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Introduction

Introduction

Not every captain is James T. Kirk, and not every ship is the USS Enterprise. In this six-story mini-series, Mike Harper and the crew of the freighter the SS Clydesdale just want to move some cargo, stay on Starfleet’s good side, and, if they’re very lucky, not get killed in the process.

Originally, the concept for TOSsed was a bit like the Second Contact mission of the USS Cerritos on Star Trek: Lower Decks (Just to be clear, I started working on TOSsed around 2010), only set in the TOS era. It was going to be about a small Starfleet ship that went around after Kirk’s Enterprise and followed up on their missions. The captain was originally a much different version of the character who became Ronnie, and I had a whole arc planned for the ship’s helm officer. As I worked on it, though, it was all coming out a bit like stuff I’d done before. The captain was feeling too much like Samantha Dallas from The Traks Files, and the move to the TOS era wasn’t doing enough to differentiate it from the other Traks series. It was yet another Starfleet ship of quirky characters getting into silly situations (not that there’s anything wrong with that).

Despite that, I still liked the bones of the idea (Yes, I know what I did there). I wanted to do something in the TOS era, but I needed to change things up a bit. Back when he was doing Firefly, Joss Whedon (And wow has his reputation changed in the last few years!) said something to the effect that, if it was in the Star Trek universe, the Serenity was the type of ship that the Enterprise would zip right on by without paying it a bit of attention (I can’t find the exact quote, but you get the idea.). I didn’t want to completely do a Star Traks version of Firefly (As a side note, there’s an entire Waystation/Firefly crossover in my head that I never wrote.), but that was kind of where I needed to go: a non-Starfleet ship just doing their day-to-day stuff in the Federation. Once I had that, I started over on the characters and the ship. Pretty much the only things I kept were Ronnie’s name, a character who became Dr. Corbair, and the title of the first story, “Back to the Well,” which seemed like a fun meta-commentary on the fact that I was starting yet another Traks series.

But here now, gathered for your eBook reading enjoyment, is Star Traks: TOSsed.




1 - Back to the Well

STAR TRAKS: TOSsed

“Back to the Well”

by Alan Decker



For over 100 years, the men, women, and other non or multi-gendered beings of Starfleet have been dedicating their lives to defending the United Federation of Planets while also expanding our knowledge of the universe through their efforts to explore strange new worlds and to seek out new life and new civilizations. Like the brochure says, they’ve been boldly going where no man has gone before for more than a century (Although, we hear that they may be changing the wording of the mission statement at some point. That “all-inclusive” use of the word “man” has some folks up in arms…and some of those folks have a lot of arms.).

The early years of Starfleet and the Federation may have been a bit rocky with the drab gray ships, equally drab blue jumpsuit uniforms, and the near-constant getting your ass kicked by whatever new alien you happened to meet, but the 23rd Century is an entirely different story. The Federation is a big deal now. We’ve got planets everywhere, and, more importantly, we’ve got color! Forget that gray on gray with a touch of gray, we’re ready to bring you vibrant reds, soothing blues, glowing greens, and every other shade imaginable set against the bold black of a nice sleek starship console.

And when our starships aren’t trekking across the cosmos in style, they’re enjoying layovers at one of the Federation’s many state-of-the-art starbases. Here is Starbase 6, for example. Sure on the outside it looks a bit like a metallic mushroom, but inside you’ll find the same swinging design choices and professional personnel that you’ve come to expect from the military and exploration arm of the UFP. Starbase 6 is chock full of Starfleet people doing Starfleet-y things in that classic Starfleet kind of way, and that holds true from the lowest maintenance technician to the man at the top of the heap: Commodore Scott Enwright. Here he is now in his office. Look at the commanding way he sits at his desk. The steady gaze he has leveled at the padd in front of him. That freighter captain seated across the desk from him is obviously in good hands. Let’s listen in, shall we?

“I can’t help you,” Commodore Enwright said, handing the padd back to its owner, Mike Harper, who was also the owner of the SS Clydesdale, a beat-up Tellarite freighter that had limped its way up to one of Starbase 6’s docking arms a couple of hours earlier.

“You…can’t?” Mike said.

“Well…I could, but you couldn’t pay for it.”

“You’re Starfleet. This is the Federation. You don’t pay for anything.”

“That’s not true. We have credits.”

“I don’t have any.”

“Which is at the root of your problem, Captain Harper. But…”

“Oh, here it comes.”

“…we might be able to come to some arrangement.”

“We already came to an arrangement! That’s how I ended up with that convict on my ship!”

“Doctor Corbair was fully rehabilitated,” Enwright said.

“Then why didn’t you keep her?”

“We didn’t have room. And your laudable choice to take her on covered your last bit of needed repairs. This is an entirely new transaction.”

Mike let out a long sigh. “What is it this time?”

“Nothing at all really. I just need you to go check on a planet occasionally.”

“Check on a planet.”

“Exactly. There’s nothing to it. Zip by the Ceti Alpha Five, check on the residents, file a report, and that’s it,” Enwright explained.

“Woah woah woah. Now there are residents involved. What residents?”

“A small group of settlers the Enterprise dropped off there about a week ago. Captain Kirk promised Mister Singh that we’d check in on them from time to time to make sure that they’re getting on okay. It hardly seems worth sending a whole starship out there, which makes it a perfect opportunity for you.”

“And this Mister Singh won’t be annoyed that Starfleet is pawning its responsibilities on to other people?”

Enwright thought about this for a moment. “You know. He might actually. Captain Kirk did say that Khan could be a bit nasty. Maybe we’ll give you some uniforms to wear when you visit. How would you like that? You could pretend to be in Starfleet once every six months.”

“If I wanted to be in Starfleet, I’d be in Starfleet,” Mike said. “And I don’t like the idea of lying to this Khan Singh guy.” Something clicked into place in Mike’s memory. “Hang on a second. Khan Singh? As in Khan Noonian Singh! You want me to go visit the superpowered madman you idiots thawed out!”

“So you heard about that, huh?”

“Yeah. Sorry to be the one to break this to you, but stories about mystery ships filled with evil genetic supermen tend to get around.”

“I’m not the one here with the ship in need of repair, Captain Harper. I think I’m making you a very generous offer.”

“Thanks, but I’ll pass,” Mike said, getting up from his chair.

“I’ll give you some time to think it over, Captain. It’s not like you’ll be going anywhere.”

Mike chose to ignore the dig and left the office. Now Starfleet Commodore Enwright can get back to doing his important Starfleet duties like…all of that Starfleet paperwork. Tell you what, we’re going to leave Commodore Enwright to his very important Starfleet business and stick with Captain Mike Harper instead.

Mike passed through Enwright’s outer office, giving the Commodore’s pretty brunette yeoman a nod, and headed out into the corridors of Starbase 6. Leaning on the wall across from the Commodore’s office suite waited his ship’s pilot. Said pilot was also Mike’s sister and not one to be overly deferential to her captain.

“What happened?” she demanded.

“Nothing, Ronnie.”

“I can see the face. Tell me what happened in there?”

“Nothing. As in he is giving us nothing.”

“Did he make you an offer?” Ronnie asked, falling into step beside Mike as they started down the corridor.

“I need to break the news to Bork.”

“Don’t try to talk past me, Mike. Enwright always makes you an offer. He made you an offer, didn’t he?”

“I wouldn’t call it that.”

“What would you call it?”

“A suicide mission.”

“Come on, Mike. This is Starfleet we’re talking about. They’re not going to actively try to get us killed.”

“Could have fooled me,” Mike said.

“What was the job?”

“Pretend to be Starfleet Officers and go check up on a bunch of homicidal maniacs.”

“Where do we have homicidal maniacs around here?”

“Ceti Alpha Five, evidently. Remember that stuff we heard from Welker about your old boyfriend Kirk waking up Khan Noonian Singh and a bunch of his friends? It was all true. Kirk dumped him on Ceti Alpha Five to start a colony or something. Now Enwright wants us to drop by for a visit every six months and send in a report.”

“Kirk wasn’t my boyfriend. And I don’t even want to see him this time.”

“This time?” Mike asked. “Is he here?”

“The Enterprise showed up while you were in with Enwright. They just got back from rescuing some colonists from happy spores or something.”

“Happy spores?” Mike asked skeptically.

“That’s what I heard!”

“Whatever. Just stay away from him.”

“Take the job.”

“No.”

“Then maybe I won’t be listening to you either.”

“When did you ever?” Mike said. “I’ll be on the ship.” He headed down a junction corridor leading out to the station’s docking arms.

“Starfleet is not out to get you, you know!” Ronnie called after him.

“Why are you still sticking up for those guys?”

“I can still like them!”

“And I can still think you’re a crazy person!” Mike shouted back before disappearing around the corner.



Like the species that built them, Tellarite freighters were not known for their looks. Even without the cargo modules attached, they couldn’t be described as sleek, and the SS Clydesdale was no exception. Instead it was just a long thin rectangular hull with a couple of warp nacelle mounted below the aft section and a stubby angular section rising above the forward end to provide a bit more living and work space for the crew. With the six cargo modules in place, it became a fat rectangular hull with a couple of warp nacelles on the butt end and an ugly angular living module up on top of the front. Most likely your first reaction upon seeing one would not be, “I have GOT to own one of those!”

As was true of most captains, though, Mike Harper loved his ship. He’d spent three years commanding her on cargo runs for the Tellarite firm of Gravit & Yurtz, who owned the Clydesdale at the time (Of course then they were calling it the SS Reliable, loosely translated from the Tellarite, in keeping with the other ships in their small cargo fleet, also loosely translated from the Tellarite, the SS Dependable, the SS Responsible, the SS Reputable, and the SS Uninsurable), before his employers decided that it was time to decommission it and buy a newer ship. Mike saw his opportunity to strike out on his own, so he bought the Reliable with credits he’d saved up over the years. His first act as owner was to give the ship a new name, Clydesdale, which Mike felt embodied grace, power, and the ability to haul large loads. The second was to sign up with Gravit & Yurtz as an independent contractor.

That was a year ago, and Mike had quickly learned that running a ship was a very different proposition when you were the one responsible for providing or paying for any needed parts and repairs. He’d been caught short on credits a couple of times now, leading to conversations such as the one he’d just had with Commodore Enwright. He didn’t mind taking on a job in exchange for the repair work. He’d done it before, and now was as good a time as any, since the Clydesdale’s cargo modules were empty and they were on their way back to Tellar Prime looking for another load. But there were lines. Putting himself and his crew in danger was a big one. If he wanted a life of drama and danger, he would have joined Starfleet like Ronnie (not that that had worked out for her). Taking on Dr. Corbair had been as far toward that end of things as Mike wanted to go. He was not messing with a genetically altered super-man and his super friends. They’d just have to find another way to get their hands on a new plasma distribution node.

Mike knew, however, that his engineer was not going to be happy about it.

“When did you become a moron?” Bork snapped at him once Mike had delivered the news. As this was fairly close to the norm for the Tellarite’s greetings, Mike wasn’t sure exactly how upset he was. Even knowing that all Tellarites insulted each other and other beings on a regular basis, Mike spent the first couple of years of their time together on the Reliable (Bork was already the engineer when Gravit & Yurtz gave Mike command of the ship) believing that Bork disliked him intensely. But then when Mike bought the ship, Bork asked to stay on, giving Mike the belief that Bork might actually consider him to be a friend in some way. Either that or he loved the ship enough to tolerate Mike.

“Does your tiny Terran brain have any concept of how a warp drive actually works?” Bork went on, striding (well, his relatively stubby Tellarite legs made it kind of a half-stride/half-waddle) across the Clydesdale’s engine room to the warp core, a horizontal cylinder that was about twice as long as Mike was tall and just wide enough for him to get shoved into if Bork were ever so inclined. Currently said core was running at low power, just enough to keep the ship’s systems operating. Engines, however, were out of the question.

“I know, Bork,” Mike said. “We’ll figure something out.”

“The high energy plasma created by the matter/anti-matter detonation inside the warp core has to go somewhere, and that somewhere is usually to the warp drive systems. However, as we do not have a functioning primary plasma distribution node, we cannot send said drive plasma to the warp nacelles without risking an out-of-control reaction that would very likely end with us dead either due to a massive explosion or being wrenched in ways no humanoid should ever be forced to experience when our warp field destabilizes and turns the ship into a very large piece of taffy. Look up Kraz’s early warp experiments in the archives next time we’re at Tellar. Her second prototype, the JJ-23, experienced a warp field destabilization, and her pace ship was there to catch the whole thing. Warp physics is a lot more complicated than you think, Mike. If you think. I’m still not convinced on that last part.”

“Are you finished?” Mike snapped. There was something about the combination of Bork’s not-so-vaguely porcine features and the fact that he was a good foot shorter than Mike that made his lecturing (something Bork did a lot) seem even more condescending.

“That depends on what stupidity comes out of your mouth next.”

“Can you cobble something together to keep the old node running until we can get back to Tellar? It would be a month max.”

“I can’t cobble, whatever the hell that means, something that will last for five minutes. You’re talking about a highly-complex device that is able to withstand enormous temperatures and forces while regulating plasma flow at incredibly fine rates. The early distribution nodes were clunky affairs, but a modern warp drive…and I’m including ours in that, since it was made in the last quarter century, requires a node that…”

“OKAY!” Mike said, raising his hands in surrender. “I get it! We need a proper node.”

“You’d better get it, or this ship is going to become a permanent fixture at Starbase 6…unless you want to try to get somewhere on impulse drive. I’m not exactly sure of the cartography around here, but I think the nearest Class M world is what…five years away at sublight?”

“Seventeen,” Mike said. “I checked.”

“If you decide to go that route, let me know in advance. I’ll be disembarking here.”

“All right. I’ll get you a node…somehow.”

“Let me know when you do. Until then, I’m on vacation. You know where you can find me.” Bork pushed past Mike and trundled out of the engine room, muttering under his breath as he went.

Mike watched the swirling energies of the warp core for a few moments. At this low power level, the core, which Mike considered to be the heart of his ship, just looked…sick. “I’ll get you what you need, baby,” he said, patting the side of the intermix chamber. “I promise.” Now all he needed what a clue how he could do it without his head ending up mounted on a stick in Khan’s front yard.



“I mean, we’re in trouble here, right?” Ronnie said after finishing a long swig of her beer. “The ship can’t go anywhere, so how can he be refusing work? And it was easy work!”

Across the table from her, Dr. Janet Corbair swirled her finger in her drink idly and said…something. Ronnie couldn’t quite hear her over the din of the other patrons in “Six of One,” the starbase’s most popular bar and lounge.

“What?” Ronnie said.

“I said, wipe your mouth!”

Ronnie swiped her sleeve across her face to get the bit of foam that had coated her upper lip. “But you agree with me?”

“I don’t care.”

“Listen to this,” Ronnie continued, ignoring Dr. Corbair’s lack of interest. “Jim…er…Starfleet dropped a bunch of guys they thawed out from a sleeper ship onto Ceti Alpha Five, and Commodore Enwright wanted us to check in on them every six months then file a report. Easy stuff!”

“Fine. I’ll bite. Why did Mike say no?”

“Oh, he’s freaked out because it’s Khan Noonian Singh and a bunch of his followers. I mean, who cares? The guy’s a relic. Where’s the danger?”

“Beyond Khan torturing all of you to death and then stealing our ship in order to start a new reign of terror across the galaxy?”

“Oh like that could happen,” Ronnie said. “And what do you mean ‘all of you’? You’d be with us.”

“Yes, but I’m sure he and I would come to a mutually-beneficial arrangement.”

“Thanks a lot. Not that it matters. Mike already said no to Enwright, which means we don’t get a new plasma distribution node, which means we’re stuck here.”

“It could be worse,” Dr. Corbair remarked before taking another sip of her drink.

“Oh, Great Bird!” Ronnie exclaimed suddenly.

“What?”

“He just walked in.”

“He who? Mike?”

“Jim.”

“I don’t know a Jim, and I don’t feel like playing this game. Give me a complete answer, or I’m leaving.”

“Jim Kirk. He’s captain of the Enterprise. He’s over there.” Ronnie gestured her head toward the lounge entrance where two brown-haired men were standing. The one wearing the gold of command, presumably Kirk, surveyed the room with a cocky smirk, exchanging head nods and the occasional wink with several of the bar’s female patrons. As his eyes landed on Ronnie and Dr. Corbair’s table, Ronnie quickly looked in the opposite direction. Corbair just stared back blankly, which seemed to throw Kirk for a moment before he moved. His companion, a warm-faced human male laughed, clapped Kirk on the shoulder, then steered him over to a table on the opposite side of the lounge.

“Did you see that? I can’t believe that man,” Ronnie said.

“I take it this is the part where I’m supposed to ask if you two know each other.”

“We had an amazing night a few weeks before you came on board. He took me out to dinner, we talked for hours, he showed me around the Enterprise, we went back to his cabin. And the next morning he asked me what my name was!”

Dr. Corbair chuckled.

“You think that’s funny?” Ronnie snapped.

“Yep. Sure do.”

“Thanks a lot. I should go over there and give him a piece of my mind.”

“You do that.”

“You think I should?”

“Sure. Why not?” At the very least it’d be entertaining, Corbair thought.

“You’re right. I don’t care who he is, he can’t treat people like that!” Ronnie said, jumping up from her chair. She snatched her beer up off the table, downed the whole thing in one long chug, then slammed the mug back down on the table. “I’ll be right back!” she said, storming off through the maze of tables.

“To arms!” Corbair called after her laughing. She watched Ronnie arrive at Kirk’s table, but her efforts to watch what happened next were interrupted by the words “Excuse me,” which had been said by a male voice with a bit of a British accent standing behind her. A moment later, the man slid into Ronnie’s vacated seat. Corbair looked the newcomer up and down. Stupid smile, nondescript blue suit, hair in need of a comb. Not bad looking, but that grin made her want to smack him.

“I’m not looking for a date,” Corbair said.

“That’s handy. Neither am I. Doctor John Smith. Pleasure to meet you, miss?” He extended a hand to her in greeting.

“DOCTOR Janet Corbair,” she replied, ignoring the offered hand.

“Ah, a fellow student of the sciences. Fantastic. What’s your field of expertise?”

“I am a student of many disciplines.”

“What an amazing coincidence. I’m a practitioner of this and that myself,” Dr. Smith said, his grin widening.

“Thrilling.”

“You don’t seem like a woman who’s big on chit-chat, so I’ll come right to the point. I think that we might be able to help each other.”

“Oh really?” Corbair asked skeptically.

“I couldn’t help but overhear your friend,” Dr. Smith said, glancing over at Ronnie. He paused for a second. “Is that Captain Kirk?”

“So I hear. Were you saying something, or would you prefer to moon over the Starfleet Officers?”

“Looks just like him,” Dr. Smith muttered. “Now where was I? Right. You need some help from Commodore Enwright.”

Corbair nodded, keeping her expression neutral. She didn’t know what this guy’s angle was, but she wasn’t about to give him an opening. “Well, as it happens, our friend the Commodore has promised that he’d arrange transport for me, but he has yet to follow through on that promise,” Dr. Smith continued. “Frankly, I don’t think that he feels I’m worth diverting an entire starship for.”

“I can’t imagine why.”

“Touché, Janet,” Dr. Smith said. “But do you think your captain might be interested in taking on a passenger?”

“Perhaps. And you think you can get Commodore Enwright to repair our ship in exchange for giving you a ride?”

“Janet, I guarantee it.”

“I’ll talk to Mike.”

“Thank you. The Commodore will be in touch.”

And with that, he flashed another big grin, slid back of out the chair, and disappeared into the crowd.



Dr. Corbair was already at what passed for a science console on the Clydesdale’s small bridge when Ronnie trudged in the next morning, still wearing her clothes from the night before and looking quite disheveled.

Corbair glanced up from her screen. “You slept with him again, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” Ronnie moaned dejectedly.

“Did he remember your name this time?”

“No.”

“Uh huh.”

“Thanks a bunch, Janet.”

“You’re a big girl.”

“What the hell are you working on over there?” Ronnie asked, throwing herself into her seat at the conn. “It’s not like we’re going anywhere.”

“We might be.”

“We might be what?” Mike asked, stepping out of the turbolift (Although, calling it a turbolift was something of an overstatement. It got you where you were going eventually, but there was nothing turbo about it). He took another bite of the muffin he was carrying. “Wulh?” he added, through full cheeks.

“A man approached me last night,” Corbair said.

“A man?” Mike asked after swallowing hard. “Did he have a death wish?”

“He said that he could help us with Enwright,” Corbair said, ignoring Mike’s comment.

Mike was suddenly interested. “Help us? How? What’s the catch?”

“He wants a ride.”

“Where?”

“He didn’t say.”

“Well, who is he?”

“Doctor John Smith.”

“Who’s that?” Ronnie asked.

“I’m not sure. That’s what I was researching. There are a lot of Doctor John Smiths in the Federation’s records.”

“Do you trust him?” Mike asked.

“I don’t know enough about him,” Corbair said. “But I did get the sense that there was something he wasn’t telling me. He just seemed too…eager. It was kind of annoying really.”

“If he’s not trying to get us killed, I’m willing to hear him out,” Mike said.

“If he was even serious about talking to Enwright,” Corbair said.

“He will,” Ronnie said. “I’ve got a good feeling about this.”

“Oh great. Now we’re really screwed,” Mike muttered.



“Good to see you again, Captain Harper,” Commodore Enwright said, shaking Mike’s hand then gesturing for him to sit down in the chair across the desk from him. Mike tried to focus on the Commodore, but his attention kept getting drawn to the man in the blue suit leaning casually against the office wall. He smiled back at Mike and waved. Mike gave him a hesitant half-wave back as Enwright settled back into his own seat.

“Captain, allow me to introduce Doctor John Smith of the…”

“Alonsy Science Institute,” Dr. Smith said quickly, pulling an ID wallet out of his coat pocket and flashing it at Mike. Mike had no clue why a science institute of all places would use an old-style printed card ID, but it looked official enough. Dr. Smith shook Mike’s hand vigorously. “Pleasure to meet you, Captain.”

“Um…sure,” Mike said. He turned his attention back to Enwright. “You wanted to see me about something, Commodore?” Hopefully his voice didn’t let on that he already knew what this was going to be about. Better to let Enwright think that he was holding all the cards here. Starfleet-types were much easier to deal with that way.

“I’ve been thinking about your situation,” Enwright said, steepling his fingers as he leaned back in his chair. “And quite frankly, I’m not certain that a vessel with the…issues yours has experienced over the last several months is cut out for an important extended assignment like the Ceti Alpha Five mission. Wouldn’t you agree, Captain Harper?”

“Absolutely,” Mike replied, forcing a smile. Issues? So the Clydesdale needed some minor repairs. That happened to every ship at one time or another. It was just bad luck that they’d been in the vicinity of Starbase 6 for a couple of those problems. And why was he getting upset about this? He didn’t want the Khan job of death anyway!

“Fortunately, another opportunity has presented itself,” Enwright continued. “This one should be more in line with your ship’s capabilities, I believe.”

“Sounds wonderful,” Mike said, keeping the smile plastered on his face. “I can’t wait to hear about it.”

“Doctor Smith?” Enwright said, gesturing for the scientist to leap into the conversation.

“Thank you, Commodore. To put it bluntly, I need a ride, and Starfleet doesn’t have anything heading to where I want to go.”

“Where’s that?” Mike asked hesitantly. Starfleet didn’t want to go his way? Where was he trying to go? If he mentioned anything near the Klingons, Romulans, or worse, the Orions, Mike was not going to be pleased. And he’d also be leaving Enwright’s office without a plasma distribution node yet again because there was no way that he was getting anywhere near those places.

“It’s a quantastital multi-phasic spatial anomaly with pan-dimensional and temporal rifting properties. But thanks to the gravometric shearing in the region, it’s colloquially known as The Well,” Doctor Smith replied.

“You want to go to The Well? On purpose?” Okay, so it wasn’t as bad as the Klingons, Romulans, or Orions, but spatial anomalies were also on Mike’s ‘Stay The Hell Away From’ list. In the early days of travel through that sector, The Well was responsible for the disappearance of at least a dozen ships. But it was now completely charted and sitting near heavily-traveled routes deep inside Federation space. This wasn’t exactly the frontier he was talking about. And if Enwright was willing to repair the Clydesdale in exchange, it would be worth the fairly limited risk.

“I know it’s an odd request, Captain Harper,” Dr. Smith said. “But I need to retrieve a very valuable piece of equipment that is currently stranded there.”

And suddenly it had gotten risky.

“I’m sorry, Doctor, but there’s no way my ship can enter The Well safely.” Hell, a full-sized starship couldn’t enter the well safely. No wonder Enwright was pawning this off on the Clydesdale. It was another suicide mission.

“Enter it? No no no, Captain,” Dr. Smith said. “There’s no way that I would ask you to go in there. I can retrieve my equipment without putting you in harm’s way at all. You have my word on that.”

“Excellent!” Enwright said, seizing control of the conversation. “Sounds like we’re all agreed, then. I’ll have my engineering crew get your ship back in working order. Dr. Smith can collect his things. And we’ll get you all underway.” The Commodore stood up from his desk and reached across to shake Mike’s hand, a sure sign that the discussion was at an end. “I’m so glad that we could come to a satisfactory conclusion for everyone in this. Good day, gentlemen. And I wish you safe travels.”

“Thank you for your hospitality, Commodore,” Dr. Smith said.

“Certainly. Anything for our friends at the…”

“Alonsy Science Institute.”

“…Alonsy Science Institute. Exactly!”

Enwright ushered Mike and Dr. Smith from his office suite and out into the corridor. The doors closed cutting them off from Enwright before Mike could manage to form a coherent goodbye.

“I suppose I’ll be seeing you soon,” Dr. Smith said jauntily. “It’s a pleasure to be joining your crew, Captain.”

“Er…”

“Docking Arm Two, isn’t it? I’ll be there as soon as Enwright’s men have finished their work. No sense getting in their way. I’ve noticed these Starfleet folks don’t tend to appreciate outside help. It’s bit of a waste, if you ask me. I can certainly handle the maintenance and repair of a basic space warp drive system. I’ve seen thousands of the things in every configuration you can imagine. Oh well. They want to do it themselves, so I’ll let them. But my resources are completely at your disposal, Captain. Well…maybe not completely,” Dr. Smith said, scratching his head thoughtfully. “Depends on what situation we’re in. But it probably won’t even come up on a milk run like this, right?”

“Milk…run?”

“Never mind. Until we meet again, Captain!” Dr. Smith bounded off down the corridor, leaving Mike unsure what had just happened. Had he actually agreed to anything? Apparently that didn’t matter at this point. He was taking Dr. Smith to The Well.



There were no turbolifts between the Clydesdale’s bridge and engineering sections. If you wanted to get to Bork’s domain, you had to take the lift down to Deck Four and then walk along the wide corridor that ran past the six large airlocks leading into the cargo modules. As usual, the corridor was cluttered with anti-grav sleds in various states of repair, a couple of forklifts, and other odds and ends used by the Clydesdale’s cargo supervisor, Unesh Wourl, and his two subordinates as Mike made his way toward engineering. Just before the engineering entrance, the corridor narrowed due to the cargo supervisor’s office. At least it was designed to be an office. Unesh, whom everyone just called “Smash,” and his guys used it more as a lounge/game room/nap room when they had time to kill, and with the Clydesdale stuck at Starbase 6, there was plenty of time to kill.

Mike was just about past the office when Smash ducked out onto the corridor…and there was literal ducking involved. Smash was hulking even by the standards of his people, the Rigellans, and stood a good two meters tall and close to a meter wide. Most of the time he didn’t even bother using the anti-grav sleds to load and unload cargo (They didn’t get along with him anyway, hence his nickname).

“Hey, bossman,” Smash said. “You heading to see Bork?”

“Just checking on the repairs. The Starfleet guys are in there, right?” Mike asked.

“Yeah. And you might not want be.”

“Bork giving them a hard time?”

“He’s been out twice already asking me to throw them off the ship.”

“Wonderful. That’s a great way to ensure that they’re willing to help us the next time around,” Mike said.

“Maybe there won’t be a next time.”

“You keep thinking those happy thoughts, Smash.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier for Starfleet to just give us the parts we need and let Bork handle the repairs? They get to do less work, and Bork stops being so angry.”

“Yeah, but that’s not how Starfleet does things. They’re into customer service and all that.”

“Too bad for them.”

“Yep. I should try and rescue them from Bork, I guess. Or…not. He yelled at me enough yesterday. But since I’ve got you here, we’re going to be taking on a passenger.”

“Yeah, I heard. Another big brain, right?”

“He is a scientist. I can’t say anything about his brain, though. But he’s going to have some science…stuff to load aboard.”

“We’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks.”

The door to engineering suddenly slid open, and two red shirted Starfleet engineers dashed out, tool kits in hand.

“All done, fellas?” Mike asked.

“You’re all set. Installation’s complete. Have a safe trip. Bye!” the lead engineer said without so much as slowing down or looking back.

“Thank you!” Mike called after them.

Bork stalked out a moment later. “What the hell are they teaching at Starfleet Academy? Those two had no clue how to handle a basic Lant-Kraz model engine, much less one with my customizations. Come here and look at this!”

“Um…I’d love to, Bork, but we’re going to be getting underway soon. I’ve really got to get to the bridge for final flight prep,” Mike said, backing away quickly. “You can show me next time I’m down here. I promise.”

Bork, however, had already grabbed Smash’s sleeve (the cuff of which was about as high as he could reach) and was tugging him toward engineering. “A Lant-Kraz doesn’t work like a Cochrane-based engine,” Bork was saying. “Maybe the Cochrane’s use of dilithium gives it a bit more power, but the Lant-Kraz can’t be beat for stability. You ever hear of a warp field destabilization in a Lant-Kraz with properly-installed plasma distribution node?” He had Smash into engineering at that point and closed the door to cut off the Rigellan’s escape. Mike, meanwhile, jogged back to the turbolift and returned to the bridge.

As the turbolift opened, Mike saw that their passenger had already arrived, and he was currently racing around the Clydesdale’s bridge like an excited child.

“I love this! It looks so…lived in!” Dr. Smith exclaimed upon spotting Mike.

“That could be because we live here,” Dr. Corbair said. She was seated in her chair with her arms crossed, clearly not amused or impressed by Dr. Smith’s eagerness.

“Home sweet home, eh, Captain?”

“That’s right,” Mike said, sliding into the navigator’s seat next to Ronnie at the helm. The long console containing their positions was the only thing in the center area of the bridge. The place where a captain’s chair would be on a normal bridge was empty.

“If you don’t mind my asking, where’s your command chair?” Dr. Smith said.

“I don’t have one,” Mike replied “Don’t want one. And I don’t need one,” he added as he started the system checks to get the Clydesdale ready for departure.

Just to his left, Ronnie was doing the same. “Looks like the warp system is back online,” she said.

“Maybe it will stay that way this time,” Dr. Corbair said.

“Should I just take a seat then?” Dr. Smith asked, moving toward the operations/engineering console on the port side of the bridge.

“Didn’t you have some equipment to be brought on board?” Mike asked.

“Yes, I certainly did. It’s at the end of the gangplank, and…”

“Our cargo supervisor is on Deck Four at the aft end of the ship. He’s probably in engineering right now, which is also on Deck Four aft. He’ll get your belongings aboard.”

“Ah…so I should go talk to him then. Right now.”

“We’re undocking in about ten minutes whether your stuff’s aboard or not. Your call.”

“I’ll just go take care of that then,” Dr. Smith said, bounding into the turbolift.

“I don’t like him,” Dr. Corbair said once Dr. Smith was gone.

“I don’t know. He’s fun. We could use some energy around here,” Ronnie said.

“He’s like a puppy on stimulants after a couple of jolts of electricity.”

“Are you saying that from experience?” Mike asked. Dr. Corbair locked an icy glare onto him. “Just asking,” he said.

“Youthful experimentation is important for developing scientific curiosity and methodology,” Dr. Corbair said. “I have an inquisitive mind.”

“But…puppies?” Ronnie said in horror.

“Could we please focus on the current situation?” Dr. Corbair snapped. “We have a strange man taking us to a dangerous region of space for unknown purposes. I want to know what he’s really up to.”

“You’re going to have plenty of time to ask him,” Mike said. “The Well is a good four days from here.”

“There is another option,” Dr. Corbair said.

“Which is?”

“We could dump him somewhere and forget the whole thing.”

“And when Starfleet finds out? What do we do then?” Mike asked.

“How about we dump him well enough that Starfleet doesn’t find out?” Dr. Corbair said, an unspoken “duh” hanging in the air.

“Well, I don’t want to kill anyone,” Ronnie said firmly.

“Who said anything about killing him?” Dr. Corbair said. “I mean we certainly can, but I’m okay with just marooning him on some undeveloped world.”

“I’m sure he’d be touched, but just in case, we’re going to take Doctor Smith where he wants to go. I’d rather stay on Starfleet’s good side. We’ll just be careful around The Well,” Mike said, aiming the last comment at his sister.

“I can handle it,” Ronnie said. “It’s not like I want to take us right up to the edge just to see how close we can get.”

“It’s exactly like that,” Mike said. “Let’s just get this done as quickly and safely as possible, so we can get back to jobs that don’t involve nasty spatial anomalies, okay?”

“Okay,” Ronnie said with a bit of a pout. “But I could handle it, couldn’t I, Janet?”

Dr. Corbair rolled her eyes and spun her chair back to the sensor console.

“See,” Ronnie said. “It was such a ridiculous question, she rolled her eyes and didn’t stoop to answering.”

“Yeah. That’s what happened there,” Mike said.

“It was. Just ask her.”

“Doctor?”

“I’m not talking to either of you,” Dr. Corbair said.

“And I’m halfway to peace and quiet,” Mike said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Ronnie said.

“That I’d be all the way there if you’d shut…OW!” He rubbed his left arm that Ronnie had just punched. “No hitting the captain!”

“Then the captain needs to stop being an ass.”

“Just stay on your side of the damn console.”

Ronnie placed her finger on the navigation side of the console. “What? Is this bugging you?”

“Ronnie!”

“It’s better than the rehabilitation colony,” Dr. Corbair muttered to herself. “It’s better than the rehabilitation colony.”



Dr. Corbair was ready to launch into her inquisition of Dr. Smith and his plans almost as soon as the Clydesdale undocked from Starbase 6 and jumped into warp. That evening at dinner would be the perfect time. They would all be gathered in the Clydesdale’s mess. The mood would be light and casual, and she’d be able to slip in her questions without putting Smith on the defensive.

Then the man had the nerve not to show up for dinner.

“Maybe he brought his own food,” Smash suggested after Dr. Corbair expressed her annoyance at Smith’s absence.

“Did he bring a lot on board?” Mike asked from the end of the table. With Ronnie manning the bridge and Smith missing, the table, which could seat ten, was sporting four open chairs.

“Nah. Just a couple of boxes. No luggage. Pafal didn’t get to even carry anything, did you, Paf?” Pafal-Sris, a Grazerite and one of the two deckhands working under Smash, just shook his head without even lifting it up from his plate of the Carpelian noodle surprise that Smash had fixed for the evening meal.

“No luggage at all?” Dr. Corbair asked.

“Unless it was in the boxes, but we just stuck them in Module One.”

“Do we really care about his packing methodology?” Bork asked. “The ship is repaired, and he’s staying out of the way. I’d call those positives.”

“I don’t like it,” Dr. Corbair said.

“You didn’t like it when he was around either,” Mike said.

“No, but at least then we could keep an eye on him. A few hours ago, he was hanging out on the bridge like he was our new best friend. Now he’s suddenly a loner. It doesn’t fit.”

“So are we supposed to hunt him down now?”

“No, but you’re the captain. Invite him to join you for dinner at the captain’s table tomorrow.”

“But this is our only table,” Mike said confused.

“Then it should be easy for him to find.”



