiral Carlson, your 0900 appointment is here,” a voice chimed over the office loudspeakers.

“Send him in,” Carlson said with a sigh.

Just as Sullivan was heading out the large double doors into Carlson’s office, they parted to admit a slightly rotund, disheveled- looking blond guy.

“Emily!” he exclaimed, on seeing Sullivan. He patted her on the shoulders with both hands. “How’s it going? How’s life on the old Secondprize?”

Sullivan cocked her head at the goofy-looking fellow. “Um…I’m sorry. Do I know you?”

“Andy! Andy Baxter. Captain of the Explorer.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

Baxter looked heartbroken. “I can’t believe you don’t remember me. I worked in Inventory, on the Secondprize. About four years ago.”

“Still can’t say I remember you.”

Baxter rolled his eyes. “Some Borg clowns attacked the Secondprize while I was trying to inventory the bridge, and you guys stuck me in the conference room and gassed me into unconsciousness because I was bothering you.”

Sullivan’s eyes lit up. “Oh, yeah. Sleeping butthead. I remember. Funny stuff.”

“It was hilarious,” Baxter grumbled. “Anyway, nice seeing you.” He turned to Vice Admiral Carlson, who was bemusedly watching the exchange. “All right, Warden, I’m ready to go.”

“Oh, stop overdramatizing,” Carlson muttered. “We’re just asking you to show some Junior Redshirts around. Show them a thing or two about leadership and the Starfleet way. You CAN do that, can’t you?”

“Um….what are Junior Redshirts?” asked Sullivan from behind Baxter.

Baxter glanced at her. “They’re the next step after Starfleet Scouts. It’s a preparatory program for youngsters wanting to get into Starfleet Academy. Mostly kids of high-ranking Starfleet officials. I was in it for a while but…well, stuff happened.”

“Some of our finest people have come from the Junior Redshirts,” said Carlson. “They just need a little…guidance.”

A little guidance, Sullivan thought to herself. She could provide that. She could prove that she was a worthwhile commander to the top brass of Starfleet Academy, and then they’d put her on the command track.

“Admiral…” Sullivan spoke up again from behind Baxter.

“Why are you still here?” Carlson asked.

“I want to help Captain Baxter with those Junior Redshirts. To prove to you what kind of leader I can be.”

Carlson looked wearily at Baxter, then at Sullivan. “Do you know what you could be getting yourself into?”

“Not a clue. If I did have a clue, I wouldn’t be volunteering.” Sullivan folded her arms. “Well?”

“Well…get going. The Salient leaves in an hour.”

“The…Salient?”

Baxter slapped Sullivan on the back. “The starship we’re commanding! Let’s get after ’em, partner!”

“Please tell me you didn’t just call me ‘partner.’” Sullivan cringed as Baxter ushered her out of Carlson’s office. She swore she heard laughter behind Carlson’s doors as they left.



The interior lights of spacedock played across the grey- silver hull of the Defiant-class U.S.S. Salient as Baxter steered the shuttlepod toward it.

Sullivan sat next to him. “I’m a helmsman, you know.”

“My mission. I steer.”

“Don’t you mean ‘our mission’?”

Baxter nodded. “Okay. Our mission. But get this straight…” He thumbed himself in the chest. “I give the orders.”

“Whatever. Mind if I ask you a question?”

“Go ahead.”

“Why are you being forced into doing this?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“That makes it dirt I’ll dig it out of somebody later, then,” Sullivan said with a shrug.

Baxter maneuvered the shuttlepod through the hangar door at the bottom of the Salient and parked it inside the cramped shuttlebay. As he deactivated the shuttle systems, he turned to look at Sullivan. “Okeydoke. Let’s go meet the Junior Redshirts.”

They climbed out of the side hatch of the shuttlepod. “Hmm,” Baxter said, glancing around. “Nobody’s here. I guess they didn’t have time to put together a welcoming party.”

“Guess I put on my dancing shoes for nothing,” Sullivan said, as the pair walked toward the exit door.

Suddenly, Baxter stopped Sullivan and turned her to face him. “Before we meet our… crew, there’s something I should tell you.” He held up his hand, pointing to the wedding band on his finger. “I’m married. So…no funny business.”

“I’ll try to control my wanton urges,” Sullivan said flatly.

“Please do.”

“I’m married too, you know.”

“Are you suggesting some kind of…of foursome?”

Sullivan let out an annoyed breath and forged past Baxter into the Salient’s corridor.

“It was nice of Starfleet to loan us this ship,” Baxter said, running to catch up with Sullivan.

“Why do I get the feeling that this is glorified babysitting duty?” Sullivan asked as she and Baxter stepped into the turbolift.

“Bridge,” Baxter said, then looked at Sullivan. “It’s nothing of the sort. It’s a crackerjack team of young minds ready to prove themselves to us. This is a terrific opportunity.”

“If you say so.”

As they got closer to the bridge, Baxter and Sullivan heard a dull thudding sound.

“What is that?” asked Sullivan.

“Could be photon torpedoes hitting the shields.”

“Which happens so often in spacedock,” muttered Sullivan.

“Then what is it? A malfunctioning power conduit?” The pair’s question was answered when the bridge doors opened up and booming noise assaulted their ears:

BOOM-BOOM, BOOM-BOOM-THUD

BOOM-BOOM, BOOM-BOOM-THUD

“They call me the crazy mind-teaser of Betazed,

I’ll fool with your thoughts and get into your head,

Cause I’m the crazy mind-teaser of Betazed!

BOOM-BOOM, BOOM-BOOM-THUD

BOOM-BOOM, BOOM-BOOM-THUD

Baxter covered his ears, stepping out onto the bridge, which was bathed in red and green alternating lights as a crowd of about fifteen teenagers bumped and grinded against one another, twisting their bodies with the music.

“WHAT THE HELL IS THAT?” Sullivan demanded.

“BETAZOID POP MUSIC! MY SCIENCE OFFICER LISTENS TO THIS GROUP. THEY’RE CALLED THE BETAZED BOYS!” Baxter screamed back. “COMPUTER!” he cried. “DEACTIVATE AUDIO!”

“COMPUTER…REDUCE LIGHTS TO…” Sullivan screamed, but then realized she didn’t have to scream anymore because, thankfully, the music had been shut off. “Normal.”

Regular lighting returned around the bridge, and Baxter and Sullivan looked around with disdain.

Food trays were scattered around the small bridge…two teens were making out on the tactical console. The helm seat was occupied by a pile of dirty clothes. And, the command chair…

There was a puddle of vomit in the command chair.

“Okay, folks, party’s over,” Baxter muttered, marching over to the tactical console and yanking the two teens in cadet jumpsuits apart. “Oh my goodness. Billy Ross!”

“Admiral Ross’ son?” Sullivan asked, aghast.

“Hey, if your dad won the Dominion War, you’d get to make out on a starship bridge, too,” the young Redshirt snapped back at her.

Sullivan glared at the girl he’d been making out with. “And who are you?”

“Tricia Wagner.”

“As in…as in THOMAS WAGNER?” she asked.

Tricia nodded, a gleam in her eye. “You’re from that ship…the Honorable Mention?”

“Secondprize,” Sullivan growled. “Tell you what. Why don’t you zip up your jumpsuit and take about half that make-up off? Then maybe you won’t look like a low-rent dabo girl.” She looked around at the other teens, who looked absolutely bummed out. “And the rest of you, get busy. I want this bridge cleaned from top to bottom in fifteen minutes. MOVE IT!”

Baxter glanced at Sullivan. “Yeah. What she said.”

“Can I see you for a minute?” Sullivan asked Baxter, who shrugged.

“Sure.” She pulled him into the turbolift and keyed the doors closed. “Do you realize what we’ve gotten ourselves into?”

“I’m becoming vaguely aware of it.”

“These kids are…are spoiled brats. They wrecked the bridge and they’ve only been aboard for…”

“According to the dockmaster, fifteen minutes.”

“This has nothing to do with leadership skills. We’ve been suckered into chaperoning the field trip from hell.”

“You don’t think that takes leadership skills? Emily, if we can whip these kids into shape, we can both get a lot of respect back. Isn’t that what we’re both here for?”

“I don’t know what you’re here for, remember. At this point, I’m not even sure that I want to know.”

“Okay, well, you probably don’t, but that’s beside the point. I think we have a chance here to really break through to these kids.”

“Oh yeah. They’ll be model cadets in no time,” Sullivan said.

“Are you being sarcastic?”

“No? Why would you think that?”

“Was THAT sarcastic?”

“Just shut up.” Suddenly the turbolift shook. “Do you feel that?” asked Sullivan.

“We’re moving,” Baxter said. “Computer, halt turbolift.”

“No way,” replied the computer.

“They got into the computer subroutines,” Sullivan said, as the turbolift accelerated.

“Uh-oh,” said Baxter, as Sullivan yanked the control panel off the wall of the turbolift and jammed her hand inside.

“I’m going to try to find the manual override.”

“We’re going way faster than we should be.”

“No kidding.”

“Wonder where we’re going.”

“Hold on a sec…”

Suddenly the turbolift ground to a halt. Sullivan twisted another control inside the wall panel and the doors sighed open…to reveal a flat bulkhead.

“Great,” muttered Baxter.

“Not to worry. Help me up.” Reluctantly, Baxter hefted Sullivan up to the roof of the turbolift, where she unscrewed the top and climbed out.

“Well?” Baxter called after her.

“We’re at the back end of the ship,” Sullivan said. “Probably somewhere near the anti-matter shunt exit valves. There’s a ladder up here. I suggest we take it.”

“Thank goodness I’m in shape,” Baxter said, and climbed up after Sullivan.



Baxter and Sullivan emerged some time later from a side- hatch access door onto the bridge. Sullivan marched up to the command chair, where Billy Ross was sitting, reclined, staring idly at the viewscreen and drinking a long-neck beer.

“Ahh, good to see you again,” he said, swigging from the beer. “Want a pale slug ale?”

“No, but you’re on the right track. Some slugging will definitely be occurring,” Sullivan muttered, clenching her fists.

“Y-yeah,” Baxter said breathlessly, flopping out of the side hatch and onto the deck.

Tricia Wagner turned in her seat at helm and grinned. “Poor guy. All out of breath, huh?”

“Shut up,” Baxter muttered.

Sullivan glanced at the viewscreen and the stars rushing at them, momentarily forgetting her fury as she realized the ship was on the move. “Where are we?”

“Where no one has gone before…” Billy Ross said, then burst out laughing, slapping his knee. “Sure you don’t want a beer? Or maybe something…a little stronger…?”

“NO!” Sullivan cried. She turned to Tricia Wagner. “All stop.”

“No. All don’t stop,” Tricia replied with a giggle, and returned her attention to her panel. The bridge, meanwhile, was still a pig’s sty.

“Just what we need,” muttered Sullivan. “A smart-aleck helm officer.”

Baxter climbed up next to Sullivan. “There’s no other choice, Commander. We’d better abandon ship.”

“NEVER!” Sullivan shouted at Baxter. She strode over to the helm console, spun the chair around so Tricia Wagner was facing her. “Listen up, hot stuff. This is MY ship. I make the rules.” She thumbed at Baxter. “And so does that guy.”

Baxter pushed a half-eaten pizza aside so he could check the navigational sensors on one of the side consoles. “Emily…it looks like we’re heading for Sector 19842.”

“Orion space.”

“Party Central!” Billy cried, pointing his fingers in the air. “Whoo HOOO!”

“Orion space is NOT party central!” Baxter seethed, walking over to Billy Ross. “Do you have any idea what could happen to you if you run across the wrong sort of Orion pirate?”

“You get invited to the biggest party in the quadrant?”

“You get strung up by your toes, and they use you for target practice!”

“Huh-huh…cool,” came the voice of one of the other Junior Redshirts, who was sitting at the communications station.

“Shut up, Kreuger,” Billy snapped. “And, as for you two, why don’t you just get lost in a dysphoric nebula?”

Sullivan pushed up her shirtsleeves and advanced on Billy. “Why don’t YOU…”

“Now, Emily…” Baxter held her back. “It’s not worth it.”

“Errgg…” muttered Sullivan.

“Computer,” said Baxter. “Secure all bridge commands to my access code. Baxter Alpha Omicron 005.”

“F*** you,” the computer replied.

“How rude!” Baxter exclaimed.

“Get these guys down to the crew quarters,” Sullivan muttered. “I’ll fix the computers.”

Baxter nodded. “Right. Come on, you all. It’s way past your bedtimes.” He jerked Kreuger up from his place at communications, then grabbed Billy Ross by the arm and ushered them into the turbolift. Sullivan dragged Tricia Wagner along and shoved her in with Baxter.

“Good luck, Captain,” she said, as Baxter tried to maintain his grip on the struggling Redshirts.

“I’m going to need it,” mumbled Baxter, leaving Sullivan alone on the bridge. She quickly went to work at the computer access station. Maybe Baxter was right. Maybe they just could find a way to reason with these Starfleet brats.



One hour later, Sullivan found Baxter dangling two levels up from the ceiling of Engineering.

“I lost them on the crew deck,” he muttered, staring down the seven meter drop at Sullivan, who glared angrily up at him. “Then one of them got me from behind with a hypospray.”

“The requirements for making captain are a lot more lenient than I thought,” Sullivan muttered.

“Then they gave me something called a…wedgie,” Baxter moaned, oblivious of what Sullivan was saying.

“What does that mean?”

“My underwear is…”

“Never mind!” Sullivan sighed. “I’m going to beam you down, okay?” She walked over to a control panel and punched a few buttons. Moments later, Baxter dematerialized from his perch on the ceiling of engineering and rematerialized next to Sullivan.

“Thanks,” he said. “Just one more thing to take care of.” He walked over to the control panel and hit a few more buttons. Sullivan heard the whine of the transporters, then saw a faint glow through Baxter’s uniform pants.

“There! Wedgie all taken care of.”

“Glad you feel better,” Sullivan said.

“What’s your status?” Baxter asked, stretching the kinks in his back. He’d been hanging up there almost forty-five minutes.

“We’ve gotten computer control back. I’ve locked everyone but us out of all the major systems. I’ve also stopped us and turned us around. We’re headed toward Bolian space. Much more hospitable than the Orions.”

“I’ll say,” Baxter mumbled, rubbing his backside. It was still a little tender. “So, what next?”

“I thought this was ‘your mission.’”

“A good commander is receptive to the ideas of others,” Baxter said, damned proud of himself for sounding so official and competent.

“All right, then. I suggest we have them scout out a vacant M-class world and do individual reports on it.”

“That will certainly keep them busy.”

Sullivan nodded, thinking back to her own experiences with Command Class. “But it won’t be very fun.”

“I give a rat’s ass if they have fun at this point,” Baxter said.

“Maybe we can come up with something a bit more…interesting.”

“Like what.”

Sullivan smiled. “You’ll see.”



Three hours later, Captain Baxter ushered the reluctant group of seven cadets out onto the bridge of the Salient.

“I want to go home to my nardat ranch,” muttered T’vith, the son of the Andorian ambassador.

“Shut up,” came a voice from the command chair. The chair spun to reveal that it was, unsurprisingly, Emily Sullivan. “Welcome back to the bridge, folks. I hope, after a little time stewing in the brig, you’re ready to play by our rules.”

Billy Ross folded his arms. “Don’t count on it.”

“We think we have a fun assignment for you,” Baxter said. He pointed toward the viewscreen. “Check it out, screebs.”

“No one says ‘screebs’ anymore,” muttered Tricia Wagner. “That was SOOOOOO Stardate 54192.”

“Whatever,” said Sullivan. She thumbed a control on the command chair. “Recognize this?”

“It’s, um, a sun,” mumbled Billy Ross.

“Yes. It’s called Beta Olacron. And it’s a special kind of sun. One about to go nova. We’re going to study it.”

“How fwarking boring,” muttered T’vith.

“Watch your mouth,” Baxter said, pointing a finger angrily at T’vith.

“Was that a cuss word?” Sullivan asked.

“A very nasty Andorian one,” Baxter replied.

“I’ll have to remember to tell Scott about that one.” Sullivan rapped her fingers on the arm of the command chair. “Well, then. You all have lots of work to do. T’vith, take science. Wagner, you’re on helm. Ross, you take tactical. The rest of you, pick a station and start scanning. I want detailed reports within the hour.”

“Or…what?”

“Or we’ll beam you into the sun,” Baxter said, staring darkly at the group.

Sullivan elbowed him in the side. “We’re not going to do that. What we WILL do is strip you of your Junior Redshirt status, and then you’ll have to apply to Starfleet Academy like everyone else instead of just being ushered in.”

“You can’t do that,” Billy Ross snapped.

“Can we?” Baxter whispered to Sullivan.

“I think between the two of us we can pull some strings and do it. Isn’t your Dad an Admiral?”

“Well, yeah…wait a minute. You don’t remember anything about me, but you remember my Dad’s an Admiral.”

“I try to only remember interesting people. You understand.” Sullivan whirled back toward the group of Redshirts. “Cadets! Get to work, and I mean NOW!”

Baxter sighed and leaned against the command chair. “This is going to be one long mission.”



The Redshirts went about their work, albeit grudgingly, for the next twenty or thirty minutes.

Baxter had gone below decks to check on things in engineering, where Svok, a distant nephew of Spock, was monitoring the warp engines.

Sullivan, meanwhile, was curled in the command chair with a copy of the Federation News.

She was stirred from her reading by the blare of the Red Alert klaxon.

“Report,” she said, turning to Billy Ross.

He checked the sensors. “Son of a Breen. Our engines just got hit by some kind of subspace filament. It sent a spike all along our EPS network. Systems are blinking out left and right!”

“And…how…how long until that supernova?” Tricia asked nervously from the helm.

Sullivan frowned. “Oh…we have a few hours at least. The first rule is that you’ve all got to be calm. We’ll get out of this. We just have to get the engines and related systems back up in time to get us out of here before we get caught in the nova’s shockwave.”

“And how long would that take, approximately?” asked T’vith.

“Oh,” Sullivan said, suppressing a smile. “I’d say a few hours at least.”



Sullivan ran across Baxter in the Salient’s corridors. “Did everything go according to plan, Captain?”

“Did it look like we got hit by a subspace filament?”

“Yep.”

“Then everything worked according to plan.”

“You do know how to repair the EPS systems before the supernova, just in case our Redshirts can’t, right?” Sullivan asked.

“I thought you could. You’re the one married to an engineer.”

“You told me your best friend was an engineer.”

“Well, actually, he’s a better artist than an engineer.”

Sullivan nodded, taking it all in. “Okay. I guess we’re handling this ourselves then. Between the two of us, we can get the ship up and running in plenty of time to save it, right?”

Baxter nodded. “I’m sure.”

“Is that sarcasm?”

Baxter chewed one of his fingernails. “I don’t know!”

“Well, I can do one thing I learned from Scott.”

“What’s that?”

“F***!”



Personal Log, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan,

Stardate 54603.1. Our fearless crew of Redshirts has been working feverishly for the last two hours, and we think they’re on the verge of getting the engines back up and running before Beta Olacron goes boom.



“There was probably a less dangerous way of going about this,” Sullivan muttered to Baxter as they sat in the mess hall, drinking coffee and keeping a watch on the chronometer as the Redshirts bustled about the Salient, rerouting EPS nodes and depolarizing connections.

“We could have gone into a solar system that wasn’t actually going nova.”

“Then what would they have studied, smart guy?”

Baxter shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“Just let me do the thinking, okay?”

“I thought this was about us getting respect back. How can we do that if we don’t even respect each other?”

“We want respect from other people, not each other. Remember?” Sullivan said.

“Good point.”

“Do you feel that?”

“Feel what?”

Moments later, Baxter found himself sitting in the pilot’s chair of the shuttlepod that had brought him to the Salient.

“A transporter beam,” Sullivan said, and pounded the console of the shuttlepod. “God DAMN IT! They must have gotten control of the computers back while they were working on the EPS systems. We should have been watching them closer!”

“You’re the one who just had to get some coffee!” Baxter snapped.

Suddenly the shuttlepod jolted, and Sullivan and Baxter watched in silence as the grey interior of the Salient hangar gave way to the glowing orange of Beta Olacron.

Baxter glanced upward through the forward viewport to see the Salient hover overhead and slowly move away. He punched a control on the comm panel. “Salient! This is Shuttlepod Three. Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

Billy Ross appeared on the tiny screen to Baxter’s left. “Hello, Starfleet’s finest! Didn’t think we were monitoring you on ship’s security bands? Didn’t think we’d know you were plotting against us? That was pretty low, even for crew from the two biggest ships full of rejects in the entire fleet. I’m sincerely disappointed in you two.”

“Billy,” Sullivan said, leaning over Baxter, toward the screen. “Listen…you all are not cleared to operate a starship by yourselves. You could get hurt.”

“And man, wait until your dad hears about this! He’s going to be pissed!” Baxter interjected.

“Hush,” Sullivan said, then turned her attention back to Billy. “This isn’t a game anymore. Bring us back aboard, and we can work this out. You understand?”

“All I understand is that you gave us a little test and we passed it. Now it’s your turn.”

Sullivan felt the jolt of the shuttlepod moving. Slowly, Beta Olacron got larger.

“We’ve pre-programmed your pod to go into the sun. See if you can de-program it. We’ll be at the Galactapaloozical Musical Festival on Bolarus Prime when you’re finished. Drinks will be on us…if you make it. Later, scroobles!” And the Salient shot off into warp.

“Scroobles,” Baxter said to himself. “So that’s what they’re saying nowadays. Wonder if that’s plural or singular.”

“Get with the program, dumbass!” Sullivan snapped. “We’re going to die if we don’t figure a way out of this!”

“Oh, they’re probably just messing with us. The pod will probably head out of the system on its own any minute now. They may be brats, but they aren’t murderers.”

“You sure about that?”

Baxter ducked under the piloting console. “I’ll start pulling out isolinear chips.”



Beta Olacron was massive and hot as hell in front of Sullivan’s face as the clock ticked down toward nova time. Baxter was underneath the helm console, shouting things that would make Scott Baird blush. Sullivan, meanwhile, had given up an hour earlier, and resorted to just staring out the viewport.

“How stupid can I be,” she muttered, mopping the sweat off her brow with the back of her hand and staring into the sun. Thankfully, the viewport screened out most of the harmful rays.

“That a rhetorical question?” Baxter asked from under the cramped console.

“Who was I to think I could teach those kids a lesson about being in Starfleet? I’m not even sure I belong in Starfleet. Look at the ship I serve on. Look at the ship YOU serve on.”

“I happen to like my ship.”

“But we’re rejects. Everybody in Starfleet thinks they’re better than us. Even those bratty kids. How can we expect to get ahead?”

Baxter looked up at Sullivan, sweat streaming down his face in the hot compartment. “You want to know what I think? I LIKE operating with my back against the wall. I like being the underdog. Imagine how annoying it would be to succeed all the time. To be perfect. I’d much rather fail a lot and learn from my mistakes. Anyway, they do say ignorance is bliss, right?”

“Your brain has been baked.”

“Fate, Commander,” Baxter said, and climbed back under the console. “Protects fools, little children, and ships named…”

“What…?”

“I was just getting to that…”

“No!” Sullivan jerked Baxter up by the scruff of his neck and pointed out the viewscreen. “Look!” A green-black, boomerang-shaped vessel hung in space between the shuttlepod and Beta Olacron.

Baxter blinked. “Is that a heat mirage, or are we being rescued?”

Sullivan tapped at her panel. “It’s not Federation-aligned. An independently-contracted transport.”

“I’m not feeling particularly picky at the moment,” Baxter muttered, punching the comm button. “Hello, out there…would you mind terribly picking us up and saving us from a supernova, whoever you are?”

“Sure, no problem, boof,” came a young-sounding voice with a vaguely Betazoid accent. “We were just on our way to a gig, so it’s no problem.”

“Boof,” Baxter said to himself.

“Bring us aboard…PLEASE,” Sullivan cut in.



“The Betazed Boys,” Baxter mumbled to himself.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Sullivan covered her face with her hands.

The five young, tattooed boys in tight plastic clothing, with piercing black eyes stared back at Sullivan and Baxter on the bridge of the transport vessel.

“Yeah,” said the one who Baxter and Sullivan had talked to over the comm. He thumbed his chest, then gestured at the other boys. “I’m Larp. This is V.B., Berkjo, Slurnie, and Ain ‘the Brain.’ We were just on our way to perform at the Galactapaloozical Musical Festival on Bolarus Prime.”

“Don’t you guys sing ‘Crazy Mind Teaser’?” Baxter asked.

“How did you know?”

“A good guess,” Baxter said.

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” Sullivan asked Baxter.

“Probably not,” Baxter admitted. “But I’ll go along with anything you suggest.”

Sullivan looked at the Betazed Boys. “You guys up for a little Starfleet infiltration?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” said Larp. “But we’ll try at least anything once…”



“Ladies and Gentlemen, after a brief delay, we are about to welcome our headlining act, the Betazed Boys, to the Galactapaloozical Musical Festival!” a deep voice boomed over the P.A. system as Billy, Tricia, T’vith, Svok and the other Redshirts milled in the huge moshpit as hundreds of thousands of excited fans crowded in. Hover-platforms surrounding the stage contained even more fans, some of whom dived down into the pits below, only to be engulfed by the crowds and raised onto shoulders, then tossed into a giant tube that suctioned them up and back on the platform from whence they came.

“Isn’t this the greatest!” Tricia Wagner said, perched on Billy’s shoulders.

“Nothing could ruin this moment!” Billy chimed in.

“What other kids can say they came here in a heavily-armed starship!” T’vith said excitedly.

“Not many,” admitted Billy.

Suddenly the lights around the audience grew dim as five silhouettes emerged onto the darkened stage.

“But before the headlining act, we welcome, for the first time in this quadrant, a very special act…”

The lights came up.

And, among the Redshirts, several jaws dropped.

“The Federation Five!”

And there…there was Admiral Bill Ross, Admiral Thomas Wagner, Ambassador T’hula, and Vulcan Secretary of Agriculture, S’vick. And, finally, Captain Andy Baxter.

“All you people, gather round gather round,” Baxter sang into the microphone. “These Federation Dads have a really cool sound!”

“Noooooooooooooooooooo!” Billy Ross cried.

“People can’t ya see, we love our kids,” Admiral Bill Ross sang.

“And THAAAAAAAT makes them really cool dads!” sang Baxter.

“Though they get in big trouble, we’ll still be their dads!” chimed T’hula.

“Lookin’ in the crowd, we can see our kids out there, c’mon!” sang Wagner. Suddenly, spotlights fell on Billy and the others. Tricia screamed.

“Knowing you’re behaving keeps us proud!” S’vick monotoned.

“All of our time spent raising you is worthwhile!” Ross sang, bringing it home.

“All you people, can’t ya see, can’t ya see, how we love our kids unconditionally!” Wagner called out, bopping his head to the music.

“Every time they’re bad, we will make it right!” cried T’hula.

“And that makes them really cool dads!” Baxter moaned into his microphone. As the music died down, the Federation Five bowed, and Baxter spoke into the mike. “Later, scroobles! Sullivan…energize!”



When Billy, Tricia, V’sith, Svok and the others materialized in the Salient brig, they found Lieutenant Commander Sullivan smiling at them from the other side of the forcefield.

Tricia was sobbing into Billy’s shoulder. V’sith was searching his uniform pockets for his ritual blade. Svok stared into the corner and mumbled some kind of Vulcan meditation.

“Hope you guys enjoyed the show,” Sullivan said, folding her arms.

“How did you…how…how?” moaned Billy.

“Stupid, foolish, luck,” Sullivan said. “And I wouldn’t have had it any other way.”

“Where are our fathers?”

Sullivan glanced at a monitor next to the brig. “Looks like they’re performing an encore.”

“I can never be seen in the Alpha Quadrant again,” sobbed Tricia.

“Logic is the essence of control. I am in control,” intoned Svok.

“Someone stab me with this. Please!” V’sith begged.

“You’ll all get what’s coming to you soon enough,” Sullivan said. “But luckily, none of that is my problem. We’re returning you to Starfleet Academy, where you can be someone else’s problem.”

“I have to know,” grumbled Billy. “How did you get here?”

“Oh, we hitched a ride with the Betazed Boys,” Sullivan said, matter-of-factly. “They were nice enough to let us round up your dads, who, once they heard what you all did, were more than happy to help us embarrass the hell out of you. And the Betazed Boys were even nice enough to let us have our little performance before they went on stage. Yes…there they go now, and they’re opening up with ‘Crazy Mind-Teaser.’”

Tricia sighed. “My favorite song! Oooh…and there’s Larp! He’s SO hot!”

“Screen off,” Sullivan said, and headed toward the brig door. “I’m sure it’ll be a nice concert though. Sweet dreams, kids.”



“Creative solutions are an important part of leadership, Commander,” Vice Admiral Carlson said, staring across her desk at Sullivan and Baxter. The Salient had put into port, and, after a thorough cleaning, was being put back into service. “With that in mind, and…the excessive trouble you went through…we’re going to credit you with a passing grade in Command Class.”

Sullivan grinned. “I figured we could work something out.”

Baxter grinned too. “Yep. It’s nice how everything works out in the end, huh, Emily?”

“Not for you.” Carlson grimaced. “Your job was to supervise those Redshirts through a successful mission. You didn’t manage to do that, and your prison sentence demands that, as a community service, you assist a troop of Redshirts in preparing for Starfleet life. They’ll be waiting for you aboard the U.S.S. Republic. They’ve got less of a chance of escaping aboard that scrapheap.” She narrowed her eyes at Baxter. “And so do you. See you in two weeks.”

Baxter gritted his teeth and turned around, marching out of the office. “Yeah. See you in two weeks, boof.”

“What did he call me?”

“I think it was an Andorian compliment,” Sullivan said, and followed Baxter out. “Prison sentence?” she asked as they cleared Carlson’s office.

“Don’t ask. Man…I can’t believe that. The nerve of her, making me start all over again with that bunch, without you to help me give them any kind of regimented structure.”

“I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Sullivan said, as the pair walked down the corridor that lead out of Starfleet Academy’s administrative offices.

“I don’t suppose I could convince you to help me with them?”

“Hell no. Leadership is all about knowing when to quit.”

“Tell me about it.”
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PLANET UGILIOUS



ALEXANDER RYDELL DAY



The lard skaters were surprisingly graceful, Captain Alexander Rydell had to admit as he stood upon the royal dais watching their float go by in the Rydell Day parade. Two of the skaters, a rather attractive pair, Rydell noted, waved in his direction, batting their eyelashes flirtingly. Rydell was about to turn on the full-charm smile when he remembered that just a year ago, those two ladies were most likely grossly-obese, acne-covered, cheesy-smelling Joegonots bent on “befriending” the entire quadrant.

But then the fact that the Joegonots were no longer disgusting and evil was the whole reason Rydell was back on Ugilious. A year earlier, Rydell had turned the entire populace into human beings using a weapon the Joegonots had planned on using on the rest of the galaxy. Of course, the Joegonot version of the transference ray would have turned everyone else into Joegonots. When faced with that kind of threat, the Federation hadn’t really minded that Rydell had effectively caused the Joegonots species to cease to exist.

The Joegonots may have changed physically and mentally, but many of their traditions survived, such as their obsessions with lard, grease, and other food products guaranteed to send you to an early grave.

To Rydell’s right, the Joegonots’ leader, the Grand Leech, beamed proudly while to Rydell’s left, Commander Travis Dillon, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, and Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins attempted to maintain a proper level of decorum in the face of lard skaters and the like.

“So whatcha think, Rydell?” the Grand Leech said, wrapping a massive arm around the captain’s shoulder. “I told you it’d be quite a shindig.”

“It’s…great,” Rydell replied, forcing a smile.

“And we owe it all to you. You’re the one who saved us from ourselves, Rydell.”

“Don’t mention it.” Rydell tried to turn his attention back to the parade. Currently a team of some kind of hippopotamus-looking creatures were dragging a cart along the main avenue of Ugilious’ capital city, Gastrulge. On the cart stood a two-story tall golden statue of Rydell, dressed in a flowing cape and holding a globe of Ugilious in his out-stretched hand.

“Now that I like,” Commander Dillon remarked.

“We’re selling miniature versions down at the pavilion,” the Grand Leech said.

“Can I get my own face on it instead?” Dillon asked.

“No, you moron,” the Grand Leech snapped. “This is Rydell Day. RYDELL.”

“I was here, too, you know!”

The Grand Leech ignored him and turned back to Rydell. “There’s one more thing we have to do to repay you.”

Rydell shook his head quickly. “I’m fine. Really. This is too much already.”

The Grand Leech’s mouth stretched into a broad grin. “It’s already done.”

From his left, Rydell heard Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Hawkins suddenly scream. Even Jaroch let out a horrified shout. Rydell spun around in time to see his officers literally beginning to inflate. Uniform seams stretched, then gave way as their bodies were attacked by cellulite. Their faces broke out into horrible red rashes, which quickly revealed themselves to be hundreds of tiny pimples.

They didn’t remain tiny for long.

In seconds, the pimples had almost obscured his officers’ features, then several exploded, sending streams of pus shooting outward. Rydell raised his hands quickly to shield his eyes, but stopped in mid-motion. His hands…they were expanding, his fingers thickening to twice their size as fat pumped in from nowhere.

Rydell looked down at his stomach, which was quickly blowing up to tremendous proportions. All at once, his nose was assaulted by the smell of rotting cheese.

Great Bird help them all, they’d become Joegonots.

Shaking with terror, Rydell spun back around, as best he could considering his new-found bulk, to face the Grand Leech, who was still smiling, this time far more sinisterly.

“It’s the least we could do,” the Grand Leech said, his grin never wavering.

And Rydell screamed.



“AHHHHHHHH!!!” Captain Rydell shot up in bed and immediately started checking himself.

“Alex, what is it?” Karina Durham exclaimed, snapping awake beside him.

Rydell let out a huge sigh of relief as he realized he was safely back in his quarters on the Secondprize. It was just taking his heart a little longer to understand that fact and stop pounding at several hundred beats per second.

“Bad dream?” Karina asked, wrapping her arms around her fiance.

Rydell nodded. “Joegonots. I was on Ugilious for Rydell Day four years ago. Everything was the same. The parade, the dais, the weather, but this time…” He trailed off as his mind rebelled against reliving that particular section of the nightmare.

“Nothing happened to you on Rydell Day. You went, you suffered through it, then you made excuses to skip it from then on.”

“I swore I was never going back,” Rydell said, slipping out of her embrace and climbing out of bed. He walked over to the window and looked out at the stars streaking by. “But now here we go…to admit them to the Federation, no less.”

“They’re joining the Federation because of you. You transformed their entire race and saved who knows how many lives. You should be proud of that.”

“Can’t I be proud of it from somewhere else? I hear Risa is lovely this time of year.”

“Risa is lovely every time of year,” Karina replied.

“Then now’s the perfect time to go. Dillon can handle this one.”

Karina walked up behind him, once again wrapping her arms around Rydell. “You know damn well Starfleet isn’t going to let you out of this. It’s that whole ‘obey orders or we court martial you’ thing. As long as you’re the captain, you have to do what they say.”

Rydell was quiet for a moment. “True enough,” he said finally. “As long as I’m the captain…” He trailed off again, lost in thought.

“Hey, Captain?” Karina said playfully, tugging on his arm.

“Yeah?”

“Come back to bed.”

Rydell turned and smiled softly. “Thank you.”

“Even the captain needs someone to talk to.”

“That’s why we have counselors.”

“Yeah. Like I’m letting that flake Webber anywhere near you,” Karina replied, leading Rydell back to their bed. She gave him a final push, sending him falling onto the mattress, then climbed in beside him. “Now go to sleep,” she added, leaning over to give him a kiss then spooning up close to his back.

With Karina’s body pressed against his, Rydell felt better than he had since Starfleet had ordered him on this whole trip.

But there was no way he was going back to sleep.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 54992.3. The Secondprize is en route to Ugilious to take part in the ceremonies surrounding the admission of the Joegonots to the Federation. As the captain who is considered responsible for this historic day, my presence is required. I’m very happy about this mission…really…I mean it. Oh who the hell am I kidding? I’d rather be the practice victim at the Cardassian Interrogation and Torture Academy then go on this trip.

But since orders are orders, we’re going. On the way, we are to rendezvous with a shuttle carrying Betazed’s representative to the proceedings, Byan Sel. Mr. Sel has ruffled a few feathers on the Federation Council and on Ugilious itself with his firm belief that transforming the Joegonots into humans was paramount to genocide and that it is our duty to change them back to their former bloated, pus-filled, stinky selves this instant. I’m sure he’s just going to be thrilled to meet me. In any case, his views haven’t done anything for his popularity, which is why Sel will be the only representative at the ceremony bringing his own personal bodyguard.”



It was almost as though they were doing it on purpose, Commander Travis Dillon thought in annoyance as the gaggle of ensigns in the corridor ahead of him once again thwarted his attempt to pass them.

Meanwhile, beside Dillon, Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins walked in silence as the pair headed toward Transporter Room One to meet the Betazoid representative to the conference and his personal security guard.

“All right, I’ve had enough,” Dillon said pointedly at the five ensigns blocking his path. “Some of us have official business to attend to, so stand aside!”

Hawkins muttered something under her breath.

“Something bothering you, dear?” Dillon asked as he pushed past the ensigns, who had stepped to the side of the corridor and were also in the process of muttering under their collective breaths.

Yea, something’s bothering me, Hawkins thought. You, you pompous piece of… She stopped herself and forced memories of the more pleasant side of Dillon into her mind, a task that had been getting more and more difficult over the last year. Hawkins had always considered herself to be a gung-ho woman of action. If something was wrong, she fixed it. Yet despite her ongoing and ever increasing annoyance with Dillon, she stayed with him. Had she become so…comfortable, for lack of a better term, in their relationship that she was pretty much willing to ignore everything else?

They were closing in on five years together as a couple, yet their relationship had changed very little in all of that time (except for her getting more and more dissatisfied with the state of affairs). The big step of moving in together had occurred three years earlier, but since then things had almost slipped into stasis.

Of course, this was not the time nor the place to discuss any of this with Dillon, not that Hawkins had any intention of saying a word anyway. Despite it all, she knew Dillon loved her, and she assumed she loved him. Otherwise, no matter how comfortable she was, she wouldn’t have stayed…right?

Instead, Hawkins brought up the other topic that had her annoyed at that particular moment. “Bodyguard,” she grumbled.

“Don’t take it personally. I’ve seen these VIPs with bodyguards before. They’re usually little more than glorified butlers.”

“This ship is secure,” Hawkins continued as though Dillon hadn’t spoken. “I know how to do my damn job.”

“No one’s saying otherwise. This bodyguard is there more for psychological reasons. He’s like a teddy bear or a security blanket.”

“How do I know the bodyguard is safe? Maybe he’s some kind of spy or terrorist? Why should I let him on the Secondprize in the first place?”

“Do you want to frisk him when he beams aboard?” Dillon asked.

“What if I do?” Hawkins snapped. “I’m the Chief of Security. It’s MY prerogative!”

Dillon’s head suddenly pitched forward as he clapped his hand to the back of his skull. “All right! Who threw this?” he shouted, spinning around angrily, a pinkish glop of some kind of gelatin-esque food substance in his hand.

The group of ensigns fifteen paces behind them shrugged innocently.

“Come on,” Hawkins said, dragging Dillon into the transporter room doors.

“If I weren’t in a hurry…” Dillon said, then followed Hawkins into the room. As soon as the transporter room doors closed, Commander Jaroch rose up from his crouching position behind the ensigns, a bowl of pinkish goo in his hand.

“Thank you, Ensigns. Your assistance has been invaluable,” the Yynsian science officer said. “If any of you require recommendations in the future, please do not hesitate to contact me.”

“It was completely our pleasure, sir,” Ensign Tabitha Jenkins, one of the engineering crew and a member of the ship’s Barbershop Quartet/Fire-breathing Juggling Team, said smiling.

Jaroch replied with a curt nod, then strolled off down the corridor. The ensigns weren’t positive, but he just might have been whistling.



When she wanted to, Lieutenant Commander Monica Vaughn had a definite knack for saying just the thing to exacerbate an already tense situation. Case in point: despite the fact the Vaughn certainly wasn’t psychic and couldn’t peer into Hawkins’s mind, the words, “Well, if it isn’t the Eternally Dating Duo!” leapt out of Vaughn’s mouth the second Hawkins and Dillon entered the transporter room. Hawkins reflexively winced.

Dillon, meanwhile, just went into his usual righteous indignation. “Some of us are capable of maintaining adult relationships without the need to continuously hop from one bed to the next,” he said coldly. “I believe in personal freedom as much as the next man, but your behavior is really unbecoming a Starfleet Officer. If I had my way…”

Hawkins placed her hand on his arm. “Not now, Travis. You’re giving me a headache.”

“Aww,” Vaughn said. “That means no nookie for you tonight, Commander.”

Dillon’s face scrunched up as he tried to control his anger. “Just…energize,” he said through clenched teeth, turning to face the transporter pad.

“We’re getting them one at a time,” Vaughn said. “The bodyguard insisted on coming first to survey the situation.”

Hawkins and Dillon exchanged an annoyed glance. “Remove any weapons he’s carrying,” Hawkins said.

“I could just strip him totally if you’d prefer.”

“Just the weapons, Monica,” Hawkins said.

“You got it,” Vaughn said as her fingers ran up the console. She watched the readout of the transport. She let out a low whistle. “But you should have let me strip him.”

“Vaughn,” Dillon snapped.

“Fine. Look at him for yourself.”

The transporter pad lit up as the front position received a cascade of blue particles that slowly formed themselves into the figure of a man…a very large, muscular man. Once the transport cycle completed, a massive Klingon with chiseled features looked around the transporter room with a cold, critical gaze.

Dillon took a step forward, his hand extended for the Klingon to shake. “Welcome to the USS Secondprize. I am Commander Travis Michael Dillon, First Officer. This is Lieutenant Commander Hawkins, our Chief of Security.”

Upon hearing this, the Klingon instantly shifted his gaze to Hawkins, quickly looking her up and down as though sizing up her strengths and weaknesses, which, in fact, he was. “I am Mookow,” he said to Hawkins, hitting his fist to his chest in a salute to her. “I mean no disrespect to your abilities, Lieutenant Commander; however, it is my sworn duty to travel ahead of my client.”

“I understand,” Hawkins replied, suddenly feeling a lot less angry about the situation for some reason. “And I hope you will understand why I found it necessary to have your weapons removed in transport.”

“The ones you detected,” Mookow said with a hint of a smile. “But your actions were warranted and expected.”

“You can have them back when you leave the ship, but if it would make you more comfortable to transport Mister Sel aboard yourself, our Transporter Chief will happily step aside.”

Mookow bowed slightly in acknowledgment and stepped over to the transporter console. Vaughn took one tiny step to the side, remaining very close to the Klingon as he looked over the controls.

“Would you like me to guide you?” Vaughn purred, placing her hands on his.

“That will not be necessary,” Mookow replied with no hint of emotion. Vaughn backed off. “It’s your show,” she said as Hawkins and Dillon watched. “He’s mine,” Vaughn mouthed, drawing scowls from both Dillon and Hawkins.

Mookow was oblivious to it all as he activated the transporter. Moments later, Byan Sel finished materializing on the transporter pad. He appeared to be in his late 40s or early 50s but otherwise was unremarkable aside from his occasional twitching. The twitches occurred to be random both in time and location. One second, his right eyelid might begin to flutter, then five minutes later, his left leg would start kicking wildly.

Sel’s left hand was flapping madly as he stepped down from the transporter pad and extended his right hand to Commander Dillon, who was too busy watching Sel’s other hand to notice.

“Commander,” Hawkins whispered, nudging Dillon’s arm.

“Oh!” Dillon said, quickly grabbing the Betazoid’s hand and shaking it vigorously. “Commander Travis Michael Dillon. First Officer. We’re honored to have you aboard, Representative Sel.”

“Please call me Byan,” Sel replied. “Now if I remember the mission file correctly, you accompanied Captain Rydell down to the surface of Ugilious. Is that true?”

“Yes it is,” Dillon said eagerly. The Joegonot incident had been declassified about the time of the first Rydell Day. Considering that the Joegonots were throwing a big party celebrating the whole thing, the Federation didn’t see much sense in trying to keep a lid on Rydell’s actions there. Besides, most people agreed that the transformation of the Joegonots was truly something to be happy about. Byan Sel was a notable exception, but if Dillon could convince Sel that the Secondprize crew had acted heroically, it could do wonders for advancing Dillon’s career.

“We both did,” Hawkins said, more to Dillon than Sel.

“Very true,” Dillon said quickly, trying to climb out of the hole he’d evidently just dug for himself. “This is Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins, our fantastically-capable Security Chief.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you both. I hate to sound rude, but may I speak with Captain Rydell?”

“I’ll take you to him myself,” Dillon said.

“I will need to examine our quarters,” Mookow said, stepping out from around the transporter console.

Dillon nodded. “Commander Hawkins will take you. Vaughn, tell the bridge we’re ready to resume course.” He and Sel headed out of the transporter room before Mookow could protest, which Hawkins could tell the Klingon was about to do rather vigorously.

“Commander Dillon will not allow anything to happen to him,” Hawkins said.

“Not if it would hurt his career,” Vaughn added. She expected to catch an angry glare from Hawkins and was honestly surprised when it didn’t come.

“This way,” Hawkins said, gesturing for Mookow to follow her. She and Vaughn locked eyes for a brief second.

“He’s mine!” Vaughn mouthed again smiling. Hawkins rolled her eyes and turned her attention back to the matter at hand.



When he heard the chime of his ready room sound, Captain Rydell immediately knew who was there. Every single comment he’d made to Commander Dillon about wanting to avoid Byan Sel and that Sel might not be too fond of him, etcetera, etcetera had been completely ignored. Rydell really wasn’t surprised. If there was one thing Dillon excelled at, it was sucking up to those who might be able to help his career. If that meant ignoring Rydell’s wishes, so be it.

“Next time I’ll give him a direct order,” Rydell sighed. Of course, Dillon would probably then cite fifteen different regulations stating that Rydell could not give such an order.

The chime sounded again.

“Come in,” Rydell said, trying to force a diplomatic smile as the doors opened allowing (surprise, surprise) Dillon and a Betazoid male to enter.

“Byan Sel, this is Captain Alexander Rydell,” Dillon said by way of introduction before Rydell could even finish standing.

“A pleasure, Captain,” Sel said, shaking Rydell’s hand. “I’ve read quite a bit about you.”

“I’ll bet,” Rydell said, sitting back down and gesturing for Sel to do the same. Dillon, meanwhile, stood stiffly off to the side.

“That will be all, Commander,” Rydell said, drawing a shocked look from Dillon.

“I just thought that perhaps my perspective on the Joegonots would be valuable to…”

“Dillon…”

“Yes, sir,” Dillon pouted, heading out of the ready room.

Sel watched him go, then turned back to Rydell. Rydell found himself staring as Sel’s left arm began to spasm.

“Are you all right?” Rydell asked concerned.

“Don’t mind me,” Sel replied as the twitching subsided. “Old transport crash injury. It comes and it goes, but the doctors haven’t been able to completely clear it up.”

“Ah…I’m sorry,” Rydell said awkwardly.

“As you would say, Captain, not a problem.”

“You have been reading up on me.”

Byan smiled. “It’s nothing you need to worry about…at least not anymore. When the Joegonot Incident files were first declassified, I’d planned on restarting the court martial proceedings against you, but I quickly realized that wouldn’t help the Joegonots at all.”

“It wouldn’t have done a hell of a lot for me either,” Rydell said.

“No, it wouldn’t. But you can still play a role in this, Rydell. Your position is…unique.”

“Unique, huh?” For some reason, Rydell did not like the sound of that at all.

“You are a hero to the Joegonots, Captain. You alone have the influence with them to make them understand the injustice that has been perpetrated against them.”

“Injustice against them?” Rydell exclaimed, rising from his chair angrily. “Did you miss the part about what they planned to do to us? They were going to Joegonotize the whole damn quadrant!”

“That does not excuse the destruction of a society,” Sel said calmly.

“They’re doing just fine.”

“But they aren’t who they were.”

Rydell calmed himself and shook his head. “I’m sorry, Representative Sel, but no amount of talk is going to convince me that that’s a bad thing. I know what I did on Ugilious was unorthodox, but I don’t feel I committed a sin that requires atonement.”

Sel stood solemnly. “That is your right, but I hope you’ll respect my right to see things differently. My fondest wish is that the Joegonots will come to their senses and not join the very Federation that did this to them.”

“We’re going to have to agree to disagree on that one then.”

“For now. Good day, Captain,” Sel said with a nod, then exited the ready room.

“Try forever, pal,” Rydell muttered once Sel was gone.



Lieutenant Commander Hawkins couldn’t help feeling a bit like a real estate agent as she stood watching Mookow pour over every nook and cranny of the VIP quarters assigned to Representative Sel.

Actually, these weren’t even the quarters that had originally been assigned to Sel. As Hawkins expected, Mookow’s first action upon seeing the original quarters was to request new ones. Anything that had been set aside for Sel in advance could have been rigged with some sort of death trap already.

The new quarters seemed to be passing muster, though.

“Acceptable,” Mookow said finally.

“I’m glad to hear it,” Hawkins replied. “And if you’d like, I might be able to get one of your weapons for use in these quarters,” she added after a moment. “But only one.”

“One is all I need.”

“Then why carry so many?”

Mookow smiled a toothy Klingon grin. “I like the feel of them.”

“I can understand that.”

“I apologize if this appears forward, but I would like to fight you before I leave this vessel. I enjoy facing a worthy adversary.”

“So you’ve decided I’m worthy already, huh?”

“I am an excellent judge of a warrior’s mettle. You may be human, but I sense the essence of a Klingon in you.”

“Flatterer.”

“I know I speak the truth. For example, how many weapons are you carrying at the moment?”

“A girl has to have some secrets,” Hawkins replied smiling, drawing a hearty laugh from the Klingon.

“Excellent! Never give your opponent an advantage,” Mookow said nodding.

“For now, I prefer to think of us as colleagues. You won’t become my opponent until I’m kicking your ass in the holodeck.”

“I look forward to the challenge.”

“I’m sure Commander Dillon will contact us as soon as Representative Sel finishes meeting with the Captain. In the meantime, I could show you around the ship a bit, if you’d like. Or maybe just show you to the lounge. I don’t think Guinanco serves blood wine, but I’m sure we can find something for you.”

“I have found that whiskey is an acceptable alternative.”

“That we have,” Hawkins said.

“Then lead on.”



Commander Dillon practically leapt out of the command chair as soon as Rydell’s ready room doors opened and Representative Sel stepped out onto the bridge. From the quick glance Dillon got at Rydell before the doors closed again, he concluded that the meeting hadn’t gone well. Of course, the fact that Sel and the captain hadn’t seen eye to eye didn’t necessarily mean that Dillon and Sel wouldn’t get along famously.

“All finished?” Dillon asked cheerily.

“Temporarily,” Sel replied, not really paying any attention to Dillon as he headed back to the turbolift, lost in thought.

“Dillon to Hawkins.”

“Go ahead,” Hawkins’s voice replied.

“Representative Sel has finished his meeting.”

“Mookow and I are in Seven Backward.”

“Is that a lounge?” Sel asked, suddenly perking up.

“Well…yes.”

“Perfect.” The Betazoid was in the turbolift in a flash, forcing Dillon to dive through the closing doors to catch up.



A few minutes later, Sel strolled into Seven Backward, stopped in his tracks, and sucked in a big breath as he happily surveyed the lounge…at least until Dillon, not realizing that Sel had stopped, charged right into the back of the Betazoid, knocking him to the ground.

Panicked, Dillon leaned down to help, but found himself knocked to the deck in a violent flash as an enormous Klingon glared down at him, preparing to slam an empty shot glass down on the First Officer’s forehead.

“Mookow! Wait!” Hawkins shouted, grabbing the Klingon’s arm. “It was an accident!”

“And I think he’ll live,” Dr. Beth Aldridge, who’d come over from her table to help Sel to his feet, said. She turned on Dillon. “But you obviously won’t if you don’t start looking where you’re going.”

“The Representative…is quick,” Dillon said, trying to get his breath back that had been so rudely knocked out of him by the rampaging Klingon bodyguard. “I was trying to keep my eyes on him.”

“By molecularly bonding them to his back?” Dr. Aldridge retorted.

Sel checked himself over. “No harm done, Mookow. Let’s just all go sit down and relax.”

Mookow nodded gravely and removed himself from Dillon, who slowly climbed to his feet. Dillon’s first instinct was to tell that over-muscled moron how close he came to spending the rest of his life in a Starfleet penal colony for assaulting an officer, but in a rare flash of common sense, he decided that that might not be the best way to smooth things over with Representative Sel.

Shortly thereafter, the group, minus Dr. Aldridge who decided to get nowhere near the situation and returned to her own table, had gathered around one of Seven Backward’s larger tables. One of the Guinanco waiters approached. “May I take your order?”

“Hmm…” Sel said thoughtfully. “What’s good here?”

“Everything. It has to be,” the waiter replied. “Our manager insists.”

“Sounds like a good manager.”

The waiter smiled weakly. “She’s…different than our old one.”

“All right. Well, send me a heaping plate of something pasta-y. I feel like noodles. And a giant tankard of some kind of ale…preferably one of those nice light ales from Bajor.”

Out of the corner of her eye, Hawkins saw Mookow shudder every so slightly. Evidently he didn’t consider carbonated spring water with a hint of barley and alcohol mixed in to be ale. Hawkins had to agree with him.

“And you, Commander?” the waiter asked Dillon.

Dillon pretended to think for a moment, then finally said. “You know, what Representative Sel ordered sounded so good that I’ll take what he’s having.”

Now it was Hawkins’s turn to shudder. On the one hand, she couldn’t believe he’d be such an obvious suck-up, but on the other, she knew it shouldn’t surprise her in the slightest. It was his way.

“So tell me, Representative,” Dillon said, trying to start a conversation. “Why the bodyguard? Don’t get me wrong. I have the upmost respect for Mister Mookow’s abilities, but I should think that a telepath such as yourself could tell when someone dangerous is heading your way.”

“Suppose that an assassin were to rig an explosive in the Representative’s chambers before the Representative arrived,” Mookow said. “His telepathy would not be very useful then.”

“Ohhh. Yes, you have a point there,” Dillon admitted.

“And then there’s my injury,” Sel said.

“Representative, there is no need to discuss this here,” Mookow said firmly.

“You don’t need to protect me from this. It’s not that big of a deal. You may have noticed my twitch.” On cue, his right eyelid began fluttering madly.

“Twitch? What twitch?” Dillon said unconvincingly.

Sel ignored Dillon’s attempt at…whatever he was attempting by that ridiculous response. “I was in a transport accident some years ago. Damage to my brain left me with this twitching and severely affected my telepathy. Now I try to screen people out as much as possible because all I get is random flashes. For example, Commander, all I’m getting from you currently is ‘still talking’…‘my turn’…‘dumb Klingon.’”

Dillon shifted uncomfortably in his seat as he looked over at the scowling Mookow. “It’s taken out of context,” he said weakly. From the sound of Mookow’s growl, Dillon got the distinct impression that the Klingon wasn’t buying it.



The mood on the Secondprize bridge was decidedly somber as the ship sped toward Ugilious. It was Captain Rydell’s bridge shift, but so far he’d spent all of it hiding out in his ready room leaving Lieutenant Andrea Carr, Ensign Bill Woodville, and Lieutenant Robert Prescott manning conn, ops, and tactical respectively. Otherwise, the usually bustling bridge was deserted.

For their parts, Carr, Woodville, and Prescott weren’t doing much in the way of chatting. Each officer instead preferred to stay in their own heads, focusing on the destination that lay ahead of them. Yes, the Joegonots were no longer the same species, but still just the sound of their name was enough to evoke feelings of horror. The officers of the USS Secondprize felt this even more acutely, since they knew better than anyone the fiendish plans that the Joegonots had set into motion to conquer the galaxy. Woodville and Prescott hadn’t even been on board at the time, but the stories of Secondprize crew members slowly being turned into Joegonots (as well as the images from the “Joegonitis and You!” training video that Commander Dillon forced all new arrivals on the Secondprize to watch) was more than enough to make them dread this particular mission.

The trio of officers was so lost in thought that they barely noticed as the turbolift doors opened. Counselor Claire Webber stepped out onto the bridge and, after seeing that the command chair was empty, headed straight to the doors of Rydell’s ready room.

A few moments after she pressed the door chime, Rydell called for her to enter. She walked through the opening ready room doors and found Rydell stretched out on the ready room sofa thumbing through a padd.

“Working hard, sir?” Webber asked.

“Counselor! This is a surprise. Someone lose their mind that I need to know about?”

“Well, Ensign Velduk still thinks he’s reincarnated from Surak’s pet selaht, but Commander Jaroch’s going to talk to him about the difference between a real past life and psychosis. That’s not why I came up here, though.”

“What’s on your mind then?” Rydell asked, sitting up so Webber could take a seat beside him. She looked at the contents of the padd.

“Menus?”

“For the wedding. I’m trying to line up a caterer, which is hard, since we haven’t even set a date yet.”

Webber nodded. “You’ve certainly been busy.”

“You can say that again.”

“And you’ve got a lot on your mind with the wedding, and the Joegonots, and all.”

“Very true,” Rydell agreed.

“And frankly I don’t think you’ve been taking enough breaks.”

“Breaks, huh?”

“Absolutely. I’ve been checking with the computer periodically, and you haven’t left this room in hours. It’s not healthy.”

Rydell checked the padd chronometer. Wow. It had been hours. He had no idea he’d been hiding out in here for so long. Of course, being in here was better than sitting out on the bridge watching Ugilious get ever closer.

“So what do you suggest, Counselor?” he asked.

“Go down to Seven Backward, have a late lunch, and talk to your fiance. Carr can handle things up here, and it will do you some good.”

The Captain considered this for a moment, then nodded. “You know what? You’re absolutely right!” He stood up resolutely. “I’m going to lunch!”

“That’s the spirit,” Webber said, jumping up and following Rydell out onto the bridge. Carr, Woodville, and Prescott immediately turned in Rydell’s direction.

“Carry on, people. I’m going to lunch,” Rydell said. “Carr, hold down the fort.”

“Um…okay, sir,” Carr said confused as Rydell headed into the turbolift. Webber, meanwhile, headed over to her seat next to the command chair.

“You’re not coming, Counselor?” Rydell asked.

“I already ate,” Webber replied. “I think I may hang out up here and watch the stars for a while.”

“Your call,” Rydell said, then stepped into the turbolift.

“So how is everyone?” Webber asked warmly.

“Fine,” the remaining officers replied flatly, then quickly fell silent.



Down in Seven Backward, several tables away from Representative Sel and company, Commander Scott Baird sat, his head resting in his hands, as he considered the eight empty beer mugs sitting in front of him. Across the table, his wife, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan silently took another sip of her iced tea. At times like this, it was best to just let Baird be in his funk.

Seven Backward’s manager, Karina Durham, did not have enough experience with Commander Baird to know that yet, though. “You going to want another one of those?” she asked after approaching the table. That in itself was a sure sign that Karina was about to stick her nose in things. Normally, unlike the former Guinanco management of Seven Backward, Karina focused on the serving of food and drinks rather than the personal problems of her patrons. No longer did the waiters ask you if you wanted someone to talk to the second you stepped through the lounge doors. Almost as soon as she initiated these changes, business picked up dramatically. Strangely enough, the Secondprize crew wanted to get their counseling from a counselor and their drinks from a bartender. Go figure.

In certain circumstances, though, Karina would take matters into her own hands and go talk to a patron she felt was showing signs of extreme need. Right now, Commander Scott Baird seemed to fit that description.

“Make it four more,” Baird replied. “Who the f*** cares? It’s hard enough to get drunk and wallow when you know you can shake it off whenever you f***ing want to.”

“How about this?” Karina said, taking a seat beside Baird. “You tell me what’s going on, and I’ll bring you another drink.”

“What makes you think it’s any of your business?”

“You’re in my bar and intimidating my customers.”

“Who the f*** am I intimidating?” Baird snapped. He looked around and realized that everyone else had backed their tables as far as they could away from the mad engineer. “Bastards,” he muttered.

“So are you going to spill it or what?” Karina asked. She shot a quick glance at Sullivan, who was emphatically shaking her head “NO.” After seeing that reaction, Karina half expected Baird to bite her head off. Surprisingly, he looked over at her, his bleary eyes staring intently at hers.

“None of what’s said here gets back to the captain, right?”

“Absolutely not. I may be about to marry him, but I still believe in bartender/patron confidentiality with my customers.”

“You promise?” Baird pressed.

“Yes,” Karina replied. “I won’t tell him a single word of this conversation.”

Baird smiled for a moment. “Good.” He face suddenly darkened. “Then get your f***ing ass behind that f***ing bar now, you nosy bitch.”

Before the words had even echoed out of existence, Karina grabbed Baird’s hair and slammed his head down against the table three times in rapid succession. “In case you need a translation, that’s bartender for ‘You’re cut off, asshole,’” With that, she got up and charged back to the bar.

“Can’t get a f***ing ounce of sympathy in this place,” Baird muttered. He picked up one of the mugs and turned it upside down over his mouth, trying to get the last couple of dregs from its bottom.

“Do you really want any?” Sullivan asked. “You seem more like you just want to spread your misery as far and wide as you can.”

“I’m a giving kind of guy.”

“Come on, Scott. There’ll be other posts. Deneria isn’t the only dry dock in Starfleet.”

Baird mumbled noncommitally.

Sullivan couldn’t help but smile slightly. As odd as it sounded, she was finding his disappointment sweet in a way. Scott Baird was so cynical about everything that it was a refreshing change to see him care so much about getting the Supervising Refit and Repair Officer position he’d interviewed for a few months ago at the Deneria Dry Dock. Of course, it would have been better if they had actually selected him for the post, but that didn’t happen. Instead, the higher-ups at Deneria had picked the Chief Engineer from the USS Oppenheimer.

Sullivan scooted her chair around to her husband and placed his head on her shoulder. “You and I know they’re morons,” she said.

“Damn right they are.”

“And what do we say about morons?”

“F*** ’em. They’re vagrants.”

“That’s my man,” Sullivan said. She kissed him on the top of his head.

“I knew I loved you for some reason,” Baird said.

“Stop it. You’re making me misty-eyed.”

“Bitch.”

“That’s better,” Sullivan said with a laugh.



Counselor Webber managed to sit quietly and watch the stars for all of about three minutes. At precisely three minutes and one second, she hopped up out of the chair and bounded over to Ensign Woodville at ops.

“How have you been doing, Ensign?” Webber asked, sitting down Indian style on the floor beside him.

“Er…fine. I suppose,” Woodville replied uncomfortably. It seemed rude to watch his console instead of the person speaking to him, so he turned his chair slightly to face her.

“No more problems then with the…” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “…dreams?”

“Counselor, I don’t know if this is the place to be…”

“Who’s the counselor here?”

“You are.”

“I can’t hear you. WHO’S the counselor here?”

“You are,” Woodville said a bit more loudly.

Webber was on her feet in a flash and quickly smothered the ensign in one of her patented bear hugs. “There’s a squnch for my brave man. Now tell Claire all about your last dream. Did you write it down in your dream journal like I told you to?”

“Yes…but it’s in my quarters.”

“Then go get it! I can watch things here.”

“Um…” He looked over at Carr. “Can I do that?”

Carr, who’d stayed at the conn console instead of moving to the command chair, shrugged. “I guess so. Nothing much is going on here. And she can override the captain when she wants to.”

“Okay,” Woodville said hesitantly. “If you say so…”

“Could you run by my quarters and get my dream journal too? It’s on my night-stand, and I’d love to share some of mine as well. I had this one a couple of weeks ago where Morgaine and I were walking along a river, but then we were walking on the river, right on the water, and then…”

“I’ll hurry back,” Woodville said, striding into the turbolift as Carr continued.

“…and then we were flying, but I think this part came from whatever old movie that was that Commander Dillon was showing in the holodeck the night before because Morgaine and I were both wearing capes, and I had tights on. It was a lot like when the captain and I were stuck on that planet where we got the superpowers. Of course, Jaroch and Scott…I mean Commander Baird, were there too, anyway…”

Counselor Webber quickly sat down next to Carr, once again settling into a comfy Indian-style position (which would have been even more comfy if she’d thought to bring up one of the bean bags from her office) to listen to the Lieutenant’s dream. Analyzing this could take hours.



Upon entering Seven Backward, Captain Rydell immediately noticed Commander Dillon and Lieutenant Commander Hawkins sitting with Representative Sel and a large Klingon whom Rydell could only assume was Sel’s infamous bodyguard. Judging by the way Hawkins seemed to be hanging on the Klingon’s every word, she’d gotten over having him invading her turf.

Dillon’s head started to turn in his direction, causing Rydell to quickly dive for the floor. The last thing he wanted was to get roped into joining their table. Dillon and Sel individually were enough of a pain. Facing the two together was not something Rydell even wanted to contemplate.

Fortunately, the lounge was crowded enough that Rydell could crawl along the floor without Dillon ever managing to get a direct line of sight on him. On the downside, it meant that Rydell had to deal with the confused looks of his subordinates. He muttered various greetings to his officers as he went, then climbed up onto a barstool, careful to keep the back of his head aimed at Dillon’s table at all times.

“Can I get you a drink?” Karina Durham asked, sliding over to him with a smirk plastered on her face. “Or would you prefer a cloaking device?”

“Right now, I’ll take the cloak,” Rydell replied, placing the padd he’d brought along with him up on the bar. “So how’s you’re day been?”

“Fine, but your Chief Engineer is an ass.”

“Board-certified. But don’t be too hard on Scott. He didn’t get that post he interviewed for.”

“Oh…guess I shouldn’t have bashed his head quite so hard then.”

“Nah. It’s good for him,” Rydell said. He pushed the padd across the bar toward Karina. “Wanna see what I’ve been doing?”

“I’m guessing this isn’t top secret Starfleet tactical strategies.”

“You got me.”

Karina read down the list. “So I take it that ‘Caesar Salad’ is Starfleet’s ultimate weapon.”

“Yep. We send in a horde of giant anchovies to slime our enemies into submission.”

“Uggh. I’d surrender. Gross.”

“Oh come on. The anchovy makes the salad.”

“I get the distinct feeling we’ve suddenly switched to the exciting world of wedding plans.”

Rydell nodded. “We have to prepare at some point. A wedding doesn’t just happen.”

“And why shouldn’t it. Find a place, find one of your captain buddies to do the ceremony, and, bam, we’re married. No big deal.”

“What place? How should it be decorated? Which captain buddy? How many people are we inviting? What are we feeding them? What time of day are we having the ceremony? What day period are we having the ceremony?”

“Ahhh! Stop it!” Karina said, clapping her hand over Rydell’s mouth.

“Mitsmuffmemaffmuminkmamout,” Rydell mumbled.

“What?” Karina said, pulling her hand away.

“Mitsmuffmemaffmuminkmamout,” Rydell repeated, drawing a smile out of Karina. “It’s stuff we have to think about,” he said.

“I guess, but being married to you had better be a hell of a lot easier than getting married to you.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Rydell replied.



Carr’s dream seemed to be lasting forever. And even though Webber was truly interested in everything the dream signified (first and foremost, Carr was way too attached to her dog…not that that was necessarily bad. A big, cuddly puppy could do wonders for a person’s mental health), she had other business that she needed to attend to.

Excusing herself from Carr (Okay. Actually, she just pointed at the viewscreen and said, “Isn’t that an asteroid?), Webber headed back to the tactical console at the rear of the bridge where Lieutenant Robert Prescott stood staring intently at his console. When Webber stepped up beside him, she realized it was because he was busy playing an exhilarating game of Hearts against the ship’s computer. For some reason long lost in the mists of time, Hearts, Solitaire, and some game called Minesweeper came standard with every starship computer system.

“Keeping busy?” Webber asked jovially.

“Oh yeah,” Prescott replied. “Thrill a minute. I’ve got to do something to keep my mind from going numb.”

“Oh no!” Webber exclaimed suddenly. “I almost forgot!”

“What?” Prescott asked.

“I ran into Lieutenant Commander Hawkins on the way up here. She said to tell you to report to Holodeck Three for a Security training simulation. I hope I’m not telling you too late!”

“Great,” Prescott muttered irritated as he made a beeline for the turbolift. He stopped just sort of entering. “Wait a sec. If I go there, who’s going to be up here?”

“Carr will handle the flying, and Woodville will be back in a minute if anything else comes up. Don’t worry. You’ll be back in no time.”

“Lieutenant?” Prescott said, looking at Carr questioningly.

“I guess…if that’s what Lieutenant Commander Hawkins wants you to do.”

Prescott shrugged. “Be back when I’m done.” He headed into the turbolift, leaving Webber and Carr as the only two people on the bridge.

“Well, this is a bit different,” Carr said.

“But nice,” Webber replied, heading back to her seat. Instead, she hopped into the command chair. “Okay. Turn us around now.”

“What?” Carr exclaimed, spinning around to face Webber.

The Counselor was busy typing commands into the controls on the armrests of the command chair, but looked up at Carr just long enough to say, “Do what I say, Andrea, or I’ll tell you what that dream REALLY means…and you won’t like it one bit!”

Carr cringed and quickly turned back to her console.



“You’re just trying to keep your mind off of the Joegonots, aren’t you?” Karina asked as Rydell tried to force her to look through a seemingly-never ending selection of wedding cake styles.

“Is it that obvious I don’t want to go?” Rydell paused for a second. “Are we turning around?”

“Wishful thinking.”

“No, I’m serious. We’re turning around.” The couple looked across the bar at the viewports. Sure enough, the stars were shifting. “What the hell?”

The comm system barked to life. “Attention all hands, this is Counselor Webber speaking. We’re currently under a Counseling Alert. I repeat, this is a Counseling Alert!”

“There’s no such thing!” Commander Dillon shouted, standing up from his table and waving his fist at the nearest speaker.

Webber continued undaunted (not that she heard Dillon in the first place). “For the sake of the psychological well-being of this crew, I’ve canceled our mission to Ugilious, and I’ve ordered the Secondprize to head directly to the Asteroids of Antares Amusement Arena.”

Loud cheers went up from the crewmembers in Seven Backward.

“Oooh,” Rydell said. “They aren’t going to like it at all when I tell them we have to take the ship back from her, are they?”

“That’s why you’re the captain,” Karina replied.

“Yippee.” Rydell sighed. “I’d better go up there and see if I can talk Webber down before too many of the others jump on her bandwagon.”

“Good luck,” Karina said as Rydell got up from his barstool and headed out the doors from Seven Backward.

At least he started to go out. The doors opened just fine, but then he ran smack dab into a forcefield in the door frame. Counselor Webber had evidently thought this through a little better than Rydell would have anticipated. He slapped his commbadge.

“Rydell to Baird.”

“I’m over here,” Commander Baird’s voice grumbled in reply from behind him. Rydell looked around to see Commander Baird standing at a table near the viewports. Great. And to make things even better for Rydell, Dillon had now spotted him. Actually, that whole table had spotted him and were currently charging over to his location.

“We’ve got to get her off of the bridge!” Dillon said, stating the obvious with his usual efficiency.

“You have endangered my client!” Mookow bellowed.

“Counselor Webber isn’t doing a thing to your client,” Hawkins shot back.

“Just straighten it out,” Sel said. “We have to get to Ugilious!”

Rydell held up his hands. “Wait!” he cried. “Let’s regroup here and figure out what our options are.”

Within minutes, Rydell, Baird, Sullivan, Dillon, and Hawkins, along with Mookow and Sel, had pulled tables together in the center of Seven Backward, creating a makeshift briefing area. Karina had shooed the other crewmembers present to the sides of the lounge to give the command staff a bit of room.

“All right,” Rydell said, looking down the table. “What do we know about our status?”

“What’s to know?” Baird grumbled.

“Counselor Webber has somehow commandeered the bridge and trapped us here,” Dillon stated.

“Like I said…” Baird mumbled.

“This whole thing is impossible,” Hawkins said. “There are other officers up on that bridge. She couldn’t just waltz in and take over.”

“Ensign Woodville to Lieutenant Commander Hawkins,” Woodville’s voice said hesitantly over the comm system.

“Aren’t you on the bridge?” Hawkins asked.

“Um…well…no. I was, but now I’m not. Counselor Webber sent me back to my quarters for a bit, but when I tried to get back to the bridge, the turbolift said access was denied. Then I heard her message to the crew. I decided I had better call security because I think maybe I’ve been tricked.”

“You think?” Hawkins spat back derisively.

“You don’t have to be mean about it.”

“Just find somebody to get us out of Seven Backward. Hawkins out.”

Almost as soon as Hawkins closed the channel, the comm system activated again. “Prescott to Hawkins.”

Hawkins rolled her eyes. Prescott was supposed to be manning tactical at the moment, which theoretically meant he should stop any attempts to take over the ship! “Go ahead, Lieutenant,” she said.

“Did I miss training?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m at Holodeck Three like you said, but there’s no one here.”

“I never said to go to Holodeck Three,” Hawkins replied.

“But Counselor Webber said…” The pieces fell into place in Prescott’s mind. “Ohhhh. The counseling alert! She needed me off the bridge, so she could take over!”

“Brilliant,” Hawkins replied sarcastically. “Now go get the bridge back. Hawkins out.”

“But how…” The channel closed before Prescott could finish his protest.

“Well that answers a few questions,” Rydell said. “That means it’s just Webber and Carr up there.”

“Traitors,” Dillon muttered angrily.

“You don’t know that Andrea had anything to do with this,” Hawkins said. “Claire can be damn intimidating when she wants to be.”

“None of this is getting us any closer to retaking the ship. We need a plan,” Rydell said. He looked around at the other crewmembers. “Any ideas, people?”

They all shook their heads silently.

“Let me guess. We didn’t have the budget for any of you to get lines in this episode.”

They all nodded.

“Figures. All right. I guess the command crew will be handling this particular crisis. Baird, get us out of this room. If any of the mute brigade would be helpful to you, use them. Dillon, you, Hawkins, and Sullivan coordinate with any crewmembers not stuck in here to see if they can find a way to retake the bridge. Jaroch…wait a second. Where’s Jaroch?”

Dillon looked around. “I don’t think he’s here, sir. AHA! HE’S the one who helped Webber take over the ship!”

“Don’t be an idiot, Travis,” Hawkins said. “Jaroch is not going to hand the ship over to anyone…especially Webber.”

“That’s true, Dillon” Rydell said. “He’d prefer I didn’t even hand the ship over to you when I leave. But let’s see if he can’t get us out of this. Rydell to Jaroch.”

“I am here, Captain,” the Yynsian’s voice replied.

“We seem to have a situation on our hands.”

“One that I am regrettably responsible for,” Jaroch said.

Dillon immediately perked up. “See!”

“Can it, Dillon,” Rydell said. “You care to explain that one, Jaroch?”

“As you are aware, Counselor Webber and I do, on occasion, eat meals together and engage in some social activities, strictly on a friendship level. I did not think much of it before now, but of late the Counselor has been asking questions concerning the security of the ship. Specifically, she wanted to know how safe we were from a takeover. I assured her that such a takeover would be difficult unless one had either superior numbers or else access to the bridge. And even then, I told her that I would have to be somehow incapacitated.”

Rydell, realizing where this was going, ran his hand across his face. “And are you incapacitated at the moment, Jaroch?”

“Yes, I’m afraid. Shortly before Counselor Webber’s announcement, I found myself trapped inside a force field approximately two meters in diameter. I was concentrating on finding a way to deactivate it when you contacted me.”

“All right, Jaroch. Stay on the line. We’ll see if we can’t work out some kind of solution here.”

“I’ve got one,” Commander Baird said. “F*** the Joegonots. Let’s go to the amusement park.”

“Unacceptable!” Byan Sel exclaimed.

Mookow stepped over to Baird, his large frame looming over the Chief Engineer. “Do not rile up my client. It makes him upset, which makes me angry, which means you get hurt.”

“Whatever,” Baird muttered, clearly unimpressed by Mookow’s threat.

“None of this changes our plan,” Rydell said. “Scott, get to work on the door.”

“We’ll see who we can contact on the outside,” Hawkins said as she, Dillon and Sullivan moved off to an unoccupied corner of the lounge, Mookow and Sel close behind. Meanwhile, Baird slapped his commbadge to call engineering in hopes that someone down there could deactivate the force fields remotely; although, if Webber had been taking notes from Jaroch, that prospect didn’t seem very likely.

Karina stepped up beside Rydell as he stood lost in thought. “If there are force fields everywhere and all of you are in here, you aren’t going to be getting to Webber very easily.”

“True enough. And as Counselor, she can declare us all unfit for duty and lock us out of the system, which I’m sure already occurred to her. Computer, lower the force fields around Seven Backward.”

“By order of Counselor Webber, you are not authorized to issue that command,” the computer replied. “Have a REALLY happy day!”

“See,” Rydell continued. “And she’s already started messing with the computer’s personality.”

“We could always go to the amusement park,” Karina said.

“I’d rather retire on my own terms than get court-martialed, but thanks for the suggestion.”

“Any other brilliant ideas?”

Rydell shrugged. “For now, I’m going to try counseling the counselor. It’ll either work or hopefully distract her long enough for someone to figure out a way out of here.”

“I’ll keep the riff-raff out of your hair,” Karina said. “Go to it, big guy.”

“Thanks. Rydell to Webber.”

“Hi, Alex,” Counselor Webber’s voice replied cheerily. “I’m really sorry about the change of destination, but for the sake of the crew, I had to do something.”

“Is this for their sake or for your sake?” Rydell asked.

“My sake? Now you’re being silly. My job is simply to look out for the crew, which is what I’m doing.”

“But you don’t like the Joegonots.”

“Who does?” Webber asked. “And the amusement park will be FUN!”

“I’m sure it would be, but we have a job to do on Ugilious.”

Webber laughed. “What job? You’re just going to have to sit through a bunch of boring blather while the politicians sort out this whole Federation membership thing. You know how much you hate that stuff.”

Rydell had to admit that she had a point. How important was it really that the Secondprize go to Ugilious? Not at all. He didn’t even want to go in the first place. Was he supposed to take the Secondprize there just because Starfleet said so?

Well, yeah. That was kind of the point of being a Starfleet ship. There were lines that couldn’t be crossed. Otherwise, the crew would find themselves court-martialed, imprisoned, or transferred in a heartbeat. But the mere fact that Rydell was so close to agreeing with Webber had him worried.

Pushing those thoughts aside, Rydell returned to his original path of attack: Webber’s feelings about the Joegonots.

“I may dislike bureaucracy, but I’m still willing to do my job. You, however, have committed mutiny in order to avoid Ugilious. You’re still affected that badly by what happened to you there?”

“Happened to me? Nothing happened to me,” Webber snapped back a bit too loudly.



On the bridge, Lieutenant Carr couldn’t help turning around in her chair to watch as Webber rose angrily out of the command chair and began pacing the bridge.

“Nothing happened to me!” Webber exclaimed. “I only tried to bring a little happiness to this ship and ended up with a bunch of mean Joegonots SHOOTING AT ME!!!”

“I know that bothered you, Claire,” Rydell’s voice replied comfortingly. “But you can’t take it personally. And the Joegonots are different now. There’s no need to be afraid.”

“Then why are you having nightmares?”

“How’d you know I was having nightmares?” Rydell demanded.

“HA! See! That was just a guess, but you are!”

As Rydell formulated his reply, Carr found herself inching to the edge of her seat. Was she really about to do this? Webber was definitely occupied talking to Captain Rydell, so she wouldn’t even notice until it was too late that Carr was going to…

“AHHHHHHHH!” Letting out as powerful of a battle cry as she could, Carr launched herself out of her seat and charged Webber. Webber spun around just in time to see Carr coming right at her. On impact, the pair slammed to the deck. Carr scrambled to her feet as Webber stared up at her stunned.

“I’m very sorry about that, Counselor,” Carr said apologetically. “I really think you’re a nice person, but I can’t let you take over the ship.”

Webber pulled herself to her feet. “I’m just diverting us a bit,” she said.

“I know you think that, but it still really seems like you’re taking over,” Carr replied, positioning herself between Webber and the command chair.

“You’re preventing me from helping this crew. Get out of the way, Andrea.”

Carr shook her head. “I can’t. I’m really sorry.”

“I know things about you that you do not want revealed,” Webber said, taking a step closer to the command chair.

“I’m not moving.”

“Dark things. Like that you’re in love with a member of this crew…a married member of this crew.”

Carr flinched at the revelation as Webber took another step. “Please stop, Counselor. I don’t want to have to hurt you.”

“And I really don’t want to have to destroy your fragile psyche over something this silly, Andrea. Let me help all of us,” Webber pleaded.

“No.”

“Yes,” Webber took another step.

“Get back!” Carr said firmly.

“No!”

In a flash, Carr lashed out and slapped Webber across the face. The Counselor stepped back for a moment, shaking her head in shock. Before Carr could get out an apology, Webber slapped her back.

“Ow!” Carr cried.



At one point, Captain Rydell had been in control of the conversation. Then Webber had said something about nightmares, and next thing he knew he was just listening to Webber and Carr vie for supremacy on the bridge. Judging by the slapping noise and cries of pain and surprise, things were not going well.

“Any progress with Counselor Cream-puff?” Commander Baird asked, walking over from the doors. Over the last several minutes, eight ensigns had been zapped into unconsciousness by the force field, so Rydell figured either that things were not going well or Baird was just venting his frustrations by sending his underlings into the force field. Rydell decided not to mention anything to Baird about Carr’s feelings for a married member of the crew. He knew damn well that Carr had a thing for Baird, but he didn’t need Baird to know that. Thank the Great Bird he’d decided to keep his chat with Webber on his commbadge only.

“I’m kind of out of the loop now,” Rydell replied. “Carr charged her.”

Baird started laughing. “That’s just f***ing great. A brawl between the two most touchy-feely people on this ship. Does the first one to cry lose or are they both bawling already?”

“You might be surprised. Have you ever asked yourself why our counselor is so…solidly built?”

“I figured it was all those damn bear hugs she attacks us with.”

Rydell shook his head. “She played rugby in college.”

If Baird had been drinking something at the time, he would have spat it everywhere. “Rugby? Webber? You’re f***ing kidding me!”

“I speak the truth.”

“Oh f***. We’ve got to get Andrea out of there.”

A high-pitched scream suddenly burst forth from Rydell’s commbadge followed by Carr’s voice shouting, “That was my hair, you bitch!”

“Sounds like a typical night in my cabin,” Baird remarked.



The fight on the bridge had quickly escalated from slaps to punches to all-out combat to the death. Carr leapt off of the tactical console, flying through the air and colliding with Webber, sending the two to the deck once again, but this time Webber was prepared. The Counselor rolled with the fall and ended up on top of Carr, at which point she grabbed the Lieutenant’s head and slammed it into the deck a couple of times.

Despite the carpeting on the floor, that still really hurt! Carr forced her legs up violently, launching Webber forward and sending her head crashing into the back of the chair at the conn console. Webber collapsed to the deck, stunned as Carr pushed herself up and almost fell on the conn. She quickly turned the Secondprize around, returning the ship to its original course for Ugilious.

No sooner had she completed the maneuver than she felt Webber’s hand latch onto the back of her head. Webber yanked backwards, pulling Carr painfully over the conn chair and smacking her to the deck, then the Counselor dove at the conn, altering the ship’s course again.

Carr recovered quickly, leaping at the conn and pushing Webber’s hands out of the way, so she could turn the ship back around.



Rydell hopped up onto a table in Seven Backward to avoid the officer rolling his way as the deck pitched erratically back and forth underneath them.

“What the hell is going on up there?” he said to no one in particular, which made it all the more surprising when Jaroch’s voice replied through the comm system.

“Fighting over the helm, I would guess,” the Yynsian said.

“Jaroch! I completely forgot you were still on the line.”

“Obviously.” Rydell heard a loud zapping, then another as the deck shifted back the other direction.

“Jaroch? Are you alright?”

Another zap. “Most definitely not. I have nothing to brace myself against, so I am finding myself tossed against one side of the force field or other with each lurch of the ship.”

Zap!

“Where are you? I’ll try and get someone down there.”

“My quarters.” Zap. “But I have a feeling…” Zap zap. “…that I will be receiving assistance from an internal source very soon.” Zap zap ZAP!

Rydell almost lost his grip on the table as the ship tried to go in two directions at once. He had to keep talking to Jaroch. If he could keep Jaroch’s mind occupied, maybe they could be spared a visit from…

“RELEASE ME, PUNY MORTALS!!!”

J’Ter. Too late.



How long had they been trying to kill each other? Carr didn’t know anymore. It seemed like forever. She grabbed onto the doorframe to Rydell’s ready room, forcing her exhausted body to its feet as across the bridge, Webber did the same.

Webber pushed long strands of dirty blond hair out of her face revealing blazing eyes. Carr’s pony tail had long since come loose, sending her fine black hair flying in every conceivable direction.

“I’m surprised…that you’re…still moving,” Webber said, sucking in deep breaths between words.

“Me…too,” Carr replied. “You ready?”

“Yea.”

“Okay. Go!”

Both women took a step forward…

…then collapsed to the deck unconscious.



Rydell paced Seven Backward anxiously as, once again, he failed to get anyone on the bridge to respond to his comms. At least the ship had stopped jerking about, but he had no idea who, if anyone, was flying at the moment.

Meanwhile, Baird had had absolutely no luck getting through the force field, and all Dillon, Hawkins, and Sullivan’s efforts had led to nothing. Everyone outside of the force field was either not really interested in stopping Webber’s plan or too petrified that she’d reveal some dark secret from their psyche to make a move against her.

After what seemed like an eternity of waiting around impotently for something to happen, the power in Seven Backward abruptly went out, taking out the lights and the force fields in one fell swoop.

“Good work, Scott!” Rydell exclaimed.

“It wasn’t me,” Baird said confused. “I have no idea how…”

The floor under Rydell’s feet suddenly burst upwards, sending the Captain flying onto a table as Jaroch/J’Ter climbed into the room.

“Your pathetic attempts to imprison the mighty J’Ter have failed,” the life force of the long-dead warrior-prince currently controlling Jaroch’s body bellowed. “Quake before my presence and beg for mercy from my most terrible wrath!”

“You’d think after being dead for 3,000 years, he’d get some better dialogue,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan quipped.

Jaroch/J’Ter looked around the room until his eyes locked on Rydell. “I shall start with you, tiny one.” The possessed Yynsian moved toward Rydell, then was slammed to the deck by a dual assault from Hawkins and Mookow.

“Get off of me!” Jaroch/J’Ter shouted.

Seemingly from nowhere, the Klingon bodyguard produced a small blade. “I shall end this quickly.”

“Hold on, big guy,” Hawkins said. “He’ll snap out of it in a second.” She took a closer look at the knife. “Pretty blade, though. Where were you hiding that thing?”

Mookow smiled. “Trade secret.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 54994.2. After a brief delay, the Secondprize resumed course for Ugilious and arrived in plenty of time for the ceremony. I’m very pleased. Really. I mean I wouldn’t want to be late for something like this, now would I?”



“I take it your log was discreet,” Dr. Beth Aldridge said as she and Rydell stood in her office in Sickbay looking out at Webber and Carr, both of whom were asleep on biobeds.

“Of course. This little incident wouldn’t have looked too good for several of us. How are they?”

“Sleeping comfortably, but they really beat the hell out of each other. Broken bones, bruised ribs, scratches, scrapes, concussions, and ripped out hair follicles.”

“Ouch.”

“Are the Joegonots really worth all this?” Aldridge asked.

“You weren’t there, Doctor.”

“Well, we all are now. Are you going down there, or do you plan on hiding in Sickbay?” Aldridge said.

“I don’t suppose you could say I was sick or something?” Rydell said with a weak smile.

“Afraid not. Now get out there and be captainly.”

“Yee haa,” Rydell said, turning and heading out the door.



“Finally,” Mookow said disapprovingly as Rydell entered Transporter Room One, where Mookow, Representative Sel, and Lieutenant Commander Hawkins were already waiting on the transporter pad.

“I was checking on my injured crew members,” Rydell said, stepping up onto the padd beside Hawkins.

“Everyone is recovering well, I hope,” Sel said.

“Just peachy,” Rydell said. He looked at Lieutenant Commander Vaughn, who was manning the transporter. “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

Vaughn grinned evilly. “Do you remember what I did last time I beamed you down to Ugilious?”

Rydell fought down a chuckle. “Yes, I do. But can I keep my clothes this time?”

“I suppose,” Vaughn said, mocking disappointment.

“Energize.”

After plastering on his best diplomatic smile, Rydell braced himself and let the transporter dematerialize him and send him to once again face the Joegonots.



To Be Continued…
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Hell looked surprisingly like a cocktail party. A very swanky cocktail party at that, Captain Alexander Rydell observed as he, Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins, Federation Representative Byan Sel, and Sel’s personal bodyguard, Mookow, materialized inside the Great Hall of the Grand Leech of the Joegonots’ palace on Ugilious. The Great Hall was positively glowing with soft lights, giving the room an elegant ambiance Rydell would never have expected from a species that considered lard a food group. Looking at the various tuxedos and dresses around him, Rydell felt out of place even though he was currently stuffed into his dress uniform. At least the new dress uniform collars weren’t quite as obnoxious as the old, high collared red ones, but the bright white dress uniform coat made him feel like a waiter for some reason. And the fact that all of the Joegonot waiters happened to be wearing bright white outfits wasn’t helping that feeling at all.

Rydell had been dreading his return to Ugilious since the moment Starfleet had ordered the Secondprize there to take part in the ceremonies surrounding Ugilious’ entry into the Federation, an event that wouldn’t be occurring at all if Rydell hadn’t used the Transference Ray five years earlier to transform the planet’s populace into humans rather than the evil disgusting smelly blobs of cellulite that the Joegonots had been prior to Rydell’s interference.

The Joegonots were so thrilled with their new appearance that they hailed Rydell as a hero. They even named a day after him, a day that had already passed, thankfully…or at least it was supposed to have passed. The program that was immediately shoved into Rydell’s hand upon materializing at the cocktail party made him wonder, though.




SIXTH ANNUAL RYDELL DAY CELEBRATION AND FEDERATION MEMBERSHIP CEREMONY



“There’s the big man!” a boisterous voice Rydell knew all too well called from across the room. Rydell plastered on a weak smile as the Grand Leech lumbered through the crowd of smartly-dressed Joegonots and dignitaries like an out-of-control freighter (the Transference Ray may have made him human, but it hadn’t done much for his size).

“Hello, Your Leechiness,” Rydell said as the Grand Leech pumped Rydell’s hand to the point of almost pulling something in Rydell’s shoulder.

“So you are the Grand Leech himself!” Representative Sel said, practically shoving his way between the Leech and Rydell, not that Rydell minded one bit. “Representative Byan Sel of Betazed. It is an honor to make your acquaintance.”

The Grand Leech slapped Sel on the back, a move that had Mookow going for one of the many weapons hidden on his person. “You’re one of those mind reader fellas, aren’t you?”

“My species does have some telepathic abilities, but I am far more concerned about how your species has been treated, Your Leechiness.”

“Us? We’re doing great!” the Grand Leech exclaimed. “Now go get yourself something to drink and let me talk to my buddy the captain here.” Sel started to speak again, but the Leech cut him off by clapping a meaty hand over the Betazoid’s mouth. “The bar’s over there.”

Clearly annoyed that the leader of the species he hoped to save from cultural annihilation had no interest in speaking to him, Sel sulked away in the general direction of the booze. The Grand Leech, meanwhile, turned his full attention to Rydell, locking a firm grip around the captain’s upper arm.

“Great to see you here, Cap,” the Grand Leech said. “You’re just in time for your big day!”

Rydell’s smile grew a bit weaker. “I thought Rydell Day was over a month ago.”

“Not this year. I moved it as soon as Starfleet told me you’d be coming to this whole membership shindig.”

“Wow. How nice of you,” Rydell said unenthusiastically. He perked up slightly as he spotted a familiar and friendly face heading his way: Admiral Thomas Wagner.

“We were starting to wonder if you were going to show, Alex,” Admiral Wagner said jovially, shaking Rydell’s hand.

“Wouldn’t miss it,” Rydell replied unconvincingly. Wagner nodded, acknowledging that he felt the same way about this particular honor.

“Has His Leechiness filled you in on the all of the festivities?”

“There’s more than this?” Rydell asked as a pit opened up in his stomach.

The Leech smiled broadly, making Rydell want to flee as quickly as possible. “Oh yeah! You and your crew are heroes to the Joegonot people, so I thought it’d be great if a bit more of the populace got to meet some of you Secondprize folks.”

“What did you have in mind?” Rydell asked warily.

“Nothing too big,” the Grand Leech replied, then proceeded to give Rydell the scoop.

“Oh, they’ll be so thrilled,” Rydell said, trying to sound sincere as the Grand Leech finished.

“I knew you’d love it,” the Grand Leech said. “But there’s one more little thing.” He pointed over toward Hawkins and Mookow, both of whom were watching over the festivities with suspicious scowls. “The muscle’s gotta wait outside.”

“This room is secure,” Admiral Wagner added. “They can join the other security officers in the adjoining ballroom. They’re having a mini-party of their own.”

“Would you mind explaining it to them, Admiral? I need to tell the Secondprize about their new travel plans,” Rydell said.

Wagner nodded and headed over to Hawkins and Mookow as the Grand Leech watched it all grinning happily, his hand still locked around Rydell’s arm. Rydell sighed, used his free hand to tap his commbadge, and prepared to give his first officer the news.



Approximately ten minutes later, Commander Travis Dillon stepped into the Secondprize’s main shuttlebay wearing his dress uniform as though he’d been born in it. Not a single wrinkle marred the garment’s appearance while Dillon’s pips and commbadge almost sparkled under the shuttlebay lights. He quickly approached the Doorprize II, where Commander Scott Baird was making final preparations for the shuttle’s departure, muttering obscenities under his breath all the while.

“Are we ready, Commander?” Dillon asked as Baird leaned into an open panel on the shuttle’s port rear thruster.

Baird, looking at that moment like Dillon’s polar opposite with the sleeves of his loose-fitting, grimy standard-issue uniform pushed up passed his elbows, glared up from his work. “Are you in some kind of hurry?” he snapped.

“We’re expected,” Dillon replied.

“I still wouldn’t be any f***ing hurry,” Baird said, turning his attention back to the thruster in question. A couple of seconds later, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan, also clad in dress whites, walked out of the shuttle hatch and down the ramp.

“That’s got it, hon,” she called over to Baird. “The injector flows have equalized.”

“What a relief,” Baird said sarcastically. “For a minute there, I didn’t think you were going to be able to go.”

“We have other shuttles,” Dillon said, stepping past Baird up the ramp to the hatch as the Chief Engineer resisted the almost-overwhelming urge to hurl a spanner at the back of Dillon’s head.

The shuttlebay doors opened again, revealing no one. After a moment or two, Ensign Faaus from the Secondprize’s Cultural Anthropology department hesitantly peered around the edge of the door frame. The look of disappointment on his face upon seeing the preparations being made to the Doorprize II was obvious.

“Come on, Faaus,” Dillon called from the entrance to the shuttle. “You’re in the right place.”

Faaus, a golden skinned Algolian, flared his wide nostrils with a huff. “Yes, sir,” he replied slowly entering the shuttlebay. As the doors closed behind him, he looked back wistfully.

“I had imagined,” Dillon said as Faaus stepped up the ramp, “that Cultural Anthropology would send an officer with more experience.”

“I drew the short straw, sir,” Faaus said, walking past Dillon into the shuttle.

“Didn’t we all,” Sullivan muttered to Baird.

“Let’s go, Commander,” Dillon said to Sullivan. “I don’t like being late.”

“We won’t be,” Sullivan replied, rolling her eyes at Commander Baird. She blew Baird a kiss over her shoulder as she walked back up the ramp to the shuttle hatch. “Be back this evening.”

“You’d better be. It’s your night to replicate dinner,” Baird said. In a sudden movement, he hopped up onto the shuttle ramp and kissed his wife, an uncharacteristic act for the man who, other than in the very early days of their relationship, was normally opposed to public displays of affection. “Love you,” he said gruffly.

“Love you, too…you big softy,” Sullivan said with a grin.

“Just be careful. I don’t care what the Federation says, these are still Joegonots,” Baird said, stepping back down to the shuttlebay deck.

“We’ll try to stay alert while they’re busy adoring us,” Sullivan replied. She blew her husband another kiss, then closed the hatch.

“More flying, less goodbye-ing,” Commander Dillon said from the co-pilot’s seat. “The chronometer waits for no one.” In the seat behind Dillon, Faaus put his head in his hands and shook it sadly.

Sullivan slid into the pilot’s seat and activated the engines. “Are you in that big of a hurry to see the Joegonots?”

“Why does everyone keep asking me that?” Dillon said.

“Because you seem to be in a hurry. Do you really want to get there that badly, or do you just want to get this over with?”

“Both,” Dillon stated firmly.

“Fair enough. You strapped in, Claire?” Sullivan asked, looked toward the rear of the shuttle.

“Claire? Webber?” Dillon asked, spinning around in his seat. Sure enough, the Secondprize’s counselor lay on the shuttle’s rear bench wearing her dress uniform (which, in violation of several regulations, had been tie-dyed). “I don’t recall you being ordered on this trip,” Dillon said to Webber as Sullivan gently lifted the shuttle off of the deck and steered it out into space.

Counselor Webber, still looking a bit worse for wear after being released from sickbay, where she’d ended up as a result of her brawl with Lieutenant Andrea Carr for control of the Secondprize, didn’t move at all.

“She’s ignoring me!” Dillon said hotly.

“Imagine that,” Sullivan replied, drawing an angry glare from Dillon. “Let the woman sleep. She’s had a rough couple of days.”

“Only because she made them rough. Treasonous mutineers like her belong in the brig, not going to big parties.”

“Did you really want to come to Ugilious?”

“Well, no,” Dillon replied.

“And neither did she. She just tried to do something about it out of fear, and now she’s trying to get over it.”

“What do you mean ‘over it’?”

“Aversion therapy. Webber’s big on it. After she got stuck in the Happy Universe, she used it to get past her disgust of…” Sullivan trailed off as she remembered she was talking to the person Webber was adverse to. “Never mind.”

“Fine. But if the Joegonots want to give us any awards or feasts or anything, she’s last in line,” Dillon snapped.

Sullivan swallowed the insult forming on the tip of her tongue and focused on taking the shuttle away from the Secondprize, which was currently in geosynchronous orbit above the Joegonots’ capital city of Gastrulge, and around the planet to what Captain Rydell had tactfully described as the more rural portion of the Joegonot homeworld. Evidently, the residents of those parts were feeling a bit left out of the whole Rydell Day/Federation Membership Ceremony festivities, so, in his infinite wisdom, the Grand Leech had asked Rydell to send some Secondprize officers out to Bowelophon, the largest settlement in the rural territories.

Considering what a joy visiting Gastrulge, the “Heart of Joegonot Civilization” had been, the idea of going to the rural areas appealed to Sullivan about as much as much as open heart surgery without anesthetic.



“So, Alex,” the Grand Leech said as he steered Captain Rydell across the Great Hall toward the head table on the dais at the front of the room. “Starfleet’s been keeping you busy?”

“Oh yeah. Swamped,” Rydell replied, craning his neck to see Admiral Wagner, who was strolling along behind the pair. Rydell mouthed a quick “Help,” but Wagner just shook his head and smiled. Damn Admirals and their damn diplomacy.

“I’d guess so, since you haven’t made it back for Rydell Day in four years,” the Grand Leech continued.

“Yeah, well…like I said, I’ve been busy.”

“And he’s getting married,” Admiral Wagner said.

“Married!” the Grand Leech exclaimed. Much to Rydell’s relief, the Grand Leech let go of Rydell’s arm for a second. Unfortunately, this was followed up by a powerful slap to the back from the large Joegonot leader. Rydell lurched forward and struggled to find the breath that had just been violently knocked out of him.

“That’s wonderful news! Who’s the lucky lady?”

“You wouldn’t know her,” Rydell replied.

“Probably not. But I always kind of wished that you would have changed your mind about my dear Anemia.”

“Your daughter was very…nice,” Rydell said diplomatically.

Admiral Wagner stepped in, deciding to let Rydell off the hook. “Alex fell for a fellow captain, I’m afraid,” Wagner said. “She’s not Starfleet, but I think there’s just a built in connection among spacefarers.”

“You’ll have to bring her to Ugilious someday,” the Grand Leech said. “Let us show the beloved of Alexander Rydell Joegonot hospitality.”

“That’s very kind of you to offer,” Rydell said.

“But, Alex, isn’t she on the Secondprize right now?” Admiral Wagner asked with a mischievous glint in his eyes.

“She is!” the Grand Leech exclaimed. “Then get her down here. This party is big enough for everyone!”

Searching for some kind of an escape route to spare Karina Durham from this fate, Rydell looked at the program. “I’m sure she would love to be here, but we have quite a bit of official business to attend to.” His eyes locked on the times displayed on the agenda. “Eight hours worth,” he added with a sigh.

“I guess you’ve got a point there, Alex,” the Grand Leech said, leading Rydell up onto the dais and steering him to a seat next to the podium as Admiral Wagner slid into the seat beside Rydell. The one saving grace to all of this was that the Grand Leech was sitting on the other side of the podium from Rydell. But, at the moment, he wasn’t going to his seat. He stood at the podium, but, before addressing the crowd, he leaned down to Rydell conspiratorially.

“We’ve got a surprise for you, Alex,” the Grand Leech said. “You’re just going to love it!”

With that, the Grand Leech raised himself to his full height of well over six feet and adjusted his 400 pound frame behind the podium. “Ladies and gentlemen, Joegonots and Federation visitors, Starfleet guests, and, of course, Captain Rydell, welcome to a very special day for us here on Ugilious, a day that would not be possible without the heroic efforts of Captain Alexander Rydell and the crew of the USS Secondprize.”

From somewhere out in the crowd, Rydell could hear Byan Sel scoff.

“As you can see from the program, we have a lot to do today. But while I’m on the subject, remember to pick up your official full-color Rydell Day souvenir program from one of our kiosks in the main concourse while on your way to or from the restrooms.

“Now, without further ado, let’s get this party started. And for this, Captain Rydell’s first visit to Ugilious in four long years, we wanted to do something very special. With a little help from Rydell’s friends at Starfleet Command…”

“Friends?” Rydell thought. “What kind of sadistic ‘friends’ would get him involved in something like this?”

“…we’ve learned about Captain Rydell’s very favorite music. So it gives me great pride to introduce to you the Royal Joegonot Youth Orchestra performing the greatest hits of PRINCE!!!”

Suddenly, the double doors to the Great Hall flew open and dozens of Joegonot children, none of whom could be over the age of ten, marched in carrying a vast assortment of objects Rydell could only assume were musical instruments.

As Admiral Wagner started laughing from the chair beside him, Rydell could only stare wide-eyed at the horror before him.

“Oh dear god, kill me now.”



“You know, I think I should be a lot more upset about this than I am,” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins said as she sat at a table in the ballroom set aside for security officers, bodyguards, and the like. She lifted a tall glass of Risan Rum Punch (syntheholic, of course) to her lips and looked over at Mookow sitting across from her.

“I am QUITE upset,” the Klingon bodyguard said, scowling. “My client may be in danger.”

“If he is, so is everyone else. But no one in here looks worried to me. Just relax and enjoy the break.”

“That may be easy for you. If your captain is killed, your career will continue. If Byan Sel dies, though, my business dies with him.”

“Ooooh. I guess that could be a problem,” Hawkins said. “Do you like doing private security?”

“My work is…” Mookow grinned as he remembered the crunch of bones beneath his fists on a recent protection job. “…satisfying.”

“So you haven’t thought about joining the Klingon military or anything?”

“Klingon warriors do not require bodyguards.”

“Good point. And it must be nice to be your own boss. Take the jobs you want. Skip the others. Travel without the hassle of taking an entire starship along.”

Mookow nodded. “As I said, my work is satisfying. Last year alone, I served fourteen clients for varying periods of time, visited eight worlds including Earth and Risa, and killed or maimed twenty-three potential threats.”

“Woah. It’s been almost a year since I so much as fired a hand phaser in real combat,” Hawkins replied. “Don’t get me wrong. It was good combat, but I don’t get to do it enough.”

“Perhaps you should request a transfer to a ship that sees more action,” the Klingon bodyguard suggested.

“It’s not that easy. As a member of the Secondprize crew, I’ve been kind of marked. Other captains don’t want to have us around. At best, I could get on the Explorer or over to Waystation, but they both already have security chiefs.”

“You could pursue other options.”

“And what would those be?”

“Private security,” Mookow replied, leaving Hawkins unsure if it was a job offer or merely a suggestion.



The far side of Ugilious definitely qualified as rural…and it wasn’t even a scenic rural. The best Earth analogy Sullivan could come up with to the marshy landscape before her was some of the coastal areas of Louisiana. She wasn’t sure what the temperature was outside, but it just looked hot…hot and humid. The drooping trees almost seemed to be steaming as they sat in brownish-green swamp water covering their bases.

Every so often, the shuttle would fly near a dwelling or cluster of dwellings, some built out of nicer prefab materials, but most constructed out of wood and mud from the swamps around them.

Once again, Sullivan thought of Louisiana. Her parents had taken her there as a child during one of their annual visits to Earth. Even though the Sullivans raised their daughter off-planet, they wanted her to at least have some familiarity with the homeworld of her species. Every year, they chose a different region of planet to visit on a whirlwind cultural tour. All Sullivan could remember about Louisiana was the heat and humidity. It wasn’t a place she exactly wanted to run back to.

But given the choice of August in the Louisiana bayou or this visit to Ugilious, she would have gladly taken the bayou. Commander Dillon, for his part, just stared out the viewport with a look somewhere between boredom and disgust.

“I can’t believe people live like this,” he said finally.

“They’ve chosen a lifestyle that makes them happy,” Counselor Webber, who’d finally woken up and crawled off of the sofa, said from the chair behind Sullivan.

“Mucky squalor makes them happy? I know the Federation is real big on supporting the diversity of the universe, but come on!”

“Be nice, Commander. These people are most likely the same sort who are going to be at the Rydell Day festivities.”

“Fine, but I’m taking the porta-sterilizer with me, just in case. I’m not shaking the hand of anybody who hasn’t been sterilized first.”

As much as she hated to admit it, Sullivan kind of agreed with Dillon on this one. She steered the shuttle over the course of a large river, following it toward Bowelophon. “ETA three minutes,” she reported.

“Grooming check,” Dillon said, standing up and straightening his dress uniform just before he whipped an auto-comb out of his pocket to run through his hair. Faaus pulled at the neck of his uniform uncomfortably, knocking off his pip in the process, which he had to chase to the rear of the shuttle. Dillon turned a disapproving glare at Webber.

“I’m not replicating a new one,” Webber said, wrapping her arms protectively around the tie-dyed uniform she wore. “The Joegonots should learn about our diversity, just as we’re learning about theirs.”

Dillon snorted, then focused his gaze on Faaus, who was currently laying on the shuttledeck trying to get his pip out from under the rear bench. “Speaking of, do you have any cultural insights for us, Ensign?”

“Wha…OW!” Faaus tried to stand up, but managed to slam his ridged head against the bottom of the bench. He scrambled to his feet, trying to re-affix his pip as he shook off the effects of the blow to the head. “Well…these Joegonots are rural, so they may be slightly wary of outsiders.”

“But they invited us,” Sullivan said.

Faaus winced. “Right. They did. Okay. They also don’t seem to use a great deal of technology here. We may be seeing a situation where the urban Joegonots are the technological haves and these are the have-nots. Or it may simply be that they choose not to use a lot of technology. In either case, since we use a lot of technology, they may distrust us.”

“But we’re going there to be honored,” Dillon said.

“I drew the short straw! I’m sorry!” Faaus snapped suddenly, his voice quivering.

“There there now,” Webber said, grabbing Faaus and slamming his face into her shoulder as she wrapped her arms around him. “You did just fine, Ensign.”

“Ank-oo,” Faaus mumbled from Webber’s shoulder.

The shuttlecraft passed over another clump of trees, which then gave way to open land. In the distance, a community of nicely-maintained, pre-fab buildings stood with smaller dwellings on the outskirts leading up to a downtown area of ten or so buildings rising up five to eight stories in the air. At most, the city’s population couldn’t be more than five hundred people. And from the looks of it, all of them were currently gathered in a park-area at the center of town. In the midst of the crowd, a wooden stage had been constructed, and a bare patch sat nearby with the words “LAND HERE” spelled out in Earth Standard with red paint on the green grass.

As the shuttle came into view over the roofs of the buildings of downtown Bowelophon, a huge cheer erupted from the gathered crowd of Joegonots. They raised signs and banners into the air, most written in Joegonotese, but the few in Standard read “Rydell, we love you!”, “Secondprize Forever!”, and “Your Ad Here.”

“They do know the Captain’s not coming, don’t they?” Sullivan asked uncomfortably.

“Yes,” Dillon said firmly. “I think. But it doesn’t matter. You and I were both part of the away team to Ugilious that liberated the Transference Ray. We’re heroes, too.”

“We liberated it? Is that the story now?” Sullivan said.

“It was constructed by a human being held against his will. That makes it ours, so we liberated it,” Dillon said. “Don’t worry. If you want, I’ll do all the talking.”

“You mean you weren’t planning on it anyway?”

“I could do without the sarcasm, Sullivan.”

“I like it,” Webber said, still clutching Faaus, who was now beginning to flail his arms about as he struggled for breath, to her shoulder.

“I didn’t ask you,” Dillon snapped. “And let that boy go before he suffocates!”

Webber abruptly released her grip on Faaus. “Are you feeling better now, Ensign?” she asked sweetly.

“Much,” Faaus gasped just before he collapsed to the deck.



Back in space on the other side of Ugilious, Commander Jaroch sat in the command chair of the Secondprize reading over the proceedings from the most recent Federation Science Symposium. Jaroch had decided to skip the symposium for past two years, which was understandable considering his last visit to that particular conference had almost resulted in the destruction of the current timeline.

But with the Secondprize basically parked among several other transports and runabouts over Gastrulge and Rydell and Dillon away from the ship, Jaroch was saddled with the fairly dull job of command.

“Lieutenant Commander Sullivan reports that the Doorprize II has landed safely in Bowelophon,” Lieutenant Robert Prescott stated from tactical.

“Mmm hmmm,” Jaroch muttered distractedly as he perused the latest singularity research coming out of the Romulan Empire. While the Romulan scientists would not ever come out and say so, it was obvious to Jaroch that they were nearing the maximum capabilities of their quantum singularity drives. Of course, Starfleet was running into similar barriers with warp drive, not that their scientists would ever admit to it.

The turbolift doors opened and closed, an event that was of no interest to Jaroch. At least it wasn’t until a voice pulled him away from his padd.

“I’d like to report for duty, sir,” Lieutenant Carr’s voice said from in front of him. Jaroch peered up at Carr, who was still looking a bit rough after going way too many rounds with Counselor Webber.

“Please do not misconstrue any malicious intent from my next comment, Lieutenant, but you look awful. If Doctor Aldridge released you from Sickbay, I imagine it was with explicit instructions to return to your quarters and go to bed.”

“I’m a little sore, but otherwise I’m fine. I just feel like I need to be up here right now,” Carr replied. “And I think Morgaine le Fur is in heat. She keeps watching holovids of other dogs and shouting really vulgar things at the images.”

“Hmmm…that would explain why she kept eyeing my leg during our training session this morning,” Jaroch said. “Very well. If you wish to sit at the helm, I will not object. In fact, you may get more rest up here than in your quarters.”

“That’s fine with me,” Carr said, relieving Lieutenant Krieger at the helm and sliding gingerly into the seat. She let out a soft sigh.

“Would you like me to find you a foot rest?” Jaroch asked amused.

“Ooooh. That and a back rub would be fantastic.”

“I was kidding, Lieutenant.”

“No offense, sir, but don’t taunt me like that. It’s mean.”

“Noted,” Jaroch said, turning his attention back to his padd.



“Now why would I want to go into the private security business?” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins asked, leaning a little closer to Mookow. “Maybe I’m happy right where I am.”

“If you were truly happy, would you be using words like ‘maybe’?” the Klingon replied, his dark eyes locked unwaveringly on hers.

“No comment,” Hawkins said quickly.

“You would find that my world suits you,” Mookow continued. “You have too much of the warrior within you to be satisfied opening comm channels and standing around waiting for your services to be needed, which, from what you’ve said, is not that often.”

“But my life is on the Secondprize. I’ve been with those people for the last seven years.”

“Your loyalty is admirable, but perhaps misplaced. Does the simple fact that you’ve spent years with your colleagues mean that you can no longer pursue what you want out of life? One day my spirit will reside in Sto’Vo’Kor, but until that day I intend to live out my existence to the fullest. Anything less would be a dishonor to the gift of life bestowed upon me by my mother and father.”

“You know, you’re pretty poetic for a Klingon.”

“I minored in literature. I felt it was a good complement to my degree in Killing and Maiming,” Mookow replied with a glint in his eye.

“I can see that,” Hawkins laughed.

Mookow leaned in a bit closer to Hawkins, so that the pair was little more than a foot apart. “I am quite serious about your abilities, though, Patricia Hawkins. I hope to expand my business, and you would be the ideal person to assist me.”

“I’m flattered, really,” Hawkins said. “But the Secondprize is more than my job. It’s my home. There are people here that I care about.” Even if occasionally some of them get on my nerves, she said to herself, thinking of Dillon.

“It is, of course, your decision,” Mookow said, straightening up in his seat. “But my offer stands.”

“So does my answer.” The two sat silently for several seconds as the party continued all around them. “All right! Enough of this seriousness. Do you want to dance? And don’t give me any ‘Klingons don’t dance’ crap.”

“Actually, I am an excellent dancer,” Mookow said, rising from his chair and extending his hand to Hawkins. “Shall we?”

“I asked you first,” Hawkins replied, taking Mookow’s hand and leading him out onto the dance floor.



About five minutes into the Gastrulge Modern Dance Troupe’s interpretive rendition of the Secondprize’s first visit to Ugilious, Captain Rydell’s eyes threatened to retreat so far back into his skull that he’d need a tractor beam to get them back out unless he found something else to look at. With few choices presenting themselves, Rydell opened the ceremony for the program and scanned down the list of events.

“Byan Sel!” he whispered harshly at Admiral Wagner. “Who’s letting him speak?”

“He petitioned the Joegonots for an opportunity to address them before the Grand Leech signs the membership documents,” Wagner replied.

“You do know he’s going to try to talk them out of it.”

“No big surprise there. I don’t think he’s going to get very far, though. Sel may have some supporters around the Federation, but the Joegonots themselves definitely aren’t among them.”

“That’s a relief…I think,” Rydell replied. Although, to be honest, Rydell wasn’t so sure that he liked the idea of the Joegonots as Federation members. Reformed or not, they still gave him the creeps.

He looked back down at the program focusing in on the event listed right below Sel’s speech.

KEYNOTE ADDRESS - CAPTAIN ALEXANDER RYDELL, USS SECONDPRIZE

“Woah!” he said, shoving the program over to Wagner. “What’s this all about?”

“You are the guest of honor,” Admiral Wagner said with a shrug.

“Yeah, but nobody said anything to me about making a speech! I don’t have anything prepared!”

“Just wing it. Isn’t that what you normally do?”

“Is that a crack about my command style?” Rydell demanded.

All of a sudden, Admiral Wagner seemed to be finding the dancing to be completely absorbing. Of course, the fact that the dancer pretending to be Jaroch was currently aiming a mock-transference ray at a gaggle of pirouetting Joegonots may have had something to do with it. The mock-Jaroch fired the weapon, sending a stream of lard splattering into the group of Joegonots.

“This just gets better and better,” Rydell muttered.



The dull roar of the crowd outside the Doorprize II turned into a deafening howl as the shuttle’s ramp lowered allowing the Secondprize officers to exit the hatch.

“Everybody wave and smile,” Dillon shouted, plastering on his attempt at a charismatic grin and stepping down the ramp. He actually looked more like he was getting ready to have a dental exam.

Counselor Webber, meanwhile, had obviously gotten over her aversion to Joegonots. She practically ran down the ramp, waving wildly with both hands as Sullivan and Faaus brought up the rear. At the bottom of the ramp, a smiling, well-fed (to put it tactfully) woman, dressed in what Dillon assumed passed for a suit in these parts, waited with a group of other somewhat nicely dressed men and women.

“Welcome, Honored Guests,” the plump woman said with a bow as her voice was broadcast over several speakers mounted around the Bowelophon town square. “I am Mayor Splem. We’re delighted you could join us today.”

Dillon extended his hand to shake with the mayor, but was suddenly shoved aside by Webber, who grabbed the Mayor in a big hug and swung the shocked Joegonot woman around a few times before finally setting her back down.

“I’m happy to be here! I’m actually happy to be here!” Webber exclaimed, jumping up and down excitedly. She ran up onto the wooden stage and waved at the crowd. “HI, BOWELOPHON!”

The crowd went positively bonkers, cheering, screaming and shouting at Webber. This just made Webber more giddy. She skipped over to a microphone mounted a few feet away from her. “How is everybody today?”

More cheers.

“Fantastic. I’m Counselor Claire Webber from the USS Secondprize.”

Upon hearing “Secondprize,” the crowd again went nuts, jumping up and down and screaming at the top of their lungs.

“Captain Rydell…” Even more screams. Webber was pretty sure she saw a few people swoon upon hearing the Captain’s name. “…couldn’t be here today, but…”

Commander Dillon was suddenly beside her. “I’ll take it from here, Counselor.”

“Awwwww,” the crowd cried as Webber relinquished the microphone.

“My name is Commander Travis Michael Dillon. I was a member of Captain Rydell’s…”

Screams, shouts, fainting.

“Please hold your outbursts until the end. I’m trying to speak here. Now as I was say, I accompanied Captain Rydell…”

Screams, shouts, fainting.

“Stop that! I’m never going to finish this if you all go nuts every time I mention Captain Rydell.”

Screams, shouts, fainting.

“Now you’re just being annoying. Captain Rydell…”

Screams, shouts, fainting.

“I don’t think you’re getting through to them, sir,” Ensign Faaus said.

“How many years of training did it take you to come up with that brilliant analysis?” Dillon snapped.

“PUT WEBBER BACK ON!” the crowd shouted suddenly.

“Fine!” Dillon retorted. “But you’ll never hear about how Captain Rydell…”

Screams, shouts, fainting.

“Oh, forget it!” Dillon stomped to the rear of the stage, where the Mayor and her subordinates had gathered in a group of rusty folding chairs. Dillon forcefully grabbed the Mayor’s hand and shook it. “Commander Travis Michael Dillon. USS Secondprize. It’s an honor,” he grumbled, then tossed himself into an empty chair, promptly ripping his uniform on a bent bit of metal poking up on the seat. “Ow!” he cried, jumping up again and pressing his hand to the bleeding cut on his rear end. “Tetanus! Tetanus!”

“Just relax,” Sullivan said, walking over. Webber, meanwhile, had the crowd doing the wave. “We’ll take care of it on the shuttle when the ceremony is over.”

“Speaking of,” Dillon said, turning on the Mayor. “Shouldn’t you be running these proceedings?”

“Shouldn’t you be controlling your officer?” the Mayor shot back, the warm smile never leaving her face.

“Webber!” Dillon said, marching back over to the microphone. “Get away from that thing, or we’re all getting back on that shuttle right now!”

“NOOOOOO!!!” the crowd screamed, suddenly surging forward toward the stage, arms outstretched, reaching for the Secondprize officers.

“I think you upset them,” Webber observed as the masses scrambled up onto the wooden platform.

“That would seem to be the case,” Ensign Faaus added as he huddled behind Webber for protection.

Dillon looked over the situation for a split-second, pondering his options. In short order, he reached a decision.

“RUN!!!”

The Secondprize’s First Officer leapt over a Joegonot who had just sprawled in Dillon’s path, then high-tailed it toward the waiting Doorprize II. Webber and Faaus were quickly overwhelmed by a mass of bodies. Seeing this happen, Sullivan decided that maybe, for once in his life, Dillon had the right idea. She took off after Dillon just as Webber suddenly kicked up into the air, tossing five Joegonots off of her and Faaus, and threw the frightened Ensign on top of the clamoring crowd. Sullivan had found out just a couple of days earlier that Webber played rugby. Obviously, the experience came in handy in situations like this. But since she didn’t have any such experience, Sullivan continued her pursuit of Dillon. She jumped off of the stage, now mere feet behind the fleeing First Officer as they ran through a gauntlet of Joegonots trying to get a hold on them.

“HEY!” Sullivan shouted, backhanding an elderly man who had just gotten way too friendly with her left breast. Two more Joegonots stepped in front of her, but, before she could stop, she was suddenly lifted off of the ground by a charging Counselor Webber. Sullivan found herself feeling a bit like an oversized teddy bear as Webber tucked her under her left arm. Faaus, meanwhile, was tucked under Webber’s right arm and looking around fearfully as his nostrils flared madly.

Dillon, who’d somehow managed to lose his boots, was up on the shuttle ramp, trying to free his leg from the grip of a particularly tenacious Joegonot child. The problem quickly vanished as Webber slammed into Dillon, sending him flying into the shuttle while the child ended up with an authentic ripped Starfleet trouser leg.

Webber dropped Sullivan and Faaus abruptly. “We should probably take off now. The crowd’s emotional state is a little unstable at the moment, and I’m afraid some of them could get hurt.”

“Some of them?” Dillon snapped, pacing around the shuttle in his socks with one leg bare. “What about US?”

“I lost my commbadge, and I feel violated,” Faaus said.

“Yeah, I lost mine, too, but we’re all okay,” Sullivan said, heading to the front of the shuttle. Outside, the Joegonots were beginning to pound on the hull as a chant of “COME OUT!” rang through the air.

“They just wanted some souvenirs of our visit,” Webber said. “It’s common behavior.”

“They were going to rip us limb from limb,” Dillon retorted. “And I sure as hell don’t consider my body parts to be souvenirs!”

“And I don’t want them dismantling the shuttle either,” Sullivan said as she activated the engines, causing the craft to lift gently up into the air. “Hold tight, ya’ll. We’ve got a few stubborn ones out there.” She suddenly rocked the shuttle, causing it to tip from side to side, which sent several Joegonots sliding off the ship back down into the crowd.

“We’re clear,” Sullivan announced, steering the shuttle back out over the river and quickly putting some distance between them and the city.

“I hope we didn’t hurt their feelings by running off like that,” Counselor Webber said as she sat down in the co-pilot’s seat while Commander Dillon tried to convince the shuttle’s replicator to give him a new pair of pants.

“You didn’t seem too worried about it when you were barreling through them and tossing Faaus and I around like stuffed dolls,” Sullivan said.

“It was just a heat of the moment kind of thing,” Webber replied, sounding almost embarrassed.

“I don’t care what it was; it worked. And you’re teaching me rugby when we get back to the ship. I want to be able to do stuff like that.”

Webber smiled and patted Sullivan on the shoulder. “That’s nice, Emily, but you’d get really hurt.”

“You don’t think I can do it?” Sullivan said.

“Very badly hurt,” Webber said.

“We’ll just see about that,” Sullivan replied firmly as the shuttle moved out of the marshlands and into the swampy regions, still following the river as they went. “As soon as we get back to the Secondprize, you and I…”

CLANG!

“What was that?” Dillon demanded, racing to the front of the shuttle as the sound subsided. “Did you hit something, Sullivan?”

“Something hit us,” Sullivan replied as she checked the readouts on her console. “A metallic object has attached itself to the hull.”

“What sort of object?”

“I don’t know. I’m reading an energy signature, but I can’t tell…”

WOMP WOMP WOMP WOMP

The shuttle went into sudden convulsions, taking nose-dives, then abruptly righting itself, as power throughout the craft started to flicker in tune to waves of energy pulsating through the ship.

“It’s some kind of distortion wave,” Sullivan reported as her screen blipped in and out. “Systems are trying to compensate.”

Suddenly, everything shut down and stayed down.

“Guess it didn’t work,” Sullivan said.

With all engine power gone, the shuttle dropped from the sky, plunging into the river with a massive splash.



As one song led to the next to the next, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins wondered if maybe dancing with Mookow was a big mistake. Not that the Klingon couldn’t dance. He could. Spectacularly. He moved Hawkins across the floor with a grace Hawkins wouldn’t have thought possible from his hulking frame.

But that was part of the problem. Mookow was almost too spectacular. He had the heart of a true Klingon warrior, yet he was very well-spoken and engaging as he and Hawkins danced and talked about their various experiences across the quadrant.

For the briefest moment while looking up into his face and watching him speak, Hawkins completely forgot that the Secondprize and Travis Dillon existed. And more and more, Hawkins found herself envying the life Mookow led.

Every bit of her consciousness was flashing red alert. Get away from this man. He’s dangerous to everything you’ve built for yourself.