Dr. Smith was equally scarce during day two of the journey to The Well. At some point during the previous night, he’d slipped down to Module One, put his boxes on an anti-grav sled, and moved them up to his guest quarters on Deck Three, a fact that Dr. Corbair discovered when she snuck into Module One to get a look in said boxes. And since the Clydesdale’s internal sensors were borderline non-existent, she couldn’t snoop on his activities remotely.

Fortunately, Mike actually did what she’d told him to for once, and Dr. Smith was there at dinner, all smiles, as Ronnie put the finishing touches on that evening’s entree, a fairly decent approximation of country fried steak, in the adjoining galley.

“Did Bork upset you today?” Mike asked Ronnie when he went over to the galley’s pass-through counter fill his plate.

“No. Why?”

“You know this is his favorite, and you make it on a night he’s got bridge duty.”

“I promised him I’d save plenty for him,” Ronnie said. “No one wants a cranky engineer…um…a crankier engineer.”

“Looks lovely!” Dr. Smith said, joining the pair with plate in hand. “So you all cook?”

“We trade off to keep it fair,” Mike said. “Everybody has picked up a couple of specialties over the years.”

“I just meant that I thought you’d use food synthesizers like…”

“Like on the starbase?” Mike said. “We’ve got one, but it’s a little finicky unless you like Tellarite. We mainly use it to create the ingredients, and then handle the cooking ourselves.”

“Nice to see that it’s not a completely lost art.”

“It will be if we ever get better equipment,” Dr. Corbair said as she walked up to get her meal. “Hell, I’d take a couple of old protein resequencers at this point.”

“But then we’d never get to have your grandmother’s special meatloaf again,” Ronnie said.

“I’ll give you the recipe,” Dr. Corbair said. That would be easy enough. She’d found it in a recipe database anyway and just made up the grandmother crap to satisfy Ronnie’s insistence that everyone participate in her Old Family Recipe theme week.

“You should really keep that sort of thing in the family,” Dr. Smith said, returning to the table with Dr. Corbair as Smash and his guys went to get their food. “Your grandmother might not want you passing it about.”

“I’ll ask her next time we chat,” Dr. Corbair replied. Yeah, I’ll talk to the woman who pretends we’re not related about a recipe that she knows nothing about. Actually, that could be kind of fun.

“So, Doctor Smith,” Mike said, sitting down at the end of the table. “What got you interested in The Well?”

Dr. Corbair shot Mike an angry look. What the hell was he doing? This was her interrogation!

“Well…it’s just so interesting, isn’t it? How often do you run across a stable quantastital multi-phasic spatial anomaly with pan-dimensional and temporal rifting properties.”

“You just like saying that, don’t you?” Mike said.

“Yes. I kind of do.”

“But The Well is in an area of Federation space that has been charted for ages,” Dr. Corbair said. “We’re not talking about some new phenomenon here. Scientists have been poking and prodding that thing for decades. What do you hope to learn?”

“Ah…that’s an excellent question,” Dr. Smith said. “The equipment that I lost track of there will open doorways to aspects of The Well that have not been considered before. Or at least not heavily considered.”

“Such as.”

“Such as…confirmation of the Oofridel-Galginard Theory of Dimensional Structures with possible evidence for Angizok’s Corollary of Increasing Diversion With Increasing Brane Distance.”

“Oh yeah. Those,” Mike said.

“Like you have any idea what he just said,” Dr. Corbair snapped.

“I understood the ‘such as’ and I think there were a few ’of’s and ’with’s in there.”

“Could we talk about something that isn’t going to give me a headache?” Ronnie asked, joining the group with her plate of food.

“I’m good with that,” Smash said.

“All right,” Dr. Smith said, clapping his hands together. “What’s big in sports now?”

“I wasn’t finished!” Dr. Corbair said.

“Come on, Janet. You can’t run the whole conversation,” Ronnie said.

“Why the hell not?”

“I think you lost this round, Doctor,” Mike said.

Dr. Corbair leaned back with a huff. Fine. Let them babble about the Andorian Curling team and the like. She’d be ready for Smith tomorrow night.



“WHERE IS HE?”

“Woah woah who?” Smash asked after almost choking on the hunk of bread that had been in his mouth when Dr. Corbair started screaming and scared the crap out of him.

“Smith!”

“Um…not here?”

“Mike didn’t invite him again, did he?”

“I don’t know,” Ronnie said with a shrug. “Mike’s got the bridge tonight.”

“GRRRRRRRRRRRR!”



This was it. Her last chance for any real information. They’d be at The Well in the morning, and by then Dr. Smith would probably have the crew so busy with whatever his little scheme was that they’d have no clue whether he was leading them to their dooms.

Now it wasn’t that Dr. Corbair thought Dr. Smith was up to anything nefarious. That was more her modus operandi. At least it was before her “rehabilitation.” No, Smith just seemed…incompetent. Or possibly insane. She really just couldn’t shake the feeling that he was making all of this up as he went along.

She’d tried to look up the theories he’d mentioned at dinner the other night, but didn’t have any luck. Of course, with the Clydesdale’s limited library computer and even more limited access to remote information sources, she couldn’t be sure that they weren’t real.

Tonight, assuming Mike remembered to invite Smith to dinner, Dr. Corbair planned to try a less confrontational tactic. And to enlist Mike’s help whether he wanted to or not.

It was also unfortunately her night to cook. She didn’t feel like fooling with it, so she’d just thrown a bunch of meat, potatoes, and vegetables into a pot with some water several hours earlier and set it to cook. She wasn’t sure that was how you made a stew, but that’s what she was calling it. And if anyone had anything to say about it, she’d just tell them it was her favorite uncle’s recipe.

Smith was back at dinner, but, with Smash on the bridge, his two buddies were gone as well, leaving just Mike, Ronnie, Bork, and Dr. Corbair to dine with their passenger.

Dr. Smith took a slurp of his stew and swished it around is mouth a bit. “Ah, the minimalist approach. Really brings out the natural flavors.”

“Thank you.”

“Could use some salt,” Mike remarked.

“It’s bad for your heart,” Dr. Corbair snapped.

“Still? I thought we dealt with that over a century ago.”

“Shut up.”

“You know she’s touchy about her cooking,” Ronnie said. “It’s very good, Janet.”

“So, big day tomorrow,” Dr. Corbair said, ignoring Ronnie.

“I suppose so,” Dr. Smith said. “But really I hope it won’t be any trouble. We’ll find my box, get it aboard, and that will be that.”

“Not quite,” Dr. Corbair said.

“I’m sorry?”

“Well, you’re not staying with us after that.”

“No. I’m not.”

“She’s got a point,” Mike said. “We never really discussed where we’re taking you once we’re done here. Back to Starbase 6, I assume. Unless you want to go to Tellar.”

“Oh, either one is fine with me,” Dr. Smith said. “I honestly hadn’t really thought about it.”

“You hadn’t thought about the return trip?” Dr. Corbair asked.

“I’ve been a bit focused on getting my box back.”

“If you don’t mind Tellar, we’ll take you there,” Mike said.

“That’s not the point,” Dr. Corbair said.

“There was a point?”

“I’m just making sure that he’s thought things through.”

“Oh, I have, Doctor Corbair. And I assure you that no one is dying tomorrow.”

“Dying?” Mike said anxiously. “Who said anything about dying?”

“He did!” Dr. Corbair said.

“Only because you seem to believe that I’m going to get you killed,” Dr. Smith said.

“Prove to me that you aren’t.”

“The only way I can do that is to not kill anyone tomorrow.”

“Exactly. Just wait until tomorrow. We’ll see who’s dead!”

“No one is dying!” Mike insisted.

“Well…not tomorrow anyway,” Dr. Smith said.

“Why do I eat with you people?” Bork muttered.

“The great conversation?” Ronnie offered.

Bork just groaned.



Mike made no effort the stifle a giant yawn then reached for his coffee mug that sat in the makeshift dual cup holder Bork had bolted on to the Clydesdale’s helm and navigational console. The ensuing sip tasted like liquid sugar that had been held near a coffee pot for a few seconds.

“Euaghh!” he spat. While it wasn’t a hit of caffeine, the shock of the sugar was enough to shake off his fatigue and clear his vision. What he saw was a pink mug in his hand.

“That’s mine!” Ronnie said, snatching it away from him. She grabbed his out of the cup holder and slammed it into his hand, sloshing a bit of the hot liquid onto his fingers. “Here!”

“Sorry!” Mike said.

“You should be!”

“I am. How can you drink that stuff?”

“It’s like dessert for breakfast.”

“But it’s not coffee.”

“You use cream and sugar, too.”

“Yes, but I still leave room for the actual coffee.”

“Morning!” the boisterous voice of Dr. Smith called out from behind them, startling both Harpers into sloshing coffee on themselves.

“AHHH!”

“Oh! I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Dr. Smith said, realizing what he’d inadvertently caused. “Should I get you a towel?”

“Thanks,” Mike said. “The head is the door to the right of the viewscreen.”

“Got it,” Dr. Smith said, disappearing into the small bathroom for a moment, then returning with a couple of towels. “There you are. Good as new. So how are we doing? Almost there?”

“Very close,” Mike said. “Another couple of minutes.”

“Fantastic. But since we have a minute, I was having breakfast this morning, and I ran into a rather quiet bald fellow in the mess. Wears a breathing mask and a big necklace. I assume he’s supposed to be here?”

“That’s Noov,” Mike said. “He’s the late shift.”

“Ah. So the rest of the time?”

“He’s not really the social type. And he’s Zaranite, so he breathes fluorine and tends to keep to his quarters.”

“Fluorine? Really? And he lives here?”

“He likes us,” Ronnie said. “We think. He doesn’t talk to us, but he sticks around, so he probably likes us to some extent.”

“Or likes that we leave him alone,” Mike said. Something on his console caught his eye. “Hey, Ronnie, slow us down a bit. I’m not sure where the outer perimeter of The Well’s effects really start.”

“Do you mind if I take a look?” Dr. Smith asked, gesturing toward Dr. Corbair’s vacant sensor console.

“Please do. You know more about this thing than any of us.”

Dr. Smith quickly took a seat and began familiarizing himself with the console. “All right. Yes. Good. And that would be…there! Aha! This is excellent, Ronnie. Just keep us steady. I’ll let you know when to stop.”

“Okey-dokey.”

The bridge was silent for several moments, as Mike, Ronnie, and Dr. Smith watched the slowly growing maelstrom of The Well on the viewscreen. Tendrils of purple energy crackled around what appeared to be a patch of empty space, but any vessel caught up in The Well’s pull would fall into that space never to return.

Mike really didn’t like having matters like this out of this hands. The Clydesdale was his ship, but all he could do now was hope that Dr. Smith knew where to stop and that Ronnie would react in time.

“Steady,” Dr. Smith said, checking the sensor readings.

More silence. Then…

“YOU!” Dr. Corbair bellowed, storming onto the bridge from the turbolift. At least it sounded like her. It was hard to tell behind the pile of junk she was cradling in her arms.

“What?” Dr. Smith exclaimed, leaping up from his chair in alarm.

“You fraud!”

“What?”

“What’s the problem, Corbair?” Mike said, rising from his chair as Dr. Corbair stalked down to Dr. Smith and shoved the junk in his arms. From what Mike could tell, it was a random-looking collection of wires, power packs, isolinear chips, bits of other electronics, and an old key all connected together in a tangle.

“Be careful with that!” Dr. Smith said, gently setting the…whatever it was down on the chair he’d just vacated.

“That’s what was in those crates he brought on board!” Dr. Corbair said. “Junk! What did you do? Run around Starbase 6 looking for every bit of trash you could find?”

“Guys,” Ronnie said from the helm.

“It’s not like that,” Dr. Smith said, ignoring (or more likely not hearing) Ronnie. “Well, it was kind of like that. They didn’t need the parts. I did.”

“Is this what you call science?” Dr. Corbair demanded. “You’re a kook!”

“I still don’t get what’s going on here,” Mike said.

“Mike,” Ronnie said.

“Hang on a second,” Mike said. “Somebody start talking.”

“I don’t know who this man really is or what he’s really up to, but there’s no way he’s affiliated with any kind of proper institution of scientific research,” Dr. Corbair said.

“You’ve had it in for me since I came on board,” Dr. Smith said.

“With good reason. Look at that thing! What is it supposed to be? You attached some junk together to do what? I don’t know if you’re dangerous or just nuts. Either way, you’re no scientist.”

“But I saw his ID,” Mike said.

“IDs can be faked. Is that how you fooled Enwright?” Dr. Corbair said.

“GUYS!” Ronnie shouted.

“NOT NOW!” Mike shouted back.

“We don’t have time for this,” Dr. Smith said.

“Then answer her question,” Mike said.

Dr. Smith opened his mouth to speak, but was suddenly knocked to the deck along with everyone else as the Clydesdale was hit by a violent jolt. The entire ship began shaking, making it very difficult for Mike to scramble back to his feet. “What’s happening?” he shouted.

“We’re caught in The Well!” Dr. Corbair said.

“RONNIE!”

“I was going steady!” Ronnie said.

“You didn’t stop?!?”

“NOBODY TOLD ME TO!”

“Don’t panic!” Dr. Smith said, scooping up his…whatever it was and turning it on. It hummed and bleeped as lights blinked across it. “Go to course…297 Mark 44.”

“I don’t have any control!” Ronnie said.

“Just put it in!”

“Mike?” Ronnie said.

“Don’t listen to him!” Dr. Corbair said.

“Captain Harper, please. If you value our lives, please do what I say,” Dr. Smith said.

“Punch it in,” Mike said, struggling back into his seat at the navigation console. From what he could tell, Ronnie was right. A course change wasn’t going to do a thing while they were caught it The Well. It was pulling them in…

…and then suddenly it was pulling them in faster.

“Doctor Smith!” Mike shouted.

“I told you!” Dr. Corbair said.

“You can’t fight the pull,” Dr. Smith said. “Trust me on this!”

It was too late to do anything but trust. The Clydesdale was aimed right at the heart of The Well, and then suddenly it was inside. Mike was overcome by a feeling of dizziness, and grabbed onto the sides of his head in a futile effort to restore equilibrium. Then just like that, it was all over. The ship was still except for the slightly grating thrum of the engines.

Mike noticed the indicator light on the comm panel at the top center of the helm/navigation console blinking. That would probably be Bork waiting to scream at him over what had just happened. He could wait.

“I don’t feel so good,” Ronnie said.

“You’re alive, though,” Dr. Smith said.

“But where?” Dr. Corbair said, pushing past Dr. Smith to get to her console. After a few moments, she said, “The computer doesn’t have a damn clue where we are.”

Mike rushed over to her. “We’re LOST?”

“In Space!” Dr. Smith said, drawing glares from both Mike and Dr. Corbair. “See we’re Lost in Space. And I’m Doctor Smith. No? Oh, never mind.”

Dr. Corbair looked at her readings again. “Ronnie, bring up the aft view.”

“Unnh…okay,” Ronnie said, sounding quite nauseous. She did as she was told, then rushed into the head from which the sound of violent gagging could be heard moments later.

“If she didn’t make it to the toilet, she’s cleaning it up,” Dr. Corbair said.

“No arguments here,” Mike said. He turned to look at the viewscreen. “Wait. That’s…”

“…The Well,” Dr. Corbair finished.

“But you said we were lost.”

“We are. We’re looking at the other end.”

“Another end,” Dr. Smith corrected.

“So it’s a wormhole?” Mike asked. “That means we can just go back through it to get home, right?”

“I don’t think it’s that simple,” Dr. Corbair said, still looking into the view on her console. “I’m not exactly sure what I’m seeing on these readings, but there are a lot of things here that are very wrong.”

“What does that even mean?”

“Have you ever heard of universal constants?”

“Yes…sort of.”

“Either they’re not universal, or…” Dr. Corbair turned to look at Mike. “We’re not in our universe anymore.”

“It’s okay,” Dr. Smith said. “I will you get you home.”

“And why should we listen to you?” Dr. Corbair said. “You’re the one who got us into this mess.”

“Wait. You’ll get us home?” Mike said. “What about you? This is your universe, isn’t it? You used us to get back here!”

“It wasn’t like that,” Dr. Smith said. “I had no intention of bringing you through The Well with me.”

“Then what were you going to do?” Dr. Corbair said. “Jump?”

“I have transport.”

“Check the sensors. Is there another ship around?” Mike said nervously.

“I’m not picking up anything,” Dr. Corbair said.

“Check everything. This is another universe. Their ships could be made of the bones of people they’ve murdered for all we know.”

“Your mind goes to some really dark places sometimes, doesn’t it?” Dr. Smith said. “And we use metal, thank you very much. Mostly.”

“I don’t want to find out,” Mike said. “You said you could get us home. Do it!”

“I’m working on it,” Dr. Smith said, checking his makeshift device. Suddenly, the key started to glow. “Ah ha! There you are! Come on back!”

“What? What’s there?”

“My transportation,” Dr. Smith said.

“He’s not going to help us, Mike,” Dr. Corbair said. “He doesn’t care. I say we kill him now and head back into The Well.”

“NO!” Dr. Smith said. “There’s no way of telling what could happen to you.”

“I don’t know about that. You seem to have survived the trip at least twice with no problems.”

“You don’t understand. The Well is like…a junction between universes. It has end points in many different ones at many different times. Possibly all of them. I fell in by accident and ended up in your universe. My transport got somehow linked to The Well and was snapped back like a rubber band shortly after I’d disembarked at Starbase 6. That link will be broken once I bring it back into this universe, and I’ll be able to go on my way.”

“That’s nice and all, but it doesn’t get us home,” Mike said. “How do we find our way through this junction?”

“Coordinates,” Dr. Smith said. “It’s all about the course that you set once you’re in The Well. You just have to dial up your universe.”

“And if we don’t set a course?”

“You could wind up literally anywhere. Our universes are at least fairly close. Imagine one where the Big Bang never happened. You emerge from The Well into an ultradense speck and are immediately crushed smaller than anything ever has been before. Of course, that might trigger a Big Bang. You’d start up your own universe.”

“Only we’d be too dead to see it,” Dr. Corbair said.

“What about the coordinates?” Mike said.

“I can give you those,” Dr. Smith said, checking his device. “743 Mark 36. All I ask is that you give me a moment for my transport to arrive.”

“Don’t do it, Mike,” Dr. Corbair said. “Let’s get out of here now.”

“What are we doing?” Ronnie asked emerging from the head but still clutching her stomach.

“Leaving,” Dr. Corbair said. “We’re going home, and we’re taking him with us.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Dr. Smith said.

“Who said anything about need? Think about it, Mike. This man is the resident of another universe. Another universe! Think of his value to Federation science! You hand him over to Starfleet, and you’ll never have to worry about another repair bill again. And Ronnie, you want back in Starfleet? They’ll reinstate you for this. All forgiven.”

“Really?” Ronnie said, her mood brightening.

“You’re talking about kidnapping,” Mike said.

“So? He did it to us!”

“This was an accident!” Dr. Smith said. The glowing key in his device began to pulse slowly, then faster.

“We don’t owe him anything,” Dr. Corbair said. “And it’s not like they’d dissect him or anything.”

“But he’d spend the rest of his life as a lab rat,” Mike said. “I know he’s not from our universe. But he’s still a person, and I don’t think I can…HEY!”

Dr. Smith, still clutching his device, suddenly dashed by Mike and rushed into the turbolift.

“Sorry! Gotta go!” he said as the doors slid shut.

“I didn’t get to finish,” Mike said.

“I’m sure it would have been a very moving speech,” Ronnie said, patting his arm consolingly.

“We should have killed him as soon as he gave us the coordinates,” Dr. Corbair said. “Starfleet still could have learned a lot from his corpse.”

Mike stabbed his thumb down on the all-call. “Guys, Doctor Smith just ran away from the bridge. See if you can find him and bring him back here, please.” He closed the channel and started punching the coordinates into the navigation console. “Ronnie, head back into The Well. As soon as we’re in, switch to the heading I just entered.” He jogged back to the turbolift, Dr. Corbair right on his heels. “You’re not armed, are you?” Mike asked as they stepped into the turbolift.

“Maybe,” Dr. Corbair said.

“We’re not killing him.”

“That depends entirely on him.”

“Hey, Mike,” the voice of Smash said over the turbolift’s comm panel.

Mike pushed the button to activate it. “Yeah, Smash. Go ahead.”

“We just saw him run into Module Two.”

“Thanks. We’re on our way,” Mike said.

He and Dr. Corbair exited onto Deck Four then ran down the corridor to the large cargo doors leading into the module. Smash, Pafal-Sris, and Wodak, the Clydesdale’s other cargo handler, were already there along with Bork, who had the access panel to the door controls open and was poking around inside.

“What’s going on?” Mike said.

“He locked himself in,” Smash said.

“How the hell did he do that?”

Smash just shrugged.

“He fused a couple of circuits,” Bork shouted from within the panel. “It’s not quantum physics here, folks. The door mechanism may currently run via electronics and motors, but once upon a time we opened doors using our hands. It’s called a manual override. And…there! You should be able to push it open.”

Smash stepped up, wedged his fingers between the doors and shoved them aside revealing the darkness of the cargo module within.

Mike cautiously entered and fumbled around to activate the lighting panel beside the door frame. An instant later, the lights flared to life, revealing a completely empty module.

“He came in here, huh?” Dr. Corbair said angrily. “Then where the hell is he?”

Smash, Pafal-Sris, and Wodak just looked at each other blankly.

“Idiots,” Dr. Corbair growled then stalked out of the module.

“That locking mechanism was sabotaged from inside this module,” Bork said to Mike. “He was in here.”

“I believe it,” Mike said. “He said he was waiting for his ship. They probably just beamed him out. It doesn’t matter.”

The ship’s all-call whistled. “It’s Ronnie from the bridge, everyone. We’re about to go back through The Well, so hold onto something!”

“Not again,” Bork said, rushing out of the module to get back to engineering.

A sudden jolt hit the ship throwing Mike toward the deck. Smash grabbed him by the back of his shirt before he could hit, though, and held him up in the air. “Woah there. You okay?” Smash asked. The Clydesdale’s shaking didn’t seem to be affecting his balance at all.

“Yeah. Thanks,” Mike said.

“Want me to take you to the bridge?”

“Um…just the closest chair would be fine.”

“You got it, bossman.”

Smash strolled back to his office with Mike in hand, arriving just as the Clydesdale stopped rattling. The all-call whistled again. “We made it!” Ronnie’s voice said. “I think. We’re checking now, and we’ll get back to you.”

“Game of hrasnik?” Smash asked.

“Maybe later,” Mike said. “I’d better get back up there.”

“Sure thing.”

Mike was back on the bridge a minute later. From what he could tell, the space on the viewscreen looked like normal space, but that wasn’t any kind of confirmation.

“Everything looks right,” Dr. Corbair said, glancing up from the viewer at the sensor console. “He might not have lied to us.”

“Why would he lie?” Ronnie asked.

“Why wouldn’t he?”

Mike slid into his chair at the navigation console. “The star charts match up to where we were before The Well sucked us in, so I’m saying we’re home.”

“Or a near-duplicate universe filled with murderous copies of everyone ready to swoop in and kill us at any moment,” Dr. Corbair said.

“Why would you even say that?” Ronnie asked.

“Ehhh…it could happen.”

But it didn’t. And since death did not descend upon them, Mike set a course for Tellar Prime ready to put Dr. Smith and, more importantly, The Well far behind them.



With two days of distance between the Clydesdale and the anomaly that had sent them to another universe, the crew finally felt like the danger had completely passed. Ronnie arrived on the bridge, coffee and toast in hand, to find Dr. Corbair already seated at her console and fiddling with a box-like device that looked suspiciously like…

“Is that a tricorder?” Ronnie asked as she sat down at the helm.

“Sure is.”

“Where did you get that?”

“It was in the bottom of one of those boxes of junk that Smith brought on board.”

“What was with all that stuff?”

“I’m not sure. My guess is that, since he wasn’t really supposed to be on Starbase 6 at all, he just went around scavenging anything he could and then used the stuff on the way to The Well to build his …whatever it was. He was resourceful. I have to give him that. Makes me wonder what kind of trouble Bork and I could get into with time and a stack of spare parts.”

“You’d have to spend a lot of time in the same room with him.”

“That is one of the drawbacks of the idea.”

“So does the tricorder actually work?”

“It’s an older model and pretty banged up, but it’s mostly functional.”

“That makes it better than the nothing we had before,” Ronnie said.

“Yeah, but do me a favor and don’t tell anyone…especially your brother. I don’t think he’d be too pleased to find out there’s Starfleet equipment on board.”

“No, he wouldn’t.” Ronnie noticed an indicator on her console. “Did we get a message?”

“It’s just Starfleet.”

“Hopefully they’re not wondering what we did with Doctor Smith.”

“I doubt it,” Dr. Corbair said as Ronnie played back the message.

“This is Starbase 6. Lieutenant Germaine of Commodore Enwright’s office speaking. The Commodore thanks you for your report detailing the successful recovery of Doctor John Smith’s scientific equipment and his subsequent return home via a passing transport vessel.”

“Wow. Mike filed the report already? He’s never that quick,” Ronnie said. “Good for him.”

“Shhh. He’s still talking,” Dr. Corbair said.

“…your acceptance of our Ceti Alpha Five monitoring request. We expect your first report in six months’ time. Your willingness to assist in this matter will not go unnoticed by the Commodore. Starbase 6 out.”

Ronnie’s eyes widened in surprise. “And he accepted the Khan job?”

“Not him exactly,” Corbair said.

“Janet! Why would you do that? You know Mike is not going to let us get within a couple of light years of Khan Noonian Singh!”

“And I completely agree with him,” Dr. Corbair said.

Ronnie looked confused. “Wait. You do?”

“I have no intention of getting us anywhere close to Ceti Alpha Five.”

“But you took the job.”

“And I’ll file the reports. They’ll just be…”

“Fictional?”

“Some creativity will be involved.”

“I don’t know. I’m not big on the idea of lying to Starfleet.”

“Come on, Ronnie. Starfleet didn’t want to deal with this anyway. That’s why Enwright offered us the job.”

Ronnie thought this over. “You may have a point.”

“I do. This way Starfleet gets their reports, and we have some credit with Enwright next time we’re at Starbase 6.”

“I guess.”

“Stop worrying so much,” Dr. Corbair said.

“You know what? You’re right,” Ronnie said. “So we don’t actually go see Khan. Big deal. No one is ever going to care.”




2 - Antares or Bust

STAR TRAKS: TOSsed

“Antares or Bust”

by Alan Decker





According to the Federation Travel Bureau, Tellar Prime is the second most popular destination among the four founding worlds of the Federation. Andor is fourth on the list primarily due to its unpleasantly cold climate (Ice and lots of it) and the fact that there’s good chance that someone will try to kill you before you leave. The tipping guideline sheet upon arrival is not a list of suggestions; It is key to your survival. Unless of course you want the bellboy to also deliver a knife to your back when he brings your luggage to your room.

Vulcan ranks third on the list. It’s peaceful, but very hot. And while it scores well with the meditative crowd, others, after spending a few days listening to monotonous droning about the illogic of ordering dessert for breakfast (I like my chocolate chip pancakes, dammit!) and passing countless hours doing a whole lot of nothing, will find themselves wishing they’d gone to Andor instead. It may be dangerous, but running for your life really gets the blood pumping.

Earth ranks number one, which seems to happen a lot in lists like these, possibly because most of the list makers seem to come from Earth. As the Federation Travel Bureau headquarters is located in the primary government complex in Paris, there could be a wee bit of regional bias happening there. Who are we to say?

Back to our second place contender, though, Tellar Prime is a beautiful world of deep blue oceans, lush forests, verdant plains, majestic mountains, and food the likes of which you never experienced. This is counterbalanced by an obnoxious populace that will make you wonder if seeing the planet is at all worth it when you have to deal with the people who live there. You will be insulted about your looks, your clothes, your hair, your choice of luggage, your voice, your grammar, your table manners, the way you walk, the way you laugh, the way you breathe, and the way you came out of your mother’s womb from the moment you arrive on the planet until the moment you leave. But don’t take it personally. They do that to everyone. Especially each other. The best thing you can do is fight back.

Mike Harper had found the Tellarites a bit overwhelming when he first came to Tellar Prime four years earlier to take a job captaining a freighter for the interplanetary trading group Gravit and Yurtz. He spent the first week feeling like a failure because everybody was yelling at him. Once he realized that it was just their way, he was able to let it roll off of him, and over the years he’d gotten slightly better at dishing it right back at them. Still, when he could avoid the verbal combat, he did.



Mike’s ship, the SS Clydesdale, was currently moored at one of the commercial docking facilities in orbit around Tellar Prime waiting to take on cargo. The only problem was that Mike had yet to line up any cargo to take on. If something didn’t turn up soon, he was going to have to head to another world with his cargo modules empty in hopes of finding a job there. As much as he loved having his own vessel and cruising from planet to planet, there were costs involved, even in a society that supposedly ran without money. His crew wanted credits, repairs cost credits, docking facilities cost credits. In his mind, that meant credits were money, no matter what semantic gymnastics the Federation’s economists used to prove otherwise.

Fortunately, he had a lead for that afternoon, but until then he was taking the opportunity to enjoy lunch in the docking facility’s synthemat. Their food synthesizers worked a lot better than the one on the Clydesdale and could produce actual Earth dishes.

Mike was polishing off a ridiculously large cheeseburger when he spotted a familiar face threading his way through the tables en route to Mike.

“Harper!” Carter Davenport, captain of the SS Ottoman, said warmly as Mike stood up to shake his hand. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“Yep. Got in early yesterday. Sit down. Please.”

“I’ve got a minute or two,” Carter said, taking the seat across from Mike.

“So are you coming in or going out?”

“Out. Doing the home run,” Carter replied.

“Nice. I haven’t had a run to Earth in…a while.”

“What have you been doing? Word is you’re now Starfleet’s errand boy. You trying to get Ronnie her commission back?”

“It was a one-time thing. Two times if you count the woman they stuck on my ship. But this last thing was a straight up trade. I helped them out, and they helped me out.”

“Ship broke down again, huh?”

Mike sighed. “Yeah.”

“Happens to all of us,” Carter said.

“How the hell did you even hear about it, though? We just got in from finishing that job.”

“Gossip moves faster than warp.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Mike muttered.

“Where are you off to next?”

“Not sure yet. I’ve got a meeting with Gravit this afternoon to see if she’s got anything to push my way.”

“So…not Antares then,” Carter said.

“I don’t know where they might send me…if they even have something. What about Antares?”

“I got hired to make a delivery there a week from now.”

“A week? But you said you were heading to Earth.”

“I am. I probably shouldn’t have accepted, but I thought I might be able to…subcontract it out.”

“While you keep a nice percentage of the delivery price.”

“Call it a finder’s fee,” Carter said. “Are you interested?”

“What am I delivering?”

“A necklace. It’s a custom job for one of the jewelers there. Their customer is due in to pick it up in a week.”

Antares’ reputation as the world to visit for fine shopping had been growing over the last several years, and Mike had made a fair number of runs there. He couldn’t see anything about it that made the shopping on Antares any better than anywhere else. It was your basic Class M world. A couple of oceans, some continents, and so on, but it somehow had gotten this reputation, a reputation it was more than happy to cultivate.

“So I’m supposed to tell Gravit that I’ll only take a run if it’s to Antares,” Mike said.

“Or that general neighborhood.”

“And what’s my cut for delivering the necklace?”

“Five thousand credits.”

Mike let out a low whistle. “Not bad. Not enough to fund the trip by itself, though.”

“But it would be a nice cherry on top of the deal,” Carter said.

“That it would. Okay. I’ll take it. Gravit’s always sending stuff to Antares. I’m sure she can help me out here.”

“All right! I’ll have it dropped by this afternoon. Where are you docked?”

“Slip 24-B. And this better be COD!”

“It is,” Carter said, getting up from his chair. “Just bring back my finder’s fee.”

“Oh yeah. Sure thing,” Mike said with a joking smile.

“I’ll hunt you down, Harper.”

“In that crate? I’d like to see you try.”

“That’s low, man. And funny coming from the guy flying around in a mutant armadillo. I’ll see you later.”

“Later on,” Mike said, chuckling as Carter headed off. Mike suddenly stopped laughing. Wait. Armadillo?



“Antares? What? You think you run this place now, Harper? You don’t choose your jobs. I choose your jobs. Antares? HA! Like I’d send you there,” Gravit said, practically coming across her desk at Mike, the nostrils of her snout-like nose flaring. Gravit was actually the fourth generation of her family to own Gravit & Yurtz Interplanetary Shipping. The Yurtz side hadn’t stayed with the company past the second generation, but Gravit had kept the name of the company intact, since it was already well established in the industry.

The Tellarite tradition of referring to everyone by their family names took Mike a little while to get used to. First names were only used among family members, and Mike still had no idea what Gravit’s was. He probably never would. He certainly wasn’t family, and the only other Tellarite way to learn that information was to propose, at which point it was traditional for the betrothed to reveal their first names to each other.

As Gravit was a Tellarite and probably thirty years older than him, Mike didn’t think they’d be getting hitched anytime soon. She’d been his employer when he first came to Tellar Prime four years earlier, but a year ago he’d finally saved up enough to purchase his ship, which Gravit was planning to decommission anyway, and strike out on his own as an independent cargo transport operator. Still, he seemed to spend a lot of his time working for Gravit.

“What do you mean ‘like you’d send me there’? You’ve sent me there four times in the last six months,” Mike said.

“Yes, but I don’t have anything to send you there with currently,” Gravit said. “Here. Eat something.” She pushed a plate of meat pastries across the table toward him. That was another thing Mike had had to adjust to when he first came to Tellar Prime: the constant eating. Tellarites eat first thing in the morning and then again once they’re feeling a bit more awake and then again to hold them off until midday and then again to…well, you get the idea. Mike figured out very quickly that refusing an offer of food was a very efficient way to get a Tellarite to go from their usual abrasive and insulting mood to really angry. Tellarites assume that you have just eaten, that you’ll have a snack while you’re together, and that you’ll head out for a meal with them as soon as your business is concluded. Mike put on twenty pounds in his first two months on the planet, but then learned to pace himself.

Gravit thought things over a bit. “If you’d take a run out to Coridan…”

“No way. Too much Orion activity.”

“Not for long. Coridan’s been recommended for Federation membership. They’ll be a safe route soon enough.”

“But not yet. And I really need to go to Antares.”

“Why? Hot date waiting for you?” Gravit asked, waggling her eyebrows at Mike.

“Nothing like that.”

“Why not? You’re young and decent looking for an Earther, I guess.”

“The ship keeps me busy.”

“Uh huh. Sure.”

“It does!” Mike insisted.

“Maybe, but you can’t spend your whole life trapped inside that metal can. You’ve got to get out. Have some fun. You could learn a few things from that sister of yours. She knows how to live.”

“Ronnie knows how to get into trouble, and then I get her out of it.”

“You could try letting her get you out of trouble for a change,” Gravit said.

“Thanks, but I wouldn’t like my odds,” Mike said, getting up from his seat. “And thanks for the pastry.”

“I’d say let’s go get something to eat, but…”

“Another time,” Mike said, relieved that Gravit had gotten him out of finding a non-insulting way to beg off a meal invitation. “If something comes up, please let me know. I’ll be docked for another day or two.”

“We’ll see if I’m feeling charitable toward the hopeless,” Gravit replied with a smile.

Mike made a show of rolling his eyes, drawing a laugh from Gravit, then headed out of the office. He basically had two options at this point: turn down Carter’s offer, which he didn’t want to do, or get another member of the Clydesdale’s crew involved: specifically his engineer, Bork. But Bork was not going to be pleased.



Nope. He wasn’t pleased. The look on Bork’s face when he spotted Mike walking into the bar said it all. “What the frunk?” Bork said. “You miss me so much that you have follow me around like some damn puppy?”