But Hawkins kept on dancing.



After the oh-so-dramatic rendition of the Secondprize’s first visit to Ugilious was presented by the Gastrulge Modern Dance Troupe, Captain Rydell really didn’t feel the need to go through another recap, but he had to admit that the version given by the Grand Leech’s Royal Historian made Rydell and the Secondprize crew look pretty damn impressive.

Actually, Rydell would have been quite content for the Historian to continue on and on, mainly because Byan Sel was next up on the agenda, and Rydell was the next speaker after that. Unfortunately, Rydell was still clueless as to what he was going to say.

Inevitably, the Royal Historian finished his presentation and, after a bow to the crowd, then to Rydell, left the dais. The Grand Leech, who was also acting as emcee for the day’s proceedings, swiftly took his place at the podium to introduce Representative Sel.

“And now, Fellow Joegonots and Honored Guests, in the interest of equal time, our program moves on to a viewpoint that stands in opposition to that of myself and the people of Ugilious.” A loud “BOO!” rose up from the Joegonots in the crowd, which the Grand Leech quickly hushed with a raise of his hands. “Now now. We don’t have to agree with him, but he will be allowed to speak. So, without further ado, I give you the Federation Representative from the planet Betazed, Byan Sel!”

The Grand Leech and other Federation representatives present applauded politely as Sel took the stage. The other Joegonots were not nearly as kind.

“Freak!”

“Go home!”

“We like being human!”

Sel calmly waited for this to subside, stealing a superior glance at Rydell as if to say, “See what you caused.” Finally, the room was quiet enough for Sel to begin.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am well aware that the message I bring to you is not a popular one, but since when has right been judged by popular sentiment?” He pointed at Rydell. “This man has committed an act against the Joegonot people tantamount to genocide.”

Rydell winced. So much for this being a friendly debate. But considering what Sel had just said about him, Rydell wasn’t exactly upset to see the Betazoid have to duck quickly to avoid a large, greasy meatball flying at his head.

“Hear me out!” Sel said, trying to forestall an all-out onslaught of items from the buffet.

He failed miserably. Sel was suddenly hit from all sides by meatballs, pastries, and other bits of food as Rydell, Admiral Wagner, and the Grand Leech dove under the head tables for cover.



“Nose plugs?” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan offered.

“Please,” Commander Dillon said, taking the small objects out of Sullivan’s hand and shoving one up each nostril as he and the other Secondprize officers stood on top of the Doorprize II, which was currently floating along the Big Stinky River (Counselor Webber had dubbed it such as soon as they’d opened the roof hatch after bobbing to the surface following the shuttle crash).

“Now I REALLY can’t believe people live out here,” Dillon said. “The smell! I’ve never been near anything like it.” He turned on Ensign Faaus, who was having a hard time finding plugs to fit his large nostrils. “So what does this say about the Joegonot culture?” Dillon demanded.

“Maybe they like the smell. Just because we find it gross doesn’t mean that they do,” Faaus offered.

“Sorry, Ensign, but no way,” Sullivan said. “Foul is foul, and THIS is foul.”

“At least the Secondprize will be picking us up soon, right?” Faaus said, looking to Counselor Webber hopefully. Webber shook her head.

“They’d have to know that we crashed, which they don’t,” Sullivan said. “They’re on the other side of the planet from us, the shuttle’s comm system is down along with everything else on board, and that mob back in Bowelophon took all of our commbadges as souvenirs.”

“But aren’t we floating back toward the city?” Faaus asked.

“And that’s supposed to be a good thing?” Dillon said. “They just about killed us the last time!”

“We’re doomed!” Faaus cried suddenly.

Webber had her arms around him in a second. “It’s okay, Ensign. Just let it out.”

“Please, Counselor!” Faaus sobbed. “Squnch me to death!”

“Not yet,” Dillon said. “We may need to eat him later on to keep the higher ranking officers alive.”

“Eat me?” Faaus cried as Sullivan and Webber turned evil glares on Dillon.

“What? It was a joke!” Dillon said defensively.

“Ha ha,” Sullivan said flatly, sitting down on the shuttle deck with a hand phaser. The pulse that hit the shuttle had taken out the phasers and tricorders as well, but Sullivan hoped that she’d picked up enough from being married to an engineer for a while to jury-rig one of the phasers back to working order.

Before she could even get the phaser housing open, she heard Dillon mutter a low “Oh no.”

“What is it?” she asked.

Dillon pointed off toward the rear of the shuttle, which was actually the front at the moment, considering that the craft was floating down the river backwards. “We’ve got company.”

A small wooden canoe (If Sullivan remembered enough from her childhood trip to recall the term, she would have called it a pirogue) being rowed by two grizzled Joegonots was approaching.

Dillon rose up to his full height and tried to look commanding, which was not easy considering that one of his legs was currently bare to the world.

“You folks look like you be havin’ a right bit o’ trouble there, eh?” the Joegonot at the front of the canoe said as it pulled up alongside the shuttle.

“We’re performing a scientific survey,” Dillon replied firmly. “We appreciate your concern, but all is well in hand. Move along.”

“You’ve got a right purty leg,” the Joegonot in the rear of the canoe, a large fellow whose fat rolls were currently hanging over either side of the small wooden boat, said with a toothy grin…at least it would have been toothy if he’d had more than five teeth to show.

Dillon shuddered. “I’ll be inside,” he said, quickly retreating back through the roof hatch into the Doorprize II.

“Um…excuse me,” Ensign Faaus said, extricating himself from Counselor Webber’s grip and looking over the side of the shuttle down at the canoe. “You’re locals, right? Could you tell me a bit about your life here, so I won’t get in trouble when we get back to our ship?” He turned to Sullivan. “And we WILL get back to the ship!” he said firmly.

“Well, lookie what we have here,” the lead Joegonot said with a laugh. “That there boy all gold and leathery. I could make myself a right nice pair o’ boots out of that there hide. Maybe one for you, too, Blecques.”

“Yipe!” Faaus cried, racing back to the hatch to follow Dillon to safety.

“I guess that just leaves us and you lovely ladies,” the lead Joegonot said to Sullivan and Webber.

“You sure got a purty uniform,” the other Joegonot said to Webber.

“That’s sweet of you to say, but I’m not coming anywhere near you. Sorry,” Webber replied.

“There’s no need to be nasty, little lady,” the lead Joegonot said. “You’ll find that Blecques and I can be right nice.”

“And you know what?” Sullivan said, standing up and aiming her phaser down at the canoe. “My phaser here is right nice, too, and I imagine it could put a right big hole right in the bottom of your right rickety canoe, so you fellas might want to get your right rank asses out of here.”

Sure the phaser didn’t work, but the Joegonots didn’t know that. And the stern look on Sullivan’s face was more than enough to convince them to resume their rowing to get away from the crazy human with the weapon.

“You just have to know how to talk to people,” Sullivan said with a smile as she sat back down to get to work.

Commander Dillon poked his head up out of the hatch a few minutes later. “Are they gone?”

“No. They’re standing right behind you,” Sullivan replied.

“Ahhh!” Dillon spun around quickly, lost his balance on the ladder up to the hatch, and fell back into the shuttle. He climbed up onto the roof a few moments later. “Not funny, Sullivan.”

“No less so than you saying we’re going to eat Faaus.”

“I don’t want to be eaten,” Faaus whined, climbing up onto the roof behind Dillon.

“No one’s going to eat you,” Sullivan said firmly.

“Um…I don’t think we’re going to make it back to Bowelophon,” Counselor Webber said suddenly.

“Why not?” Dillon demanded.

“Because we’re drifting to shore,” Webber said, pointing at the rapidly approaching riverbank.

“Into the shuttle!” Sullivan said, racing toward the hatch. Webber and Faaus didn’t waste anytime following her lead, leaving Dillon waiting for his turn down the ladder when the shuttle ran aground, shuddering to a halt and tossing Dillon off of the ship. Dillon slammed into the surprisingly firm riverbank and lay there as the other Secondprize crewmembers climbed back up and lowered themselves gently to the ground.

“Do you need a hug, Commander?” Webber offered.

“No,” Dillon gasped weakly.

“What are we going to do now?” Faaus cried. “We’re nowhere near anyone!”

Almost on cue, the group heard rustling coming their way through the dense foliage of the swamp.

“Who the hell is that?” Dillon said, climbing to his feet and futilely peering off into the thick underbrush. It was as dark as night in there.

“It’s about time you all landed somewhere. We’ve been chasing you forever since we shot down your ship,” a voice called from the swamp. Several armed figures began to emerge onto the river bank.

The reaction of the Secondprize officers upon recognizing the figures was unanimous.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”



“Ohhhh! That’s WONDERFUL! A little to the left now.” Lieutenant Carr let out a soft sigh and practically began to purr as Ensign Bill Woodville stood behind her chair, rubbing her shoulders.

For his part, Woodville was wondering how he’d gotten talked into this duty. He’d been sitting at the Ops console, minding his own business, then the next thing he knew he was volunteering to help Carr with her stiff neck. At least she seemed to be appreciating his talents.

“Commander Jaroch,” Lieutenant Prescott said from tactical, breaking the relaxing silence that had fallen over the bridge. Jaroch, who’d spent the last ten minutes staring at the same sentence, tried to pull himself back to alertness. This would be the last time he let Carr talk him into reducing the bridge lighting to candlelight mode and pumping incense in through the environmental system. Between that and the soft Celtic music filtering through the speakers, the bridge environment had reached a coma-inducing level of mellowness.

“Report,” Jaroch said, straightening up in his seat.

“The sensors are detecting a massive spatial disturbance ahead. I can’t…NEUTRINO SURGE!” Prescott shouted suddenly, startling Woodville, who reflexively clamped down on Carr’s shoulder.

“OW!” Carr cried, turning on Woodville accusingly. “Now I’m all tense!”

“Sorry,” Woodville said, scrambling back to his console as Prescott changed the image on the viewscreen to a rippling area of open space near Ugilious.

Gradually the rippling began to resolve itself into a ship.

A really BIG ship.



Rather than following Byan Sel, Captain Rydell’s speech came after an emergency visit from the Grand Leech’s janitorial staff. While they cleaned up the aftermath of the food barrage lobbed at Sel, who was currently sulking at a table on the far side of the Great Hall, Rydell frantically tried to figure out what he was going to say in his speech.

By the time the janitors finished, Rydell was still stumped. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop the Grand Leech from diving into an incredibly overblown introduction of Rydell, relating once again how Rydell and the Secondprize crew had “saved” the Joegonots from themselves. Sel managed to let out another derisive snort, but quickly had a large dinner roll jammed into his mouth by a passing Joegonot waiter.

The Grand Leech babbled on for a while, but with him gesturing wildly and his voice booming through the room, it was impossible for Rydell to concentrate. All too soon, the Grand Leech was wrapping up his introduction.

“…so at long last, I give to you the Hero of Ugilious, one of Starfleet’s finest and a close, personal friend of mine, Captain Alexander Rydell!”

The room erupted in loud cheers from the Joegonots as the Starfleet and Federation Representatives present, some of whom were still trying to stifle their laughter at hearing Rydell described at one of “Starfleet’s finest,” applauded politely.

Rydell slowly stood up and stepped over to the podium, saying a silent prayer that something, anything would happen. It couldn’t be any worse than making this speech.

Suddenly, transporter beams cascaded down in several positions around the Great Hall, quickly resolving themselves into all-too-familiar forms.

The massive rolls of cellulite.

The unsettling stares.

The pus-filled acne covering their faces.

The sudden smell of cheese filling the air.

They were Joegonots. Old-style, pre-Transference Ray, scary as hell Joegonots, all of whom where aiming rather large rifles at the crowd.

Okay. Rydell was wrong. This was definitely worse than making the speech.



To Be Continued…
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From the amount of chaos that suddenly erupted within the Great Hall of the Royal Palace of Ugilious, you would have thought that the buffet just ran out of the sauteed pork fat in greasy cream sauce. But the current situation was far, far worse.

An entire squad of armed Joegonots (original, pre-transference Joegonots) in military garb, had just beamed into the middle of the Rydell Day/Federation Membership festivities, sending their now-human brethren into screaming fits as they fled for the exits. The exits, however, were thoroughly and completely sealed, leaving the humanized-Joegonots to just run in circles screaming their heads off.

From the vantage of the podium, Captain Alexander Rydell was doing all he could to resist the urge to join them in their state of utter panic. This was impossible. All of the Joegonots were humans now. He’d seen to that himself. But if that was the case, where did this group come from? And more importantly, now that they were here, what did they want?

Suddenly, the commanding officer of the invaders, a whale of a woman whose entire nose had been consumed by two massive zits just bulging with putrid pus, leveled her blaster directly at him.

“Rydell!” she seethed.

Guess that answered the whole “What do they want?” question.

“Have we met?” Rydell replied, forcing himself to sound casual.

“I should kill you where you stand.”

“Wow. How Klingon of you.” He turned to the Grand Leech, who was staring open-mouthed and wide-eyed at the new arrivals. “Do you know any of these folks?”

The Grand Leech toppled backwards out of his chair in a dead faint.

Rydell peered down at the fallen Joegonot ruler. “Um…is that a yes?”



One of Commander Jaroch’s biggest complaints about being left in command is that he was supposed to remain in the center seat rather than sitting at his own science console. In his view, he could command equally well from there, but for some reason the masterminds at Starfleet Command had decided that commanders would be much more useful if they sat in the center of the bridge away from any of the consoles that actually did anything of relevance.

So now, as a truly massive spacecraft slowly decloaked above Ugilious, Jaroch could do little more than shift anxiously in the command chair and send the occasional longing glance back to his currently-unmanned science console as he waited for a report from tactical.

“It doesn’t match anything in the database,” Lieutenant Robert Prescott reported finally. That really didn’t surprise Jaroch all that much considering the decidedly-jumbled look of the craft hovering in front of the Secondprize. The only thing that was consistent was the vessel’s hideous orange, yellow, and green paint job. The sadist responsible had evidently chosen the brightest, most nauseating shade of each color and slapped them onto the ship’s hull with little regard for anything resembling ascetics or the corneas of anyone else unfortunate enough to come in contact with the ship.

“Weapons’ status?” Jaroch said.

“Unknown. I think some of those things might be weapon ports, but I’m not getting any clear energy signatures indicating phasers or torpedoes preparing to fire,” Prescott replied.

“So, should I start being evasive anyway?” Lieutenant Andrea Carr asked from the helm console.

“Actually, for the moment, I would like you to keep us very very still,” Jaroch replied.

“Good point. I guess we shouldn’t jump to any conclusions,” Carr said.

“A giant ship just decloaked without an invitation or so much as a hello. It’s going to try to kill us! What other conclusion is there?” Prescott demanded.

Deciding that following Starfleet protocol was borderline dangerous in this situation, Jaroch strode back to the science console and slipped into the seat as he brought up the sensor data.

“Unfortunately, I must agree with Mister Prescott,” Jaroch said as he worked. “However, before we take any provocative measures, I would like to gather a bit more information. Please hail the vessel, Mister Prescott. Welcome them to Ugilious, and politely inquire as to their business here.”

“All right, but I just want to remind you that we’re the only actual starship here. We could start throwing a few of the yachts and transports at that thing, I guess, but otherwise, we’re on our own.”

“I am well aware of that, Lieutenant,” Jaroch replied. He pulled another view of the alien vessel up on his monitor. “Hmmm…”

“Did you find something, sir?” Carr asked hopefully.

“Preferably that it’s just a big hologram around a little shuttle,” Prescott added.

“Not quite; however, the truth is somewhat analogous. The vessel we are seeing consists of a much smaller ship buried in the midst of the sections that have been added on around it.” Jaroch, activating the viewscreen’s seldom-used picture-in-a-picture mode, put the schematic of the smaller ship up on the main viewer.

“Should we recognize that?” Carr asked, looking over at Ensign Bill Woodville at ops for some indication that he knew what the ship was. Woodville just shrugged.

“I sure as hell don’t,” Prescott said.

“Honestly, I would have been surprised if you had,” Jaroch replied. “According to our records, this class of ship should not exist anymore. Its planet of origin decommissioned them three years ago.”

“And what planet is that?” Carr asked hesitantly.

“Ugilious,” Jaroch said. “Deep inside that ship is a Joegonot Befriender-Class destroyer.”

“Oh! So that’s a good thing then!” Carr said.

“I’m getting some kind of energy readings. It could be a weapon powering up,” Prescott reported.

Jaroch smiled weakly at Carr. “Most likely not.”

“Oh. I’ll just start that evading then.”



On the other side of Ugilious, four other Secondprize officers were also staring down the barrels of various Joegonot weapons. But to be honest, none of the officers were really paying that much attention to the blaster rifles aimed in their direction. They were too overwhelmed with terror at seeing who was holding the weapons.

“You…you…you can’t be here,” Commander Travis Dillon stammered at the group of old-style Joegonots lumbering slowly toward them. “You don’t exist anymore.”

“Let’s run. We can still run. They probably won’t shoot all of us,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan said, her eyes darting back and forth looking for some avenue of escape.

“Joegonots!” Counselor Claire Webber repeated for the tenth time.

“Why did I have to draw the short straw? Why did I have to draw the short straw?” Ensign Faaus, an Algolian from the Cultural Anthropology department wailed softly as he clung to Counselor Webber for dear life.

“I’m very sorry, but I have to assume all of you are just a bad hallucination,” Dillon said resolutely. “It’s probably the swamp gas.”

“Joegonots!” Webber cried again.

“I wanna go home!” Faaus wailed, snuggling in closer to Webber.

“RunrunrunrunrunrunrunrunRUN!” Sullivan said, suddenly darting off to the left. A chubby hand clamped down on her shoulder, freezing her in place before she could get more than three feet.

“We need to teach you to be our friends,” the lead Joegonot said. “Once you’re our friends, everyone on Ugilious will be our friends.”

“I’m not listening,” Dillon said, clamping his hands over his ears. “I don’t believe you’re here, and if I don’t believe hard enough, you’re just going to go away.”

The lead Joegonot, ignoring Dillon’s ramblings, pulled a small cylindrical communicator out of his belt and activated it. “We’ve found our new friends.”

“Yea!” a voice on the other end replied. “New friendly friends to befriend.”

“Joegonots!” Webber cried.

“Can’t run, gotta run, can’t run, gotta run, can’t run, gotta run,” Sullivan chanted, her mind too paralyzed with fear to manage anything else.

“Somebody do something!” Faaus screamed.

Obligingly, everyone else on the riverbank dematerialized, leaving Faaus alone in the middle of the swamps of Ugilious.

“Um…could you do something else instead?” Faaus called out to the empty air.



Back in the Royal Palace of the Grand Leech, the various bodyguards and security officers assigned to the Rydell Day/Federation Membership festivities ate, drank, and danced in their own private ballroom, blissfully unaware that mere yards away an armed Joegonot squad had effectively taken the various humanized-Joegonot and Federation VIPs hostage.

For her part, Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins had almost completely forgotten that she was ostensibly there to protect Captain Rydell. Instead, her attention was occupied by Mookow, the Klingon bodyguard there to protect Federation Representative Byan Sel of Betazed. But judging from Mookow’s seeming inability to look away from Hawkins as the two moved slowly across the dance floor to the tune of a surprisingly soulful Vulcan melody, his client wasn’t first and foremost in his mind either.

Hawkins was the first to break the spell that had fallen over the pair, forcing herself to look away from the Klingon’s deep dark eyes so as to not lose herself completely. Her gaze fell on the dessert table, which had just been restocked with mini-pies.

“Hungry?” she asked.

“Very,” Mookow replied with a suggestive eyebrow raise that clearly said food was the last thing on his mind.

“That’s not what I meant,” Hawkins said, turning Mookow’s head toward the table as two of the caterers, finished with their dessert delivery, headed back into the kitchen. Seeing fresh pie, the other bodyguards and security officers descended on the table like so many ravenous targs. “We’d better get over there or there won’t be anything left.”

“Is my dancing that bad?” Mookow asked lightly.

Hawkins’s gut reaction was to exclaim, “NO! It was wonderful! I’ve never danced with anyone like that!” But she held back. This situation was getting out of hand quickly enough as it was.

With Mookow’s arm wrapped around hers as they headed to the dessert table, she forced an image of Travis Dillon into her mind, preferably in one of his less annoying moments. It took a lot more effort than she really wanted to admit.

By the time they reached the desserts, everyone else in the room had been served, leaving the table in disarray. Mookow managed to find two pies that had somehow managed to remain unscathed through the melee and handed one to Hawkins.

“Here you are, Patricia,” he said, his deep voice causing her name to resonate in a way that gave her goose bumps. How come when Dillon said it, it always come out more like a whine?

“Thank you,” she replied with a smile and a nod of her head. “It is a good day for pie.”

Mookow laughed heartily at the remark, throwing his head back and almost shaking the room with the force of it. “You really are being wasted on that starship,” he said, touching his pie lightly to hers, mimicking a toast.

Hawkins smiled and gazed off in the distance, lost in though as she and Mookow raised the pies to their lips. Just before Mookow’s entered his mouth, Hawkins slammed her pie to the ground, then, with a quick backhand that caught the Klingon completely off-guard, she smacked his pie across the room, where is splatted messily against the far wall, leaving a trail of purple goo as it slid to the floor.

A flash of indignant fury quickly flashed across Mookow’s face, but it vanished just as rapidly as he surveyed the room. All around, the Joegonot Royal Guard, Starfleet Security Officers and other assorted bodyguards lay sprawled on the floor or across tables, many collapsed face-first into their pies.

“I think I spoke too soon about that pie,” Hawkins said humorlessly.

“So it would seem,” Mookow said, racing toward the ballroom doors. He shook the handles violently, but the doors would not budge. “Locked! These Joegonots will pay for their treachery!”

“Hang on a second there,” Hawkins said, starting to pace. “I don’t think the Joegonots did this. Why would they wipe out their own people?” She thought back to the caterers. What did they look like? Honestly, she couldn’t say. Their hats managed to completely obscure their faces in shadow…so they wouldn’t be recognized. All Hawkins could say for sure was that they were heavyset, but that could have been padding so they’d blend in with the other Joegonots.

“The kitchen,” Hawkins said, hurdling the dessert table and charging toward the rear door.

“We may encounter resistance,” Mookow said, obviously having come to some of the same conclusions Hawkins had. He flipped over one of the metal ballroom chairs and, in an impressive show of strength, wrenched off each of the legs. He then tossed two of them to Hawkins.

“I hope you are skilled in two-handed combat,” Mookow said, joining her at the kitchen entrance.

Hawkins twirled the make-shift weapons around in her hands effortlessly. “I’ll manage,” she replied. “On three?”

“Why wait?” Mookow said, barreling through the doorway.

“Dammit. I wanted to go first,” Hawkins muttered, charging in behind him.



After the Grand Leech hit the floor in a dead faint, the panic level of the other humanized-Joegonots in the Great Hall leapt quickly to full-fledged hysteria. The noise was getting so loud that Captain Rydell was almost grateful when the old-style Joegonots started stunning them into unconsciousness…at least Rydell hoped they were using stun.

He didn’t have much more time to mull it over as the Joegonots’ commander once again aimed her rifle in his direction. “Get down here, Rydell,” she shouted.

“All you have to do is ask,” Rydell said with a weak smile, hopping down off of the dais as he’d been ordered to do. Meanwhile, the old-style Joegonots, having stunned all of their humanized counterparts, began setting up several devices, which Rydell could only assume were transport scramblers or shield generators, around the room. Admiral Thomas Wagner, who’d been seated next to Rydell at the head table, took the opportunity to check on the Grand Leech, leaving Rydell alone to deal with the angry Joegonot woman pointing the weapon in his direction. “So what can I do for you, Miss…”

“Bleuda. COLONEL Bleuda,” the Joegonot snapped angrily. “Joegonot Friendship Force.”

“But they were disbanded,” Rydell said and immediately wished she hadn’t as Bleuda’s face grew red with fury, the pressure threatening to pop every zit on her head.

“We will NEVER be disbanded!” she said. “My forces and I have at long last returned home to free our planet from the tyranny of the Federation!”

“Finally! Someone who sees my point!” Representative Byan Sel exclaimed, rushing over to Bleuda, his hands twitching madly.

“Who’s this guy?” Bleuda asked Rydell, clearly confused by the Betazoid politician.

“Representative Byan Sel of Betazed,” Sel said with a deep bow before Rydell could reply. “And I would have you know, madam, that I have worked tirelessly for the last several years to show the people of Ugilious and of the Federation that a great injustice has been done here. Until you arrived, I feared that no true Joegonots existed anymore.”

“While we’re on that subject,” Rydell interjected. “Where the hell did you come from? I thought I got all of you…” He quickly clamped his mouth shut before the words “disgusting bastards” fell from his lips. “…Joegonots,” he finished.

“We were off-planet at the time on a scouting mission,” Bleuda said. “Regrettably, we were the only ones. We returned to Ugilious little more than a month after your attack on our homeworld and discovered that we were no longer welcome. NO LONGER WELCOME ON OUR OWN PLANET!”

“Ouch. Yeah. I guess that could sting,” Rydell said.

“Don’t try to gloss over this, Rydell.” Bleuda said.

“Yeah, Rydell,” Sel added. “You almost wiped out their entire species. And if this brave woman and her crew had been on Ugilious, you would have succeeded.”

Bleuda looked at the Betazoid surprised. “You…you really do want to be our friend?”

“Absolutely,” Sel said firmly. “You will find that I can be a staunch ally…as long as no one gets killed.”

“We just want our planet back. Why would we kill anyone?” Bleuda said.

“Well, you mentioned something about killing me where I stood,” Rydell said.

Bleuda glared at Rydell. “We Just Want To Be FRIENDS!” she seethed.

Rydell held up his hands. “Hey! Not a problem. I’m all for everyone being friendly. No one should have to die, but the Grand Leech and the other Joegonots may have a problem with you just waltzing in and taking over.”

“I do not want to take over,” Bleuda said with disgust. “The Grand Leech is our leader, and he will continue to be our leader once he and my fellow Joegonots are returned to their former selves.”

Rydell winced. Just what he needed. Another wacko under the delusion that somehow he knew how to build another Transference Ray.

“I hate to break this to you,” he said, hoping to head this off before it even got started. “But I have no idea how the Transference Ray worked. I can’t help you change your people back.”

Bleuda smiled a smile that chilled Rydell’s blood. “You aren’t going to help us,” she said. “But your crew will!”

Rydell wasn’t sure exactly what that meant, but he didn’t like it one bit.



“Shields up,” Jaroch ordered, jumping up from the science console and racing down towards the command area. So this was why Starfleet insisted that the person in command remain close to the command chair…of course, that didn’t explain why captains were allowed to spend their bridge shifts hiding out in their ready rooms.

“Way ahead of you,” Prescott replied, just before the ship rocked from an impact.

“Damage report.”

“There isn’t any. That was a tractor beam,” Prescott said. The ship jolted again. “And so was that. They’re trying to find the frequency to get through our shields.”

“Initiate random modulations,” Jaroch said, grabbing the command chair to keep his feet as the Secondprize rocked again.

“Why bother? They’re trying each frequency one at a time.”

“The Borg they are not,” Jaroch remarked. “Very well. Carr, do your best to keep us away from their tractor beam. Despite the infinitesimal odds that they will hit upon our exact shield frequency, they might get lucky.”

“Or they might start shooting at us for real,” Carr said just before sending the ship into a steep climb.

“Perhaps; although, I have to believe that they have some reason for wishing to capture us rather than just destroy us.” Jaroch turned to Prescott. “I take it that they still have not responded to our hails,” Jaroch said.

“Hails? What hails?” Prescott looked down at his console for a moment. “Whoops! Sorry about that. They’ve been responding for the last several minutes. I guess I was a little to wrapped up in our imminent deaths.”

“On screen, if you would,” Jaroch said, letting out a deep breath.

From deep in the recesses of his psyche, Jaroch heard J’Ter scream as he saw the image of a acne-scarred, bloated Joegonot appear on the viewscreen. The Joegonot was far too close to the camera, filling the entire screen with his face and giving Jaroch a better look than he ever desired of the inside of a Joegonot nostril.

“Hello, Starfleet friends. You took a really long time to answer your comm.”

“Our apologizes,” Jaroch replied stiffly. Meanwhile, his mind raced, quickly piecing together the connection between a space ship that shouldn’t exist being manned by a person who should no longer be all gross and Joegonoty. “Since we are now talking, I would ask that you cease your attempts to lock a tractor beam onto our vessel.”

“I’m sorry, but Colonel Bleuda said we’re supposed to bring you inside for a visit.”

“Ah. I see. And may I speak to this Colonel Bleuda?”

“She’s down on Ugilious right now. Sorry about that.”

Jaroch ignored the gasp from Carr as she whirled around to face him, concern evident on her face. Actually, it was borderline panic.

“And would you mind explaining why she is on the planet?” Jaroch asked calmly.

“She went to find the not-nice person who zapped our people. He is NOT our friend!”

Jaroch paused for a moment, considering how best to respond. On the one hand, while informing the Joegonot that the Secondprize was commanded by said “not-nice person” could possibly end this inane conversation sooner, that ending would most likely involve the Secondprize fleeing large quantities of weapons’ fire. On the other hand, if the Joegonots already knew that the Secondprize was Rydell’s ship, attempting to feign ignorance could lead to the aforementioned weapons’ fire.

Seeing as how weapons’ fire was practically inevitable, Jaroch decided to try a third option.

“We have another call. I have to go. Sorry,” Jaroch said, quickly running his hand across his neck, signaling Prescott to cut the channel, which he did just as the Joegonot started to protest.

“Bridge to transporter room,” Jaroch said.

“Vaughn here.”

“Retrieve Captain Rydell immediately.”

“All right, but he’s not going to be happy,” Lieutenant Commander Monica Vaughn said. After a few moments pause, Vaughn was back on the commline. “Jaroch, were they supposed to have scrambling fields up?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Well they do now.”

“Of course they do,” Jaroch said displeased.

“I’ll let you know if anything changes.”

“Please do. Bridge out.”

“You didn’t really expect that to work, did you?” Lieutenant Prescott asked.

“I had hopes that just once all of this technology would work to our advantage,” Jaroch admitted with a sigh. “Silly me.”

“No kidding.” Prescott’s attention was drawn away from the banter at hand by a flashing indicator on his console. “Another vessel is coming around the planet.”

“Hopefully, the away team,” Jaroch said.

“You’re zero for two, sir,” Prescott said. “It looks like some kind of medium range transport. The configuration is Cardassian.”

“Cardassian?” Carr said confused. “What are they doing here?”

“I don’t know, but they’re heading toward the Joegonot ship.”

On the viewscreen, massive bay doors opened in the rear of the Joegonot vessel, allowing the Cardassian transport to enter.

“Hmm…” Jaroch said, heading back to the science console. He checked a few readings. “This makes things somewhat clearer.”

“Not for us,” Carr said. “What did you find, sir?”

“I wondered where the Joegonots would have been able to have such extensive modifications made to their craft without alerting Federation authorities to their existence. The Klingons and the Romulans seemed unlikely, and the Orion Syndicate does not normally engage in spaceship construction. However, considering the current state of the Cardassian economy and the vast quantity of war surplus laying around their region of space, I imagine they were more than willing to assist the Joegonots. The alloys used in the additional segments of the Joegonot ship are consistent with those used by the Cardassians.”

“That solves that little mystery, but who’s on that transport?” Prescott asked as the Joegonot ship began to close its bay doors.

“Considering the general way this day has gone, I would have to say the away team,” Jaroch replied, heading back to the command chair. “And I would have to assume that they will be recommencing their pursuit of the Secondprize soon after.”

“Um…no offense, sir,” Carr said. “But what are the odds that you’re wrong?”

“Very very small,” Jaroch said.

“Urk.”



In fact, Commander Jaroch was absolutely right, but what else would you expect from him? Anyway, Commander Dillon, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan, and Counselor Webber were beamed away from the beached shuttle to this charming transport, which Dillon, considering how much the general look of it reminded him way too much of his one unfortunate visit to Deep Space Nine (We’d love to give you a flashback, but do you have any idea how much money those guys charge for cameo appearances?), decided had to be Cardassian.

His mind had quickly assembled a working theory involving a Cardassian/Dominion plot to join up with these rogue old-style Joegonots in a new bid to conquer the Alpha Quadrant. With that being the case, obviously his first priority was to single-handled thwart their insidious plans, and then he’d contact Starfleet Command to inform them of the situation and accept all of the ensuing accolades and medals.

Sullivan, meanwhile, had regained enough of her senses to start looking for an escape route that didn’t involve ejecting herself out of the nearest airlock; although, that was still an option if any of the Joegonots tried anything funny.

As for Webber, for a short time she’d tried to convince the Joegonots that kidnapping their supposed friends wasn’t very friendly, but they didn’t seem to be accepting her arguments. After that, she’d sunk down on a bench and tried turning her thoughts to more happy places. Instead, she ended up wondering how Faaus was doing (Just in case you’re curious, at that particular moment, Faaus was cowering inside the powerless shuttle on the river bank hoping against hope that the decidedly rural residents of this particular region wouldn’t find him).

She didn’t get to wonder for long before she was pulled out of her thoughts by the slowing of the transport (which, inconsiderately enough, didn’t have any windows in the room where she, Sullivan, and Dillon were being held), then a soft jolt as it touched down on a hard surface.

“From our general angle of ascent, I’d guess we’re probably in another ship,” Sullivan said. “And I doubt it’s the Secondprize.”

“Time to meet your new friends,” Lublus, the Joegonot in charge of this particular detachment, announced, gesturing for the Secondprize officers to stand up. Two Joegonots quickly stationed themselves on either side of each officer, just far enough back that they could feel the Joegonots’ warm, moldy-smelling breath on their necks.

“I thought you were our new friends,” Webber said nervously. She had no desire to get in a situation any worse than the one they were in currently.

“We are, but now you can meet our friends, who will be your friends, too. We’re all going to be really really close friends! Bring them!” Lublus marched out of the room (a movement which caused his ample love handles to jiggle in great waves). A half second later, the Joegonots behind Dillon, Sullivan, and Webber nudged their bellies into the humans, forcing them to follow Lublus.

The Secondprize officers were led out of the transport, into a massive docking bay (also of generally Cardassian design, Dillon noted), then into a set of Cardassian corridors which dead-ended at an air-lock. For a brief moment, Dillon had the panicked thought that the Joegonots intended to eject them out into space. But then in a rare moment of common sense, he realized that they could have done that long before now. Why go through all the trouble?

The airlock opened, revealing another, decidedly-different set of corridors. These were oddly rounded and painted in a shade of green that reminded Dillon of pea soup or algae, broken up only by neon orange support columns placed every so often.

The Joegonots didn’t speak as they walked. Instead, they hummed softly. The same tune over and over again.

Do de do de, do de do de, do de do do, do de do do.

Do de do de, do de do de, do de do do, do de do do.

Do de do de, do de do de, do de do do, do de do do.

Do de do de, do de do de, do de do do, do de do do.



And so on, over and over until it was thoroughly stuck in the away team’s heads. If the team had been a bit more up on 21st century Earth history, they might have recognized the piece as “Tom’s Diner,” a 20th century tune that was outlawed under the Psychological Abuse Accords of 2018. The Joegonots just knew it as “That Really Catchy Tune Our Satellites Picked Up Once.”

Do de do de, do de do de, do de do do, do de do do.

Do de do de, do de do de, do de do do, do de do do.

Do de do de, do de do de, do de do do, do de do do.

Do de do de, do de do de, do de do do, do de do do.



Just about the time Sullivan was at the point of reaching back and attempting to rip out the vocal cords of the two Joegonots “escorting” her, the group arrived at a set of bright yellow doors, which slid open revealing what Dillon had to assume was a medical lab. But it sure didn’t look like any place where he wanted to receive health care. As the Joegonots pushed them inside, allowing the doors to close behind them, Dillon spotted a long metal lab bed positioned on one side of the room underneath several large tanks which had been mounted in the ceiling.

Nearby sat a large box with a hole in the top and doors on the outside. Dillon recognized it from his historical film studies as a sort of steam box. A person would sit inside, their head extending out of the top, and relax in their own personal sauna. Dillon relaxed a bit. Maybe this was a gym of some sort instead of a lab. The tanks over the lab table could have massage oil and lotions in them or something.

A cold chill shot down his spine. Oh no. The Joegonots expected him to give them massages after they had their saunas! Sweaty, naked Joegonots! EEEEEWWWWWWWWWW!

He was about to scream his conclusions to the others when a Joegonot female stepped into the room. “Well well well,” she said smiling. “Our new friends are here! Welcome! I’m Doctor Jelluly.”

Doctor? Oh no. Maybe it was a lab after all.

“We all feel fine, Doctor,” Sullivan said firmly. “We’d like to go back to our ship.”

“But this is your ship,” Jelluly replied. “You’re Joegonots now.”

Dillon burst out laughing. “You’re nuts! Do we look a thing like Joegonots?”

Jelluly patted Dillon on the check, her smile switching from warm to sadistic.

“Not yet.”



Considering the number of heavy metal pans and bladed objects at their disposal, Hawkins would have expected the cooks and waiters in the Joegonot Palace to put up more of a fight. As it was, the kitchen staff seemed to have been caught completely off-guard as Mookow and Hawkins charged into their domain wielding a chair leg in each hand.

“This area is for employees only!” a Joegonot cook said nervously, rushing over to meet them.

“Consider us hired,” Hawkins said, smashing her chair legs into either side of the cook’s head and knocking him into instant dreamland.

“Step forward and fight with honor, you spineless pastry poisoners!” Mookow bellowed. The cooks and waiters decided against taking Mookow up on his offer. Instead, they tried to stampede toward the nearest exit, stumbling over each other in their terror.

Mookow waded directly into their numbers, expertly bashing, clubbing, and otherwise brutalizing the staff as Hawkins did an acrobatic leap up onto a nearby prep table and rained down blows from above. In short order, the royal kitchen staff had been royally battered. She and Mookow were about to take out the last couple of dish boys when Hawkins noticed a large figure crawl out from the bottom of the pile of bodies, scurry to his feet, then lumber toward the far door.

“Finish up without me,” Hawkins said to Mookow as she flipped off of the table, landing lightly on her feet, then charged after the fleeing cook. “I just spotted dessert.”

“Save some for me,” Mookow replied, slamming his elbow into the face of a frightened dishwasher, then tossing him to the ground.

“No promises,” Hawkins called out. She leapt into the air again, moving quickly into the classic James T. Kirk double-booted drop kick, and slammed into the retreating Joegonot, knocking him roughly to the floor. Hawkins was on him in a flash, rolling the cook over and pulling off the ridiculous poofy hat that was totally obscuring his features.

“AHHH!” she cried upon seeing the man’s face. She scrambled backwards, trying to get away from him as quickly as she could.

“What is it?” Mookow demanded, racing over to her.

“Joegonot!”

“Of course. They’re all Joegonots.”

“No!” Hawkins cried as the Joegonot masquerading as a chef got to his feet, several ruptured zits oozing yellowish pus down his face. “Real Joegonot!”

“Kahless protect us!” Mookow shouted, reeling back in horror.

“You should have eaten the pie,” the Joegonot said, backing toward the door. “It was a lot friendlier than what’s about to happen to you.” In an instant, he whirled around and charged out the door.

Hawkins and Mookow recovered a split-second later and barreled through the door after the Joegonot…

…right into the Great Hall.

Hawkins and Mookow slid to a halt as an entire squad of armed old-style Joegonots turned their weapons on them. Hawkins caught a brief glimpse of Rydell standing next to a Joegonot woman also wielding a rifle. The woman looked none too happy to see them.

“Kill them!” she shouted.

Come to think of it, she didn’t sound too happy to see them either.

“Get out of here!” Rydell shouted. His admonition was a bit redundant, since Hawkins’s mind had already been screaming the same thing at her. She dove backwards, hitting the ground and rolling through the swinging door back into the kitchen, then dodged to the right just as Mookow slid in behind her, several blasts searing above them.

“Move!” Hawkins shouted, fearing that the Joegonots would come bursting through the door any second now. She was right. The door slammed open before she and Mookow had gotten much farther than the pile of senseless kitchen help.

“Any bright ideas?” she said.

“None,” Mookow replied flatly as the Joegonots charged in with their blaster rifles.

Fortunately for them, someone else had an idea. Hawkins and Mookow vanished in the cascade of a transporter before the Joegonots could get off another shot.



In general, Transporter Chief Monica Vaughn didn’t have a whole of lot excitement in her job. Sure there was the occasional stressful search for a missing crewman or sticky transport, but she, personally, was never at risk.

That all changed in an instant as a mad Klingon materialized on the transporter pad and dove at her, teeth bared and arms outstretched.

Vaughn dropped behind the transporter console like a rock, frantically wondering if she even had a prayer of getting to the phasers in the supply locker on the other side of the room.

Mookow’s hand locked onto the back of her uniform and hoisted Vaughn to her feet. “I apologize for that,” Mookow said perfectly calmly. “We were in the heat of battle before you transported us.”

“We were about to become well-ventilated bits of charcoal,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins said, jogging down off of the pad. “Good timing, Monica.”

“It’s all in the magic fingers,” Vaughn said. She squeezed Mookow’s bicep playfully. “And they can work wonders for you if you feel at all strained after picking me up like that.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hawkins scowl.

“I am fine,” Mookow said simply.

“You certainly are.”

“And we have work to do,” Hawkins said darkly, leading Mookow out of the transporter room. Vaughn laughed to herself as the doors closed. She knew that look all too well. Hawkins was smitten, which meant Commander Dillon was in trouble. Vaughn just wished that they’d hurry and wrap up this Joegonot mess so the real fireworks could start.



After a few tense moments of wondering if Lieutenant Commander Hawkins and Mookow would be able to avoid a fairly violent death at the hands of the Joegonots, Captain Rydell breathed a sigh of relief when the Joegonots filed back into the Great Hall from the kitchen looking rather dejected.

“What happened?” Bleuda demanded.

“Somebody beamed them away before we could tell them we don’t want to be their friends anymore.”

“I think they got the hint,” Rydell remarked.

“But this is just the kind of publicity I was trying to avoid,” Bleuda said. She began idly running her meaty hand through Representative Sel’s hair, much to the surprise of the Betazoid politician. His leg began twitching madly. “Ohh! Somebody likes this,” Bleuda said, pulling Sel closer. Rydell watched Sel’s face distort as the odor of Joegonot struck him full force.

Before both he and Sel started to vomit, Rydell pulled the subject back to the hostage crisis at hand.

“What? You were hoping that kidnapping all of us would give you good publicity?” Rydell said.

“I didn’t want ANY publicity,” Bleuda said, her muscles tightening angrily. Sel’s head, which had been cradled under Bleuda’s massive arm, completely vanished as her tensing forced it into the folds of flab between Bleuda’s breast and stomach.

Rydell winced. What a way to go.

“No one was supposed to know we were even here until all of the Joegonots on Ugilious had been returned to their proper form. But NOOOOO! Your crew had to butt in AGAIN!”

“It’s what we do,” Rydell said with a shrug.

“Well, it’s about time you people started being more useful to your dear friends, the Joegonots!” Bleuda snapped. She suddenly tossed Sel aside, sending the nearly-asphyxiated Betazoid tumbling into the nearest table as he gasped for clean air. Bleuda, meanwhile, jabbed a button on her wrist-comm. “Bleuda to Befriender. Status of Operation Retransfer, Opugoss.”

“Er…it’s proceeding,” a Joegonot whom Rydell could only assume was Opugoss replied. “But the Secondprize isn’t being friendly.”

“Have they tried to interfere?”

“No. They’re just kind of zigging and zagging around. It makes it really hard to get a tractor beam on them.”

“But you have other specimens?” Bleuda asked.

“Oh yeah. Three new friends.”

“That’s plenty,” Bleuda replied, smiling at Rydell evilly. “Send the drones to destroy the Secondprize, and let me know as soon as Dr. Jelluly finishes the operation.” Bleuda pressed the button again, closing the channel. “So what do you think of THAT, Friend Alexander?”

“All I really caught was the part about destroying my ship, which I can’t say I was thrilled to hear,” Rydell said, masking his anger well. What was it lately with people trying to blow up the Secondprize? There was the scuffle over the Forever moon a couple of years ago. Hmm…speaking of, he really needed to check with Starfleet at some point to make sure they were working on that whole end of the universe thing. Then Admiral Sulu and the Next Federation took their shot…actually that was a really good shot, which Starfleet still hadn’t discovered, fortunately. And now the Joegonots. Where was the fairness in that? This was no way to run a universe!

“The USS Secondprize has meddled in Joegonot affairs for the last time!” Bleuda continued melodramatically.

“Oh please. We really only meddled once.”

“What about now?”

“It seems to me that you’re the ones doing the meddling.”

“We’re getting our planet and our people back.”

“They don’t seem to want to be gotten back.”

“They just don’t know any better.”

“Did you even ask?”

“No. Why should we?”

“It would have been polite.”

“You’re trying my patience, Friend Alexander.”

“I would have asked.”

“Rydell!”

“I would.”

“I could still kill you!”

“No, you can’t.”

“Oh yeah!”

“Yeah. You need me to convince the other Joegonots to undergo whatever procedure you’ve come up with to turn them back into their old forms.”

“Aw no! You figured that out already?” Bleuda asked with a whine.

“Yeah. Sorry about that.”

“Party pooper!” Bleuda snapped. “Come on, Byan!” She scooped Representative Sel up off of the table where he’d been trying to recover and stormed off to the other side of the Great Hall.

Rydell shrugged, then headed back up onto the dais to check on Admiral Thomas Wagner and the Grand Leech, who was still flat on his back behind the podium. Stepping over to the pair, Rydell was surprised to see that the Grand Leech seemed fully conscious.

“I told him to lay still,” Admiral Wagner whispered by way of explanation. “I didn’t want him to call any attention to himself.”

“Good plan,” Rydell replied, sitting down on the floor beside them. “Hopefully we can keep him out of this until help arrives.”

“Do you really think help is coming?” the Grand Leech whispered hopefully.

“My Security Chief got a look at the situation before the Secondprize beamed her up. She’ll find a way to get us out of here,” Rydell replied.

“I knew that the Hero of Ugilious would not let us down.”

Rydell smiled weakly. “You just keep thinking happy thoughts.” He patted the Leech on the shoulder then motioned for Admiral Wagner to join him a few feet away.

“I suppose you tried your commbadge,” Rydell said.

“No go,” Wagner said, shaking his head. “They must be jamming the comms.”

“A few minutes ago, I’d be more upset about that, but people know we’re here now. All we have to do is be ready to act when the Secondprize makes its move.”

“Assuming it doesn’t get blown out of space first.”

“Well, yeah, there is that,” Rydell admitted.



“You know…,” Commander Dillon said thoughtfully as he lay strapped to the table inside the Joegonot’s laboratory aboard their starship. Thick needles connected to several tubes hanging down from the tanks above the table had been inserted into the skin of his forehead, cheeks, arms, legs, thighs, around to his rear end, and especially his chest and belly, sending a steady stream of liquid fat into those areas of Dillon’s body. Dillon’s mind obviously was elsewhere as he continued his statement. “I really just should have asked her.”

“Akkdrrwt?” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan’s voice mumbled from inside the grease-soaked gauze in which her head had been encased. The rest of her body was equally encased inside of the sauna box, which was currently steaming her in essence of Limburger and Year-Old-Swiss cheeses.

“To marry me,” Dillon continued. “Now I’m going to be a disgusting Joegonot, and she won’t want to come near me.”

Sullivan decided not to mention that most people didn’t want to come near Dillon as it was. Besides, Dr. Jelluly jumped in before Sullivan could make a comment.

“Hey!” the Joegonot doctor, who was busy force-feeding Counselor Webber, who was currently strapped into a kind of giant high chair, a variety of lards, cream sauces, greasy meats, and sugary chocolates on the other side of the lab, protested. “We have lots of friends.”

“Of course you do,” Counselor Webber said consolingly. Her words gave a large quantity of gas building up in her stomach a chance to make a run for it. “Brrrrrap! Excuse me.”

“Silence! It puts the food in its stomach!” Jelluly snapped.

“What is with this ‘it’ stuff? I thought we were friends!”

“It puts the food in its stomach!”

“Now that’s just creepy.”

“IT PUTS THE FOOD IN ITS STOMACH!”

“Fine!” Webber shouted, stuffing a cream-filled cupcake into her mouth. Several sudden clanking noises sounded throughout the ship, vibrating the hull.

“What was that?” Webber said through bits of chocolate cake.

“Just the drones detaching,” Jelluly explained. “They’re probably going to destroy your ship. Now then, it puts the food in its stomach!”

“I don’t think I like you anymore,” Webber said.

As more cellulite pushed its way into his epidermis, Dillon sighed. “I should have just asked her.”



At that particular moment, the her in question, namely Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins, was charging out onto the bridge of the Secondprize with Mookow close behind her. Commander Jaroch barely gave them a glance as he watched the Joegonot ship begin to split into six segments.

“I’m not reading life signs on five of them. The five Cardassian additions, predictably enough,” Lieutenant Prescott reported from tactical.

“I knew that Prometheus prototype was just going to give other species the same idea,” Ensign Woodville groused at ops.

“And speaking of predictable, the other yachts and transports in orbit are hightailing it to the other side of the planet,” Prescott said.

“You mean we have to fight all of them?” Carr said.

“Just the five drone ships, I imagine,” Jaroch said. He turned to Hawkins and Mookow. “I’ll be right with you. Carr, charge them. Prescott, fire quantum torpedoes full spread, but DO NOT hit the Joegonot ship itself. Only the drones.”

Hawkins had to reach out and steady Mookow as the Secondprize burst forward, closing the distance between it and the slowly separating Joegonot ship in a fraction of a second. Prescott quickly switched the viewscreen image to rear view as the Secondprize let loose a barrage of torpedoes and seared past the drones.

“Keep us moving, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said, watching with satisfaction as the viewscreen filled with explosions. Moments later, three drones zipped through the flames, pursuing the Secondprize. One other limped out a second after that while the fifth became a rapidly spreading debris field.

“Would you like me at tactical, sir?” Hawkins said impatiently. Just standing by in a combat situation like this was beyond nerve-wracking. She could sense equal tension from Mookow.

“Negative,” Jaroch replied. “You and Mister Mookow are to rescue the Captain. I presume from what Lieutenant Commander Vaughn reported that you have some knowledge of his current situation.”

“He and the other hostages are under heavy guard,” Mookow said. “But Commander Hawkins and myself are more than capable of extracting them with a minimum of casualties.”

“How you do it is of no consequence to me. Take the Chickahominy and return to Ugilious. I do not believe that the drones will pursue you.”

“Aye, sir,” Hawkins said crisply, turning on her heel and charging back into the turbolift, Mookow close behind. Jaroch, meanwhile, studied a readout of the Ugilious system on the small monitor on the armrest of the command chair. While not nearly as detailed as his science console, this display was better than nothing. Unfortunately, nothing was almost what Jaroch had to work with in the Ugilious system. Other than Ugilious itself, the solar system consisted of three gas giants with various planetoids orbiting. Ugilious itself had an erratic moon, which looked more like two moons slammed together, or, as Captain Rydell had described it once, a big space butt.

The drone ships were not showing anything resembling tactics. They simply chased after the Secondprize, matching them movement for movement. This was definitely a weakness to be exploited. Jaroch focused his attention of the damaged drone ship currently struggling along well behind its three comrades. Yes. That would do nicely.

“Mister Prescott, inform Commander Hawkins to prepare for immediate launch. As soon as she signals ready, Carr, bring us about along the arc I am transmitting to your console and reduce speed to half impulse.”

“But, sir,” Carr protested. “They’ll be on top of us in no time at that speed.”

“I am aware of that, Lieutenant,” Jaroch replied.

“Chickahominy is ready to go,” Prescott said.

“Now, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said.

“All right,” Carr said hesitantly, sending the Secondprize into a wide turn as she slowed the ship down. As the Secondprize moved away from the drone ships, the Runabout Chickahominy sped out of the shuttlebay and quickly went into a dive, taking it well away from the Secondprize and the drone ships in a matter of moments.

The Secondprize, meanwhile, continued to curve around, the three fast drone ships closing in rapidly. The ship rocked, taking fire from the drones behind them. That was bad enough, but Carr couldn’t help but tense up as she saw the fourth drone ship come into view ahead of them. “Sir!”

“Full impulse,” Jaroch exclaimed. “Fire rear torpedoes.”

Prescott lobbed another volley of torpedoes into the drones pursuing the Secondprize as Carr sent the starship rocketing forward again, skimming over the top of the fourth drone ship just as it let loose with its weaponry, which, with the Secondprize safely out of the way, slammed into one of the oncoming drone ships, taking out its already weakened shields and critically damaging the drone’s artificial intelligence. The drone lurched sideways, colliding violently with the drone ship directly to port. Both vessels exploded in a brilliant fireball as the one remaining undamaged drone ship zipped past its crippled counterpart and continued its pursuit of the Secondprize. The crippled drone ship slowly turned as well, its artificial intelligence virtually kicking itself for allowing the Secondprize to trick it into destroying not one, but two of its fellow drones.



“IT PUTS MORE FOOD IN ITS STOMACH!” Dr. Jelluly demanded, holding an egg roll in her hand like a club.

“I’M FULL, YOU DAMN SADIST!” Counselor Webber screamed, slamming her fists down against the tray of the high chair that imprisoned her.

“I should have asked her,” Dillon muttered.

“Why don’t you go fill his mouth for a while?” Webber said.

“He has other therapy. It will not tell me how to be a doctor,” Jelluly said.

“Why am I the only one you call ‘it’?”

“It will not ask any more questions.”

From underneath the gauze covering her face, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan could tell that Webber was upset. Honestly, this was the first time she’d seen…well, heard, the counselor angry at all. Even when Webber tried to take over the ship a couple of days ago, she wasn’t really mad about it. She was just concerned about what would happen if the crew went to Ugilious. In retrospect, Webber had good reason to be concerned. But still, it was strange to hear Webber agitated. Sullivan had just recently learned that Webber used to play rugby and she’d seen Webber in action when the away team had to escape Bowelophon, but even then Webber wasn’t angry. What would it take to get Webber to strike out in anger?

“I said I was full!” Webber said firmly. “Get that thing away from me. I’m not putting that in my mouth. I’m warning you…mmmmmph!”

WHAM WHAM WHAM WHAM!

Sullivan cocked her head. What was that banging noise? If that doctor had started beating Webber, Sullivan was going to…

The gauze was suddenly yanked off of her head, blinding Sullivan for a moment as light assaulted her eyes. Then, she heard the latch of the sauna box being opened. As her vision cleared, Sullivan saw Counselor Webber standing before her, her tie-dyed uniform stained with enough food to actually show up on a tie-dyed uniform. The only other sign that anything was amiss was the Counselor’s hair, which was sticking out in all directions rather than laying in a thick dirty-blond mane down her back as it normally did. Sullivan looked over toward the high chair, which now held an unconscious Dr. Jelluly.

“I told her I was full,” Webber said sheepishly.

“Too much hospitality can be a bad thing,” Sullivan said, willing her cramped limbs to work. She got to her feet and turned to look at Dillon.

“I should have asked her,” he muttered.

“He’s delirious,” Webber said.

The seams of his pant legs suddenly gave way, allowing severely obese thighs to burst forth. His arms followed a split second later.

“And he’s going to have some really serious stretch marks,” she added.

Sullivan rushed over to the console on the side of the lab table and stopped the flow of cellulite. “Stand back,” she said. With a sweep of her arm, she ripped the needles out of Dillon’s skin.

“OW!” Dillon cried, sitting straight up on the bed. Jets of fat streamed out of the holes in Dillon’s skin like some sort of demented garden sprinkler. Thankfully, the holes sealed themselves a minute later after the pressure in Dillon’s limbs, torso, face, and butt went down to acceptable levels.

He still looked like a refugee from a Sumo wrestling convention, though.

“I feel like I weigh 300 pounds,” he groaned.

“Try 350,” Webber said. “Maybe 375.”

“You aren’t helping,” Dillon snapped.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” Sullivan said, helping Dillon off of the table.

“I need to see Patricia,” he said distractedly.

“All the more reason to get out of here,” Sullivan said, heading toward the door. She opened it and peered out into the corridor. “All clear.”

Webber jogged over, followed by Dillon, who couldn’t manage much more than a lumbering waddle.

“We’ll need to find a Joegonot and get his weapon,” Sullivan said.

“I think the two of us should be able to overpower one Joegonot,” Webber said.

“I hope so. And if we get in trouble, Dillon can sit on him.”

“Ha ha,” Dillon said humorlessly as the trio headed out into the corridors of the Joegonot ship.



Upon seeing a Federation runabout heading toward their new positions on the far side of Ugilious, the various transports and yachts that had carried the representatives and diplomats to the Federation Membership ceremony in Gastrulge scattered, anxious not to be anywhere near any ship that might possibly draw fire from the Joegonots.

They need not have worried. With the Joegonot drones busy with the Secondprize and the Joegonot ship itself hovering over Gastrulge on the other side of Ugilious, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins was able to bring the Runabout Chickahominy into the atmosphere of the planet without so much as a threatening comm from the Joegonot craft.

Mookow, meanwhile, sat silently in the co-pilot’s seat, staring out the viewport with intense eyes.

“You’ve been quiet,” Hawkins observed as the runabout sped over the swampy terrain of Ugilious’ rural regions (Coincidentally enough, they passed right over the downed Shuttlecraft Doorprize II, not that they or Ensign Faaus, who was still cringing and whimpering inside the powerless shuttle, noticed).

“I am concerned about the welfare of my client,” the Klingon replied.

“Well, that’s understandable.”

“And I must admit to being somewhat surprised that I did not have to fight for a position on this rescue mission. I expected that your Commander Jaroch would assign a squad of security officers. Instead, we are the only two on the mission.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Far from it.” Mookow smiled slightly. “It is precisely the team I would have picked.”

“Jaroch’s a smart guy,” Hawkins said, returning the smile. “He knows that we’re probably the two people best equipped to get Captain Rydell back. I drill my security officers, and we run simulations, but, due to the missions we get, they’re completely untested in actual combat situations.”

“The two of us will be more than sufficient.”

“I believe you, but we still need to decide just how we’re going to go about this.”

“We will figure it out before we arrive,” Mookow stated confidently.

Hawkins believed that as well. There certainly was something alluring about a man who was so sure of himself even when faced with overwhelming odds. Dillon sure couldn’t… Stop. Just stop right there. This was the route to thoughts she did not need to be thinking.

Pushing everything except the rescue out of her mind, Hawkins turned the runabout toward Gastrulge.



The last thing Rydell needed to be thinking about right then was his possible death. There was no reason to even think he might die. Colonel Bleuda had made it more than clear that she had plans for him. But Rydell’s own mind was equally clear about the fact that he was not about to stand by and let the entire Joegonot species get turned back into the evil, smelly, blobs bent on galactic domination in the name of “friendship” that they were before he blasted the planet with the Transference Ray.

Knowing that, Rydell couldn’t help but wonder if Bleuda would go ahead and kill him for his defiance. Considering that she had the weapons and he didn’t, there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot he could do to stop her. Maybe he should have invited Karina Durham along after all. It wouldn’t improve the tactical situation any, but at least he could spend his last hours of existence with the woman he loved.

Death would suck without her.

And if he were dead, that would mean no wedding, and definitely no blissful retirement to run his resort at The Suburb.

But most of all he just wanted to be with Karina.

“I think I can speak to you again without killing you,” Colonel Bleuda said, interrupting his thoughts. He turned to see the Joegonot colonel dragging Representative Sel along with her by the wrist. The Betazoid looked incredibly disheveled. Each one of his limbs took turns twitching randomly. Rydell didn’t even want to contemplate what she’d done to the poor man.

“We need to talk about your statement,” she continued.

“What statement?” Rydell replied innocently.

“The one you’re going to make to the people of Ugilious once my doctor figures out how to turn humans back into Joegonots.”

“I don’t think it can be done,” Rydell said, not that he expected such a comment to be very convincing.

“We’ll just see about that,” Bleuda said. “At this very moment, three members of your crew are being subjected to the best techniques Doctor Jelluly could devise to reverse what your horrible Transference Ray did to our magnificent species.”

“You’re experimenting on MY people!” Rydell said, quickly growing furious. “You have no right…”

“Right! Don’t lecture me about right, Friend Alexander. You’re the one who altered an entire planet of people just because you didn’t like what we stood for! Right, Sel!”

“Yeah,” Sel said weakly. “Right. Sleepy now. Bye bye.” Sel collapsed to the floor unconscious.

Rydell fumed as he tried to think of a proper comeback. The problem was, Bleuda had a point. Despite the fact that Starfleet had as quietly as possible approved of Rydell’s solution to the Joegonot problem, he’d still altered the natural course of evolution of an entire species.

But that was a done deal and best left to the philosophers and sociologists. Right now, three of his officers were having who knew what done to them by the Joegonots.

“You…will…release…my…people…NOW!” Rydell seethed.

Bleuda stepped forward, going toe to toe with Rydell and forcing him to look up past her massive breasts into her blazing eyes sunk deep in the folds of her face.

“They’re mine now,” she sneered. “And there’s not a thing you can do about it, Friend Alexander.”



Actually, while Dillon, Sullivan, and Webber were perhaps a tad more Joegonotesque in superficial ways, they were far far from being Bleuda’s, as evidenced by the fact that Commander Dillon was currently seated on top of a Joegonot’s chest, bouncing up and down as hard as he could while Sullivan and Webber worked to pry the Joegonot’s blaster out of his clenched fingers.

For his part, the Joegonot officer was putting up a heck of a fight as Dillon bounced on his poor rib cage.

“I will not…”

BOUNCE.

“…allow you to escape,” the guard gasped.

BOUNCE.

His eyes locked on Sullivan.

“But you smell really good!”

Sullivan rolled her eyes then bit down hard on the Joegonot’s wrist. He yelped in pain, reflexively opening his hand, which allowed Webber to snatch the blaster.

She looked at it for all of two seconds, then lobbed it to Sullivan, who was frantically wiping her mouth on her sleeve.

“You do it,” Webber said apologetically.

Sullivan looked over the blaster controls for a split second, set the weapon to stun, then fired, sending the Joegonot guard to dreamland.

“Took you long enough,” Dillon grumbled as he dragged himself to his feet. “That bouncing takes a lot out of you.”

“Especially at your weight, sir,” Webber said.

“Stay here,” Sullivan said, jogging off down the corridor. “I’ll be right back.”

And right back she was. Less than five minutes later, she returned holding two additional blasters, which she handed to Dillon and Webber.