“I could have called you back to the ship,” Mike said, taking a seat on the barstool next to Bork. On a small stage in the back corner of the bar, one of the patrons was droning and grunting his way through a popular song from a few years earlier. He was actually halfway decent as far as Mike could tell. Tellarite music was far from his field, though. As for Bork…

“You been on yet?” Mike asked.

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry I missed it.” That was something of a lie. Bork’s musical stylings were a taste Mike had not yet acquired.

Mike put in an order for a beer, and the bartender brought him the drink and a bowl of some kind of fried nuggets. They drank and ate in silence for a few moments.

“Are you going to tell me why you’re here?” Bork asked. “And don’t tell me it was to hear me sing.”

“I need your help,” Mike said.

“There’s a shock. What’s broken now?”

“Nothing. The ship’s fine. It’s about a job.”

“What job?”

“The one we don’t have.”

“How many more drinks do I need to put down before this conversation starts making sense?”

“We need to go to Antares,” Mike said. “But we don’t have a cargo run to Antares.”

“Then why do we need to go there?”

“Special delivery. A profitable one, too, if we can do it on top of a regular job. Gravit didn’t have anything for us, and my usual sources are dry. So I was wondering…”

“Have you gone stupid?” Bork said.

“It’s just…”

“NO!”

“Ask her!” Mike shouted.

“Hey! People are trying to sing over here!” the Tellarite on stage called.

“Sorry!” Mike said, raising his hand in a gesture of apology. He turned his attention back to Bork. “It’s just a conversation, Bork. If she says no, no big deal. We turn down the special delivery, we don’t get that nice bonus in our accounts, and we find something else to get us to the next world. Gravit said she had a job to Coridan we could do, and I’m sure you could coax the engines into outrunning any Orion pirates we might encounter.”

“You’re just asking for trouble here…for both of us.”

“A little risk for a big reward is better than a lot of risk for our regular fee. I really don’t want to go to Coridan.”

“Then why don’t you go talk to her?”

“I don’t have your connection.”

Bork snorted. “You call that a connection?”

“It’s more than I’ve got. So will you do it?”

“Will it get you out of this bar?”

“I’ll even buy your next drink.”

“Fine. I’ll go. But you first. Get out.”

“I’m gone,” Mike said, handing his credit chit to the bartender. “Take his next round off of there, too.”

“You’re not gone yet,” Bork said.

“Going now!” Mike said, patting Bork on the shoulder then taking his chit back from the bartender and heading toward the exit. “Good luck!”

“Thanks,” Bork muttered before chugging the rest of his beer. “Two more,” he told the bartender. “And charge them both to his account.”



There were days when Dr. Janet Corbair wasn’t sure if Commodore Enwright had done her a favor or not when he “assigned” her to the Clydesdale for her probationary period after her release from the Candelar Acres Rehabilitation Colony on Drunera Goran II. The Commodore, who commanded Starbase 6 and had jurisdiction over New Attitude, was obligated to find Corbair gainful employment after her release.

Enwright could have very easily have dumped her in a custodial position on the starbase and let her spend her three year probation cleaning up after the station’s residents. Instead he convinced Mike Harper to take her on board the Clydesdale. On the upside, she got to travel a bit instead of spending day after day trapped inside the starbase. On the downside, she was now stuck inside a small Tellarite freighter. Sure she could leave…as long as one of the Clydesdale’s crew was with her. Spending her time shackled with a babysitter wasn’t Corbair’s idea of fun, though.

Of course, it wasn’t like she was under guard on the ship. She could really leave any time she wanted to. Corbair half-suspected that Mike actually wanted her to go. He was shanghaied into taking her on in the first place, so why would he care if she left? Part of her stayed aboard just to spite him. The other part stayed because she didn’t relish the idea of a life on the run. She wasn’t about to go to the Klingons or the Romulans, which meant that she’d spend her days hiding from Federation authorities and constantly looking over her shoulder.

No. She could make it three years. Two years and six months at this point. She just had to find new ways to keep herself occupied. Fortunately, a new toy had dropped into her lap thanks to their recent passenger, a man calling himself Dr. John Smith. Dr. Smith turned out to be the resident of another universe, a fact the Clydesdale’s crew only found out after he dragged them through a spatial anomaly called The Well. All of that had turned out okay, and Dr. Smith made it home. Even better, he left behind crates of items he’d salvaged from Starbase 6 in the Clydesdale’s guest quarters, and in the bottom of one of those crates, Dr. Corbair had found an older model Starfleet tricorder. She wasn’t sure when she’d need it, but portable scanning capabilities were bound to come in handy.

When she’d found it, the tricorder appeared to be mostly functional, but over the last several days of testing it out, she’d realized that several of the scans she made were completely inaccurate. For example, Corbair was fairly certain that her quarters were not 3000 degrees. She’d traced the fault to the tricorder’s data translation and normalization matrix board, and, while the rest of the crew was away on Tellar Prime, she was tucked away in the ship’s small medical bay on Deck Four, which also served as her lab (Well, Mike didn’t think it was her lab, but who cared about his opinion?), attempting to fix it.

It felt good to be back at work on a project. Corbair had the tricorder opened up, and the board in question had quickly given up the secrets of its malfunction. All that remained was to repair the fault, return the tricorder’s innards to their proper position, and close up the patient. Corbair made her last fix and looked it over to make sure she hadn’t missed anything. It looked good. All that remained was to power up the unit and try it out.

Lights illuminated, readouts dashed across the display screen, the high-pitched hum of a scan began and…

POP

…and smoke billowed out from the interior of the tricorder as the data translation and normalization matrix board melted into a bit of hot slag.

Corbair couldn’t be certain, but she had the nagging impression that she’d missed something in her repair. She expressed this feeling by screaming obscenities…a lot…and quite loudly.

All in all, it was good that she had the ship to herself.



Bork wasn’t sure if she would see him, but after a couple of moments of waiting, her assistant emerged from the office and told him that he could go inside. She was standing in front of her desk, trying to look casual but not doing a very good job of it.

“You look like crap,” she said.

“I wasn’t about to get dressed up for you,” Bork shot back.

“It’s good to see you, Bork.”

“You too, He…Annar.” He’d almost slipped and used her first name. Those days were long gone, though.

“Have a seat. How about some knorkle?” Annar said, going back around the desk and producing a bowl of crispy snacks that strongly resembled fried pork skins.

“Thanks,” Bork said, scooping up a handful.

“You still running around on that piece of junk?”

“Yes. I’m still on the Clydesdale.”

“Clydesdale? I thought it was called…”

“The captain changed the name when he bought it. He’s human and named it after some kind of ridiculous animal from his homeworld.”

“Does he know you’re here?”

“He knows.”

“Huh? I’d think he’d be trying to stay on Gravit’s good side. She’d not be happy if she knew one of her carriers was consorting with me.”

“We’re independent.”

“Like that matters to her,” Annar said. She did have a point. Tellarite businesses operated in a system of alliances and animosities, much like the society as a whole. One of the side effects of everyone going by their last name is that if one member of a family upset you, it was fairly easy to hold a grudge against the entire clan. Feuds were common between families and businesses.

Annar ran Annar’s Exports, which, while it didn’t have its own ships like Gravit & Yurtz, was competition in the fine commodities transport arena. As that was a very small arena, Annar’s Exports and Gravit & Yurtz were not all that fond of each other. Gravit & Yurtz shipped just about anything and so hoped to crush Annar’s Exports with their sheer size. That was two generations ago, and it hadn’t happened yet.

“We’re not working for her at the moment,” Bork said.

“So you want to work for me?”

“On a limited basis. The captain wants to go to Antares, and he thought it’d be better to go there with a full hold.”

“Why does he want to go there?”

“Sightseeing I guess. I don’t know. But I thought maybe we could help you out at the same time.”

“Behind Gravit’s back.”

“If you want to look at it that way. Commercial law doesn’t prohibit independent transports from taking contracts from…”

“Save it, Bork. I’ve heard all the lectures from you that I ever need to hear,” Annar said. “And I actually do have a shipment to send to Antares. I was going to handle it another way, though.”

“Why do that when I’m making you this offer?”

“You’ve worked for Gravit. You could be working for her now for all I know and just trying to fill your empty cargo modules with my goods. You work for me exclusively this run. Got it?”

“Yeah. That’s fine.”

“And you’ll do me one other favor.”

“What kind of favor?”

“There’s a reason I was going to handle this another way. I promised my nephew I’d send him to Antares. I was going to send the whole thing on a passenger liner. They were going to seriously gouge me on the cargo transportation costs, but it got Duv out of my hair. The boy’s a bigger pain in the ass now than he was when he was a child.”

“We can take him,” Bork said. The humans could deal with Duv. Bork would just spend his time in the engine room.

“It’s only about three cargo modules of goods,” Annar said. “But I’ll pay for a full load, since you’re taking Duv. You’re actually saving me credits in the end, I think.”

“He’ll have to find his own way back.”

“He can stay there for all I care. Just make sure that he gets to Antares in one piece. Otherwise my brother will never let me forget it.”

“I think we’ve got a deal then,” Bork said.

“You going to follow through on this one?”

“That’s not fair. We both…”

“I know. I’m sorry. It really was good seeing you,” Annar said, coming back around the desk to Bork as he got up from his chair.

“You too.”

She looked into his eyes for several long seconds, a half-smile on her face.

“What?” Bork asked finally.

“I can’t figure out if I want to kiss you or slap you.”

“I think I can solve that for you.”

“Oh really?”

He suddenly took off running out of the office.

“BORK!”



“Be here! You hear me? BE HERE!”

Dr. Corbair flung small bits of conduit, cabling, isolinear chips, display boards, and assorted electronic debris around Dr. Smith’s recently-vacated guest quarters, often creating far smaller bits of debris as said items smashed into the walls or the furniture.

After emptying the first crate without finding the circuit board she needed, Corbair kicked it over in frustration.

“DAMMIT! BE HERE!” she screamed, diving into the second crate, cursing Dr. Smith all the while. Why the hell did he gather all this crap and not get another data translation and normalization matrix board? Or maybe he did and just ended up using it in whatever the hell that gadget was that allowed him to determine the right path through The Well and home in on his ship. Either way, it wasn’t helping her a whole lot at this point.

“GAAHHH!” she screamed, kicking over the second crate and spilling the last of its contents out onto the floor.

No data translation and normalization matrix board, and with the current one looking like it came out of a Salvador Dali painting, the tricorder was useless. At one point in her life not all that long ago, Corbair would have considered it to be a silly thing to be so upset about. But in the confines of her life aboard the Clydesdale, the idea of having a working tricorder had taken on inflated importance. It had given her something to focus on. Something new to do with her time.

Now that glimmer of excitement was gone, and she was back to a life of drudgery on a tiny crappy ship with a bunch of people who didn’t really want her around.



“Are you planning to just keep roaming the ship?” Ronnie Harper, the Clydesdale’s pilot, asked, jogging up to her brother as he made his way down the Deck Four corridor running the length of the vessel toward the engine room.

“I’m just checking to see if Bork’s back yet,” Mike said.

“He’s not.”

“You don’t know that.” They passed the cargo supervisor’s office (better known as Smash’s lounge) and opened the door to the engine room, which was devoid of occupants at that moment.

“Told you,” Ronnie said.

“Dammit!”

“Would you relax?”

“We’ve got a very expensive piece of jewelry on board that has to be on Antares in a week. That means we have to leave Tellar in the next 48 hours, and I’d really like to be leaving with a full ship.”

“Maybe you should have waited until you had cargo scheduled before you took the necklace.”

“I don’t think Carter was going to wait for an answer.”

“Neither am I. Come on.” Ronnie grabbed Mike’s arm and started dragging him back toward the other end of the ship.

“Where are we going?”

“The nightclub over in the Starfleet station,” Ronnie replied. “I need you to pretend to be my boyfriend.”

“WHAT? NO!”

“Nothing icky. We’ll go, we’ll fight, you make a show of breaking up with me, I’ll cry a bit, and some gallant young officer will swoop in to console me. They’re suckers for that damsel-in-distress act.”

“And what if one of those gallant officers decides to punch me out for upsetting you?”

“Oooh. Very romantic. That might earn him some bonus points.”

They reached the turbolift, which opened revealing Bork.

“Thank the Great Bird,” Mike said.

“Oh don’t be dramatic,” Ronnie said. “Talking to me isn’t that bad.”

“That’s not why I’m glad to see him,” Mike said. “Mostly.”

“It’s a wonder your mother didn’t leave you two on a moon somewhere,” Bork said. “Now can I please leave this turbolift, or are we all going to pile in?”

“Please,” Mike said, standing aside and gesturing for Bork to exit. “How was Annar?”

“You sent him to his ex-fiancée?” Ronnie exclaimed.

“Where did you think he went?” Mike said.

“I don’t know. He could have connections with someone.”

“He does! With Annar!”

“But…”

“No but. You butt out!” Mike said.

“You could show a little concern for his emotions.”

“It’s not like I held a phaser to his head.”

“I’m standing right here,” Bork said. “And getting really bored with this. You’ve got three modules worth of cargo coming. Now leave me the hell alone.” He stalked back into the turbolift. “We’re also taking Annar’s nephew.”

“We’re what?” Mike demanded, but the turbolift doors had already closed.

“Oooh. More company. You’d better clean up the guest quarters,” Ronnie said.

“Me? Why should…”

“You wanted this trip, so you deal with it.” By this time, the turbolift had returned, and Ronnie stepped inside. “I’ll find somebody else to be my fake date tonight!” She crossed her arms with a “harumph!” and closed the turbolift doors.

Mike sighed and waited for the turbolift to return, so that he could go up to the guest quarters and start cleaning. When he was a child and dreamed of commanding his own ship, somehow he pictured it being a bit more glamorous.



Despite her proclamation to her brother, Ronnie quickly discovered that finding a fake boyfriend for her evening plans was a bit more difficult that she imagined. Bork was nearly twice her age, and the Tellarite look just didn’t do a thing for her. Smash was suitably hunky, but maybe too hunky. At two meters tall, the muscle-bound Rigellan was liable to scare away any potential Starfleet suitors. Even after the fake fight followed by her “boyfriend’s” departure that Ronnie had planned, the Starfleet men might be too terrified of his possible return to even come back.

That left Smash’s two deckhands, Pafel-Sris and Wodak, or the Clydesdale’s night-shift, namely Noov. No one but Mike ever really talked to Noov, and the whole fluorine-breathing thing that required the Zaranite to wear a mask outside of his quarters might not make him too eager to go to a Starfleet nightclub. So it was on to the deckhands.

Ronnie found Pafal-Sris and Wodak along with Smash in the Clydesdale’s mess on Deck Two, cobbling together a meal out of leftovers they’d found in the room’s stasis locker.

“Hey there, Ronster,” Smash said, nodding her way as he plopped a cut of meat onto the top of the pile of food on his plate and made his way out of the kitchen into the hall proper, where he sat down at the room’s long table. “Join us for a munch?”

“Well…I kind of need…”

“Move it, twit,” Dr. Corbair snapped, knocking Ronnie aside as she stalked into the mess hall. She locked eyes on Pafel-Sris, the doe-eyed Grazerite. “Fix me some of that!” she demanded, pointing at the plate in his hands.

“Janet!” Ronnie said scoldingly. “Be nice.”

Corbair glared at Ronnie for a second, then turned back to Pafal-Sris. “Please,” she said, through gritted teeth.

“That’s better. I’d love to eat with you, but I need to talk to Paf and Wodak.”

“Oh darn,” Corbair said flatly. Dr. Corbair’s demeanor since her arrival on the Clydesdale had generally been enough to make most of the crew wary. She wanted them to have a healthy fear of her. Ronnie, however, was thrilled to have another woman on the ship and had quickly decided that she and Janet were best friends, whether Corbair agreed or not.

Corbair plopped herself down at the table while Ronnie headed into the galley where Paf and Wodak were finishing up their meals. “Hey, fellas,” Ronnie said. The deckhands exchanged a confused glance.

“Er…hey,” Wodak, an Antaran said. Paf just nodded and began filling Dr. Corbair’s food order.

“So…is either one of you available tonight?”

“Ohhh,” Wodak said with a grin. “You looking for a party?”

“I have some ideas in mind,” Ronnie replied.

“You should forget them.”

“Um…what?”

“I already have a perfect night planned,” Wodak said. “First, we’re beaming down to Feboal City to check out their casino district, then we’re catching a shuttle up to the Hrarafign Mountains for a little night skiing, and then we’re hitting the bars in Onik. You are more than welcome to come along.”

Paf nodded.

“You bringing the Ronster?” Smash called from the table. “Excellent!”

“That sounds great,” Ronnie said. “But I can’t. Thanks, though.” She should have known that Wodak would have plans. He always had plans when they were in port. Lots of plans. Most of which involved a casino at some point. And usually whatever was on the agenda after that got canceled in favor of staying at the casino.

Wodak shrugged. “You know where we’ll be if you change your mind.”

“Yeah.” Wodak and Paf headed into the mess. Ronnie quickly put a plate of food together and headed to the table, where she sat down right across from Dr. Corbair and let out a long sigh.

Corbair glanced up from the meal Paf had prepared for her. “Please tell me that you aren’t expecting me to take that sigh as a sign that I should ask about whatever’s bugging you.”

“I wanted to go over to the Starfleet docks tonight,” Ronnie said mournfully.

“I didn’t ask.”

“I had this whole plan to lure in some lucky officer, but none of the guys are available.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Now I’m going to have to go alone, which just seems so…pathetic,” Ronnie said.

“Go with that feeling.”

“Maybe I should just head to the casino with Smash and the boys. That could be fun.”

Corbair rolled her eyes and continued eating, hoping that Ronnie would get the hint. Why oh why did Ronnie insist on narrating her every thought process on this subject? Unless her night out was going to produce a new data translation and normalization matrix board, Corbair didn’t give a damn whether she went to a casino, the Starfleet docks, or… Corbair’s head shot up.

“I’ll go with you,” she said.

“You will?” Ronnie asked excited.

“Sure. I’d love to go to the Starfleet club and…do…club things.”

“Yay! I’ll still have to dump the fake boyfriend idea, but you can be my wingwoman. And I’ll be yours. This is going to be SO great!”

“If I meet the right guy, it just might be,” Corbair said.



Visitors to Tellar Prime looking for nightlife have a lot to choose from between restaurants that are open pretty much around the clock, recreational venues, theaters, and a lot of bars. What they won’t find, however, are many nightclubs. The reason for this is that dancing never developed on Tellar Prime. Xenobiologists and xeno-anthropologists have debated the reasons for this for decades, and a wide variety of evolutionary and cultural arguments have been proposed as explanations. The truth is that actually the Tellarites did develop dancing thousands of years earlier, but, in a remarkable example of species self-awareness, realized that they looked absolutely ridiculous when they engaged in the activity.

Instead, they focused their interest on the singing and performing aspects of music. With the discovery of other life in the universe and their subsequent involvement in the Federation, the Tellarites have had contact with many species that do dance; however, it still hasn’t caught on with the Tellarites themselves. Because of this, the few nightclubs that exist on, or in the case of the nightclub located at the Starfleet docks, above Tellar Prime tend to be populated by various off-worlders, and most of these are humans, since dancing and consuming alcohol seem to be key aspects of Terran mating rituals.

Evasive Maneuvers, the aforementioned Starfleet nightclub, was packed with a mix of gold, blue, and red shirted officers enjoying their downtime while at the spacedock facility. Dressed as they were in civilian garb, Ronnie and Dr. Corbair immediately attracted attention as they entered the large darkened room. The only light came from the flashing array over the dance floor and the more constant illumination at the bar on the far side of the place.

Ronnie leaned over to Corbair, shouting to be heard above the pounding beat of the music. “Why did you bring that thing?” She pointed at the large purse Corbair was carrying. “It makes you look like you’re not here to have fun.”

“I’m not.”

“What?”

“It will be fine,” Corbair said.

“Okay, but I don’t know what you’re going to do with it when we’re dancing. Let’s head over to the bar first.”

“Definitely,” Corbair shouted back. She was going to need a drink or five in order to tolerate the noise in this place. She also needed Ronnie loosened up…not that she was all that uptight to begin with. But let her get nice and flirty to draw in the Starfleet types. She was a good fifteen years older than Ronnie, and while she was sure she could still attract men without much trouble, she was looking more for the young and stupid ones that would go for her companion.

“Since we’re together, only the braver and more confident ones should approach us,” Ronnie said after she and Corbair had each taken position on a stool and put in their drink orders.

“And the cocky assholes.”

“Those are the ones we get rid of,” Ronnie said, looking around and surveying the room. “But now all we have to do is wait.”

The wait lasted for exactly eight seconds.

Two redshirts walked over and just before they reached Ronnie and Corbair, they split up, each pushing up to the bar beside one of the women. Ronnie’s potential suitor immediately launched into whatever he thought passed for pick-up banter.

“I haven’t seen you around here before. I’m Fred.”

“Ronnie.”

“Ronnie? Is that short for something?”

“Yes.” Ronnie didn’t go any further than that.

“Oh…so…what brings you here?”

Meanwhile Corbair locked an icy glare on the blond male who had approached her. He couldn’t have been more than 25 and looked like he really did not want to be there.

“Er…hi,” he said.

“Let me make this easy for you,” Corbair replied. “You’re being a good wingman and distracting me while your buddy cozies up to my friend. Meanwhile, I’m supposed to be looking out for her. Honestly, I don’t give a damn. I’m not going to get in your friend’s way. You, however, should go find someone who actually wants to talk to you.”

“Thank you,” the young man said gratefully and quickly retreated. Corbair watched him head down the bar and start chatting up an equally young Andorian male seated near the end. Pretty soon, the pair headed off to the dance floor together.

“That was nice of you,” a voice said from beside her. Corbair turned to the stool next to her, where a blue-shirted dark-skinned man was nursing an even darker beer. He was a lieutenant judging by the rank braids on his sleeve and probably in his early to mid-thirties.

“What was?” Corbair asked.

“Letting that kid off the hook.”

“Ehh…he wasn’t my type.”

“I don’t think you were his either,” the man said then took another sip of his beer.

“True. I think my vagina would have been an issue.”

The sip of beer was suddenly spat across the bar as the man started laughing. “Blunt, aren’t you?”

“Saves time. Are you looking for a date tonight or what?”

“Well…the thought did cross my mind. I’ve been stuck at these docks for a week now while a section of my ship gets repaired. Unfortunately, it’s the section containing what used to be my quarters, so what’s left of my belongings and I are in guest accommodations here.”

“Sounds awful,” Corbair said, softening her demeanor. “No wonder you wanted to get out and find some company. I’m Janet, by the way.” She extended her hand daintily for her new companion to shake.

“Dan. Dan Byron. Nice to meet you.”

“So you’re science or medical?”

“Geology.”

“Really?”

“Yep. It wasn’t the plan, but somewhere along the way, I fell in love with rocks.”

“You want to get out of here?”

Byron almost spat out his beer again. “Are you serious?”

“Why not? You’re good looking enough, and I like your outfit.”

“It’s my uniform,” Byron said confused.

“It’s the right color. Let’s go.” Corbair scooped up her purse and then took Byron’s hand to yank him off of his stool.

“You’re leaving?” Ronnie exclaimed in surprise.

“Sure am. Thanks for a fun night. Good luck.”

“But…”

Corbair didn’t hear the rest of Ronnie’s protest as the din of the music drowned her out. She let Byron lead her back to his tiny temporary room at the docks, which, as he said, were cluttered with whatever he had been able to salvage from his damaged quarters on his ship. A quick look around told Corbair what she needed to know.

“All right. Get over there and get naked,” she said, pointing to the bed. “I’ll be out in a second.” She headed into the bathroom, put her purse on the vanity, and pulled out a small bottle of champagne with two glasses.

“I just want you to know that I don’t usually do things like this,” Byron called through the door.

“Me either,” Corbair replied distractedly as she emptied the contents of a vial into one of the glasses. “But I’m ready to have some fun. How about you?”

“Oh yeah. I’m ready.”

“Here I come,” Corbair said, exiting the bathroom with two glasses of champagne in hand. Byron was indeed naked and stretched out on the bed. Even though he was a scientist, he’d obviously taken the Starfleet physical training regime to heart, Corbair thought appreciatively.

“You’re still dressed,” Byron said.

“Not for long,” Corbair said, lowering her voice to a sultry growl as she handed Byron his drink. “But first…” She drained her glass in one gulp. Byron followed suit, then immediately collapsed into unconsciousness.

Corbair grabbed her purse, pulled out her toolkit, and rushed over to the tricorder she’d spotted sitting on a table. In a matter of minutes, she had the unit open and its data translation and normalization matrix board. It was a newer model, but it looked like it would work in the tricorder Dr. Smith had left on the Clydesdale.

She closed the tricorder back up, made sure it was exactly where she’d found it, and then packed up her supplies. With that area cleaned up, it was time to mess up another one. She returned to the bed, rolled Byron’s insensate form around so that she could grab the covers and rumple them up sufficiently. As it was, he’d awaken feeling like he’d had a hell of a good time even if he couldn’t remember the details. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to leave something behind to complete the illusion, and she wasn’t a big fan of the bra she was wearing anyway, she thought as she began unfastening her shirt.



The next morning, the small crew of the Clydesdale was busy preparing the ship for departure…well, some of them were at any rate. Smash, the cargo supervisor, and his two deckhands were unloading the Annar’s Exports cargo shuttle that had docked at Cargo Module Two’s external airlock, distributing the various crates throughout the Clydesdale’s six modules in order to even out the weight distribution. Bork tended to get very cranky about unstable warp fields if they didn’t, but with only three modules worth of cargo to load, it still felt like a bit of a waste of time. Not that Smash was complaining, or would ever complain. The huge Rigellan just kept humming to himself as he carted crate after crate in from the shuttle by hand while Pafal-Sris and Wodak used the anti-grav sleds.

The shuttle had also delivered Annar’s nephew, Duv, whom Mike was showing the guest accommodations on Deck Three. The Clydesdale had ten sets of quarters, eight of which were occupied by the ship’s regular crew. Of the two guest rooms, only one was actually able to be used. The other had been wrecked nine months earlier when Mike had mistakenly agreed to transport a musician and his equipment to a concert. It turned out that said musician was actually the member of a band and was not pleased to be traveling on a freighter alone when his colleagues were on a private luxury transport. He too would have been on said transport if he hadn’t overdone it more than a little bit during a night out on Tellar Prime. He decided to take his fury out on his quarters, destroying all the furniture, smashing the bathroom fixtures, and somehow putting gashes in the room’s metal walls. When it came down to a choice between paying his crew and keeping his ship running or fixing up a rarely used bedroom, Mike decided to just leave it alone. In the interim, the room had become a dumping ground for odds and ends that really belonged in the crew storage room on Deck Four but that just hadn’t made it that far.

Mike was as guilty of throwing things in there as any of the rest of the crew. Just the night before, he’d added to the pile when he tossed in the two crates of electronic bits and salvage that Dr. Smith had left behind. Actually that made it sound like he found two nicely packed crates full of junk that he then moved. That wasn’t the case. Dr. Smith had evidently decided that cleaning up after himself wasn’t required. The contents of the crates were instead thrown all around the guest quarters, rather forcefully in some cases judging by the scratches on the walls and furniture.

Duv’s disapproving expression as he and Mike exited the turbolift onto Deck Three and made their way along the corridor, which was lined with quarters on each side, had Mike wondering if the Tellarite wasn’t planning his own violent renovation of the other guest quarters. Mike reached the door, located at the aft end of the deck, and activated the control to open it. Duv peered inside to see the small table with two chairs, desk, bed, and door leading into the bathroom.

“This is your VIP suite?” the Tellarite asked. He was in his mid-twenties and dressed in what was considered formal business attire on Tellar Prime.

“The one and only,” Mike said. Of course, it was also the not-so-VIP suite and the whatever-extra-person-happened-to-be-on-board suite.

“I thought you humans were more into decorating,” Duv said. “And that bed looks far too solid. Is there even a mattress on that thing? Where’s the food synthesizer? That bathroom had better have a full tub. I do not relish spending four days taking sonic showers. There WILL be hot water.”

“No, we didn’t decorate. Yes, there’s a mattress. Meals are served in the mess. No, we will not bring it to you. The bathroom only has a sonic shower. Any other questions?”

“Does my aunt know how you are treating me? I am the next CEO of Annar’s Exports, and I will not be treated like some common space hobo wandering from planet to planet on whatever will give me a ride. I am a paying passenger!”

“Your aunt paid your way. That’s true,” Mike said.

“And I will be watching over her interests! If I am not treated with respect or our cargo is not given due care, my aunt will hear of it! And I don’t give a cruduple if she was involved with Bork an eternity ago. She WILL take action!”

“Mister Duv,” Mike began. He was instantly interrupted by the whistle of the comm panel. “Mike, are you in there?” Ronnie’s voice asked through the panel speaker. Mike punched the activation button. “Yeah, Ronnie. Did you need me to come up there?” he asked, hoping the answer was ‘yes.’

“Yes. We’ve got…”

“I’m on my way,” Mike said, cutting her off.

“But I didn’t…”

Mike closed the channel and turned his attention back to Duv. “Very sorry. Ship’s business. Why don’t you settle in? I’m sure Smash will bring your luggage to you in no time. See you at dinner.” He dashed from the guest quarters back to the turbolift.

“Wait!” Duv shouted. “When are we leaving?”

“Soon!” Mike called back. “We’ll let you know!” He ducked into the turbolift and took it up to the bridge, where Ronnie and Dr. Corbair, the “science officer” Starfleet had dumped on the Clydesdale six months earlier in exchange for repairs at Starbase 6, were waiting.

“Is there an actual problem or were you just rescuing me in the nick of time for once?” Mike asked.

“I don’t know if it’s a problem,” Ronnie replied. “But Gravit is on the comm for you.”

“Gravit?” Mike said with an almost squeak. “Now?”

This was bad. This was very very bad. Somehow she must have found out about the run for Annar’s Exports, and she was comming to yell at him. He’d never work for Gravit & Yurtz again.

“Are you okay?” Ronnie asked in concern. “You just got all pale.”

“He must think he’s in trouble,” Dr. Corbair said. “I’m suddenly interested in this conversation.”

“Please be quiet. Both of you,” Mike said, sitting down at the navigation console. He opened the comm channel. “Good afternoon, Gravit. This is Mike.” He braced himself for the haranguing to come.

“I’ve got better things to do than sit here on hold, Harper,” Gravit’s voice said over the bridge speakers. “Can you honestly say you have better things to do than talk to me?”

“Sorry about that, Gravit. I was…not…on the bridge.”

“And no one else on that crate seems to have a damn clue about anything,” Gravit said, drawing a scowl from Dr. Corbair and a “Hey!” from Ronnie, which was quickly shushed by Mike.

“As I said, I’m very sorry about that.”

“Uh huh. Are you still going to Antares?”

“Antares?” Mike said. “Er…yes. We were planning on it.”

“Do you want some cargo to fill your hold or not?”

“Cargo?”

“Yeah. Cargo. Stuff in crates that people pay credits for. I couldn’t stand that hurt puppy expression of yours in my office, so I expedited a shipment for you.”

“Really? Wow. That’s…great,” Mike said. He slapped the mute button. “We are dead.”

“Dead? Why?” Ronnie said. “This is good news!”

“How is this good?” Mike hissed.

“Um…Mike? Are you there?” Gravit asked.

Mike hit unmute. “Of course I am. What’s the cargo?” He hit mute again as Gravit started talking.

“Don’t we want to be shipping cargo?” Ronnie asked.

“Yes, but we already have half a ship full, if you didn’t notice. I can’t tell Gravit that we’re working for Annar, I can’t fit her stuff on board, too, and if I refuse the run, she’s going to kill me, particularly if she is doing us a favor here.”

“…only four modules, but it’s better than nothing, right?” Gravit finished.

Mike slapped the unmute button again. “Four modules. Really?”

“Like I said, it’s not a full load.”

“That’s great, Gravit! Thanks!”

“Just get it there in one piece,” Gravit said. “The shuttle will be up there at 0700 tomorrow.”

“We’ll be waiting. Clydesdale out,” Mike said cheerily, then closed the channel. “That wasn’t so bad. It was only…” Mike winced as the realization hit him. “…four modules.”

“Can I point out some basic math?” Dr. Corbair said.

“I know,” Mike groaned.

“You have six cargo modules and are taking on seven modules worth of material.”

“I know!”

“And you have Annar’s nephew aboard, who seems like the type who’d be more than happy to tell his dear old auntie all about you two-timing her with Gravit.”

“I KNOW!”

“So your plan is?”

Mike started pacing the small bridge. “We will…put the extra cargo in the crew storage room on Deck Four!”

“How?” Ronnie said. “It’s almost full.”

“The rec room?”

“Hmmm…that’d be close. But what if Duv wants to exercise?”

“Then he can do it in his quarters,” Mike snapped.

“I don’t think…”

“No. You’re right. We’ll have to figure something else out,” Mike said. “But first…” He activated the ship’s all-call. “Smash, we’re detecting…an issue with the starboard cargo modules. Sorry to do this to you, but could you redistribute everything into the port modules.”

“Sure thing, bossman,” Smash’s voice said over the comm.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Bork’s voice demanded. “There’s nothing wrong with…”

“Yes, there is.”

“No, there isn’t, you moron. Who’s telling you that? Is it that Corbair quack? Don’t listen to…”

“Bork, there IS a problem. If you would like to discuss it, please come to the bridge!” Mike said, resisting the urge to start shouting.

“Hello?” Duv’s voice said, breaking into the conversation. “Is this on? Can you hear me?”

“Yes, we can hear you,” Mike said with a sigh.

“What’s happening? Is this ship even safe for me to be on?”

“Everything is fine,” Mike said. “Just a minor technical glitch that has absolutely nothing to do with anything critical. Stay in your quarters, and we’ll let you know when dinner is ready.”

“I thought you said we’d be leaving port soon.”

“We will. The ‘soon’ estimate has been revised to tomorrow around lunchtime, though. Bye, now.” Mike quickly closed the comm channel as Duv started to protest.

“There. All set,” Mike said.

Corbair snorted. “Except for the extra module’s worth of cargo. Not to mention the small detail that Duv might notice that we’re bringing a lot more crates aboard in the morning.”

“We need a distraction,” Ronnie said thoughtfully.

“Good idea,” Mike said, getting up from his chair. “Thanks for volunteering.”

“What?” I didn’t…”

“He’s all yours, sis,” he added as he walked back into the turbolift.

“Crap.”

“Way to stand up for yourself there,” Corbair said.

“I didn’t hear you helping.”

“Why would I?”

“And thanks for abandoning me last night,” Ronnie said angrily. “I had guys all over me.”

“Was that a problem?”

Ronnie grinned. “No. Not really. But I didn’t do as well as you did. You must have really liked that guy.”

“Oh yeah. He was great.”

“Great as in nice or great in…?”

“He was great. I got what I needed.”

“What you needed, huh?” Ronnie said with a smirk.

“I’m not having this conversation with you.”



Fortunately for Mike, Duv left the Clydesdale in a huff once he found out that they wouldn’t be leaving until the morning. That gave him and the crew time to frantically start moving things around to find room for the entire extra module’s worth of cargo that Gravit’s shuttle would be delivering tomorrow along with the three modules’ worth that they actually had space for. Unfortunately for Dr. Corbair, the task kept her away from the med bay, where her tricorder awaited its new board. Even worse, Ronnie had really thrown herself into the reorganization task and was laboring under the delusion that Corbair was eager to help.

“No no, Janet! Smash’s things go in the crates with the red stickers on them. He’s Rigellan. Rigellan starts with R. Red starts with…”

“Don’t say it,” Dr. Corbair snapped, turning on Ronnie as the two of them worked in the Deck Four crew storage room.

“You’ll get the hang of it. Paf’s crates are green for Grazerite. Mine are purple because that’s my favorite color. Mike’s are pink because it annoys him. Bork’s are…”

“Tell you what, I’ll just focus on mine right now, and then I’ll move on to someone else’s.”

“Okay. Doesn’t sound very efficient, though.”