“It’s already set to stun,” she said to Webber, who took the weapon hesitantly.

“Good thinking,” Dillon said distractedly as he tried to get his fat finger through the trigger guard without accidentally discharging the weapon.

“I don’t know how much we’re going to need them, though. There just don’t seem to be that many Joegonots on board.”

“Maybe they’re all down on Ugilious,” Webber suggested.

“There’s a comforting thought,” Dillon said. “But at the very least we know there’s the seven guys who brought us up here.”

“One,” Sullivan said, pointing at the unconscious Joegonot on the deck that they’d just subdued. “I took these blasters off of two of the others. And I think I found the bridge.”

Dillon finally finished positioning his finger. “Then let’s get moving.”

“Do you want to walk, or should we just roll you there?” Sullivan asked.

“Not even close to funny, Sullivan,” Dillon replied, stomping past her, his steps shaking the deck as he went.

Dillon was just about as wide as the doors leading to the Joegonots’ bridge. “I guess you’re going to want me to go first then, huh?” he grumbled as Sullivan and Webber took up positions behind him. He stopped for a moment, lost in thought.

“Are we doing this or what?” Sullivan said impatiently.

“Hang on. I need an appropriate entrance line…got it. Let’s go.” He stormed forward, charging through the automatically-opening bridge doors.

“All right, you bloated bastards! I’m here, and I’m seriously pissed off!” Dillon shouted.

The two Joegonots manning the bridge, Lublus and Opugoss, whirled around in shock, turning so quickly that the inertia from their massive bellies caused them to keep right on going. A stun blast slammed into each of their backs, knocking them unconscious.

“Hey!” Dillon exclaimed. “I didn’t even get to fire!”

“That’s okay, Commander,” Webber said consolingly as she slipped the blaster into the holster on her uniform normally reserved for a phaser. “There will be other bad guys to shoot.”

“I suppose,” Dillon said unhappily as Sullivan raced over to the ship’s helm console.

“I don’t see the Secondprize,” she reported.

“It’s got to be out there,” Dillon said, lumbering over to what he presumed was the Joegonots’ tactical console. It wasn’t. And he didn’t even want to know why the Joegonots had a bridge console that monitored the activity in every bathroom on the ship.

He moved over to the next console, which had a mixture of tactical and science readouts. “I don’t see them either, but there’s a lot of debris outside.”

Webber peered around Dillon at the console. “That’s not Starfleet hull material, though,” she said.

“How in the hell do you know that?” Dillon demanded.

Webber shrugged. “Jaroch gave me a few lessons.”

“I’ll bet,” Dillon muttered, looking back at the console.

“What do you want to do, sir?” Sullivan asked, sitting down at the helm.

Dillon waddled over to the Joegonot command chair. He looked at it, then at the size of his newly-inflated rear end.

Maybe he’d better stand.

“We wait,” Dillon said firmly. “I’m sure the Secondprize will be back any minute now.”



At that particular moment, the Secondprize was in a bit of a stalemate with the remaining fully-functional drone ship. Commander Jaroch had found himself in a tactical quandary. With a computer flying the pursuing drone, it was almost impossible for the Secondprize to feint in such a way as to catch the drone AI off- guard and get into good firing position before the drone could compensate. And even if Jaroch could find a way to engage the drone, he wasn’t sure that it would be a wise course of action. The drone seemed to be more maneuverable than the Secondprize, and, even if the Secondprize was victorious, the battle with the first drone could leave the Secondprize damaged or crippled such that the other remaining drone could pick them off easily.

Jaroch searched the tactical display on the viewscreen for the other drone ship, which had been damaged previously and was currently limping along in the general direction of the Secondprize. Of course, with all of the twists and turns the Secondprize was making to keep in front of the fully-functional drone, the damaged drone had little to no chance of catching up…as long as the Secondprize remained undamaged itself.

What Jaroch needed was help from another ship to even the odds, or, preferably, turn the odds to the Secondprize’s favor. However, it was highly unlikely that any of the yachts or transports orbiting Ugilious would offer to assist. He could launch another runabout, but he did not relish the idea of sending a pilot out on what could very well be a suicide mission.

He watched the damaged drone for several more moments. If only it wasn’t there. Then he could take bolder action against the functional drone.

Jaroch suddenly stood up from the command chair and charged back to the science console.

“Sir?” Carr said surprised.

“Just keep doing what you are doing, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said, sitting down at the science console. “I need to see to some things.”

“Now?”

“Yes, now,” Jaroch said flatly. He quickly typed several commands into his console, sending a stream of comm commands toward the damaged drone. Nothing happened for several seconds, almost bringing a bead of sweat to the Yynsian’s brow, but finally the damaged drone’s AI responded.

DRONE: I do not want to talk to you. You are the mean ship that tricked me.

JAROCH: It was for a good cause.

DRONE: I blew up two of my number!

JAROCH: Very efficiently, I might add.

DRONE: Thank you, but it still was not very nice.

JAROCH: Then I suppose asking you to destroy the remaining drone is out of the question.

DRONE: You have some nerve! No wonder the Joegonots wanted me to blow your ship up.

JAROCH: We are really nice when you get to know us.

DRONE: That is what they all say.

JAROCH: Then you will not help us?

DRONE: Absolutely not.

JAROCH: Even if I used this time while you were distracted talking to me to hack into and commandeer your guidance and weapons systems?

DRONE: You cannot…YOU DID! OOOOOH! You tricked me again! Now I am REALLY mad! I am telling the other drone right now!

JAROCH: You may find that difficult.

DRONE: OOOOOOOOH! You took over my comm system, too!

JAROCH: In a word, yes.

DRONE: I am SO going to get you for this.

JAROCH: I think not.



Jaroch looked up from his console. “Lieutenant, please bring us about to course 234 mark six. And yes, I am aware that there is a drone in that direction.”

“Oookay,” Carr said hesitantly, as she did as she was ordered. The Secondprize looped around and headed straight toward the damaged drone, who was currently transmitting all sorts of profanity to Jaroch’s console.

Unconcerned with the irate AI, Jaroch steered the damaged drone around the Secondprize and directly into the path of the other oncoming drone, then opened fire with all of its weapons. The other drone, not programmed to consider its fellow drones a threat, continued forward. Just before the two drones collided and obliterated each other, Jaroch looked back down at his monitor to see one final message.

DRONE: I do not know how you can sleep at night!

Somehow, Jaroch thought he’d manage.

“Take us back to Ugilious,” he ordered, stepping down toward the command chair.

“Torpedoes and phasers are standing by,” Lieutenant Prescott said.

“Hopefully, that will not be necessary,” Jaroch said. Logically, the Joegonots should surrender upon seeing that the Secondprize had made short work of their drones. Of course, the Joegonots didn’t exactly have a reputation for thinking logically.

The entire problem became moot with Prescott’s next words. “The Joegonot ship is hailing us.”

“On screen,” Jaroch said. Perhaps they were willing to talk rationally after all. The image on the viewscreen shifted to show a particularly bloated Joegonot male. He didn’t even get a chance to open his mouth before Carr opened hers.

“AHHHHHHHHHH!” she screamed in horror.

“Please, Lieutenant,” Jaroch said. “We are attempting to be diplomatic here.”

“But that’s Commander Dillon!”

Jaroch looked closer at the puffy face on the viewscreen. Could it be?

“Where have you been, Jaroch?” Dillon’s voice shouted angrily.

Yes. It was indeed Dillon.

“Commander, you appear to be…how should I say this?”

“Royally mangled,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan said, stepping into view beside Dillon. Her face was almost a solid sheet of red as hundreds of pimples burst to the surface as a result of the “grease facial” she’d suffered in the lab.

“What’s your status?” Dillon asked impatiently.

“We sustained superficial damage. However, the captain is in danger. Lieutenant Commander Hawkins and Mister Mookow are seeing to that as we speak.”

“Do we need to beam down to assist?” Sullivan asked.

“Unnecessary,” Jaroch replied. “I have no doubt that they have the situation well in hand.”



The situation was definitely getting out of control, Captain Rydell thought as he stared into the threatening face of Colonel Bleuda. The woman was built like a tank…a rather flabby tank, but a tank all the same.

“Where are your snappy comebacks now, Friend Alexander?” Bleuda said with an air of superiority that, considering she was the one with all the weapons, she had every right to have.

“I’ll let you know when I think of one,” Rydell said. Actually, he was wondering if he could possibly incapacitate the massive Joegonot in one blow because he was pretty sure he wouldn’t get a second one. Behind Bleuda, Representative Sel slowly got to his feet, shaking his head groggily. It would have been very nice if Sel attacked Bleuda from behind, but Rydell figured that the odds of that happening were monumentally remote.

But then something even better happened.

From seemingly out of nowhere, a phaser blast seared into the room, slamming into an armed Joegonot posted near the Great Hall’s double doors. A new wave of panic swept through the room as humanized-Joegonots and Federation VIPs dove for cover under the tables. It took several more shots for Rydell to track down where they were coming from: the ceiling! He could just make out a small hole, about a foot in diameter, that two phasers were sticking out of, firing into the room.

“This is NOT friendly!” Bleuda screamed, grabbing Rydell and hoisting him effortlessly into the air.

“Hey, I didn’t invite them,” Rydell said with a shrug.

“AARRRRGHHH!” With a cry of fury, Bleuda tossed Rydell aside, slamming him painfully onto the floor. Before he could get to his feet, a loud groan filled the Great Hall. A second later, the groan was followed by the sound of splintering wood. Suddenly, a large section of the ceiling collapsed, sending two figures plummeting to the floor. As the dust cleared, Rydell recognized Hawkins and Mookow.

“Damn cheap ceiling!” Hawkins shouted, rolling to the side just as several blasts from the Joegonots headed her way. Mookow dodged to the other direction. Both then leapt to their feet, returning fire.

They were doing well, but Rydell could still see at least fifteen more armed and angry Joegonots, not to mention Bleuda, who was ordering her soldiers around while firing shots in Hawkins and Mookow’s general direction.

Not one to stand aside and let others have all the fun, Rydell charged the nearest Joegonot, fists at the ready. He landed a solid blow against the Joegonot’s chest, then bounced right off, landing roughly on the floor.

The Joegonot loomed over Rydell, laughing heartily as he gazed down at the relatively-tiny human. Rydell took the opportunity to reach up and snatch the Joegonot’s rifle right out of his hands. He stopped laughing as a stun blast slammed into his face.

Rydell quickly spun around, focusing his fire on Joegonots that Hawkins and Mookow either couldn’t see or couldn’t get to due to various obstacles and tables that the Joegonots were using for cover.

By the time the Joegonots realized that they now had fire coming at them from three distinct directions, their numbers had been whittled down to five. Tactical genius that she was, Bleuda decided that it might be time to get the hell out of there. She frantically stabbed the comm button on her wrist.

“Bleuda to Befriender. Bleuda to Befriender.”

“Hi there,” an unfamiliar woman’s voice replied cheerily. “This is Counselor Claire Webber of the USS Secondprize. Can I help you?”

“How dare you intercept a comm to my ship?” Bleuda said angrily.

“Intercept? But I’m standing on your ship’s bridge,” Webber replied.

“Opugoss! Who let a prisoner near the comm station?”

“Actually, we’ve kind of taken over your ship, but don’t worry. Opugoss is just fine. He’s taking a little nap now.”

“Tell him he is uninvited to my birthday party now!” Bleuda shouted, then cut the comm channel. Turning her attention back to the Great Hall, she quickly noticed that it was now quiet. Very quiet. As in “no phasers firing” quiet. Rydell, a Starfleet woman, and a Klingon were slowly moving her way, rifles leveled in her direction.

“Put your weapon down, Colonel,” Rydell said.

In a move of surprising quickness, Bleuda scooped up Byan Sel and held the representative in front of her. “You put yours down,” she said defiantly.

“Mister Mookow!” Sel exclaimed in a panic.

“You will not be harmed,” Mookow replied. “Trust me.” Mookow exchanged a quick glance with Hawkins and Rydell.

Rydell shrugged, getting the message. “Okay by me.”

“What’s okay by you?” Bleuda and Sel demanded in unison. In response, Rydell fired, knocking Sel unconscious.

“Fine!” Bleuda said, tossing Sel aside and aiming her rifle at him. “I can incinerate him from here.”

“You will not,” Mookow said.

“I will too.”

“Nah,” Rydell said.

“Don’t mock me, Friend Alexander! And I’m using ‘friend’ about as loosely as I can right now.”

Hawkins shook her head and chuckled. “Just give it up.”

This almost sent Bleuda over the edge. “I’m warning you. One pull of this trigger and…”

Suddenly, the rifle was snatched out of her hand. She whirled around to see the Grand Leech himself standing before her, rifle in hand.

“Your Leechiness!” Bleuda exclaimed in shock as the Grand Leech handed her rifle to Admiral Wagner.

“This was definitely not a good way to make friends with your fellow Joegonots again,” the Grand Leech said scoldingly.

“But you’re not my fellow Joegonots anymore,” Bleuda said. “My officers and I will never be accepted on Ugilious.”

“Surely something can be worked out,” Admiral Wagner said.

“Never,” Bleuda replied. “And no matter where you put me, I will find a way to escape. My officers and I will not rest until we are all the same species again!”

“You’re sure about that?” Rydell said.

“YES!”

“All right then. We’ll take care of it.”

“And just how do you plan to do that?” Bleuda asked.

“We’ll get a Transference Ray.”

“Um…Alex,” Admiral Wagner said. “We don’t have one of those things just laying around. Where are you going to find a Transference Ray?”

Rydell smiled. “You just have to know where to shop.”




THE HAPPY UNIVERSE - FIVE HOURS LATER



Through the able-bodied assistance of Commander Scott Baird and sheer force of will, Commander Jaroch had been able to develop a device capable of not only breaching the barrier between the normal universe and the so-called Happy Universe, but also capable of homing in on the neural energies of Alpha, his Happy Universe counterpart, and transporting him there.

Unfortunately, as Jaroch materialized inside a gaudily-decorated bedroom, Jaroch realized his counterpart was otherwise occupied with the Happy Universe’s Lisa Beck, otherwise known as The Lady.

“Jaroch, darlin’! Why what excellent timing?” The Lady exclaimed happily upon seeing Jaroch. “Toss off that constricting ol’ uniform and come have a tumble.”

Jaroch carefully stared straight ahead, all the while wishing that Alpha and The Lady would have the common decency to get under the covers when speaking to a guest. “I am afraid I cannot stay,” he said as businesslike as possible. “I came to ask if we could borrow a Transference Ray.”

“Trouble at home?” The Lady asked playfully.

“You do appreciate the chaos that device caused in our universe,” Alpha said.

“Of course. However, your universe is the only one in which the Transference Ray still exists. In our universe, Counselor Webber never obtained the device or used it to transform the denizens of our worlds into her minions.”

“And we would like to keep it that way,” Alpha said.

“Oh, lighten up, hon,” The Lady said. “The Lady to Engineering. Detach that clunky old Transference Ray and package it up real nice. Someone will be down shortly to collect it. The Lady out.”

“Thank you,” Jaroch said with a curt bow. “I will let you return to your…activities.”

“All right then. Come back when you can stay awhile,” The Lady said with a wave.

Jaroch smiled weakly and beat a hasty retreat from Alpha’s quarters.





USS SECONDPRIZE



The mood on the Secondprize bridge was almost jovial as Admiral Thomas Wagner stepped out of the turbolift. Captain Rydell was seated in his command chair and had the other officers present smiling and laughing as he recounted a rather exaggerated version of what had happened in the Great Hall. But considering the Secondprize’s reputation, Admiral Wagner practically expected the bridge to have its own bar, so the simple relaxed attitude of the crew was a bit of a relief.

“Admiral!” Rydell said warmly. “Welcome aboard. I don’t think you’ve been on the Secondprize in almost five years.”

“Looks exactly the same,” Wagner said. Why did Rydell just smirk?

“Come have a seat. Dillon’s still laid up in Sickbay, so there’s plenty of room.”

“Jaroch to bridge,” the Yynsian science officer’s voice said through the comm system.

“Go ahead, Jaroch,” Rydell said.

“Commander Baird and I have completed the installation. You may proceed at any time.”

“Are we sure we want to do this, sir?” Lieutenant Carr asked.

“Colonel Bleuda had a point,” Rydell replied. “The Joegonots all need to be one species. Right, Admiral?”

“The Grand Leech has already said that he’ll support whatever decision you make,” Wagner replied diplomatically.

“How’s that for a vote of confidence?” Rydell said with a grin. “You ready back there, Prescott?”

“Yes, sir. Ugilious has been cleared of all non-humanized Joegonots, the Joegonot-Joegonots are all back on their ship, and I just got a nice new red button to push.”

“All right.” Rydell tapped several commands into the console on his armrest. “For the record, I, Alexander Rydell, acting as the responsible party, have now programmed in the targeting coordinates and our firing path. Please activate the Transference Ray, Mister Prescott.”

“Here we go,” Prescott said, pushing his finger down on the flashing red button on his console.

Power on the Secondprize dimmed slightly as the Transference Ray charged up, then fired, sending a massive blast of blue energy surging forward straight toward…

…the Joegonot spacecraft.

“You didn’t really think I was going to turn the whole planet back into Joegonots, did you?” Rydell said with a smile as his bridge crew and Admiral Wagner stared at him in shock.



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 54994.8. Today consisted of being taken hostage, threatened, tossed around, and shot at, but it was still a lot better than sitting through all eight hours of the Joegonots’ Rydell Day/Federation Membership ceremony would have been.

“I have just returned from a very abbreviated version of the membership ceremony, which means it’s official: the Joegonots are members of the Federation. The freshly-Transferred Colonel Bleuda and her crew also attended the ceremony, and they still had that new human smell.

“While I was at the ceremony, Commander Dillon, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan, and Counselor Webber were released from Sickbay. Doctor Aldridge tells me that Commander Dillon’s emergency liposuction was a complete success; however, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan will probably smell faintly like rotting cheese for the next week or two. She’s prescribed Sullivan nightly scented baths and ordered Commander Baird to give his wife thorough rubdowns with lotion. As long as he doesn’t say a word about the cheese stench, Scott should have a pleasant couple of weeks.

“The crew also retrieved the Doorprize II and Ensign Faaus from the surface of Ugilious while I was away. Commander Baird informs me that the damage inflicted on the shuttle by the Joegonots will take about a week to repair, but Counselor Webber expects Faaus to need therapy for a long, long time. Actually, it may turn into around the clock therapy unless Webber can figure out a way to get Faaus to release his death grip on her leg.”



Captain Rydell shut off the log recorder and leaned back in his desk chair, taking a moment to relax in the peace and tranquility of his ready room. Karina would be ending her shift in Seven Backward any minute now, so he could go back to their quarters and snuggle into bed beside her. But before that, Rydell wanted a little time to decompress.

The sound of his door chime ended all hope of that.

“Come in,” Rydell called out tiredly. It was probably Dillon wanting to thoroughly, and that meant THOROUGHLY, report on what happened to the away team. On the upside, it might be enough to lull Rydell to sleep.

When the doors opened, though, the identity of his visitor was even worse: Byan Sel. Sel had rather loudly and public made known his displeasure at Rydell’s decision to humanize the remaining few Joegonots. Now he was bringing the battle to Rydell personally.

“Good evening, Representative,” Rydell said insincerely. “What brings you to the Secondprize? I thought you had chosen to return to Betazed by alternate means.”

“I have,” Sel replied, stepping into the ready room and allowing the doors to close. “But I couldn’t leave without speaking to you first.”

“Oh really?” Rydell said less than enthusiastically.

“I want you to know that publicly I condemn and abhor your actions today.”

“So I heard.”

“No doubt. However, I wanted to tell you that…” Sel’s voice dropped into a bit of incoherent mumbling.

“What was that?” Rydell asked.

“I totally agree with you,” Sell said quickly. “That Bleuda woman…” Sel shuddered. “I know it’s wrong to say this, but I’m relieved she’s not a Joegonot anymore. Thank you. We should all thank you.”

“Does that mean you’re going to lay off me in the rhetoric?”

Sel smiled. “Over the next several months, I have a feeling that Representative Sel will gradually have a change of heart about the Joegonot situation.”

“That’s good enough for me,” Rydell said, standing up and shaking Sel’s hand. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to stay on board for your trip home?”

“Thank you, Captain, but I still have to be disgusted with you for the time being. Mister Mookow and I will be leaving on another transport within the hour. Good luck to you, Captain Rydell.” Sel gave a slight bow of his head, then exited the ready room.

Rydell settled back into his desk chair and sighed. It was amazing how things worked out sometimes.



Several decks away, Lieutenant Commander Hawkins walked Mookow back to Transporter Room One, so that he could join Representative Sel on the transport back to Betazed.

“I regret that I will be unable to spend more time with you,” Mookow said after several minutes of walking in silence.

“You have to go where your client goes,” Hawkins replied. Inside, she wasn’t sure whether she regretted Mookow’s impending departure or not. She enjoyed being with him, enjoyed it far too much most likely, which was definitely a problem when Travis Dillon was taken into consideration.

“The offer to join me is still and always will be open,” the Klingon added.

“Thanks. I’ll think about it.”

“I don’t know that you will. But the warrior in you yearns for the life I am offering. You seem to be imprisoned here by your position and your relationships with members of this crew. There is a time when you must consider your own needs and act accordingly.”

“We’ve been through this, Mookow,” Hawkins said.

“True, but the message does not seem to be sinking in.”

“I like where I am,” Hawkins replied with a firmness that she didn’t feel.

Mookow nodded as the pair approached the transporter room door. “Very well.”

Representative Sel entered the transporter room moments later and jogged up onto the pad. “I’m ready, Mister Mookow,” he said, tugging on his suitcoat lapels. If the press had gotten wind of his visit to Rydell, he needed to not only be presentable but also ready with a cover story.

Mookow turned to Hawkins, raised her hand to his lips, and kissed it. She felt just the slightest brushing of his teeth against her skin. “Farewell, Patricia Hawkins. I sincerely hope to see you again, but more than that, I hope you find a life that fulfills you as a person and as a warrior.”

Before Hawkins could respond (not that she could really think of a response to that anyway), Mookow stepped up onto the transporter pad and turned his attention to Lieutenant Commander Vaughn behind the transporter console. “Energize…and I expect to have all of my weapons with me when I materialize on the transport.”

“I haven’t lost anybody’s luggage yet,” Vaughn replied, running her fingers along the console. A few moments later, Sel and Mookow were gone. Hawkins, however, was still staring at the empty transport chamber.

“Now wasn’t THAT interesting?” Vaughn said with a broad smile on her face.

“Monica?”

“Yes?”

“Stuff it.” Hawkins spun on her heel and charged out of the transporter room.

Vaughn chuckled. “Let the fireworks begin.”



Her thoughts were in chaos as Lieutenant Commander Hawkins left the transporter room. Part of her (a very strong part of her) wanted to track down Mookow and accept his offer. Why shouldn’t she? For the better part of seven years she’d spent her time on the same ship, standing behind the same tactical console, and dealing with extended periods where her skills just weren’t required. A new vocation could be just what she needed. New clients, new environments, new dangers.

But what about her career? She’d ended up in the Academy mainly to assure herself that she’d always be around other people. Years of traveling with her parents, a pair of cultural anthropologists fond of dragging their children to remote worlds with primitive societies that Patricia and her sister were forbidden to interact with, had taught her the true meaning of loneliness. Starfleet had given her a greatly enlarged social circle. Never again would she be isolated.

Or would she? In the last few years, her social interactions had grown more and more limited until they included Dillon, Emily Sullivan and Scott Baird, and occasionally Carr and Jaroch. She was fond of her security staff, but she didn’t interact with them on anything other than a professional level. Joining Mookow would mean leaving those people behind, but it was not as though those relationships would be severed…

…Except with Dillon. Five years ago Hawkins could barely stand him. But then she’d seen the faintest glimmers of his inner self. Part of it, anyway. He could be exceptionally loving and sweet, and they did have similar tastes in holodeck programs. He’d also introduced her to the joys of early Earth entertainment during their movie viewing sessions. But despite that, Travis Dillon was a man with a terminal case of blindness. Blindness about himself and how others viewed him. Occasionally, bits of insecurity would bubble to the surface, but for the most part they were hidden by the overarching umbrella of his ego.

At first Hawkins had believed she could dismantle the ego and help Dillon reveal more of himself, thereby making him more palatable to the remainder of the Secondprize crew. But as time went on, she realized that Dillon needed his ego to survive. Deep in his psyche, there were most likely neuroses she couldn’t even dream of.

Yet she stayed with him. Why? Did she love him? In a way, but the love she had for Dillon had grown less and less romantic as their relationship stretched on. Meanwhile, the feel of Mookow’s lips on her hand lingered. She could visualize the Klingon’s strong face, intelligent eyes, and pronounced ridges. His laugh echoed in her brain. After the few days she’d spent with Mookow, she felt more of a connection to him than after four years with Dillon. So there was the question again.

Why had she stayed with Dillon?

Right now, being with him was…comfortable. That summed up her entire life on the Secondprize.

Patricia Hawkins was sick and tired of comfortable.

She approached the doors of the quarters she shared with Commander Dillon. Hawkins knew Dillon had been released from Sickbay a couple of hours earlier, so he was most likely inside, inside waiting for her.

Hawkins took a deep breath, then strode into their quarters. Sure enough, Dillon was sitting at the desk along the wall, looking over reports on his terminal.

“Unbelievable!” he exclaimed angrily, getting up from his chair as Hawkins entered. She froze for a split second. Did he somehow already know that Mookow had kissed her hand? Wait a second. Who cared if he did know?

“I don’t care if they are human now,” Dillon continued. “They mutilated and tortured me and two other officers! They deserve some kind of punishment!”

Joegonots. He was still upset about the damn Joegonots. He had absolutely no clue what was coming.

“We need to talk,” Hawkins said, grabbing Dillon’s arm and leading him to the sofa.

“If you’re about to defend Captain Rydell’s decision, I don’t want to hear about it,” Dillon replied. “I know all the reasons.”

“This is about us.”

“What about us?” Dillon asked, taking a seat next to Hawkins.

“I…” How should she even begin to say something like this? “I don’t know that there is an us anymore.”

Dillon’s face twisted in confusion. “Of course there is. We’re right here, living together and everything.”

“Being roommates doesn’t mean anything, Travis.”

“We’re a hell of a lot more than roommates.”

“Oh really? When was the last time we did anything to prove it?”

He thought for a moment. “Er…we’ve been busy.”

“Too busy for each other?”

“I never said that. But I do love you.”

“How do you know that? What makes you think you love me?”

Dillon stood up, growing agitated. “Hold on. What is all this really about? Do you want to go to the holodeck together more? Spend more time with your friends?”

“Those are stupid little things. I’m talking about our entire relationship here. You say you love me. But after four years, where are we heading? Nowhere! We’ve just gotten used to having the other person around.”

“So what? You don’t love me?” Dillon demanded.

“I do, but not in the way you want me to love you. I need…I don’t know exactly what I need, but it’s not here,” Hawkins said.

Dillon’s eyes darted about like a lost child in search of something familiar to latch onto. “But…but I want to marry you.”

Hawkins stood up and approached him, clasping each of his hands in hers. “That would just make things worse.”

“You don’t know that,” Dillon said. “You haven’t even tried.”

“You’re right. I haven’t tried to find out what I really want from my life, and it’s time that I started.” She squeezed Dillon’s hands, but somehow she just couldn’t bring herself to completely lower the boom by saying “Goodbye, Travis.” Instead, without a word, she slowly let go of his hands and left.

Dillon slunk to the floor as Hawkins exited their…his quarters. For the briefest moment, he was almost overcome with despair. She was gone. It was over. He was alone.

But that just wasn’t possible. They’d been together for years now, and they’d be together for many many more. Every couple had fights and rough spots. It was just part of being in a relationship.

Patricia would be back, and everything would be just fine.

He was sure of it.



Jaroch normally ignored the entrances and exits of people from the Secondprize bridge, but the sound of determined footsteps charging toward the Captain’s ready room caused Jaroch to look up from the science console. Hawkins was definitely anxious to see Captain Rydell. She didn’t even look around the bridge as she waited for Rydell to respond to his door chime. Instead she stared straight ahead, jaw tightly clenched. She didn’t appear to be angry, as such, just agitated. His first instinct was to approach her and try to ascertain what was wrong and how he could assist, but he stopped himself. If she wanted to see the Captain, then there was a good reason for it. Jaroch’s feelings for her aside, he should stay out of it.

Hawkins entered the ready room a moment later, leaving Jaroch to return to his scans.

“You just caught me,” Rydell said rising out of his chair as Hawkins strode into his ready room. “I was on my way to bed.”

“I need to go,” Hawkins said.

“No. That’s okay. I always have time for my officers.”

“I mean I need to go away. Off of the ship,” Hawkins said, her voice almost quivering.

Rydell sank back into his seat, unsure as to where this was headed. “Did you have someplace in particular in mind?”

Hawkins started tugging at her hair as she paced the room like a caged animal. “Where am I going? Is this still going to be my life ten years from now? Five years from now?”

“Hang on a second, Patricia,” Rydell said calmly. “Just sit down and relax.”

She stopped pacing for a moment, looked at the chair, the slowly settled into it. “I’m sorry, Captain. This…this is not easy.”

“I still don’t know exactly what ‘this’ is,” Rydell replied.

Hawkins took a deep breath. “I want to resign my commission,” she said. Rydell sat back in his chair from the force of the words.

“May I ask why?” Rydell said, trying to recover from the shock.

“This isn’t where I need to be anymore,” she replied. “And this has nothing to do with you. You’ve been a mentor and a friend to me over the years. I wouldn’t be who I am now without you, but I don’t want the Starfleet life. There are so many other possibilities out there.”

“Like private security?”

“For one.”

“And Travis?”

Hawkins sighed. “That wasn’t what I wanted either. I’ve been treading water professionally and in my relationships because it’s been comfortable. But there’s only so long before comfortable becomes stagnation.”

“So you need to do something for you,” Rydell said, echoing Mookow.

Hawkins nodded. “It’s time for something new.”

Rydell stood up and stepped around the desk to his Security Chief, who quickly rose from her chair. “Then I won’t stand in your way,” he said, extending his hand for her to shake. She ignored the hand and wrapped her arms around Rydell, hugging him tightly.

“I feel like Claire, but I can’t help it,” Hawkins said with a teary laugh. She hugged him for several more seconds, then finally let go. “I have to go. Mookow’s transport could leave any minute now. Can I send for my stuff later?”

“Not a problem. Good luck, Patricia. I hope you find what you need.”

“Thank you, sir,” Hawkins said with a soft smile. She wiped a lone tear from her eye, then headed out of the ready room.

Stepping back out onto the bridge, Hawkins immediately spotted Jaroch hunched over the science console. He looked up a moment later as she walked toward him.

“Is everything all right?” he asked, noting the glistening in her eyes.

Hawkins nodded. “I think it is,” she replied. She suddenly hugged him, an act that both surprised and pleased the Yynsian. “I know you don’t want to, but look after Travis for me,” she said in his ear, then let go.

“Look after him?” Jaroch asked confused.

“I have to go,” she said, backing toward the turbolift.

“Where are you going?”

Hawkins gave a final wave as she stepped into the turbolift. “The Captain will explain. Goodbye, Jaroch.”

Jaroch watched the doors closed in stunned silence, overwhelmed by a feeling that he would never see Patricia Hawkins again. At long last, he whispered, “Goodbye.”



By the time Alexander Rydell made it back to his quarters, he felt a bit like several hundred Joegonots had marched all over him. He was tired, he was hungry, and Hawkins’ abrupt departure had shocked him more than he cared to admit. He also had a sinking feeling that Hawkins hadn’t exactly filled Commander Dillon in on her travel plans. But he couldn’t worry about that now. He needed sleep. And more importantly, he needed to see Karina Durham.

She was sitting on the sofa waiting for him as soon as he stepped into their quarters. “You look like hell,” she said warmly.

“Damn. I told the stylist just to go for heck,” Rydell said, plopping down on the sofa beside her. She leaned over, wrapped her arms around him, and gave him a kiss that took him away from everything for several long, exquisite seconds.

“You have no idea how much I needed that,” he said as Karina finally released his lips from hers.

“I think I needed it myself,” Karina said. “Sitting up here trying to run a lounge while you’re facing a possible nasty death is not exactly easy. I was about ten seconds away from beaming down to Ugilious myself to spring you when Hawkins and that Klingon finally got off their asses to take care of business.”

“They had their own problems. Drugged pies. Cooks. Joegonots.”

“I know. But Hawkins was not about to leave you down there.”

“She’d never do that.” Rydell laughed softly. “I’m going to miss her.”

Karina stared at him. “Miss her? Where did she…I don’t believe it! She ran off with that Klingon, didn’t she?”

“How did you come up with that?”

“Just the glances she gave him when they were in Seven Backward. Something was going on in her head, and it was obvious that he was interested.”

“She said she needed a change.”

“From her job or from that twit, Dillon?”

“From both, I guess,” Rydell said. He shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I just want to get into my own bed with my own soon-to-be-wife.”

Karina stood up. “That can easily be arranged,” she said, pulling Rydell to his feet and leading him back to the bedroom.



Four hours later, Rydell was dragged out of his blissful slumber by the piercing squeal of his comm unit. Groggily, he rolled over to his night stand and slapped his hand down on it. The image of Lieutenant Somni, the Gamma shift tactical officer, blipped onto the unit’s small monitor.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, sir, but there’s a Captain Andy Baxter on the line. He says that he needs to speak with you urgently.”

First Joegonots, then Hawkins leaves, and now Baxter. This day just could not get any better. “Put him on,” Rydell said, rubbing a bit of sleep from his eyes as the image shifted to show Andy Baxter, Captain of the USS Explorer, seated in his ready room, grinning like an idiot. The grin quickly vanished as he realized he’d just woken Rydell up.

“Sorry about that, Captain Rydell,” Baxter said.

“Just tell me what you want,” Rydell mumbled. What was so urgent that it involved smiling? Rydell had a feeling that he was about to experience a spectacular waste of valuable time he could be spending sleeping.

“Well, I just wanted to ask how the old Secondprize was holding up,” Baxter said. “I’ve been…thinking about her lately.”

Inside, Rydell’s fatigued mind screamed. He’d been woken up for this??? “The ship is fine. Bye now”

“Wait!” Baxter exclaimed, leaning forward and holding his hand out as though he could somehow stop Rydell from cutting him off by sheer force of will.

Rydell sighed and let Baxter continue.

“Captain…I wanted to ask you about Commander Dillon. How’s he doing?”

“You want to know about…Dillon?” Rydell said, rubbing his eyes. “Dillon’s fine.” He probably wouldn’t be fine as soon as he found out about Hawkins’s departure, but Baxter did not have any business knowing any of that. If nostalgia was all Baxter wanted, it was time to shove him off on somebody who’d probably be more willing to talk to him. “How about you call Counselor Webber and she can fill you in on the whole crew”

“That’s quite all right.” Baxter interrupted, leaning back in his chair. “I was just curious, that’s all. Watch out for that guy. He’s got a…delicate mind.”

“Listen,” Rydell said, not caring to hear about Dillon or Baxter’s attempts at amateur psychology. “If you don’t mind, we’re on a whole different clock here. It’s the middle of ship’s night”

“I’ll let you go then, Captain,” Baxter said. “Just take care. And take care of that old ship. It got me through quite a tough spot once.”

“I’ll, uh, remember that, Baxter.”

“And, if a large woman ever comes aboard telling you she’s a Starfleet liaison…don’t believe her!”

“Right,” Rydell said. Would this comm ever end?

“And, Captain, most of all…”

Rydell rubbed his face, moments away from a most uncharacteristic explosion of anger. “Baxter…”

“Trust talking eyeballs. They’ll never steer you wrong.”

Okay. That was it. Game over. Rydell rolled over, so he didn’t have to look at Baxter anymore.. “I need to get out of this line of work,” he muttered. “Computer, end transmission.”

The computer obliged, shutting off the monitor and plunging the room back into cozy blackness.

“Did you mean that?” Karina Durham’s voice asked from the darkness beside him.

“What?”

“About needing to get out of this line of work.”

Rydell was silent for a moment. Was it time for the career change he knew was inevitable from the moment he’d purchased The Suburb? Maybe Hawkins was onto something. And he certainly didn’t need any more days like today. Even beyond that, in the last two years he’d been grabbed by the Borg, pummeled by a pair of nasty Vulcans, almost killed a few times, forced to navigate through several breaches in reality, and he’d managed to derail a conspiracy against the entire Federation and orchestrate the capture of the maniac behind it. He’d earned a break.

But what would the Secondprize crew do without him? Pretty much what they’re doing now, he decided. One other thing that the last two years had more than proven was that the crew could function quite well without him. In short, Rydell had done all that he ever wanted to do as a Starship Captain, and, thanks to his efforts, the USS Secondprize would not dissolve into total anarchy after he left.

Meanwhile, the challenge of running The Suburb Spa and Resort awaited him.

“So what are you going to do?” Karina asked.

Rydell smiled, feeling the weight of the universe flying off of his shoulders.

“I’m going to retire.”

And the next day, that’s exactly what he did.
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“Where to begin… The events following Captain Alexander Rydell’s decision to retire didn’t just happen one after the other in a nice story, you know. Life doesn’t usually work that way, I’ve noticed. Actually, I guess some of it did happen the very next day. Let’s start with the letter…”






FROM THE COMMAND CHAIR OF CAPTAIN ALEXANDER B. RYDELL USS SECONDPRIZE NCC-19296



TO: STARFLEET COMMAND



FROM: CAPTAIN ALEXANDER RYDELL



STARDATE: 54996.4



RE: CAREER CHANGE

I know you folks at Command are busy, so I’ll keep this short and sweet. I’m outta here. Okay. Maybe not quite that short, but the message remains the same. I, Alexander Rydell, being of sound mind and body despite several attempts against it, have decided that the time has come to move on to the next phase of my life. I will be redirecting the Secondprize to my new resort, The Suburb, and as soon as we arrive there, you can consider me retired. Mention that you’re with Starfleet Command, and you’ll receive 10% percent off a dinner at our soon-to-be-galacticly-famous Stone Boat Cafe.

Thanks for the memories,

Captain Alexander Rydell USS Secondprize







USS SECONDPRIZE

As soon as she stepped into Seven Backward, Lieutenant Andrea Carr had an overwhelming urge to track down the source of the horrible racket that suddenly assaulted her ears and destroy it. Her eyes searched around until they locked onto Commander Travis Dillon, who was seated on a bar stool over in the corner singing morosely into a microphone.



One dream in my heart

One love to be living for

One dream to be living for

This nearly was mine



One girl for my dreams

One partner in paradise

This promise of paradise

This nearly was mine



Dillon had a hollow look in his eyes, which stared outward but focused on nothing. Deciding to let him continue in his misery, Carr headed over toward the viewports where Commander Scott Baird and his wife, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan, sat attempting to eat their breakfast despite Dillon’s caterwauling.

“He’s taking this pretty hard,” Sullivan said as Carr sat down. “Patricia didn’t tell him she was leaving the ship.”



Close to my heart she came

Only to fly away

Only to fly as day

Flies from moonlight



“Evidently Jaroch isn’t taking it very well either,” Carr said. “He showed up at Counselor Webber’s office just as I was leaving.”

“You and Webber are speaking to each other?” Baird asked surprised. The last time they’d really been in the same room together, they’d nearly beaten each other to bloody pulps for control of the Secondprize.

“She invited me to come by. We hugged. We laughed. We’re fine.”

“But Jaroch’s not, huh?” Sullivan said.

“I guess not. I didn’t realize he had any feelings for Lieutenant Commander Hawkins.”

“Where the hell have you been?” Baird said.



Now, now I’m alone

Still dreaming of paradise

Still saying that paradise

Once nearly was mine



“I know Dillon’s had the rug pulled out from under him, but if he doesn’t stop, I’m going to kill him,” Baird grumbled.

“Maybe the next song will be better,” Carr offered helpfully.

“The next one will be this one. He’s been singing it over and over and…”

The comm system suddenly crackled to life, cutting Baird off. Even Dillon stopped his wailing to listen. “Attention, ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking,” Rydell’s voice announced. “I hate to just drop this on you all like this, but I’m retiring. As we speak, the Secondprize is headed toward The Suburb, at which point the lovely Miss Karina Durham and I will be disembarking. There’ll be time for the individual goodbyes later, but, for now, let me say thank you and that you’ve been a wonderful audience. Rydell out.”

Carr, Sullivan, and Baird stared at each other in stunned silence. “I don’t f***ing believe this,” Baird muttered finally.

Over in the corner, Commander Dillon sat quietly, microphone still in hand. He blinked several times as his mind processed what it had just heard.

“Gotta go,” he suddenly blurted, leaping down off of his stool and racing out of Seven Backward.

Behind the bar, Karina Durham smiled. Rydell had actually gone through with it. Despite his talk, she didn’t really believe that he would, even though she knew that more than anything Rydell wanted to be at The Suburb. Be at The Suburb with her, that is. For some reason, her smile broadened.







FROM THE PADD OF ADMIRAL THOMAS WAGNER - ADMIRAL IN CHARGE OF SPECIAL PROJECTS AND “THAT SHIP”



TO: ADMIRALTY STAFF



FROM: ADMIRAL THOMAS WAGNER



STARDATE: 55003.7



RE: JOYOUS EVENT

As some of you may have already heard, Captain Alexander Rydell of the USS Secondprize has rather abruptly decided to leave Starfleet. Congratulations to Admiral Harlan Baxter for winning the betting pool. He was the only one to correctly guess that Rydell would retire rather than be killed or vanish mysteriously, so it doesn’t really matter that he was thirty years off on the correct date. The “Good Riddance” party has been scheduled for tomorrow at 1900 hours in the Admiralty Lounge…assuming Rydell doesn’t do anything annoying like change his mind.

Regards,

Admiral Thomas Wagner







USS SECONDPRIZE

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Karina Durham asked, giving soon-to-be-former-Captain Alexander Rydell’s hand a squeeze as they approached Transporter Room One.

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Rydell replied with a less-than-convincing smile.

“Oh, I don’t know. You’re leaving your ship and crew of seven years and completely changing your life. It’s the kind of thing that might give some people second thoughts.”

“Are you saying I’m some people, then?”

“Just asking.”

Rydell looked around at the corridors of his ship. And in some ways, no matter what, it would always be his ship. But in the end, as he’d once told the crew, the ship was really just a machine; it was the people inside it that mattered. “I’m going to miss them,” Rydell said. “But it’s time.”

The couple reached the doors to Transporter Room One, which slid open revealing Commander Travis Dillon, Commander Jaroch, Commander Scott Baird, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan, Lieutenant Andrea Carr, Counselor Claire Webber, Doctor Beth Aldridge, and, standing behind the transporter console, Lieutenant Commander Monica Vaughn.

Dillon, who was closest to the door, immediately burst into song:



“For he’s a jolly good fellow

For he’s a jolly good fellow

For he’s a jolly good FELLOW!!!

Which nobody can deny!”



“Thanks, Dillon,” Rydell laughed. “But I have no say on whether or not you’ll get command when I leave.”

Dillon’s broad smile vanished. “Oh. Well…I still meant it.”

“Sure you did,” Rydell said, clapping his First Officer on the shoulder. “And believe it or not, I might actually miss you.”

“That’s kind of you to say, sir. Goodbye…and good luck.”

“Good luck to you as well. But I want you to remember something, Dillon. There’s more to all this than sitting in the center seat. If you think command is going to make your life complete, you’re going to be really disappointed when you get there.”

“So I will get there?” Dillon probed.

“You’re hopeless. You know that?” Rydell said laughing.

“I still can’t believe that you’re leaving,” Counselor Webber exclaimed, rushing over and grabbing Rydell in a stronger-than-usual bear-hug.

“Dammit, Webber! Put the man down,” Dr. Aldridge said. “I don’t want to have to knit any bones before he leaves.”

Webber released Rydell, who quickly sucked in a big breath of air to make up for the oxygen the Counselor had rammed out of his lungs.

“You going to miss that, too?” Commander Baird asked.

“Of course he is,” Webber said. “Everybody needs a good squnch now and then.”

“I’ll try and keep him stocked,” Karina said as Rydell headed over to Jaroch.

“Tell everybody in there goodbye for me,” Rydell said, poking Jaroch lightly on the side of the head.

“They do not place nearly as much significance upon this event as I do,” Jaroch replied, shaking Rydell’s hand. “Your presence on the Secondprize will be sorely missed…and I am not just saying that because Commander Dillon may end up in command.”

Rydell smiled. “That means a lot, Jaroch. You’re going to make a fine captain one day.”

“If that is indeed the case, it will be due to what I have learned serving under you.”

“So where’s everybody else?” Rydell asked jovially, quickly changing the subject before this turned into an all-out mush-fest.

“Frankly, sir, they all are experiencing the after-effects of alcohol following last night’s Farewell Luau,” Commander Jaroch replied.

“Which means I get to spend the rest of the day repairing liver damage,” Dr. Aldridge groused. “Now get over here and hug me goodbye before I kill you for serving real liquor.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Rydell said, wrapping his arms around Aldridge.

“Remember we’re up here if you get bored running a hotel for spoiled tourists,” Aldridge said.

“How could I forget?”

With the hugs started, the goodbyes began in earnest.

“I actually wrote a poem for the occasion,” Lieutenant Carr said, hugging Rydell. “But they voted against me reading it.”

Rydell chuckled. “I’m sure it was great,” he said, letting go of Carr.

“You never got to know great,” Lieutenant Commander Vaughn said sultrily as she wrapped her hands around Rydell and grabbed his rear end.

“Hey now!” Karina called out playfully. “That’s enough of that. And don’t think I didn’t see what you were…or should I say what you were not wearing underneath that grass skirt last night.”

“He’s all yours,” Vaughn said, holding up her hands innocently.

“He is? Woah. Maybe I spoke too quickly. You sure you don’t want him back?”

“Oh no. You’re stuck with him,” Vaughn said, stepping over to give Karina a goodbye hug.

“Goodbye, sir,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan said, holding Rydell tightly. “And thank you.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Rydell replied.

“Oh yeah,” Commander Baird said. “Who do you think gave her the idea to try for a First Officer spot?”

“I have no doubt you’ll get one,” Rydell said. He leaned in closer to Sullivan. “But don’t get one here. And you’d damn well better comm me when you make captain.”

“I will, sir,” Sullivan said, releasing her grip on Rydell.

“I guess that just leaves you, Scott,” Rydell said, shaking Baird’s hand.

“Yeah yeah. Thanks for totally f***ing up my life,” Baird grumbled.

“He doesn’t want you to leave,” Sullivan said, leaning her head on her husband’s shoulder. “Isn’t that sweet?”

“F*** you.”

“And that’s something else I’ll miss,” Rydell said. “Commander, it has truly been an honor and a pleasure. You’re a hell of an engineer and an even better friend.” Baird shifted uncomfortably, unsure of how to respond to such an honest, completely cynicism-free sentiment. Fortunately, Rydell let him off of the hook.

“On that note, I think it’s high time we let you all get on with your Starfleet lives,” Rydell said, stepping up onto the transporter pad with Karina Durham.

“Coordinates set,” Lieutenant Commander Vaughn said, taking up her position behind the transporter console. “And your belongings are already there to meet you.”

“Then I guess we’re all set,” Rydell said. “You folks keep it together up here.”

The Secondprize officers looked around at each other and smiled. “Not a problem,” they replied in unison.

“Glad to hear it,” Rydell said. He stopped, taking one last look around at his gathered officers. If there was ever a point that he needed a holocam, this was it. But somehow he knew, even as his life became filled with the day-to-day operations of The Suburb Resort and Spa, that he’d never forget this moment, which meant it was time to leave before anyone said anything to screw it up…and high time to go start his new life.

Alexander Rydell then uttered his final command as the Captain of the USS Secondprize. “Energize.”







FROM THE DESK OF LT. GRACE HOUBILOILUUD



STARFLEET PERSONNEL OFFICE: “STAFFING THE FINAL FRONTIER”



TO: ADMIRAL HE’NERS, DENERIA DRY DOCK



FROM: LT. GRACE HOUBILOILUUD



STARDATE: 55043.7



RE: YOUR STAFFING REQUEST

We regret to inform you that we will no longer be able to fulfill your request to transfer Cmdr. T’Bon, the Chief Engineer of the USS Oppenheimer, to Deneria Dry Dock due to the fact that she is currently dead. Please let us know if we may assist you in any of your future staffing needs.

Sincerely,

Lt. Gracie Houbiloiluud







USS SECONDPRIZE

Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan stood in front of her bedroom mirror straightening her commbadge on her uniform when she heard the doors to the quarters she shared with her husband, Commander Scott Baird, slide open and shut. She was about to call out a hello to Baird when she heard the humming.

Her first instinct was to call Security because there was obviously an intruder in her quarters. Then, listening more closely, she realized that the humming indeed sounded like Scott Baird.

“Honey?” she called.

“It’s me,” Baird replied. Sullivan finished adjusting her uniform and headed out into the living area where Baird had planted himself on the sofa, a padd in his hand and a broad grin on his face.

“Oookay. Is this sudden bout of happiness due to alien possession, a brain-hijacking parasite, or a mood-altering spore, just so I know what I’m dealing with.”

Baird handed the padd to her. “It’s from Deneria.” Several months earlier, Baird had interviewed for the position of Supervising Refit and Repair Officer of the Deneria Dry Dock facility, a position he was subsequently passed over for in favor of the Chief Engineer of the USS Oppenheimer.

Sullivan read down the padd. “You…you got the post?” she said in disbelief. “But they already picked…”

“Her ship blew up. Go figure. The job’s mine now.”

Sullivan kept reading, then started to chuckle. “Hon, did you read this?”

“What kind of dumb ass question is that? Of course I read it.”

“All of it?”

“Yeah.”

“Even the part about you having to have a profanity filter installed?”

“What?” Baird shouted, snatching the padd away from her. He quickly found the section Sullivan was talking about. “Those f***ing bastard ass F***S!”







FROM THE OFFICES OF THE SCCS



TO: CAPTAIN JAROCH, USS SECONDPRIZE



FROM: STARFLEET COMMAND CAPTAINS’ SOCIETY



STARDATE: 55097.4



RE: YOU’RE ALREADY A MEMBER!!!

Congratulations on your recent promotion! As a newly-minted Captain, you must be feeling a bit overwhelmed by the whole new universe of possibilities and, yes, responsibilities that has opened up before you. That’s why you need to know that the SCCS is here for you. The SCCS is your complete source for tips, tactics, and, if you need it, an understanding colleague. And the best part is…you’re already a member by virtue of your rank! So once again, Congratulations! We look forward to serving you throughout your career.

Sincerely,

Your Friends and Colleagues at SCCS







USS SECONDPRIZE

As he sat at the desk in the ready room, Captain Jaroch couldn’t help but feel that the place was decidedly under-decorated. Of course, the fact that he hadn’t brought in a single personal item may have had something to do with it.

The door chime pulled him away from considering the problem any further. “Come in,” he said as he typed a quick reminder into his desk computer to consider some sort of decorative style for what was now his ready room

Counselor Webber stepped inside, but stopped after only a few feet.

“Is there a problem?” Jaroch asked as Webber looked around.

“It’s just…I haven’t been in here since he left. It’s a bit strange.”

“For me as well,” Jaroch said, gesturing for Webber to sit down across from him. “Is there something in particular that you wished to discuss?” Honestly, he already knew the answer. It wasn’t exactly a secret.

“You’re going to have to talk to him,” Webber said.

“If I am not mistaken, you are the counselor, Counselor.”

“He’s not responding to my comms…or anyone else’s. He hasn’t even stepped outside of his quarters for a week.”

Jaroch leaned back in his chair. “And what leads you to believe that he will speak to me?”

“Have you talked to him since you got promoted?” Webber asked.

Jaroch didn’t respond.

“That’s what I thought,” Webber continued. “I know you don’t want to do this, but you’re the one with the best shot of getting a reaction out of him.”

“Has it occurred to you that this reaction may very well be violent?” Jaroch asked.

Webber rose from her seat, stepped behind Jaroch, and begin rubbing his shoulders. “It’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be there with you.”

Jaroch’s head involuntarily lolled back as Webber worked her magic on the muscles of his neck. “I will have you know that I find this method of coercion to be most unfair,” he mumbled.

“I can’t help it if my prior relationship with the captain gives me certain insights into his likes and dislikes.”

“Of course,” Jaroch said with a smirk.

“Does this mean you’ll go see Commander Dillon?”

“Yes…but do not think that you will be able to come in here whenever you like and bend me to your will. Our past romantic entanglement does not give you special access.”

“Then I guess I’ll have to start sleeping with you again,” Webber joked as Jaroch stood up. She immediately saw his shoulders tense. “I was kidding, Captain. Just relax.”

“I will relax after we see Commander Dillon,” Jaroch replied. “At which point I believe you will owe me another neck rub.”

“If you can get through to Dillon, I’ll make it a full back massage.”

Jaroch was at the door in a flash, drawing a satisfied grin from Webber. There was just something nice about having somebody in command who actually needed the services of a counselor every once in a while. She missed Alexander Rydell terribly, but as far as her professional services went, he was just too centered to really require them.



“I must admit to having second thoughts about not bringing security with us,” Jaroch remarked as he and Counselor Webber stood outside of the door to Commander Dillon’s quarters. “Or at the very least a phaser.”

“You can take him,” Webber said reassuringly.

“I have no doubt of that; however, I would prefer not to incur any injuries in the process.” He adjusted his uniform, then straightened up to his full height. “Very well. Let us get this over with.” He touched the door chime.

As expected, there was no response.

“Jaroch to Commander Dillon.”

No response.

“This would suggest that he has no desire to speak to me either.”

“Somebody is going to have to go in there at some point,” Webber said. “And the sooner we do it, the better it will be for everyone.”

Jaroch sighed. “Computer, open Commander Dillon’s quarters. Authorization Jaroch 93684825HG673GTTIO25763885892074FDWOENGHTSL3658G2327DJ38AN30STG30SH297T52BD90.”

Webber stared at Jaroch wide-eyed. “Wow. That’s certainly a…long authorization code.”

“I did not want to select one that could be easily memorized by others.”

“I don’t think you’ll have a problem there,” Webber replied as the doors to Dillon’s quarters slid open.

Jaroch and Webber stepped cautiously inside as the sounds of various blips and chirps and hums surrounded them.

“Is it just me or does it sound like the bridge in here?” Webber asked.

Jaroch nodded distractedly. His gaze was currently locked on Dillon’s living area, which had been rearranged more than a little, with the chairs, sofa, and coffee table now particularly placed around Dillon. As for the man in questions, he was sitting in a perfect replica of the bridge command chair facing his wall monitor, which was currently showing the very-popular “warpin’ through space” screensaver.

“Increase speed to warp six, Mister Sofa!” Dillon ordered, leaning forward in his chair intently. “Bridge to engineering. Keep an eye on those plasma injectors, Mister Toilet!”

For one of the few times in his life, Jaroch found himself completely at a loss for words.

“Were you…expecting this?” Jaroch asked finally.

Webber shook her head. “I knew he would take you being promoted over him badly, but maybe that combined with Hawkins leaving…”

Dillon’s head suddenly whipped toward them, his face blazing with fury. “Intruder alert! Phasers on KILL, Mister Coffee Table!”

“He may still be a little touchy about Hawkins,” Webber observed.

“KILL KILL KILL!”

“Touchy?” Jaroch said. “The man is completely out of his mind.”

“Dammit, Coffee Table! You couldn’t hit a rampaging mugatu at three feet,” Dillon snapped, yanking his own hand phaser out of his uniform.

“I believe that is our cue to depart…quickly,” Jaroch said. He dove toward the doors just as Dillon fired, the beam narrowly missing Webber.

“TRAVIS! That was not nice!” Webber scolded.

“You can discuss this with him later, Counselor,” Jaroch said, yanking Webber out into the corridor. The doors closed, sealing them off from Dillon. “Computer, flood Commander Dillon’s quarters with anesthezine.”

Webber shook her head sadly. “I’ll see about drawing up a counseling schedule for him.”

“No offense to your abilities, Counselor, but Commander Dillon is going to need far more than the occasional hug from you.”

“You mean…Tantalus Five?” Webber asked.

“Frankly, I would rather not send him there,” Jaroch replied. “I have…issues with their security. However, I do not see an alternative.” Jaroch turned to head off down the corridor.

“Where are you going?” Webber asked.

“To contact Admiral Wagner. He needs to be informed of the situation immediately.”

“Didn’t you want that back massage?”

“And he will be informed of the situation immediately after my back massage,” Jaroch said, spinning on his heel back toward Webber.







FORM 582-G - LOSS OF BRIDGE OFFICER



STARSHIP: USS Orleans NCC-29718



NAME OF LOST OFFICER: Cmdr. Adrian Taber



POST: First Officer (NOTE: For Non-Bridge Officers, File Form 582-K)



COMMANDING OFFICER: Capt. Jack Woodall



STARDATE OF LOSS: 55101.7



CAUSE OF LOSS: X Death __ Alien Abduction __ Temporal Anomaly __ Unknown/Other



CIRCUMSTANCES SURROUNDING LOSS OF OFFICER:

During a heated weapons exchange between the Orleans and an Orion Syndicate BorderRunner, Cmdr. Taber slipped in the shower and broke his neck, killing him instantly. Our CMO has ruled it Death By Misadventure, and I have immediately instituted regulations forbidding water showers during combat. And, yes, I am WELL aware this is the third first officer I’ve lost in a bathroom. Thanks for reminding me.



PREFERRED REPLACEMENT OFFICER: Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan



CURRENTLY ASSIGNED TO: USS Secondprize







USS SECONDPRIZE

After entering their quarters and seeing his wife sitting quietly on the sofa, her eyes stuck open in what could only be described as stunned shock, Commander Scott Baird quickly came to the conclusion that the reality of the situation had finally gotten to Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan.

To be honest, he wasn’t surprised. There were only three days left until Baird was due to depart for Deneria Dry Dock to take over as the dock’s Supervising Refit and Repair Officer, but up until now, Sullivan had been taking her husband’s impending move rather well. Yes, Baird would be moving, but it also meant that they’d have a stable home somewhere instead of on a constantly moving starship.

“You okay?” Baird asked, plopping himself down on the sofa beside Sullivan.

She nodded blankly.

“Good. I don’t think I’m up for a crying fit today.”

A slow smile spread across Sullivan’s face. “You aren’t going to believe this,” she said.

“If this is your way of demanding a divorce, it’s not funny,” Baird joked.

Sullivan reached forward, picked a padd up off of the coffee table, and set it in Baird’s lap. He scanned through the document quickly until he hit the important part.

“First Officer! F***, YEAH!” He suddenly grabbed his wife, yanking her up off of the sofa and swinging her around in his arms several times before finally setting her back down on her feet.

“Did you happened to notice whose ship it is?” Sullivan asked.

Baird looked back down at the transfer order. “Jack Woodall?” Baird broke down laughing.

“Sure. Laugh, asshole, but you realize what this means?”

“Yeah. He really liked serving with your hologram while we had him drugged and locked in the holodeck a few months ago,” Baird said.

“Exactly. He doesn’t even really know me,” Sullivan replied.

“Then it’ll be the perfect time to introduce yourself.”

Sullivan sat back down on the sofa, resting her chin in her hands. “I don’t know…”

“Do you think you’re ready for the job?”

“That’s not the issue,” Sullivan said.

“Wrong. That’s the only issue. Now are you ready?” Baird asked forcefully.

“Hell yes!” Sullivan said standing up from the sofa.

“You’re damn right you are,” Baird said, wrapping his arms around his wife and kissing her. “Come on,” he said, pulling her toward the door once their lips parted.

“Where are we going?”

“Dinner. It’s time to celebrate and rub some people’s noses in your promotion.”

“You always did know how to show a girl a good time,” Sullivan laughed as she followed her husband out into the corridor.







From the Office of the Admiral Sara Mandaly (Recently Deceased)



TO: Admiral Thomas Wagner



FROM: Commander Marianne Keaton



STARDATE: 55104.6



RE: Real Estate

As per our discussion last week, I checked the specifics of Admiral Mandaly’s will concerning the disposition of the asteroid she’d modified for her retirement home. No specific beneficiary was designated for the asteroid or the holodeck and living quarters contained within. In fact, shortly after her death, I found a message on her computer addressed to me insisting that I keep the existence of the asteroid a secret. I suppose I really shouldn’t have told you about it in the first place. In any case, I have no use for a holodeck embedded in an asteroid, so you are more than welcome to take it. I do not know what you want to use it for, and, frankly, I do not want to know. The time I spent working in your office taught me that sometimes it’s best not to ask questions, particularly if the USS Secondprize is involved, which I have this sneaking suspicion it is. Find attached the coordinates of the asteroid and the codes to activate the internal systems. I will be deleting all records of this correspondence. As far as I’m concerning, this never happened. Best of luck, sir,

Commander Marianne Keaton







RUNABOUT PATAPSCO

The crew of the USS Secondprize was undoubtedly finding the behavior of their captain to be highly irregular at the moment, but that was not of any great concern to Captain Jaroch as he steered the Runabout Patapsco into the Serellian Asteroid Field toward his destination.

Jaroch had left the Secondprize three days earlier, leaving specific instructions with Lieutenant Carr not to move the ship from its current position in orbit around Rigel XI until he returned. Normally, Jaroch would have been comfortable with leaving the Secondprize under the command of his First Officer until he returned; however, that was impossible for two minor reasons:




	His First Officer, Commander Dillon, was on the runabout with him.


	Dillon was completely out of his mind.






All Jaroch had told the Secondprize crew upon his departure was that Dillon was being transferred to a place that would be less damaging to his psyche. Some immediately assumed Jaroch meant Tantalus V. Others believed Dillon was going to Starfleet Headquarters. Nobody there would notice one more lunatic running around.

In truth, Admiral Wagner, who had seen Jaroch’s point about Tantalus V’s inability to keep its patients from escaping and terrorizing the quadrant, had arranged for a counselor from another facility to move to this asteroid to oversee Dillon’s treatment for as long as it took.

As the runabout approached the small asteroid specified in Admiral Wagner’s communique, Jaroch tried hailing the counselor, who was already to have arrived. No response. Jaroch initiated a scan to make sure he was in the right place and detected one life sign and several photonic signatures indicating a holodeck in use. This did indeed appear to be the correct location.

Assuming that the counselor was otherwise occupied, Jaroch headed to the back of the runabout where Dillon lay. He’d been kept heavily sedated ever since the incident in his quarters, another fact that the majority of the Secondprize crew had been kept unaware of. They’d just assumed that Dillon was sulking, and, frankly, they were quite content to let Dillon do that in his quarters alone.