“I’ll risk it.”

And so the job and the night wore on for hour after hour.

“They’re on approach.”

“I know.”

“Duv’s not here.”

“I know!”

“I can’t distract him if he’s not here!”

“I KNOW!” Mike shouted at Ronnie as the pair sat on the Clydesdale’s bridge watching the Gravit & Yurtz cargo shuttle grow larger on the viewscreen.

“You don’t have to yell.”

“Speaking of people not having to do things, is there any reason for me to be up here right now?” Dr. Corbair asked from her seat at the sensor console.

“Are we boring you?” Mike snapped.

“No. The bickering is quality entertainment, but I want to make sure Smash and friends didn’t destroy the medbay when they shoved those stacks of crates in there.”

“We had to put them somewhere,” Mike said.

“A lot of somewheres,” Ronnie said. “I can barely walk in my quarters now.”

“It’s only until we get to Antares. And between the shuttle bay and the storage room, we should have enough space to hold Gravit’s cargo and keep it out of Duv’s sight…assuming he’s coming back.”

“Oh, I’m sure he’ll show up at the worst possible time,” Corbair said.

“That would pretty much be now,” Mike said. “Ronnie, you’d better go wait by the gangplank, so you can catch Duv as soon as he gets on board. You can’t let him anywhere near deck four. I’m going to go meet the shuttle.”

“Woah! You two are leaving?” Dr. Corbair said as Mike and Ronnie headed for the turbolift.

“Yes, we are. Keep an eye on the bridge,” Mike said.

“But…the medbay…”

“…isn’t going anywhere,” Mike said.

“And just what do you expect me to do up here? We’re not exactly going anywhere at the moment.”

“Answer the comm. Monitor things. Be useful.”

“I was going to be useful in the medbay.”

“You can be useful there later. Be useful here. Can we stop saying ‘useful’ now?”

“Please. And go away.”

“Gone,” Mike said, stepping into the turbolift with Ronnie.

Dr. Corbair got up and strolled around the bridge for a moment. She could clear all moorings and send the Clydesdale sailing away from the station. That could be fun…for a few minutes. But then she’d be stuck on a ship with a very angry crew. These cargo runs did promise a decent profit after all, profit that she would be benefitting from. And there was also the issue of her parole. A stunt like that could very easily land her back in a rehabilitation colony. Of course, so could stealing components from a Starfleet Officer’s tricorder, but it would probably be ages before Lieutenant Byron even realized it, and by then the idea that she could have taken it probably wouldn’t even cross his mind.

No. She would monitor things on the bridge for now. The tricorder repair could wait a little while longer.



Even though the cargo modules were a good two decks down and well aft of the gangplank entry on Deck Two, Ronnie could still hear the occasional clang of a heavy crate landing on the metal floor as Smash, Wodak, and Pafal-Sris worked to bring the Gravit & Yurtz load aboard as quickly as possible. Mike was even helping out, which might have been the reason there seemed to be more clangs than usual. He never could get the hang of the anti-grav sleds. Ronnie would have much rather traded places with him. Why couldn’t he stand around waiting for Duv?

She knew the answer to that, though. It wouldn’t be the first time that Mike had used her to distract a male client, official, or the like. And, in Mike’s defense, he’d used himself the same way to get past some obstacles of the female variety. As Mike said, they were a small ship and crew, so they had to make use of every tool at their disposal. And if that meant that Ronnie had to bat her eyes at a Tellarite to get the job done, so be it.

The chirp of the comm panel by the gangplank hatch gave Ronnie the feeling that she’d be doing a bit of eye-batting fairly soon. She punched the button to activate the panel. “This is the Clydesdale. Ronnie Harper speaking. May I help you?”

“It’s Duv. Are we ready to leave yet?”

“Very soon,” Ronnie replied.

“Good. Let me in.”

“Of course. We’re glad you’re back.” She opened the hatch, revealing Duv, who was carrying a large shoulder case. “More luggage?” Ronnie asked.

“I forgot some stuff,” Duv said. “When are we leaving?”

“Like I said, very soon.”

CLANG!

“What was that?” Duv demanded.

“Just some repair work downstairs. But not engine repair. The engines are just fine. It’s other repairs.”

“My aunt’s cargo better be okay.”

“It’s fine. No issues with it at all.”

CLANG!

“I’d better check,” Duv said.

“Not now! It’s dangerous down there now,” Ronnie said. “Why don’t we…go…work out?”

“Why in the name of gurmle would I want to do that?”

“Because it’s fun?” Ronnie offered.

“For who?”

CLANG!

Duv’s eyes narrowed. “Are you sure…”

“Do you want to watch me work out?” Ronnie asked quickly.

Duv looked her up and down for a moment. “Do you sweat?” he asked with more than a hint of lasciviousness in his voice.

“Oh yeah. I sweat like a…er…I sweat a lot.”

“All right. I’m in.”

“Mike better appreciate this,” Ronnie thought as she headed toward the rec room with Duv following close behind.



Mike slumped against the wall of the turbolift as it ascended to the bridge. In just over an hour, he, Smash, Paf, and Wodak had managed to bring four cargo modules worth of goods aboard, but it had been a hell of a job. At this point, he was looking forward to just sitting in his chair at navigation and staring blankly ahead as the stars streaked by. Ronnie was the pilot after all. Once he laid in the course, she could take over.

The turbolift stopped at Deck Two, and the doors slid open revealing a bedraggled and red-faced Ronnie. Her hair was matted with sweat, and her clothes looked like she’d gotten caught in a rainstorm.

“What happened to you?” Mike asked.

“Worked…out,” Ronnie gasped, staggering into the turbolift.

“You were supposed to be with Duv,” Mike said.

“I…was.”

“Oh. Sorry. So he’s a fitness buff?”

“When…I’m the one…getting fit.”

“What does that…Oh. Ick.”

“Yeah.”

They stepped out onto the bridge, prompting Dr. Corbair to leap up from her seat. “Great. You’re here. Gravit and Annar both commed with our drop off instructions. They’re both in the same docking facility at Antares, so it should be easy. We don’t have much time in between, though. I put all of the information into the system. So if that’s everything, I’m going to go. You don’t need me up here for the departure procedures. See you both later.” And with that, she was gone in the turbolift.

Mike and Ronnie looked at each other for a moment, then trudged over to their console and collapsed into their seats.

“My arms hurt,” Mike said.

“My everything hurts,” Ronnie said.

“Does everything have to be a competition with you?”

“It’s not!”

“I’m requesting departure clearance. Let’s get out of here.”

“Unnnh,” Ronnie groaned as she hefted her arms up onto her console.

“You big baby,” Mike said just before letting out an involuntary “Unnnnnh” of his own as he tried to program their course into the ship’s navigation system.

“Who’s the baby?” Ronnie said.

“Oh, shut up.”



As Mike and Ronnie gingerly steered the Clydesdale out of the docking facility above Tellar Prime, Dr. Corbair went straight to the medbay to get to work on her tricorder project. If she was honest with herself, she had been a little worried by the ship’s delayed departure. As unlikely as she knew it was, she half-expected that Starfleet security would swoop in to reclaim the data translation and normalization matrix board she’d swiped from Lieutenant Byron.

But they hadn’t and now she was moments away from having her own working tricorder. Sure, it didn’t sound like much, but it would be a huge step up from the bare-bones sensors on the Clydesdale and would give her some portable scanning abilities, which could come in handy in the future.

The older tricorder took a slightly different data translation and normalization matrix board, but Corbair was able to get the newer model installed and secured into the unit. Now to activate the power and…

The tricorder hummed to life, but instead of scanning the room, a message appeared on the unit’s small screen.

“NEW HARDWARE DETECTED. CONTACTING STARFLEET PROPERTY CONTROL FOR USER LICENSE AUTHORIZATION.”

“Auggh!” Corbair cried, quickly shutting the power off and then yanking the board out of the tricorder. Damn Starfleet and their damn restrictions. At least she’d gotten the tricorder turned off in a hurry. There’s no way that it could have gotten a message out. Right?



With the Clydesdale underway and cruising along at warp four on course to Antares, Mike was finally starting to relax a bit. The extra cargo module worth of material was out of sight, so even if Duv went to Deck Four, he wouldn’t see anything amiss. They had five days until they had to meet their contacts to offload the cargo and to deliver the necklace to the jeweler, which was plenty of time. Yes, the events leading up to their departure had been far more chaotic than Mike normally liked, but once they made it to Antares and collected their fees, it would all be worth it.

Pafal-Sris was fixing dinner in the mess tonight, which meant that they’d be eating well. The Grazerite wasn’t much for conversation, but he certainly had a way with food. Mike would be enjoying a nice meal while Ronnie covered the evening shift on the bridge. Technically it was supposed to be Mike’s shift, but Ronnie had no interest in spending dinner with Duv, feeling that she’d been ogled enough for one day.

Duv was indeed in the mess when Mike arrived, but he barely acknowledged the captain’s entrance. Instead, his attention was focused on the man sitting across from him: Bork. For his part, Bork seemed more interested in his meal.

Mike headed over to the pass-through counter to the galley where Smash and Wodak were standing with Pafal-Sris.

“Hey, guys,” Mike said. “How are your arms after all of that?”

“Er…fine?” Smash said confused.

“Never mind.” Okay. Evidently Mike was the only one exhausted from moving crates all morning.

“You going over there?” Smash asked.

“To the table?”

“Yeah.”

“I was planning on it. That is where we usually eat.”

“I don’t know, bossman. I’m not liking the vibe coming from that direction.”

“There’s a vibe?”

“That guy has been blasting Bork with the evil glare since he got in here,” Wodak said. “And if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Tellarites, it’s that you do not get in the middle of one of their family squabbles…or between them and food.” Paf grunted in agreement.

“There’s some history,” Mike said, “but nothing too serious. I’ll see if I can’t lighten the mood a bit.”

“Go forth and diplomatize,” Smash said as Paf handed a tray to Mike across the counter.

“Yeah…right,” Mike said. He plastered a smile on his face and strolled over to the table where he took a seat next to Bork.

“Evening, gentlemen,” Mike said jovially. “Does this taste as amazing as it smells?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Duv replied icily. “I seem to be having trouble with my appetite.”

“Sorry to hear that. Do you need Doctor Corbair?”

“It’s not an illness. It’s the company.”

“You don’t have to eat here,” Bork said between shoveling bites into his mouth. “Won’t bother me.”

“Evidently nothing bothers you. Certainly not your duty to your fiancée.”

“Obviously you know all about it.”

“You had an obligation!”

“You were what? Five when that happened? You were a child. You have no idea…”

“I have no idea? Do you have any idea how much she cried after you left? I may have been a child, but I knew she was hurting.”

Bork didn’t respond.

“Not even an apology to offer?” Duv asked

“I don’t owe you one.”

“I can’t believe Aunt Annar agreed to this deal. Why she’d have anything to do with this ship is beyond me!”

“You can get off if you want,” Bork said. “I bet the captain would even drop us out of warp to do it.”

As though on cue, the ship shuddered slightly and the engine thrum shifted as the Clydesdale did indeed drop out of warp and then slowed to a stop.

Bork looked at Mike surprised. “You want to tell me how the hell you did that?”

“I didn’t,” Mike said, jumping up from his seat and rushing over the comm panel by the door. Before he even arrived, Ronnie’s voice came over the ship’s all-call.

“Mike! Get up here!”

“What’s going on?” Duv demanded.

“I don’t know yet!” Mike snapped. “Just stay here. And don’t kill each other!” He punched the comm button on the panel. “Hang on, Ronnie. I’m coming.”

He raced out of the mess to the turbolift, which slid open revealing Dr. Corbair. “What’s going on?” she demanded.

“I don’t know! Why do people keep asking me that?” Mike said stepping into the lift.

“You’re the captain.”

“That doesn’t make me psychic.”



Moments later, the lift doors opened at the bridge, where the problem was readily visible on the viewscreen: one of Starfleet’s single-nacelled Saladin class destroyers was directly in front of them, hanging in space, also at all-stop.

“They’re demanding to come aboard,” Ronnie said.

“Why? What did we do?” Mike asked.

“Besides illegally overloading the ship?”

“Not by much.”

“I didn’t do anything,” Dr. Corbair said.

“They’re locking phasers,” Ronnie said.

“Phasers?” Mike exclaimed. “WHAT IS GOING ON?”

“You’re supposed to tell us,” Dr. Corbair said.

“That’s not helping!”



TO BE CONTINUED…
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Mike Harper wasn’t a big fan of weapons. Especially when they were pointed at him. The fact that a Starfleet ship had just locked phasers onto his relatively-defenseless freighter had moved him from “not a fan” to “scared catatonic.”

“Mike, we need to do something here,” Ronnie said from the helm.

“Baaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.”

“Is he turning into a sheep?” Dr. Corbair asked, walking over to Mike who was gaping at the single-nacelled Saladin-class destroyer on the viewscreen. It had gotten close enough for its name and registry to be visible. USS Ventus. Not that Mike really cared at that moment.

“Baaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa.”

“I’m going to slap him.”

“Do you think it will help?” Ronnie asked.

“Couldn’t hurt.”

WHAP!

“OW!” Mike cried, clutching his cheek.

“Couldn’t hurt me anyway,” Dr. Corbair said, moving back to her console.

“The usual protocol here would be to comm them back,” Ronnie said. “Starfleet regulations state that they have to talk to you.” Considering that Ronnie had been through the Academy and served in Starfleet for a few years before her dismissal from the service, Mike was inclined to believe her.

“Comm them!” he shouted.

“They’re responding.”

“This is the SS Clydesdale! Don’t shoot! DO NOT SHOOT!”

“We will come on board,” a gruff male voice replied in clipped tones.

“Can I ask why?”

“We will come on board.”

“We’re just a freighter. We have no weapons,” Mike said.

“We will…”

“OKAY! Fine! Board us! We’ll be waiting. Clydesdale out!”

Ronnie cut the channel and turned her chair toward him. “I don’t get it. What are they after? I know we’re overloaded, but that’s not usually something Starfleet chases a ship down for. Maybe they’re bored.”

“I have no idea,” Mike said, reaching over and opening the ship’s all-call. “Attention, everyone. Starfleet is about to come aboard to look around. If you have anything illegal going on, you’d better tell me now.” As he said this last part, he locked his gaze on Dr. Corbair.

“I haven’t done anything,” she replied firmly. Except steal a data translation and normalization matrix board from a Starfleet Officer’s tricorder to use in the one that she’d found in the salvage that Dr. Smith had left on board a few weeks earlier, but there was no way that the Ventus was here because of that…even though, when she’d connected the board and powered up her tricorder, it had sent out a licensing request to Starfleet. Still, she’d shut it off almost immediately, and she couldn’t imagine that they would divert an entire starship because of that. And even if they did, she wasn’t going to admit it. That would mean a direct trip back to a rehabilitation colony.

“Um…bossman,” Smash’s voice said over the comm. “I’m no expert on this, but aren’t we going to get in trouble for carrying too much cargo?”

“Probably,” Mike said. “But that’s on me. I made the call. I just want to make sure we’re not about to get nailed for something I don’t know about.”

“Oh…right. Nope. Nothing from me, and the boys are shaking their heads.”

“Thanks, Smash.”

The voice of their current passenger, Duv, broke in. “Captain Harper, I might possibly have some things with me that maybe I shouldn’t.” Duv’s presence on board was due to his aunt, Annar, the owner of Annar’s Exports and one of the Clydesdale’s crew’s employers on this journey to Antares, a journey that had been interrupted by the arrival of the USS Ventus. Duv was already not thrilled with the accommodations or the company, since Mike’s engineer, Bork, had been engaged to Annar years ago, an engagement that had been called off without a wedding. He’d be even less thrilled if he knew that the Clydesdale was also carrying cargo for one of Annar’s Exports’ chief business rivals, Gravit & Yurtz.

However, if he was responsible for bringing Starfleet down on the Clydesdale, being less than thrilled with his mode of transport was going to be well down the list of Duv’s concerns, below such things as “Being Killed By Mike Harper.”

“What kind of things?” Mike demanded. There were likely to be Starfleet redshirts beaming aboard any second. Mike needed to know what he was dealing with.

“Nothing dangerous,” Duv said. “It’s just…some…older items…of possible Tellarite cultural significance.”

“You’re smuggling antiquities?!?” Mike shouted.

“That is one way of phrasing it.”

“I am not taking the blame for that!”

“Don’t worry,” Bork’s voice said, breaking into the conversation. “I’m sure Annar will understand when we tell why her nephew is spending the next decade or so in a rehabilitation colony.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Duv shot back.

“Yep. Sure would.”

The hum and golden sparkle of six members of the Ventus’ crew transporting onto the Clydesdale’s bridge interrupted the Tellarites’ argument. Mike quickly moved to shut off the all-call as the six figures coalesced into Starfleet Officers sporting phaser pistols.

“Welcome to the Clydesdale,” Mike said. “I’m glad you’re here, so that we can clear all of this up and get both of our ships on our respective ways.”

“You will come with us,” a blue-shirted human woman with the arm braids of a lieutenant said, leveling her phaser at Mike’s face.

“Right. I’ll show you around.”

“No. You will come with us. How many are aboard?”

“Nine total.”

“Bring them here. You will come with us.”

“All right. I will warn you that one of my crew breathes fluorine, and he’s probably asleep right now. He’ll need time to wake up and get his breathing gear on.”

“No. He will stay where he is. The rest will come with us.”

“Hang on a second,” Ronnie said. “You’re talking about taking us back to your ship. Why? I was in Starfleet. I know the regulations here…mostly. You can’t do this unless you arrest us.”

“You are under arrest.”

“Oh, that’s much better,” Dr. Corbair said.

“Ronnie!” Mike exclaimed.

“What for?” Ronnie said.

“If you do not come willingly, we will take you,” the female lieutenant said.

“We’re coming,” Mike said, raising his hands emphatically. “Nobody needs to get hurt. I’ll get the others up here.” He activated the all-call again. “Everyone except Noov to the bridge. Noov, if you’re hearing this, you’re going to be on your own for a little while. Just hang tight until we get this sorted out.” Mike closed the channel, hopeful that the Zaranite night-shift pilot was awake enough to hear his message.

In the space of a couple of minutes (during which the Starfleet team did nothing except silently aim their weapons at Mike, Ronnie, and Dr. Corbair), the other five non-fluorine breathers on the Clydesdale (Bork, Duv, Smash and Smash’s two deckhands, Wodak and Pafal-Sris) joined their colleagues on the bridge, where they too got the enormous pleasure of having phasers pointed at them; although, Bork and Duv were almost too busy glaring at each other to notice.

Smash slid up beside Mike, but the effort that the massive Rigellan had to make to lean down to whisper in Mike’s ear rendered his attempts to be inconspicuous pointless. “Um…bossman, not to judge anything here, but this is looking a lot more serious than your basic ship check or contraband search.”

“I know,” Mike said. “I’m not sure what…”

He was interrupted by their lead captor practically shouting into her communicator, “We are ready to return!”

“Acknowledged!” shouted a voice from the other end, and the Starfleet officers crisply marched up beside six members of the Clydesdale’s crew, leaving Mike and Smash alone.

“We will return for you. DO NOT MOVE!” the lieutenant ordered.

“I won’t,” Mike said, raising his hands. “There’s no trouble here. I just want to know what…”

“Energize!”

The first three pairs of Clydesdale crew and their accompanying Starfleet Officers vanished followed moments later by the next group.

“So…are we doing something?” Smash asked once he and Mike were alone.

“They can outgun us, outrun us, and they just took almost everybody. If you’ve got some ideas that don’t end with us being instantly killed, I’d love to hear them.”

“Oh…yeah.” He was silent for a moment. “Sorry. I can’t think of anything.”

“Don’t feel bad. Neither can I,” Mike said as the Starfleet lieutenant and two red-shirts began rematerializing on the bridge.

“You will come with us,” she announced, keeping her phaser aimed squarely at Mike’s head.

“Okay,” Mike said as she stepped up to his side, keeping her weapon trained on him at all times while her two companions flanked Smash. “We are ready to return,” she announced into her communicator. “Energize!”

Considering that Mike’s stomach was already practically in seizures due to nerves, he barely felt the tingle of the transporter locking on and taking him apart piece by piece. The general numbness in his brain wasn’t helping matters either. What the hell was going on? He’d had dealings with Starfleet before. They were usually serious but professional and did their best to get him on his way (or get finished with whatever they had to do with Mike, so they could return to other things). At worst, they were unhelpful, like Commodore Enwright on Starbase 6. But never had Mike had any run-ins like this. As he rematerialized in the USS Ventus’ transporter room, he wondered if he was ever going to see the Clydesdale again. Sure, it wasn’t the prettiest ship ever, but compared to the drab gray walls of the Ventus and stern faces of its crew, the Clydesdale was a warm snuggly blanket.

The transporter room was empty beyond the transporter operator, leading Mike to immediately ask about his crew.

“We are joining them,” the lieutenant said, gesturing with her weapon for Mike to exit out to the corridor. He did as she ordered and was led at phaser point into a turbolift with Smash and his two new friends close behind. After a short ride, they stepped out into another corridor and soon arrived at a set of double doors that Mike assumed housed the ship’s brig.

“Are we going to get to talk to anyone about this? Like your captain?” Mike asked.

“That is unnecessary.”

“Unnecessary? It’s Federation law. You can’t just throw us in a cell and leave us to…”

The lieutenant opened the doors, revealing not the brig that Mike had expected, but the Ventus’ rec room, which currently seemed to be occupied by every member of the Starfleet vessel’s crew. Said crew was currently marching back and forth in formation with a loud repeated chorus of “HEP TWO THREE FOUR!” Watching it all were the members of Mike’s crew that had been previously brought aboard. At the pointed urging of the lieutenant, Mike joined them.

“Hey, guys,” he said. “What…are we doing?”

“I have no idea,” Dr. Corbair replied. “They brought us in here and then went off to march.”

“Maybe they just wanted an audience,” Smash said.

“They’re really good,” Ronnie said. “Better than my Academy squad was. We couldn’t…” Ronnie trailed off, then, before Mike realized what his sister was doing, she joined the nearest group of officers marching by, falling into perfect step beside them.

“Ronnie!” Mike shouted. “You’re going to make this worse!”

But she wasn’t listening. And apparently no one minded that she was suddenly marching along with them.

“Why are you not marching?” the lieutenant asked from directly behind Mike, causing him to let out a quick startled cry and spin around.

Smash was more nonplused about the lieutenant’s stealthy arrival, “Um…were we supposed to?” he asked.

“You do not want to march?” the Starfleet woman asked, confused.

“Not particularly,” Mike said, getting his composure back. “I do want to talk to your captain, though. Are they available?”

“I do not understand.”

“Could we talk to your mommy or daddy?” Dr. Corbair snapped.

“You do not want to march?”

“We already said no,” Mike replied.

“That is…troubling,” the lieutenant replied. Without another word, she joined a passing group of officers and marched away.

“Does that mean we can leave?” Wodak asked, drawing a shrug and a grunt from Pafal-Sris.

“Sounds like it to me,” Dr. Corbair said. She turned to Mike. “Tell your sister that playtime’s over, and let’s get out of here.”

“This is weird,” Mike said.

“Yep. Sure is. Let’s go.”

“No. It’s weird weird.”

“Saying that twice doesn’t make me care any more.” Dr. Corbair spotted a young Vulcan male in a gold Starfleet tunic heading their direction. “And now we’ve missed our window. Brilliant, Mike.”

“You do not want to march?” the Vulcan, an ensign judging by the braid on his sleeve, asked.

“Not this again,” Dr. Corbair said.

“No,” Mike said. “Can we talk to your captain?”

“That is…troubling.”

“So we heard.”

“But we can leave, so we don’t trouble you anymore,” Dr. Corbair added.

“No. You will not leave until I understand.”

“When do we get to understand?” Dr. Corbair asked. “And why are we talking to another flunky?” She looked out into the crowd of marching officers and crew and called, “Captain…Whoever you are! CAPTAIN! I demand to see the captain of this ship!”

“Would you not do that?” Mike snapped.

“I don’t see you doing anything.”

Mike turned his attention back to the Vulcan. “I’m sorry about my colleague, but she does have a point. We haven’t been told why we were brought on board your ship. I don’t want to start threatening legal action, but we really need to talk to someone in command. Isn’t that logical? Can you help us out here?”

“No. You will be taken to the brig until I understand,” the Vulcan said. On cue, several officers broke from their marching formations and closed in on the Clydesdale crew. Ronnie, meanwhile, kept right on marching, seemingly oblivious to what was happening to her brother and shipmates.

“I knew the brig was going to be involved here at some point,” Mike muttered.



The officers that took (well marched really) the Clydesdale crew to the Ventus’ brig didn’t make much small talk. Or talk at all. Instead, they silently shoved Bork and Duv into one cell, Mike and Dr. Corbair in another, and then Smash, Pafal-Sris, and Wodak in a third before marching back on out of the cell block.

Mike began to pace as Corbair settled in on their cell’s one cot. None of this was making sense. And what the hell was going on with Ronnie? Did she know some of the crew from her time in Starfleet? Was she that big of a fan of marching?

“How much trouble do you think we’re in, boss?” Smash asked from his cell across the block.

“I…have no idea,” Mike said shaking his head and letting out an unexpected chuckle. The whole thing was just so ridiculous.

“We wouldn’t be in any if it weren’t for the moron who decided to use our ship to smuggle relics!” Bork snapped.

“Don’t you try to pin this on me!” Duv shouted back. “No one knew what I was doing. Something you idiots did brought Starfleet down on us. I’m just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Doing the wrong thing!” Bork said. “Any object of Tellarite manufacture created before 2200 is subject to the Historical Preservation Act of 2234 and is therefore prohibited from removal from the…”

“Bork, please. Not now,” Mike said.

“He has this coming!”

“But we don’t. Wait until you two are alone.”

“Very well, but don’t think I’m going to forget about this.”

“Of course not,” Duv said. “You only forget things like your duty to your fianceé.”

“You…”

“NOT NOW!” Mike shouted. “We have to deal with Starfleet.”

“Maybe,” Dr. Corbair said.

“What does that mean?”

“I’m not sure yet, but you can’t begin to tell me that any of this is normal Starfleet behavior. Either there’s something so serious going on involving the cargo we’re carrying that Starfleet won’t talk to us, or it’s something else entirely. And considering what we’ve seen so far, I really doubt it’s the former.”

“Wait. Which one’s the former?” Smash asked.

“The cargo one.”

“Oh. Good. That means it’s not our fault.”

“Does it really make much of a difference at this point? We’re still sitting in a brig,” Mike said.

“I brought cards,” Wodak offered. “Anyone up for a game?”

“Tempting if I wasn’t in A DIFFERENT CELL!” Bork shouted.

Mike had stopped pacing, and he now stood completely still concentrating.

“What is it?” Corbair asked.

“We’re not moving.”

“How can you tell? It’s not like…”

“He’s right,” Bork said. “I’m not feeling anything either. We’re still at all-stop.”

“Maybe they’re not done searching your ship,” Duv said. “And just so we’re clear, you’ll be reimbursing Annar’s Exports for any lost cargo.”

Probably Gravit & Yurtz too, Mike thought to himself. And then neither company would ever hire him again after finding out that he’d tried to run shipments for both of them at the same time.

“I still don’t think they care about the ship,” Corbair said.

“We’re not going to find out until…” Mike trailed off as the doors to the cell block whooshed open allowing someone to enter.

“Ronnie!” Mike exclaimed. “Are you okay? What’s going on? Are they going to let us out?”

Ronnie stopped in front of their cell and stared intently through the force field at Mike and Corbair for several moments, almost like she was looking for something.

“Ronnie?”

“Why don’t you march?” Ronnie asked finally.

“Um…because I don’t want to?” Mike said. “Would marching get us out of here?”

“I still do not understand.”

She was talking like the Starfleet officers in the rec room. Mike exchanged a look with Dr. Corbair, who had come to the same realization. Corbair hopped up off of the cot and joined Mike by the force field.

“Ronnie, are you in there?” Corbair asked. “How do you feel right now?”

“Ronnie is here but not now. I feel very good. This body is nice.”

“Hey! That’s my sister,” Mike said.

“What’s your favorite part?” Corbair asked.

“I don’t need to hear this,” Mike said.

“This mind. It’s very good. So much gooder than the Vulcan,” whatever was controlling Ronnie replied.

“Oh! It loves her for her mind. Right!” Mike said. “Like I haven’t heard that one before! If you do anything…naughty with my sister’s body, I’m going to…”

“March?” Ronnie’s controller asked hopefully.

“No. We don’t want to march,” Corbair said.

“I do not understand,” Ronnie’s controller said. “We will march.” And with that, Ronnie marched right on out of the cell block.

“Overprotective much?” Corbair snapped, turning on Mike.

“I don’t like guys…or things taking advantage of my sister.”

“Remind me never to tell you about her and James T. Kirk.”

“What about her and Kirk? Did that…”

“Can I tell him not now?” Bork called from his cell.

“Please,” Corbair said.

“NOT NOW!”

“Okay. Okay,” Mike said, holding his hands up.

“And even with your efforts to ruin my line of questioning, we still got some valuable information,” Corbair said. “There’s something on board this ship controlling the crew…and Ronnie.”

“But not us,” Smash said. “What’s so special about us?”

“I don’t know,” Corbair said. “We may be asking the wrong question, though. What’s so NOT special about us that is special about Ronnie and the crew of the Ventus?”

“They’re all Starfleet,” Mike said. “Or were, in Ronnie’s case.”

“It can’t be that simple.”

“Why not? Whatever this thing is seems to be obsessed with marching. I know Ronnie did a hell of a lot of marching at the Academy, and I’d bet the enlisted crew do it at their boot camp. It’s ingrained. Part of the military mind-set.”

“What do we do?” Smash said. “It might not ever let us out of here. It probably won’t even remember to feed us!”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Duv said. “Obviously the other bodies it’s controlling must be eating, right?”

“Did you see any food?” Bork said. “We have no idea how long this has been going on.”

“Probably not too long,” Mike said. “Starfleet would know something was wrong when the Ventus didn’t report in. This is well-traveled space we’re talking about here.”

“So help could already be on the way,” Smash said hopefully.

“If you consider another whole ship of Starfleet folks that this thing can take over helpful,” Mike said.

“Ohhhhhhhhhhh.”

“We’re getting out of here,” Mike said. “And we’re taking Ronnie with us.”

“You’re insane!” Duv said. “No. This whole thing is insane. People possessed by some…whatever? No. That doesn’t happen. This is a trick or something. NO! It’s a STING! That sister of yours never left Starfleet, did she? You knew what I was planning all along! And now you want me to break out of a brig, so you can hit me with even more charges. Uh uh. NO WAY! I see what’s happening, and I am staying RIGHT HERE!”

“Glad to hear it. One less person I have to worry about,” Mike said.

“I’ll stay with him,” Bork said.

“What?”

“Annar wouldn’t forgive me if something happened to her nephew. I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“Like you care about her…or me,” Duv said.

“Her yes. You no. But I’ll do this for her.”

“We’ll figure something out,” Mike said. “We’ll get you two back.” He turned to Corbair. “But what about you, Doctor?”

“What about me?”

“You’re on probation, and I am talking about escaping from Starfleet custody, which could put you back in a rehab colony for a long time. Even with the extenuating circumstances, I’d understand if you decided not to take the risk.”

“Mike, that’s honestly very sweet of you to say, but I’m not staying in this damn cell. If you can get us out of here, do it.”

“Smash.”

“Coming, bossman,” Smash replied. The Rigellan punched his massive fist through the wall plating beside the door frame and ripped out a huge handful of wires and conduit, causing the force field of his cell to spark, flicker, and then shut down altogether. He lumbered over to Mike and Corbair’s cell and deactivated its force field as Pafal-Sris and Wodak scooped up their playing cards and joined the group.

Mike jogged out of their cell and shut down the force field imprisoning Bork and Duv. Duv just glared back and refused to move. “We’ll get you when we’re ready,” Mike told Bork.

“We’ll be here,” Bork replied.

“You already have a plan in place for escaping a Starfleet ship?” Dr. Corbair asked, honestly astonished.

“Don’t I wish,” Mike said. “We’re just going to have to figure it out as we go.”

Corbair shrugged. “Still better than staying here.”



“He’s stuck again,” Wodak called from behind Smash as the five Clydesdale crewmembers crawled through the jefferies tubes of the USS Ventus. Considering that Smash’s bulk was now completely blocking the tube, cutting Wodak and Pafal-Sris off from Mike and Dr. Corbair, Wodak’s voice was fairly muffled.

“Sorry, bossman,” Smash said…for the fifth time since the group had entered the tube network.

“Oh yeah. Coming in here was a fantastic plan,” Corbair sighed.

“I told you I was making it up as we go,” Mike said.

“Yes, but I didn’t think you’d be so terrible at it!”

“Do you want to get caught?”

“By whom? There’s nobody in the corridors or in any of the rooms we’ve checked. The entire crew is either marching in the rec room or presumably on the bridge, since somebody had to steer them toward us.”

“We don’t know that for certain.”

“Okay. Let’s talk about what you do know. For example, do you actually know where this Auxiliary Control room is?”

“Well…no, but I know they have one. Starfleet ships can actually afford things like redundant systems.”

“Jealous much?”

“I’m just saying.”

“And I’m just saying that it would be a hell of a lot easier to find if we could walk through the corridors like normal people and read the damn door plaques.”

“Fine. We’ll use the next access hatch we find. Now help me grab an arm. Paf, Wodak, we’re going on three. One, two, THREE!” Mike and Corbair pulled as Wodak and Pafal-Sris pushed on Smash, finally popping the Rigellan free. Fortunately, about ten yards farther down the tube, the group found an access hatch back into a corridor. The plaque beside the door across the hall read, “Auxiliary Control.”

“Ha! Perfect!” Mike said.

“You did not plan that,” Corbair said.

“Didn’t need to. Here it is.”

“Lucky bastard.”

“Would you rather roam the halls for a while longer and risk getting caught?”

“Not a chance,” Corbair said, pushing past Mike and entering the Auxiliary Control room.

“See if you can get a comm to Noov,” Mike said following after Corbair as she took a seat at a terminal. “And if he’s not answering, try accessing the Clydesdale’s systems. We might be able to…”

“I’m in.”

“Oh. That makes things simpler,” Mike replied, taking a seat of his own at another console. “Can you beam the guys back over to the ship?”

“What do you think ‘I’m in’ meant? I have access to all of the Clydesdale’s systems, including the transporter. Locking on.”

“Um…you can’t do that. Sorry,” Smash said.

“What do you mean?”

“We filled the transporter room with some of the extra cargo. The transporter pad is completely covered.”

“And in another victory for your plan, you forget what’s going on in your own ship,” Corbair said.

“Fine!” Mike snapped. “We’ll use one of the Ventus’ transporter rooms.” He pulled up a ship schematic on his console. “There’s one right down the hall. Let’s go.”

“I’ll be here making sure the bridge doesn’t see you activate a transporter,” Corbair said. “Since that wasn’t a part of your plan either.”

“You do that.”

“You okay, boss?” Smash asked as they headed out into the corridor. “You look a bit stressed.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Mike said.

“Well…we’ve been kidnapped. Ronnie’s possessed.”

“I’m okay, Smash. But I need you guys to empty out that transporter room as soon as you get on board and then keep a look out for Tellarite life signs. As soon as you can lock on to Bork and Duv, get them out of here.”

“Sure thing. But what about you and the Doc?” Smash said, following Mike into one of the Ventus’s transporter rooms and then stepping up onto the pad with Wodak and Pafal-Sris as Mike headed to the console.

“Once we get Ronnie, we’ll figure something out. Stay close to the transporter. We may need you to get us out in a hurry.”

“You got it.”

“Oh. Wake Noov up and tell him to get to the helm. We may have to run for it.”

“Can we outrun a starship?”

“Hopefully we won’t have to find out. See you soon.” Mike activated the transporter, sending his men back to the Clydesdale.



There seemed to be something inherently ridiculous about sitting in a cell pretending to be a prisoner when said cell’s force field wasn’t active and not a single guard was present. At this point Bork wasn’t sure if Duv was insisting on remaining in the cell out of fear of Starfleet or just out of spite.

Tellarites were masters of spite, so Bork wouldn’t have been at all surprised if it was the latter. But whether Duv was being spiteful or not, Bork had promised to remain with him. It was the least he could do for Annar.

“I blame you for this, you know,” Duv said.

“I’m sure you do,” Bork replied. “Of course I planned all of this right from the start, thus ensuring that your aunt would send you with us, so that I could psychically force you to illegally transport historical relics and deliver you right into the hands of a Starfleet ship that has been taken over by some kind of alien presence. In retrospect, my scheme was so obvious that I’m astounded you fell for it.”

“If you had just done what you were supposed to do, neither of us would be here,” Duv snapped.

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Really? I don’t know anything about tradition? Or family? You made a promise. You had a duty!”

“Duv, I’m not going to talk about this.”

“Why would you? You ran away from my aunt. You want to run away from Starfleet. And now you’re trying to run away from this conversation.”

“I didn’t run away.”

“Yes, you did! She loved you. You promised to marry her. She brought you into our family, but you decided that hiding in the bowels of one of the crappiest ships I’ve ever seen meant more to you than Annar!”

“That’s not what happened,” Bork said, fighting to keep his voice calm.

“You have no idea what family means!” Duv shouted, advancing on Bork. “I don’t know why she even speaks to you, much less puts cargo on your piece of junk ship. Yeah, maybe I’m selling a few relics, but you are a disgrace to Tellar! You should be in prison for what you did to her!”

And that was the end of calm. “SHE LEFT ME!” Bork bellowed.



“Okay. That’s done, and they’re going to dig out our transporter,” Mike said, re-entering Auxiliary Control.

“Uh huh,” Corbair said distractedly as she watched her readouts.

“What are you looking at?”

“Just marching. Lots of marching.”

“Is Ronnie still with them?”

“Yes indeed.”

“Great. So we have to somehow sneak her out of there, get back to the ship, and then hope we can fly far enough away that she won’t be under the influence of whatever’s controlling the crew anymore.”

“That’s not going to happen.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Mike demanded. “We’re not leaving Ronnie here.”

“If I’d wanted to do that, I would have gone back to the ship. That’s not the problem.”

“Then what is?”

“Were you listening when she came to see us in the brig? The thing controlling her said that her body was so much better than the Vulcan’s. Well, it said ‘gooder,’ but the point is a Vulcan was in charge when we were brought here. Whatever this thing is may be controlling the whole crew, but it was inside the Vulcan.”

“And now it’s in Ronnie.”

“If we take her, we may end up freeing the Ventus’ crew, but we’re still going to have to deal with what’s inside her.”

“I’d rather do that where it doesn’t have a whole ship full of lackeys at its disposal. We’re getting her out of here.”

“Just how do you plan to do that?” Corbair asked, gesturing at the monitor in front of her, which was displaying the internal security vid view of the rec room, where dozens of red, blue, and gold shirted Starfleet Officers were marching in perfectly formed rows. On the floor near the wall of the room, Mike could make out what appeared to be a small pile of unconscious (hopefully not dead) crewmembers.

“Bork may have been right. She’s marching them until they drop. When did they last eat or drink anything?”

“Or use the bathroom,” Corbair said.

“Ewww.”

“It’s the logical next step.”

“We’re not talking about that anymore. New plan.”

“We had an old plan?”

“How tall do you think that rec room is?” Mike asked. “Twenty feet?”

“It looks like about two decks, so probably. Why?”

“I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?”

“I need supplies.”

“You have a plan? Is it better than the last one?” Corbair called after Mike as he rushed out of Auxiliary Control. He didn’t respond. “I’m betting on ‘no,’” Corbair muttered.



Once he’d gotten over the initial shock of Bork screaming at him, Duv had been prepared to tear into the Clydesdale’s engineer, accusing Bork not only of disrespecting Annar but also of being a disgusting liar, but the look on Bork’s face stopped him. There was no defiance or smug superiority. If anything he looked horrified and ashamed at what he’d just admitted.

“Bork…”

“I’m not talking about this anymore.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“No one knew. That was the point.”

“I always wondered why she never seemed mad at you. I thought she was just blinded by love. Or hiding her feelings because you’d hurt her so badly.”

“So you thought you’d be mad at her for me?”

“She’s family. That’s what you do for family.”

“Maybe you need to rethink that. If history has taught us anything, it’s that allowing personal squabbles to become family feuds can lead to generations of pain and even bloodshed. Very likely the Klozslikian Civil Wars owe their genesis to a dispute of the placement of a garden wall between the properties of the Enkis and…”

“I don’t need the Tellarite history lesson.”

“It seemed relevant.”

“What would be relevant is you telling me why my aunt broke up with you.”

“She just said that it wasn’t what she wanted.”

“It…as in marriage?” Duv asked.

“It’s been almost ten years now, and she hasn’t married anyone else, has she?”

“No.”

“But she’s happy?”

“She seems to be. She goes out, has lots of friends, and she loves running the business. Honestly, I thought that she would have retired and handed it over to me by now.”

“She’s not that old.”

“Who said anything about being old? She could do whatever she wanted with all she’s earned. I would.”

“You’re not her,” Bork said.

“You still love her, don’t you?”

“I don’t know her anymore. Johgren once wrote that we often are more in love with the idea of a person than the actual person. I used to dream about Annar almost every night, and I came to realize that the woman in my dreams was quite literally the woman of my dreams rather than the real Annar. Once I saw that, I…”

Duv was about to cut Bork off again, when a transporter beam did the job for him, disassembling the two Tellarites. Moments later, they reformed in the Clydesdale’s small transporter room (a room made even smaller by the stacks of cargo crates all around). Before Duv could take in his new surroundings, Wodak slapped a black bag over his head, and he and Pafal-Sris dragged him out of the transporter room.

“What was that for?” Bork demanded, storming over to Smash, who was manning the transporter controls.

“I didn’t think Mike would want Duv seeing these,” Smash said, gesturing at the crates all around them that were quite clearly labeled “Gravit & Yurtz.”

“Oh. Good idea. Have you heard anything from Mike?”

“No. But he said to be ready to run. Noov’s on the bridge waiting for the word, and he is NOT happy. That man does not like it when people wake him up early.”

“He can deal with it. But I’ll go calm Duv down. Otherwise, he’s liable to have Wodak and Paf arrested as soon as we get to Antares…assuming we get that far.”

“Thanks, Bork-man.”

“Don’t…call me that. Ever,” Bork said as he walked out of the room.

“Not a fan of the Bork-man. Got it,” Smash said, then he set about waiting for word from Mike.



“I’d just like to note for the record that not only is this plan worse than your last one, it may very well be the stupidest plan ever conceived by man,” Dr. Corbair’s voice said though the speaker of the Starfleet-issue communicator that Mike had “borrowed” from a supply locker.

“I didn’t hear you offering up a different one,” Mike replied, walking through the Ventus’ deserted corridors with the communicator in one hand and his creation in the other.

“I’m not the captain. Plans are your job.”

“And don’t you forget it. Now are you ready on your end?”

“Ready and all a-tingle with excitement.”

“Good. These boots are killing me,” Mike said as he arrived at the entrance to the rec room. “Shut it down.”

“Deactivated. And I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Mike counted to twenty in his head, then clomped into the rec room, his gravity boots keeping him firmly planted on the deck while the remainder of the rec room’s occupants, all three hundred of them, floated helplessly several feet above his head, which is what tended to happen when the artificial gravity in a room was shut down.

“WE CANNOT MARCH!” all of the officers and Ronnie shouted at him in unison, which had the effect of creeping Mike out more than a little bit.

“Marchy time’s over,” he said, searching the horde for Ronnie. Once he spotted her, he readied his creation, a long pole with an even longer cable attached. It didn’t quite have the feel of his old fishing rod, but it would get the job done. He cast the cable, which had been weighted at the far end, and sent it sailing toward Ronnie. It wrapped around her waist a couple of times and held firm.

“Ha!” Mike exclaimed happily as he set about reeling her in. By the time Ronnie, or whatever was controlling her really, realized what was happening and tried to send in her enslaved Starfleet Officers to grab onto her, it was too late. Mike pulled her down below their level then spun her in the air, wrapping the cable around her a few more times to pin her arms to her sides.

“March?” Ronnie wailed.

“Not right now,” Mike said, putting his sister over his shoulder and clomping back out of the rec room…

…where Ronnie suddenly got a hell of a lot heavier.

“Unnh!” Mike groaned, trying to keep from collapsing to his knees in front of Dr. Corbair, who was leaning casually against the wall on the opposite side of the corridor.

“I’ll be damned. That worked,” she said.

“Yeah, but she’s probably contacted her lackeys on the bridge by now. We’ve got to go.”

Corbair opened her “borrowed” communicator and adjusted the signal. “Clydesdale. Come in, Clydesdale.”

“RESPONDING,” Noov’s mechanical sounding voice, a side effect of the fluorine breathing mask he had to wear outside of his quarters, replied. “READY?”

“Yes!” Mike said. “Lock onto these coordinates and beam us back…but leave the communicators here.” Corbair glared at him. “I am not stealing Starfleet property,” he insisted, tossing his communicator to the desk. Corbair rolled her eyes and dropped hers as well. Down the corridor, they heard the whoosh of doors opening followed closely by running footfalls. And then all they heard was the hum of the transporter.

Back on the Clydesdale a moment later, Mike stumbled over to Smash, who easily scooped Ronnie up in his arms. “Thanks,” Mike gasped. “Get her to the medbay.”

“It’s full.”

“Just put her in her quarters,” Corbair said. “I’ll get the restraints.”

“No march?” Ronnie’s possessor whimpered.

“No,” Corbair said, flashing her an evil grin. “No marching for you.”

Mike, meanwhile, activated the comm panel on the transporter console. “Noov, we’re aboard. GO! GO GO GO GO GO!”

“AFFIRMATIVE. RETURN TO SLEEP?”

“Yeah yeah. You can go. I’ll be right there to take over,” Mike said. Some people just had no appreciation for a daring escape.



Mike’s eyes had been locked on the sensors from the moment he’d relieved Noov on the Clydesdale’s bridge half an hour earlier. At any moment, he expected to see the Ventus racing in to overtake them. Even with the freighter’s engines pushed to the max, they were no match for a starship. On the bright side, such as it was, they were making up some of the time they’d lost on the journey to Antares. Yes, they were currently running away from the Ventus, but that didn’t mean that they couldn’t run toward the planet they were supposed to be going to in the first place.

The turbolift opened, allowing Dr. Corbair to step out on the bridge.

“How is she?” Mike asked without looking away from the sensor display.

“Restrained and hopefully getting very bored.”

“Bored? You didn’t sedate her?”

“What would be the point? I don’t know if you can sedate an energy-based lifeform. I want it to sit there doing nothing. You want to come see her, though?”

“I can’t. The Ventus could be on us any second.”

Corbair chuckled. “I don’t think so.”

A realization hit Mike. “What did you do?”

“Nothing too bad,” Corbair said. “Mainly just deleted some software here and there. It won’t put the ship at risk, but they’ll need to do a few restores before they’re able to go anywhere or contact anyone…assuming they have backups on board. I also shut down their sensors, so they won’t have any record of which way we went.”

“It’s still five days to Antares, and we’ve got to deal with that thing in my sister before we get anywhere near anyone from Starfleet that it could take over,” Mike said. “What the hell is with that anyway? Why Starfleet? Is this thing a weapon of some kind?”

“Let’s go ask it.”



As Corbair said, Ronnie’s body had been completely strapped down to the bed in her quarters, arms still pinned at her sides and restraints binding everything from her feet to her forehead. She couldn’t even turn her head to look when Mike and Dr. Corbair entered the bedroom.

“I want to march,” the thing in Ronnie said upon hearing others enter the room. “Why can’t I march?”

“Because you want to march with a body that’s not yours,” Mike said.

“But you won’t march for me.”

“No. I won’t. Now who are you?”

“I am Light.”

“Your name is Light?” Mike asked.

“That’s what they called me, so I guess so.”

“Who called you Light?”

“My old marchers. They don’t march anymore.”

“Why not? What happened to them? Did you kill them?”

“What is kill?”

“I think I know what happened,” Corbair said.

“This thing marched everyone it ever met to death.”

“More than that. According to their logs…”

“You broke into their logs?”

“I had some time to kill while you were off building your fishing pole. Now are you going to listen to me or not?”

“Okay. Go on.”

“Thank you. The Ventus had just left Ontekelon a day before they ran into us.”

“So? Ontekelon isn’t anything special. The Federation colonized it almost a hundred years ago.”

“True, but there was a civilization on Ontekelon some time before that. They wiped themselves out over a thousand years ago. The Ventus was delivering an archeological team to a dig site of what they believe was a military academy for one of the ancient Ontekelon nation-states. From what they’ve been able to tell, the academy was sealed off and attacked by their own military. The archaeologists suspected a contagion, but I’m betting it was our new friend here.”

“If we’re friends now, can I march?” Light asked.

“No!” Mike and Corbair snapped.

“So Light somehow ended up at this academy,” Mike said, “fell in love with the marching…”

“And the uniforms. They were so pretty,” Light said.

“It took over everyone there,” Corbair said. “Eventually the Ontekelon military must have decided that sealing it up and obliterating everyone inside was all they could do.”

“No more marching,” Light said sadly.

“Then a thousand years later, someone from Starfleet shows up, Light senses the military mindset, and it swoops in. That person goes back to the Ventus, and suddenly it’s marchy time again.”

“That’s my guess,” Corbair said. “And it was able to force the Ventus’ crew to fly the ship, capture us, and so on. Unfortunately for it, we didn’t fit the military mold.”

“No offense, but it’s kind of crazy. What sort of entity does this?”

“I like marching,” Light said.

“A…special one,” Corbair said. “But in its defense, I don’t think Light has a clue that it’s hurting people…or what hurting is…or maybe even what people are. It could think we’re toys for all we know.”

“Is that supposed to make me feel sorry for it?” Mike asked.

“Ick. No. Why would you do that? This thing’s a complete idiot,” Corbair said.

“Okay…that’s kind of harsh.”

“I still like marching,” Light said.

“Let’s just get it out of Ronnie.”

“I’m working on it,” Corbair said.

“You’ll tell me if there’s anything I can do to help.”

“Of course. You go worry about the ship. I’ll take care of things here.”

“Thanks, Janet.”

Corbair smiled kindly and patted Mike on the arm. The Clydesdale’s captain took one more look at his sister, then left the quarters. Corbair’s smile instantly vanished.

“Now then, Light. You and I are going to have absolutely no fun at all. I can’t wait.”



It turned out that having no fun at all with Light was a lot less fun than Dr. Corbair had anticipated. Considering the being’s almost childlike demeanor, Corbair believed that it would get bored and leave Ronnie within a matter of hours. Instead for the last three days, she had variations on this same conversation over and over again:

“I want to march. Can I march?”

“No. No marching. If you want to march, you’ll have to find somewhere else to do it and someone else to do it with.”

“No.”

“Get out.”

“No.”

“Then you’re going to keep laying there.”

“Okay.”

A few moments of silence would pass and then…

“I want to march. Can I march?”

Lather, rinse, repeat…incessantly.

Of course, during all of this Corbair still had to look after Ronnie’s body, which meant keeping it hydrated, fed, and then dealing with the waste products from keeping her hydrated and fed. It was really a lot more contact with Ronnie (or with anyone else, for that matter) than Corbair had ever wanted.

On the morning of day four, Dr. Corbair came to the realization that she had not taken one important factor into account in her calculations. Light had waited a millennium for a new host. A couple of days of boredom probably wasn’t going to mean much after that. She’d been going about things all wrong. It was time for a change in tactics and to steal a few things from Bork’s stash of supplies.

Corbair spent most of the morning getting things ready and dealing with Mike’s ever-more-anxious queries about her progress. As it was, the Clydesdale was going to get into port just in time to deliver the necklace they’d been subcontracted to transport as well as their overabundance of cargo crates. But if Light wasn’t gone, Mike couldn’t risk approaching Antares. At least that’s what he said. Corbair told him they should just go anyway. Light would either stay in Ronnie or find a better host. Either way they could deliver the cargo.

Still she had her own reasons for preferring to have Light dealt with before they arrived at Antares. With everything ready, she returned to Ronnie’s quarters, where Ronnie’s body lay staring blankly at the ceiling.

“I want to march. Can I march?” Light asked as Corbair entered.

“No, but I have something almost as good.”

“Really?”

“Yes. And I’m sorry that we’ve kept you imprisoned like this. We’re just worried about our friend. I can’t let you use her to march, but would you like to watch other people march?”

“I do not understand.”

“If you come with me, I can take you somewhere on the ship where you can watch marching all you want. And then tomorrow we will be arriving at a planet where you can find bunches of new people to march with.”

“That sounds nice.”

“I thought you’d like that. But it will only happen if you come with me. Otherwise, we’ll leave you here, and we won’t go to the planet.”

“I will come.”

“That’s wonderful,” Corbair said, forcing a friendly smile. Ronnie’s body began to glow more and more brightly until a blinding white ball of energy slipped out of her torso and rose up above the bed. “Light” was definitely an accurate description. Ronnie gasped for a moment and then collapsed unconscious.

“This way please,” Corbair said, leading Light out into the corridor of Deck Three and into the turbolift, which took them down one level. One short walk (or hover in Light’s case) later, and they entered the medbay. Corbair had spent the morning moving the crates that had been stashed in there up against the walls as best she could and clearing a view of the room’s one vidscreen, which was currently running a loop of every clip of people marching that the Clydesdale’s computer had been able to find in a search of the ship’s media library.

“Oooh. Very nice,” Light said moving straight toward the screen. It didn’t stop and hit the surface with a crackle.

“It’s just a movie. You can’t go into it.”

“Movie?”

“A picture that moves.”

“Picture.”

“Just don’t touch it,” Corbair said. “Are you okay in here?”

“Such precision.”

“I’ll take that as a yes. I’ll be back to check on you in a little while.”

Corbair slipped back out into the corridor and pulled a small control device out of the pocket of her jacket. “Time for some new accommodations,” she said, pressing the device’s lone button.

Inside the medbay, several force field generators that Corbair had hidden among the cargo crates hummed to life. The fields, acting in a pre-programmed sequence, grew and merged together, enveloping the room, and then began to push inward. Light was completely unaware of this until the field edge reached it. With a sudden shock, it was pushed back.

And then down.

And down and back.

It could not fight the energy pushing it toward a jar-like container that was sitting open on the floor of the room. Soon Light had been forced inside the container and was only able to see out through the top and small clear panel on one side. Dr. Corbair peered in from above. “Well, isn’t this cozy?”

“You will release me.”

“No, I won’t. In fact…” Corbair picked up the container, set it down on her lab table, and then sealed the lid on top of it. “That’s an antimatter containment unit with its own self-contained force field generator,” she said, “which probably means nothing to you, so let me give you the easy version. You’re trapped. I could shoot you out into space right now, and it’d be a good year or so before the power unit gave out releasing you. But considering the trouble you’ve caused me, that would be too nice. You can sit here.”

“Can I still watch the marching?” Light asked plaintively.

“Yeah fine. You can watch the marching.” Corbair turned the clear section of the container toward the vidscreen.

“Ahhhhh,” Light sighed contentedly.

“Unbelievable,” Corbair muttered as she left the medbay.



She got back to Ronnie’s quarters just as Ronnie was waking up. Corbair activated the room’s comm panel. “Mike, it’s gone. Ronnie’s back.”

“I’m on my way,” Mike’s voice said.

“What the hell?” Ronnie said, realizing that she couldn’t move. “Get me out of this!”

“Maybe we should wait for Mike,” Corbair said, fighting back a laugh.

“Janet!”

“Okay. Okay,” Corbair said, undoing the restraints starting at Ronnie’s head and working her way down.

Mike arrived just as Corbair made it to Ronnie’s knees. “Ronnie!” he cried, rushing over.

“Let me finish!” Corbair snapped.

“Sorry.”

Corbair untied the last restraint, and Mike swooped in, grabbing Ronnie up off of the bed. “You’re okay?” he asked. “You don’t want to march?”

“Why would I want to do that?” Ronnie asked. She frowned as she realized something didn’t feel right. She pulled out her waistband and looked down. “Am I in a diaper?”

“It was that or a catheter,” Corbair said.

“Do I even want to know what happened?”

“It’s a long story,” Mike said.

“You were possessed by an energy being. We tied you up. It got bored and left,” Corbair said.

“Well…those are the high points,” Mike said.

“Wait. Wasn’t Starfleet arresting us?” Ronnie asked.

“Kind of, but not really. It’s not important. You must be starving. Lunch?”

“Yeah. Eating would be good,” Ronnie said.

“And Light’s gone?” Mike asked Corbair.

“Oh yes. Fled the ship. I don’t think it can travel at warp, so it will be decades or maybe centuries until it reaches an inhabited world. If it ever does.”

“Thank you, Janet,” Mike said. “I owe you for this.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m just glad everything worked out,” Corbair replied. “Go get Ronnie fed.”

Mike wrapped his arm around his sister’s shoulders and walked her out of the room. Actually, now that Corbair thought about it, she could stand to eat as well. It had been a busy morning, but one that was liable to be quite lucrative once they arrived at Antares. She’d get some lunch and then reinstall the force field generators back into three of the four antimatter containment units that she’d taken from the engine room supply lockers. As for the fourth, it was occupied. Corbair would come up with something to tell Bork if he ever realized it was missing. Maybe she could find a replacement on Antares, but honestly it wasn’t at the top of her list of things to do. She was after something far more important.



“And…” The Clydesdale jolted ever so slightly. “We’re docked,” Ronnie finished. “Airlock seals are clean and moorings are in place.” She spun her chair toward Mike, who was manning the navigation end of the console. “Don’t screw things up when you move her.”

“I won’t,” he said. He handed her a small box containing the necklace that had sent them to Antares in the first place. “You sure you’re up to deliver this?”

“Up for beaming down to a planet and walking into a jewelry store? I think I can handle it,” Ronnie said, snatching the box away from her brother. The pair headed into the turbolift and traveled down to Deck Four, where Smash, Wodak, and Pafal-Sris were getting ready to unload the cargo modules…the ones holding Annar’s Exports cargo, at any rate. Mike give his crew a nod, grabbed a manifest padd, then walked with Ronnie through the closest module and out its airlock into the waiting bay of Antares cargo transfer station beyond.

A rather striking Antaran woman rushed toward him as soon as he entered the cargo bay. “Good. You’re here,” she said quickly.

“We’re right on time, aren’t we?” Mike asked, trying not to stare at her eyes. They were large with incredibly blue irises that drew him right in. “I mean…I think…”

“No, you’re fine.”

“I’m getting out of here,” Ronnie said, holding up the box and making her way to the doors on the other side of the cargo bay that led into the transfer station proper.

“Be careful!” Mike called after her.

“I’m older than you! Stop babying me!”

“I’m not!” Mike shouted, but Ronnie was out the doors and gone.

“You were a little,” the Antaran woman said.

“She’s my sister. I’m allowed. Now, Miss…”

“Eerdani,” she replied.

“Miss Eerdani. I’m Captain Harper. Mike. Now if you’ll just sign for this delivery from Annar’s Exports, we’ll start unloading.” He handed a padd to her.

“How long will this take?” she asked as she signed the device.

“An hour or two. We’ll do our best to make it speedy.”

“Thank you. I appreciate that,” she said.

“Madam Eerdani!” Duv called, exiting the Clydesdale’s airlock with Bork close behind. Duv was loaded down with his luggage, but he waddled over as quickly as he could. “My aunt Annar sends her fondest regards and thanks you for your business.”

“Er…thank her for me,” Eerdani said.

Duv turned to Mike. “Captain, thank you for the transportation.”

“You’re welcome,” Mike replied.

“Okay then. I’m going to go.”

“You do that.”

“So we don’t need to discuss the items…”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Mike said. “Enjoy your stay on Antares.”

“I will. Thank you again.” He nodded at Bork. “Goodbye.”

“Farewell,” Bork said, returning the nod. With that, Duv rushed off toward the bay exit.

“Wow,” Mike said. “That was almost friendly.”

“We came to an understanding,” Bork said.

“Over his luggage?”

“Something like that,” Bork said. “I’ll be on the ship.”

“If you don’t need anything more from me, I should run. I have other appointments this afternoon,” Eerdani said.

“Oh! Of course,” Mike said, hoping that his disappointment didn’t come across in his voice. He really should have been helping Smash and the guys anyway instead of gawking at Eerdani. “Nice to meet you.”

“You as well,” Eerdani said, flashing him a lovely smile before she too exited the cargo bay.

Mike sighed and headed back into the Clydesdale, where he met Dr. Corbair coming the other way with a duffle bag over her shoulder.

“I’m off to shop!” she said, waving cheerily.

“Um…you know you can’t go alone. We’re all busy with the cargo, so…”

“Come on, Mike. I’m just going to stretch my legs a bit. I’m not going to get into any trouble. The last thing we want right now is any attention from the authorities.”

Mike thought it over for a moment. “Fine. Have fun,” Mike he said before joining Smash, Wodak, and Pafal-Sris. “Remember, guys. Only the Annar’s Exports crates.”

“Got it, bossman.”

And they set to work as Corbair headed off into the transfer station.



With one load down, Mike undocked the Clydesdale and moved it across the cargo transfer complex, redocking at the bay where they were scheduled to meet the recipient of the Gravit & Yurtz crates. He was finally starting to feel like he could relax. Duv was gone without ever realizing that Mike was carrying cargo for Annar’s Exports’ rival. Ronnie had commed after successfully delivering the necklace, and their fee had already been transferred into Mike’s account. Once they got the Gravit & Yurtz cargo unloaded, Mike was ready for some much-deserved relaxation. He’d planned to give everybody a day or two on Antares anyway, but maybe he’d make it a little longer than that. They’d earned it.

While his docking wasn’t quite as smooth or gentle as Ronnie’s, it got the job done. Mike made his way back down to the cargo modules and headed through the airlock into the transfer station cargo bay only to find Eerdani waiting. Spotting Mike, her eyes widened in alarm.

“Um…hi,” Mike said, handing her the manifest padd to sign. “I’m guessing you’re not happy to see me.”

“No! No. Just…surprised.”

“Let me guess. Annar’s Exports and Gravit & Yurtz have each forced you to sign an exclusivity contract saying that you’ll only take shipments of Tellarite wares from them, which is really stupid.”

“Really! If I’m buying merchandise from them, why do they care who else I’m dealing with? And they both have different offerings! I can’t get everything I want from just one of them. This demand of theirs that I don’t…wait a second. How come you can run cargo for both of them?”

“I can’t,” Mike said with a grin. “But I won’t tell if you won’t.”

“I wish I’d known. I would have only reserved one cargo bay,” Eerdani said.

“Sorry about that. I’ll try to make it up to you.”

“Is that supposed to be a pick-up line, Captain Harper?”

“What? No! I just mean that we’d try to unload quickly. Why? Did you want it to be? It could be.”

“You have my contact info,” Eerdani said, handing the padd back to Mike. “When you make up your mind, let me know.” She spun on her heel and strode out of the cargo bay, pausing only for a moment to look back at Mike and smile.

Mike heard the deep chuckling of Smash coming up behind him. “Woah, bossman. You’re bad at this. No offense.”

“No. I was terrible. Do you think her hips move like that all the time when she walks, or was that just for me?”

“If it was for you, you’d better comm her. Even if it wasn’t, you’d still better.”

“I haven’t had a date for a while,” Mike said. “Could be fun. What about you guys?”

“Wodak wants to show us around his home town and then hit some casinos.”

“Wodak wants to go to a casino…or ten. There’s a shock.”

“Seriously.”

“All right. Let’s get this stuff unloaded, so we can actually go enjoy these plans we’re making,” Mike said.

“I’ll drive the hoverlift,” Smash said

“You going to hit the wall again?”

“You can drive the hoverlift.”



By early evening, the job was done, and the Clydesdale sat moored in a berth in one of the commercial docking facilities in orbit above Antares. Mike was the last crewmember left aboard, which was the way he wanted it. No one else needed to see him disembarking all dressed up for his date with Eerdani that evening (He’d even managed to wait until after they finished unloading the Gravit & Yurtz crates before comming her. He didn’t want to come across as too eager…even though he was. He really REALLY was.).

He secured the airlock leading into the ship and headed off down the docking concourse toward the transporter center in the main hub of the facility, but didn’t get far before…

“Captain Harper!”

Up ahead, a bearded and mustachioed man wearing the gold of a Starfleet command-track officer was flagging him down.

This was just what Mike needed right now. He froze, waiting for a parade of red shirts to storm toward him ready to take him into custody. That didn’t happen. “A word please, Captain Harper,” the officer said. “You are Mike Harper?”

Mike seriously considered lying at that moment, but decided that it was probably pointless. “Yeah, that’s me,” he said, approaching the officer.

“Captain Harry MacLaren, USS Ventus.”

“Oh,” Mike said with a wince. The Ventus had caught up to them. Lovely. “Look, not that this helps, but I’m sorry about…all of that. We weren’t trying to cause any permanent damage and…”

“Captain, please. I just came here to say thank you.”

“What now?”

“It took us a while to piece together what exactly happened, but from what we can tell, if you hadn’t come along when you did, that creature might have quite literally marched us all to death. You saved my crew, and I owe you a debt of gratitude.”

“So you’re not prosecuting us?”

“No. There will be no repercussions from your actions.”

“THANK YOU!” Mike said, grabbing MacLaren’s shoulders. “I was so worried! I’ve been a mess for days! I couldn’t sleep! I have this date tonight, and I was going to be looking over my shoulder the whole time!”

“Um…you’re welcome. Now about the being.”

“It’s gone.”

“What do you mean gone?”

“It left our ship.”

“How did you manage that?” MacLaren asked.

“It was in my sister, so we tied her up and didn’t let her march. The thing eventually got bored and left.”

“You didn’t comm anyone for help? The Daystrom Institute could have learned a lot from this being.”

“Honestly, I didn’t think of it. That thing had my sister, and we did what we had to to get rid of it.”

“In your shoes, I probably would have done the same,” MacLaren said, extending his hand to Mike. “Go have fun on your date, Captain. And again, thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Captain,” Mike replied, shaking MacLaren’s hand. “But I hope we never have to do it again.”

“That makes two of us.”

MacLaren walked off down the concourse. Mike watched him go for a moment, feeling the last bit of weight lifting from him. Now he had his date with Eerdani to look forward to…and to hope that he didn’t make a fool of himself in front of her.

Okay. Maybe there was a little bit of weight left.



BEEE-BOOOOOOO

What was that? It took the old man a couple of seconds to realize it was his own door chime. He hadn’t heard it in so long. No one visited him. No one had a reason to. This was clearly a mistake.

BEEE-BOOOOOOO

Mistaken as they were, whoever was at the door didn’t seem to be going away.

BEEE-BOOOOOOO

The old man put aside his work, crossed the room that served as his living area/ kitchen/workshop, and opened his door revealing a human woman 40 or more years his junior. From the duffel bag on her shoulder, the old man guessed she was visiting Antares and planning to stay with friends.

“You’ve got the wrong address.”

“I don’t think so, Doctor Banarek,” the woman replied. “You’re a hard man to find. May I come in?”

“Why in the Great Bird’s nest would I let you do that?”

“I’m Doctor Janet Corbair.” She looked at him expectantly.

“Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

“I was arrested some time ago. I was just released from a rehabilitation colony a few months ago.”

“So what? Just because we both ran afoul of the Federation, we’re supposed to be best buddies now?”

“We both know that you did a bit more than that, Doctor Banarek,” Corbair said.

“Can we skip ahead to the part where you tell me what you want?”

“I want to offer you a trade,” Corbair replied. She opened up her duffel bag and pulled out a containment jar holding a blazing white energy source.

“Are we marching now?” a voice that seemed to emanate from the jar said.

“Get in here with that,” Dr. Banarek snapped, yanking Corbair into his apartment. “Are you crazy?”

“It got me in the door.”

“Is that really an energy-based lifeform?”

“Yes, it is. And it’s all yours.”

“In exchange for what?”

Corbair pulled her non-working tricorder out of the duffel bag. “For fixing this.”

“What’s wrong with it?”

“When I turn it on, it tries to contact Starfleet for a hardware activation code. I’d rather it didn’t do that.”

“You managed to capture an energy-based lifeform, and all you want in return is a tricorder? Can’t you just by a Scantron or a Sense-O-Matic?”

“They don’t have the scanning capabilities that I require.”

“Yeah. Starfleet always keeps the best tech for themselves…or so they think,” Dr. Banarek said. He stepped back to his workbench and pulled a tricorder out of a drawer. “That’s why I keep a couple of these on hand. Give me yours and the lifeform, and you can have it.”

“You have a deal,” Janet said, handing the containment unit over to Banarek.

“Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of it.”

“I got what I came for. Quite frankly I don’t care what you do to that thing,” Corbair said, turning toward the door. “It was a pleasure, Doctor.”

“Likewise.”

Corbair stopped in the doorway. “It likes watching vids of people marching.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Banarek replied as his visitor stepped out into the night.
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“And we have…geosynch orbit over the colony,” Ronnie Harper announced as she made her last adjustment to the SS Clydesdale’s course.

Seated next to her at the Clydesdale’s navigation panel, Mike Harper activated the ship’s comm system. “This is the SS Clydesdale to Lehrer Colony. Clydesdale to Lehrer. Come in.”

Mike used to hate this part. The comming someone new and waiting for an answer. He had this…it wasn’t really a fear…more of a concern, that the person on the other end of the line would be annoyed that he’d commed. It stemmed from an innate dislike of making people angry that Mike had had ever since he was a small child. Captaining his own cargo ship had forced him to get over his trepidation, though. Getting new cargo jobs required a certain amount of salesmanship, and he couldn’t do that if he was nervous to talk to people.

In the instance of the Lehrer Colony, though, the situation was even better. He wasn’t there to sell his services. Instead he was bringing them needed supplies. Who could be upset about that?

The person on the other end of the line could start screaming at him at this point, and Mike probably wouldn’t have cared too much. The last few months had been some of the best he’d had since taking ownership of the Clydesdale from Gravit & Yurtz and going out on his own. While Starfleet had never officially acknowledged the assistance that he and his crew had given the USS Ventus, ever since that incident, more Starfleet work had been coming his way. He still did his share of work for Tellarite firms (mostly Gravit & Yurtz), but he was just as likely to have a comm from Commodore Enwright of Starbase 6 asking about their availability for a job. Actually, Starbase 6 was rapidly becoming their new home base.

This was the Clydesdale’s first trip out to Lehrer, a colony that had only been established about six months earlier. It wasn’t exactly out at the edges of the frontier, but it was enough off of the regular routes that Starfleet didn’t want to divert an entire starship out that way. That meant that it was time to bring in an independent contractor, and, based on the last few months, their efforts on behalf of the USS Ventus (which was really an overstatement; Mike was mostly concerned with saving his crew and himself) had moved them to the top of the list.

So here they were making a well-paid run to bunch of isolated and grateful colonists. This was the type of job Mike was hoping for when he went to work for Gravit & Yurtz in the first place, even before he bought the Clydesdale from them.

“Clydesdale, this is Administrator Wyatt,” a somewhat gravelly female voice replied. “You have our supplies?”

“Yes, we do, Administrator. I’m Captain Harper, and we’d be happy to beam down the…”

“SHHHHHH!” Wyatt suddenly hissed. “Someone might hear you!”

Mike put the comm on mute and looked over at Dr. Janet Corbair, who was sitting at the Clydesdale’s sensor console. “Was there something dangerous in that cargo that I should have known about?”