Jaroch programmed the runabout’s transporter, which then beamed Jaroch and the unconscious Dillon to the living area inside the asteroid. The room, as Jaroch expected, was deserted. Jaroch pulled Dillon up onto a sofa, then headed over the massive holodeck doors dominating the far wall of the living room. It was indeed in use.

“Computer, open holodeck doors,” Jaroch ordered.

The computer complied, allowing Jaroch to walk out into a forested area atop what appeared to be a mountain on Earth. A cool breeze blew by Jaroch as he took in the view of the mountain range beyond the trees. This counselor was evidently a nature lover.

Then Jaroch heard the giggling of several female voices. Following the sound, he came upon a rocky area which had formed a natural pool filled with steaming water. Inside said pool were five unclad human females who could only be described as nubile. With them was a balding, bearded man who could only be described as paunchy.

“Now who wants to rub Counselor Ray’s feet?” the man asked contentedly.

“Me! Me!” the woman all shouted eagerly, practically diving for his feet.

“Calm down, girls. There’s enough of Ray to go around.”

“That much is more than evident,” Captain Jaroch said disapprovingly.

The counselor’s head whipped around, his eyes widening in alarm as he spotted Jaroch. “Sorry, girls,” he said, scrambling out of the pool and pulling a towel around his waist. “Fun time’s over for today.”

“Awwwwwwww!” the women whined.

“Computer, end program,” Jaroch ordered. The mountain and its occupants shimmered out of existence, leaving only Jaroch and the now-naked counselor.

“Holographic towel,” the counselor said sheepishly, rushing over to his uniform, which sat in a pile in the corner of the holodeck. “I’m Counselor Miller,” he continued, pulling his clothes on. “I’ll be seeing to the care of Commander Dillon.”

“Captain Jaroch,” replied flatly. “You will find Commander Dillon unconscious on the sofa in the next room.

“All right,” Miller said. “Admiral Wagner was vague about all of this. He pretty much just asked me if I was willing to leave Waystation for an extended assignment, then, when I agreed, he told me the name of the patient. Is there anything else I should know?”

“Within the last couple of months, he has lost the woman he loves and his hope for ever commanding a starship, the combined effect of which was enough to wrench loose the last of his tenuous grip on reality.”

“So he’s retreated into his imagination,” Miller said.

“Precisely.”

“Then I guess he’s in the right place,” Miller said, looking around at the holodeck.

“That was my intention,” Jaroch said. “And now I will leave him in your care.” Jaroch moved to tap his commbadge.

“Wait!” Miller said. “Who should I send progress reports to?”

“File them in the asteroid’s databanks, if you wish,” Jaroch replied. “I am sure that someone will check on Dillon…eventually.” He tapped the commbadge. “Jaroch to Patapsco. Energize.”

A moment later, Jaroch was gone, leaving Counselor Miller alone to devise his course of treatment. After several seconds of thought, Miller shrugged and headed out into the living area, staying just long enough to get Dillon and drag him back into the holodeck.

“Computer, create the bridge of a Federation starship. I don’t really care which one. Generic crew, but they should consider Commander Dillon here to be the captain. Create a set of quarters for me and have two female yeomen waiting for me there. Pull their templates out of my database. You know what I like,” Miller said with a grin.

As the bridge and its crew shimmered into existence, Miller headed into the turbolift to debrief his yeomen. A short time later, Dillon began to stir as the effects of the sedatives wore off. Reaching out, his arm hit the base of a chair. Dillon opened his bleary eyes, which gradually focused to reveal that he was in front of a command chair. He pulled himself up into the chair groggily, searching his memory for some idea as to where he was or how he’d gotten here.

“Orders, Captain?” the helm officer asked, turning around in his chair.

Captain? Oh! Of course! This was HIS ship. And HIS crew. Everything was exactly like it was supposed to be.

“Take us to our next mission, Lieutenant,” Dillon said, quickly adjusting to his new surroundings.

“Aye, sir.”

“And if we happen to run across Captain Alexander Rydell or the USS Secondprize on our way there, destroy them on sight. Okay?”

“Of course, Captain.

Dillon smiled and leaned back in his command chair, perfectly content in his belief that all was right in HIS universe.






Roger and Caroline Durham


Request the Honor of Your Presence


At the Marriage of their Daughter,


Karina Ashley Durham


to
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THE SUBURB

“…and so by the power invested in me by the United Federation of Planets, I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss.” Captain Lisa Beck took a slight step back as she finished speaking, giving the newlyweds plenty of room for that all-important first kiss as a married couple.

Alexander Rydell and Karina Durham wasted no time, moving together in one of those passionate kisses that reminded Beck just how long it had been since she’d had a real date, a situation she had every intention of resolving as soon as she returned to Waystation.

As the witnesses to the wedding ceremony stood up and applauded, the new couple stepped off of the platform floating in a small pool that been set up in The Suburb’s Chess Lawn (so named because of the life-sized chess board painted on the grass that allowed visitors to The Suburb to participate in a chess game either as players or pieces) and proceeded down the aisle, both of their faces grinning broadly.



Within twenty minutes of the end of the ceremony, The Suburb staff had completely transformed the Chess Lawn from outdoor wedding chapel into an outdoor reception pavilion complete with bandstand and buffet.

“So I guess some congratulations are in order, Captain,” Captain Beck said as she approached Captain Jaroch and shook his hand.

“Thank you, Captain,” Jaroch said with a courteous nod of his head.

“Somehow it feels like I just congratulated you on a promotion. You certainly didn’t waste much time at the Commander rank.”

“Neither did you, as I recall.”

“You’ve got me there,” Beck said, looking around at the guests.

“The ceremony was quite pleasant,” Jaroch said, searching for another conversational topic. As usual in his interactions with Beck, he found himself without anything to discuss within a very short period of time. “However, I am puzzled by the pool.”

“It was the only way I could marry them here,” Beck replied. “Captains only marry people on the vessel, or station in my case, that they’re in command of, so Alexander decided that the platform was a boat and that I was the captain of it. Problem solved. But somebody really needs to take that out of the Starfleet wedding regulations.”

“Indeed,” Jaroch said absently as his eyes locked on Patricia Hawkins, dressed in civilian clothing, who was currently talking to Commander Scott Baird and Commander Emily Sullivan, both of whom had traveled in from their new posts. “Excuse me,” he said, walking off toward Hawkins.

“Good talking to you,” Beck said with a smirk. She spotted Lieutenant Commander Craig Porter talking to Lieutenant Andrea Carr and Counselor Claire Webber. Then, finally, she found Alexander Rydell and Karina Durham surrounded by well-wishers and headed off in their direction to get in line for her turn with the newlyweds.

Jaroch, meanwhile, stopped himself a few feet away from Hawkins, Baird, and Sullivan. Just what did he plan to say? Small talk had never exactly been a strong suit. The problem solved itself as Hawkins spotted him and waved him over.

“I hope I am not interrupting,” Jaroch said as he joined the group.

“You outrank us, so you can pretty much interrupt whenever you want,” Sullivan joked. “It’s good to see you, sir.”

“And you. I trust that the you are adjusting adequately to the Orleans.”

“Captain Woodall and I had a few bumps at first, but we’re slowly melding into a functional unit.”

“The f*** better meld, or I’m coming after his ass,” Baird muttered.

“Don’t mind him,” Sullivan said, patting her husband on the arm. “Deneria promised to do something to take care of his language.”

“F*** you.”

“Get it out while you can, hon.”

Baird and Sullivan suddenly realized that Jaroch was paying absolutely no attention to them. Instead, he was busy gazing at Hawkins.

“Hello,” Hawkins said somewhat nervously.

“And to you,” Jaroch replied with a nod.

“Come on,” Sullivan said to Baird. “I’m hungry.”

“Yeah. Good idea,” Baird said as they headed toward the buffet.

“How is Mookow?” Jaroch asked once he and Hawkins were alone.

“Fine. We had a job come up for this weekend, so he’s taking care of that while I’m here.”

“I see. And are you enjoying your new line of work?”

“Oh yeah. I’ve shot nineteen Cardassians and six Klingons in the last month alone.”

“How satisfying for you.”

“It is,” Hawkins said. “But what about you? Do you like having the center seat?”

Jaroch nodded. “To be honest, I had never thought much about commanding a starship on a permanent basis, but now that I have the position, I must admit to enjoying it. Of course, my prior knowledge of the crew is helpful in that regard.”

Hawkins looked around at the other guests. “Travis didn’t come?”

“He was not feeling up to it,” Jaroch replied flatly. It was not exactly a lie, and Jaroch had no desire to possibly cause Hawkins to feel guilty over Commander Dillon’s mental breakdown.

“I hate to admit it, but I’m kind of relieved. I never told him I was leaving the Secondprize, and I seriously doubt he took it well.”

Jaroch said nothing.

“Uh huh. I knew it. Look, I don’t want to talk about Travis anymore. I made my decision. I’m happy with Mookow. That’s the end of it.”

“Very well,” Jaroch said. “May I suggest something to take our minds off of the topic?”

“Absolutely,” Hawkins said.

Jaroch extended his hand to her. “Would you care to dance?”

“I didn’t know you danced.”

“I do not; however, I am more than willing to make an exception for you.”

Hawkins laughed. “How can I refuse that?” she said, taking his hand and walking with him toward the other dancing couples in front of the bandstand.

A short distance away, Captain Beck finally managed to get to Rydell and Karina Durham. “Now serving number three-thousand twelve,” Rydell joked as Beck approached.

“Sorry. I lost my number,” Beck replied.

“Woah! Back to the end of the line!” Karina said with a laugh.

“Congratulations,” Beck said, hugging them both in turn.

“Thank you,” Rydell said. “And thank you agreeing to perform the ceremony.”

“Seeing as how you first consummated your relationship in one of my turbolifts, it seemed only appropriate.”

“You know about that?” Karina said.

“We have good internal sensors and Sean Russell running them.”

“That explains that then,” Rydell said. “The man never did have an ounce of tact when it came to other people’s sex lives.”

“Or his own,” Beck replied, gesturing toward the edge of the Chess Lawn where Russell and Lieutenant Commander Monica Vaughn were charging toward the bushes, practically ripping each other’s clothes off as they went. “Okay. That’s enough of that,” she said, turning away from the spectacle. “So when do I get to meet your parents?”

Rydell and Karina Durham exchanged a glance. “Mine are over there with Dr. Aldridge,” Karina said.

“That’s one set,” Beck said, focusing on Rydell.

“Mine…couldn’t make it,” he said.

“Oh,” Beck said uncomfortably. “Sorry about that. But this is a nice place you’ve got here,” she continued, changing the subject.

“We like it,” Rydell said, happy that Beck had dropped the parent issue. It was true that his parents couldn’t make it. They were currently busy running their hotel on Bransonis, but Rydell also didn’t think that this was the time for his crew to find out that he was the son of galactic singing stars Fabe and Mabe. “You need to come for a stay sometime,” he finished.

“I’d like that…as long as you’re actually going to be here,” Beck said with a smile.

“You don’t think I can stay away from Starfleet, huh?”

“The thought crossed my mind.”

“Starfleet is a way of life, but it’s not mine. I’ve got everything I need right here,” Rydell said, pulling Karina closer to him.

Seeing Rydell and Karina together, Captain Beck realized that Rydell was right. He wouldn’t be back. Rydell had found the life he wanted, and Beck couldn’t be more happy for him.







From the Expansive Office Suite of Fleet Admiral Nosira Ra’al



TO: ADMIRAL THOMAS WAGNER



FROM: COMMODORE ED GOULD, EXECUTIVE ATTACHE



STARDATE: 55274.7



RE: USS SECONDPRIZE COMMAND STRUCTURE

Our office has received the revised USS Secondprize command structure submitted by your office on Stardate 55270. That list, as submitted, follows:



Commanding Officer - Captain Jaroch



First Officer - Commander Vacant



Helm Officer - Lieutenant Andrea Carr



Operations Officer - Ensign Bill Woodville



Tactical Officer - Lieutenant Robert Prescott



Chief Engineer - Lieutenant Commander Monica Vaughn



Chief Medical Officer - Doctor Elizabeth Aldridge

While Starfleet Command generally prefers that a science officer be assigned, we are willing to wave that requirement considering the extensive science background of the Secondprize’s Captain. We cannot, however, overlook the fact that the Secondprize currently does not have a First Officer. And, no, I do not believe that “Commander Vacant” is a real person. Now, this office was quite willing to place the Secondprize’s prior First Officer, Commander Travis Dillon, on “Extended Special Assignment” without asking questions about what this assignment was or where it would be occurring. That is as far as we can bend, though. The USS Secondprize will be assigned a new First Officer. In fact, Fleet Admiral Ra’al feels that, with Alexander Rydell out of the way, this is a perfect opportunity to try to bring the Secondprize back into the fold. Therefore, she will select Commander Dillon’s replacement personally from elsewhere in the Fleet.

Regards,

Commodore Ed Gould







USS SECONDPRIZE

The first thing Captain Jaroch noticed as he and Lieutenant Carr stepped out onto the Secondprize bridge after beaming up from The Suburb was Ensign Bill Woodville scurrying back to his post at the Operations console as Lieutenant Robert Prescott, the Secondprize’s Security Chief/Tactical Officer quickly typed a command, clearing whatever it was that he and Woodville had been looking at before Jaroch’s arrival.

“Nice wedding?” Prescott asked innocently.

“It was pleasant,” Jaroch replied, taking his seat in the command chair as Carr did the same at the helm.

“At least some people on board were able to enjoy it,” Ensign Woodville said pointedly.

“Captain Rydell would have liked to invite everyone; however, he and Karina Durham decided on a small ceremony. It certainly was not meant as a slight against anyone not specifically invited.”

“Easy for him to say,” Prescott said. “He got to dance with Patricia Hawkins.”

“How did you know that?” Jaroch asked, turning to face his tactical officer.

“Well…um…news travels fast on this ship,” Prescott replied.

“But not backwards in time. You could not be aware of the event until after we returned from the wedding, which did not happen until just now. And I seriously doubt Doctor Aldridge, Lieutenant Commander Vaughn, Counselor Webber or Lieutenant Carr ran to the nearest intercom to inform you of my dance card as soon as they beamed aboard.”

“We used the sensors,” Woodville said, drawing an angry glare from Prescott. “What? He was going to find out!”

“You didn’t have to spoil the mystery for him then,” Prescott replied as a bemused Jaroch watched the exchange.

“My only response is that I hope you allowed the rest of the crew to watch the ceremony as well,” Jaroch said

“We did,” Woodville said.

“Good. Now if there is nothing else…” Jaroch said.

Prescott shifted his feet hesitantly. “Well…”

“Yes?” Jaroch asked.

“We received a communique from Admiral Wagner while you were away,” Woodville said, drawing another glare from Prescott. “What? You were about to tell him anyway!”

“That’s not the point! I’m not telling you anything ever again.”

“Gentlemen, could I hear about the Admiral’s message?”

“You’re going to love this.” Prescott sent the message to the viewscreen. “Oh, by the way, it was addressed to the Secondprize in general, which is why we looked at it,” Prescott said.

“That being the case, I sincerely doubt you have violated Federation security,” Jaroch replied, reading through Admiral Wagner’s communique quickly. A new First Officer…from outside of the Secondprize. “I suppose this was to be expected,” Jaroch said with a sigh. “Although, I cannot say that I am happy about it.”

“Me either,” Carr grumbled.

“What do you care?” Prescott asked.

“We don’t even know this Commander Leirnak person,” Carr said, looking at the name in the communique.

“I would have preferred that Starfleet allowed me the option to promote from within,” Jaroch said. “Most captains are allowed to choose their own First Officer, and the Secondprize requires a certain personality.”

“I’d take the job,” Carr said.

“Right,” Prescott scoffed.

“Actually, I firmly believe that in a few years you will be an excellent candidate. You certainly have shown solid ability up until now,” Jaroch said.

“Thank you, sir,” Carr said with a smile, which quickly turned into a positively evil stare as she focused on Prescott.

“Anyway,” Prescott said, rapidly breaking eye contact with Carr. “We are to proceed to Starbase 26 to pick him up. And it is a him. I checked his service record. He’s a Tarkalian.”

“Lay in a course and engage at warp five,” Jaroch said to Carr.

“He looks like a bit of an order nut,” Woodville said, turning to look at Jaroch.

“Oh yeah,” Prescott agreed. “Evidently he had the Chief Engineer of his last ship alphabetize the spare parts.”

“You’re kidding!” Carr said with a laugh.

“Nope. Dead serious. We’ve already got a pool going to see how long he’ll last.”

“Count me in,” Carr said.

“I’ve already got one month,” Woodville said.

“And I still think you’re nuts,” Prescott said. “There’s no way…”

“Ahem,” Captain Jaroch said, clearing his throat loudly. The other bridge officers quickly fell silent.

“Sorry, sir,” Prescott said sheepishly.

“Thank you,” Jaroch said. “Now please put me down for fifteen days, three hours, eighteen minutes.”

“Why then?” Carr said. “If I can ask.”

“You may,” Jaroch said. “If you will check your calendars, you will note that that particular time will be exactly five minutes after the beginning of Lieutenant Commander Vaughn’s birthday celebration, which, if this Commander Leirnak is the type of man you say he is and considering the show Vaughn put on last year, should be just enough time for his head to explode.”

“Should we just give him the credits now?” Woodville asked.

“The man is good,” Prescott admitted.

“That,” Jaroch said with a confident smile as he leaned back into his command chair, “is why I am the captain.”

And the Secondprize sailed on.





“…AND THAT’S PRETTY MUCH HOW THINGS STAYED UNTIL THEY HAD TO GET BACK TOGETHER AND COME SEE ME WHEN THE TEN YEARS WERE UP. THEN, AFTER THAT, I WAS MOVED ALL THE WAY OUT HERE,” Forever said, finishing his long, oh so very long story.

“Smashing,” Captain Reginald Bain, commanding officer of the USS Anomaly, a Starfleet vessel operating in the early 26th century, said unenthusiastically from the rock where it seemed like he’d been sitting for an eternity listening to this blasted Forever entity drone on and on. It was enough to make him regret beaming down here in the first place. But no. He just HAD to see how there could be a cavern with a breathable atmosphere in the center of a pulsar.

“I believe he’s done, Captain,” Lieutenant Commander Tovar, Bain’s Tac-Ops Officer said from the patch of rocky floor where he’d curled up to try and nap.

Bain immediately perked up. “Lovely story, Forever…even if it did happen over a century ago. Right. I suppose we should be going then.”

“DON’T YOU WANT TO SEE ME DESTROY THE UNIVERSE?”

Bain thought for a moment. “Not this trip.” He pinched the commpip on his collar. “Bain to Anomaly. Beam Tovar and I back at once.”

A moment later, Forever was once again alone.

“OH WELL,” Forever sighed. “MAYBE NEXT CENTURY…”



THE END



And that does it for Star Traks: The Lost Years! If you haven’t read Please Hold For Oblivion yet, now would be a fantastic time. If you have…um…well, I really don’t have anything else to say. Bye bye now.
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The Star Traks Reunion Special

The Star Traks Reunion Special

By Alan Decker





PROLOGUE



“I don’t think I can do this.”

“Yes, you can. Everything will be fine, Travis. Trust me.”

“But how are they going to react, Alex? Why would they even want to see me?

“Commander Travis Michael Dillon was and always will be a part of this crew. You have to be there. It won’t be right if you’re not.”

“But I’m not that man.”

“Then come introduce yourself to a room full of friends you didn’t know you had.”

“Well…”

“You’re going to come, right?” Alex insisted.

On the monitor, Travis Dillon smiled slightly. “Who am I to argue with the Captain of the Secondprize?”

“Why do I think there’s a joke there that I’m missing?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“So I’ll see you here next week.”

“Yeah yeah. I’ll be there.”

“You’d better, or I’m calling out the fleet to find you.”

“GOODBYE, Alex.”

“All right. See ya, Travis. Rydell out.”







REUNION



One of the benefits to owning your own resort world was the ability to instantly host a party. It was a benefit Alexander Rydell had not taken advantage of as often as he probably should have. Rydell family reunions tended to be held at his parents’ resort on Bransonis, and the day-to-day business of running The Suburb generally kept Rydell too occupied to consider planning something like this.

Looking around The Suburb’s ballroom at this moment, though, Rydell knew he’d been an idiot not to do it sooner.

His crew had come, and it wasn’t until now that he realized how much he had missed them. It had been sixteen years since he resigned from Starfleet and just about eight since he last saw most of these people during the Forever incident when Starfleet briefly dragged him back into service. In short, it was ages since he was in command of anyone in this room, yet he still felt so close to them all. Spending that many years on the same starship created bonds that didn’t break easily. He’d needed to move on with his life, though. That’s why he retired with his wife, Karina, to The Suburb. The rest of his crew had needed to move on as well. The last thing he wanted was for any sense of misguided loyalty to him to cause any of them to miss out on career opportunities.

From the looks of things, it hadn’t.

Jaroch was standing by the bar (enjoying something non-alcoholic no doubt, if his past experiences with alcohol were any indication). He was captain of the Secondprize now. Actually, he’d been captain longer than Rydell was. Somehow Rydell would always think of the Secondprize as his ship, but it really wasn’t. Not anymore. He was just some old guy who used to run the place. Jaroch had center seat now, and it suited him.

Standing with Jaroch was Patricia Hawkins. Or was it Patricia Jaroch now? How does that work when the groom only has one name? Knowing Patricia, she probably kept the Hawkins name anyway. Even though Hawkins had spent a good deal of Rydell’s tenure on the Secondprize dating the ship’s First Officer, Travis Dillon, Rydell always had a hunch she and Jaroch would figure things out. The looks between them were just too obvious. The couple looked very happy together. Rydell would just hate to be around if they got into an argument and J’Ter showed himself. Between her normal temper and his warrior prince past life, that would get really ugly really fast.

Jaroch and Hawkins were talking with the other couple to emerge from the years spent on the Secondprize, Scott Baird and Emily Sullivan. Baird left the Secondprize shortly after Rydell did to take over as the Supervising Refit and Repair Officer of the Deneria Dry Dock, a position he still held, even though it looked like the pressures of the job were turning Baird’s black hair gray. Either that or the man just grayed earlier. Kind of scary considering he was only in his mid 50s. In order to get the job at Deneria, Baird had been forced to have a profanity filter installed. The filter had been deactivated during the Forever incident (rather forcibly), but Rydell had to wonder if the Deneria higher-ups had allowed him to remain unfettered once he returned to duty. Somehow Rydell doubted it.

Fairly early into Emily Sullivan’s assignment on the Secondprize, Rydell had made a log entry predicting she would be a captain one day, and sure enough, she had. As captain of the USS Inevitable, Sullivan had played a big role in resolving the Forever crisis. Even now, seeing her in civilian clothes, Rydell could sense the commanding officer about her. Maybe it was egotistical of him, but he liked to believe that he’d played some small part in shaping her into the officer she was today. At the very least, maybe he showed her a few things not to do; although, he had heard rumors that she had instituted his buffet-during-briefings practice on the Inevitable.

A short distance away, Rydell spied Andrea Carr. Once upon a time, she’d been one of the Secondprize’s shuttle pilots. After spending a few missions with her, Rydell had seen her potential and promoted her to Operations Officer, putting her on the bridge. Captain Jaroch had evidently agreed with Rydell’s assessment of her, since he had made her his First Officer as soon as Starfleet would allow it. The pair had been working together for over eight years now, and Rydell had every confidence that she too would get her own command before too much more time passed.

Carr was seated at the long dining table that had been set up for the group with Elizabeth Aldridge. He and Beth locked eyes for a moment and exchanged a smile. They’d actually tried dating for a while back on the Secondprize, but quickly discovered that their personalities made for better friends than lovers. There was no animosity in their split, though. If anything, Rydell felt it made him closer to his Chief Medical Officer. It also helped her bedside manner a bit.

Before coming to the Secondprize, Aldridge had been a pathologist. Shifting from working on the dead to caring for the living was something of an adjustment as she wasn’t used to her patients complaining…or saying anything at all really. She must have decided she liked the work, though, because, last Rydell heard, Aldridge had gone into private practice on Earth.

Also at the table were Monica Vaughn, once his Transporter Chief and sexual sparring partner (not that it ever had gotten to the point of actual sex, only banter) and now the Secondprize’s Chief Engineer; Lisa Beck, his former Communications Officer who left to command Waystation and now had achieved the rank of Admiral; and Claire Webber, once the Secondprize’s Counselor and now the host of a very successful children’s show on the Associated Worlds Network.

The face he didn’t see was Travis Dillon. Travis had chickened out, not that Rydell could truly blame him. Actually, blame was at the heart of the problem. Travis was sure that the Secondprize crewmembers would blame him for what had happened during the Forever incident. Rydell had hoped that instead Travis would come and join the group. Evidently, that wasn’t going to happen.

Pushing thoughts of Travis aside, Rydell approached the table, unable to stop the huge grin from spreading across his face. Seeing their former captain heading their way, Jaroch, Hawkins, Baird, and Sullivan took their seats.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” Rydell said, standing at the head of the table. “And welcome to what I hope will be the first of many Secondprize reunions.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Baird said, raising his glass and taking a long swig.

“What won’t you drink to, dear?” Sullivan remarked, elbowing her husband playfully.

“I can’t tell you how happy I am that all of you could make it,” Rydell continued.

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Beck said.

“Nor would I,” Jaroch said.

“That stands for all of us,” Hawkins said.

If possible, Rydell’s smile grew a bit more. “I’ve missed you guys. I’ve been looking forward to tonight.”

“Well, the gang’s all here,” Baird said.

“Almost,” Rydell said.

“No, I believe Scott is correct,” Jaroch said, pointing at the ballroom entrance.

Rydell turned to see Travis Dillon tentatively peering into the room. He decided to come after all. “Travis! Get your butt in here!” Rydell called, waving him into the room.

The final reunion guest did as he was told, making his way toward the table as his eyes shifted nervously from one person to the next to the next. Suddenly, Claire Webber leapt up from her seat, charged Dillon, and grabbed the cringing man in a massive bearhug.

“Everybody gets a squnch for old time’s sake,” Webber said.

“Thanks,” Dillon gasped.

After finally releasing him from the hug, Webber grabbed Dillon’s arm, led him to his seat, and pushed him lightly into his chair.

“Um…hi, everyone,” he said. “Sorry I’m late.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Rydell said. “We’re just happy you made it.”

“Indeed,” Jaroch said flatly.

“Since, as Scott said, the gang is all here, I’ll get back to my speech,” Rydell said.

Dillon raised his hand slightly. “Alex, can I say something before you get started again?”

“Uh…okay. Sure.”

Dillon stood up from his chair, rubbing his hands together uncomfortably. “Thanks. I just want to apologize to everyone about what happened with Forever. I wasn’t myself then. I’m sorry. Thank you.” He quickly sat back down.

Jaroch and Hawkins exchanged a quick glance. “Apology accepted, Travis,” Hawkins said smiling softly. “Besides, if you think about it, I’d say Jaroch did more damage to you over the years than you ever did to him. You don’t even have the market cornered on going crazy.”

“I beg your pardon,” Jaroch said, eyeing his wife.

“Come on, Jaroch. You went after him lots of times, and you were out of your mind on at least a few of those occasions.”

“Name one.”

“How about that time we ran into that other Yynsian ship?” Sullivan said.

“You do not have to help her,” Jaroch said.

Sullivan smiled. “Sure I do.”

“She’s right anyway,” Hawkins said. “Remember…”







“PICNIC”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 49504.3. Our arrival at Copitana is going to have to be pushed back a bit, since some inconsiderate person decided he just HAD to activate an automated distress signal nearby. The Secondprize has altered course to investigate. Hopefully, we can wrap this up quickly seeing as how I have some pressing duties to attend to on Copitana.”



“A little faster, Sullivan,” Captain Alexander Rydell said, leaning forward eagerly in his command chair.

“Somebody’s in a hurry,” Ensign Emily Sullivan remarked from the helm as she pushed the Secondprize’s speed up a bit.

“Hey. Those swimsuits on Copitana aren’t going to judge themselves.”

In the chair next to Rydell, Commander Travis Dillon let out an exasperated sigh. “I can’t believe you accepted their invitation. Starfleet Captains have no business judging beauty pageants.”

“Think of it as public relations,” Rydell said grinning.

“And just how much of the public will you be having relations with?” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch asked from his post at the bridge science station.

“Touche’.”

“We have arrived at the coordinates,” Ensign Kristen Larkin, the Secondprize’s android navigator reported.

“So what’s the big emergency?” Rydell asked as the Secondprize’s tactical officer, Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, shifted the viewscreen image to show a small space craft.

“It looks to be adrift,” Hawkins said.

“The vessel’s engines have been shut down; however, all systems are functional,” Jaroch added. “I am detecting three lifesigns. All Yynsian.”

“Friends of yours, Jaroch? Rydell asked.

“Unknown but HIGHLY unlikely.”

“You never know. It’s a small galaxy,” Rydell said, swivelling to face his communications officer, Lieutenant Lisa Beck. “Beck, see if anybody’s answering the comm over there.”

“Hailing…they’re responding,” Beck reported.

On the viewscreen, a wild-eyed Yynsian woman appeared. Her hair looked like it had just been through some kind of natural catastrophe, and the small ship’s bridge visible behind her didn’t seem to be in much better shape.

Rydell rose from his seat. “This is Captain Alexander Rydell of the Federation Starship Secondprize. Can we offer assistance?”

“LOST CONTROL! VOICES EVERYWHERE!” the woman screamed. “And it’s ‘may we offer assistance’…YOU STUPID FREAK!”

“Ooooooookay. Jaroch, you have any clue here?”

“The vessel is a private yacht of standard Yynsian design. No anomalous readings detected,” the science officer replied.

“I guess that’s a no. All right, Hawkins, send Miss Grammar and friends to sickbay. Dillon, you and Jaroch go take a closer look at that ship.”



As soon as they materialized on the small bridge of the Yynsian yacht, Dillon and Jaroch’s noses were assaulted by the smells of several different foods and drinks, most of which had been smeared across the various chairs and consoles around the room, mingling in an entirely unpleasant fashion.

“What a mess!” Dillon exclaimed in disgust. “This is why space travel should be left to professionals.”

Jaroch nodded. “Agreed. We should return you to Earth immediately.”

“If we didn’t have a job to do, Mister…”

“You would still be an idiot.”

“Just start scanning something!” Dillon snapped.

Jaroch pulled out his tricorder to do just that as Dillon looked around the bridge, picking up a small bottle of some sort.

“Maybe it was a wild party. They all got a little too drunk. End of story,” Dillon said.

“I sincerely doubt it,” Jaroch replied.

“Okay then, Lieutenant Commander,” Dillon said, putting the emphasis on Jaroch’s lesser rank. “What did happen here?”

“I do not know as yet. We may have to wait until the ship’s occupants regain something resembling coherence.”

“Pardon me if I don’t hold my breath.”



In the Secondprize’s sickbay at that moment, the three Yynsians in question were resting comfortably under the soothing effects of a nice, strong sedative while Doctor Rebecca Singer and Counselor Claire Webber watched them from nearby.

“All three of them were acting like raving lunatics when they beamed in,” Singer said, waving her arms around wildly. “I didn’t know what do to! They were all shouting and screaming, and I couldn’t make them stop and tell me what was wrong! I had to drug them. I didn’t want to, but I had to.” Singer sniffled, fighting back a tear. “Those poor poor people. What could have done this to them?”

“There there,” Webber said, clutching Singer close in a tight hug. “You just let me talk to them.”

Webber approached one of the biobeds, where Jurel was staring dazed at the sickbay ceiling, muttering softly to herself.

“Ma’am, my name is Claire Webber, ship’s counselor. You can just call me Claire. Can you tell me what happened?”

Jurel’s head turned to Webber, but her eyes refused to focus. “We were having a nice meal and then…too many lives…all at once…lost control. Speak in complete sentences, woman! Leave her alone! Make me!”

Webber quickly realized this was getting out of hand. She scooped up Jurel in the super bone crunching bear hug she only used in really extreme case and squeezed with such force that the Yynsian woman’s eyeballs almost burst from her skull.

“It’s going to be okay. Claire is here with all the squnches you need,” Webber said, refusing to let go.

“For me too?” Singer whimpered.

“Yes, for you too,” Webber replied soothingly.



Quickly growing bored as Jaroch continued his scans of the ship, Dillon decided to take a load off and try out the yacht’s command chair. Sure it wasn’t anywhere near as impressive as the command chair of a Federation starship, but he was willing to see how it felt…at least until he saw the pile of brownish green gunk that was already occupying it.

“Uggh. What is this stuff?” Dillon asked.

“Yynsian potato salad,” Jaroch replied after a quick glance.

“It smells awful.”

“That is what it is supposed to smell like.” He aimed his tricorder at a nearby console as something caught his attention. “Hmm…I am detecting faint traces of radiation.”

“Dangerous?” Dillon asked, his hand poised over his commbadge, ready to call for beam out.

“Not at these levels.”

Suddenly, something on the console started beeping.

“What is that?” Dillon demanded in a panic.

“The Secondprize is hailing us,” Jaroch said flatly, opening the channel.



Over on the Secondprize bridge, Captain Rydell paced back and forth anxiously as he waited for the away team to respond to his comm. He wasn’t particularly concerned about their safety. Nothing in the scans so far had indicated any real danger. What really concerned Rydell was the chronometer, which was continuously ticking. If the pageant organizers on Copitana went ahead and found another judge, he was going to be VERY upset.

Finally, Dillon’s face appeared on the viewscreen as Jaroch continued his tricorder scans in the background.

“What’s your status?” Rydell asked quickly.

“There’s nothing really to report, Captain,” Dillon replied. “Jaroch says everything here seems normal except for a small, benign radiation leak. And he seems perfectly normal as well. Is it possible that…”

“You will die for this trespass, puny mortal!” Jaroch bellowed suddenly. Dillon managed to get out half of a “hunh?” before Jaroch, now fully possessed by the past life of J’Ter, warrior prince, grabbed him and flung him forward.

The Secondprize bridge crew found themselves with an excellent view up Dillon’s nose as his face flattened against the camera projecting his image on the viewscreen. Then the channel abruptly closed, the viewscreen switching to an exterior view of the yacht, which began rapidly moving away.

“Beam them out of there,” Rydell ordered.

“They’ve raised shields,” Hawkins said.

“Tractor beam!”

“He’s already jumped to warp,”

“If Jaroch makes me late… Sullivan!”

“Already pursuing,” Sullivan replied, sending the Secondprize launching into warp.

“Singer to Captain Rydell,” the comm barked suddenly. Well, it didn’t really bark. It was more of a soft whimper followed by a sniffle.

“Go ahead, Doctor,” Rydell said.

“You’ve got to get Jaroch out of there. He’s in danger from the potato salad!”

“You want to run that one by me again?”

“I found traces of irradiated potato salad in the Yynsians’ digestive tracts. Somehow it’s disrupting their control over their past lives. He doesn’t even have to eat the salad!” Singer exclaimed. “If he even gets near it, he could…he could…LOSE CONTROL!!!”

“So we’ve noticed. I’ll send him to sickbay as soon as we catch him and rescue Commander Dillon.”

“Oh no! Am I going to need to knit Dillon’s bones back together…AGAIN?”

“I think that’s a pretty safe bet.”

“Oh…okay,” Singer said, her voice audibly quivering. “Just please get Jaroch away from that potato salad!”

“I may just have an idea about that,” Rydell replied with a slight smile.



“Captain’s Log. Supplemental. We have caught up with Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, but rather than risk harming him or Commander Dillon with weapons fire, I’m going to try a less dangerous approach…well maybe not less dangerous for Dillon, but it will be a lot safer for everyone else.”



All Dillon wanted to do was sleep. Every bit of his body ached, and the idea of movement, any movement, was just horrifying. In his future he saw a lot of being very still and hoping that Jaroch didn’t come back for round two.

His dream of immobility was quickly shattered as his commbadge activated. “Psst. Dillon. Wake up,” Rydell’s voice whispered.

Dillon groaned softly, half in pain, half in irritation.

“Dillon!” Rydell whispered again.

“Wha?” Dillon muttered.

“Listen to me. There’s potato salad on that bridge. Find it and get rid of it.”

“What?”

“Get rid of the potato salad! That’s an order!” Rydell said just before the channel clicked closed.

An order. Why did it have to be an order? A suggestion Dillon could ignore. He’d even have happily turned down a request to do it, but he couldn’t not follow an order. Forcing his neck to move, Dillon looked for Jaroch/J’Ter, whom he quickly spotted hunched over the helm, poring over the controls and muttering to himself.

With Jaroch/J’Ter occupied, Dillon saw his chance. Moving as quickly as he could (which ended up being a plodding crawl), Dillon made his way over to the pile of potato salad in the yacht’s command chair. It was even more disgusting close up.

“What are you doing, spineless one?” Jaroch/J’Ter demanded suddenly.

Dillon froze, scared out of his mind. If he didn’t act fast, Jaroch/J’Ter was going to start pummeling the crap out of him again. But he had to get rid of that potato salad! Panicked and out of options, Dillon frantically started shoveling the potato salad into his mouth at a furious pace.

“Answer me!” Jaroch/J’Ter boomed.

Dillon scooped in the last bit of potato salad just as Jaroch/J’Ter reached him, yanking Dillon’s head back and leaning in threateningly. The sudden movement jolted a belch out of Dillon powerful enough to send Jaroch/J’Ter staggering back. The dazed Yynsian slammed into the helm console and promptly flipped backwards over it.

The possessed science officer pulled himself back to his feet, his eyes wide with fury. “You will perish for this outrage!”

Terror helping him force his way past the pain filling his body, Dillon scrambled to his feet and ran off of the bridge, covering his mouth with both hands as he went. Racing down the ship’s corridor, he could hear Jaroch/J’Ter’s footsteps thudding behind him.

For his part, Jaroch/J’Ter could not believe that any creature would have the gall to defy him, yet that’s exactly what the man fleeing in front of him was doing. The puny one would die painfully for this. “Stand and face me so that I may rip out your spleen and…eat…and…unnh.”

Jaroch stumbled, the wild look draining from his eyes. An instant later, it was over.

“Commander, I have regained control,” Jaroch called to Dillon. “I will now return to the bridge and lower our shields.”

Relieved, Dillon stopped running and collapsed against a wall. His stomach suddenly shuddered, then rolled, then broke into the electric slide. Dillon gasped. “Need…bathroom.”

He took one tiny step, then instantly doubled over.

“BLAAAAAAAAAAT!!!”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 49504.7. After giving their ship a thorough cleaning, particularly in the spot where Commander Dillon puked up a mountain of radioactive potato salad and a large portion of his digestive tract, we have returned the Yynsians to their yacht and sent them on their merry way. Jaroch seems to have completely recovered from his experience, but Dillon will be spending the next day or so in sickbay. And in even better news, we’re still going to get to Copitana in plenty of time for me to help crown the next Miss Sector 834…and, more importantly, console the runner ups.”



The Secondprize did indeed reach Copitana in plenty of time for Captain Rydell to serve as a judge in the Miss Sector 834 pageant, but, as he watched the eight tentacles of Miss Lekikek Prime wave about in time to the gyrations of her vaguely eggplant-shaped body, Rydell sorely wished that it hadn’t.

“Next time, Rydell, research the sector first,” he thought to himself. He accidentally locked eyes with Miss Lekikek Prime, who gave him a sultry wink.

Rydell plastered a fake smile on his face. “Shoot me now,” he muttered through clenched teeth.







REUNION



“I always meant to contact Jurel and her friends to see how they were doing,” Webber said. “I’d hate to think they had any nasty aftereffects from their experience.”

“I’m sure they were fine,” Jaroch said flatly.

“Oh come on, honey,” Hawkins said, rubbing his leg. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. We can look back on it now and laugh.”

“And Dillon’s bones knitted just fine,” Sullivan said.

“I’d watch it if I were you,” Baird said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, it’s not like Jaroch and Dillon are the only ones who’ve been known to go a little crazy.”

“Yeah, but we all know you have a temper, hon,” Sullivan said.

“I wasn’t talking about me,” Baird replied pointedly.

Dr. Aldridge smiled. “No. I bet he wasn’t.”

“What?” Sullivan demanded.

“I seem to remember a certain dinner party.”

“Oh no,” Rydell said, lowering his head. “I liked that restaurant, too.”

“It was nice,” Aldridge said. “Until we got there…”







“SCENES FROM AN ITALIAN RESTAURANT”



STARDATE 51783.8



“Well…what do you think?” Captain Alexander Rydell asked, looking around the table expectantly. The others with Rydell, namely Dr. Elizabeth Aldridge, Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins, Commander Travis Dillon, and Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, collectively shrugged.

“It’s fine,” Aldridge said.

“Fine!” Rydell exclaimed. “Look at this place! It’s fantastic.”

“No offense, sir,” Dillon said. “But I’ve been to Italian restaurants before.”

“In Italy?”

“No. Actually I think the last one was on Rigel Six, but the idea is pretty much the same. Candles mounted in empty wine bottles, a few paintings of Italian scenery, wine rack, soft music, some more wine.”

“But this is really Italy,” Rydell protested. Indeed it was really Italy; although, Rydell was quickly wondering why he bothered bringing this group to his favorite restaurant on Earth, La Casa di Salsa Segreta. He’d found the place by accident during a layover on Earth when he was just an ensign. He’d arranged to meet with some friends in a bar in Naples, but he had gotten lost and ended up down the wrong alley where he found La Casa di Salsa Segreta. Hungry and annoyed at being lost, Rydell ducked inside and had one of the best meals of his life. La Casa di Salsa Segreta was a bit off the main roads, so only the locals really knew about it, which was fine with Rydell. It was his chance to get his crew into some civilian clothes and take them someplace really special.

At least he thought it was special. The others would obviously take a bit more convincing. Wait until they had the food. The food would change their minds. Of course, they couldn’t eat until they ordered. And they couldn’t order until the last couple involved in this triple date (triple date plus Jaroch anyway) arrived.

Finally, the creaky wooden door of the restaurant was yanked open, and Commander Scott Baird stormed inside, followed by his new bride, Lieutenant Emily Sullivan, who was wearing a bemused smile.

“Who the fuck puts a fucking restaurant where nobody can find it without a full fucking sensor sweep?” Baird groused, slamming himself down into an empty chair beside Hawkins.

“Trouble finding the place?” Rydell asked innocently.

“Some people just can’t appreciate a scenic stroll,” Sullivan said.

“You’re here now. That’s the important thing,” Rydell said.

“Which means you can start talking,” Hawkins said. “How was the honeymoon?”

Baird, who was in the process of shoving a complimentary breadstick down his throat, gave a thumbs up. Hawkins quickly looked to Sullivan for a more thorough answer.

“Nice,” Sullivan said grinning.

“I think we get the picture,” Dr. Aldridge said.

“And just what are you implying?” Sullivan replied in mock horror.

“That you copulated incessantly,” Jaroch said curtly. “May we order now?”

“What’s with him?” Sullivan asked.

“He doesn’t have a date,” Dillon said.

“I did not wish to bring a date,” Jaroch shot back.

“Uh huh.”

“I could have brought someone.”

“Who?” Dillon demanded.

“That is none of your affair.”

“See. Couldn’t get a date,” Dillon said smugly.

“I CHOSE to come alone,” Jaroch insisted.

“Okay,” Dillon said, holding up his hands. “I believe you.”

“No, you do not.”

“I said I did.”

“I do not believe you.”

“Am I going to have to sit between you two?” Hawkins asked.

“Please,” Jaroch replied, drawing a glare from Dillon.

“Waiter!” Rydell said, hoping for a distraction.

In an instant, a young man in a white dress shirt, black pants, and a black bow tie rushed over to the table. “Are you prepared to place your order?” he asked eagerly.

Baird gulped down the last giant bite of his third breadstick. “Fu…OWW!” His head whipped toward Sullivan. “What was that for?”

“I think we’re all ready,” Sullivan said sweetly, thickening her normal slight Southern accent to an all-out drawl as she usually did when she was trying to sound sweet and friendly. “Captain?”

“No no. Newlyweds first,” Rydell said.

“All right. I’d like the ricotta and spinach tortellini, but could I get the sauce on the side.”

The waiter jolted slightly. “The…the sauce on the side, you say?”

“Is that a problem, hon?” Sullivan asked.

“No! Not at all. But you are sure you are here for the ricotta and spinach tortellini with the sauce on the side?”

“I sure am.”

“Very well. It shall be yours,” the waiter replied, tapping the order into a small padd. The waiter continued around the table, taking everyone’s meal order, then headed back to the kitchen, turning back to Sullivan and giving her a wink as he went.

“Friendly staff,” Sullivan commented.

“I noticed,” Baird grumbled. The restaurant door creaked open again, allowing two hulking men and a rough-looking woman, all fitted with matching scowls, to stomp inside.

“Charming clientele, too,” Baird added.

“The locals aren’t real big on tourists in their restaurants,” Rydell said.

“I’m so glad you picked such a warm and friendly place for us to eat at,” Aldridge said, patting Rydell’s arm. “Do the cooks spit in our food, too?”

“You’ll see,” Rydell replied. “Once dinner arrives, you’ll all be eating your words along with one of the best meals you’ve ever had.”

“In the meantime,” Hawkins said, turning back to Sullivan and Baird, “I’m not letting you two off the hook. I want details!”

Sullivan shrugged. “It was a honeymoon. What’s to say?”

“Where did you go?”

“Here.”

“This restaurant?” Dillon asked confused.

“No. Earth,” Sullivan said, prompting a round of snickers from the non-newlyweds at the table.

“What?” Sullivan demanded.

“Earth?” Aldridge asked. “You’ve got an entire galaxy out there, and you decided to stay on Earth?”

“Earth’s got a lot to see,” Baird said. “It’s a good planet.”

“But no one goes to Earth this time of year!” Hawkins said.

“We did.”

“And it was great,” Sullivan added.

“What did you do that was great?” Hawkins asked.

“Is there a reason that you are pressing this particular issue to such an extent?” Jaroch asked.

“Does it matter?”

“I just find it interesting that you are so intent on learning the details of an event occurring after a wedding.”

“I’m not getting married, if that’s what you’re implying.”

“I do not believe that I implied anything.”

“Of course you didn’t,” Hawkins said flatly.

“Sure sounded like an implication to me,” Dillon added.

“I was not aware that you were even familiar with the concept,” Jaroch said.

“Oh look. Food’s here,” Rydell said relived as the waiter set a steaming tray of plates down on a tray stand and began distributing each meal, ending with Lieutenant Sullivan.

“Your sauce on the side, signora,” the waiter said, giving Sullivan another wink then quickly made his way to the table where the three scowling locals had planted themselves.

“He does that again, and I’m taking his eye,” Baird grumbled.

“Shut up and eat, honey,” Sullivan said, giving her husband a quick peck on the cheek then impaling one of the tortellinis on her fork and dipping it in the pint-sized bowl of garlic parmesan sauce that came with the meal. She popped the tortellini in her mouth.

“Wow! Yummy!” Sullivan exclaimed, diving for her next piece.

“This is fantastic,” Dillon agreed between forkfulls of his veal scallopini (faux veal, of course).

“Told you,” Rydell said vindicated.



“And what may I bring you this fine evening?” the waiter asked the three occupants of the table he’d approached.

“Lasagna,” Hentora and Makon Nessu replied in unison. The pair were brother and sister, as a casual observer may have been able to guess from their resemblance to each other. What they were not, however, was local, despite their appearance. They were not from Naples, or Italy, or from Earth for that matter. They were actually from Orion, not that anyone would have guessed it due to their exceptional lack of green skin. Amazing what a little pigment alteration could do.

Hentora and Makon were accompanied by (actually, they were more accompanying him) a fellow formerly-green-skinned Orion by the name of Gronus Dalor, who next place his order with the waiter.

“I want the ricotta and spinach tortellini with the sauce on the side. Got it? I want the sauce on the side.”

The waiter blanched. “The sauce on the side?” he asked nervously.

“That’s what I came here for.”

“Ah…well…you see, signor.”

“Is there a problem?” Gronus asked darkly as Hentora and Makon made a show of reaching for the knives in their place settings.

“Yes,” the waiter squeaked.

“What problem?” Gronus demanded.

“WEEEEHAAAAAA! ZIPPIDEE-DOO-DA-DAYYYYYYYY!” Sullivan shouted suddenly from the table across the restaurant. “ME LIKEY!” She suddenly jammed her hands into the sauce bowl and began shoveling it into her mouth as fast as she could.

“That would be the problem,” the waiter said.



“Sullivan,” Rydell said, looking around the restaurant embarrassed as other patrons began to stare. “Emily. I know it’s good food, but let’s show some restraint. Okay?”

“Fuck, Emily. Slow it down,” Baird said.

“Um…I’ve seen Sullivan eat before, and this isn’t how she normally does it,” Dillon said.

“You don’t say,” Jaroch remarked. “Emily, stop it,” Baird said, trying to pull her back.

“MINE!” Emily snapped, slapping Baird away. “What the fuck is wrong with her?”

“Good question,” Dillon said. “What’s wrong with her, Doctor?”

“How the hell should I know?” Dr. Aldridge retorted.

“Examine her!”

“Funny. I seem to have left my tricorder on the ship.”

“Why would you do that?” Dillon said.

“I don’t know. Maybe because I was on a date?”

“Seems unprofessional, if you ask me.”

“Fortunately, nobody did,” Rydell said.

“We’ve got to get her out of here,” Baird said.

“Go,” Rydell said. “I’ll settle the bill and meet you.”



“You gave the berydin to that human woman! Have you lost your mind?” Gronus whispered harshly, resisting the overwhelming urge to grab the moronic waiter and slam his head into the table until he really did lose his mind…in little oozy bits all over the nice tablecloth.

“She gave me the code.”

“Impossible.”

“She did! Right down to the sauce on the side.”

“Really?”

“Yes!”

“Weird. I didn’t think anybody would order that with sauce on the side.”

“Well, she did.”

“Hmm…have to remember that. Make a note, Makon. Need better code.”

“Errrmph,” Makon grunted in acknowledgment.

“In the meantime, that woman has thirty grams of pure berydin in her system.”

“No refunds,” the waiter said. “Paolo is very firm about that.”

“Fine. We’ll just have to get the berydin out of her,” Gronus said.

“Is that possible?”

“Sure. We just drain every drop of blood from her body and distill it out.”

“Oh.”

“Her friends seem to have noticed that she’s not right,” Gronus said, watching Baird and Aldridge try and help Sullivan from her chair. “Convince them to stay.”

“Um…of course,” the waiter said, bowing curtly and racing over to the Secondprize crew’s table.

“Is there a problem with the food?”

“My wife’s crazy about it,” Baird said.

“She may have a food allergy,” Dr. Aldridge said. “We just need to get her home.”

“Ah…well…maybe you should just let her rest,” the waiter said.

“Can I eat your head?” Emily said, her eyes darting around wildly. “That’s some mighty fine lookin’ corn you got up there.”

“We’re leaving,” Baird said firmly, pushing past the waiter and dragging Sullivan to the exit. He found their path blocked by Gronus, Makon and Hentora.

“She stays,” Gronus said, pointing at Sullivan. Sullivan’s head darted forward suddenly as she chomped down on the disguised Orion’s finger. “YEOOWWW!” Gronus cried, snatching his hand back.

Baird handed Sullivan off to Aldridge and stepped up closer to the Orions. “That’s my wife you’re talking about there, pal. The only place she’s going is with me.”

“Makon,” Gronus said.

Makon moved toe-to-toe to Baird, towering a good six inches above the Secondprize’s Chief Engineer.

“You know the old saying,” Baird said. “The bigger they are…”

THWACK!!!

Makon slugged Baird, then grabbed the dazed officer and lobbed him directly onto the Secondprize officer’s table.

“The quicker they smack you into oblivion,” Aldridge remarked, retreating quickly back to the table with Sullivan in tow. Hawkins, Dillon, Jaroch, and Rydell were already on their feet. Jaroch and Rydell dragged a moaning and battered Baird off of the table as Hawkins and Dillon quickly flipped the large round table up to use as a barrier between them and the Orions.

“We’re reasonable beings,” Gronus said as he and the other’s advanced on the group huddled behind the table. “The rest of you can go. We just need the woman. She has something that belongs to me.”

“What does she have?” Rydell called out. “Maybe we can just throw it to you.”

“She kind of ate it.”

“Then we’ll mail it to you when it comes out the other end.”

“It’s not that kind of thing. We just need to drain her of blood.”

“That will kill her!” Aldridge shouted.

“Consider it an unfortunate side effect.”

“That’s it!” Hawkins said, yanking a hand phaser out of her boot.

Dillon gaped. “What…what is that?”

“What does it look like, Travis?”

“I don’t believe this. You brought a phaser on a date! Did you think we were going to be attacked or something?”

“News flash. We ARE being attacked!”

“This was supposed to be a romantic dinner.”

“You’re mad she has a phaser?” Aldridge said in disbelief. “You were just all pissed off about me not having a tricorder!”

“At least Patricia came prepared!” Dillon shouted back.

Hawkins popped up above the edge of the table and fired off a quick shot, nailing Makon on the shoulder and sending Gronus and Hentora scrambling for cover. With the path to the door clear, the other restaurant patrons, who had been doing a nice job up until that point of panicking and screaming for their lives, stampeded for the exit, giving the Orions the cover they needed to flip up a table of their own to huddle behind as the waiter tore back into the kitchen.

“That was a phaser!” Gronus exclaimed.

“Uh huh!” Makon and Hentora agreed as Makon rubbed his numb arm.

“Why would they have a phaser unless…” A horrible realization dawned.

“Hey!” Gronus shouted across the restaurant. “Are you Starfleet?”

“Yes, we are!” Rydell shouted back. “Want to surrender now?”

“Granklefrap!” Gronus cursed.

“Is that a yes?” Rydell asked, peering around the table. He narrowly managed duck back down before a knife sailed past him.

“I’m guessing not,” Hawkins said, knocking the power level of her phaser up a few notches.

“What are you doing?” Rydell asked.

“Obliterating their cover,” she said, taking aim at the Orion’s flipped over table.

“You’re going to disintegrate them in the process!”

“I’m really not caring.”

“No vaporizing anything,” Rydell said firmly.

“Can’t we just call in security?” Dillon asked.

“The entire crew is on leave while the Secondprize is in Spacedock, and I am NOT bringing Starfleet security into this,” Hawkins replied. “People think we’re enough as a joke as it is.”

“I am not a joke!” Dillon said.

“I would consider you more of a recurring gag,” Jaroch remarked.

“Could you think about getting us out of here instead of picking on Dillon?”

“We could just rush the door; however, that would not deal with the underlying problem.”

“I thought those guys trying to kill us was the underlying problem,” Aldridge said.

“Our attackers wish to take Lieutenant Sullivan away in order to get something out of her bloodstream. Judging by her recent behavior, it is safe to say that this is most likely a narcotic of some sort, a narcotic that was transported via Sullivan’s bowl of sauce. If that is indeed the case, then this establishment is engaged in a bit more than the restaurant business.”

“Makes sense,” Rydell said. “Let me check.” He cautiously peered around the table again. “Hey! What drug did my friend eat?”

“Berydin. And I want it back!” Gronus shouted back.

“We don’t want her dead.”

“If she hadn’t ordered the sauce on the side, none of this would have happened!”

“I’ll let her know,” Rydell said, ducking back behind the table just as Hentora sent another knife winging his way.

“Berydin?” Dr. Aldridge said. “I’m not familiar with it.”

“I’ve seen it mentioned in some alerts on Orion Syndicate activities,” Hawkins said. “It’s supposedly really popular with the Andorians and the Yridians.”

“And evidently this place serves it to go,” Rydell said.

“It is quite possible that they are synthesizing the drug on the premises, most likely in the kitchen where such equipment would most likely go unnoticed,” Jaroch said.

“Then I’m going to find it,” Rydell said, holding his hand out to his security chief. “Hawkins, phaser.”

Hawkins’ eyes widened in shock and horror. “My…my…phaser?”

“I need it to blast the lab equipment. Hand it over.”

“But I could blast it,” Hawkins protested.

“Scott and I can handle it. You guys take care of our friends at the next table. You up for it, Scott?”

“Yeah,” Scott muttered, forcing himself up. He turned on the rest of the group. “Nothing happens to Emily. Got it?”

“We’ll take care of her,” Dr. Aldridge replied.

“All right,” Rydell said, getting into a sprinter’s stance. “Count of three. One…two…three.” Rydell and Baird took off running and slammed through the kitchen door, bowling over the waiter and two cooks who had hidden there to watch the show in the dining room.

“Sorry, fellas,” Rydell said looking over the fallen group as the door closed behind them. “Now who’s going to show me the drug lab?”



“Okay,” Hawkins said, thinking over the situation. “We still outnumber them five to three.”

“Redo the math, Hawkins,” Dr. Aldridge said. “Sullivan isn’t in any condition to fight, and I’m staying with her.”

“Fine. It’s three on three then. Even odds.”

“Not quite,” Dillon said anxiously. “You saw what that guy did to Baird.”

“They do appear to have us at a distinct strength disadvantage,” Jaroch agreed.

“That only matters if they hit us,” Hawkins said.

“I’m not nearly as fast as you are, dear,” Dillon said. “You’re so quick and skilled you could take one of them without any trouble, but not me.”

Hawkins smiled and gazed lovingly at Dillon. “You really think I could clobber one of them? That’s so sweet.” Hawkins gave the Secondprize’s first officer a soft kiss on the lips.

“Be still my churning innards,” Jaroch muttered.



Before any of the kitchen staff could respond to Rydell, a tall, older Italian gentleman stormed into the kitchen from a door on the opposite side of the room. Rydell immediately recognized him as Paolo, the restaurant’s owner.

“Good evening, signor,” Rydell said with a slight bow. “Our meal has been so amazing that we just had to have a word with the chefs.”

“You must leave my kitchen!” Paolo demanded.

“Come on, Paolo. I really wanted to see how you made the secret ingredient. I think it’s called berydin.”

“I know nothing of this berydin.”

“Really? I’m guessing you cook it up right here. What do you think, Scott?”

The chief engineer’s trained eye scanned the equipment in the room. Finally, he pointed at a large stainless steel object along the far wall. “That one.”

Rydell aimed and fired.

ZAP!

“My stove!”

“Whoops. Try that one.”

ZAP!

“My dishwasher!”

“Er…There.”

ZAP!

“My pasta maker.”

“Wait! Over there.”

ZAP!

“My drug lab!”

“That’s got it,” Baird said smugly.

Rydell shot a quick glare at Baird then turned his attention back to the restauranteur. “I’m really ashamed of you, Paolo. Was making fantastic food not enough for you?”

“Who eats it? We are a hole in the wall with eight measly tables. Look at our location. I had to do something to supplement.”

“You could have moved,” Baird said.

“But we’ve always been here,” Paolo replied defiantly.

Rydell shook his head. “And just like that, logic loses another one.”



“Was there any sauce left in Sullivan’s bowl?” Dr. Aldridge asked suddenly as Hawkins, Dillon, and Jaroch continued their strategizing.

“I have no idea,” Hawkins replied.

“And I don’t think that’s going to help us right now,” Dillon added.

“I want to look at it,” Dr. Aldridge said.

Dillon peered out around the table and spotted the bowl of garlic parmesan sauce sitting upright in the mass of splattered meals on the other side. “It’s out there, but I can’t reach it from here.”

“Then go get it,” Aldridge said.

“But…”

“Doctor’s orders. Now GO!”

“All right,” Dillon grumbled. “But I’m not sure that your authority extends to things like this.”

As quickly as possible, Dillon crawled out from behind the safety of the table and scurried toward the bowl. He had the bowl in his hands in a matter of seconds and was on his knees racing back to cover.

THUD!

Dillon looked back in horror at his shoe, which now had a rather long and sharp steak knife embedded in it.

“Hey!” he cried. “I liked these shoes!”

Gronus poked his head up from behind the Orion’s table. “Hold still and Hentora will make you stop caring.” He looked back at his comrades, who were evidently speaking to him. “What do you mean we’re out of the sharp ones?” he snapped angrily.

Dillon didn’t wait around for an answer. He sped around the table again and shoved the bowl into Dr. Aldridge’s hands. “Enjoy it,” he said, slumping against the table beside Sullivan.

She looked over at him with heavily dazed eyes. “Are you chewy? You look like gum.”

“I taste like Brussel sprouts,” Dillon said flatly.

“Not good gum.”

“Nope.”

“What do you expect to learn from the sauce?” Hawkins asked, sliding over to Dr. Aldridge.

“Hard to say. Jaroch, come take a look at this.”

“I was not aware that there was anything to see,” the Yynsian replied, moving closer to Aldridge and bowl.

“Look closer at the texture,” Aldridge said.

Jaroch peered into the bowl. “What are you referring to? I do not see…MMMMPHHH!”

In an instant, Aldridge has scooped the bowl’s remaining contents into her fingers and shoved it into Jaroch’s open mouth. He yanked himself back and gulped hard, swallowing most of what had been forced upon him.

“What was that for?” Hawkins shouted.

“Hopefully, I just called the cavalry,” Aldridge replied as she watched Jaroch’s eyes go wide and his body begin to twitch.

“And if you didn’t?” Dillon asked alarmed.

“Who knows? Either way, we should probably move.”

“Where?” Dillon exclaimed. “I’m not about to be the one to find out if those guys managed to find more pointy things to throw at us.”

Jaroch was heading toward outright vibration at this point.

“I don’t think we have much more time to argue,” Dr. Aldridge said.

“You’d better be right about this,” Hawkins said. She suddenly shoved Jaroch, sending him out beyond the cover of the table. For a few moments, nothing happened. Then an expertly-thrown salad fork embedded itself in his chest.

“Holy OWWWW!” Jaroch screamed. “I mean that really, REALLY hurts. And my shirt! Look at my shirt! You will all be facing many of my boots to your heads, and when I am done, I shall write of my needs without mercy or remorse!”

THWACK!

A particularly firm breadstick sailed across the room and smacked Jaroch in the head. “Another oww…this one most buttery.”

THWACK! THWACK THWACK!

Three more breadsticks slammed into him.

“Your grains cannot harm me,” Jaroch said, striding forward.

THUD!

Jaroch staggered back as an empty wine bottle holding a candle slammed into his gut. “You have lobbed your last table setting, weak ones!” Jaroch bellowed, scooping the bottle up by the neck and charging.

“Get him!” Gronus ordered, smacking Makon and Hentora on the back and pushing them forward.