“Not that I could tell,” Corbair said. Actually, she was certain of it. During the trip, she’d thoroughly scanned the cargo with the tricorder she’d traded for on Antares just to make sure that there wasn’t anything in it that would be of interest to her. “It was all pretty standard stuff. Building materials, food processor slurry tanks, and such.”

“Are you still there?” Administrator Wyatt demanded.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mike said, reopening the channel. “Did you want to talk about what you want us to do with…”

“Not like this!” Wyatt said. “Beam down, and we’ll discuss it. I’m sending coordinates now. Be here in five minutes. Wyatt out.” The channel was abruptly cut off.

Mike considered the situation for a moment. “I…don’t think I want to go down there,” he said finally.

“It does sound a little weird,” Ronnie said.

“A little?”

“We would have gone in with a security team,” Ronnie said.

“Yeah, but you’re not in Starfleet anymore,” Mike said. “And I think we’re down to one working laser pistol…if we even still have that.”

“You don’t,” Dr. Corbair said. “I needed the power pack.”

“For what?”

“Research.”

“Great,” Mike said. “But that settles it. We’ll just beam the cargo into the center of the colony and get out of here.”

“They probably won’t like that,” Ronnie said. “And if the administrator complains to Commodore Enwright…”

“…there goes our steady flow of jobs,” Mike said. “Fine. I’ll go. But I’m not going alone.” He activated the intercom. “Smash, meet me in the transporter room with Wodak. You’re beaming down with me.”

“Uh…sure, bossman,” the voice of the Clydesdale’s Rigellan cargo supervisor replied. “Anything you need me to bring?”

“Just a scowl. And try not to laugh this time.”

Smash chuckled on the other end of the comm line. “Sure thing.”

“Oh yeah. He’s a real tough guy,” Dr. Corbair said after Mike closed the channel. “The colonists will be quaking in their boots.”

“He’s almost eight feet tall!” Mike protested. “He’s intimidating!”

“Until he opens his mouth,” Corbair said.

“Or smiles,” Ronnie added.

“Maybe I could get him a mask,” Mike said. “That could work.”

“You’re going to be late to meet with the crazy lady,” Corbair said.

“Fine. Let’s get this over with,” Mike said, getting up from his chair and heading toward the turbolift. “I’ll be back soon.”

“You hope,” Corbair said.

“Not helping.”

“Wasn’t trying.”



Smash and Wodak were waiting in the Clydesdale’s small transporter room on Deck Four when Mike arrived. “Hey, Mike,” Smash said with a casual wave. “Should I have brought a coat for this?”

“You’ll be fine.”

“Did you check the weather down there?”

“It’s fine.”

“Okay,” Smash said, strolling up onto the transporter padd as Wodak, one of the Clydesdale’s two deckhands, took up position behind the transporter console.

“Did you get the coordinates?” Mike asked the Antaran.

“Right here,” Wodak replied checking the console. “And it looks like a pretty day down there.”

“Awesome,” Smash said.

“Keep an eye on us,” Mike said, grabbing two wrist communicators out of the transporter room’s equipment bin. He tossed one to Smash, who, unable to fit it around his large wrist, just shoved it in his pocket. “Do not leave this room,” Mike added, strapping on his communicator. “If we call for help, I want you to be beaming us back on board before I finish the ‘p.’”

“You’re going to comm for beam out when you’re peeing?” Wodak asked, confused.

“No. ‘P.’ The letter ‘P.’ Like at the end of ‘help.’”

“I still don’t get it.”

“Yeah. I don’t think that joke worked, bossman,” Smash said.

“It wasn’t a joke!” Mike snapped, jogging onto the padd next to Smash. “Just stay here!” he said to Wodak.

“Will do,” Wodak said, activating the transporter and sending Mike and Smash to the surface of the colony. That done, he activated the comm panel on his console. “Hey, Paf,” he said. “Bring my cards to the transporter room, would you? And you might as well bring along your credits, so I can see about taking them off your hands. At the other end of the commline, Pafal-Sris, the Clydesdale’s other deckhand, just groaned.



After days and weeks spent existing in the artificial environments of the Clydesdale, Starbase 6, and the like, Mike relished the feeling of an actual natural breeze brushing against him as the transporter sequence finished. He and Smash had materialized behind a blocky grey metal pre-fab structure at the edge of the small cluster of buildings that made up the Lehrer Colony. The colony itself was situated in a valley along the edge of a large stream (or maybe it was better classified as a very small river). Around them, wooded hills rose up against the planet’s bright blue sky. The trees were an unbroken forest except for a 5 meter wide swath that had been cleared from the colony buildings up to the crest of one of the hills, where the colony’s communications array had been erected.

All in all, it was pretty idyllic and wonderfully Earth-like. No wonder the place was chosen for a colony. Although, Mike had to admit that it was kind of a shame. So far, no civilization had arisen there to screw the place up, but now the Federation was swooping in to defile it. Before Mike could get too much farther visualizing the planet all built up with skyscrapers, hovercars, and the like, a woman whom he assumed was Administrator Wyatt rounded the building, glancing behind herself nervously.

“Administrator,” Mike began, taking a step toward her, “it’s a pleasure to…”

“SHHHHHHHHHHH!” Wyatt hissed. She quickly turned on Smash. “Who’s this?”

“He’s my…security,” Mike said. Smash tried to look menacing, but his glare quickly began shifting toward a grin. Fortunately, Wyatt had already lost interest in him and refocused on Mike.

“It’s just the two of you? Have you seen anyone else? Did you talk to anyone?” Wyatt demanded in a quick barrage of questions.

“Um…yes, no, no,” Mike said.

“Good.”

“Is there a problem?” Mike asked.

Wyatt narrowed her eyes at him. “What tipped you off?” she asked.

“Pretty much everything you’ve said and done since we hit orbit.”

“Just what are you accusing me of?” Wyatt demanded.

“Nothing!”

“Keep your voice down!”

“Fine. But can I please deliver your supplies and get the hell away from this planet?” Mike said.

“You really don’t understand, do you?”

“I really don’t.”

“We kind of specialize in being clueless,” Smash said amiably.

“Thanks for that,” Mike said.

“You’re not in on it. No. You couldn’t be. That wouldn’t even make sense. You just got here and are bringing stuff to us,” Wyatt said, more to herself than Mike and Smash.

“We’re not in on anything,” Mike said. “I promise. Now if you’ll tell us where to beam down your supplies, we’ll get right to it and leave you to figuring out who is in on whatever it is that’s bugging you so much.”

“Here. Right here,” Wyatt said.

“Here? As in outdoors?”

“No one will see it here until I have a chance to deal with it all.”

“Okay. Whatever you’d like. I didn’t bring a padd down with me. I’ll just need to get it from the ship, so you can sign it confirming delivery. Or we could connect to the ship from a terminal here, if you have one.”

“My office. You’re not beaming anywhere until my supplies are here.”

Mike had to make a tough call. Was this a demand made by an angry customer or the prelude to a kidnapping by a nutjob? Since Wyatt seemed focused on the supplies, Mike decided to risk the former, but he was going to be ready to signal the Clydesdale for help at a moment’s notice.

“Smash, have Wodak and Paf start beaming things down here. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

“Okay, bossman.”

“But if I’m not back in fifteen minutes, panic and call for beam out. You got me?”

“Fifteen minutes til panic. Gotcha.”

“All right, Administrator, where’s your office?” Mike said.

“Follow me,” Wyatt said, dropping to the grass and starting to crawl away.

“Like that? Really?”

“On your belly!”

Mike let out a long sigh as he got down and crawled after Wyatt.



Fortunately for Mike’s knees and his dignity, Wyatt’s office was actually inside the building they had materialized behind. After a quick crawl around to the other side to get to the door, which Wyatt activated by reaching up and waving her arm around frantically until the sensor acknowledged her and opened the door, she led Mike down a short corridor into a room that looked more like a storage area than the office of a colony administrator. Wyatt squeezed herself between two stacks of cargo crates, climbed over the lone desk in the room, and plopped down into to her chair waiting on the other side. Not sure what else to do, Mike wedged himself past the crates and attempted to stand straight in front of Wyatt’s desk. He couldn’t quite manage it and instead ended up turning his head awkwardly to his left to look at the colony administrator.

“Are you sure you needed supplies?” Mike asked.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Wyatt snapped.

“Nothing…just…there seems to be plenty here if you have to use your office for extra storage.”

“This is what’s left. I have it in here for safe keeping,” Wyatt replied.

“Safe? From what?”

“That’s the problem. I don’t know. We’ve only been here for about six months, and at first everything was fine. We had the survey scans that Starfleet took from orbit, and this looked like a decent spot to use as a starting point. It’s a temperate zone, scenic, and fairly protected from weather by the surrounding hills. This site was only going to be temporary, though. We have two shuttles that we use to do more detailed explorations of the planet in order to find a location where we could plant crops, graze livestock, and such in order to become a completely self-sufficient colony.

“Less than two months after we arrived, things started disappearing. One of the shuttles broke down, and we couldn’t find the replacement parts that we knew we had. The next month’s supply run brought replacements for the replacements, but some of them vanished before we could even get them into the shuttle. We’ve lost farming tools, computer terminals, conduits, isolinear chips, you name it.”

“So you think there’s a thief in your colony.”

“There has to be!” Wyatt shouted suddenly, slamming her hand down on the table. “These things can’t just walk off on their own, and there’s nobody else on this planet but the thirty of us. Everyone says they’re innocent and my searches haven’t turned up anything, but I don’t have any other explanations.”

“Raccoons?”

“THERE ARE NO RACCOONS ON THIS PLANET!”

“Okay. Well, hopefully what we’re bringing you will stick around. Now if you’d just let me connect to my ship, we can finish up the delivery confirmation, so we can let you get back to…stuff.”

“Here,” Wyatt growled, pushing her terminal over to Mike, who quickly contacted the Clydesdale’s computer and brought up the needed screens. The sooner he could get this done and help Smash finish the unloading process, the sooner they could get away from Wyatt and her ravings. Frankly, he didn’t care about her mystery thief. His job was to deliver cargo. What happened to it after that wasn’t his problem. His life was simpler that way.

Mike turned the terminal back to Wyatt, so that she could confirm delivery, which she did, pounding on her keyboard so hard that Mike was certain it would crack. That done, she glared back up at him. “You’re going to have to move,” she said.

“Working on it,” Mike replied, forcing his way back down the gap in the cargo containers. Wyatt climbed over her desk to follow, catching up with him just as he was at the end of the corridor outside of her office and about to head outdoors.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded.

“Heading back to…” He suddenly realized what she meant. “Seriously? I have to crawl again?”

“Down!”

“All right. All right,” Mike grumbled, getting back on his belly as Wyatt activated the doors and dropped down in front of him. They crawled around to the back of the building, where Mike angrily got to his feet and brushed himself off. Smash had done a good job. Cargo containers were stacked neatly in rows in the grass.

There was only one thing missing:

Smash.



Dr. Corbair tensed as she heard the doors of her lab open behind her. She really should have locked them, but that brought up two minor problems. First, the lab doors didn’t have a lock. She could certainly rig something up, but then there was the second problem. Locked doors would lead to questions about her activities, and she had no desire to do anything to raise the suspicions of the Clydesdale’s crew. This was a probationary assignment, and Mike Harper hadn’t been thrilled to take her on in the first place. She needed to stay on his good side for a while longer, and then she could get off of this ugly metal box.

Space travel had never been her thing anyway. Spaceships were fine to get her where she needed to go, but Corbair had never wanted to spend her life on one. At least the Clydesdale made frequent stops at planets (real civilized planets, not backwater colonies like where they were currently), so that she could get out, breathe some real air, and eat somewhere other than the Clydesdale’s mess hall.

She could also be anonymous. Unlike on the Clydesdale, where she constantly had others around…and walking into her lab uninvited.

“I’m bored,” Ronnie Harper said, trudging in and plopping herself down in one of the room’s two chairs.

Corbair was occupying the other one and refused to look up from her desk terminal. “Read a book,” she muttered.

“Nah. I don’t feel like it. What are you doing?”

“Reading.”

“Is it good?”

“Do you like analyzing scans?”

“No.”

“There’s your answer.”

“Come on. Let’s do something.”

“I’m busy. And you’re supposed to be flying the ship.”

“We’re in orbit. There’s nothing for me to do,” Ronnie said. “I’m booooooooooored.”

“What if another ship shows up to attack us, and you’re not up there?”

“So? We barely have any weapons. I’d be just as dead down here, and this way I won’t see it coming. Now come on.”

“I’m trying to work,” Corbair said.

“On what?”

“Research.”

“On what?”

“Nothing you’d care about.”

“Try me.”

“Fine. What do you want to do?” Corbair asked with a sigh.

“I don’t know. But I’m bored. What do you want to do?”

“It’s like you’re five years old.”

“There’s nothing childish about wanting to have fun,” Ronnie said. “Let’s play a game.”

“I’m not going to the rec deck. I don’t want to get all sweaty.”

“That’s fine. We can do something else.”

“A game, huh?” Corbair said, thoughtfully. “Okay. But I pick. And we’re not playing here. I’ll meet you in the mess hall in a few minutes.”

“Yay!” Ronnie exclaimed, leaping up from her chair. “I’ll make us some coffee! Or do you want something stronger and more…alcoholic?”

“Coffee’s fine,” Corbair said, forcing a smile.

“Coming up!” Ronnie said then raced from the lab.

“I don’t think there’s enough alcohol in this sector to deal with her,” Corbair muttered.



“Where’s the other one?” Administrator Wyatt demanded. “Does this mean you’re done?”

“I’m sure it does,” Mike replied, not feeling that sure at all. Smash wouldn’t beam up to the ship without telling him. Not normally anyway. But before Mike got worried, he’d do the obvious.

“Mike to Smash,” he said, activating his wrist communicator.

There was no response, but if Smash had gone back to the ship, he might have put the wrist-comm back in the bin.

“Mike to Wodak.”

“What?” Wodak replied with a grunt.

“Is Smash up there?”

“Why would he be up here? We’re still unloading.”

“Then where is he?”

“How would I know?” Wodak said.

“You were supposed to be watching our signals!”

“I was…until I had to help Paf start loading the pallets onto the cargo transporter. I can’t do both, now can I?”

Damn Wodak and his logic.

“Okay. Would you be so kind as to go over to the transporter and LOOK FOR SMASH?!?” Mike bellowed.

“Hang on,” Wodak said. Mike heard the clanging thunk of footsteps stomping across the Clydesdale’s deck plating. “He’s…huh.”

“Huh? What do you mean ‘huh’?”

“I’m not getting a reading. Do you want us to go ahead and beam down the last pallet?”

“Yeah. I’ll try and find Smash. He couldn’t have gone too far. Mike out.”

“That big moron is wandering around?” Administrator Wyatt snapped. “I didn’t want anyone to know you were here!”

“He knew that,” Mike said. “I’m sure he stayed out of sight. Maybe he just had to go.”

“Go? Go where?”

“Go…like…personally…er…to…relieve himself.”

“So he needed to take a piss?”

“Possibly. He might just be in the woods doing his business.”

“He’d better be,” Wyatt said. “Now I need to get back before anyone else in the colony notices I’m gone. Finish unloading and get the hell off of my planet!”

“Will do. It’s been a pleasure, Administrator. Good luck finding your thief.”

“Bite me,” Wyatt said before storming off around the corner of the building.

Mike lingered for a few moments waiting for final pallet to be beamed down and for Smash to return. The first event occurred almost immediately. The second… not so much.

Finally tired of waiting, Mike decided to head into the woods that extended up the hill surrounding the colony. Surely Smash was in there. He’d probably seen a squirrel or something and lost track of time.

The forest was dense enough that about fifty feet in, Mike almost couldn’t make out the colony anymore. He also couldn’t see any sign of Smash. He continued to ascend, fairly certain that he wasn’t going to have any luck. He did have to admit, though, that the woods were pretty. If he had to search for a crewmember, he couldn’t ask for better weather.

Before long, he’d almost forgotten why he was there in the first place. Instead, he was enjoying the smell of the trees, the feel of the wind against his skin, the jab of a needle into his neck…

The what?

THUNK.



Judging by the confused frown on Ronnie’s face, Dr. Corbair had the sense that the Clydesdale’s pilot wasn’t thrilled with her choice of games. Still, as they sat across from each other in the mess hall, cards in hand, Ronnie was doing her best to be…um…game.

“Do you have any sevens?” she asked.

“Here you go,” Corbair replied, handing over a card. “Do you have any threes?”

“Go fish.”

Corbair picked up a card. It didn’t match anything in her hand. “Everything okay over there?” she asked as Ronnie stared at her cards blankly.

“Yeah. Do you have any fives?”

“You don’t sound all that enthusiastic about this,” Corbair said, handing over a five.

“No no. It’s…fine.”

“I thought you’d enjoy this game.”

“I do. Or I did. When I was eight. Not that I could ever get people to play with me.”

“You never get too old for a classic game,” Corbair said. “Do you have any twos?”

Ronnie handed over a card. “I guess you’re right. And the whole point is to spend time together anyway, so it doesn’t really matter what we’re playing. Do you have any nines?”

Corbair handed over a card, which allowed Ronnie to put down her final pair.

“That was fast,” Corbair remarked. “Another round, or should we move on to something else?”

“What did you have in mind?”

“Blackjack.”

“With just the two of us?”

“Sure. I’ll be the dealer.”

“Um…okay. But we’re not playing for real credits, are we?”

“Why would we do that?”

“Just checking.”



Mike jolted awake and quickly discovered that a little jolt was about all of the movement he could manage, seeing as how he had been bound in a sitting position to the base of a tree. He couldn’t feel his wristcomm, and for some reason his boots were gone.

“Hey, bossman.”

Mike whipped his head to the left toward the source of the voice only to find Smash similarly bound to a tree a couple of meters away from him. “What the hell? What happened? Who did this?” Mike demanded, shaking off the last of whatever substance had knocked him out.

“You didn’t see them?” Smash asked.

“No. Was it the colonists? Orions? No. They don’t use darts. Who…”

“You’ve got to see these guys,” Smash said. “They’re all blue and…”

“Andorians.”

“No. They’re tiny. Like three apples high.”

“Three apples? What kind of description is that?” Mike said. “Do they even have apples on your home planet? Doesn’t matter. Where are they?”

“I don’t know. Once I got done with the cargo offload, I had to go into the woods to…you know. I went kind of far in to get some privacy, and when I finished up I saw these little blue guys in itty-bitty loincloths. I tried saying hi, but I don’t think they understood me. Next thing I know, one of them pulls out a tiny blowgun and shoots a dart into my forehead. I woke up here. I’m not sure how long I was out, but you were tied to that tree when I came to, so I decided to wait for you. You’re the captain after all.”

“Thanks a bunch. We’ve got to get out of these…ropes? Vines?”

“I think they’re vines.”

“Whatever. We…”

Mike trailed off as a group of seven of the “little blue guys” Smash had described stalked into view. As Smash had indicated, all seven were dressed in loincloths with nothing else on their person other than a small blowgun or a tiny spear. Only the leader, an elderly being with a long white beard, had any other adornment. He wore a small patch of cloth on his head stained red with either berry juice or the blood of some unfortunate creature. Mike really hoped it was juice.

Seeing their captives awake, the group of beings chattered amongst themselves for a few moments before the elder stepped forward and announced, “Yenk yenk yenky yenk yenk yenking yenk!”

Or something like that.

“I don’t have a universal translator. I can’t understand a thing you’re saying,” Mike replied. “Give me my wristcomm back, and we’ll talk.”

“I don’t think he can understand you either,” Smash said.

“I know that!”

“I’m just saying…”

“YENK! Yenky yenk yenk YENK!” the elder barked.

“He sounds kind of mad,” Smash said.

“I noticed.”

“But on the bright side, they haven’t killed us.”

The elder pointed his spear at Mike. “Yenk yenky yenk yenk yenk!” he growled then shouted, “YENK!” throwing his arms wide open.

“I’m feeling vaguely threatened here,” Mike said.

The elder continued, pointing his spear down the hill toward the colony, “Yenk yenk yenky yenk yenk yenkin yenk yenk.” Then he again threw his arms wide and screamed, “YENK! YENK YENK YENK!” before stomping up to Mike with a final, “Yenk!”

“Uh huh,” Mike said.

“Yenk,” the elder snapped, then stormed off into the forest followed closely by his entourage.

“That threatening feeling just got a bit less vague,” Mike said.

“He didn’t like you at all.”

“I don’t think he likes any of us, including the colonists.”

“So…are they the ones stealing from the colony?” Smash asked.

“Maybe. Wyatt certainly doesn’t seem to know that they’re out here. But you saw them. What use would they possibly have for all of that stuff?”

“They stole our shoes.”

“Point taken.”

Mike struggled with the vines binding his wrists behind him. For little guys, the tiny buggers sure seemed to know how to tie knots. “Have you had any luck with these?” Mike grunted.

“Oh yeah. I snapped them right after I woke up. I didn’t want them to know that, though,” Smash replied.

“You could have told me!”

“They might have been listening.”

“Would you untie me!?!”

“Right. Sure thing,” Smash said. He ripped the vines binding his legs together off as though they were nothing, got up, and made quick work of Mike’s vines.

“For future reference, if we ever get captured by anyone ever again and you can get free, grab me and run for it. I won’t mind. I promise,” Mike said.

“Gotcha.”

“I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

“It’s okay. I was pretty stressed out about all this, too.”

“You hide it well. Let’s get out of…dammit.”

“What?”

“They still have our wristcomms.”

“The colony has a transmitter. We can call the ship from there.”

“Yeah, but those things weren’t cheap. And I really don’t want to walk all the way back in my socks. If we can figure out where our stuff is without getting spotted…”

“What?” Smash asked as Mike fell silent and stared off into the distance.

“What the hell is that?”

Smash was just able to make out a glint of metal about his eye level through the foliage. Considering he was about eight feet tall, eye-level put the glinting object pretty high up there. It also wasn’t alone. He quickly realized that he was seeing a lot of metal hidden by branches and leaves.

Mike and Smash approached the metal as quietly as they could, tip-toeing in socked feet around sticks and leaves until they made it to the metal object.

But it wasn’t a single object. It was several. Mike could make out bits of conduit, chips, tools, and various other tidbits and doodads all stuck together with what appeared to be sap until it formed a massive roughly-spherical shape about four meters in diameter. And just beyond it was the edge of the forest. Well, not the real edge. It was the strip of hillside that had been cleared to form the five-meter wide path leading up to the colony’s communications array.

“Hey!” Smash said. “My boots! Awesome.” He yanked his footwear off of the sphere, dragging long tendrils of gooey sap along with them.

“Do you think this is some kind of shrine?” Mike asked, walking around the junk-ball until he found his own boots and, more importantly, the two wristcomms.

“Looks like a boulder to me,” Smash said.

“Sure. The tiny blue people stole all of this stuff to make a big metal rock. Right.”

“That’s what it looks like.”

“Oh crap.”

“What?”

“It’s a boulder.”

“But you said…”

“Look where it is. If they push it out into the clearing, it’s going to roll right down the hill and…” He looked down the path into the colony below. Depending on the trajectory, the boulder would probably either hit the colony’s storage building or one of the small houses.

“YENK!”

“SHIT!” Mike shouted, diving sideways as a tiny dart whizzed past him. Dozens more cries of “Yenk!” sounded through the woods as the small native who spotted them alerted his comrades.

“Go!” Mike said, dashing into the clearing and charging up the hill toward the crest and the communications array, which was only about twenty meters away

“But we’re in the open!” Smash protested.

“They have tiny lungs. How far can the possibly shoot?” Mike cried, struggling to get his sap-covered wristcomm to activate. “Mike to Clydesdale! CLYDESDALE!”



“CLYDESDALE!”

“Did they have to route the comm through the entire ship?” Dr. Corbair said, rolling her eyes as Mike’s panicked voice screamed out of the comm panel on the wall of the mess hall.

“Mike wanted to make sure we could hear him when he was off of the ship no matter where we were on board,” Ronnie replied, considering the nine and seven cards on the table in front of her.

“He worries too much.”

“CLYDESDALE, COME IN!”

“Great Bird! Is somebody going to answer that?” Corbair shouted.

“Paf and Wodak can’t hear you, you know.”

“I know,” Corbair groused. “Do you want a card or not?”

Ronnie thought for a moment. “Yeah. Hit me.”

Corbair dealt the next card, a four.

“Yes!” Ronnie said.

“PLEASE, CLYDESDALE! RONNIE!” Mike shouted.

“Okay. Okay,” Ronnie said, getting up and heading to the comm panel as Dr. Corbair dealt out the rest of her cards as the blackjack dealer. Not surprisingly, she busted.

“You won again,” Corbair said.

“I’m on a roll,” Ronnie said then activated the comm. “I’m here, Mike. What’s the problem?”

“Blue things! Boulder! HELP!”

Ronnie exchanged a confused look with Dr. Corbair. “Um…I don’t know what any of that means.”



Mike looked up to the sky exasperated while Smash continued to try to break into the locked communications array building. Any second now, he expected to be set upon by a horde of little loincloth-clad blue demons. Actually, they really should have been overwhelmed already.

“Mike?” Ronnie’s voice asked.

“Hang on,” Mike said. He cautiously peered around the building. The little blue guys weren’t coming after them. No. Instead they were massing by the boulder, which meant…

“Get to the bridge! Comm the colony! Tell Wyatt to evacuate!” Mike said.

“What?”

“The little blue guys made a big rock that’s about to come crashing down there!”

“What blue guys? What rock?”

Smash took the wristcomm from Mike. “Hey, Ronnie. Look, we found these little blue people who live on this planet, and they really don’t like the colonists, so they stole a bunch of stuff, glued it together into a giant boulder, and now they’re about to roll it down a hill and crush a building or two.”

“Oh. Mike could have just said that.”

“Don’t be too hard on him. We’ve had a rough day.”

“FOCUS!” Mike snapped, snatching the wristcomm back. “We’ve got to stop that boulder!”

“Sure,” Dr. Corbair’s voice said. “We’ll just destroy it from orbit. I’m sure the targeting scanners on this bucket are able to lock in on a small spot on a planet from all the way up here without accidentally vaporizing you and everyone else around you.”

“Try a different plan!” Mike said.

“Uh oh,” Smash said, peering around the building. “They’re rolling it out.”

“We’re going to the bridge now,” Ronnie said. “We’ll comm you back as soon as we’re there.”

“Hurry!” Mike said.



“Sorry we can’t finish our game,” Ronnie said, heading toward the door of the mess hall. “Maybe later after we save my brother?”

“Maybe,” Corbair replied. “You go ahead. I’ll be right behind you.”

Once Ronnie was gone, Corbair ducked into the small galley and pulled her tricorder out from behind a couple of storage bins on the counter. She had a lot of scans to go through, but, if she was right, there could be something very useful in that data.



Mike joined Smash at the corner of the building, where they could see the natives struggling to move the boulder into position. What seemed like hundreds of them held onto vine ropes preventing the boulder from rolling away before they were ready.

“This isn’t our fault,” Mike said. “They were going to do this anyway, right?”

“We might have made them do it sooner,” Smash said.

“We could leave. Wyatt thinks we’re gone. No one would ever know.”

“We can’t do that, though.”

“No…we can’t. Dammit,” Mike said. “They might kill somebody with that thing.” He shook his wristcomm. “Come on! Get to the bridge!”

“I’m big and scary, right, bossman?” Smash said.

“Sure to people who don’t know you.”

“I’ve got an idea.”

“No!” Mike shouted, but Smash was already lumbering down the hill. The Rigellan let out a roar that Mike had to admit was pretty damn intimidating. As Smash had hoped, the little blue guys were petrified. They scurried back into the forest…

…letting go of the vines holding the boulder in place as they fled.

Seeing the boulder starting to roll, Smash leapt, grabbing onto a couple of outjutting bits of sap-glued components and digging his heels into the hill to try to stop the massive sphere.

That…didn’t work.

At all.

He was quickly carried up the boulder as it rolled. At the top, he sprung to his feet and frantically began to run backwards, barely keeping himself on top of the orb as it sped toward the colony.

“Bad idea, bossman!” Smash shouted. “VERY BAD!”

Not that Mike could hear him. He was too busy dashing down the hill and screaming into his wrist comm. “Clydesdale! Somebody answer!”

“We’re here,” Ronnie’s voice said finally. “Now what are we supposed to do? Oh, hey. Janet says there’s a big metal thing heading toward the colony…and a life sign.”

“Tractor beam!” Mike screamed.

“We cannot grab a moving object like that from orbit,” Dr. Corbair’s voice said, breaking into the conversation. “Our tractor beam is designed to move cargo IN SPACE!”

“Will it slow the thing down?”

“It might.”

“THEN DO IT!” Mike shouted as Smash and the boulder got farther and farther away.

An instant later, a blue beam lanced down from the sky and skittered across the surface of the boulder. At first, nothing seemed to be happening, but then Mike realized that he was actually gaining on the huge metal ball. It continued to slow, then suddenly the beam jerked to the right, nudging the boulder sideways just enough for it to pass right between the colony’s storage building and one of the colonist’s homes. It soon rolled to a stop in the courtyard in the middle of the colony, at which point Smash was able to hop down unharmed.

“Oh yeah,” the Rigellan said, nodding his head. “The big man nails it!”

Mike arrived about minute later, completely winded, as the colonists emerged from their homes and gathered to stare at the newcomers and the boulder comprised of their stolen items.

Mike hadn’t even had time to catch his breath when Administrator Wyatt stormed out of the administration building wielding a phaser rifle.

“Hi…found…your stuff,” Mike gasped.

“What the hell did you do to it?” Wyatt demanded.

“It wasn’t…us!” Mike protested.

“It was the blue guys.”

“Andorians!” the colonists exclaimed.

“No. Other blue guys.”

“Either you two start explaining in a way that makes sense, or I’m arresting both of you under suspicion of theft!” Wyatt said, leveling her phaser rifle at Mike.

“You can’t…do that,” Mike said. “We…weren’t even here…until today!”

“So you claim. We’ll see if anyone in Starfleet can confirm…OW!” Wyatt suddenly swatted at the back of her neck. She had just enough time to yank out a tiny dart and look at it before she hit the ground unconscious revealing a tiny native standing about ten meters away…

…and a horde of several hundred more racing down the hill a few dozen meters behind him.

“BLUE GUYS!” Smash shouted.

“YENK!” the native shouted by way of a battle cry as he reloaded his blowgun.

“Get inside!” Mike ordered the colonists. The twenty-nine conscious and panicked colonists stampeded toward the nearby storage building with Smash and Mike following close behind.

Mike suddenly skidded to a halt. “Crap! Wyatt!”

“Got her, bossman,” Smash said. He spun around, his long legs covering the distance back to Wyatt in seconds, then scooped up the elderly administrator. A dart flew toward him, but instead embedded itself in the insensate woman’s chest.

“Sorry about that,” Smash said to Wyatt, not that she was listening at that particular moment, and raced back to Mike, who was holding the storage building door open for him. With Smash and Wyatt safely inside, Mike sealed the doors. Seconds later, the structure echoed with the pounding of hundreds of tiny fists and spears on its outer surface.

“They’re kind of riled up,” Smash said, looking out one of the windows. “And they’re really tearing up the place. You think maybe they’re mad that we messed up their big rock plan?”

“Could be,” Mike said, resisting the urge to start screaming.

“This is our home!” a man said, storming up to Mike. “You’ve got to do something!”

“Look, Mister…”

“Chandler. I’m the colony’s agricultural specialist.”

“Is that like a farmer?” Mike asked.

“Agricultural specialist!”

“Okay okay.”

“Where did these things come from?” Chandler demanded.

“They were always here. This is their planet.”

“Impossible. Starfleet scanned for any civilization and any signs of fauna larger than…oh.”

“Oh? You’ve cast me in an amateur production of The Alamo, and all you have to say is ‘Oh’!”

“We didn’t know they were here. We’ll feel bad about it later. Now DO SOMETHING!”

“Just what do you expect me to do?” Mike snapped.

“How should I know? You’re the one with the plan!”

“Plan? Why in the hell would I have a plan?”

“You’re the captain.”

“OF A CARGO SHIP! This is kind of out my job description!”

“I don’t know, bossman. You rescued all of these people,” Smash said.

“I told them to go inside. I bet they would have thought of that anyway,” Mike replied.

“You had me grab the administrator. They didn’t do that.”

“Is this supposed to be a pep talk?”

“Nope. Just saying.”

“Okay. Well…we’ve got our wristcomms back. They have a link to the ship’s universal translator. Maybe we can talk to them. Smash, can you open that window without getting pelted with darts?”

“Sure thing.”

“Everybody else, STAY BACK!”

“Let the captain do his job,” Chandler said, rushing to the rear of the building with the other colonists.

“My job is to move crap from planet to planet. Not this,” Mike muttered as Smash unlocked the window and slid it open. “Huh,” Mike said.

“What?” Smash asked.

“I thought that would involve…smashing.”

“Why? It opens just fine.”

“Never mind.” He cleared his throat. “Hello, gentle beings!” he shouted. “My name is Mike Harper, and I…come in peace!”

His announcement was met by a cacophony of “Yenks.” Eventually, they settled down and one lone voice took over.

“Yenk yenk yenky yenk. Yenk yenk ya yenk yenk.”

“Come on. Come on,” Mike said, waiting for something intelligible to come out of the wristcomm.

Nothing did.

And the speaker outside had stopped.

“I think he’s waiting on you,” Smash said.

“Great,” Mike said. “Um…obviously we all got off on the wrong foot here. Can you tell me slowly and clearly what you’re so mad about?”

“YENK! Yenk yenk yenk yenk yenk YENK YENK!”

“Corbair to Mike,” Dr. Corbair’s voice said suddenly through the wristcomm.

“What? I’m kind of busy here!”

“Yeah, so I can see. The universal translator is up here throwing a fit. It has no idea what to do with that language. I think diplomacy is out.”

Outside the building, another cry of “YENK!” rose up, and the pounding on the building began anew.

“I don’t think it was ever in,” Mike said as a hail of darts flew in through the open window.

“Oh man!” Smash exclaimed, quickly slamming the window shut. It shattered on impact, letting in even more darts. “OH MAN!”

“Captain!” Chandler shouted, racing back toward him. “I think they’re breaking through over here!”

“New plan!” Mike screamed. “ABANDON COLONY!”



If he was a Starfleet captain, this would be the point where Mike would record some kind of thoughtful log entry about being more careful about colony placement in the future. Instead he just sat at the Clydesdale’s navigation console, staring blankly at the stars streaking by on the viewscreen as the ship headed away from what used to be the Lehrer Colony.

“You’re still up here?” Ronnie asked, walking out of the turbolift onto the bridge.

“Yep.”

“Administrator Wyatt is looking for you.”

“Which is why I’m still up here.”

“She did seem…pissed.”

“Can’t imagine why. I only lost her colony for her,” Mike said.

“Hey! She’s lucky you were there,” Ronnie said, grabbing her brother’s hand. “Those little guys were probably preparing that attack for months. If you hadn’t been around to beam everyone up here, the whole colony could have been killed.”

“Thanks. Maybe Wyatt will figure that out eventually,” Mike said. “But next time, you’re beaming down to make the delivery.”

“Fine with me. All Janet wanted to do was play cards.”

Mike winced. “Bad move on her part. Did you wipe the deck with her?”

“A little.”

“That’ll teach her to ever play cards with you. I learned that lesson early on.”

“So when are you going to learn that hiding on the bridge doesn’t solve anything?” Ronnie asked.

“Never, because it’s not true. In this case, hiding solves everything. We’re rendezvousing with the USS Stockman in a couple of hours, Starfleet will take Wyatt and friends away, and then I’ll come out.”

“You want me to grab you some dinner in the meantime?”

“Please?”

“No problem.”

“Just make sure Wyatt doesn’t poison it.”

“Yenk!”

“NOT FUNNY!”






5 - Reign of the Clydesdale

STAR TRAKS: TOSsed

“Reign of the Clydesdale”

by Alan Decker





Mike Harper was hovering over Dr. Janet Corbair’s left shoulder so obnoxiously that his face was almost closer to her monitor than her own.

“Are you sure they haven’t seen us?” he asked nervously. “They have to have seen us. We can see them, so…”

Corbair suddenly shoved Mike’s face back. “If you don’t stop, I’m going to tell them we’re here!” she snapped. “What the hell did you eat for lunch anyway? Smells like Paf after a workout.”

“The Orions…”

“SIT DOWN!” Corbair shouted, pointing across the bridge to the vacant navigation station where she wanted Mike to plant himself.

“Okay. Fine!” Mike said, forcing himself to return to his seat. “Now would you PLEASE tell me how soon the Orions are going to kill us?”

“They haven’t changed course,” Corbair said. “Amazingly we’re still outside of their sensor range. Oh wait. It’s not amazing, because it’s exactly what I said would happen!”

“I just wanted to be sure.”

“I was sure. I have absolutely no urge to experience Death by Orion Pirates. I read the reviews, and it sounds nasty.”

“Somebody reviews deaths?” Ronnie Harper asked from her seat at the ship’s helm. “Gross. Wait. How do you do that job more than once?”

“She was joking, Ronnie,” Mike said to his sister. He began checking the navigation console for a different route back to Federation space. Space being as vast as it was, he had plenty of options. Of course, his preference would have been not to be stuck out on the frontier in the first place. However, as a cargo ship captain, he had to go where the work was. Starfleet hired his ship, the SS Clydesdale, to transport supplies to a colony beyond the Federation’s usual patrol routes and, therefore, Mike’s comfort zone. Mike took the job, though, because he was honestly grateful to get it after the debacle on Lehrer Colony a couple of weeks earlier. After that mess, he assumed that his time working for Starfleet was over. Now it was clear that they hadn’t decided to cut ties with him. Instead, they were punishing him by sending his ship out into a distant area of space frequented by Orion Pirates.

That did explain why their destination, the Parandis Colony, had more orbital weapons platforms and ground-based anti-ship phaser arrays than some Federation core worlds. That kind of security made for a stress-free and smooth supply drop off.

But on their way back toward Federation space, the Clydesdale had detected Orion Raiders and had been forced to flee in the opposite direction to avoid being spotted, putting them even farther from home.

“Umm…” Dr. Corbair said.

“What ummm? What is ummm?!?” Mike demanded.

“Another Orion ship just entered sensor range. It and the first ship are starting to head this way.”

“I told you they’d see us!” Mike shouted.

“You don’t know that. It could just be a coincidence.”

“Either way, we’re running. Ronnie…”

“Going,” Ronnie said as Mike activated the comm panel on his console.

“Mike to Bork.”

“What now?” the voice of the Clydesdale’s Tellarite engineer snapped in response.

“We need any extra speed you can give us.”

“Do you think I just keep extra buckets of the stuff down here? The engines go as fast as they go. I can’t just flip a switch and make them go faster. The power output of a Lant-Kraz model warp core is limited by…”

“Just see what you can do!” Mike said, slapping the channel shut before Bork’s full lecture began. He checked his monitors looking for anything in range that could provide a bit of cover. A possibility caught his eye.

“Do we know anything about the nebula on heading 308 mark 7?”

“It’s a nebula,” Dr. Corbair said.

“Is it dangerous?”

“It’s a bit denser than most, but it doesn’t seem to be anything special.”

“That’s it?”

“We’re out past the frontier. No one has been in there to check it out. If you feel like exploring, go ahead.”

“I’m leaning more toward hiding,” Mike replied, punching in the new course “Ronnie, go! Fast as we can.”

Ronnie obliged, and the cargo vessel strained to increase velocity toward what Mike hoped would be a safe haven.

“Still no sign of pursuit, but they are faster than us,” Dr. Corbair said. “If they maintain their present course, we’re going to show up on their sensors before too long.”

“Hopefully it will be long enough,” Mike said.

“Bork to bridge!” the angry voice of their engineer barked over the comm speakers.

“Kind of busy running for our lives right now,” Mike replied.

“I’ve got system overloads all over the place. What the hell are you doing up there?”

“As I may have mentioned, we’re RUNNING FOR OUR LIVES!”

“You’re going to break something if you don’t slow down soon,” Bork groused.

“Just hold it together a little bit longer,” Mike said as the nebula loomed on the Clydesdale’s viewscreen.

Bork let out a grunt. “When we blow up, remember I warned you.” The Tellarite let out another huff and closed the channel.



On TV, the next minute or so would be wonderfully tense. There’d be cuts between shots of the ship heading toward the nebula, Mike watching the viewscreen with concern, Dr. Corbair watching the Orions’ sensor contacts on her monitor, and conduits rupturing around Bork in engineering as the music grows in intensity.

But, as this is a story, I’ll just skip ahead and let you know that they made it into the nebula safely…unless you really wanted to read a page and a half of “Dr. Corbair watched helplessly as the Orions gained on the Clydesdale” and such.

Didn’t think so.

Now that they’re deep inside the nebula, we rejoin the lack of action already in progress…

“We’re deep enough in that their sensors shouldn’t be able to penetrate,” Dr. Corbair said.

“And they weren’t heading this way?” Mike asked.

“Not last I saw.”

“Good. We’ll stay here for a little while, and then see if we can make a run back to Federation space. Hopefully they’ll be long…”

Mike’s words were interrupted by the sudden wailing of a warning klaxon.

“Fire alarm?” Ronnie asked. “I thought that only sounded in the galley.”

“That’s because your cooking is the only thing that usually sets it off,” Corbair said, checking the Clydesdale’s pathetic excuse for internal sensors for the source of the alarm.

“Bork to bridge!”

“What is it?” Mike shouted over the klaxon.

“I told you so!”

“Are we blowing up?” Mike asked, alarmed.

“No, but the… Hang on a second.” The comm speakers hissed with the sound of a fire extinguisher. A moment later, the alarm stopped. “Fire’s out,” Bork said. “But the intermix regulator is a steaming pile of slag.”

“That sounds…bad,” Mike said.

“Only if you don’t enjoy uncontrolled matter/anti-matter reactions that will obliterate this entire ship in less than a second.”

“I don’t think I’d enjoy that at all,” Ronnie said.

“What are our options?” Mike asked.

“Let’s see,” Bork replied. “We could find a replacement or limp along on our impulse engines until we all die of old age.”

“Ohhhhhh,” Mike said. “We don’t have a spare?”

“Unless we suddenly have a spare parts budget that you’ve never told me about, how in the name of the Great Bird would we have a spare?”

“Just seems like it’s important enough that we might want to keep an extra one around.”

“Give me the credits when we dock next time, and I’ll pick a couple up,” Bork said. “For now, though, we’re nearly dead in space. And considering the distance we’ve traveled from the Federation, we’re looking at a very long trip home…assuming, of course, that we aren’t set upon by the Orions first.”

“We’ll let you know what we come up with,” Mike said.

“You’d bett…”

Mike closed the channel and let out a long sigh as he leaned back in his chair.

“What are we coming up with?” Ronnie asked.

“I have no idea,” Mike replied.

“And once again I’m left to save us all,” Dr. Corbair said.

Mike jolted back upright. “Can you?”

“That depends,” Corbair said.

“On what?” Mike asked, rushing over to join her.

“On who they are,” she replied, pointing at the planet barely visible in the center of her monitor.



After five days of painfully slow progress deeper into the nebula at impulse speeds, the Clydesdale was finally closing in on a planetary system that had no business being there. Yet there it was, several gas giants and a single class M world orbiting a star in the depths of what should have been a roiling stellar nursery.

“How?” Mike said, looking at the perfectly normal blue-green orb on the viewscreen. “This system has to have been here for a few billion years.”

“5.6 billion, if the sensors are to be believed,” Corbair said. “Which is a big if.”

“Yeah yeah,” Mike said. “But the nebula…”

“…wasn’t here then,” Corbair explained. “Cosmic structures move independently of each other. The star system has been passing through this nebula for a couple million years now, which obscured the star from our sensors…and by ours, I mean the entire Federation. This isn’t on any star chart. We had to get well inside the nebula before we could detect it.”

“You’re sure the planet supports life? Even with this nebula around?”

“The scans are picking up energy and broadcast readings consistent with a technologically-developed society. Unless they all died and left the power on, somebody is there.”

“Okay. Ronnie, take us in. But slowly. We don’t want to appear hostile. Just nice and friendly,” Mike said.

“I could duck outside and paint a big smiley face on the front of the ship,” Corbair said flatly.

“Just watch for anyone coming to intercept us.”

“I don’t think we have to worry about that,” Corbair replied, checking her sensor readouts.

“Do I want to hear this?” Mike said.

Corbair changed the image of the M Class planet on the viewscreen to an extreme close-up showing a structure in orbit over the blue-green world. At first glance, it was a hodgepodge of large white cylinders and massive black panels. It took Mike a minute to realize why it seemed so familiar.

“Is that supposed to be a space station?” Mike asked.

“Yes.”

“That’s not the only one, right? It’s a museum piece, RIGHT?”

“That’s the only manned craft of any sort in the area of the planet. Otherwise, there’s a bunch of basic satellites.”

“You said these people were technologically advanced!” Mike snapped.

“No. I said they were developed. They have developed technology,” Corbair said.

“Not the technology we need.”

“Come on, Mike,” Ronnie said. “It’s not that bad. They might have something we could use.”

“Sure. We’ll toss a couple of batteries and a toaster into the engine room and be good as new. But there’s the tiny issue that THESE PEOPLE ARE NOT WARP CAPABLE! Do you know how many Federation laws we’d be breaking?”

“One?” Ronnie offered.

“Well, yeah, but it’s a big one.”

“Do you want to go somewhere else?” Corbair asked. “We’re only ten years away from the next star system. Or we could go back and ask the Orions for help.”

Mike took a deep breath and let it out as a long slow sigh. “Fine. Let’s go introduce ourselves.”



“…and that’s how we gut a fish…in space,” Commander Nelg said before flashing a big toothy grin to the camera broadcasting his image into countless classrooms on Dirt below (Just to clarify, Dirt is the name the universal translator gives for the planet. In the language of its inhabitants, it’s actually the far less prosaic Vroollm. Well, it’s still prosaic to them because it means dirt, but you get the idea). “Thanks for watching, boys and girls. Keep sending in your ideas, and I’ll be back next week with another lesson from the Star Complex.”

Nelg waved at the audience back home until his colleague, Commander Mossirg, shut off the camera. “I feel so horrible!” Nelg wailed.

“They told me the fish was already dead. They promised!” Mossirg replied.

“It wiggled.”

“Maybe it was just some kind of after death autonomic response.”

Nelg thought for a second. “Yeah. That’s what it was. That had to be what it was. Command wouldn’t lie to us like that.”

“Of course not. Not when we were going to be showing that to the kids.”

“Let’s just pack it up. We’re scheduled for afternoon calisthenics in a few minutes.”

“Good. I could use a work out after…”

Nelg was cut off by a piercing squeal blasting out of the speakers on the wall of the module. The squeal gradually dissipated then changed to a fluctuating warble before finally resolving itself to…

“Hello? Can you hear me? Are you sure there’s someone in that thing? HELLO?????”

Nelg and Mossirg exchanged a confused look. Mossirg finally just shrugged. Nelg floated over to the nearest communication panel and turned it on. “Excuse me. This is a private frequency, and you should not be on it. Stop using it immediately, or you will be reported to the authorities.”

“Finally!” the male voice on the other end of the line exclaimed. “Yes, authorities. We need to talk to some authorities. Can you get us in touch with them?”

“Who is this?”

“Look out your damn window!” an angry female voice broke in. Nelg and Mossirg exchanged another glance, this one far more worried, and floated into the next module, which had a viewport. Outside was the dark grey metallic mass of the Clydesdale. Upon seeing the first alien vessel ever encountered by anyone from planet Dirt, Commanders Nelg and Mossirg’s reaction could be summed up in one word.

“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!!!!!”



“Maybe we should have broken it to them a little more gently,” Ronnie said as Mike scrambled to turn down the speaker volume.

“But that does answer the question about whether or not these people have had contact with other planets before,” Dr. Corbair said.

“Were we asking that question?”

“Not really.”

“At least they haven’t started shooting at us,” Mike said.

“With what?” Corbair replied. “These people can barely put a few tons of junk into orbit. They aren’t sitting on top of a few dozen phaser arrays and photon torpedo banks.”

“Please don’t hurt us,” a quavering voice on the other end of the comm channel begged.

“Put us in contact with your leaders,” Corbair said. “Comply with our demands or else!”

“Yes yes. We will. It will take some time, but we will do as you command.”

“Whatever. Just make it happen.” She gestured for Mike to close the comm channel, which he grudgingly did.

“I seem to remember saying something about being friendly to these people,” Mike said.

“Friendly takes too long. We have to get what we need and leave before they stop being in awe of us. Normally I’d suggest that we level a city to make our point, but we probably can’t without the intermix chamber online.”

“And we’d possibly kill millions of people!” Mike said.

“That’s the whole point,” Corbair said, an unspoken “duh” hanging in the air as she got up from her station. “I’m going to get a sandwich. If they contact us while I’m gone, don’t be nice. It just encourages them.” She headed into the lift, leaving Mike and Ronnie alone on the bridge.

“Didn’t I use to command this ship?” Mike asked.

“Not really,” Ronnie replied.

“I think I did.”

“You keep telling yourself that,” Ronnie said, patting her brother consolingly on the shoulder.



As hours passed, Mike began to wonder if the inhabitants of the planet below had opted for just ignoring the Clydesdale crew in hopes that they would go away. That would have been Mike’s preferred course of action, but circumstances (and the angry Tellarite in his engine room) left him no choice but to stay in orbit until the planet below provided materials that they could use to construct an intermix regulator. Mike had no idea how exactly that was going to happen, but Bork and Dr. Corbair seemed confident that they could cobble something together.

More annoyingly, though, was that he seemed to be far more worked up about the planet’s response than Corbair despite the fact that she was the one who’d made the demands in the first place.

The following morning was the first in a long time that Mike didn’t need a cup of coffee to get himself moving. He was wide awake, just as he’d been all night waiting for Noov to comm from the bridge to tell him that the planet was launching a volley of missiles at them. The comm from Noov and the missiles never came, so Mike was back on the bridge for more waiting.

“Good morning!” Ronnie said brightly as she exited the turbolift with Dr. Corbair.

“Yeah,” Mike grunted.

“You really need to relax,” Ronnie said, giving her brother an unwelcome shoulder rub. “It’s going to be fine. They like us.”

“Of course they do,” Mike said. “Why wouldn’t they? We only showed up unannounced, scared the crap out of some astronauts, and demanded to see their leaders. We’re absolutely best buds after that.”

“Let’s give them another hour and then blow up their space station,” Corbair said.

Mike glared at her.

“Fine. We can beam the astronauts off of it first.”

“Not the point. This is a First Contact situation. Starfleet should be handling this, not us.”

“I’ve got something,” Corbair said, checking her readouts.

“A plan that doesn’t involve killing anyone?”

“It’s a signal from the surface.”

“Told you they like us,” Ronnie said.

“Just answer it,” Mike said.

“Hello? Are you up there?” a quivering male voice asked.

“Yes. We’re here,” Mike replied.

“Wonderful! You’re really real!”

“Yes, we are. Who am I speaking with?”

“I am Chancellor Noomik of the Organized Nations of Dirt. Please allow me to be the first to welcome you to our world.”

“And your world is…Dirt?”

Ronnie reached over and muted the line for a moment. “That’s not weird. Think about where we’re from.”

“We’re from Earth,” Mike said. “That’s not…oh. Yeah. It is, isn’t it?”

“Uh huh.”

Mike unmuted the line. “Thank you for the welcome. We’re…happy to be here.”

“We would very much like to welcome you properly. The leaders of our world’s nations have gathered for a small reception in your honor,” Noomik said.

“Oh…well…that sounds nice, but really we only…”

“We will attend,” Dr. Corbair broke in.

“I’m so pleased!” Noomik said. “Will you need a place to land your vessel?”

“No. We have technology far beyond your own that allows us to travel to the surface. Send us information on your planet’s mapping system and coordinates for the reception, and we will be there in one hour,” Corbair said.

“Yes yes. Of course. We will transmit the data on this frequency and look forward to seeing you.”

“One hour!” Corbair said.

“Very good. Goodbye for now.”

The channel closed.

“What was that?” Mike said.

“They made us wait, so now we make them wait,” Corbair said.

“He didn’t even ask for our names,” Mike said. “Was that weird?”

“He was just excited,” Ronnie said.

“Still…we’re taking Smash with us. Just for the intimidation factor.”

“Okay, but he’d better keep a straight face this time,” Corbair said. “If he starts laughing, I’m going to seal his damn mouth shut.”

“He won’t have time. We’re going in, asking for the parts we need, and then leaving. That’s it.”

“Oh absolutely,” Corbair said.



An hour later, Mike, Dr. Corbair, and the Clydesdale’s massive Rigellan cargo supervisor, Unesh Wourl, better known as “Smash” to his friends and by anyone unfortunate enough to be too close to him when he turned suddenly, materialized in a sunlit corridor inside of the Organized Nations of Dirt headquarters building.

“Woah,” Smash said once the transport had completed and he realized that his head was mere centimeters from the ceiling. At well over two meters tall, Smash was big even for a Rigellan. He could certainly provide an intimidation factor…if he just wasn’t so good-natured. “Tight squeeze.”

“Are you going to be okay?” Mike asked.

“Yeah yeah, bossman. I’m good.”

“Shhhhh!” Dr. Corbair hissed. “Somebody’s coming.”

It was actually several somebodies.

A set of white double doors opened, and four humanoids dressed in smartly-tailored black suits rushed out into the hallway. They were all around five feet tall and, upon spotting Smash’s hulking form, the group skidded to a halt, staring up at him in awe. Or horror. As they were alien, Mike wasn’t really sure. Aside from their relatively small stature, the Dirtians (or Dirties, as Dr. Corbair insisted on calling them) were hairless with yellow-green skin that appeared slightly scaled, giving Mike the impression that their species had evolved along reptilian lines.

“You’re here!” the lead Dirty exclaimed, clapping happily. “But how? We heard a sound but saw no vessel.”

“Advanced technology,” Corbair said.

“Of course. Please excuse my rudeness. I am Chancellor Noomik. How wonderful to be able to greet you in person!”

“We’re thrilled as well,” Mike said. “And we don’t want to take up too much of your time. We really just need…”

“There will be time for that later, Michael,” Dr. Corbair said. “You’ll have to excuse him, Chancellor. He has something of a one-track mind and no sense of protocol.”

“One…track?” Noomik asked confused.

“Never mind. I’m Janet Corbair, and these are my…colleagues Michael Harper and Unesh Wourl,” Corbair said, gesturing to her companions. “We call Unesh ‘Smash,’” she added with more than a hint of a threat in her voice.

Noomik looked Smash up and down and gulped. “He certainly is…”

“…muscular,” Corbair said. “Now you said something about a reception.”

“Yes! Please come with me. Everyone is very excited.” Noomik spun around and took off down the corridor, the three other Dirties close behind. After a few steps, he came to an abrupt halt and turned back in horror. “I’m so sorry, Madam Corbair. Allow me to accompany you.”

“I don’t like this,” Mike said softly to Corbair.

“Oh I do,” Corbair replied with a grin. “I like it VERY much.” She joined Noomik, and the group made their way through several corridors and into a door that led to a small flight of stairs, which they climbed into a darkened area. Mike didn’t have time to try and figure out what it was before he was led out another exit…

…and onto a stage at the front of a massive chamber filled with rows and rows of desks, behind which sat countless Dirties. The inhabitants of the room broke into thunderous applause as soon as the Clydesdale crew members appeared, leaping to their feet to get a better glimpse of the newcomers.

“Oh no,” Mike said, grabbing Corbair’s arm and dragging her back the way they’d come. “No way.”

“Get the hell off of me!” Corbair snapped, yanking her arm away.

Noomik rushed over. “I assure you that your leader is perfectly safe.”

“My leader?” Mike said.

“Do you have a preferred title?” Noomik asked Corbair, ignoring Mike, whom he’d obviously categorized as a lackey. “My Lady? Your Highness? Empress?”

“I am not picky,” Corbair said. “Any of those will do.”

“You are too kind. I will say a few words and then would you do us the honor of addressing the assembly?”

“I would be happy to.” The pair approached the podium standing at the front of the stage.

Smash leaned down to Mike. “Hey, bossman?”

“Yeah, Smash,” Mike said.

“Was this part of the plan?”

“We didn’t have a plan.”

“Not to criticize, but I think we should make one next time because I really don’t think this should be happening.”

“No arguments here.”

At the podium, Noomik raised his hands into the air, signaling the gathered leaders to give him their attention. The room quickly fell silent.

“Most esteemed guests, I thank you all for gathering here on such short notice, but, as you are aware, these are momentous circumstances. For over one hundred years, this august body has served the nations and people of Dirt. We have settled conflicts, achieved consensus, and worked together to advance our society. Today we find ourselves in a changed world. The question that has long fascinated our scientists, ‘Are we alone?’ has been definitively answered. Great ones from beyond our world have arrived, and we WILL happily comply with their demands!”

Noomik turned to Corbair. “Madam Empress, we completely and unconditionally surrender to you, and we will gladly serve Your Eminence for the rest of our days. Dirt is yours.” He bowed deeply.

“WHAT?” Mike exclaimed. “We just wanted some parts!”

But his protests were drowned out by the din of more cheers and applause that shook the meeting chamber as Noomik stood aside, allowing Corbair to take the podium. The room again went quiet.

“Thank you, Chancellor Noomik,” Corbair said. “I accept your surrender and your service. Under my rule, you will find Dirt entering a Golden Age. You have much to learn from me, just as I have much to learn about you. I look forward to taking advantage of our newfound relationship. I have wonders from across the universe to show you, but there will be time for that. For now, go home to the citizens of your individuals nations and celebrate this new day dawning on a world united under my throne!”

Corbair took a moment to soak in the applause and cheers before striding back to Mike and Smash with a grin that the word “smug” didn’t even begin to cover. “And that’s how it’s done.”

“Bbbbbbut…what did you just do?” Mike stammered.

“Made the best First Contact ever, I’d say.”

“The Prime Directive…”

“We’re not Starfleet.”

“Still…”

“Still nothing. I gave them what they obviously wanted, which means we’ll get what we want,” Corbair said.

“The parts.”

“Yes, the parts. I need a couple of days, and then we’ll have them.”

“Days?”

“Hey! I’m the one doing all the work here!”

“Is being worshiped actually work?” Smash asked.

“I’m going to find out,” Corbair replied as Noomik rushed over.

“Madam Empress,” he said with yet another bow. “That was wonderful. Our people are energized in a way that I haven’t seen…ever. I regret to inform you that Dirt does not have a palace fit for one such as yourself, but I can offer you the finest hotel suite in the city.”

“That will suffice,” Corbair said. “You have already proven yourself valuable, Noomik. I believe I will keep you on as my Chief Dirty Advisor and Attendant.”

“Oh, thank you, Your Highness!” Noomik cried, dropping to kneel before her. “I live to serve.”

“So I can see,” Corbair said, giving a “What can I do?” shrug to Mike.

Noomik quickly got back to his feet. “I can arrange accommodations for your other attendants as well as any others who may be aboard your flagship.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Mike said. “Smash and I are just going to go back to the…flagship.” He turned to Corbair. “If you don’t mind.”

“Of course. Away with you. I am in good hands with Noomik.”

“The very best,” Noomik said proudly.

“Okay then,” Mike said. “We’ll see ourselves out. Come on, Smash.”

Smash looked down at Corbair for a moment. “Be good, Doc.”

“What else would I be?” she replied sweetly.

Smash smiled at her. “That’s the spirit,” he said, then headed off after Mike.

“I can’t begin to tell you how much I don’t like this,” Mike said.

“Me either, bossman,” Smash said, shaking his head.

Mike activated his wrist communicator. “Clydesdale, come in.”

“You’ve got Wodak,” the Antaran who, when he wasn’t assisting in the cargo modules, most often handled the Clydesdale’s transporter, replied.

“Smash and I are ready to beam up.”

“What about Doctor Corbair?”

“Long story. Just bring us home.”

“You got it.”



Back on the Clydesdale, Mike made straight for the ship’s mess on Deck Two and threw himself into a chair at the table where Ronnie and Bork were already sitting eating lunch.

“Is this the part where we’re supposed to ask you what’s wrong?” Bork said flatly.

“If you don’t, he’s just going to sigh and groan until you do,” Ronnie said. “That’s why Mom called him Dramaboy.”

“No, she didn’t!” Mike protested.

“Not to your face.”

“Well, you know what she called you?”

“Nope. Tell me.”

“I’m sure there was something. I don’t remember.”

“Huh,” Bork said. “I would have thought that Mike won all of your childhood arguments. I appear to have been mistaken.”

“I won…most of the time,” Mike said.

“I really don’t care,” Bork said. “And just to head this off before you go into a prolonged reminiscence of your youth, what happened on the planet?”

“It was fine.”

“Really?” Ronnie said.

“Sure. We beamed down, met some nice people, conquered the planet.”

Bork began choking on the bit of meat in his mouth. “You what?” he finally gasped after clearing his windpipe.

“Did you threaten them?” Ronnie asked.

“No! We didn’t do anything. I swear! They completely ambushed us with their unconditional surrender.”

“Why would they do that?”

“I don’t know! We showed up, and they just handed the place to Corbair!”

“She must have done something,” Bork said.

“She ordered them around a lot,” Mike said. “They ate that up.”

“So much so that they put her in charge of their planet?” Bork said.

“Yeah.”

“That’s weird, right?” Ronnie said.

“I don’t think ‘weird’ begins to cover it,” Bork said. “These people have never seen an alien before, but their world appears to be at peace and relatively prosperous. We haven’t threatened them in any way, and we’ve seen no signs of aggression from them.”

“I didn’t even see any guards on the planet,” Mike said. “What is with these people?”

“I don’t know. I’m no anthropologist or social psychologist, but nothing about this makes any sense to me,” Bork said. “At least we can get the parts now.”

“I assume,” Mike said.

“What do you mean you assume?”

“I didn’t get a chance to ask for them, but Doctor Corbair said she’d take care of it.”

“When?”

“Soon. We’ll give her some time to play empress, and then we’ll get the parts and be out of here. Nothing to worry about.”



“I’m not leaving.”

Mike opened his mouth to respond to Dr. Corbair’s pronouncement, but then thought better of it. He wasn’t going to say anything calm or rational, so instead he turned to his sister. “Talk to her,” he said through gritted teeth.

“You really want to stay here, Janet?” Ronnie asked while Corbair sorted through a pile of gowns that had just been left in the sitting room of her hotel penthouse by Noomik. The Dirty waited in a corner for any other needs that Corbair might have, drawing a glare from Mike.

“Could we be alone?” Mike snapped. Noomik looked to Corbair, who nodded and waved him away.

“I will be right outside, Your Eminence,” Noomik said with a bow before exiting.

“Does he bathe you and chew your food for you, too?” Mike asked.

“Mike. Be nice,” Ronnie scolded. “And quiet.”

“I’m done,” Mike said.

“I am as well,” Corbair said.

“But this planet is so…primitive,” Ronnie said. “How could you live here?”

“These people need me. They’re desperate for my guidance.”

“Yes, but why?”

“Does it matter?”

“I would think you’d want to know if you’re about to be stuck here with no way to get back to your home.”

“This is my home now,” Corbair said. “I already got everything I need from the ship.”

“But your life with us…”

“What life?” Corbair snapped. “I didn’t ask to be on the Clydesdale. Starfleet put me there to finish my rehabilitation, and what happens to me once that time is up?”

“You could stay.”

“As enticing as spending the rest of my days stuck on that deathtrap is, I don’t think so. My reputation is shot in the scientific community, which doesn’t leave me with many options.”

“It’s the Federation. There are options everywhere,” Ronnie said.

“None that would interest me. I have a few of my own projects in the works, but nothing that would be better than staying here.”

“But…I’ll miss you.”

Corbair walked over to Ronnie, put a hand on each of her shoulders, and looked at her sternly. “That’s sweet of you to say, but I need you to believe me when I tell you that you are better off without me around.”

“Janet…”

“What the hell do you expect us to say happened to you?” Mike said, unable to stay out of the conversation anymore.

“Space is dangerous. I died. The end,” Corbair replied.

“You think it’s that simple?”

“Yep. There’s even a form for it.”

“Huh. And this is really what you want?”

“To rule a planet of beings catering to my every whim? Yeah, I think so.”

“Fine. I’m not going to fight you on it anymore, and I’m sure as hell not going to tell Starfleet about any of this. I don’t need that kind of trouble.”

“I appreciate that.”

“We just need those parts, and we’ll be on our way.”

“And you’ll have them…at some point.”

“When?”

“When the time is right. I’m just taking over here. I can’t very well ask the Dirties for spare parts because our ship is broken. Their faith in me would be instantly destroyed. Let me get a little more established, and I’ll work something out. As much as you want to leave, I want you gone more. Just go back to the Clydesdale until I contact you.”

“Will you come visit?” Ronnie asked hopefully.

“No. Get out.”

“Come on, Ronnie. She’s obviously fine without us,” Mike said, activating his wristcomm. “Wodak, beam us aboard.”

Corbair went back to looking through gowns, not even glancing up as Mike and Ronnie dematerialized.



“It didn’t go well, I take it,” Bork said as Mike stalked onto the Clydesdale’s bridge with Ronnie close behind. The Tellarite engineer had seated himself at the science station and was half-watching readouts scroll by.

“She seems happy,” Ronnie said, clearly not so pleased herself.

“But she’s not giving us any parts yet,” Mike said.

“I’m not surprised,” Bork replied.

“Me either.”

“See. She doesn’t really want us to go,” Ronnie said.

“Don’t kid yourself. We’re insurance,” Mike shot back. “Corbair wants to make absolutely sure that there are no hidden surprises down there before she lets us leave. If we play by her rules, we’re basically her prisoners until she decides she doesn’t need us around anymore.”

“Said like a man who doesn’t want to play by her rules,” Bork said.

“I don’t. We’re going to find the materials ourselves. We’ll beam down, take what we need, and get back to the ship before the Dirties even know we were there.”

“Or we could do this the easy way,” Bork said.

“What easy way?” Mike asked.

“Building an intermix regulator will require advanced electronics…or the closest thing to advanced electronics that this society has been able to construct. Where would be the most likely place to find those sorts of devices?”

“Their satellites!” Ronnie said.

“Exactly. And getting them doesn’t risk run-ins with the locals.”

“Is that what you were doing with the sensors?” Mike asked.

“I didn’t believe that your talk with Corbair was going to do any good, so I started checking into alternatives. I found something interesting, though,” Bork said, waving Mike and Ronnie over to the science station. “Look at these readings.”

“Those are…readings all right,” Mike said nodding. “Ronnie?”

“I agree,” Ronnie said.

“This is your ship, Mike,” Bork said. “You don’t know how to read the sensors?”

“I never had to,” Mike replied with a shrug.

“And you were in Starfleet, Ronnie. You never took a course on this?”

“It wasn’t my best subject.”

“This is why I had to spend so much time up here before Corbair came aboard,” Bork groused. “If she stays here, you’re finding a new science person. I have too much to do in the engine room to hang around on the bridge explaining things to you two.”

“What is the damn reading?” Mike snapped.

“Here,” Bork said, pointing at the waveform readout on his monitor. “It looks like just another satellite, but this thing doesn’t match up with any technology in the other Dirt satellites. And it’s got a power source well beyond anything these people could create. This is very advanced tech.”

“So we could build an intermix regulator with it?” Ronnie asked.

“Yes, but how did it get here? Who’s watching these people?”

“The Federation?” Ronnie offered.

“Couldn’t be,” Mike replied. “Doctor Corbair said this planet wasn’t on any of our star charts. The Federation has no idea Dirt is here.”

“That doesn’t look like Federation technology anyway,” Bork said.

“But you can use it.”

“I’ll need to bring it aboard to be sure, but I think so.”

“Do it. And I want to break orbit as soon as the ship’s ready.”

“What about Janet?” Ronnie protested.

“I think her royal highness will be just fine without us,” Mike said. “And we’ll be more than fine without her.”

“Until you need to scan something,” Bork muttered.



Dr. Corbair felt that she had a pretty good sense of when someone was trying to hide something from her. She’d certainly had enough experience at it herself before her activities were discovered, landing her in a rehabilitation colony. She also knew that when something seemed too good to be true, it usually wasn’t. After days of reading through the history of Dirt trying to find…well…dirt, she’d come up empty handed. From what Corbair could determine, the Dirties were probably the most boring species to ever evolve. Yes, they had separated into several nations, but not once had armed conflict been involved. National boundaries seemed to be established by mutual agreement, and disputes, such as they were, were quickly resolved either amongst the parties, or, if necessary, at the level of the Organized Nations of Dirt. Corbair had witnessed arguments over the toppings on pizza night on the Clydesdale that were fiercer than any that had taken place in the entire history of Dirt.

If it wasn’t for the nebula concealing their existence, the Dirties would have been conquered ages ago. Obviously it didn’t take much. Corbair was able to do it with little more than a commanding voice and some attitude.

But was it all too easy? Were they hiding something from her? Was there some darker reason that they wanted her to be their Empress?

So far she had met with the leaders of most of the nations of Dirt, who came to see her in Noomik’s former office at the Organized Nations of Dirt headquarters. Noomik had gladly handed the office over to her while her grand throne room and reception hall were being prepared. Each leader had been more than happy to declare their loyalty to her. When she pressed them about issues in their nations that she could help solve, none of the leaders told her about anything more serious than some traffic congestion and pollution, which was very typical of a society at this level of development. What wasn’t typical was their pressing desire to be ruled by her.

As each day passed, though, Corbair became more and more convinced that the Dirties were exactly what they appeared to be. But until she was absolutely certain, she wasn’t about to help Mike Harper fix the Clydesdale. They weren’t going anywhere until she said they could.

Or so Dr. Corbair thought.

Approximately 36 hours after a satellite that had no business being in orbit of Dirt in the first place was beamed on board the Clydesdale, Bork called Mike down to the freighter’s engine room. Soon after exiting the lift onto deck four and starting down the long corridor past the six empty cargo modules, Mike heard shouting and rhythmic thumping.

Tracing the sound to one of the modules, he peeked inside to find Smash, Wodak, and the Clydesdale’s other cargo handler, Pafal Sris, running around the module. Paf and Smash were dribbling basketballs from the rec room two decks up while Wodak attempted to slap the balls away from them.

“Hey, bossman!” Smash called after spotting Mike. “Wanna play?”

“Thanks, but I’ve gotta see Bork. Um…what are you playing, actually?”

“Not sure. We just made it up. I never got the point of that hoop game you use these for.”

“Basketball,” Mike said. “And you never got the point because you can walk over and practically drop the ball through the hoop. If you were shorter, it’d be more of a challenge.”

“Gotcha. Hey, are we going to be going anywhere soon?”

“I hope so. That’s what I’m seeing Bork about.”

“He’ll get us moving again. He always does. Then we can get the Doc and head out.”

“Yeah. Well…we’ll see how it goes,” Mike said. “I’ll let you get back to…dribbling.”

“Dribble! That’s what we’ll call it!” Wodak said, drawing an approving grunt from Paf.

Mike made continued the rest of the way down the corridor, past Smash’s office and the scattered anti-grav sleds and such stored in the hall, until he reached the end and the entrance to the engine room. Inside, Bork was busy adjusting a large tangle of wires running among several circuit boards that had been tied into the warp core.

“About time,” Bork snorted as Mike entered.

“You aren’t the only person on this ship I needed to talk to.”

“I’m the only one doing anything useful.”

“Is that it?” Mike asked, ignoring the jab and pointing at the mass of equipment Bork had been working on.