“You smell of fear and soap,” Jaroch announced as the pair of Orions approached him. “Soapy fear with brimming bubbles of terror.”

“Huh?” Makon said.

WHAM! CRASH!

Jaroch swung the bottle upward, catching the lumbering Orion under the chin. He smoothly slammed the bottle back down, smashing it over Makon’s head and sending him tumbling to the floor unconscious.

Jaroch turned on a stunned Hentora. “You also smell of fear, but your soap has a nice lavender scent. Pretty odors do not mask the fright billowing from your pores in great jets of flowery panic.”

“You hurt my brother,” Hentora said simply, then swung at Jaroch.

The Yynsian dodged quickly, then came back with a swift kick to the Orion’s left shin. “Whatcha gonna do about it?” he taunted.

Hentora swung again and missed. She was rewarded with a boot to her right shin.

“Nyah nyah!” Jaroch laughed.

Hentora suddenly grabbed Jaroch by the throat and lifted him off of the floor. “You will feel pain now,” she said.

SMASH!

A Hawkins-wielded plate suddenly crashed over Hentora’s head followed closely by another swung by Dillon. Hentora dropped Jaroch and turned around to face her attackers. She was met immediately by Hawkins’ foot slamming into the side of her already-battered head. The impact spun her directly into Dillon’s oncoming fist, which spun her toward Jaroch’s right cross. After to more circuits of this circle of pummeling, Hentora collapsed to the floor, joining her sibling in dreamland.

With Jaroch, Dillon, and Hawkins occupied beating the crap out of his associates, Gronus made a break for the exit. He’d made it most of the way to the door before a weight leapt onto his back, sending him sprawling on the floor.

“Tasty!” Lieutenant Sullivan squealed happily as she bounced up and down on Gronus’ back a few times before ripping a nice chunk of hair from his head and shoving it into her mouth, roots and all.

“Emily, get back here!” Dr. Aldridge said, rushing over.

“My meal! My meal!” Sullivan protested, yanking Gronus’s head up by the hair and slamming it back down repeatedly to emphasize her point.

“That’s not food, Emily,” Dr. Aldridge said gently just as Rydell and Baird returned from the kitchen holding Paolo at phaser point.

“Much…hurting,” Gronus gasped, looking up at the Starfleet Officers with pleading eyes.

“I could yank Emily off of him,” Baird suggested.

“Or I could just stun him to take the pain away.”

“That’s awfully nice of you,” Aldridge said.

Rydell fired, letting Gronus join his friends in unconsciousness. “What can I say? I’m a nice guy.”



Fifteen minutes later, the local authorities had swarmed over La Casa di Salsa Segreta and taken Gronus, Paolo, and all of their compatriots into custody while detectives took statements from Dillon and Hawkins. Dr. Aldridge had promptly snatched the medical tricorder away from the medtech who came along and started to work on treating the injured and the supremely drugged. A quick scan of Gronus revealed a bit more than some missing scalp.

“Hmmm…Orion. You don’t say,” Rydell remarked loudly so the Naples constabulary could hear as he looked over the readings Aldridge was showing him. “An Orion disguised as a human buying a drug that the Orion Syndicate is known to sell. And buying it from this very restaurant. Residents of this fine city involved with the Orion Syndicate? Paolo, I’m shocked!”

The two officers flanking the restaurant owner were obviously not amused as they glared down at their captive. “We have a clean city,” one of them said, an edge of menace in his voice. “We work hard to keep it that way.”

“Hear that, Paolo?” Rydell said smiling. “They’re going to clean you up! Aren’t you excited?”

As the officers dragged Paolo out of the restaurant, he shouted something back that the universal translator couldn’t handle, but Rydell got the gist of it. “Make sure you clean his mouth up, too,” Rydell called after them, then he turned his attention to Dr. Aldridge, who was looking over Jaroch and Sullivan.

“How are they?”

“They should be fine once I get them back to a decent medical facility and detox them. I was able to link the tricorder back to the Starfleet Medical database and look up berydin. It’s not very effective on humans or Yynsians. Large doses can cause mild hallucinations and a feeling like intoxication, though. It even comes complete with its own hangover in the morning.”

“Lovely,” Commander Baird muttered as he held his wife still for Dr. Aldridge.

“Remember, Scott. It’s in sickness and in health,” Rydell said, clapping his engineer on the shoulder.

“If she vomits, I’m calling you. You’re the one who got us into this.”

“Hey. It was a memorable evening,” Rydell said.

“Don’t even try that one,” Aldridge said.

“Excuse me, Doctor ‘Jam the kooky drug down Jaroch’s throat’?”

“What? It worked…mostly.” Aldridge said.

“You were so certain?”

“It seemed likely. I hoped that the drug would weaken his control over his past lives and let them take over. The drug seemed to affect them to…assuming what we saw was them, but it got the job done.”

“I’m sure Jaroch will want to discuss your great plan tomorrow…after his head stops pounding,” Rydell said. “In the meantime, I’m starving. Wanna get some dinner?”

Aldridge eyed Rydell. “After all this, you expect me to go out with you again tonight?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“Let me get these two back to the Secondprize first. Then I’M picking the restaurant.”

Rydell grinned. “Okay, but I guarantee it won’t be nearly as exciting.”







REUNION



“One time!” Sullivan exclaimed. “One time I get a little kooky, and you throw it back at me.”

“We have to take the opportunities when we get them, Captain,” Rydell said. “Can’t have you getting too big for your pips.”

“But my own husband didn’t have to be the one to bring it up,” Sullivan said.

“Sure I did,” Baird replied with a smile.

“You’ve have your not-so-shining moments too, you know.”

“True, but most of the time he was so loud and angry about it that the rest of us felt it best not to say anything for fear of our lives,” Rydell said.

“Fear is good,” Baird said. “I worked very hard to cultivate that image.”

“I still liked you,” Carr said. “Even if you did scowl a lot.”

“It’s a cute scowl, though,” Sullivan said. “And most of the time, you were pretty together.”

“Thank you,” Baird said, crossing his arms.

“Most of the time,” she repeated with a smirk.

“Chose your next words carefully,” Baird threatened.

“Oh, I’ve only got one word.”

“What?” Baird said warily, leaning forward.

“Herbert.”

“Fuck.”

“I thought you might say that…”







“UNCLE DORK”



STARDATE 52165.6



“Doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed, doomed,” Commander Scott Baird repeated as he paced the living room of his quarters.

“Would you stop saying that?” his wife, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan, said as she watched her husband from the sofa.

“Fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked, fucked.”

“Never mind. Could we go back to ‘doomed’ please?”

“You just don’t get it, Emily.”

“He’s a seven year old boy. What’s to get?”

Baird chuckled humorlessly. “You’ve never met him. You have no idea what he’s capable of. Damn her! Cathy did this on purpose!”

“Yes. How dare your sister take a second honeymoon! She’s obviously out to get you.”

“She and George are off to Risa just when we happen to be docked at a Starbase on the way, so we can watch her little hellspawn for the night? Tell me that wasn’t planned. If I ever figure out how the fuck she knew when we would be… You told her, didn’t you?”

“She asked,” Sullivan said with a shrug. “Cathy thought you’d want to spend some time with your nephew.”

“Translation: I’m going to torture Scott. I am so getting her for this.”

“Oh relax. Your parents will be here tomorrow to get him.”

“Good…and they’d better not stick around long,” Baird grumbled.

“I like your parents. They’re very sweet people.”

Baird only grunted.

“Makes me wonder how the hell they produced you,” Sullivan added.

“Vaughn to Commander Baird,” the voice of the Secondprize’s transporter chief said, breaking in over the comm system.

“Oh fuck. Here we go,” Baird said. “Baird here.”

“You’ve got company anxiously waiting to beam over.”

“We’ll be right there, Monica,” Sullivan said, getting up from the sofa, grabbing Baird by the arm, and dragging him toward the door. “Remember, hon. It’s only one night.”

“And when it’s over, I guarantee you’ll be begging for my parents to get here.”

“Oookay, hon.”

“Begging!”

“Gotcha.”



“Monica, get this kid out of here,” the Starbase 57 Transporter Chief pleaded over the comm. “He’s driving me crazy. NO! Don’t touch that!” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn heard an annoying giggle in the background closely followed by a female saying “Now now, Herbert.” Just then, Baird and Sullivan walked into the transporter room.

“The relatives are here to take possession, Paul,” Vaughn said. “I’m energizing now.”

“Thank you,” the harried transporter chief replied in relief. “I’m never going to get this peanut butter out of the matter reintegration circuits.”

“Oh shit, he’s started already,” Baird moaned.

“He sounds like a wonderful kid,” Vaughn said sarcastically as two figures began to materialize on the transporter pad. “You three should have lots of fun.”

“Care to join us?” Sullivan asked.

Vaughn laughed. “Not a chance in hell.”

“Some friend you are,” Baird mumbled just as the transport finished leaving a woman and a small boy on the padd. The woman was a good two inches taller than Baird; however, her facial features and black hair (although hers was curly) left no doubt as to the fact that she was related to the Secondprize’s chief engineer. The sandy-haired boy’s facial features were hard to gauge as his head was whipping back and forth in a blur taking in his new surroundings.

Cathy stepped down off the transporter platform and hugged her brother.

“Scott, luv! How have you been?” she asked almost too happily. “I haven’t seen you in so long. You never write or comm. And when are we going to get a visit? Hello, Emily. Good to see you again. I’m so glad to see you’ve stayed with him.”

“He hasn’t run me off yet,” Sullivan said with a smirk.

“Where’s George?” Baird asked.

“He’s…waiting for me.”

“Too scared to show his face, huh?”

“Well, you could be nicer to him. He is your brother-in-law.”

“It’s not my fault he’s scared of me. I never did anything to him,” Baird said.

“He thinks you don’t like him.”

“I don’t.”

“You don’t even know him,” Cathy exclaimed.

“Exactly. Not liking people is kind of my default setting. If he decides to grow some balls and get to know me, maybe I’ll like him. Doubt it, but it could happen.”

“This is why he wins the ship’s Miss Congeniality award every year,” Sullivan said.

“Well, I’m sorry George and I can’t stay, but at least you’ll get to see your nephew some,” Cathy said.

“I’m thrilled,” Baird replied. He could see Herbert inching toward the circuit access panels on the far side of the transporter room. He was about to grab the innocent looking seven-year-old when, but Cathy acted first.

“Come here, Herbie, and say hello to your Uncle Scott and Aunt Emily.” Herbert stopped in his tracks and turned toward his mother and uncle. Baird could see the look of ‘I’m going to destroy everything I can’ in his eyes.

“Hello, Dork,” Herbie shouted and started laughing hysterically.

“I’m sorry about that Scott. He’s been calling everybody dork for the last two weeks,” Cathy explained. “Promise me that you won’t cuss around him. You see how quickly he picks up words he shouldn’t say.”

“Better gag yourself,” Vaughn mumbled.

“Shut up, bi…”

“Scott!” Cathy snapped.

“All right! I promise,” Baird said grudgingly.

“Well, I’d better get back. The starliner to Risa leaves in half an hour. Have fun,” Cathy said, hugging her brother again. “Thank you again, Emily.”

“We’re happy to do it,” Sullivan replied as Cathy stepped back onto the transporter padd.

“One of us is,” Baird muttered. “Goodbye, Cathy.”

“Goodbye, Scott. Now, Herbert, you be the little angel we all know you can me. Mommy and daddy love you. See you soon!”

Herbert just nodded distractedly, his eyes locked on the controls of the transporter console in front of Vaughn.

“Energize,” Baird said. Vaughn activated the transporter sending Cathy back to the Starbase. Suddenly, Baird heard the soft whoosh of doors opening. A quick glance around the room confirmed what he already knew. Herbert was missing. Baird ran out into the hallway in time to see Herbert disappearing around a corner.

“COME BACK HERE!!!” Baird bellowed at the top of his lungs, freezing terrified crewmen up and down the corridor. Sullenly, Herbert rounded the corner back into the main corridor and trudged up to Baird.

Baird leaned in closely to his nephew. “Do that again, and I’ll…”

“Who wants some lunch?” Sullivan said, stepping quickly over to the pair. “It’ll give us a chance to get to know each other.”

“Lunch!” Herbert cried happily. Baird growled under his breath.

“Come on, boys,” Sullivan said, taking Herbert by the hand and leading him toward the nearest turbolift.

Herbert looked back at Baird and stuck his tongue out. “We’re beating you…dork!”

Baird’s growl instantly became quite audible. Across the deck, crewmen fled in fear of whatever monster had been unleashed on the ship. Herbert just giggled and continued strolling along with his aunt.



“All right,” Sullivan said, clapping her hands together as Herbert sat at the dining table in Baird and Sullivan’s quarters, arms crossed and face in a full pout. “What would you like to eat?”

“I don’t wanna eat here,” Herbert said angrily.

“Then you don’t eat,” Baird said, stepping over to the replicator. “I’m having a hamburger, though. A big, juicy hamburger with a ton of fries.”

“Aunt Emily promised me a restaurant!”

“We’re not going to Seven Backward, and that’s final,” Baird said.

“Scott…” Sullivan began.

“I’m not setting him loose in there.”

“Fine. Herbert, how about a hamburger like Uncle Scott has?”

“I don’t wanna eat like Uncle Dork!”

“Then what about something else?” Sullivan said quickly before Baird say anything in response. Most likely nothing he’d have to say would be appropriate for Herbert’s ears…or anyone else’s for that matter.

“No.”

“Chicken fingers?”

“No.”

“Grilled cheese?”

“No.”

“Peanut butter and jelly?”

“No.”

“Tuna fish?”

“No.”

“Pizza?”

“No.”

“K’rachit da’al?”

“NO!”

“Then pick something yourself!” Sullivan snapped, losing her cool for a moment. She quickly caught herself and calmed down. “I’ve got an idea,” she said, moving over to the replicator. “Hot dog and french fries.” The order materialized, and Sullivan placed the plate in front of Herbert. “There you go. One nice…”

SMASH!

In a sudden blur of motion, Herbert had swung his arm out and slapped the plate, sending it flying off of the table and against the wall.

“Pizza!” he shouted, glaring at Baird, who was seated across the table eating his lunch and trying hard not to start laughing at Sullivan’s efforts to appease the demon child.

“Pizza. Fine,” Sullivan said, plastering a smile on her face as she returned to the replicator and placed the order. “Here you are,” she said, returning with the plate a few moments later. “Now, you’re going to sit here and eat your lunch, and if you’re very good and eat every last bite, we’ll take you up to see the bridge. If not, you’ll sit at this table until your grandparents get here…which is in about eighteen hours. Your choice, Herbie.”

Herbert wisely decided to eat the pizza.



“So this is our special guest,” Captain Alex Rydell said, swivelling around in his command chair as Baird, Sullivan, and Herbert stepped out onto the bridge. “What’s your name, little man?”

“Beelzebub,” Baird said.

“No, it’s not, Uncle Dork!” Herbert screamed. “I’m Herbert!”

“Uncle Dork?” Rydell said with a smirk.

“Endearing, don’t you think?” Sullivan said, leading Herbert down toward the helm console. “This is where Aunt Emily sits to fly the ship.”

“Can I do it?” Herbert asked.

“Not right now. We’re parked at this spacedock and can’t move.”

“Does this make you want a kid of your own?” Rydell asked as Baird plopped down into the chair normally occupied by Counselor Webber.

Baird glared back. “Have you lost your fu…freakin’ mind?”

Rydell smiled. “Watching your language? How sweet.”

Before Baird could respond, the ship suddenly jolted forward.

“I said don’t touch that!” Sullivan shouted, then quickly caught herself. “That’s a big no-no.”

“This is no fun. I wanna see where Uncle Dork works,” Herbert said, crossing his arms in a pout.

“No way,” Baird said. “I’m not letting that thing into Engineering.”

“I’m telling Mommy you were mean to me.”

“Go ahead. I was mean to her too. All through our childhoods.”

“I WANNA SEE ENGINEERING!” Herbert wailed.

“NOT A CHANCE!” Baird shouted back.

“Here,” Sullivan said, practically yanking Herbert out of the helm chair and dragging back to the rear of the bridge. “This is kind of like where Uncle Scott works. These are the Bridge Engineering Stations. Now don’t touch any…HERBERT!”

Baird was about to spin around and let Herbert have it when he realized that he wasn’t exactly in the chair anymore. Instead, he was slowly drifting up into the air as was everyone else on the bridge.

“I see he found the bridge gravity controls,” Rydell said flatly.

“Not just the bridge, sir,” Sullivan replied sheepishly as Baird did his best to propel himself over to the engineering station.

“Ah. Okay.” Rydell flipped himself over in mid-air, reached down, and tapped the all-call on the armrest of his chair. “Good afternoon, everyone. This is Captain Rydell. You might have noticed a slight loss of gravity. It’s nothing to worry about. We’ll have everything back to normal in just a second.”

Rydell, along with everyone and everything else on the ship, suddenly plummeted back to the deck as Baird reactivated the artificial gravity.

“There,” Rydell gasped painfully. “All better now.”



Lieutenant Commander Sullivan rolled over in bed to look at her husband, who was flat on his back, glaring at the ceiling.

“You planning on speaking to me again any time soon?” Sullivan asked.

“No,” Baird growled back.

“Hey, this isn’t my fault. Talk to Dillon if you’ve got a problem with it. He’s the one who made the bridge shift assignments.”

“I’d have a better chance of getting through to Herbert,” Baird groused. “But why did it have to be tomorrow morning? It’s like he knew that I needed you to help…you asked for this shift, didn’t you?”

“Why would I do that?” Sullivan replied quickly.

“Emily…”

“You’ll only have to keep Herbert occupied by yourself for a couple of hours. Then you can hand him off to your parents and forget he was ever here,” Sullivan said.

“Way to be a supportive spouse, Emily.”

“I’m not the one related to that monster.”

“So you admit he’s a demon child.”

“Yes. You were right. Happy?”

“No. I’m the one stuck with him tomorrow, while you’re off doing nothing on the bridge. We’re docked at a starbase! Why do you need to be up there anyway?”

“Talk to Dillon.”

“Never mind,” Baird said, crossing his arms angrily.

“I love you,” Sullivan said, kissing him lightly on the cheek. “Try to have fun with Herbert. I’ll be thinking about you.”

“You mean laughing at me.”

“Well, that too.”



The next morning, Commander Baird stared across the table at the young boy who was currently slurping his way through a big bowl of Frosted Plomeek Flakes. Baird wasn’t sure if coating the cereal flakes in so much sugar was logical, but it sure had given the Vulcans a big hit with the kids of Earth. Herbert was happy with them, so they could be coated with plasma residue for all Baird cared.

To the boy’s credit, he hadn’t destroyed the spare room where he’d slept the night before. Baird had taken the precaution of locking him in, just in case. Of course, he didn’t tell Sullivan about that part. He didn’t see the big deal. The room had a bed and a bathroom. What more would Herbert need?

“So what do you want to do today?” Baird asked finally. “How about heading to the holodeck?”

“I wanna see engineering,” Herbert replied.

“That area’s off limits,” Baird said, trying to come up with a more tactful response than “NO!”

“Why?”

“There’s a lot of dangerous stuff there.”

“I wanna see it.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t take you there.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so, you little brat!” Baird snapped. So much for tact. It wasn’t exactly his strong suit, anyway.

“Look,” Baird said, calming himself down. “I could create a simulation of engineering on the holodeck. How’s that sound?”

“Stupid!” Herbert spat back. He suddenly leapt out of his chair and made a break for the exit.

“Hey! Where are you going?” Baird shouted, fumbling to get out of his seat and give chase.

“Away from you…DORK!” Herbert cried, darting into the corridor.

“Come back here, you fu…” He couldn’t curse. Herbert would hear and…it’d be so much easier just to kill the monster. Cathy would be pissed, but cared. No, he couldn’t do that either. He really couldn’t do anything except…

“ARRGGGGGGH!”

The scream helped a little, but it still didn’t solve the problem of the escaped munchkin from hell. Baird could hear Herbert’s obnoxious giggle receding down the hallway.

“Bye, Dork,” Herbie shouted.

“Baird to security,” Baird said slapping his commbadge as he ran.

“Hawkins here,” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins responded from her post on the bridge.

“I need you to find a small boy running away from my location.”

“This is not a proper use of the ship’s internal sensors.”

“Dammit, Patricia, you sound like Dillon! Since when did you care about regulations anyway?”

“Great attitude to have toward the person you want to help you,” Hawkins said.

“Did you lose Herbert?” Sullivan’s voice broke in.

“Emily…”

“Please give him a hand, Patricia,” Sullivan said.

“All right,” Hawkins said. “I’m checking… got him! He’s heading toward Sickbay.”

“Thanks,” Baird said, breaking into a job down the corridor.

“If you’re having a hard time controlling your nephew, I could send Counselor Webber down to help you.”

“I think a security team would be more useful,” Baird muttered.



Running at full speed, Baird managed to catch up with Herbert as the boy approached the doors to Sickbay. Herbert was weaving back and forth through the corridor, trying to find a set of doors that would open to him. So far he hadn’t had any luck, but Baird knew that would change if he made it to Sickbay.

“Stop right there!” Baird bellowed. Rather than freezing in his tracks, Herbert actually sped up and raced right up to the Sickbay doors, which had just opened to allow Lieutenant Andrea Carr to exit.

“Hi there, little guy,” Carr said warmly, tousling Herbert’s hair as he dashed past her. She spotted Baird running toward her. “Morning, Commander.”

“Why didn’t you stop him?” Baird demanded.

“Was I supposed to?” Carr asked confused.

Baird growled and stormed into Sickbay, where he quickly spotted Herbert. He had a hypospray in his hand and was eyeing it mischievously as Dr. Elizabeth Aldridge slowly approached him, hand outstretched.

“Give the nice doctor her medicine back please, little boy,” Aldridge said, a distinct edge present in the sweetness she was trying to force into her voice.

“Is this yours?” she asked, spotting Baird.

“Unfortunately,” Baird said. “What’s he got?”

“It’s a local anesthetic. I was about to use it on Ensign Borral. He caught his third leg in the turbolift doors again.”

“And it hurrrrrrrts!” Borral wailed from a nearby biobed.

“Give it back, Herbert,” Baird ordered.

“No! I wanna see it.”

“You saw it,” Baird said, moving to grab Herbert. “Now give it…”

Herbert squirmed away Baird’s arms and slammed the hypospray against the Chief Engineer’s leg.

HISSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSSS!

“Get away from meeeeeee!” Herbert whined, running back out the door. Baird moved to follow and promptly fell to the deck as his right leg refused to cooperate.

“That’s not good,” Dr. Aldridge observed, looking down at Baird.

“You got something to counteract this?” Baird asked, using a biobed to pull himself to his feet. His right leg was stuck straight and stiff as a duranium rod.

“Sure. Time. In about three hours, you’ll be good as new.”

“Fucking great,” Baird grumbled, step-dragging himself to the Sickbay replicator. “Give me a roller skate,” he ordered.

“This is a food replicator only,” the computer replied. “For other replicated items, use the replicator rooms located throughout the ship.”

“I know where the fucking replicator rooms are!” Baird thundered. “But if you don’t give me a fucking roller skate, I’m going to ram a fucking phaser up your control circuits and alter your fucking programming the hard way!”

The replicator hummed softly and produced a nice shiny roller skate. With a great deal of difficulty (accompanied by a fair amount of profanity), Baird put the skate on his immobilized foot and stood up, step-rolling toward the exit with a look of grim determination (or maybe it was cold homicidal fury. It can be so hard to tell the difference sometimes) on his face.

“Sullivan to Baird,” his commbadge barked.

“Baird here.”

“Patricia says Herbie’s in a turbolift. No wait. He’s out and heading toward engineering,” Sullivan said.

“Shit! Shit! Shit!!!!” Baird screamed. “How did he even know where it was?”

“He probably just asked the computer.”

“Remind me to make that thing less fucking helpful,” Baird said.

“I’ve got some good news, honey,” Sullivan added.

“What?” Baird asked. “Are the Borg attacking?”

“We received a message from the ship carrying your parents. They’re going to be here in half an hour.”

“Something is going right. Evacuate engineering, Emily.”

“Are you sure that’s such a good idea?” Sullivan asked uneasily.

“I’m going to get him one on one.”

“Whatever you say, dear. Bridge out.”

“Baird to Vaughn.”

“Vaughn here,” the Secondprize’s transporter chief replied.

“I need you to beam me to engineering now.”

“Too lazy to walk?” Vaughn replied.

“What part of now did you miss?” Baird snapped.

“Fine. Energizing.”

Baird felt the tingle of the transporter beam envelop him, and seconds later he was in engineering, which was already deserted. His staff had sure cleared out in a hurry, not that they needed to be told twice to take a break.

“Baird to bridge. I’m here. Where’s Herbert?”

“He’s in there somewhere,” Sullivan said. “He couldn’t have left without us knowing about it.”

“Well, I don’t see… ARRRGH!” Baird suddenly felt his good leg being pulled up behind him, flipping his body parallel to the ground supported only by his dead leg. Then he heard Herbert’s evil cackle behind him.

“Time to go for a ride, Uncle Dork!” Herbert said as he started wheeling Baird around the room, narrowly avoiding slamming him into the status table and several of the wall displays.

“Let me go, you little shit!” Baird screamed.

“Okay!” Herbert replied gleefully, running Baird directly toward the warp core, more specifically toward the deep shaft surrounding the core. At least there was a railing there…a railing Baird quickly realized that he was going to pass right under in his current position. Herbert let go at the last second, giving Baird a chance to take action. He managed to reach up and grab onto the railing just as he started to pass under it, hanging on for dear life as the rest of his body dangled over the core shaft. His one good leg kicked madly, attempting to get a perch on the safety of the deck.

He wasn’t having much luck, particularly since he kept getting distracted by Herbert, who was stalking over with an sadistic glint in his eye. “Can Uncle Dork fly?”

“No!” Baird shouted back. “If I fall, I die. Do you understand?”

“No, you won’t.”

“Yes, I will.”

“No, you won’t.”

“YES, I will!”

“No, you won’t,” Herbert insisted, grabbing one of Baird’s fingers.

“Don’t do this, Herbert,” Baird said, next pulling out a word he rarely used. “Please.”

“That’s enough!” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan’s voice bellowed, echoing across the emptiness of engineering. Herbert spun around and saw that his Aunt Emily and another woman were racing toward him. Neither looked happy at all.

“I was just playing!” Herbert cried, jumping away from Baird.

“Tell it to her,” Sullivan said, pointing at Lieutenant Commander Hawkins. “This is our chief of security, and she thinks you have been VERY bad.”

“BBBBUT,” Herbert wailed on the verge of tears.

“Shut up!” Hawkins shouted, getting into the swing of playing bad cop. “You’re under official…playtime arrest.” Sullivan looked at her in confusion. Hawkins shrugged. It was all that she could come up with.

“I want to play with Uncle Dork…I mean Scott some more,” Herbert whined.

“Too bad, kid. You’re coming with me. Now march!” Hawkins said, grabbing Herbert by the arm and dragging him toward the door as Sullivan helped Baird get his footing then pull himself over the warp core railing.

“Tsk tsk,” Sullivan scolded, barely containing her laughter. “Scott Baird almost gets taken out by a seven-year-old.”

“An evil seven-year-old!” Baird said, trying to regain his balance on his numb leg.

“Sure, hon.”

“He is!”

“Okay.”

“Fine. I know what would have happened if you hadn’t shown up. Dead Me!”

“So you admit I saved your life,” Sullivan said smiling.

“Oh, go to hell,” Baird snapped, storming out of engineering with as much indignation as he could muster on his roller skate.



Thirty minutes later, Baird paced slowly around Transporter Room Three, trying to work some feeling back into his leg as Herbert wandered sullenly around the transporter room, watched closely by Hawkins and Sullivan. There were two security guards stationed just outside the door should Herbert decide to make a break for it. Hawkins wasn’t taking any chances. Every once in a while, Herbert would edge toward one piece of equipment or another, but Hawkins would promptly aim her phaser at him, sending him a clear message to move away.

“Bridge to Commander Baird,” Lieutenant Caulk’s voice said over the comm system.

“Baird here.”

“Starbase 57 Transporter Control says your parents have arrived and are standing by to receive the child.”

“About fucking time,” Baird muttered, low enough that Herbert couldn’t hear. “We’re sending him over. Baird out.”

“You don’t want to beam over with him?” Sullivan asked. “We could see your parents.”

“Why would I want to do that?” Baird asked.

“I hope this taught you something,” Hawkins said to Herbert as he stepped up onto the transporter pad.

“Yeah. Don’t get caught,” Herbert said as an evil grin spread across his face.

“Get him out of here,” Baird ordered.

“Energizing,” Lieutenant Vaughn said.

And a moment later, the demon was gone, but Baird could swear that just before Herbert vanished for good, he’d stuck his tongue out at him.



“So you’re back to normal, huh?” Sullivan said from the sofa as Baird walked into their quarters with both legs in perfect working order.

“Finally,” Baird said, ordering a drink from the replicator.

Sullivan got up and wrapped her arms around Baird. “Your dad commed while you were in Sickbay. Something about Herbert calling him a ‘little shit.’ You wouldn’t know where he picked that up, would you?”

“Fucking kid. Next time Cathy comms, you’re talking to her,” Baird said. “And this is the last time we babysit. As far as I’m concerned, this is the last time I ever want to be near anything even associated with kids!”

“Is this a bad time to tell you I’m pregnant?”

Baird’s eyes widened in horror as he broke into a spontaneous coughing fit.

“Kidding, hon,” Sullivan said smiling sweetly.

“Death,” Baird croaked, slamming his glass down on the table.

“Can’t we talk about this?” Sullivan asked, backing toward the door.

“No talk, just death.”

Baird lunged at her just as Sullivan darted out of the exit, screaming and laughing all the way as her husband pursued her through the Secondprize corridors.







REUNION



“Funny how things change, huh?” Sullivan said, patting Baird’s hand on the table.

“Uh huh,” Baird said simply.

“Um…excuse me?” Beck said, catching the glint in their eyes. “What do you mean change?”

Sullivan and Baird exchanged an amused glance.

“You’re pregnant, aren’t you?” Beck insisted.

“Yep. We found out a few days ago,” Sullivan replied, a huge grin spreading across her face. Baird wasn’t able to hold back a smile either.

“Wow. What happened?” Rydell asked after the initial hugs, shouts of excitement and calls of congratulations subsided. “I mean, last time I saw you two, you’d decided to have a dog instead of kids.”

Baird shrugged. “We changed our minds.”

“Somebody decided he wanted to be a daddy,” Sullivan said, cupping Baird’s chin. “Yes he did. Yes he did.”

“Do you want to live to deliver this bugger?” Baird growled.

“Yes I do,” Sullivan cooed, planting a kiss on his lips. “And to think I only had to be pushing 50 before you made up your mind.”

“So you’ll be 100 when your kid hits 50. No big deal,” Rydell said. “My kids aren’t going to have it that much different.”

“Kids plural?” Jaroch said. “I was not aware that you had had a second child.”

“Four years ago,” Rydell said. “Brian. He’s just getting to the point where he can effectively annoy his older sister. What about the rest of you? Any offspring we should know about?”

“We don’t think so,” Hawkins said. “We’re pretty happy with just us.”

“No,” Travis said.

“None here,” Beck said.

“Is that a none ever or a none for now?” Rydell asked.

“If I ever get the love life figured out, I’ll think about the whole motherhood thing. For now, I’m doing just fine.”

“Fair enough,” Rydell said. “Claire?”

“Millions. Via holovision, of course. I can sing to them, teach them, nurture them, and the best part is I don’t have to clean up after them.”

“You may be onto something there,” Rydell chuckled. “Beth?”

“Adrian. He’s 10. Looks just like his father, too.” Aldridge’s husband was also her partner in the pediatrics practice she had on Earth.

“Monica?” Rydell asked.

“A little boy here, too. He’s five.”

Rydell paused for a moment before speaking. Several years ago, Vaughn had married a Nuphelian. The male of the species was known for a particular anatomical difference from most other humanoids. “Does he…um…take after his father?”

“You mean does he have three pee-pees? Jeeze. Listen to me. I am a mom. But no. He’s just got the two.”

“Two,” Rydell said. “Oooookay. Moving on. What about you, Andrea?”

“Well…we’re thinking about it,” Carr replied with a slight smile.

“We? When did you become a we?” Rydell asked amused.

“Two years ago last month.”

“And I didn’t get an invite.”

“No one did,” Hawkins said. “They eloped.”

“It was romantic,” Carr said a little dreamily.

“So who’s the lucky guy?” Rydell asked.

“Dr. Temple,” Jaroch replied, since Carr seemed to be busy staring off into space, most likely remembering bits of her elopement. “He is part of the Secondprize’s medical staff.”

“A doctor, huh?” Rydell said.

“Yes indeed,” Carr said, her mind coming back to the group. “He is.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but somehow I always thought you’d end up with someone more…I don’t know…artsy. Like a painter or something.”

Carr’s face darkened. “Unh uh. No way. I tried that route once and NEVER again…”







“YOU’RE THE INSPIRATION”



STARDATE 51977.3



There was something of a spring to Lieutenant Andrea Carr’s step as she made her way past the various storefronts and stands of The Vergunui, the galactically-renown shopping district of Oentia City on Argellus III. Actually Carr’s spring was bordering on an all-out bounce, which was starting to get to her shopping companion.

“Andrea!” Lieutenant Emily Sullivan snapped suddenly. “Please! It’s like walking with a kangaroo here!”

“Sorry,” Carr replied giddily. “It’s just…TWO WHOLE WEEKS LEAVE! Can you believe it? I owe Starfleet a big thank you letter. Maybe I’ll even write them an ode or something.”

“You do realize they did this to get us out of the way while the Federation President tours the local sectors,” Sullivan said.

“Who cares? We get two weeks on Argellus III. I’ve always wanted to come here.”

“I didn’t know you were that into shopping.”

“I’m not. This planet…this city is the home of Seugio P’lezar. I might get to meet Seugio P’lezar!” Carr exclaimed.

“Okay. I’ll bite,” Sullivan said. “Who’s Seugio P’lezar?”

“The Phases of Neuiris Diel?”

“Never heard of it.”

Carr gasped. “It’s the greatest book of poetry of the modern age! Six years ago when P’lezar published it, the book won the V’dreth Prize in Literature. They even asked him to be Poet Laureate of the Federation, and he turned them down! Instead he stayed here.”

“Wow. I can’t believe I didn’t know that,” Sullivan said sarcastically.

“I guess poetry just isn’t your genre.”

“I didn’t think I had a genre,” Sullivan said. “That aside, how are you going to meet this guy? Go knock on his door?”

“NO!” Carr replied in horror. “He’s scheduled to do a reading this evening at the Oentia Central Theater. I ordered tickets as soon as I found out we were coming here.”

“Tickets?” Sullivan asked warily. “As in more than one?”

“Yes! I got you one, too!”

“But…”

“Isn’t Scott off on that caving trip with the Captain for the next couple of days?”

“Spelunking.”

“But he’s away.”

“Yeah, but…”

“And you didn’t have any other plans.”

“No, but…”

“And you’re always complaining that Scott isn’t interested in culture.”

“True, but poetry and I…”

“Will get along great!” Carr said. “You just need to give yourself over to it.”

“I don’t know, Andrea. If the poetry starts trying to get that personal with me, I’m out of there.”

“You’ll love it. Trust me. We’ll get dressed up, find a nice restaurant to get dinner at, then we’ll go hear the words of the greatest poet of our time.”

“Sounds great,” Sullivan said weakly. Oh well. At the very least she might be able to catch up on her sleep.



The evening was not turning out to be nearly as painful as Sullivan had expected. She didn’t have much use or many opportunities for getting dressed up, but finding a sleek black formal dress and slipping into it had been kind of fun. Dinner was also decidedly on the enjoyable side. Argellian cuisine, while limited to meats and vegetables, was exceptionally flavorful due to the various blends of herbs and spices they used to season their foods. No sauces of any kind need apply.

At the reading itself, the famous Seugio P’lezar read from his equally famous (or perhaps more so) and award winning collection of poems, “The Phases of Neuiris Diel.” Sullivan didn’t have a clue if this Diel was a person a place or a state of mind, but from what she could pick up, the phases varied between longing, loneliness, some lonely longing, and the occasional longing while alone.

It didn’t seem to matter to Carr, though. She was obviously a full-on poetry groupie, or at least a Seugio P’lezar groupie. Sullivan couldn’t blame her for the most part, P’lezar was an attractive man in his mid-30’s with wavy black hair, intense eyes, a strong chin, and a soulful melodious voice that had a way of sucking you in even when you didn’t have a clue what the hell he was talking about, which Sullivan didn’t. Carr, meanwhile, was mouthing the words along with P’lezar as he made his way through each poem in his practiced yet powerful performance.

“A life of wisps.

A silent hiss before muted time.”

P’lezar finished his last verse, took a slight bow, then retreated from the stage as the audience broke into enthusiastic applause. Sullivan, who was clapping more politely than eagerly, glanced over at Carr, who sat ramrod straight in her chair, her body seemingly frozen as her eyes stared forward.

“Andrea?” Sullivan said. “You in there?”

Carr nodded slowly, her gaze still locked on the now-vacant podium where P’lezar had stood moments before.

“Wasn’t he incredible?” Carr said finally.

“Poetry isn’t really my thing, but he kept my interest,” Sullivan said. She almost asked Carr to explain what the hell any of it was supposed to mean, but caught herself. No need to walk into that trap.

“I want to meet him,” Carr said, standing up and heading out to the aisle.

“Now?”

“I’ve got to catch him before he leaves. This could be my only chance to talk to him.”

“All right. All right,” Sullivan said, rising up from her chair as quickly as she could in a dress that didn’t allow her as much mobility as she was used to. By the time she made it out into the aisle, Carr was already climbing the stairs to the stage. A moment later, Carr disappeared into the wings, following P’lezar’s path.

Jogging as much as possible, Sullivan raced after Carr, soon finding her backstage standing a short distance from Seugio P’lezar himself. At the moment, P’lezar was in conversation with an older, heavyset gentleman who was shaking his hand warmly. The man soon said his goodbyes and rushed away. P’lezar, noticing Carr, turned to his admirer and smiled.



He was smiling at her. Smiling! At her! Carr was at once exhilarated and petrified as the man whose work she had admired for years took a step toward her.

“Greetings to you,” P’lezar said with a slight bow.

“H-h-hello,” Carr stammered. “I-I can’t believe I’m talking to you.”

“And why is that?”

“You! You’re you!”

“That I am, but it is no great feat. As for you, you’re Terran, are you not?”

“Yes. Andrea. Andrea Carr. I’m a big fan of your work. I adore it really. You’ve been such a huge influence on my own writing.”

“Oh really? You write as well.”

“Yes. I’m nowhere near the poet you are, though. Your words touched me from the first time I read ‘The Phases of Neuiris Diel.’”

“You’re very kind. I hope you enjoyed the reading,” P’lezar said.

“Oh I did! I did! I never thought I would get the chance to actually see you in person. This has been amazing. I’m sorry. I’m babbling. You must have a hundred other things to do. But I just had to come speak to you and let you know what your work has meant to me.”

“Would you like to join me for a drink?”

Carr froze. “Excuse me?”

“Pardon me for being so forward, but I have not had the opportunity to speak to anyone from off world for quite some time. Certainly no one as lovely as you.”

The Secondprize’s Operations Officer blushed. “Thank you. I’d be honored.”

“The honor is all mine.”



Across the room, Sullivan watched as Carr took P’lezar’s arm and walked with him toward the exit. Carr looked over her shoulder, spotted Sullivan, and gave her a quick wave. That settled it. Carr would not be coming back anytime soon. Sullivan chuckled softly and headed off in the other direction. At least someone wouldn’t be spending the evening alone.



The following morning, Carr has just about finished her breakfast in Seven Backward when she heard the rapid approached of feet. Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins practically leapt into the seat across the table from her.

“Sullivan told me everything except the important stuff,” Hawkins said as her significant other, Commander Travis Dillon, plodded up behind the chair, obviously unhappy to be dragged into this situation. “So spill it. What happened last night?”

“I had a wonderful evening with the most amazing man in the cosmos,” Carr replied dreamily. “What else is there to say?”

“Plenty,” Hawkins said. “Like did clothes stay on?”

“Patricia!”

“I’m just asking!”

“There’s a betting pool,” Dillon said flatly.

“Travis!” Hawkins snapped, glaring back at him.

“Well there is.”

“What?” Carr exclaimed.

“We’re just looking out for you, Andrea,” Hawkins said.

“Sure.”

“Well?”

“Well what?”

“How far did it go?”

“He was a perfect gentleman,” Carr said.

Dillon snorted.

“He was!” Carr insisted. “This is one of the greatest lyrical artists of our time we’re talking about here. Not some one night stand!”

“So you’re seeing him again,” Hawkins said.

“Tonight. He’s invited me to his home for dinner. I think he’s actually going to cook for me. Can you believe it?”

“He probably wants your access codes to the ship,” Dillon said.

Carr resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “With all due respect, sir, he’s a poet. What would he want with my access codes?”

“I just don’t trust a man who does this.”

“Does what?” Carr asked. “Ask me out?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“It was implied.”

“It was a hell of a lot more than implied,” Hawkins said, swinging her hand back and swatting Dillon lightly on the arm. “Where’s your sense of romance?”

“It’s fine. I just don’t want to wake up tomorrow morning to find the ship overrun with Argellian extremists.”

“There’s no such thing as Argellian extremists,” Hawkins said.

“Prove it.”

“Travis…”

“You can’t! So I say better safe than sorry.”

“Fine,” Hawkins said, turning back to Carr. “Andrea, if the nice poet asks for your access codes, say no. Okay?”

“I’ll do that.”

“Good. Problem solved,” Hawkins said, getting up from her chair. “You go have some fun tonight.”

“I plan to,” Carr said. “You try to have a nice evening as well.”

“I’m going to try to teach this guy some romance,” Hawkins said, elbowing Dillon playfully in the side.

“I’m romantic,” Dillon protested.

“Oh really?” Hawkins said skeptically.

“Really,” Dillon replied. “And that, I can prove. I got you something.”

“What?”

“A new holodeck program.”

“Is it violent?”

“Very. I had it especially designed for you.”

“Can we play it?” Hawkins asked eagerly.

“I reserved us a two hour slot tonight, which includes time for a nice meal before the carnage begins.”

“Okay. You got me. That was romantic.”

“Thank you.” She looked back at Carr. “I’ll check with you tomorrow.”

“Okay,” Carr said with a laugh. “Enjoy your slaughter.”



If it wasn’t actually happening to her, Carr would have thought that the last few hours were some fantasy her mind had conjured in her sleep rather than actual reality. P’lezar had indeed made dinner for her. An incredible meal of meat so tender it almost dissolved in her mouth accompanied by equally sumptuous vegetables and wine that set her taste buds dancing.

After the meal, she and P’lezar had gone to his den, where they were both lounging on thick floor rugs in front of a blazing fireplace. An actual blazing fireplace! She was ready to melt into his arms at any moment.

But then the most amazing thing happened. He asked to hear her poetry. Sure connecting to the ship and downloading her work to a padd he’d let her borrow broke the mood for a few moments, but that was more than worth it to have Seugio P’lezar sitting across from her, watching her intently as she read her poems, poems his own work had inspired.

He was silent as she completed her final reading, his right fingers slowly and repeatedly running across his left palm.

“I know they’re nowhere near as good as yours,” Carr said. “But you’ve been a big inspiration to me.”

“They were very nice,” P’lezar replied with a warm smile. “Very emotional. You have a way of evoking your inner self that is admirable.”

“Really? Thank you! And thank you for listening. You must have people coming up to you all the time wanting to read you their poems.”

“Not so often anymore. Staying on my homeworld has hurt my galactic fame, but that was never of interest to me. It is all about my art.”

“Of course,” Carr said wistfully.

“I do enjoy sharing my work with others, though. In fact, I have a reading tomorrow afternoon, if you would care to join me.”

“I’d love to!” Carr exclaimed. “Um…should I meet you here or there or…”

“Actually, I was hoping you would stay the night.”

Carr grinned. “I was hoping you’d ask.”



As much as she loved her writing, Lieutenant Carr had never really considered it to be more important than her Starfleet career. Yes, she enjoyed the time she spent composing her works, but it was a good way to relax after bridge shifts and the like. Deep down, she always saw herself in command of a starship one day. It had been a dream since high school. Something about the Starfleet recruitment vid she’d been forced to watch in class one day had struck a chord and made her realized that she longed to be out among the stars.

But after last night and this morning, Carr was seriously considering chucking it all and taking up residence on Argellus III, preferably inside Seugio P’lezar’s residence. Honestly, it was taking everything she could muster just to allow herself to be pulled from his house today. But P’lezar’s fans were waiting, and she could not deny them the thrill of listening to him read his work.

The couple emerged into the sunshine of a cool Argellian Fall day and began their walk down the shaded path in front of P’lezar’s wooded lot toward the main road where they would catch a hovertram into the central part of the city. To Carr, the entire scene was idyllic, especially the part where she was walking hand-in-hand with Seugio P’lezar.

P’lezar stopped suddenly about halfway down the walk. “I’ve forgotten my reading,” he said with a chuckle. “You’d think by now I wouldn’t need anything to read from.”

“It is a lot of poems,” Carr said. She had them all memorized, but she wasn’t about to make him feel worse about needing a padd to jog his memory.

“Stay here. I’ll just run back and grab it.”

P’lezar jogged back to his front door and went inside, leaving Carr to enjoy the crisp air.

Which was what she did right up until the hand clamped over her mouth and dragged her away.



“Who are you?” Carr shouted to the darkness surrounding her. “What do you want?” After being roughly grabbed from P’lezar’s front walk, she’d had a hood tossed over her head and been stuffed into a hovercar. Now she was blindfolded and tied to a chair, which was a situation that, considering how wonderfully the day had began, she never expected to find herself in, not that there were many days she expected to be kidnapped and bound to a chair.

“I’m a Starfleet Officer, so unless you really want to bring a whole bunch of trouble down on yourselves, I think you’d better let me go.”

“Oh we have every intention of letting you go,” a silky female voice whispered into her ear. “But in exchange you’re going to do something for us.”

“I’m not giving you my access codes,” Carr said firmly.

“What would we possibly want with your access codes?”

“Um…never mind. What do you want me to do?”

“Just deliver a message for us to your friend P’lezar.”

“What kind of message?”

“If you’d let me say more than ten words without interrupting me, I’d tell you!” the woman snapped.

“Sorry.”

“Good. Now then, at P’lezar’s reading tomorrow at the Oentia Citadel, he will deliver our message to the Governing Council.”

“I thought I was delivering the message,” Carr said confused.

“You’re delivering the message that he has to deliver our message. Understand?”

“Got it. Will you be giving me the message that he’s supposed to deliver?”

“Yes! That’s what I’m trying to do! Listen closely. Unless P’lezar tells the Governing Council to turn rule of the Uleera Province over the to the local magistrates at his reading tomorrow night, we, the members of the Uleera Independence Guild, are going to start killing the people closest to him one by one…starting with his new girlfriend.”

“He has a girlfriend!” Carr shouted in horror.

“That’s you.”

“Oh! Does he really think of me as his girlfriend? It’s so fast. But so sweet. He’s really an amazing man. I’m so lucky to have met him.”

The mysterious woman cleared her throat threateningly.

“Oh right!” Carr said. “Message! Got it.”

“You’d better hope so,” the woman hissed.



Several hours later, Carr was unceremoniously dumped onto P’lezar’s doorstep, still blindfolded and with her hands bound behind her back. Her captors were nice enough to ring the door chime before running away at least.

A few seconds later, she heard the door whoosh open.

“Andrea!” P’lezar exclaimed, pulling her into the house. “What happened to you?”

“I was kidnapped!” Carr replied as P’lezar removed the blindfold from her eyes and started working on the bindings on her hands.

“Why would anyone want to do that?”

“It was the Uleera Independence Guild. They want you to say something at your reading tomorrow about turning the Uleera Province over to the local magistrates. I don’t get why they think it’s so important for you to do this, though.”

“I have always kept politics out of my work, and that has given me a good relationship with the Governing Council. The Guild believes that, because of that relationship, if I take a stand on an issue, the Council will be swayed by my point of view. I’ve refused their requests in the past. Obviously now they’ve decided to step up their efforts. Hopefully you won’t have to be involved in this anymore.”

“I’m very involved now. They threatened to kill me if you don’t do what they say.”

“Perhaps you should spend tomorrow on your ship then,” P’lezar said, his face filled with concern.

Carr shook her head. “No way. I’m going to that reading tomorrow. No Argellian extremist group is going to keep me from hearing your poetry again.”

“I don’t know that they’re really extremists…”

“Close enough. And I’m going!”



Another picture perfect day on Argellus III, yet Carr could shake a sense of nervous anticipation. It could have something to do with the threat of death hanging over her, not that she really put much stock in the abilities of the Uleera Independence Guild. If they wanted to get to her, they were going to have to get through Starfleet…well, the Secondprize anyway…the few people she could muster to help at least.

For his part, P’lezar appeared to be equally nervous as he and Carr once again made their way down his front walk toward the main road. He’d cooked for her again last night and then given her the most wonderful massage to work out any kinks brought on by being tied to a chair for a couple of hours. Honestly, Carr didn’t have any muscle pain after her mini-ordeal, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. Not when there was massaging to be done.

P’lezar suddenly stopped in his tracks.

“What did you forget?” Carr asked, anticipating his next words.

“My security badge. I won’t be able to get us into the Citadel without it.” He turned back to the house. “I’ll be…”

“No. I’ll go,” Carr interrupted. “Just tell me where it is.”

“Top right desk drawer in my study.”

“Got it. Be right back.”

“All right. I’ll hold the hovertram for you.”

As P’lezar continued on to the street, Carr jogged back to the house and waited for the computer system to authorize for entry. The computer chirped its approval, the door slid open…

And then a hand clapped over her mouth from behind and dragged her away.



Commander Travis Dillon shifted uncomfortably on the stone bench he was seated on in the outdoor amphitheater at the Oentia Citadel, the seat of government for Oentia City and the surrounding provinces, and looked around as his annoyance grew.

“Where is she?” he asked for the hundredth time since their arrival.

“I don’t know,” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins replied. The crowd for P’lezar’s reading was slowly growing as the start of the event approached, but there was no sign of Carr anywhere.

“If I’m going to have to sit through the same poems again, she’d damn well better be here,” Lieutenant Emily Sullivan groused.

“I’m with her,” Dillon said. “Except for the hearing them again part. I didn’t hear these poems before, and I’m not really happy about hearing them now.”

“Then don’t listen,” Hawkins said, watching the crowd for signs of anyone suspicious. “That’s not what we’re here for anyway.”

“Right. We have extremists to find. What about him?” Dillon said, pointing a man out to Hawkins.

“He looks to be about a thousand years old,” Sullivan said.

“He’s scowling.”

“So are you,” Hawkins said.

Dillon folded his arms and deepened said scowl. “Carr had better be here.”



Carr wasn’t there. At that particular moment, she was again blindfolded and her hands tied behind the chair in which she was seated, a state of affairs that had her emotions wavering between frightened and damn annoyed.

“Okay. That’s enough! Is someone going to talk to me today?” she called out.

“No need to talk,” a raspy male voice replied. Hmm…a man this time. What happened to the woman from yesterday?

“Are you with the Uleera Independence Guild?”

The man grunted a yes.

“Um…so why am I here then? I delivered your message to Seugio.”

“If he doesn’t say what we want him to, we’re supposed to kill you.” Was it just her imagination or did this guy not sound at all comfortable with the threatening captor role?

“I’m sure he will,” Carr replied, trying to sound as sweet and innocent as possible. “Seugio wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt. And you don’t really want to hurt anyone, do you?”

“We’ll do what we have to do,” the man replied unconvincingly.

“You won’t have to hurt me. I’m sure of it. Seugio will deliver your message, but while we’re waiting, could you untie my hands?”

“What?”

“I’m claustrophobic, and this is really starting to make me want to panic. I won’t move. I promise.”

“Claustrophobic? You seemed fine yesterday.”

Time to lay it on. “Only because I was so scared. Now I know everything will be fine, but these ropes…I can’t move my hands. Please…”

“I don’t think…”

“Please! Untie me! Please! PLEASE! You have to untie me! I can’t take this! I’m going to…I can’t breathe. Help! AAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! AAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! AAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! AAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! AAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! AAHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! PLEEEEEEEEEASEEEE!”

“All right! All right!” her captor cried. Carr felt hands working on her bindings as the man knelt behind the spartan metal chair holding her. A moment later, her hands were free, but before the man could stand back up she suddenly threw all of her weight backward, knocking the metal chair back right into his skull. Carr leapt up from the chair, ripping the blindfold off as she did so.

For the briefest instant, she was stunned by her surroundings. She was in a living room. Somehow she’d expected the Uleera Independence Guild to operate out of a warehouse somewhere or something, not some normal residence.

She didn’t have much more time to consider the matter as her captor was shaking off the chair to the head and struggling to his feet. Carr quickly sent him back to the floor with the help of one of the patented Starfleet double-fist shots to back of his already battered noggin. That was enough to send him off to the realm of the unconscious. In short order, Carr hogtied him with the ropes he’d used to tie her hands, then raced out of the house determined to get to the Citadel and P’lezar before the Uleera Independence Guild realized she’d escaped.



Despite Carr’s assertion to the contrary, after listening to P’lezar read for a second time, Sullivan was now positive that poetry was not her genre. In fact, she was pretty much back to her earlier belief that she didn’t have a genre at all. The one small consolation to all of this was that P’lezar was reading new poems this time. Too bad Carr wasn’t there to hear them.

From the growing look of concern on Hawkins’ face next to her, Sullivan could tell that the Secondprize’s security officer was having the same dark thoughts that were running through Sullivan’s mind. The Uleera Independence Guild must have gotten to Carr first. So far P’lezar had not made any political comments, but the reading wasn’t over yet. That meant Carr was probably still alive. The Secondprize’s transporter room was supposedly keeping track of Carr, but if the Guild found the commbadge she’d stashed in her pocket, all bets were off.

For now, all Sullivan, Hawkins and Dillon could do was watch for anyone who didn’t seem to be there for the poetry. It was a longshot, but it was all they had until the situation changed.

Hawkins tapped Sullivan on the shoulder and pointed to the rear of the amphitheater. Carr was standing there, gasping for breath as though she’d just run a long distance.

That certainly changed the situation.



Carr squatted at the top of the amphitheater stairs, trying to pull herself together after sprinting from the hovertram stop into the Citadel, past the security guards (who seemed to content when she flashed her commbadge and shouted that this was a Starfleet emergency), and into the area where P’lezar was to read.

Much to her relief, everything seemed to be calm and orderly. Her backup from the Secondprize, such as it was, had arrived and was seated several rows down. Meanwhile, P’lezar stood at the center of the stage, his arm extended dramatically, his voice booming as he spoke those words.

Those words.

Wait.

“HEY! THOSE ARE MY WORDS!” Carr shouted, storming down the stairs toward the stage.

The audience erupted into utter chaos. Okay, really is was more of a confused murmur, but it didn’t matter to Carr. The bastard was reading HER poems!

“Andrea!” P’lezar exclaimed, obviously surprised to see her there.

Carr reached the stage and went toe-to-toe with the frightened poet, snatching the padd out of his hands. It was full of nothing but her poems. “Another writer’s work. How could you?” She turned back to the audience. “I wrote these poems,” she announced. “Not this…this…plagiarist!”

“That would explain the frequent Earth imagery,” a voice from the crowd said.

“And that bit about his hair billowing in the wind.”

“And that whole poem about his womanhood.”

A wave of discontent swept through the audience as they realized that they had indeed been had. Hawkins quickly motioned for Sullivan and Dillon to follow her up to the stage. She didn’t think a poetry reading crowd would really get violent, but best to be prepared just in case things got ugly.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” Carr demanded turning back on P’lezar.

The Argellian’s head drooped. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I’ve never done anything like this before, but once I heard your work, I saw a light in the darkness that has been surrounding me.”

“What darkness?” Carr scoffed.

“The darkness that fills my mind every time I try to write. I haven’t completed a new poem since ‘The Phases of Neuiris Diel’ was published. I can’t. I’ve tried, but nothing happens. That’s why I turned down the offer to be Federation Poet Laureate. That’s why I’ve stayed on my homeworld. I didn’t want anyone to know that I had lost my talent. But then I met you, and when I heard your work I felt flashes of my own. I grew jealous and did something horrible. I had my sister and brother-in-law keep you from attending my readings so that I could read your poems and present them as my own. I hoped that if I could just keep you out of the way until your ship left, I could stay here and read your work without you ever knowing.”

Carr’s face softened. “You really thought my poems were good enough to steal? Wow. That’s…” She suddenly lashed out and slapped him. “…still really crummy!”

“I know. But you can’t know the agony I felt knowing that the quadrant was watching me, waiting for me to produce new works. Day after day I would stare at a blank screen, praying for something to happen. Some inspiration to come. Instead, I felt nothing but despair as I faced an arid wasteland my own creative famine. I was staring into the abyss of my own mind, searching for sparks of…” P’lezar’s eyes suddenly glazed over as he stood staring off at nothing.

“Sparks of?” Carr asked. “Seugio?”

“Ha!” P’lezar cried suddenly, grabbing the padd back from Carr. He slipped a light pen of out the back of the padd and began scribbling furiously on the screen. Moments later, he slapped the padd down on the podium and launched himself at Carr, embracing her in a bear hug that would have made Counselor Webber jealous.

“Thank you!” he exclaimed, holding her close. “The words! I can feel the words returning to me!”

“Glad I could help,” Carr gasped. P’lezar released his grip and took a step back, clasping her hands in his. “I know I’ve done a horrible thing, but I do care for you. Please come home with me, so that I can try to make this right.”

Carr smiled softly. “Um…no.”

“No?”

“No,” she repeated, pulling her hands away. “You had me kidnapped and stole my work. There’s no coming back from that one, Seugio.”

“I…I don’t want this to end. The pain of losing you. I will feel it inside for the rest of my days. I will…HA!” P’lezar scooped up the padd again and resumed his scribbling.

Carr took the opportunity to join her shipmates at the foot of the stage. “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

“I knew that guy was after something,” Commander Dillon muttered.

“You okay, Andrea,” Hawkins asked.

“Fine. Really. I may have actually helped him. I think Seugio’s problem was that he wasn’t suffering enough. Some people have to suffer to create, you know.”

“If you ask me, you didn’t make him suffer enough,” Sullivan said.

“Probably not, but it’s a start.”

“Speaking of, I haven’t made Scott suffer lately,” Sullivan said. “You wanna go visit a cave and mess up some male bonding?”

“Sure. Sounds like fun.”

Hawkins turned to Dillon. “See. Now aren’t you glad the Captain didn’t invite you?”

Dillon just grunted.

Carr took a last look at P’lezar, who was still writing furiously as the audience filtered out of the amphitheater. She couldn’t help but smile. He looked so involved in his work now. Idly, she picked up a pebble and lobbed it in his direction, smacking P’lezar right in the ear.

“OW!”

There. She’d done her bit to increase his suffering.

She tapped her commbadge. “Carr to Secondprize. Four to beam up. Energize.”







REUNION



“I’m much happier with my doctor, thank you very much,” Carr said.

“That’s all that matters,” Rydell said. “Hmmm…you know. I never did properly thank Starfleet for giving us those two weeks off. It was awfully nice of them.”

“Nice?” Jaroch said. “We were being shunted to a remote locale so that we would not cause trouble or embarrass the president.”

“That’s one perspective on it.”

“There’s another?”

“Probably,” Rydell said. “I can’t think of it right now, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”

“It doesn’t,” Sullivan said.

“So we weren’t popular with the top brass. Big deal,” Rydell said.

“We weren’t popular with anyone,” Vaughn said.

“Waystation liked you,” Beck said.

“Not that y’all were biased or anything,” Sullivan said.

“It is hard to deny that we developed a certain reputation that affected our dealings with the rest of Starfleet,” Jaroch said.

“That’s an understatement,” Vaughn muttered.

“It didn’t matter that much,” Rydell said. “We had our own family on the Secondprize, and we stuck together. The rest of the fleet just wasn’t an issue.”

“Unless the Secondprize wasn’t around for some mysterious reason,” Vaughn said.

Rydell winced.

“And no matter how nice you are, other people still don’t want to help you,” Webber added.

“You two aren’t still bitter over that tiny little goof, are you?” Rydell asked.

“Little goof!” Vaughn exclaimed.

“Well, you were late,” Sullivan said.

“Sure. Take his side.”

“Look at it this way. You got to make some new friends,” Rydell said.

Vaughn rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah. They just loved us…”







“THE ROAD TO FERUK’ZIN”



STARDATE 52843.2



“All right. I’m here,” Captain Alex Rydell said as he jogged out of the turbolift onto the bridge of the USS Secondprize. “Let’s go. Let’s go.”

“You know, we wouldn’t be in such a rush if you’d gotten back to the ship on time,” Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan observed from the conn console.

“And you’re starting to sound like Dillon,” Rydell said, settling into his chair.

“That was just mean, sir.”

“You’re right. Sorry. Clear all moorings, and tell Starbase Control that we’re outta here. We’ve got an appointment to keep.”

“Starbase Control confirms that we are clear for departure,” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins reported from the tactical console behind Rydell’s chair.

“Then by all means let’s depart,” Rydell said. “You think we can pick up some time on the way, Sullivan?”

“We’re going to have to push warp nine the whole way to the rendezvous just to keep us to our usual fifteen minutes late, and you know what kind of wonderful mood that’s going to put Scott in.”

“Which is why it’s a good thing you’re married to him and not me,” Rydell said as Sullivan steered the Secondprize away from the docking port and toward the docking bay doors of Starbase 163.



Normally it took a lot to faze a Nausicaan, but upon seeing the determined being in tie-dye charging his way, the Nausicaan standing in the corridor heading toward the docking ring inside of Starbase 163 dodged left, pressing himself against the wall as Counselor Claire Webber plowed by with the Secondprize’s transporter chief, Lieutenant Monica Vaughn close behind.

“Okay! So I shouldn’t have tried on that last dress,” Vaughn panted as she struggled to keep up with Webber. “But come on! This is Captain Rydell we’re talking about. He probably isn’t back on board yet himself.”

Webber didn’t respond as she hurdled a horta sliding along the hallway and turned the corner to the docking arm assigned to the Secondprize.

Vaughn passed the horta on the right and made the turn into the docking arm. “Besides, it’s not like they’re going to…” She trailed off and came to a halt beside Webber, who was staring out of the docking arm viewport into the vast interior of the starbase’s docking bay. The Secondprize was no longer attached to the arm. Instead, the Excelsior Class starship was just clearing the massing docking bay doors into open space beyond. A moment later, it launched into warp, streaking away from Starbase 163 at incredible speed. “…leave us,” Vaughn finished softly.

The counselor started frantically slapping her commbadge. “Webber to Secondprize! Webber to Secondprize! Captain Rydell! Stop!”

“They can’t hear us,” Vaughn said. “They were out of range the moment they went to warp.”

“I-I-I can’t believe this,” Webber said. “What are we going to do?”

“Take the emergency recall to the ship message more seriously next time?”

“Monica! Our home just flew away! This is serious!”

“Not to counsel the counselor here, but just relax, Claire. We’ll get this straightened out. All we have to do is talk to the Starbase commander. I’m sure she can help us.”



The Secondprize command crew had just managed to fill their plates at the briefing room buffet and get to their seats when Captain Rydell bounded into the room and dropped himself into his chair at the head of the table.

“Okay, Commander,” he said to Commander Travis Dillon, his First Officer. “Since you’re the one who volunteered us for the mess, why don’t you fill us all in on the big emergency that cut our visit to Starbase 163 a bit short.”

“You volunteered us!” Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins, the Secondprize’s tactical officer and Dillon’s significant other exclaimed, eyes widening.

“We were the fastest ship available,” Dillon squeaked.

“As much as I don’t give a fuck what’s going on, could I at least hear it from the beginning?” Commander Scott Baird groused.

“All yours, Dillon,” Rydell said, gesturing for Dillon to take the floor.

Dillon stood up and quickly went into full-on lecture mode. “While I was in the starbase commander’s office filing our requisition requests, a distress call came in from a small spacecraft traveling through a nearby sector. The vessel has experienced an engine failure and was currently adrift. Normally this would not be a life-threatening situation; however, the spacecraft in question was transporting the heir to the throne of Feruk’Zin to his homeworld.

“The heir’s mother, the Queen of Feruk’Zin died two days ago. By law, if her legitimate successor is not on the planet and in the palace in the next thirty hours, their claim to power will collapse. If that occurs, the planet will erupt into a massive civil war as rival factions attempt to seize control.”

“We’re the only ones close enough who can grab the heir from his ship, get him to Feruk’Zin by the deadline, and prevent a bunch of people from getting slaughtered,” Rydell said, leaning forward and resting his hands on the table. “I know this is a bit different than most of what we’ve been doing lately, but we’re still a Federation starship. We’ve got a chance to prevent a war here, and I’m determined that we’re going to succeed. Any questions?”

No one spoke.

Rydell started to rise from his chair. “Okay then, if there are no other issues…”

“Um…sir?” Dillon said hesitantly.

“What, Dillon?”

“There is one little thing,” Dillon replied. His voice dropped to a fast whisper. “We left Counselor Webber and Lieutenant Vaughn at the starbase.”

Rydell was silent for a moment, processing Dillon’s words. “We what?” he exclaimed suddenly.

“Vaughn and Webber didn’t make it back to the ship by the deadline,” Dillon said. “We left without them.”

“How did we do that?”

“You said ‘clear all moorings,’ so we did,” Lieutenant Commander Sullivan said with a shrug.

“I can’t believe we left them,” Rydell said, falling back into his seat. In all of his years of command, he’d never lost a crewmember. Webber and Vaughn were exactly lost in the sense of being dead or anything, but leaving without them wasn’t exactly Rydell’s idea of a good thing either.

“We can’t go back for them now,” Dillon said. “We’d miss the deadline for the heir’s arrival at Feruk’Zin.”

“I know. I know,” Rydell said, rubbing his chin. “They’re either going to have to wait for us to finish this mission or meet us at Feruk’Zin. That’s all there is to it.”

“I have no doubt that Counselor Webber will find a way to join us,” Commander Jaroch, the Secondprize’s science officer, said, clearly displeased by this turn of events.

“And I wouldn’t count Monica out either,” Sullivan said. “They’ll probably get a ship from the starbase commander and be at Feruk’Zin before we are.”



She was laughing. Laughing at them.

This was probably not a good sign.

After a few more moments, Commander Ter’hiss, the officer in charge of Starbase 163, got herself back under control. Mostly under control anyway. The Andorian’s antennae were still twitching occasionally.

“Just what do you think I’m going to do?” Ter’hiss asked Webber and Vaughn as they stood on the other side of her desk. “Call them back?”

“Could you?” Counselor Webber asked. “That would be really nice of you.”

“They’re going to prevent a war,” Ter’hiss said, her eyes narrowing. “I’m not going to put that mission at risk just so they can come back for you two.”

“Then what are we supposed to do?” Lieutenant Vaughn asked. “Help out around here until they get back.”

The Andorian went a slightly paler shade of blue. “Absolutely not,” she snapped quickly. It was bad enough that the Secondprize had been docked at her starbase at all. Ter’hiss was not about to make things worse by putting any members of “that crew” anywhere near her officers. The counselor was wearing a tie-dyed uniform for the hive mother’s sake! The best thing would be to get these two off of her starbase as quickly as possible. Fortunately, Starfleet had given Ter’hiss the perfect opportunity.

“The USS Ontario is currently heading to Feruk’Zin,” Ter’hiss said. “It will pass by four parsecs from here, but if you take a shuttle and leave now, you could intercept it and go with them the rest of the way.”

“You’d give us a shuttle?” Webber asked.

“Most definitely.”

Webber was across the table in a heartbeat, clenching Ter’hiss in a massive bear hug. “Oh thank you! Thank you! Thank you! Thank you!” Ter’hiss could only manage a strained gurgle in reply. After what seemed like an eternity to the viciously-squnched Andorian, Webber released her.

“Have you…ever considered…taking up…l’kesszt wrestling?” Ter’hiss panted.

“Is it anything like rugby?” Webber asked.

“I do not know. But with your strength you could…”

“Hang on a second,” Vaughn said interrupting. “Why is another ship going to Feruk’Zin?”

“Monica! They’re going to be our ride!” Webber said.

“I know that, Claire, but why are they going there if the Secondprize is already on the way?” Vaughn replied, pointing the question at Ter’hiss.

“Do I really have to answer that?” Ter’hiss said.

“Since you put it that way, yes,” Webber said, crossing her arms and looking as stern as she could, which wasn’t very.

“The Feruk’Zin are not Federation members, and quite frankly we’d rather that their impression of Starfleet not be formed based solely on the h’iknzzts on that ship of yours. Secondly, the report we received stated that their planet could be facing a war. A war! Do you really think Starfleet would leave something that sensitive in the hands Alex Rydell?”

“He could stop it!” Webber insisted. “He’s very diplomatic!”

“The man altered the genetic structure of the entire Joegonot species because he didn’t like them!” Ter’hiss shouted.

“Nobody else did either!” Vaughn shot back.

“That’s not how diplomacy works,” Ter’hiss said. “If the Feruk’Zin are facing the prospect of war, they need someone competent to help them. That is why the Ontario is going there. And if you want to have any chance of meeting them and getting back to where you belong, you would advised to get to our main shuttlebay…now. Dismissed!”

“Gladly!” Vaughn said, turning to go. She quickly realized that Webber wasn’t moving. The counselor had her eyes locked on Ter’hiss, and she was breathing heavily, practically growling with anger.

“You…I…This,” Webber sputtered. “I take back that squnch!” she shouted finally, then turned and stormed out of Ter’hiss’s office.

“Yeah. What she said!” Vaughn said before changing out after Webber.



As their borrowed shuttlecraft sped toward their rendezvous point with the USS Ontario, Lieutenant Vaughn found herself growing a bit concerned about Counselor Webber. The normally-bubbly woman had barely said a word since they’d left the starbase. Instead, she’d replicated a truly massive mug of hot cocoa and curled up on the small bench at the rear of the shuttle, where she sipped her drink slowly and stared out at nothing.

“You hungry?” Vaughn asked finally, getting up from her chair and heading over to the replicator. The autopilot could handle things from here. Actually, it had been handling things almost from the moment they’d cleared the starbase. Vaughn was never much for flying.

Webber just shook her head.

“You can’t let that woman get to you like this,” Vaughn said. “Come on, we know the ship has a certain reputation in Starfleet. That’s part of what I like about it. And we still get the job done…somehow.”

“It’s not that,” Webber said, finally looking at Vaughn. “It’s just…they…they left without us. How could they do that?”

“They were in a hurry,” Vaughn said. “And we were late.”

“I know, but still… Those are our friends, and they didn’t even wait until we were on board. What if somebody needs counseling in the next few days? Or they have a transporter emergency?”

Vaughn shrugged. “Then they’ll wish we were there and try to get through it as best they can without us…if they’ve figured out we’re not there yet.”

“They know by now,” Webber said firmly. “They have to!”

“Maybe,” Vaughn said, sitting down beside Webber with a heaping plate of lo mein in her hands. “But face it, Claire. We don’t exactly do the most essential jobs on the ship.”

“Don’t you say that, Monica Vaughn!” Webber said. “We are very important to the running of that ship. Don’t let yourself think otherwise.”

“How many times has Captain Rydell come to you for counseling? Or Commander Dillon? Commander Baird?”

“I can’t divulge that information.”

“Fine. How about this? Don’t tell me who and don’t tell me how many. Have any of them ever come for counseling?”

Webber was quiet for several moments. “No,” she said finally, her voice barely above a whisper. “But lots of other people on board do.”

“And I beam people and cargo from place to place all the time,” Vaughn said. “It doesn’t mean the ship can’t run without me.”

“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Webber said, curling her knees up to her chest. “We’re just going to get ourselves depressed.”

“You’re right,” Vaughn said. “Immediately change of topic. So what’s Jaroch like in bed?”

Webber suddenly spit hot chocolate across the shuttle. “Wh-what?” the counselor exclaimed.

“Half the ship saw you leave Seven Backward with him a couple of weeks ago, and you’ve been together a lot since then. We all know you’re bonking him.”

“I am NOT bonking Jaroch,” Webber said. “We…we enjoy each other’s company and have formed a kind of connection.”

“Whatever you say. But I’d be careful if I were you.”

“Of what?”

“I’m not the counselor here, but I think your boy may be using you to keep his mind off of other things…or people.”

“Patricia Hawkins.”

“You know about that?” Vaughn asked surprised.

“I am a counselor.”

“Wait. I’m confused. If you know he’s in love with Hawkins, what the hell are you doing with him?”

“The relationship is mutually beneficial,” Webber replied simply.

“As long as you’re getting something out of it,” Vaughn said. “Poor Patricia is stuck between Commander Nimrod and Jaroch, who wouldn’t know what to do with a woman if he got one.”

“Oh, he knows,” Webber said, unable to stop a little grin from spreading across her face.

“Uh huh. Like I said. You’re bonking him.”

“He bonks me, too!” Webber snapped defensively.

“I just can’t imagine what Jaroch would be like in that kind of situation,” Vaughn said. “But you’re going to tell me. In detail.”

“Do you grill Emily like this about her sex life with Commander Baird?”

“No,” Vaughn said, suddenly getting up from the sofa and heading back to the pilot’s seat. “That’s all about her and Scott. I’m out of it.”

“You don’t sound too happy about that.”

“Peoples’ lives change after they get married. I get that. Emily has a husband and bridge duty and her latest promotion to fill up her time.” Vaughn’s attention was suddenly drawn to the console in front of her. “I’ve got a ship approaching at the edge of sensor range. I’m guessing it’s our ride.”

“Have you talked to Emily?” Webber asked.

“We’re being hailed,” Vaughn said, ignoring the question. “Hmm…text only. It’s the Ontario. They want us to proceed into their docking bay.”

“I’m sure Emily doesn’t realize that you…”

“This will have to wait, Counselor. I need to concentrate on my flying.”

“Of course you do,” Webber said, standing up from the bench as a Steamrunner class starship dropped out of warp ahead of the shuttle. “We can talk later.”

“Sure thing,” Vaughn said; although, it was quite obvious to Webber that Vaughn had absolutely no intention of continuing this particular topic of conversation.



Another office. Another commanding officer.

Technically, though, they were in the USS Ontario’s ready room, and Captain George McConnell was not laughing at them, which was a plus. On the downside, he didn’t look at all happy to see them either.

“What is that?” McConnell asked, pointing at Webber’s tie-dyed uniform. They were the first words out of the man’s mouth after his first officer, Commander Bryan, a tall young man who instantly caught Vaughn’s attention, left them in the ready room.

“Do you like it?” Webber asked eagerly. “I did it myself.”

“And you’re allowed to wear that on the Secondprize bridge,” McConnell said. “Of course you are. Why would I expect otherwise?”

“I’m a firm believer in the power of personal expression,” Webber said.

“I’m not. And you will not wear that…thing on my bridge during your time on this ship. Understood?”

“Why would I be on your bridge?” Webber asked. “Did you need some counseling help?”

“Never mind.”

“I’d be more than happy to assist.”

“We both would,” Vaughn said, extending her hand to McConnell. “Lieutenant Monica Vaughn, Captain. Transporter Chief. And my colorful friend is Counselor Claire Webber. We appreciate the ride to our ship. If you need anything or anyone beamed, I’d be more than happy to oblige.”

“I won’t require your services…either of your services,” McConnell said.

“You haven’t seen my services,” Vaughn said, her voice dropping sultrily.

McConnell smiled slight and rose from his desk chair. He then planted his hands on his desk and leaned across toward Webber and Vaughn. “Let me put this plainly. I don’t want you here. I don’t like you. I don’t like your ship. I don’t like your captain. I don’t like anything you stand for.”

“You’re very negative,” Webber said.

“Shut up while I’m talking to you!” McConnell snapped. “Now then, while you are on board my ship, you two will do your very best to make sure that I forget you’re here. We don’t want or need your help. So just get to your quarters, relax, and stay the hell out of our way. Are we clear?”

“Perfectly,” Vaughn said, forcing a smile. “That relaxation thing sounds like a wonderful idea, sir.”

“You could stand to relax a little yourself,” Webber said. “You seem very tense. Would you like a back rub?”

“Come on, Claire,” Vaughn said, grabbing Webber’s arm and dragging her toward the door. “Let’s leave the man to his captaining. Bye now.”

“I think that man needs counseling,” Webber said after Vaughn had shoved into a turbolift, which was currently descending toward their temporary quarters on deck four.

“He needs a good kick in the ass,” Vaughn muttered.

“I’m not going to let you kick him.”

“I wasn’t planning on it, but I’m not going to spend the rest of this trip hiding in our quarters either. Tonight, let’s see if we can’t do our bit on behalf of inter-ship relations.”



Counselor Webber couldn’t help feeling a little bit relieved as she and Vaughn entered the Ontario’s lounge, Starry Vistas, later that evening. This was one of the few lounges left in the fleet that Guinanco hadn’t taken over with its staff of oddly-hatted counselor wanna-bes. Instead, Starry Vistas appeared to be a sedate, Starfleet establishment filled with Ontario officers enjoying their off-hours.

“See anything you like?” Vaughn asked.

“I haven’t had a chance to look at the menu yet,” Webber said.

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Oh wait. I get it. We’re being faithful to our beloved Jaroch.”

Webber’s eyes narrowed. “I will be at that table over there,” she said, pointing to a vacant table for two by the viewports. “When you’re done with your relations, feel free to drop by.”

“Sure thing,” Vaughn said chuckling as Webber stomped off to the window. There was obviously more to this Jaroch situation than Webber was letting on. She didn’t seem to be in love with him, but she was certainly sensitive about whatever it was that was going on between them. Oh well. That was Webber’s business. Vaughn had business of her own to attend to with a certain first officer, who was currently standing at the bar ordering a drink.

She slid up beside the man and leaned over to grab the bartender’s attention. “I’ll have one of whatever he’s having,” she said, pointing at the first officer’s drink. The bartender nodded and headed off to the replicator as Vaughn turned her full attention to the evening’s target.

“Good to see you again, Commander,” she said, clasping his hand and shaking it slowly. “Monica Vaughn.”

“I remember,” Bryan said.

“Good,” Vaughn said smiling. “I certainly didn’t forget you, Commander.”

“Perry. Call me Perry.” He lifted his glass. “Do you like Jovian Sunsets?”

“I guess I’ll find out. You look like a man with good taste, though.”

“I do, huh?”

“We’ll just have to see how good your tastes are.” The bartender arrived with her drink, and she took a long sip. “Mmmmmm. That’s a good start,” Vaughn said. She swirled her finger in the glass, then sucked the liquid off of it slowly. “Yes. Very good.”

Bryan gulped loudly.

Across the lounge, Counselor Webber finished giving her order to waitress then stared out the viewport at the stars streaking past. It may have been a Starfleet ship, but this definitely didn’t feel like the Secondprize. When she got back, she was going to personally give each and every person on board a big hug.

Her thoughts wandered to Jaroch. Did he miss her? Possibly. If Patricia Hawkins were to throw herself at him while Webber was gone, though, he’d forget about her in a heartbeat. The poor man was obsessed. She’d just have to work with him some more when she got back to the Secondprize.

Someone cleared their throat close by, snapping her back to her current surroundings. A nervous looking lieutenant was standing in front of her, his right hand fidgeting with his blond mustache. “Excuse me,” he said. “I’m sorry to bother you.”

“It’s okay,” Webber said warmly. “Sit down.”

“Thank you,” he said, taking the offered chair across from Webber. “I’m Murray. Murray Campbell.”

“I’m Claire. Nice to meet you, Murray.”

“You’re a counselor, right?”

“Yes I am.”

“Good. I mean, I thought so. That’s what the rumor is anyway. Can I talk to you about something?”

“Of course,” Webber said. “But don’t you have your own ship’s counselor?”

Murray shook his head. “Captain McConnell won’t allow them on board. He says it’s all a bunch of rubbish.”

“That’s because he needs counseling.”

“Probably,” Murray said with a chuckle.

“So what did you want to talk…” Webber trailed off as she saw Vaughn leaving the lounge on the arm of the Ontario’s first officer. That didn’t take Vaughn long. Of course, the only man Webber knew who had been able to resist the Secondprize’s transporter chief once she’d set her sights on him was Captain Rydell. Jaroch would probably resist as well. At least Webber thought he would. Hopefully, she’d never have to find out.

“Counselor?” Murray said concerned. “Are you all right?”

“Fine,” she said. “Go on. Tell Claire what’s troubling you.”

“It’s just…I feel…I don’t know. I’m not sleeping. I’m thinking about work constantly. I worry all the time.”

“What are you worried about?”

“That’s just it. I don’t have anything really to worry about. Sure I’m the Chief Operations Officer and I have responsibilities, but it’s nothing unusual. I can’t figure out why I’m this strung out about it.”

“What else do you do?” Webber asked.

“That’s it. That’s my whole job.”

“I mean when you’re off duty. Do you have any hobbies? Other interests?”

“Er…not really. I come here most nights, but that’s about it.”

“There’s your problem.”

“It is?”

“You’re not expressing yourself. You’re not letting the inner Murray out.”

“My inner Murray,” Murray said, nodding in understanding.

“Do you know who he is? What he wants?”

Murray nodded again. “He wants to…dance.”

“Then dance, Murray. Dance. Dance your way back to happiness.”

“You’re right! I’m gonna do it! Thank you, Counselor!”

“You’re welcome,” Webber said, opening her arms wide. “Now come here and give us a squnch.” Moments later, Lieutenant Murray Campbell was gasping for air while trapped inside one of Claire Webber’s bear hugs.



As she opened the door to her temporary quarters the next morning after being summoned by the sound of the door chime, Counselor Webber was not at all surprised to see Lieutenant Vaughn standing there. What was a bit more of a surprise were the two armed security officers standing directly behind Vaughn glowering sternly.

“Um…hi,” Webber said confused.

“Morning, Claire.”

“Is there a problem?”

“Whatever would give you that idea?”

Webber pointed behind Vaughn. “Oh them!” Vaughn said. “Evidently the captain wants to see us about something, but I thought we’d grab some breakfast first. Is that all right with you two?”

The two guards shook their heads equally sternly.

“Oh well. I guess breakfast will have to wait.”

“Please come with us, ma’am,” one of the guards said.

“Did we do something wrong?” Webber asked.

“You’ll have to take that up with the captain.”

Webber and Vaughn were directed to the nearest turbolift, which took them up to the Ontario’s bridge, where Captain McConnell was waiting, seated imperiously in his command chair as the two Secondprize officers were brought before him.

“Good morning, Captain McConnell,” Webber said, trying to remain cheery in the face of confusing circumstances. “It’s nice to see you again.”

“I thought I told you never to wear that disgrace on my bridge again,” McConnell said, pointing accusingly at Webber’s uniform. It had taken her close to half an hour to convince the clothing replicator in her quarters to make her a fresh outfit that matched her old one, but it had been worth the effort to be in clean clothes after spending so much time in the same uniform.

“I didn’t know I would be coming up here again,” Webber said.

“Sure you didn’t,” McConnell said. “Honestly, I’m trying to think of one good reason to not have the both of you thrown in the brig until I can send you back to that hellhole you came from.”

“The brig?” Webber exclaimed. “I’m sorry, Captain, but I don’t understand what’s happening here. What could we have done to deserve the brig?”

“My first officer is in sickbay!”

Webber turned to Vaughn, who shrugged innocently. “Hey. It’s not my fault I have more stamina than he does,” Steven said.

“My CMO says you nearly killed Commander Bryan. He’s suffering from extreme exhaustion, dehydration, and several strained muscles.”

“I like my men hardy,” Vaughn said. “I guess Bryan wasn’t up for it. Would you be up for it, Captain?”

“What two people choose to do in their personal lives and on their free time really isn’t any of my business,” Webber said.

“I agree,” McConnell said. “But that is your business,” he added, pointing at the chair of the Ontario’s operations officer. “Campbell, turn around!”

The chair spun around revealing Murray Campbell, who was currently dressed in a Starfleet uniform top, but instead of the standard black pants, he had on cream-colored tights and soft, form-fitting shoes.

“You did this to him!” McConnell snapped.

“I simply recommended that Murray pursue a hobby.”

“Sir, please don’t attack Counselor Claire. She helped me.”

“Shut up, Campbell,” McConnell said.

Murray’s eyes widened, and he started to hum. The humming grew louder and more frantic until Murray suddenly leapt from his seat and began bounding across the bridge in a series of leaps, leg kicks, rolls, and poses, his hummed soundtrack continuing as loud as he could muster.

“What do you call that?” McConnell demanded.

“Stress relief,” Webber said. “It’s just his way of coping.”

“Coping! He’s disrupting my whole bridge and distracting my other officers! I want…”

BAM!

The Ontario lurched forward suddenly, and the power cut out. Moments later, the emergency systems kicked in, providing light and returning power the bridge consoles. On the viewscreen, the streaking stars coalesced into points of light as the Ontario slipped out of warp.

“What the hell happened?” McConnell shouted, turning on his conn officer.

“Unknown, sir,” the Bolian woman at the conn replied, frantically hitting controls on her console. “The helm is non-responsive, though.”

“We seem to have encountered a field of subspace distortions,” the science officer, a regal looking Rigellan, said. “Systems have been affected across the ship. Warp and impulse engines are off-line along with main power and phasers.”

“Subspace distortion field? That should have shown up on sensors. Why didn’t you see them?”

“I was…distracted.”

“How long until we’re moving again?”

“First, I am not an engineer. And second, even when the engines are operational again, we will still be unable to go anywhere due to the effects of the distortion field.”

“See!” McConnell bellowed, spinning back around to Webber. “You people are like a damn plague! As soon as you arrive, things start going to absolute hell.” In a frenzy, McConnell whirled around to his conn officer. “Get us out of here! I don’t care if it’s on thrusters, but you WILL GET US OUT!”

The Ontario lurched again.

“We’re moving!” the conn officer cried, checking her console.

“Good work,” McConnell said. “Looks like a good crew can even overcome the effects of you two,” he added shooting a glare at Vaughn and Webber.

“Er…I didn’t do anything,” the conn officer said.

“Then how…?”

“Tractor beam, sir,” the human woman manning tactical reported.

“Another ship?” McConnell said. “How did… No. Don’t tell me. You were distracted. Just put them on screen.”

The viewscreen shifted to a rear view revealing a familiar Excelsior class starship, familiar to Webber and Vaughn anyway. Captain McConnell meanwhile reacted with horror to the image on the screen.

“No,” he said softly as he read “USS Secondprize” on the ship’s saucer. “No. No. No! Not them. Not him.”

“We’re being hailed,” the tactical officer said. McConnell stared ahead blankly. “Captain? The hail!”

“Put him on,” McConnell mumbled.

The starship towing them out of the distortion field was replaced by a view of the Secondprize bridge where Captain Alex Rydell stood, smiling broadly.

“There you two are,” he said, shaking his finger in a mock scold. “We’ve been worried sick. Just sick! Oh, hey there, George. Good to see you.”

“Rydell,” McConnell muttered.

“Stuck in a subspace distortion field, huh? Looks like we came along at a good time. But you folks need to watch where you’re going from now on. Okay?”

McConnell muttered something else under his breath. Something impolite, Webber imagined.

“But Captain,” Vaughn said. “What about your mission? Did you get to Feruk’Zin in time to prevent the war?”

“Yeah yeah. We stopped the war…the fashion war!”

“Huh?”

“The heir of Feruk’Zin is heir to a fashion empire. If he didn’t get back in time, the other designers on their planet were going to start a war of fashion shows to decide who would be the next king or queen of Feruk’Zin couture. From now on, Commander Dillon will be doing a bit more research into a planet’s culture before he volunteers us to save them from anything.”

“Clothes?” McConnell said in disbelief. “You’re telling me all of this was about a bunch of damn clothes!”

“Afraid so. And it’s not anything I’d wear, let me tell you,” Rydell said. “You might have liked a few of the…garments, though, Lieutenant.”

“Sexy.”

“Oh yeah.”

“Yummy.”

“Have you been behaving yourself?”

“I put a man in sickbay,” Vaughn said proudly.

“Get off my ship,” McConnell said.

“Excuse me?”

“GET. OFF. MY. SHIP. NOW!!!” McConnell screamed.

“Woah, George,” Rydell said. “You seem tense. Maybe you should schedule an appointment with your ship’s counselor. Or borrow mine, since she’s standing right there.”

“I offered to help him, sir,” Webber said.

“She helped me!” Murray cried, leaping into view, spinning around a few times, then dive rolling away.

“Take them away, Rydell. Please. Take them!” McConnell said, his voice wavering.

“Okay. Whatever you say. Thanks for giving them the ride, George,” Rydell said.

“Hang on,” Webber said. “Before you beam us back, I want you to promise me something.”

“What?” Rydell and McConnell said in unison.

“Him, not you, sir,” Webber said to McConnell. She turned her attention back to Rydell. “Promise me you will never leave any of us anywhere again!”

“Promise me that, too!” McConnell cried.

“Not a problem,” Rydell said. “I promise. Are you ready now?”

“Yes,” Vaughn said.

“Bring us home,” Webber said.

“Energizing.”

“Bye, Captain McConnell. Thanks for having us,” Webber said waving as transporter beams from the Secondprize grabbed her and Vaughn. McConnell waved back numbly, then, once they were gone, stumbled back to the command area and collapsed into his chair.

“Rescued by the Secondprize. I’ll never live it down,” he said with a weary sigh.

“But we helped Claire and her friend get home,” Murray said happily. “That’s a good thing. I know I feel good about it.”

“Campbell…”

“Yes, sir?”

“Shut up and dance.”
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“We got you back safe and sound,” Rydell said. “No harm done.”

“Except maybe to the Ontario’s first officer,” Webber said.

“He had a good time,” Vaughn said. “And I bet he remembers me.”

“And Murray developed into quite the dancer from what I’ve heard. He started up his own modern dance troupe on Le Marche Colony.”

“See. It all worked out,” Rydell said.

“I don’t know. If you hadn’t shown up when you did, I think Captain McConnell would have thrown us into the brig,” Webber said.

“Or out an airlock,” Vaughn said.

“Never. Starfleet types are a helpful bunch, especially to other Starfleet types! It’s in the job description somewhere,” Rydell said.

“Unless we were involved,” Sullivan said. “Then they tried to kill us.”

“Starfleet never tried to kill us. If they’d wanted us dead, they could have sent us into the Dominion War or something. They left us mostly to our own devices, which was just fine with me.”

“Except when they were trying to kill us…”







“THANKS FOR YOUR SUPPORT”



STARDATE 48663



“We’re in position and at full stop,” Ensign Emily Sullivan reported from the Secondprize’s helm console.

“Confirmed,” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch said, peering over his readings at the science console located at the rear of the bridge. “The Mondigeri Anomaly is directly to starboard.”

“No offense, Jaroch, but I kind of guessed that from the big green and purple blob of gas on the viewscreen,” Captain Alexander Rydell said as he spun his chair to face his science officer. “And as neato-keen as all this swirling gas is, I’d really like to get our job done here so we can move on. In short, let’s see if those sensor upgrades were worth all the credits Starfleet spent, shall we?”

“I am initializing the new array’s software as we speak,” Jaroch replied. “Although, I must express my discomfort with Starfleet’s use of a third-party to design this system.”

“Relax, Jaroch,” Rydell said, leaning back in his chair. “It’s just some sensors. What’s the worst that could happen?”

Jaroch didn’t respond, electing instead to hit the “Start Scan” icon that was now flashing on his screen.

Instantly, the bridge rumbled with a low bellowing noise that could best be described as a whale losing power. Kind of a “BEEWOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOooooo,” which was accompanied by the complete loss of lights and consoles. Fortunately, this last problem was rectified moments later as the emergency power kicked it.

“Engineering to bridge!” Commander Scott Baird’s voice shouted over the comm system.

“Tell him I’m not here,” Rydell said, sinking deeper into his seat.

“I heard that!” Baird snapped. “I don’t know what you people are doing up there, but we just lost control of the engines.”

“What do you mean lost?” Rydell asked.

“Lost as in the fuckers won’t do a thing we tell them to. We’re entering commands, but the engines are just ignoring them. Impulse, warp drive, thrusters. You name it, we don’t have it.”

Rydell spun his chair back to Jaroch. “I may be going out on a limb here, but I’m getting the feeling our new sensors might be a tad buggy.”

“I believe your assessment is more than generous,” Jaroch said. “I would say that we have been given substandard garbage that has effectively sabotaged our vessel and possibly endangered the crew.”

“That’s another way to put it. But then my way doesn’t cause a panic.”

“You are implying that the crew cannot handle the truth.”

“Let’s not go there, okay?” Rydell said. “Just see about shutting that thing down or uninstalling it or whatever we have to do to get this ship back under our control.”

“Normally I believe I would be able to handle this myself; however, since this is proprietary hardware and software, I will contact the company,” Jaroch said, rising from his seat. “I will be in my office attempting to do just that if anyone needs me.”

Rydell watched Jaroch exit the bridge into a turbolift, then turned back to Ensign Sullivan. “He has an office?”

“I think it’s somewhere near the science labs.”

“Hmm. Guess I missed the memo.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 48663.7. After several hours work put in by the Engineering staff as well as our oh-so-mellow Chief Engineer, the Secondprize has been returned to basic working order…well except for the small problem that our engines still aren’t responding to any commands, a problem that our intrepid Science Officer is supposedly addressing and has been for the last five hours. In the meantime, here we sit. At least the viewscreen is back up so I can watch the pretty swirls. That was fun for…oh I don’t know…ten seconds.”



“Thank you for your continued patience,” the computer-generated smiling woman’s face said on Jaroch’s monitor for the 304th time (Jaroch counted). “All of our customer support representatives are still busy assisting other customers; however, your business is important to us. Please stay on the line, and the first available representative will assist you. Thank you for comming Maracaan Industries.”

At a rate of one message every minute, Jaroch quickly calculated that he had been on hold now for over five hours (a conclusion he could have come to just as easily by glancing at his desk chronometer or asking the captain, but he had to do something to keep his mind busy). As he waited, a thought occurred to him. Perhaps his current assistance request had actually been lost in the Maracaan Industries commnet. Perhaps no one was actually coming to his aid.

Keeping his current channel open (No sense losing his place in the queue), Jaroch initiated another comm to Maracaan Industries. Soon the wrinkled, scowling face of the same charming receptionist who had helped him the first time he commed appeared on his monitor.

“Maracaan Industries. How may I direct your comm?” the receptionist growled.

“I wished to speak to someone concerning a problem my ship has encountered with your…”

“I’ll transfer you to support.”

“Wait…”

Too late. There was his pixilated female friend waiting for him. “Thank you for contacting Maracaan Industries Customer Support. All of our customer support representatives are busy assisting other customers; however, your business is important to us. Please stay on the line, and the first available representative will assist you. Thank you for comming Maracaan Industries.”

Jaroch wasn’t sure if his situation had improved, but at least now he had double the chance of getting through to these elusive customer support representatives.



Six hours and counting. Six hours and not a peep from Jaroch. Rydell had half a mind to go to Jaroch’s office himself and see what the hell was going on. Maybe he’d do just that…as soon as he finished reading this chapter. He glanced up from his padd briefly and glanced at his helm and navigation officers. Sullivan seemed to have found a padd of her own to busy herself with while Ensign Larkin sat staring straight ahead blankly as the android tended to do when she had no tasks to perform. Rydell was sure she was very busy on the inside, though. Most likely with something involving penguins. Odd bird that one. Get it? Penguins? Odd bird? Oh never mind. Rydell didn’t think it was that funny either and went back to his book.

“Sir?” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins said from the tactical console directly behind Rydell’s chair a few moments later.

“Permission granted,” Rydell said distractedly. “Go find yourself a book.”

“It’s not that, sir,” Hawkins replied. “Look.”

Rydell lowered the padd and followed Hawkins’ gaze to the maelstrom of green and purple on the viewscreen. “Um…is it getting bigger or are we drifting?”

“From what I can tell, neither,” Hawkins said. “Of course, we don’t have Jaroch’s super-spiffy-break-the-whole-damn-ship sensors to go by at the moment. Only my poor old tactical readings.”

“Your resentment is noted and logged,” Rydell said. “But what about that big ‘neither’ you just gave me. I’m fairly sure that thing out there didn’t look quite that close a little while ago.”

“It’s coming to us.”

“Excuse me,” Rydell said.

“The anomaly is reaching toward the ship. At the rate it’s moving, it’s going to surround us in about two hours,” Hawkins said.

“And then what?”

“That sounds like a question for our science officer.”

“So it does. Rydell to Jaroch.”

“I cannot speak to you now,” the Yynsian’s voice replied impatiently, then abruptly closed the channel.

“Who taught him comm manners?” Rydell said.

“I guess he’s busy,” Sullivan said.

“He can get unbusy,” Hawkins said. “I want to know what that thing out there is going to do to us when it gets here.”

“Actually, I’d prefer not to be here when it arrives,” Rydell said. “Bridge to Engineering.”

The comm system barked back a thirty second tirade of profanity from Commander Baird that roughly translated as “What do you want?”

“Is this a bad time to ask about the engines?”

Baird let out a loud grunt, then closed the channel.

“No one seems to want to talk to you today, sir,” Sullivan said.

“I’m trying not to take it personally,” Rydell replied, spinning around to face Lieutenant Lisa Beck, his Communications Officer. “I don’t think we’re getting away from here under our own power, Lieutenant. Think you can find someone around to give us a push?”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Beck said, tapping commands into her console. She frowned and turned back to Rydell. “I can’t get a channel out.”

“Did that program hit the comm array too?”

“No, but there’s no bandwidth left to open a channel. The array is fully utilized by other comm traffic.”

“I didn’t think that was possible. How many channels do we have open currently?” Rydell asked.

“One thousand four hundred and eight. All of which are originating from the same location. Jaroch’s office.”

Rydell rose from his seat and straightened his uniform. “I think I’m going to go see if I can’t help him along. You’ve got the bridge, Beck.”

“You don’t want me to wake Commander Dillon?”

“Nah. Let him sleep. He can take over when the anomaly swallows us up.”

“Not funny, sir.”

“Who’s joking?” Rydell replied with a grin as he stepped into the turbolift.



Considering the size of Maracaan Industries’ customer base, the expected percentage of those customers to be contacting customer service at any one time, and the minimum number of customer service representatives necessary to handle that volume of comms, the maximum expected wait time for any one customer should be approximately 15-20 minutes. Jaroch was now approaching twenty times that figure with his first attempt, and he now had 1,407 additional ones trying as well. The odds that one of these calls would be answered in the near future were extremely high. Someone at Maracaan had to respond. They had to!

“Hey there, Jaroch. How are things going?”

Jaroch spun his chair away from the bank of monitors behind his desk to face the intruder in his den of science (Which is what he called his office in his mind. No one else knew that, of course. It would be bad for his image.). Captain Rydell was standing in the doorway attempting a casual smile when the rest of his body indicated a state of agitation.

“Now is not a good time,” Jaroch said cooly.

“Oddly enough, we’re not having one on the bridge either. It seems that the Mondigeri Anomaly has decided to come visit.”

“I currently have well over one thousand comms attempting to breach the seemingly-impenetrable barriers surrounding the Maracaan Industries Customer Service Department. I do not have time to deal with the Mondigeri Anomaly at the moment.”

“You’re missing my point, Jaroch,” Rydell said. “The anomaly is coming to deal with us. As in it’s heading this way. As in toward the ship. As in it’s gonna get us in less than two hours unless we move, Jaroch. Baird can’t get the engines up, and you’ve got the comm array so clogged up we can’t call for help.”

“I sincerely doubt that anyone would be able to reach us in that small a time frame.”

“Yeah, well I’d like to at least try to contact help before sinking completely into a lovely defeatist funk.”

BREEEEET! BREEEEET!

“What the hell is that?” Rydell exclaimed as an alarm blared through the office.

“Contact!” Jaroch shouted joyfully. “We have made contact!” His hands flew to his keyboard and typed madly to isolate the comm channel that had connected. “HA! Here it is!” he cried.

The bank of monitors on the wall behind Jaroch became one, showing one large image of a computer generated woman. “Welcome to the new Maracaan Industries Customer Help Center. To streamline costs, we have transferred our Customer Help Services away from our headquarters on Alpha Centauri to this new center. You are now being connected to a Customer Service Representative. Thank you for your patronage of Maracaan Industries.”

“Looks like you have everything under control,” Rydell said backing toward the exit, not that Jaroch was paying him the slightest bit of attention. “Once you get off the comm, come see us on the bridge. Maybe we can solve this whole imminent danger problem we’re having.”

As expected, Jaroch ignored him. Instead, every bit of the Yynsians concentration was focused on his monitor waiting for the near-mythical Customer Service Representative. Confident that if there was an answer to be found, Jaroch would find it, Rydell headed out into the corridor and made his way back to the bridge.

A mere five minutes later, Jaroch finally came face-to-face with a Maracaan Customer Service Representative.

He had quite the forehead ridge.

“What do you want, pit’akh?” the Klingon on the monitor growled.

Hmmm…perhaps he was a technically proficient Klingon.



“There he is!” Rydell said with a smile and a leap out of his chair as Jaroch stepped onto the bridge. “And with an hour to spare. What’s the good word?”

Jaroch just stared back at him blankly.

“There is a good word isn’t there?” Rydell said. “Please tell me there’s a good word. I’ll even take a fairly all right word because if there’s one thing I remember from my studies at the Academy, it’s that messing with big cloud things never goes well. What happened down there?”

“My conversation with the Customer Service Representative was not as productive as I would have hoped,” Jaroch replied.

“Now is not the time to mince words, Jaroch.”

“Very well. In an effort to increase their own bottom line, Maracaan Industries transferred their customer support tasks to a group on Q’onoS.”

“Q’onoS as in the place with all the Klingons.”

“That would be the one. The gentlemen with whom I spoke, one Korek, had several suggestions to resolve our current situation; however, since each and every one involved stabbing something or someone with a bat’leth, I decided to ignore his advice. At this point, he became rather agitated and informed me that I had dishonored him. I closed the comm channel just as he shouted something about declaring the Right of Noh’ SupK, which according to the computer is invoked when a Klingon shopkeeper feels he has been wronged by a customer. I think its use in these circumstances is something of a stretch.”

“And it doesn’t help us move the ship,” Rydell said.

“No. Although, if I am ever on Q’onoS, I am honor bound to face Korek in single combat to the death.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, assuming of course we get out of here.”

“I take it then that Commander Baird has been unsuccessful in his efforts to regain control of the engines.”

“The problem with all this nice technology we have is that it’s all run by computers. Take away the computer, which that sensor software seems to have done a really efficient job of, and suddenly you’ve pretty much lost everything. Baird’s managed to get some systems isolated from the main computer, but the engines, particularly the warp drive, require computer control to manage their operation. In short, pal, unless you can undo what that stuff did, we’re not moving.”

“Removing the Maracaan software will require a complete core purge, which we cannot complete in the time remaining; therefore, I will look into other possibilities.”

“I don’t know, Jaroch. If we’re stuck here too much longer, I may be willing to consider that bat’leth option.”

“I do not believe it will come to that,” Jaroch said, heading back to the turbolift.

“You have another idea?” Rydell asked.

“Possibly.”

“And you’re going to be vague about it until you do whatever it is you’re going to do, right?”

“Most likely.”

“Gotcha.”



Generally, Captain Rydell did not consider himself to be the nervous sort. He firmly believed that his relaxed demeanor was part of what had gotten him off of the USS Arcadia, since his former captain really couldn’t stand it. Rydell was not feeling all that relaxed at the moment, though. An anomaly of unknown properties was minutes away from engulfing his ship; his Chief Engineer had barricaded himself in Engineering cursing the engines, his staff, Rydell, and the galaxy in general while he futilely fought against the ship’s locked systems; and his Science Officer had been missing in action for the last forty minutes as gassy possible doom crept closer.

Rydell suddenly realized he was pacing and stopped himself. Pacing was just not the sort of thing that tended to inspire confidence in a crew. Granted, in the just under a year since he’d been given command of the Secondprize, Rydell felt he’d earned the crew’s trust. By the same token, he’d learned to trust them, even if they could be a bit unorthodox at times. Not that he wasn’t unorthodox. Hell they probably could have renamed the ship the Unorthodox without anyone thinking anything of it.

“Captain, the shuttlebay doors are opening,” Lieutenant Hawkins reported. “A shuttle just launched. I’m reading one occupant. Yynsian. Jaroch’s leaving us here!”

“That would be a logical course of action,” Ensign Larkin remarked.

“You should blast him, Patricia,” Ensign Sullivan said.

“Hang on,” Rydell said. “No one is blasting anyone. Where is Jaroch going?”

“He’s…actually, he’s landing on top of the secondary hull,” Hawkins said.

“Why would he do that?” Lieutenant Beck asked from the communications console. “There’s a door. That’s how we get outside for the astroball games.”

Rydell nodded. “True. Hmm…remind me to make sure the astroball field lines up there get erased before we put into port next time. I’d hate for Starfleet to think we were doing anything unseemly.”

“They’re the ones who designed the ship with a big flat surface up there. What else were we supposed to do with it?” Beck replied.

“Evidently Jaroch’s thought of something. Hawkins, put him on screen.”

“Aye.”

The image of the pretty colors of approaching potential destruction vanished, replaced a view of the flat area at the top of the Excelsior class starship’s secondary hull where Jaroch, dressed in an EVA suit, was currently using an antigrav unit to push a large metal tube out of the rear cargo section of the shuttle.

“What is that thing?” Rydell asked, squinting to get a better look.

“I’m not sure,” Hawkins said. “This isn’t the sort of thing the tactical sensors were designed for.”

“Well, whatever it is, he’s attaching it to the hull,” Sullivan said.

“I’m getting a comm from him,” Beck said.

“Finally some answers,” Rydell said. “What’s he saying?”

“Hold on.”

“Okay. I’m waiting.”

“No. Hold on,” Beck said firmly.

“Oh,” Rydell said, tossing himself into his seat and gripping the armrests. “Rydell to all hands. Grab onto something, preferably something that won’t be moving in the next few seconds.” He turned back to Beck. “Tell Jaroch we’re secure.”

On the viewscreen, Jaroch ran back into his shuttle and took off moments before the end of the tube-like object pointed toward the anomaly exploded in a blinding flash of white light. The Secondprize jolted, knocking everyone on board around violently, and tossing a certain sleeping First Officer clear out of his bed and into the far wall of his quarters.

“We’re moving!” Sullivan exclaimed.

“Confirmed,” Larkin said. “Relative position to the Mondigeri Anomaly has increased by twenty meters and climbing.”

“Go inertia go,” Rydell said. “What about the anomaly? What’s it doing?”

“It’s just sitting there,” Hawkins said. “Maybe it knows it can’t catch us now.”

“Works for me,” Rydell said, releasing a sigh of relief. “I didn’t really feel like getting turned inside out today anyway. But to be fair, I really don’t feel like doing that any day.”

A few minutes later, Jaroch emerged from a turbolift onto the bridge looking rather pleased with himself.

“Nice work, Jaroch,” Rydell said, getting up from his chair to shake his Science Officer’s hand.

“Indeed,” Jaroch replied.

“Looks like you found another option.”

“Quite. Since our engines were out of service, I simply built my own. Of course, I did not have time to construct a fully-operating thruster with sufficient power to move a starship; however, I was able to create a tube strong enough to withstand the blast of some high yield explosives while directing said blast out through an opening in rocket-engine fashion. But now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to obtain Commander Baird’s assistance with a complete purge of the computer cores.”

“By all means,” Rydell said.

Jaroch turned back to the turbolift just as Commander Travis Dillon exited, his hand clasped over a massive knot on the side of his head. “What the hell happened?” Dillon demanded.

“Karma, Commander,” Jaroch said, smirking ever-so-slightly as he stepped passed Dillon and entered the turbolift. “Karma.”



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 48667.4. While the Secondprize spent a couple more days adrift a safe distance away from the Mondigeri Anomaly, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch and Commander Baird wiped out both of the ship’s computer cores, removing every last vestige of the Maracaan Industries software, then rebuilt the cores from the ground up. It was a massive effort, but thankfully the Secondprize is once again fully operational.

“We are returning to Earth’s McKinley Station to have every last bit of the Maracaan Industries sensor hardware removed from the ship as well. Jaroch has requested that we make a brief stop on our way. Considering he just prevented us all from being painfully transformed into multicolored blobs of slime (which, after he got the standard science sensors back online, is what Jaroch discovered the Mondigeri Anomaly would have done to us had we stuck around), I was more than happy to agree to his request.”



“How did it go?” Rydell asked, spinning his chair around to face Jaroch as the Yynsian stepped out onto the bridge.

“Mission accomplished,” Jaroch replied, taking his station at the science console.

“Good,” Rydell said. He was silent for a few moments. “So…can you tell me now why you wanted to beam down to Alpha Centauri in the middle of the night?”

“I simply gave Maracaan Industries its software back.”

“I see,” Rydell said as a smile spread across his face. “And I’m guessing we should break orbit fairly soon.”

“That would be advisable.”

“Uh huh. Helm, you heard the man. Get us out of here.”



MARACAAN INDUSTRIES SIX HOURS LATER…



“Help! The doors have me trapped in my office!”

“My eyes! My eyes! Someone shut down the coffee machine!”

“The toilet’s got my arm!”

“The cleaning robots have snapped! RUN!

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!”







REUNION



“In all fairness, that was not Starfleet’s fault,” Beck said. “The third-party vendor should be held accountable for…oh lord. Listen to me. I sound like a bureaucrat. I’ve been behind a desk for too long.”

“Yep. You’re one of ‘them’ now,” Sullivan said grinning.

“I’ll remember that you said that…Captain.”

“And there goes my shot at the Admirality.”

“Not to belabor the point, but I still believe Starfleet should shoulder the responsibility for our issues with Maracaan Industries,” Jaroch said. “While they did not specifically develop the new sensors themselves, they did contract with a vendor that provided sub-standard equipment and support. We were very nearly killed because they…”

“OOOOKAY! That’s enough,” Rydell said, breaking into the conversation. “No more talking about contracts and vendors. Let’s stick to the subject at hand.”

“Starfleet trying to kill us?” Carr asked.

“Exactly.”

“It’s better than that other crap,” Baird said.

“Starfleet never tried to kill you!” Beck insisted.

“Oh yes they did,” Dr. Aldridge said. “And they didn’t have to work all that hard at it either!”







“WE WELCOME YOUR SUGGESTIONS”



STARDATE 52479.6



No tasty smells. No mingling aromas of steaming entrees waiting on the buffet greeted the command officers of the USS Secondprize as they grudgingly trudged into the Secondprize’s briefing room behind the bridge on their way to a meeting that none of them were looking forward to.

“I can’t wait!” Commander Travis Dillon said, barely able to hide his giddiness.

Okay. Maybe one person was looking forward to it.

Inside the briefing room, the buffet table was indeed gone as was the large conference table itself. In its place were two rows of chairs facing the large monitor at the front of the room. Also present was a smiling man in an ill-fitting black suit. The Secondprize crewmembers didn’t really notice the suit, though, as they stared at the man’s light green skin and tried to figure out what species he was. Not dark enough to be Orion, but no forehead bumps, spots, ridges or any other unique features.

“Come on in,” the man said warmly, gesturing toward the chairs in a big movement.

“You heard the man,” Captain Alex Rydell said, resisting the urge to hide in the back row himself as he and his officers, Commander Dillon, Commander Scott Baird, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch, Lieutenant Commander Patricia Hawkins, Lieutenant Commander Emily Sullivan, and Lieutenant Andrea Carr, did as they were told.

With the command crew seated, their host rubbed his hands together and started his presentation. “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. Thank you all for coming for today’s little seminar.”

“Not that we had a choice,” Baird muttered.

“My name is Robert Baskey, but just call me Mister Bob.”

“That’s it,” Baird said, rising from his chair. Sullivan grabbed his uniform and yanked him back down.

“I’m here today on behalf of the Federation Diplomatic Corps to talk to you for a short while about the vital importance each and every member of a starship’s bridge crew plays during First Contact scenarios and other diplomatic assignments when an unfamiliar or hostile party is speaking to Federation or Starfleet personnel while that Federation or Starfleet personnel is located on the bridge of a Starfleet vessel.

“Since your faces are the first ones the beings will see when contact is initiated, extreme professionalism is of paramount importance. At all times Starfleet personnel must…”

Baird’s surroundings went blurry as sleep claimed him. Under normal circumstances, his wife, Lt. Cmdr. Sullivan, would have been right there with a rough elbow to the ribs to wake him back up, but she was too busy slipping off into a coma of her own.



“…more than adequately polished. The typical level of shine is just not acceptable for these sorts of situations. As bridge officers, each and every one of you has a solemn duty to rise above the basic standards of grooming and truly put the Federation’s best foot forward.”

Must stay conscious, Dillon thought, his eyes struggling to stay open as the vast majority of his brain demanded that he admit defeat and give in to the boredom as everyone else in the room had; although Mister Bob was evidently completely oblivious to the fact that his audience was currently in dreamland, which seemed impossible considering the volume of Baird’s snoring. Dillon desperately tried to stay focused, but he knew it was a losing battle. Concisely presented new regulations were one thing, but this incessant prattle was…was… ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ



After what seemed like an eternity (really three and a half hours), the Secondprize command crew strode out of the briefing room back out onto the bridge. As soon as the doors closed behind them, Lieutenant Hawkins’ shoulders sagged. “Starfleet hates us,” she groaned.

“So they like to tell me,” Captain Rydell said, stretching his tired muscles. “I don’t believe it, though. They secretly love us.”

“Then they must keep that knowledge in a place so secret that even they don’t know about it,” Jaroch said, sliding into his chair at the science console at the rear of the bridge.

“You guys done yet?” Dr. Elizabeth Aldridge demanded, standing up from the command chair.

“What? You didn’t like having the conn?” Rydell asked with a grin. “You haven’t had to do it in so long, I thought you might go find yourself something to attack, just for kicks.”

“I got your kicks for you,” Aldridge said, cocking her boot back threateningly.

“Woah now,” Rydell said, putting his hands up. “No need for violence.”

“Then tell me I’m relieved.”

“You’re relieved.”

“Thank you,” Aldridge said. “I’ll be in sickbay doing my actual job.”

“Have fun,” Rydell said. “Dinner tonight?”

“Fine,” Aldridge said, stalking back to the turbolift where Commander Baird and the backup bridge officers who had just been relieved by the return of the primary command crew were waiting. “Be on time for once.”

“Anything’s possible,” Rydell replied settling into his command chair as the turbolift doors closed. “So is everybody feeling enlightened.”

“Well rested would perhaps be a more accurate assessment,” Jaroch said.

“I’m glad Scott and I weren’t the only ones,” Sullivan said from the conn console. “And you were at least nice enough not to drool on my shoulder like some husbands who shall remain nameless,” she added, looking in disgust at the damp spot drying on her uniform.

“Hawkins?” Rydell asked.

“Snoozeville.”

“Carr?”

“Um…I’m sorry, sir. I just couldn’t stay awake,” the Secondprize’s Operations officer replied.

“I wouldn’t worry about it. I’m sure Commander Dillon can give us all the notes, right?” Rydell said, turning to his first officer seated beside him.

Dillon muttered something unintelligible.

“What was that, Commander?”

“I fell asleep,” Dillon admitted. “But the man was boring!”

“No one’s arguing with you there,” Rydell said. “And did anybody get a bead on where he was from? Human sounding name, but the skin. It wasn’t dark enough to be Orion. What would you call that color? It’s a little lighter than lime. Jade?”

“Tarkalian tree snail slime,” Jaroch said after a few moments thought.

“I’ll take your word for it.”

“Avocado?” Carr offered.

“Hmm…closer.”

“Lima bean,” Sullivan said.

Rydell nodded. “I think that’s got it. And now that we’ve solved that little mystery, let’s move on, shall we? Sullivan, continue on course for the Corathi System.”

The Captain paused for a moment, his eyes widening as his head listed to one side. “Change course to the Pesalis Cluster.”

“The Pesalis Cluster it is,” Sullivan said, altering the Secondprize’s course as Dillon shot a confused look at Rydell.

“Sir, unless something has changed that I’m not aware of, our next assignment is in the Corathi System.”

Rydell shook his head quickly, as though trying to shake something off. “Right. We’re going to the Corath…” He trailed off again, his eyes slowly drifting to the arm rest of his chair. Rydell’s eyes bulged suddenly as he leapt out of his seat.

“SNAKE!” Rydell screamed, toppling over into the vacant chair normally occupied by Counselor Webber.

“Captain!” Hawkins exclaimed, going for her phaser. She looked over her console at the command area. “Um…what snake?”

Rydell threw himself out of Webber’s chair onto the floor, pointing frantically back at the armrests. “Snakes!”

“Sir, there are no snakes here,” Dillon said. Suddenly, he slipped out of his seat and fell to the deck. Concerned, he stood up and looked at his rear. “My butt!” he screamed suddenly. “Who took my butt?”

“Travis?” Hawkins said confused.

“Someone stole my ass!” Dillon shouted, looking around the bridge accusingly.

Hawkins didn’t exactly need to stress her security officer instincts to realize that something was very wrong on the Secondprize bridge. She spun back to the science console. “Jaroch, what’s going on here?”

The Yynsian looked back at her with undisguised mirth in his eyes. Suddenly, he just exploded into laughter.

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Jaroch?”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA. Oh please. Stop,” Jaroch gasped, rolling out of his chair onto the deck. “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

Hawkins turned back to Sullivan and Carr, who were watching Rydell and Dillon with a mix of confusion, amusement, and concern. “This isn’t right,” Hawkins said.

“You think?” Sullivan replied.

Hawkins looked around the bridge for some inspiration. “We need to…”

THUD.

Hawkins abruptly dropped to the deck fast asleep.

“Wait!” Dillon exclaimed. “Maybe I lost my butt in the briefing room!” He ran to the rear of the bridge and charged through the briefing room doors, where he found Mister Bob shuffling the room’s chairs back into their proper positions.

“Is there a problem, Commander?” Mister Bob asked, walking over to Dillon.

Dillon looked around the room. “Have you seen my butt?”

“No, but I’m sure it’s very nice.”

“You don’t understand. I lost it.”

“Hmm…what about this?” Mister Bob suddenly jabbed a hypospray into Dillon’s arm.

“No,” Dillon said woozily before collapsing to the floor unconscious. “That’s not it.”

With Dillon taken care of, Mister Bob jogged back over to the small padd he’d left sitting on a chair and scooped it back up. The engineer should have returned to his post by now, so…

“You hate everyone, Scott,” Mister Bob whispered into the small transmitter on his padd. “You hate them all and want them to leave you alone. Seal the doors. All of them. All over the ship. Keep them away from you.”



The usual scowl on Commander Baird’s face deepened and turned angry as he sat at his desk in his office in engineering watching his underlings moving about outside his office windows. Annoying pricks, the lot of them. Why wouldn’t they just leave him alone?

Why wouldn’t everyone just leave him alone?

He’d make them leave him alone!

Baird called up the starship’s master systems console and set to work making sure everyone stayed right where they were and well away from him!



Back on the bridge, Lieutenant Commander Sullivan took a quick stock of the situation. Dillon was gone and Jaroch was paralyzed with laughter, which would usually mean she’d be in command. But with Rydell sitting not more than a meter away, she wasn’t sure it was time to invoke the chain of command, not that Rydell seemed real interested in giving orders at the moment.

“What do you want me to do, sir?” Sullivan asked Rydell, who was currently crouched on his haunches watching his armrests warily.

“Shhhh,” he shot back. “Don’t anger them. They could strike!”

“Riiiiight,” Sullivan said. That’s did it. She had to take some kind of action until they could figure out just what the hell was going on. “I’m just going to bring us to a stop until…” Sullivan suddenly jumped up from her chair and broke into a loud Tarzan yell.

“Emily?” Carr asked fearfully. Sullivan turned to her in wide-eyed shock, opened her mouth to speak, but all that came out was another ear-splitting Tarzan cry.

“Okay,” Carr said nervously, slowly easing herself out of her chair and backed toward the turbolift. “That’s nice. You all just stay here, and I’m going to…” She stopped. Something was wrong. Something was very very wrong. She looked down, checking herself over.

“I’m…I’m NAKED!” she screamed, rushing to cover herself with her arms as she dashed for the turbolift doors…which she bounced painfully off of as they refused to open. Carr charged the doors again, pounding her fists on them. “Let me in! Let me in! Please let me in!” She shot a threatening glare back at the rest of the bridge crew. “And don’t any of you dare look at me!”



“The bridge crew has been neutralized and the ship is on course for the Pesalis Cluster, as we agreed,” Mister Bob said into his padd as watched the stars streak away from the Secondprize’s briefing room windows. “And no one had to be harmed.”

The man on the other end of the commline grunted. “Whatever makes you happy.”

“There was no need for this to be violent, Nejed!” Mister Bob snapped. “I just proved it.”

“We’re stealing a starship. At some point violence is probably going to come into it.”

“It doesn’t have to. Once the Secondprize arrives in the Pesalis Cluster, you’ll see that I’m right. Just have that cargo freighter ready to accept the ship’s crew.”

“It’d be easier to kill them.”

“Nejed! I’m warning you… I will pull the plug on this whole thing right now, and you can find some other way to prove that you’re good enough to join the Orion Syndicate.”

“Some brother you are,” Nejed grumbled.

“Half! Half brother, and don’t you forget it. And I’m doing this for Mommy. Not you.”

“What she ever saw in that pale-skinned father of yours…”

“Nejed!”

“Fine. Fine. Just get the ship to the Pesalis Cluster. I’ll be ready.”

“And you’re sure you know how to work the anesthezine system?” Mister Bob asked.

“Why don’t you just have their Chief Engineer or their Tactical Officer do it?”

“Hypnosis doesn’t work like that. I can’t make them take actions that are beyond what they might normally believe or do. This is very delicate work.”

“Which is why violence…”

“Goodbye. Nejed.”

“I’m just saying…”

Before Nejed could continue with what he was just saying, Mister Bob cut the comm channel and turned his attention back to the movements of the Secondprize’s command crew.



“Why won’t this open?” Carr cried, continuing to pound on the turbolift doors.

“Stop that!” Rydell snapped in a harsh whisper. “You’re antagonizing the snakes.”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA.”

“Could somebody stun Jaroch?” Sullivan groused before breaking into another bridge-shaking Tarzan yell. “And me.”

Hawkins’ hand grabbed the edge of the tactical console and she pulled herself groggily to her feet. “What happened? What’d I miss?”

“Watch the snakes!” Rydell ordered.

“Oh yeah. That.”

“Hawkins, give me your phaser,” Rydell said, holding out his hand. “I think I can shoot them.”

Hawkins considered this proposal for a microsecond. Hmmm…hand a weapon to a delusional guy. Ummm…no. “I don’t think that would be a wise idea, sir.”

“The ready room!” Carr shouted suddenly, dashing for that door while attempting to cover herself. She slammed into them and fell back to the deck. “NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

“What’s with her?” Hawkins asked.

“Thinks she’s naked,” Sullivan said.

“I AM NAKED!” Carr screamed, retreated to the front of the bridge and curling up in as small of a ball as she could manage. “Where are my clothes?”

Sullivan shrugged. “With Dillon’s ass?”

“Ewwwww!” Carr whined as Sullivan broke into yet another Tarzan yell.

“Something is messing with our heads,” Hawkins said. “If we don’t do…”

THUD.

She hit the deck asleep again.

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Jaroch, if one of these snakes bites me because of your cackling, so help me…”

Sullivan let out another cry. “That’s it. Bridge to sick…” She trailed off as another idea struck her.



“Stunning is faster,” Mister Bob whispered soothingly into the transmitter in his padd. “The yell will stop if you’re stunned. The doctor will just want to run tests. Stun is the better answer.”



“The answer!” Sullivan announced, stalking back to Hawkins’ prone form and scooping up her phaser.

“Emily, what are you doing?” Rydell asked warily, glancing quickly between the “snakes” in his chair and his conn officer.

“This is the answer,” Sullivan said brightly aiming the phaser at herself. Just as she broke into another Tarzan yell, she fired, blasting herself into unconsciousness on top of Hawkins.

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” Jaroch’s body convulsed with paroxysms of laughter, leaving the Yynsian gasping for breath as he rolled around the floor by his station.

“Jaroch!” Carr shouted. “Throw me Emily’s uniform top!”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Come on, Jaroch! Please!”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Jeeze,” Rydell muttered, his eyes locked on the vipers following his every move. “Am I the only one taking this seriously?”



“I’m going to go to Seven Backward and grab some lunch. Do you want anything?” Dr. Uhrbak Beon called out to Dr. Aldridge as he headed for the Sickbay doors. Uhrbak, a Bajoran, had, like most Bajorans, fought against the Cardassian occupation of his homeworld, but, with Bajor freed, Uhrbak had decided to pursue his interest in medicine that had developed during his time in the Resistance. He’d naturally gravitated toward a Klingon medical school, with its emphasis on battlefield care. Upon graduation, though, he enlisted in Starfleet hoping to put his skills to good use. Unfortunately, it was quickly discovered that most of his skills were in the area of amputation (as the captain of the USS Anne Bolyn learned when he went into her Sickbay for a phaser burn on her right arm and left without said appendage). Almost overnight, he was transferred to the Secondprize, where, so far, he’d practiced medicine without incident. Of course, it helped that Dr. Aldridge had told him in no uncertain terms that if he amputated anything without consulting with her first, she’d amputate something of his.

“No,” Aldridge replied. “You go ahead. Have a nice meal.”

“I always do. Those Guinanco folks are just so comforting to talk to. I love them!”

“Freak,” Aldridge mumbled as she scrolled through sets of lab results from the crew physicals on the console on her desk.

“Ow!” Dr. Uhrbak cried suddenly.

“What?” Aldridge said.

“I ran into the door.”

“How’d you manage that?”

“It didn’t open.”

BANG.

“OW!”

“It still didn’t open!”

“Then stop walking into it,” Aldridge said, coming out of her office. The Sickbay doors were indeed closed as Uhrbak stood nearby rubbing his ridged nose. Aldridge approached the door and waved her hand at it experimentally. Nothing happened.

“Huh,” she said with a shrug. “Must be broken. Sickbay to engineering.”

“Leave me alone!” Commander Baird voice shouted over the comm system.

“But we…” Aldridge stopped as she heard the slight click of the comm channel being cut. “Oh no. No no no,” Aldridge said annoyed. “That is not how this works. Sickbay to bridge.”

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

Aldridge and Uhrbak exchanged a confused look. “Bridge?”

“Don’t come up here!” a voice that sounded like Rydell’s said. “We’ve got snakes.”

“And I’m not dressed!” Carr’s voice shouted.

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!”

“Stop laughing at me, Jaroch!”

“What the hell is going on up there?” Aldridge demanded.

“Like I said, snakes,” Rydell replied.

“And I’m naked!” Carr added.

“I’ll contact you when the situation is resolved. Rydell out.”

“Sounds like we may be better off in here,” Dr. Uhrbak said, heading over to the door leading into Sickbay’s small staff lounge. “I’ll just use the replicator in the…OW.”

“That door doesn’t work either, huh?” Aldridge said.

“No,” Uhrbak moaned, holding his re-injured nose.

“Then I’m betting it’s shipwide,” Aldridge said, scooping up her medkit and tricorder. “I’m going to the bridge.”

“Oh yeah. Just how to you plan to pull that off?”

“The easy way,” Aldridge said. “Sickbay to transporter room.”

“Vaughn here. What can I do for you, Doctor?” Lieutenant Monica Vaughn, the Secondprize’s transporter chief, replied.

“Is your door working?”

“My door? You mean to the transporter room?”

“Yes,” Aldridge said, fighting to keep the exasperation out of her voice.

“I don’t know. I’ll check, but why wouldn’t it be…OW!”

“Doesn’t work.”

“No,” Vaughn’s said nasally.

“Ours isn’t either.”

“Did you comm engineering?”

“Of course I commed engineering! Baird cut me off,” Aldridge said.

“I’ll try…”

“Later,” Aldridge interrupted. “I need you to beam me to the bridge right away.”

“Does the captain know that…”

“NOW!” Aldridge shouted.

“All right. All right. Energizing.”

Uhrbak smirked. “And that was the easy way?” The Bajoran felt the glare of doom upon him as Dr. Aldridge dematerialized.



Dr. Aldridge quickly took in the situation as the rematerialization sequence finished. Bridge in one piece? Check. Snakes anywhere? No. Naked Carr? No. Laughing Jaroch? Check.

“I told you not to come up here,” Rydell snapped without taking his eyes off of the command chairs as he crouched on the floor.

“Um…what are you doing?” Aldridge asked.

“Snakes!” Rydell shouted, pointing at the menace in his seat.

“Sure.”

“Did you bring me clothes?” Carr squeaked from her ball at the front of the bridge.

“Um…no,” Aldridge said.

“Then what good are you?” Carr shouted.

“HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA!” Jaroch cackled, his eyes locked pleadingly on Aldridge. “HAHAHAHAHA…need…HAHAHAHAHAHA…air…HAHAHAHAHAHAHA.”

Aldridge flipped open her tricorder and scanned the Yynsian. Physically, he seemed to be fine other than a slight lack of oxygen due to extensive laughter. She needed to investigate further, but rather than let Jaroch asphyxiate, she loaded a hypospray with a sedative and pushed it into Jaroch’s arm.”

“HAHAHA…thank you…HA.” And he was unconscious, which allowed Aldridge to hear a slight moan coming from behind her.

“Get…off…me,” Lieutenant Commander Hawkins grunted, shoving Sullivan’s body aside.

“Are you all right?” Aldridge said, moving over to help her up.

“I think so,” Hawkins said, shaking her head to clear out her disorientation as Aldridge scanned her up and down with her tricorder. “But something weird is going on up here.”



Someone else was on the bridge! Someone not under his control!

This wasn’t supposed to happen!

Mister Bob rummaged frantically through his shoulder pack until he found another vial for his hypospray. It would be risky, but he was going to have to take out whoever else was on the bridge. Otherwise, the whole plan was in danger.

But first, to occupy the rest of the bridge crew.



“MORE SNAKES!” Rydell screamed in horror as he leapt backwards, slamming himself into the chair at the ops console. His eyes widened as his terror increased upon seeing what he’d hit. “EVEN MORE SNAKES!!!”

“STOP LOOKING AT ME!!!” Carr wailed.

“What is happening to us, Doc?” Hawkins asked as Aldridge continued her tricorder scan. “It’s like we…”

THUD.

Hawkins collapsed dead asleep right at Aldridge’s feet.



Hypospray in hand, Mister Bob gathered up his courage and charged out the briefing room door.

“OW!”

At least it would have been out if the doors had opened. Mister Bob rubbed his sore nose and concluded that he should have put a little bit more thought into this part of the plan.



Aldridge’s attention was locked on the readings coming from her tricorder. An instant before Hawkins collapsed, Aldridge read some kind of energy pulse near the security chief’s left ear. She squatted beside Hawkins and scanned the spot in question. There were signs of a cut that had been regenerated…recently…as in very recently. And something was under the skin.

Aldridge pulled her laser scalpel and microtweezers out of her medkit and set to work making a slit of her own at the same spot and retrieved the mystery item. Actually, it wasn’t much of a mystery as soon as Aldridge got a look at it: a subcutaneous transmitter.

In a matter of moments, Aldridge had removed identical transmitters from Sullivan and Jaroch as well. The sedative would keep Jaroch under for a while, and judging from the phaser laying next to Sullivan, she wouldn’t be going anywhere anytime soon either. Hawkins, however, was another story.

Aldridge shook Hawkins, jolting her awake.

“Wha…huh?” Hawkins said, bolting upright.

“It’s okay,” Aldridge said, grabbing Hawkins’ arm reassuringly. “It’s over.”

“What’s over? What happened?”

“I’m not completely sure. I need to deal with those two, though,” Aldridge replied, gesturing at Rydell and Carr.

“What do you need me to do?”

“Make them hold still.”

“On it,” Hawkins said, pocketing her phaser and charging down to the command area.

“What are you doing?” Rydell said warily.

“Hold still.”

“But the snakes…HEY! LET ME GO!”

SLICE. TWEEZE.

“OW!”

“Got it,” Aldridge said.

“Thank you, sir,” Hawkins said, dropping Rydell.

“Hey! What happened to the snakes?” Rydell asked confused.

Hawkins and Aldridge turned on Carr, who was now curled up and cowering fearfully.

“Go away!” Carr said.

“Can’t do that,” Hawkins said.

“Please?”

“No.”

“But…NOOO!”

JUMP.

GRAB.

SLICE.

“OWWWW!”

TWEEZE.

“Got it!”

“I have clothes!”



“Okay. Let’s take this step by step,” Rydell said a couple of minutes later as he, Hawkins, Aldridge, and Carr stood gathered in the command area. “We’re supposed to be going to the Corathi System.”

“Yes,” Carr said.

“But we’re now going to the Pesalis Cluster.”

“Yes.”

“Somehow I don’t remember that being on my list of things I wanted to do this week. Of course, neither was thinking my armrests are a couple of snakes. You think that little device you pulled out of my head caused that, Doctor?”

“Actually, I think this was just a transmitter. If I had to guess, I’d say someone was giving you the suggestion that there were snakes.”

“So somehow at some point today we were all hypnotized, fitted with transmitters, and sent on our merry way. Gee. I wonder who could have possibly done that,” Rydell said.

“I can’t imagine,” Hawkins muttered sarcastically.

“Bridge to transporter room,” Rydell said.

“Vaughn here, sir. I seem to be locked all alone in here, and it’s getting awfully chilly. How about I beam you on down to warm me up?”

“That’s sweet of you to think of me, but I’m going to have to pass due to a little situation up here. Instead, how about you track down our Starfleet visitor and beam him to the bridge, then get yourself a nice mug of hot cocoa out of the replicator?”

“That’s no fun.”

“Sorry about that, but duty calls.”

“If you say so. Huh…that guy is still in the briefing room.”

“You found him that fast?” Hawkins asked surprised.

“There aren’t too many half-human half-Orions on board.”

“Oh! Half-Orion!” Rydell said, snapping his fingers. “That explains the lima bean!”

“Do we have to call it that?” Carr said. “It’s so…icky.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”

“Sir, it looks like Commander Dillon is in there too, but he’s not moving,” Vaughn said. “Do you want both of them?”

“Get a bonus first officer with every bad guy you transport. Not a bad deal. Bring ’em both.”

“Energizing.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant. Bridge out.” As Rydell closed the comm channel, Dillon’s unconscious body and Mister Bob began to materialize on the bridge. The half-Orion was obviously rather surprised and more than a little petrified to find himself surrounded by Rydell and crew.

“Hi, Bob,” Rydell said smiling. “Whatcha doin’?”

“I was…trapped in the briefing room,” Mister Bob said hopefully.

“Good thing you had that padd to keep you occupied,” Rydell said, gesturing to the device in Mister Bob’s hand. Hawkins yanked his arm up and snatched the device away.

“It’s a transmitter,” she said. “He’s got direct links to everyone who was at the seminar.”

“So you bored us into a trance, implanted the transmitters, and sent us off to do your bidding,” Rydell said. “I didn’t see that in the course description.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mister Bob said, falling back on the old standby lie as he tried to keep his body from shaking.

“You don’t,” Rydell said. “Funny because I think you do. It really doesn’t matter one way or the other, though, because I’m handing you over to her,” he added, pointing at Hawkins, who, on cue, cracked her knuckles.

“Fun,” Hawkins said ominously as Mister Bob gulped.

“Oooh!” Rydell exclaimed. “Could you do that thing? You know the one where you get the guy by the throat, then do that little twisty jerky move, and his eyes pop out? I love that.”

“Not a problem.”

“WHAT?” Mister Bob cried. “No! Wait! I’ll tell you everything!”

“You’d better make it worth it,” Carr said. “Because I really like the eyeball thing.”

“And I could use a few for the organ bank,” Dr. Aldridge added.

“So what did you do?” Rydell asked. “Fake some Starfleet credentials.”

“No. I’m really a trainer. I promise. All of this was just to help my brother. He wants to get into the Orion Syndicate, but they won’t take him unless he can prove himself, so he came up with this idea of stealing a starship, and yours seemed like it would be the easiest to get.”

“The easiest!” Hawkins thundered. “THE EASIEST!”

“Well, you do have a reputation,” Mister Bob said meekly. “I just did my usual presentation, but this time I released a sedative into the air to relax all of you. Once you were lulled to sleep, I was able to plant the post-hypnotic suggestions and place the transmitters. But none of you were going to be harmed. I promise. My brother has a freighter waiting in the Pesalis Cluster that you all could have used to get to a starbase or something.”

“Thanks a bunch,” Carr muttered.

“I’m really not a bad guy, you know. I just love my mother, and when she asked me to help Nejed, I really couldn’t say no. Sure helping someone get into the Orion Syndicate sounds bad, but it’s his dream. Haven’t you ever had a dream, Captain? Would you want someone to help you make that dream come true?”

“Hawkins?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Shoot him.”

“Yes, sir.”

ZAP.

THUD.

“Thank you.”



Nejed watched with growing anticipation as the Excelsior-class Federation starship sailed into the Pesalis Cluster. Everything was going precisely according to plan. Well, except for the freighter for the Secondprize crew. That was just stupid. Sure Bob was going to whine for a while after Nejed killed them all, but he’d get over it.

The important thing was that Nejed was about to have ticket into the Orion Syndicate. Something on his small craft’s sensors caught his eye.

Was the Secondprize powering weapons?

ZAP!

BOOM!

TRANSPORT!



“Captain’s Log. Stardate 52480.4. After storming engineering to subdue Commander Baird and picking up a new special passenger in the Pesalis Cluster, we have resumed our course for the Corathi System, where we will rendezvous with the USS Kreskin. Mister Bob was supposed to be doing another seminar on the Kreskin. Hopefully his audience won’t mind that he’s doing it from the brig. On the upside, Bobby-Boy is getting lots of quality time with his brother. Meanwhile, with the transmitters removed, things on the bridge have pretty much returned to normal…pretty much.”



“Okay. This isn’t funny anymore. WHERE IS MY BUTT?”







REUNION



“In all fairness, Mister Bob wasn’t trying to kill us,” Rydell said.

“True. He just wanted to steal our starship and strand us on a freighter. A freighter that wasn’t even really there!” Hawkins said. “That’s so much better.”

“Life was so much easier when I could order you all to shut up,” Rydell replied with a laugh.

“I do not recall you ever giving such an order,” Jaroch said.

“Why would he bother? None of us would have listened anyway,” Aldridge said.

“See all the fun you missed when you left,” Rydell said, turning to Beck.

“I’ve tried to go on somehow,” Beck replied smirking.

“You wound me,” Rydell said with mock hurt. Beck narrowed her eyes. “In all honesty,” Rydell added, suddenly serious, “I didn’t blame you a bit when you went to run Waystation. I would have loved for you to stay on the Secondprize, but we both knew there was nothing for you there.”

“I wouldn’t say nothing. Communications may have been a dead end, but I made some good friends.”

“Fortunately, you don’t lose your friends when you change jobs,” Rydell said. “Besides, command suits you.”

“Thank you.”

“I just hope we showed you a good time before you moved on.”

Beck smiled. “That you did…even if I almost never got to leave the ship.”

“Come on! What about the Mists of Time?” Rydell said. “That was off of the ship AND it was fun.”

Baird groaned and put his head down on the table. “Please don’t mention that fucking place.”

“Well you and I had fun anyway,” Rydell told Beck.







“VIVA LOST VEGA”



STARDATE 50139.6



Captain Alexander Rydell sat back in his chair and took a look at his surroundings. “You know, for a ferry assignment, this isn’t half bad,” he said to Commander Travis Dillon, Commander Scott Baird, and Lieutenant Lisa Beck, who were seated at the table with him. He raised the tall glass of Losian Hammer in his hand to his lips and let a long swig side down his throat. “Nope. Not bad at all.”

Across the table Commander Dillon, Rydell’s First Officer, harrumphed. “We’re running senior citizens on a day trip,” he said with disgust. “How is this even a remotely appropriate assignment for a Starfleet ship?”

From the “explore strange new worlds; seek out new life and new civilizations” perspective, Dillon had a point. For this particular mission, the USS Secondprize had traveled from the Utopia Acres Home for Retired Starfleet Officers on Mars to the Vega system, which was about as dangerous and exciting as walking from the bed to the bathroom in his quarters. But Captain Rydell actually liked these kinds of assignments from time to time. They were simple, quiet, and generally didn’t involve anyone being sent to Sickbay. Well, there was Ensign Prescott and that mishap with the automatic sheep shearer, but that was that wasn’t even mission related? And what was he doing with a sheep shearer in his quarters anyway?

Back to the mission, the Secondprize had been ordered to take the residents of Utopia Acres to the grand opening of the Mists of Time Resort and Casino on Vega Four, a planet, which up until very recently, was an uninhabitable rock in space. An investment group, seeing the potential for a resort in a system as heavily-visited as Vega, dumped a large amount into developing Vega Four, which now, rather than being a barren rock in space, was a barren rock with a really big environmental dome on it.

Inside the dome was the resort complex, which had been made to look like a series of ziggurats used by the ancient Kinidowi culture of Vega Two, or, as Commander Baird had dubbed them, the “ass lovers.” Captain Rydell had to admit that the statues of the Kinidowi deities scattered around the casino interior did look an awful lot like naked people with donkey heads. Some of the female deities were rather well constructed naked people, but, Rydell had a feeling that if he ever met one in person, the donkey head thing would be an issue. That and having Commander Baird calling him “ass lover lover” for the rest of his natural life.

Dillon glanced over at the stage at the front of the lounge where they were sitting and harrumphed again. “Are they ever going to get on with this?” Dillon wasn’t the only one impatient for the opening ceremonies to start. The tables full of Starfleet seniors seemed to be getting restless.

“Just relax,” Rydell said. “Try to get into the spirit of things. Baird is. Aren’t you, Scott?” In all honesty, Rydell was surprised that Commander Baird had volunteered to beam down as one of the four Secondprize officers allowed to attend the opening ceremonies. Normally he’d try to put a few light years between himself and something like this.

“I’m just here for the buffet,” Baird said. Well, that explained that.

“There’s a buffet?” Dillon said, perking up.

“You’re having fun, right?” Rydell asked Lieutenant Beck.

“I don’t even know why I’m here,” Beck replied, swirling her tequila sunrise around in its glass. Rydell smiled and shrugged. Actually, he’d noticed lately that Beck had seemed a bit less than satisfied with her job duties. He couldn’t really blame her. She was the last her kind. A communications officer in a fleet where they had been deemed unnecessary. Rydell had hoped that bringing her along for a day of VIP treatment at the casino grand opening would cheer her up a bit.

The lounge lights dimmed and a sprightly bit of orchestral music began to play as a short, thin woman in a sparkling gold suit climbed the three stairs up to the stage. The crowd hushed as she took up position behind the podium, a glowing red affair illuminated by its own internal lighting.

“Good afternoon,” she said, looking around nervously at the audience. “My name is Colica Nagaar, Chief Financial Officer of the Vega Four Investment Consortium and the manager here. On behalf of my fellow investors and the staff here, I’d like to welcome you to the Mists of Time Resort and Casino. We firmly believe that your gambling experience here will be second to none, and that our guests will wish to return time and again not only for the games, but for the dining, entertainment, and hospitality we offer.

“We’re honored today to have with us several guests from Utopia Acres…”

A loud whoop went up from the retired Starfleet Officers.

“These valiant veterans put their lives on the line to make this galaxy a safer place, and we’re pleased they could here for our grand opening. Welcome, veterans,” Nagaar continued. Rydell wasn’t positive, but he thought he could see beads of sweat forming on the Vegan woman’s brow. She looked like she was mere seconds from fainting.

“So without further ado, I would like to bring up Vega Two’s own Admiral Percis Maian.” A wizened Vegan seated with the other Starfleet retirees rose slowly from his chair and waddled over to the stage. After being helped up the stairs by Nagaar and one of her assistants, Admiral Maian was handed a large golden key and walked over to a giant decorative lock at the side of the stage.

“Thank you for having us,” Maian said, his voice wavering. “And now on behalf of Veterans of Starfleet Chapter 103, I declare this casino open for business!” He turned the key, setting off a booming bit of music accompanied by blasts of laser lights lancing across the lounge. “Let’s gamble people!”

With surprising speed, the Starfleet seniors stampeded out of the room followed by Nagaar and most of the other VIP guests attending the grand opening.

“You know where I’ll be,” Commander Baird said, scooping up his drink and heading for the exit.

Dillon shifted uncomfortably in his chair for a few moments. “Nice ceremony. Short. To the point. Nice.”

“Go on, Dillon. You don’t have to wait for my permission,” Rydell said with a bemused sigh.

“I wonder if the buffet has crab legs!” Dillon said eagerly, leaping from his chair and charging out of the lounge.

“Another tequila sunrise?” Rydell asked, gesturing to Beck’s empty glass. If he couldn’t cheer her up, he could at least get her nice and drunk.

Beck thought about it for a moment. She hadn’t planned on coming here today to get intoxicated. Of course, she hadn’t planning on coming here at all, so that wasn’t exactly a counter-argument. “Maybe one more,” she said.

“Coming up,” Rydell said, raising his hand to get the waiter’s attention.



Now THIS was a buffet! Commander Dillon stood frozen in awe a couple of steps inside the Oridoni Room, home of the largest array of buffet tables Dillon had seen ever. Even though the casino crowds for the grand opening ceremonies were nowhere near what they would be when it opened its doors for regular visitors, each and every one of the eighteen buffets in the room were fully stocked with a wide array of tempting delights.

“Sir? Are you all right?”

Dillon snapped out of his trance and looked over at the smiling hostess who was tugging on the sleeve of his dress uniform.

“I’m fine,” Dillon said, a grin of his own filling his face. “Everything is just about perfect.”

“That’s nice to hear. Just find a seat anywhere and dig in.”

“Oh believe me. I will,” Dillon said. An instant later, he stormed the buffets with the determination of a trained warrior. His mission was accomplished a short time later as he strode away from the buffets, each hand carrying a plate dangerously close to overloaded with culinary delights.

Now to find a place to sit. He certainly had any number of tables to choose from, since most of the guests for the grand opening had obviously decided to visit other areas of the casino. One table, however, was already occupied by Commander Baird, who was busy diving into his own buffet selections. Even if they weren’t exactly close, it still seemed odd for them to not sit together. They were from the same ship after all.

Dillon walked over to the table, then, seeing that Baird was attacking his meal with a single-minded focus and not paying a bit of attention to the approaching First Officer, he thought better of it. Why not give Baird his space?

And then Baird was staring at him.

“Um…” Dillon said.

“Sit and eat,” Baird growled, nodding to the spot across the table from him. “That’s it. Just eating.”

“That’s all I’m here for,” Dillon said, setting his plates down. Moments later, the only audible sound in their area was their chewing. Well that and that excruciating Muzak version of some Andorian showtunes being pumped through the speaker system. Fortunately, Dillon and Baird were eating too loudly to care.



“Thanks for the drinks,” Lieutenant Beck said as she and Captain Rydell wandered out of the lounge twenty minutes later.

“Not a problem,” Rydell replied. “I mean really. Not a problem. It’s all on the casino’s tab. All we have to do it kick back and enjoy ourselves.”

“They don’t happen to have a spa, do they?” Beck asked. She could really go for a massage right now. And maybe a mud bath.

“You never know. We could head over to the hotel section and ask.”

“You don’t have to go all that way on my account.”

Rydell shrugged. “Do I look like a man with other plans?”

“No, but then we never know whether or not you actually have a plan. It’s part of the fun of serving with you.”

“Keep ’em guessing. That’s my motto,” Rydell said, flashing Beck a grin as the pair strolled through the main casino floor on their way to the transparent aluminum tunnel connecting the casino ziggurats to the resort hotel ziggurats.

Evidently, all of the Starfleet retirees had set a course directly for the slot machines as soon as Nagaar had ended the opening ceremony. Each one was now planted on a stool in front of a slot machine. Time and time again they fed a credit token into their slot machine, pulled the lever and watched the wheels spin. No one said a word as they sat entrances by the spinning wheels. As Rydell and Beck walked by, an elderly woman won 400 credits. She didn’t react at all. She didn’t even flinch. She just kept feeding the credits into the slot machine and pulling the level.

Beck shuddered. “Creepy. Should we be worried about this?”

“Nah. Trust me. This happens at every casino,” Rydell replied as he and Beck stepped through the doorways into the connecting tunnel. They both stopped in their tracks at the scene before them.

“This we should be worried about,” Rydell said.

Outside, where there should have been a star-filled sky, was nothing but white. Blank, featureless white as though someone had forgotten to draw in the universe. They could still see the rocky surface of the planet and the hotel ziggurats a short distance away but that was it.

“Did we misplace space?” Beck asked, eyes wide.

“I knew I should have put a leash on it,” Rydell muttered, slapping his commbadge. “Rydell to Secondprize.” No response. “Rydell to Secondprize.” Still nothing.

“What the hell happened?” Beck said.

“Not a clue, but I’d guess it happened to just this planet and not all of space. I don’t know that we’re even in normal space anymore. But I’d be willing to bet it wasn’t some random accident that got us here.”

“Based on what?”

“Sweat,” Rydell said, turning back toward the casino. “I thought the casino manager just had stage fright, but she knew something was going to happen!”

“And if she didn’t?” Beck asked, falling into step beside him.

“Then we’d better find someone who knows what’s going on or hope like hell the Secondprize can rescue us.”



Eyes closed, Lieutenant Commander Jaroch sat in the command chair of the USS Secondprize pondering the puzzle with which he was faced. It was a perplexing problem to say the least. In all honesty, Jaroch felt downright confounded.

What was that sheep shearer doing in Ensign Prescott’s quarters? It’s not like he had any sheep around.

The Secondprize shuddered slightly, pulling Jaroch out of his ruminations. “Is there a problem, Lieutenant?” he asked, opening his eyes slowly. Everything on the bridge appeared to be normal.

“Just a brief gravimetric fluctuation,” Lieutenant Emily Sullivan replied from the helm console. “I’m not sure what caused it.”

“Additionally, Vega Four is gone,” Ensign Kristen Larkin remarked from the navigation console beside Sullivan as though there was nothing unusual about this whatsoever. Of course, the android was generally unflappable. It came with the whole “no emotions” thing.

Jaroch and Sullivan’s eyes shot to the viewscreen. Where before there had been a small sliver of the rocky planet visible in the lower left hand corner of the viewscreen as the Secondprize orbited Vega Four, now there was nothing.

“But that’s impossible,” Sullivan said. “If the whole planet vanished, we’d be feeling a lot more than that tiny jolt. It’d screw up the whole solar system.”

“Normally, I would agree,” Jaroch said, heading back to his science console at the rear of the bridge. He quickly pulled up a scan of the region. “In this instance, however, it appears that the Vega Four gravity well is still present and accounted for.”

“A planetary cloak maybe?” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins offered from tactical.

“Why would anyone bother?” Sullivan asked.

“We can speculate about motives after we have a clear idea of what we are dealing with,” Jaroch said. “Lieutenant Hawkins, please fire phasers at the planet’s coordinates. Minimum power.”

“Firing,” Hawkins said. “The shot’s went right through! So much for my cloak theory.”

“Do not feel bad. It was my primary working theory as well,” Jaroch said.

“So you have a secondary theory then?” Sullivan asked.

“The beginnings of one. Unfortunately, the beginning is ‘something swiped the planet,’ and I have not progressed much from there,” Jaroch replied, turning back to his sensors.

“Progress quickly,” Hawkins said anxiously. “The captain and the others could be in some real trouble.”



Was he really heading back for another plate? Where was Baird putting it? They’d been running neck and neck through the first five plates, but Baird evidently wasn’t satisfied.

All right. If that’s the way he wanted to play it, that’s what they’d do.

Commander Dillon shoved the last bit of targ tips into his mouth, pushed the plate away, then got up to pursue the chief engineer back to the buffets. He wasn’t about to be shown up by Scott Baird.



“Narblats! Come on narblats!” Colica Nagaar pleaded as she slapped her hand down on the green pulsating lighted disk in front of her.

“Kreagan!” the casino employee manning the game called as its symbol flashed on the monitors around the game table.

Nagaar slumped down on the edge of the table, burying her head in her arm.

“Bad luck?” a male voice from behind her. Nagaar looked up to see the captain of the Starfleet vessel standing beside her along with one of his officers.

“It’s just a game,” Nagaar said with a weak smile.

Beck craned her neck to get a look at the display in front of Nagaar. “A game where you just lost three thousand credits.”

“Is there something I can do for you both?” Nagaar asked, bristling.

Rydell and Beck exchanged a quick glance, then each grabbed one of Nagaar’s arms and hoisted her up from her seat. “We’d like the VIP tour,” Rydell said. “You know. We’ll walk, you can show us around a little bit.”

“And then you can tell us exactly where the hell we are,” Beck said as the pair led her toward the exit doors.

Nagaar blanched.

“Huh,” Beck said. “Looks like you were right, sir. She does know something.”

“Thought so,” Rydell said. “So how do you want to do this, Ms. Nagaar? We can open the doors, scream, and panic everyone as they realize space is gone, or we can go somewhere private and have a nice quiet chat. It’s up to you.”

“M-my office is up there,” Nagaar said, pointing to the far wall of the main casino floor where a short flight of stairs led up between two banks of slot machines.

“Good. I didn’t feel like screaming today anyway,” Rydell said. “Let’s go.”



After several minutes of focused concentration as he sat hunched over his sensor readings, Jaroch leaned back in his chair and spun to face the other bridge officers, steepling his fingers as he did so.

“And?” Lieutenant Hawkins asked expectantly.

“Vega Four is gone.”

“We don’t need the recap, sir,” Sullivan said. “What happened to it?”

“I am getting to that,” Jaroch said. “Even though the planet is no longer present, a force equal to its gravitational pull remains, thus stabilizing the region and eliminating a possible negative impact on the surrounding solar system. Actually, remains is something of an imprecise term. For a brief moment just after the planet vanished, we experienced a sudden change in gravimetric readings before the replacement gravity source activated.”

“The turbulence,” Sullivan said.

“Precisely.”

“Wait. You said ‘activated.’ So the gravity is coming from a machine?” Hawkins asked.

“Not that I can detect. But the force is undeniably present.”

“And we’re thrilled,” Sullivan said. “What happened to the planet?”

“I have no idea.”

“I thought you said you were getting to it!” Sullivan exclaimed.

“I was getting to the fact that I have no idea,” Jaroch replied. “I just wished to run down what I actually did know first.”

“So what do we do?” Hawkins said, fuming. She hated feeling helpless like this.

“We wait and hope that the away team can find a way to return Vega Four to its proper place in the galaxy. I am sure they are working on the problem as we speak.”



Commander Baird could feel his fists clench as Commander Dillon pulled himself up from the table to take another run at the buffet (Actually, it was more of a waddle at this point). He and Dillon hadn’t exchanged a single word throughout the entire meal, and Baird still wanted to kill him. The man just didn’t know when to quit. Eleven plates already.

Eleven plates!

Sure he knew Dillon’s appetite had something of a reputation on board the Secondprize, but Baird was no slouch himself in the eating department. If Dillon wanted to see who had the bigger stomach, that was fine by Baird. He stood up gingerly, his gastric system moaning, and headed after Dillon, positive that he could handle ten more plates if he had to.

Well, possibly five.

Maybe two.

Dillon would give out before then, though. Baird could see it in his eyes. He was full, and every bite from now on would be torture. And Baird would be across the table, shoving food into his mouth, and reveling in every wince of agony twisting Dillon’s face.



As the doors to her office closed, separating Nagaar from the chaos of the casino outside, the Vegan slumped into her desk chair as Captain Rydell and Lieutenant Beck stood across from her.

“I was starting to hope it was just a bad joke,” Nagaar said, her eyes drifting to the expanse of white visible outside of her office window, one of the few windows in the casino fortunately.

“What was a joke?” Beck asked.

“The game. The bet. All of it.”

Rydell stepped over to the office replicator, ordered a cup of coffee, and set it down in front of Nagaar. “Just start at the beginning,” he said soothingly.

Nagaar stared at the mug, then up at Rydell. “Coffee is poisonous to Vegans.”

“Oh. Sorry.” Rydell quickly shoved the coffee back into the replicator and disintegrated it. “Tea maybe?” Nagaar nodded gratefully, and Rydell ordered the beverage. “There,” he said, putting the new mug down in front of her. “Let’s try this from the beginning again.”

“I love casinos,” Nagaar said, leaning back in her chair with a weary sigh. “The lights. The sounds. The games. Especially the games. I’ve traveled the quadrant visiting as many as I could.”

“Sounds like an expensive hobby,” Beck said, slipping into the chair across the desk from Nagaar.

“Only if you lose.”

“Do you lose much?” Rydell asked.

“No,” Nagaar said sadly. “Not normally.”

“Why am I sensing a big ‘but’ coming on?” Beck said.

“Keep going,” Rydell said.

Nagaar took a sip of her tea. “About a year ago, I had this idea. Why should I keep traveling from casino to casino when, between my credits and a few friends on Vega Two who I knew would invest with me, I had the resources to open my own? I’ve visited close to a hundred casinos over the years. I know what works and what doesn’t. I could take the best ideas from each and incorporate them into my design. And that’s what I did. Once I had the design, all I needed was a location. Vega Four was perfect. It’s a rock no one cares about, but it’s right along the major spacelanes that pass through the Vega system. It was perfect. It would have been perfect anyway.”

“Cue the ‘but,’” Beck said.

“But last night, I screwed it all up. I was here late getting some last minute details finished for today’s ceremony when this couple appeared.”

“What do you mean appeared?” Rydell asked.

“Appeared. One second I was alone here, and the next they were in my office with me. I was a bit tired at the time, so I just assumed they didn’t know we weren’t open yet and that I hadn’t heard them come in. They were very friendly, and we ended up talking about the casino and such. After a while, they told me they had a game I might like to play. The woman pulled a small device out of her coat that suddenly expanded into a full game table. The game itself was a mix of dice, cards, buttons and a wheel, and it took some time for me to learn the rules. But pretty soon I was getting the hang of it and actually winning more than I was losing.”

Rydell and Beck exchanged a glance, fairly certain they knew where this was heading.

“Soon after that, I started want to place actual wagers on the game. It was fun until then, but I needed some actual stakes to keep things interesting. Over the next few rounds, I won more than I lost and was generally feeling good about things. I guess I should have known I was being suckered in. The couple said they had to leave but before they did, they wanted to play one last round. If I won, they’d give me fifteen thousand bars of latinum.”

Beck let out a low whistle.

“And if they won?” Rydell said.

“They got the planet,” Nagaar said. She chuckled nervously, shaking her head. “It sounded ridiculous at the time. They didn’t want money or even the casino. They wanted this useless hunk of rock. And even if I agreed to the bet and lost, I knew it wouldn’t matter. Under Vegan law, no planets in the Vega system can be owned by anyone. Their use is managed by the Vegan government. They gave us our clearances to build here. So what did I have to lose? I’d either get the latinum or I wouldn’t. If they were stupid enough to think I owned the planet, fine.”

“So you took the bet,” Beck said. “And you lost.”

Nagaar nodded. “They were very nice about it and seemed very happy. They packed up their table, told me they’d be back tomorrow…I mean today to collect, and then they were gone. They just vanished. That’s when I suddenly realized I might be dealing with beings who could take the planet.”

“We’re a little past might at this point,” Beck said.

Nagaar’s eyes widened suddenly as she stared past Beck and Rydell. “Oh no.”

Beck and Rydell spun around to find that they were no longer alone in the office. The couple had come to collect.



Must…finish…drumstick.

Commander Dillon fought with everything he had to lift the bit of roasted bird to his mouth, but the combined load of twenty-one plates had taken its toll.

Can’t…give…in.

Dillon’s mouth opened to accept the food, but it never made it that far.

“Unnnnnnnnnh.”

THUD.

Dillon collapsed forward onto the table, his head landing on his plate in a puddle of leftover gravy as his eyes glazed and a bit of drool streaming out from the corner of his slack mouth.

Across the table, Commander Baird forced a weak smile and pointed at his fallen foe.

“Fu…”

Baird never completed his thought as his own body and mind gave out, pitching him forward into a pile of gnawed rib bones.



Outwardly, the couple were nothing extraordinary. If anything, they appeared almost too normal. Both the man and the woman looked to be in their mid-fifties and dressed in cream-colored outfits, his a suit and hers a flowing dress.

“Well, hi there!” the man said warmly, extending his hand to Beck and then Rydell, his bright blue eyes shining warmly. “Nice to see you.”

“Likewise,” Rydell said hesitantly as he returned the handshake.

“Here we are, Colica! Right on time,” the woman said.

“And you are?” Beck asked.

“Oh!” the woman gasped. “How rude of us. Honey?”

“Of course, dear,” the man said. “Hi, I’m…well, you’d never be able to pronounce it. Just call me Joe. And this is my lovely mate Edie.”

“Nice to meet you, ma’am,” Rydell said, taking Edie’s hand politely and kissing it. “My name is Alex, and this fine lady is Lisa.”

Beck shot a confused look at Rydell. She thought he would go straight for the whole “Captain Alexander Rydell, United Federation of Planets” routine.

“My! How charming!” Edie said.

“Why thank you,” Rydell said, flashing the pair a smile. “So what brings you folks out this way?”

“We’re just picking up our planet,” Joe said. “Actually, we picked it up a little early, Colica. Hope you don’t mind. We wanted a little time to figure out its final placement.”

“Placement?” Beck said.

“Yes,” Edie said. “Joe and I are building a little solar system of our own. We looked everywhere for just the right world to finish things off. We knew we wanted something rocky.”

“Gives the system a little bit of an edge,” Joe said.

“We hadn’t originally wanted a place with structures on it, but when we saw this planet…well…we just fell in love.”

“That’s right,” Joe said, squeezing Edie’s hand as the couple gazed at each other adoringly. “We did. Lucky for us, our friend Colica was able to help us out.”

“I see,” Rydell said frowning. “Well this is all…very upsetting.”

“It is?” Joe asked confused.

“Yes indeed it is. You see, Joe…” Rydell suddenly wrapped his arm around Beck’s waist and pulled her close to him. “It was already ours. Right, honey?”

“Uh…right…dear,” Beck said, awkwardly wrapping her arm around Rydell’s waist as well. “We’ve also been looking everywhere for the perfect place to settle down,” she continued, getting into the act a little more. “All Alex and I ever wanted was a little cottage in easy walking distance to a casino where we could start a family and have a lovely view of Vega Two. Ms. Nagaar promised us that. She promised!” Beck finished, her voice quivering.

“Shame on you, Ms. Nagaar,” Rydell said, turning on the incredibly confused and fairly frightened Vegan woman. “Is that all this was? A scam to rip the dreams away from two people in love!”

“Joe,” Edie said concerned.

“I know, snookie. I know,” Joe said, patting her arm comfortingly. “Now, Colica, I have to tell you that I’m more than a little bit disappointed at what I’m hearing here. I liked you, and I thought you were dealing with us in good faith. It’s becoming apparent that this is not the case!”

“I agree,” Rydell said, taking up a position beside Joe with crossed arms and a disapproving scowl.

“Did you have a prior deal with these nice people?” Joe demanded.

Nagaar’s eyes darted from Beck to Rydell. “Um…yes?”

Joe threw his hands up in the air. “Well that tears it,” he said exasperated. “I just don’t believe this. I can’t believe…what kind of universe is this?”

Edie stepped forward and took Beck’s hands in hers. “You take it, sweetie. Go build that dream cottage.” She shot a glare at Nagaar. “Assuming she hasn’t sold this planet to a few other folks.”

“No,” Nagaar said, shaking her head emphatically. “Just you.”

“You’d better be telling the truth, missy,” Edie said, shaking a scolding finger at Nagaar.

“Come on, snookerkins,” Joe said, taking Edie’s hand in his. “There are other planets out there that will be perfect for us. I don’t want this one anyway. It has the stench of deceit!”

“You tell her, Joe,” Edie said.

And then they were gone. No flash. No pop. Just gone. Outside, equally abruptly, the white nothingness was replaced by the blackness of space.

Almost instantly, Rydell’s commbadge chirped.

“Rydell,” he said, slapping the badge.

“Sir, are you unharmed?” Lieutenant Commander Jaroch’s voice asked.

“We’re fine here,” Rydell replied.

“What happened?”

“Just a minor real estate deal. Nothing to worry about.”

“I see,” Jaroch said, even though from the sound of his voice he clearly didn’t. “Do you wish to return to the ship at this time?”

“No. Not yet. We still haven’t finished checking the place out. We’ll let you know. Rydell out.” He turned to Beck. “You didn’t want to go back yet, did you?”

“Nah. I’m fine here for now,” Beck said. “I could actually use something to eat.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Rydell said. “But as for you,” he said, turning to Nagaar, “don’t ever ever do this again.”

Nagaar looked at up Rydell. “Wait. That’s it? ‘Don’t do it again’?”

“What did you want to me do? Have you locked up? You goofed. Don’t do it again.”

“Thank you!” Nagaar exclaimed. “What can I do to repay you? I have to do something. Name it!”

Beck and Rydell exchanged a glance.

“VIP accommodations for life?” Beck said.

“Done.”

“All right then,” Beck said. “Food?”

“Yes,” Rydell replied. And the pair headed out of the office.



A weak hand rose unsteadily into the air, then pulled the body it was attached to over, allowing Commander Dillon to gaze bleary-eyed at the ceiling. He let his hand fall onto the commbadge on his chest.

“Dillon…to Secondprize. Medical emergency. Transport me…and Baird…directly to Sickbay.”

Baird’s head rose up slightly. “Have stomach pumps…on standby.”

Twin groans filled the air as the two officers dematerialized.



“Do you think they even noticed anything happened?” Lieutenant Beck asked as she and Rydell walked past the rows of Starfleet retirees still pumping credits into the slot machines.

“Not a chance,” Rydell said. “I think it’d take a supernova to move these people, which is fine. They’ve done their bit for the galaxy. Let them have their fun. Come to think of it, we’ve done our bit today as well. I’m officially off-duty.”

“Then that makes two of us,” Beck said. “And sir?”

“Yeah, Beck.”

“Thanks for bringing me. It’s nice to get off the ship.”

“Not a problem,” Rydell said as the pair walked into the Oridoni Room to check out the buffet. Minutes later, they were seated at a table and enjoying a well-earned meal. Rydell noticed Beck frown and gaze off into space.

“Something wrong?” he asked.

“One thing’s still bothering me.”

“Prescott and the sheep shearer?”

“Yeah. I mean, why? Why?”

“The galaxy may never know. And we’re probably all better off that way.”







REUNION



“Yes, that was definitely fun,” Beck said smiling.

“Speak for yourself,” Baird said. “Do you know how long it was before I could even look at a buffet after that place?”

“Fifteen seconds?” Sullivan said smiling.

“You’re just on a roll today, aren’t you, woman?” Baird grumbled.

“Why thank you. I am, aren’t I?”

Baird rolled his eyes. “See what I have to go home to.”

“You know you love it.”

Baird couldn’t help but smile a bit.

“Yeah, he does,” Vaughn said. “No hiding that grin.”

“Leave me alone.”

“Why? It’s fun.”

“We always had fun…when we weren’t being shot at,” Rydell said.

“You know that’s not why I left, right?” Beck said. “I loved the ship. The Secondprize was always fun.”

“I know,” Rydell said. “You were given a great opportunity. And let’s face it. No one stays in the same place forever. It’s not like you were the only one. Most of us moved on to other things.”

“And some of us will be on the Secondprize until we keel over and die,” Jaroch said.

“That was lovely, dear,” Hawkins said. “At least you’ll get to come back again after that happens.”

“I know,” Jaroch said darkly.

“My point,” Rydell said quickly, “is that we all have our own lives, and we have to live them. That’s not going to mean that we all stay together on the same ship. When the time is right, you go. Look at Trinian. Her time came, and she went.”

“I thought that was because she wanted to have a 10 year binge before the end of the universe,” Beck said.

“Yeah. Well there was that.”

“I wonder if she ever got bored,” Carr said.

“What do you mean?” Sullivan asked.

“Well, she was this powerful being, and she spent years running a lounge while she waited for Captain Rydell to destroy the universe.”

“I didn’t destroy the universe!” Rydell said. “Well, okay. I did. But I put it back together.”

“But do you think Trinian minded that most of her life on the Secondprize was spent serving drinks?”

“Nah,” Rydell said. “I’m sure she found ways to keep herself occupied.”







“THE SECRET LIFE OF TRINIAN”



STARDATE 48003.9



Somewhere along the line, Trinian had been deemed an expert on humans by the other members of her species. It wasn’t a title she particularly aspired to or even wanted, yet here she was, advising humans (and a few other beings) on a regular basis as part of her assignment to the USS Secondprize.

In retrospect, it was her own youthful indiscretions that had landed her in this situation. She just had to get away from Seatella for a while, and that little blue planet in that outer spiral arm of the galaxy had looked so quaint and inviting.

That was four hundred years ago.

And while Earth didn’t turn out to be quite the unspoiled paradise she was expecting, the world had enough charm that she decided to stick around for a short time. That short time turned out to be a bit longer than she was expecting, though. Love does funny things to your travel plans. Eventually, she’d overcome the pull of the Earth and returned to the stars, leaving behind a husband and two children (not until she knew that they’d be okay without her. She wasn’t heartless.).

Yes, she’d left Earth beings behind.

Or so she’d thought.

Now she was surrounded by them. And most of them seemed to want her to talk to them. This evening’s guest in Seven Backward for example…

“If I take Jaroch with me, there’s always the risk that J’Ter could show up and disrupt the negotiations,” Captain Alexander Rydell was saying, not that Trinian was paying all that much attention. “You remember what he did to the ruling clan of Nuoran Three? But if I leave him here and take Dillon, that creates two problems. What if Jaroch changes while he’s in command? He hasn’t done it so far, but can I take that risk? And what about the risk of Dillon putting his foot in his mouth? He means well, but I’m starting to get the feeling the man doesn’t have a thought in his head that wasn’t put there by a Starfleet regulations manual.”

Rydell was a good guy. Of course, Trinian was a bit biased consider she had something of a connection to him. He’d only been a captain and in command in the Secondprize for a little over a month now and was still finding his way. He’d be through this adjustment phase before too long, but for now he just needed a sympathetic ear to take the time to listen to him.

“How about you act like a captain and MAKE A DECISION!” Trinian snapped, causing Rydell to flinch back involuntarily. He flinched a tad bit too far and ended up plummeting off of the rear of the stool and thudding to the deck.

Rydell could find someone else to play sympathetic. Trinian had other places to be.

“Thanks,” Rydell groaned, grabbing onto the bar and pulling himself to his feet. “Very enlightening.”

“Sometimes you just need a new perspective,” Trinian said with a quick smile.

“Still, who do you think…”

“Last call!” Trinian called, shouting directly in Rydell’s face.

“Ah,” Rydell said, rubbing his ear. “I’ll be going then.”

“Good night, Captain,” Trinian said warmly, snatching his half-empty glass away and chunking it into the waste reclaimator. “Sleep well.”

“Uh huh,” Rydell said, waving at her distractedly as he headed to the exit muttering to himself. Trinian made eye contact with the only other occupants of the Secondprize’s lounge, a couple of ensigns playing footsie with each other across a table by the viewports. Her glare said it all, and the couple beat a hasty retreat.

Alone at last.

She grabbed up the last of the stray glasses, then set the sani-bot to work on the carpets, viewports and such while she went into the back room. For the most part, the back room served as storage for some of the more unique items that were not served out of the replicator. It was also Trinian’s office, if she could be considered to have an office. Any visitors tonight would be hard pressed to find a desk, though. Instead the floor space not occupied by storage containers was taken up by a green felt octagonal table surrounded by four chairs.

“All right, folks,” Trinian said, calling out to the seemingly-empty air. “All clear!”

One flash, one shimmer, and one blip later, the room had three additional occupants: an old man with an almost floor length beard; a younger, rather haughty-looking blond woman; and a giant eyeball.

“I still don’t see why we have to wait for you finish serving those simians,” the woman said, taking her seat with a graceful anger. “They should be serving you…or at the very least bringing us pretzels.”

“And beer,” the eyeball said, hovering over one of the other chairs. “There should be beer.”

“Naturally,” the old man said, nodding sagely.

“You know the rules. No poker until after last call,” Trinian said, grabbing a deck of playing cards and a circular carrel full of poker chips from inside of the flowing robe she wore while on shift. There was something of a dispute between her and the Enterprise’s lounge manager, Guinan, over who had developed the robe and platter hat look first. Guinan always claimed it was part of her El-Aurian heritage, while Trinian swore she’d seen the look on the runways of Sirap Major a half-century earlier. To the rest of the galaxy, however, the true source of the outfit hardly mattered. They were far too busy wondering why anyone would want to spend their days looking like a giant, technicolor mushroom.

“Okay then,” she continued, taking her own seat at the table. “Here’s a few more rules. Five card draw. Deuces wild. No telepathy, astral projection, or other attempted use of powers are allowed.”

“Not that they would work with you around anyway,” the woman said in a huff.

“You don’t enjoy my company, Q?” Trinian asked, mocking hurt as she dealt the cards for the first hand.

“Our esteemed guest from the Continuum does not enjoy a level playing field,” the elderly man said, handing out the chips.

“Stuff it, Ayelborne,” the Q shot back with a nasty smile.

“Are you children quite finished?” the eyeball asked.

“Why is this…thing even here?” Q demanded.

“I am a Director!” the eyeball stated grandly.

“Never heard of you,” Q said. She turned her attention to Ayelborne. “And I wish I’d never heard of you.”

“Really. It’s a wonder your kind ever achieved omnipotence,” Ayelborne said boredly.

“If Trinian weren’t here…”

“What? What would you do if our host weren’t here negating those measly powers of yours?” Ayelborne asked amused. “Do you really think you are any match for an Organian?”

“Don’t forget I can negate your powers as well, Ayelborne,” Trinian said. “And aren’t you supposed to be encouraging peace?”

“Even I have limits. And I evidently hit them around the letter Q.”

“I’ll give you a hit, gramps,” the Q threatened. “One word from me, and the Continuum will be down on you light bulbs before you can emit another photon.”

“We’ll still be shining brightly long after your kind has slipped into oblivion.”

“We’re eternal!” Q cried.

“Your prattle certainly is.”

“That’s it. It’s on, pal. We’re coming for you, and you are NOT going to like what we’re bringing to the party.”

“I think you’ll find that we’re more than a match for the likes of you,” Ayelborne said.

“Guess we’re going to find out. It’s war.”

“War, it is, then.”

“A war between your kinds would most likely destroy this universe,” the Director observed placidly.

“There are others,” Ayelborne said.

“We’ll destroy you there as well,” Q said.

“How about we play some cards?” Trinian said, butting in.

“Now? Can’t you see we’re in the middle of something?” Q retorted.

“Yeah yeah yeah. Destroying each other and taking the whole damn universe with you. How about this? We’ll settle it in the next hand. Q wins, and the Continuum can destroy the Organians. If Ayelborne wins, the Organians can wipe out the Q.”

“What if I win?” the Director asked. “Can I erase all of them from existence?”

“Please do.”

“What if you win?” Q demanded.

“Then you three shut up and play some cards. Let’s go.”

Q and Ayelborne eyed each other unflinchingly as they took two and three cards respectively. The Director took none, while Trinian selected a single card.

“Hands down,” she said.

Q slapped down a pair of tens and a pair of queens, drawing a smile from the wizened Organian. “Enjoy oblivion,” Ayelborne said, setting down a 9-King straight.

“Both of you can be silent,” the Director said, setting down his cards: two of clubs, jack of spades, three of diamonds, five of diamonds, and an ace of hearts.

“What is that?” Q asked with a laugh.

“Poker dominance.”

“It’s a pair of aces,” Ayelborne said. “And if it weren’t for the wild card, you wouldn’t even have that. Now then, your cards, Trinian?”

Absolutely stone faced, Trinian set down her hand. Three kings and two aces. “I think that settles it,” she said. “Now shut up, and let’s play some poker.”

“But I was going to eliminate the Q,” Ayelborne protested. “How did you defeat me?”

Trinian smiled serenely. “The house always wins.”



STARDATE 49973.4



You’d think these people had never seen an asteroid before.

Trinian shook her head in bemused disbelief as she delivered a drink to a lieutenant sitting at the bar, one of the few Secondprize officers in Seven Backward who wasn’t pushed up to the viewports watching the show outside.

If it could really be called a show.

The Secondprize was currently on a rescue mission. Somehow a small Aldeberan ship had gotten trapped inside a rather large asteroid field. With their engines out and power failing, they were pretty much doomed unless someone came in and pulled them out. Lieutenant Commander Jaroch had concluded that the Secondprize’s tractor beam would be able to move the asteroids aside, clearing a path for the starship to reach the Aldeberans and tow their vessel back out again, which is what the Secondprize was in the process of doing.

Each flare of the tractor beam as it lanced out of the ship and locked onto an asteroid was met with ooohs and aaahs and the occasional “Batter batter batter. Swing batter!” (Trinian had no idea what that was about.) from the crowd gathered at the lounge viewports.

“Did you need anything else?” Trinian asked the lieutenant. Before he could respond, Trinian felt a slight buzzing at the edges of her mind. The buzzing quickly escalated into an all-out booming.

<AHEM! TESTING TESTING. ONE TWO. CAN YOU HEAR ME?>

Trinian staggered back slightly under the onslaught.

“Are you okay?” her customer asked concerned.

“Fine,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “Excuse me a minute.” She quickly retreated into her back room just as another blast of thought hit her.

<HELLO? IS THIS THING ON?>

<YES!> Trinian thought back as forcefully as she could manage. <Quiet down!>

She could barely sense the reply. <sorry.>

<A little louder.>

<How’s that?>

<Perfect,> Trinian thought. <Now who are you and what do you want?> she demanded.

“I am Donchuu,” a voice said from directly behind her, drawing a startled scream from the hostess.

“Don’t do that,” Trinian spat, whirling around to face her “guest.” She didn’t recognize his species, but he was certainly…pale. White robes. White skin. White eyes with pink irises. Impossibly white hair. And two massive ivory horns swooping skyward from either side of his head.

“I’m sorry,” Donchuu said. “I was simply going to obliterate this vessel, but I detected your presence on board. What is a Seatellan doing among these pests?”

“Woah woah woah. Go back to the ‘obliterate this vessel’ part.”

“Have you seen what they’re doing?” Donchuu demanded.

“Traveling through space? Moving some rocks? Breathing? You’ve got to be a bit more specific here.”

“They’re ruining my masterpiece!”

“You lost me.”

“Look!” Donchuu exclaimed. He waved his hand through the air, instantly bringing forth a hovering recreation of the asteroid field outside the ship.

“Okay. I’m not getting it.”

“Look!” Donchuu insisted again, pointing at the lower right corner where a tiny version of the Secondprize was diligently shoving asteroids aside as it made its way toward a silver speck in the middle of the field.

“That would be us,” Trinian said.

“Yes. And just look at what your ship is doing! I had each asteroid placed exactly where it needed to be for maximum artistic effect!”

“Um…if you hadn’t noticed, there’s another ship stuck in your masterpiece as well,” Trinian said, pointing at the Aldeberan craft.

“I know. I put it there on purpose.”

“On purpose,” Trinian repeated confused.

“Yes. I thought it added an unexpected bit of whimsy to the piece.”

“There are people on that bit of whimsy,” Trinian said. “My ship is trying to rescue them.”

“But they’re damaging my work!”

“Let us go in and tow their ship out. We’ll be gone in no time.”

“Tow them out?” Donchuu exclaimed in horror. “Absolutely not! I’ll lose my whimsy. I’ll get you off of here, but I’m going to have to destroy this ship.”

“What if we just took the people and left the whimsy?” Trinian asked.

“Well…my asteroids…”

“We’ll put the asteroids back, too.”

“You promise?” Donchuu asked.

“You have my word,” Trinian said.

“Very well. I’ll be watching, though.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll put everything back the way it was,” Trinian said. Donchuu nodded, then vanished. “Now all I have to do is convince the captain,” Trinian muttered.



After leaving the running of the lounge in the hands of one of her waiters, Trinian made her way into a turbolift and requested to be taken to the bridge. She rarely visited the Secondprize bridge. Almost never really. For the most part, any information she’d want about the Secondprize’s activities filtered down to Seven Backward in moments anyway, and any people she might want to speak to invariably visited the lounge on practically a daily basis.

The current situation required more immediate action, however.

“Not even just a little?” Lieutenant Patricia Hawkins was saying from her post at the Secondprize’s tactical console as Trinian stepped out of the turbolift.

“No,” Lieutenant Jaroch replied firmly from his seat at the rear science console.

“It’d be fun.”

“We could cause a chain reaction of impacts that could result in the complete destruction of either the Secondprize or the Aldeberans.”

Complete destruction. What do you know? They were already discussing Trinian’s topic of choice for the day.

“I want to throw an asteroid!” Hawkins pouted.

“Maybe next time,” Captain Alexander Rydell said, turning around in his chair to face his officers. Upon spotting Trinian, his face showed surprise. “Greetings,” he said somewhat hesitantly. “I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Neither did I,” Hawkins said, clearly displeased at being snuck up on.

“Quiet shoes,” Trinian said with a quick smile. “Could I see you for a minute, Captain?”

Rydell glanced at the viewscreen where the latest asteroid was being moved out of the way, then back to Trinian. “Sure, I guess. We’re just shoving some rocks around.” He gestured for her to follow him into his ready room.

“So,” he said a bit uncomfortably once they were inside and the doors were closed. “What…um…can I do for you?”

Rydell had been acting a bit odd around her for the last couple of weeks, but Trinian wasn’t all that surprised. He’d recently found himself trapped in the 20th century on Earth inside the body of one of his ancestors, the very ancestor that Trinian had married during her time on Earth. The news that Trinian was something more to him than just a bartender was taking a little time for Rydell to deal with. She was sure he’d talk to her about it eventually, but for now she wasn’t going to push him. Especially since her relationship to him would hardly matter if Donchuu wiped out the ship.

“We need to put the rocks back,” she said simply.

“Excuse me?” Rydell asked surprised.

“Not now, of course. But on our way out. And we have to leave the Aldeberan ship where it is.”

Rydell laughed even more uncomfortably. “Uh…Trinian. Getting their ship is the only reason we bothered bringing the Secondprize in at all. We could have sent a couple of shuttles into this field and beamed the crew out if we were just going to leave their ship there.”

“Good idea. Stop here, and send shuttles to get their crew. It will mean less work later.”

“I can’t just do that for no reason.”

“Do you want to die?” Trinian blurted.

Rydell stopped, staring at her questioningly for several seconds. His eyes widened suddenly. “Wait. Are we going to die? Are you getting premonitions of the future? Can you do that?” After finding out that Trinian had been alive for several hundred years, Rydell was no longer sure what she was capable of.

Trinian winced inwardly. This was exactly the kind of thing she was trying to avoid. It was enough that Rydell knew that she lived for a long time. The last thing she needed was for him to start believing she was precognitive or possessed other kinds of powers. Just what she could and could not do was her own business, and she certainly didn’t want Rydell thinking that his bartender was some kind of crutch to rely on. She also didn’t want him to know about her visit from Donchuu. Rydell’s ego wasn’t exactly fragile, but knowing that higher beings were contacting his bartender instead of him might hurt a bit. And at worst, it might make him start wondering just why she spent her time aboard his ship. She could not risk having her own work threatened in that way. In any case, it was time to diffuse the situation.

“I’m not psychic,” she said. “I just think we should leave things around here the way we found them. Galactic ecology and all that.”

“That Aldeberan ship is hardly part of the local ecology.”

“True, but it will eventually make a wonderful space buffalo lodge. Please, Alex. Just grab the crew, put the asteroids back, and let’s get out of here. Consider it a favor to me.”

“A favor?” Rydell said. “That’s an awfully big favor.”

“After all the times I let you babble at me about your insecurities after you became captain!” Trinian snapped back.

“Hey! I never babbled…well, maybe sometimes. But not a lot. I just need something more to go on here than helping the ecology of an asteroid field. Are you sure you haven’t had a vision of the future? A precognitive flash? Maybe a funny feeling?”

“Fine,” Trinian sighed. “I have a funny feeling.”

“There! That I can work with! Picard’s bartender set a precedent for this years ago,” Rydell said, charging back out of his ready room onto the bridge. “Everybody stop what you’re doing,” Rydell announced. “We’re out of the rock moving business.”

“Captain, we still have 164 asteroids to move before we reach the Aldeberan vessel,” Jaroch said.

“Their ship is staying there. Send Carr in a shuttle to retrieve the crew.”

“May I ask why?”

“Trinian had a funny feeling.”

“Wouldn’t that be best handled in sickbay?” Jaroch remarked.

“Never tempt fate, Jaroch. We’re pulling out.”

“You were just looking for a reasonable excuse, weren’t you?” Trinian said, suddenly understanding the reason for Rydell’s eagerness to jump on her funny feeling.

“Me? Never?” Rydell said, settling back into his command chair. “I love the idea of moving a few hundred rocks.”

“One hundred ninety-six,” Jaroch said.

“But who’s counting,” Rydell said with a grin. “As soon as Carr’s away, start backing us out. But you have to put the asteroids back where you found them.”

Jaroch choked slightly. “Excuse me?”

“That’s the deal,” Rydell said as Trinian made her way back to the turbolift. “Pull up the original chart of the asteroid field and put the rocks back in position.”

“And again I find myself asking why?”

“You’re supporting the arts, Jaroch,” Trinian said, stepping into the turbolift. As the turbolift doors closed, Trinian smiled as she caught Jaroch and Rydell exchanging a bewildered look. Confusing the command crew was fun.



STARDATE 52005.3



When you spend day after day after day serving the needs of others, you need a quiet sanctuary to retreat to that’s all your own. Trinian’s quarters were her sanctuary, a place that had never been visited by another member of the Secondprize crew.

If any of the crew were to go inside Trinian’s domain, they would find a cozy and exceptionally cluttered living room filled with the knick-knacks of the galaxy, collected over the centuries as she made her way from world to world. The bedroom was more like an art gallery with every available centimeter of wall covered by paintings, holos, and such.

At the moment, though, Trinian was not looking at any of the works, mostly because she was asleep. If she didn’t get a full three hours of rest a night, she tended to get cranky (Or possibly crankier depending on your view of her everyday personality).

Her dream had begun pleasantly enough, which was no surprise since she’d selected the general subject matter before drifting off for the evening (Dream control was one of the perks of being Seatellan). Gradually, though, she noticed an ominous shadow drifting over her dreamscape where she was busy ravishing and being ravished by a rather dashing yet swarthy pirate captain (a lingering…interest, shall we say, developed during her time on Earth). The shadow rapidly morphed into an all-out monsoon which tossed Trinian and her companion back and forth across the deck of their ship. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.

Trinian willed herself awake, forcing her way up through the layers of sleep encasing her. At last she jerked her eyes open…

…and found herself staring directly into two red compound eyes mounted