“It’s not pretty, but it’ll do the job. Fortunately, our mysterious satellite makers use a very modular and sensible form of design. I was able to wipe out their programming and replace it with my own. From there it was mainly a matter of tying it into the flow sensors and valves. It’s rudimentary, but it’ll be enough to keep the warp drive running. And don’t go asking for warp 4.6 or anything like that. You get basic increments. But keep it at warp six or below. Otherwise, you could fry the whole thing.”

“That’s fantastic, Bork!” Mike said. “How soon will it be done?”

“It’s ready now. Why else would I have called you down here?”

“To…give me a progress report?”

“It’s done. There’s my report.”

“Thank you! I am making you whatever you want for dinner tonight.”

“Is that supposed to be a reward?” Bork asked with a grimace. “How about you make Paf cook instead?”

“Done. Prepare to break orbit.”

“What about Corbair?”

“She made her choice.”

“She was keeping her options open.”

“No, she left us hanging around as a fallback plan.”

“So she just gets left behind? That’s your idea of loyalty to your crew?”

“When did she ever act like a member of this crew?” Mike shot back. “Since we got here, has she given the slightest hint that she gives a damn about any of us beyond our ability to chauffeur her ass out of this system if things go south with her new empire? I know she didn’t want to be on board. Hell, we didn’t want her either. But I thought after all these months maybe we’d established…something with her.”

“She hurt your feelings. Is that really worth abandoning her here?”

“If you’re about to give me a bunch of ‘be the bigger man’ crap, don’t bother. It’s not happening,” Mike said. “She left us. We’re leaving her. I’m breaking orbit as soon as I get up to the bridge. Be ready.”

He strode out of the room, leaving the engineer alone. “Most commanding he’s ever been,” Bork said with a chuckle.



Mike arrived on the bridge, reflexively glancing at the empty chair at the science console. Corbair was gone. She wasn’t coming back. And he did not care.

“Clydesdale to Corbair.”

Obviously someone else did, though. “Clydesdale to Corbair,” Ronnie repeated.

“She’s not going to answer, Ronnie. Prepare to break orbit.”

“You’re just going to leave her?!?”

“I just went through this with Bork. Corbair made her choice.”

“What if she’s in trouble?”

“Did she seem like she was in trouble?”

“No…but…”

“I’m sure she’s a busy Empress, Ronnie. We need to go. Take us out. Warp two,” Mike ordered as he laid in a direct course back to Starbase Six.

“Taking us out,” Ronnie said. “Bye, Janet.”



“Isn’t it a bit soon for a statue?”

“Oh no, Your Eminence,” Noomik said. “A statue of you, particularly one of this magnitude, is exactly the sort of symbol our people need.”

Almost silently, one of Noomik’s many assistants slipped into the office, handed him a paper, and was gone again in an instant.

“What is it?” Corbair asked.

“Word from the Space Complex, Your Highness. Commander Nelg reports that your flagship has departed.”

Corbair covered her surprise. Was Harper really going to try flying home at impulse? Or had Bork managed to make repairs? It was more likely the latter, since Mike, while occasionally stubborn, wasn’t suicidal.

“Yes,” Corbair replied, quickly forming a lie. “They are returning to our homeworld to share the good news of our discovery and also to inform my other subjects that my capitol will be moving here permanently.”

“We are humbled and deeply honored, Your Majesty,” Noomik said, bowing deeply.

“Now about this statue…”



The distance through the nebula that took the Clydesdale five days to traverse going in at impulse, took less than an hour going out at warp. Soon, the freighter cleared the fringes of the nebula gasses and entered open space where…

“RAIDER!” Ronnie cried, slamming the ship into a hard turn.

Mike checked his readouts in a panic. Sure enough an Orion raider was passing ahead (and well above them, if you want to get three dimensional about it…not that there’s really an above in space, but relative to the orientation of the Clydesdale, the ship was… <SMACK!> OWWWWW! Okay okay. Moving on.), roughly perpendicular to their course.

“Don’t see us,” Mike said. “Don’t see us.”

“He’s changing course to intercept.”

“Dammit! Bridge to Bork!”

“What now?” Bork’s voice snapped over the comm.

“We’ve got a raider closing in. We may need to push the engines a bit.”

“Don’t do it! That’s how we got into this mess in the first place!”

“We don’t have a choice.”

“Then only up to warp six. NO HIGHER!”

“No promises. Bridge out,” Mike said. “We’ve got to go back in there.”

“They might find Dirt!”

“We can’t outrun them. Hiding is all we’ve got. Go!”

Ronnie pushed the Clydesdale up to warp six and dove back into the nebula, trying to angle their course as far away from Dirt as possible. The raider followed minutes later, but it was closing fast. Too fast, actually.

“They’re going to detect Dirt,” Ronnie said.

“You don’t know that.”

“We can detect it from this position.”

“Our sensors are better than theirs.”

“Not that much better. They’re going to destroy us and then head for the planet,” Ronnie said, abruptly changing course.

“So you turn straight toward Dirt? What the hell are you doing?” Mike demanded.

“Trying something else!” Ronnie shouted back as the Dirt system rapidly approached.

“Ronnie. Ronnie. That’s their star. You’re heading right toward the…RONNIE!”

Ignoring Mike’s panic, Ronnie altered course just slightly and dropped out of warp far closer to the star at the center of the Dirt system than Mike would have liked.

“How does this help?” Mike screamed.

“I just cut off several of their possible approach vectors.”

“Well, the shields are holding, but we’re going to be heating up fast,” Mike said.

“Arm phasers!” Ronnie said.

“What?”

“PHASERS!”

“Oh!” Mike said, activating the targeting controls just as the raider dropped out of warp beyond the Clydesdale. Mike immediately opened fire with the Clydesdale’s phasers. They weren’t much compared with the power of a starship, but a direct hit could put a hurting on a smaller vessel.

In this case, the raider barely had a chance to switch to impulse maneuvering before the phaser beams slammed into it.

“Ha! Got them!” Mike said.

“How bad are they hurt?”

“I have no idea.”

“This is why we need Janet.”

“Not now, Ronnie,” Mike said, firing again as the raider turned for an attack run. As Ronnie had planned, the Clydesdale’s proximity to the star limited the raider’s course options, but its speed more than made up for it as it zoomed by, hammering the Clydesdale’s shields while dodging most of Mike’s attempts to return fire.

“We’re wearing them down,” Ronnie said confidently.

“Not fast enough,” Mike said. “Our shields are down to 26 percent!”

“Shoot better!” Ronnie shouted.

“Oh yeah. That helps!” Mike retorted with a quick glare in her direction. He fired off another shot, winging the raider as it turned to make another pass. If it was damaged at all, it didn’t show it as it slammed another volley into the Clydesdale.

“One more hit like that, and we’re done,” Mike said.

“It’s going to be okay,” Ronnie said.

“I love the positive thinking, but…WHAT THE HELL IS THAT?”

A huge spherical ship had just entered the Dirt system on a direct course toward the sun. Mike brought the object up on the viewscreen. At first it appeared to be a moving star, but as it loomed closer, the yellow glow on its surface resolved into hundreds of glowing yellow domes attached to a massive metallic structure. The Orion ship turned to engage the newcomer, but was blasted into oblivion by the sphere before it could even get off a shot.

“We’re saved!” Ronnie cried.

“Or in really big trouble,” Mike said. His console began to flash indicating an incoming hail. “Well, they want to talk. That’s a good sign…I hope.”

He opened the channel, and the image of the ship was replaced by the visage of a grey-skinned alien, its face frozen in a horrifying rictus as its yellow eyes seemed to bore right into Mike. Then suddenly it was knocked aside by what could only be described as an angry bald toddler in a silver onesie.

“What do you think you’re doing here?” the toddler screamed.

“What? Wait. You just clobbered that guy!” Mike said.

“It’s a puppet. Now answer me before I blow you up too.”

“Umm…we were running from the other ship.”

“Don’t give me that. I’m detecting First Federation technology aboard your ship.”

“Federation? You’re Starfleet?” Ronnie asked.

“No. The FIRST Federation. We’re a completely different species. And YOU have been to Heglin.”

“Heglin?” Mike asked. “You mean Dirt?”

“You called it Dirt?”

“That’s what the Dirties told us it was called,” Ronnie said.

“Right. When you went down there and took over their planet!”

“Oh…so you know about that,” Mike said.

“We were monitoring the whole thing until you stole our satellite.”

“Look Mister…”

“Gobot. I am Gobot, Captain of the First Federation Starship Yosarius, and you have trespassed on a protected world. I should destroy you immediately.”

“In our defense, we didn’t know. You didn’t actually put up signs…or a warning buoy…or anything,” Ronnie said.

“So you just thought you’d swoop in and conquer a primitive species.”

“We didn’t do anything threatening. I promise!” Mike said.

“You didn’t have to. The Heglin are possibly the only species in the universe that have absolutely no desire to rule anyone. They have governments out of organizational necessity rather than any desire for power. There’s never been a single war on the planet because the second one Heglin got remotely threatening, every other Heglin would give in to him, grateful that someone else was taking charge. No one wants that responsibility, so they work very hard to resolve conflicts in a way that doesn’t end with both sides attempting to surrender to the other. If any member of your crew was remotely commanding, the Heglin were probably falling all over themselves to declare their eternal loyalty.”

“Yeah. That’s basically what happened,” Mike said.

“Which is why we were monitoring them and keeping them under our protection. Any outside influence could bring the development of their civilization to a complete halt.”

“Sorry, but we needed parts for our ship.”

“And now you’re running away and leaving me to clean up the mess,” Gobot said.

“Ummm…not exactly.”

“You weren’t leaving?”

“No, we were. But we left someone behind. Doctor Janet Corbair.”

“She’s their new Empress,” Ronnie added cheerily.

“GET. HER. OUT.”

“But she’s doing a good job!”

“Then I will destroy you and remove her myself.”

“That’s not necessary,” Mike said quickly. “We’ll head over there and beam her up right now.”

“No no. You will find a way to get her off of Heglin and return the people there to self-rule without their society crumbling from the sudden loss of their ruler.”

“How are we supposed to do that?” Mike cried.

“Find a way. Or else…”

“…you’ll destroy us. Yeah yeah. I got it.”



“Noomik, this is positively resplendent,” Dr. Corbair said, looking around her new throne room appreciatively. The delegate desks in the former assembly chamber of the Organized Nations of Dirt headquarters had been removed in favor of columns, sculptures, and other fine art gathered from across the planet. The podium that once sat on the stage had been replaced by an ornate golden throne, upholstered in red velvet and sparkling from the gemstones embedded in the armrests.

Corbair took a seat in her new throne and let out a contented sigh. “This is…adequate.”

“I am very pleased to hear it, your eminence. Is there anything else that I can get you?”

“I’m a bit hungry. Find me something, please. But nothing too heavy.”

“At once,” Noomik said with a bow before exiting the room. For her part, Corbair closed her eyes and let it all sink in for a bit.

At some point when she was a little girl, Corbair had decided that her career goal was to be Queen of the Universe. As she got older, she put the idea aside in favor of more realistic aspirations, but at that moment, Corbair had to admit that her younger self had the right idea. But forget Queen. She was an Empress. Sole ruler of…

Was that a transporter?

She opened her eyes just as Mike and Smash finished materializing in front of her throne.

“What are you doing here?” Corbair demanded. “I thought you left!”

“Change of plans. You’ve got to come with us.”

“The hell I do.”

“The really freakin’ huge alien ship up there disagrees.”

“What ship?”

“They say they’ve been protecting this planet.”

“They haven’t been doing a great job. I was able to come in and take right over.”

“Yeah. They’re not real happy about that.”

“Sounds like their problem.”

“No. They’re threatening to blow up my ship, which makes it my problem. You’re leaving. Now.”

“You can’t just pull me out of here,” Corbair said. “Otherwise, you would have just beamed me up. My disappearance could throw this entire planet into disarray.”

“True. But Smash and I are here to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Mike said.

“Right, bossman,” Smash said.

Noomik returned, carrying a plate of food for his empress and a refreshing beverage. Mike quickly changed his demeanor. “…which is why I’m here, Your Majesty. Our spies indicate that the attempt against your life could come at any time. Revolutionaries are everywhere.” He turned on Noomik, pointing accusingly at the plate. “What treason is this?!?”

“It’s lunch,” Noomik said.

Mike reeled back, feigning as much horror as he could muster. “We had no idea you had mastered such devastating weaponry.”

“A sandwich?” Noomik said confused.

“Yes. That sand…wich.”

“But Her Eminence had one yesterday.”

“Ah…yes…but it wasn’t a… What kind of meat is that?”

“Kuvar breast?”

“KUVAR BREAST! You monster! Protect the Empress. We are overthrown and must away!”

“No!” Corbair shouted, leaping to her feet from her throne. “Nobody is awaying anywhere.”

Smash took the opportunity to wrap an arm around Corbair. “Sorry about this, Doc,” he said, tossing her gently over his shoulder.

“Put me down, you oaf!”

“Woah now. I’m just following the bossman’s orders. No need to get nasty.”

“You haven’t seen nasty yet!”

“Beam them up,” Mike said quickly into his wrist communicator. Smash and the infuriated scientist dematerialized a moment later, Corbair slamming her fists uselessly against his back all the while.

“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” Noomik wailed, dropping the plate and glass and falling to his knees as his Empress vanished.

Now came the hard part. Mike had to convince this quivering puddle of a man that this was all for the best. This called for an inspiring speech in the best tradition of Starfleet captains. As Mike wasn’t a Starfleet captain, he really wished he’d spent some time thinking about what he was going to say before he beamed down. Oh well. Too late now.

“Uhhh…you have accomplished great deeds this day!” Err…too melodramatic.

“I have?” Noomik asked, looking up at Mike through tears. Okay. If Noomik was buying it, Mike would keep going.

“Yes,” Mike said, helping the Dirty to his feet. “You have.”

“I didn’t do anything. And now she’s gone!”

“Yes, she’s gone. You have…thrown off the yoke of a…bad person. A cruel tyrant! A despot! You have freed your people and ensured that the people of Dirt will be able to determine the course of your own affairs without any outside interference. You have risen up! Taken up arms…or sandwiches…and overthrown your oppressors. Celebrate this day. And now I must flee from your righteous fury.” He quickly raised his wristcomm to his mouth. “Beam me out, Wodak. Now.”

“Wait!” Noomik said as Mike began to dematerialize. “We’re sorry. We didn’t mean to overthrow you. Please come back!”

But no one was returning. Noomik wiped the way the last of his tears, pulled out his phone, and dialed. “Thantu? It’s Noomik. Better get the desks and podium back in here. We’re on our own again….I know….I thought so, too. Oh, from now on we’re banning sandwiches. They’re much too dangerous.”



Mike raced onto the Clydesdale’s bridge and hurried over to his seat. “Let’s go! Let’s go!” he said to Ronnie. “We need to be underway before she gets up here!”

“Ok! We’re going!” Ronnie said, maneuvering the Clydesdale out of orbit toward the edge of the system. “Is she that mad?”

“She was trying to beat up Smash.”

“Oh.”

“Better him than me.”

“True, but I think she’ll understand why you had to get her when she sees that,” Ronnie said, pointing at the viewscreen. The Yosarius had positioned itself right along the Clydesdale’s escape route, forcing Ronnie to bring the ship to a halt. Almost immediately, Mike’s console signaled an incoming comm.

“Is there a problem, Gobot?” Mike said after opening the channel.

“Surprisingly no,” Gobot’s image on the viewscreen replied. “I’m not detecting any riots on Heglin, and all of the official communications channels I’m monitoring seem to indicate nothing but subdued acceptance of their Empress’ departure.”

“Well, if anyone got too angry, the others would make him ruler of the planet, right?”

“True. I may not have to destroy you, after all.”

“That’s awfully nice of you, but I have one seriously upset scientist to deal with.”

Gobot rolled his eyes. “Do you need me to smooth things over with her?”

“She might actually listen to you. But when she gets up here, could you go back to using the big dummy head?”

“You’re the big dummy head,” Ronnie snickered.

No sooner had Gobot positioned the puppet head back into view when the lift doors opened, allowing Dr. Corbair to storm onto the bridge. “All right, Harper!” she shouted. “What’s the big idea with…” she trailed off after spotting the monstrous being on the viewscreen. Gobot had even activated some mood lighting and a waver in the incoming signal to up the creepy factor. “Umm…who is this?”

“I AM GOBOT!”

“This is the guy who was going to kill us unless we got you off of that planet,” Mike replied as Corbair raced over to the science console.

“That ship is HUGE!” she cried.

“Yeah, we noticed.”

“YOU HAVE TRESPASSED INTO THE SPACE OF THE FIRST FEDERATION. DEPART NOW OR YOU WILL BE DESTROYED!”

“See,” Mike said with a shrug. “Nothing we could do.”

“I guess not,” Corbair said quietly, her rage wiped away in the face of the insurmountable force facing the Clydesdale.

“Are you okay, Janet?” Ronnie asked.

“I’m going to my quarters.”

“All your stuff’s there. Paf went and got it from Dirt while Mike and Smash were getting you.”

“Doesn’t matter,” Corbair said, trudging back to the lift. Moments later, she was gone.



“IT IS DONE,” Gobot boomed. “OH. SORRY.” The puppet was once again shoved aside in favor of the alien’s true form. “Didn’t shut off the voice modulator. We are done here. You may go in peace.”

“Thank you,” Mike said. “And if the First Federation establishes trade with our Federation, please keep us in mind for your cargo transporting needs. We’d be happy to work with you again.”

“Get out of this nebula.”

“All right then.”



The Clydesdale took a far more cautious approach to leaving the nebula, making sure that no Orions were in sensor range before making a run back toward the safety of Federation space. As much of a run as they could manage at Warp Six anyway.

With several days of travel ahead until they reached Starbase 6, life aboard the Clydesdale settled into its usual routine, only without Dr. Corbair, who was keeping to herself in her quarters.

Two days into the return trip, she finally made an appearance, sneaking into the galley well after the end of the evening meal. Or it would have been sneaking if Ronnie wasn’t already there scavenging for a late snack.

“Janet!” Ronnie exclaimed happily upon spotting Corbair.

“Crap,” Corbair muttered.

“I was starting to think you weren’t ever coming out.”

“I got hungry,” Corbair said.

“Do you want me to make you something?”

“No. I’ve got it.”

“I’m really sorry about what happened,” Ronnie said. “But how many people can say they conquered an entire planet without firing a shot? Or even having a gun?”

Corbair chuckled. “There is that.”

“Oh, did Paf get everything from your hotel room? I tried to make sure we didn’t leave anything behind.”

“Yeah. It’s fine.” Corbair’s illicitly-gained tricorder was still with her belongings, so at the very least she could go back to her original line of research.

“Good. I’m sure you’d rather be alone now, but, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re back. I know what you said, but I can’t imagine ever being better off without you here.”

Then, snack supplies in hand, Ronnie headed out of the galley.

“My dear, you’re going to find that you’re very very wrong,” Corbair said.

Ronnie poked her head back in. “Did you say something?”

“No. Nothing. Just thinking out loud.”

“Oh. Okay.” And she was gone again.

“Very Wrong.”

“What, Janet?”

“Go away!”



END






6 - The Khan Job

STAR TRAKS: TOSsed

“The Khan Job”

by Alan Decker





Starfleet Officers and civilians alike stepped aside, clearing his path as he strode through the corridors of Starbase 6, each person greeting him with a “Good morning,” which he responded to in kind, returning their gestures with a smile and nod. These were Commodore Scott Enwright’s people (well…beings), those he commanded and those he protected. When the drudgery of dealing with Starfleet bureaucracy started getting to him, there was nothing like a stroll like this to remind him why he was doing the job.

This morning, though, he had a more specific destination in mind. Overnight, a Tellarite freighter, the SS Clydesdale, had arrived at Docking Arm Two, and Enwright needed to have a word with her captain. The freighter’s hatch was wide open at the end of the gangplank, but no crew was in sight. That wasn’t all that surprising, considering the late hour of their arrival and the relatively small personnel compliment a vessel of that size would hold. Protocol was to wait for permission to come aboard, but, as Enwright considered any ship docked at his station to be an extension of his station, he just went on inside, stepping into one of the craft’s six cargo modules, which was empty at the moment. Continuing forward to the inner airlock, he opened it and almost walked straight into a man…well, his stomach at any rate.

“Woah there,” the giant Rigellan said with a laugh. “Can I help you?”

“I was looking for your captain.”

“I don’t think he’s up yet, but I can try to get him.”

“Thank you. If he seems hesitant, tell him Commodore Enwright is waiting in his engine room.”

“He is?” the Rigellan said, looking down the corridor toward the door leading into the freighter’s engine compartment.

“I will be,” Enwright replied.

“Ohhh. You’re Enwright. Gotcha…sir.”

Not surprisingly, the message got a response, and less than five minutes later the Clydesdale’s captain, Mike Harper, burst into the engine room looking like he’d just leapt out of bed, which was the truth. A Tellarite was following close behind. Enwright turned away from the mass of circuit boards and cabling that had been jury-rigged up next to the freighter’s warp core.

“Good morning, Captain Harper,” he said, extending his hand to the Clydesdale’s commander. “Nice to see you again.”

“You too, Commodore. I’m kind of surprised to be meeting you here, though.”

“Me too,” the Tellarite groused.

“Oh, this is my engineer, Bork. Say hi to the Commodore, Bork.”

“Hi,” Bork said flatly.

“I know it’s unusual,” Enwright said, “but then so was the story that you gave our docking control officer when you arrived. But it checked out, right down to the damage from Orion weaponry on your hull. You were really saved by a First Federation vessel?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And they gave you these parts to repair your ship?”

“Some of them,” Mike said. He decided not to mention that they weren’t really given the parts. Instead, they’d scavenged them from a First Federation satellite that was secretly monitoring a primitive world…a world that the Clydesdale accidentally conquered for a little while, but that was another story (the previous story, actually).

“I don’t know if you realize it, but this is the first piece of First Federation technology to ever fall into Federation hands,” Enwright said.

“Isn’t that just the opposite of interesting?” Bork said.

“Please excuse him, Commodore,” Mike said. “He went through a lot of effort to turn those parts into a functioning intermix regulator for our warp core. Ours was destroyed in our run-in with the Orions after we delivered those supplies to the Parandis Colony for you.”

“I see. Look, Harper, we could dance around for a while here, but I’ve got things to do. Here’s the deal: you hand over the tech, and I’ll get you a replacement intermix regulator.”

“Two regulators,” Bork said. “Every ship should have a spare.”

“Agreed. Two it is. The Federation thanks you for your assistance.”

“We’re happy to be of service,” Mike said.

“Uh huh. I’ll send someone over to handle the exchange later today.” Enwright started for the exit, but stopped after a couple of steps. “Oh, Captain Harper, don’t forget that your report on the Ceti Alpha Five settlers is due next week. Damaged ship or no, you accepted the job. I’m curious to hear how they’re doing six months in.”

Mike’s first reaction to this news was to start screaming in protest. He hadn’t accepted that job. Actually, he’d flat out turned it down. “Ceti Alpha Five settlers” made them sound so innocent, but it was Khan Noonian Singh and his pack of genetically-engineered madmen. Mike had no intention of going anywhere near that bunch. Normally, he’d think there had been a mistake, but Enwright didn’t make mistakes. Something else had happened, and Mike had a pretty good idea what that something was.



“Oh good. You’re both here,” Mike said with a smile as he entered the Clydesdale’s mess hall.

Dr. Janet Corbair glanced across the table at Mike’s sister, Ronnie. “It’s way too early in the morning for him to be that happy,” she said.

“He’s not happy,” Ronnie said. “That’s his ‘I’m so furious that I can’t help smiling’ face.”

“He should get that checked. It’s not normal.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll get it checked. Maybe I could see someone on our way to CETI ALPHA FIVE!”

“Oh,” Corbair said, putting her fork down.

“We really didn’t want you to find out this way,” Ronnie said. “Or at all. Wait. How did you find out?”

“Commodore Enwright just gave us a friendly reminder that our report is due next week!” Mike said.

“Don’t worry. We’re almost done with it,” Corbair said.

“Done? How could you even start? We haven’t been there!”

“That was kind of the point. We don’t go there, we make up a report, and Starfleet sends us our credits. It’s perfect.”

“Oh yeah. Perfect. Except for the lying our asses off part!”

“So you want to go hang out with a superhuman genocidal maniac?”

“NO! That’s why I didn’t take the job in the first place!” Mike screamed.

“You could at least read what we’ve got before you start yelling at us,” Ronnie said. “Show him, Janet.”

Janet pulled a file up on her tablet and handed the device over to Mike. He began reading aloud. “‘Khan strolled through the orchard, hand in hand with his lady love, stopping along the way to pick a fresh piece of fruit from a nearby tree, its branches nearly touching the ground below from the weight of its bounty. He put the fruit to her mouth, a luscious crimson orb against equally luscious ruby lips. She took a bite, her eyes never leaving his, as she ripped…’ WHAT THE HELL IS THIS?”

“Regular reports are so boring,” Ronnie said. “I wanted to add some depth to his character. Show that he’s more than just…”

Mike turned on Corbair. “You were going to let her send this crap?”

“Why not? I don’t think anyone’s going to read it anyway,” Corbair replied.

“But…I worked so hard on it,” Ronnie said.

“We’re not sending this,” Mike said. “And, since you took the job, now we have to go to the Ceti Alpha system. Thanks a lot.”

“You could tell the Commodore that you quit,” Corbair said.

“No way. We’re doing the job, and we’re doing it right. I want to stay on Enwright’s good side, so that we don’t get sent on any cargo runs near the Orions again.”

“Because Khan is so much better than the Orions.”

“You two had better hope so,” Mike snapped before storming out of the mess hall.

“All that work for nothing,” Ronnie said. “No. I’m not just tossing it out. I’m going to turn it into a novel! This is actually better. I can put the sex scenes back in.”

“Back…in?” Corbair said.

“There was this one with Khan and three…”

“No no!” Corbair said, leaping out of her chair. “Don’t spoil it for me.”

“Ooooh. Good point. I’m not saying anything more.”

“Great. Now I’m going to go pretend we never had this conversation.”



While not exactly on the frontier, the Ceti Alpha system was not a heavily-visited destination. It was off of the main space lanes, and, while the star had 14 planets orbiting it, only one of them, Ceti Alpha V, was in the Class M range…just barely. The atmosphere was thin, the soil sandy, and water scarce. Unsurprisingly, no intelligent life had evolved there, and only the most hardy of vegetation could survive the wide temperature swings the planet was subjected to every day in its course around its sun.

With a plethora of more hospitable worlds in the general region, no one had bothered to establish a colony on Ceti Alpha V, which was what made it the perfect place to maroon…er…establish Khan Noonian Singh and his followers. Their genetically-engineered superiority would be challenged by the planet’s harsh conditions, and they wouldn’t be able to interfere with (attack, maim, slaughter, conquer, enslave, etc.) anyone else.

In Mike’s opinion, a few more precautions should have been taken, though.

“How are there no warning buoys around this system?” he said, watching the readouts on the navigation console as the Clydesdale made its approach to Ceti Alpha. “Not a one. You’ve got a genocidal maniac and his best buds all just itching to get out and wreak havoc, and Starfleet doesn’t bother with so much as a ‘No Trespassing’ sign? This is how people get into trouble.” He turned toward Dr. Corbair, who was sitting at the bridge science console. “If the First Federation had put up one around Dirt, we could have saved a lot of hassle.”

“Sure. Bring that up,” Corbair said. “And we still would have needed to find the parts for the ship.”

“Let’s not talk about that anymore,” Ronnie said. “Janet was really upset.”

“Yes, I’m so sorry that she couldn’t stay and be Empress, but look at it this way. Now she gets to come along to visit Khan, which is appropriate, since SHE GOT US INTO THIS!”

“I helped,” Ronnie said.

“Fine. I’ll blame both of you.”

“Huh,” Dr Corbair said, watching her sensor readouts.

“Huh what?” Mike said anxiously. “Is it Khan?”

“Would you please calm down?” Corbair said. “The man was dropped on a planet with what was left of a 300 year old cargo ship. I don’t think he was able to start up a space program in six months.”

“Then why did you ‘huh’?”

“Nothing really. Ceti Alpha Six’s orbit is fairly close to Ceti Alpha Five’s. It must almost look like a small moon to Khan and friends.”

“Fascinating,” Mike deadpanned. “Let’s get this over with and go home. Bring us into orbit, Ronnie.”

“Orbiting…and I’ll keep a look out in case Khan is floating around out there in a spacesuit just waiting to pounce,” Ronnie said.

“Ha ha,” Mike said flatly. “So who’s going down there?”

“Down there? You’re not serious,” Corbair said.

“We’re supposed to provide a detailed report on how Khan and his followers are doing. You can’t honestly tell me that you can provide that with our sensors.”

“You had to throw that ‘honestly’ in there, didn’t you?”

“And I’ll also remind you that I didn’t want to take this job. You two did, so you can deal with the consequences.”

“Consequences? You’re talking about our potential deaths. If we beam down and say ‘Hi, we’re just here to check on you,’ we’ll end up with our throats cut. Or at the very least Khan might take us hostage and try to force you to hand over the ship in exchange for our lives.”

“We could try and infiltrate them,” Ronnie suggested.

“How?” Corbair demanded. “There’s less than 80 people down there. I think they’d notice a couple of new faces wandering around.”

“Oookay,” Ronnie said. “What if we stayed hidden and scanned them more closely with better equipment. You’ve got that tricorder…”

“Tricorder?” Mike asked surprised. “When did you get a tricorder?”

“Thanks, Ronnie,” Corbair muttered. “I got it from a friend on Antares.”

“You told me it was surplus,” Ronnie said.

“Same difference.”

“No, not the same difference,” Mike said. “If that’s stolen Starfleet property…”

“It’s not,” Corbair said. That was technically true. She had no idea if it was stolen or not, since she’d gotten it on Antares in exchange for the Light being. But rather than let Mike start probing, she steered the conversation back to the issue at hand. “And even with the tricorder, I’d have to get fairly close to Khan’s settlement. Do you expect me to hide behind a tree and hope they don’t see me?”

“Don’t worry,” Mike said smiling. “I’ve got a better idea.”



While Ceti Alpha V wasn’t the most hospitable of environments, the crew of the USS Enterprise had done their best to put the SS Botany Bay and its inhabitants down in as viable of a location as possible for a settlement. Considering that Khan and friends had just tried to take over their ship and murder their captain, the Enterprise crew deserved points for not dropping the Botany Bay into the nearest volcano.

As it was, the Botany Bay was now nestled in a relatively lush valley, with ample space for crops and a small river flowing nearby to provide drinking water and irrigation. Captain Kirk had sent along several different plants and trees from the Enterprise’s arboretum to help get a bit of agriculture started. Other native trees and brush remained in the valley to provide a bit of extra shade and greenery (or greenish-brownery really) for the settlers.

On this particular morning, Khan rose at dawn, as he did every day, his genetically-engineered body requiring far less sleep than his wife and former Enterprise officer, Marla McGivers, who was still deeply asleep. She was an amazing woman, but, despite her efforts, she just could not keep up with the superior humans surrounding her. Khan slipped silently from their bed, dressed, and stepped out into Botany Bay’s main living area, where many of his followers had already begun to gather. There was, as always, much work to be done to keep the settlement going. Already they were moving past just surviving and heading toward thriving. The environment of Ceti Alpha V would be conquered. It was only a matter of time.

Khan and company left the ship to begin their daily duties. Even with their superior minds, though, not a single one noticed that something about their surroundings had changed overnight.

“This is the stupidest idea ever,” Dr. Corbair groused as she scanned the augmented humans with her tricorder. It was a bit cramped, seeing as how she was currently stuffed inside a fake bush that Mike, Bork and Ronnie had put together overnight from plant samples beamed up from other places on the surface of Ceti Alpha V. It was thick enough with leaves to hide the small chamber at its center where Corbair was currently confined with her tricorder and only a small hole to provide light and a view outside.

“Have they seen you?” Mike’s voice asked through her wrist communicator.

“No.”

“Then it isn’t stupid.”

“Trade places with me then.”

“Oooh! I will!” Ronnie’s voice said over the comm. “I love visiting new planets.”

“You don’t know how to work a tricorder,” Mike said.

“I do so! We used them at the Academy…once or twice.”

“I’m convinced,” Corbair said. “Beam me up and send her down.”

“We need usable scans,” Mike said.

“I scanned. Now get me out of here.”



“How long are you going to make her stay down there?” Ronnie asked as she and Mike watched the sensor readouts on the Clydesdale’s bridge. In actuality, Bork was the one doing the watching, since he and the currently-sleeping Noov were the only ones other than Dr. Corbair who understood the things. Mike had dragged him out of the engine room to keep an eye on Corbair while Mike and Ronnie stood behind him generally being useless.

“She’s fine,” Mike said. “Wodak is keeping a lock on her. He can beam her up at a moment’s notice.”

“Who the hell is that?” Bork said, peering at one of the readouts.

“Is somebody getting close to Janet?” Ronnie asked concerned.

“She’s on that screen,” Bork said, pointing to a monitor to his right. “This screen is the long-range sensors. And that blip is coming this way.”

“Another ship?” Mike said, rushing over to the navigation console and sliding into his seat. “Confirmed. It’s another ship.”

“Did you think I was making it up?” Bork snapped.

“Just get me an ID.”

“I’m trying. Not reading a transponder. It’s not matching up to anything we have in the computer.”

“We’re deep in Federation space. We updated the ident database before we left Starbase Six. Anybody flying around this region should be in there,” Mike said.

“Well they’re not,” Bork said. “Do you want to take a shot at it?”

He switched the image on the viewscreen to the approaching vessel. It was all black except for the slight blue glow emanating from of each of the two nacelles mounted above the ship’s hull. The hull itself looked like an elongated diamond. Mike couldn’t make out a single marking on the vessel indicating who it belonged to.

“How big?” he asked.

“About half our size…”

“That’s a relief.”

“…but heavily armed. They’re heading right toward us. ETA five minutes.”

“And that’s our cue to get out of here.”

“Janet’s still down there!” Ronnie said.

“I didn’t say we were leaving without her,” Mike replied. “Mike to Wodak. We’ve got company. Get Corbair out of there.”

“Energizing now,” Wodak’s voice replied over the comm. “Uh…that’s weird.”

“What’s weird, Wodak?”

“She’s not there anymore.”

“Not there? Where did she go?!?” Mike demanded.

“You got me.”

Bork pulled his attention away from the scans of the incoming vessel to the monitor keeping an eye on Khan’s colony and Corbair. Her wristcomm signal was indeed gone, and Bork wasn’t reading any lifesigns from the fake bush.

“She’s gone, all right,” Bork reported. While the Clydesdale’s sensors weren’t great, they could distinguish humanoid lifesigns from other readings on the surface. There was one less than there should have been. “I don’t think she’s on the planet anymore. I’ll give you one guess where she probably went.”

Mike looked back at the incoming unknown vessel on the viewscreen. “Anybody else want to be captain?”



When she felt the tingle of a transporter starting to dematerialize her, Dr. Corbair assumed that the Clydesdale had finally decided that she’d done enough scanning. So rematerializing in a blank gray room that was unmistakably a brig was a bit of a surprise…and more than a bit disconcerting.

A forcefield buzzed into existence, blocking the one exit from her cell as soon as the materialization sequence completed. Beyond it, she could see another austere room, this one containing just a console and chair. And just a bit past that was a set of closed black doors.

Corbair took a moment to think. If her captors were expecting panic and screaming, they weren’t going to get it. But she needed information. She checked her tricorder. If the forcefield only covered the door, she could possibly scan in other directions and…

No. Nothing was showing up outside of the room. Smart design.

Ok. Other than the soft buzz of the forcefield, she could hear the thrum of engines. And the floor did seem to be vibrating slightly under her feet. So she was on a ship then. But whose?

The design, such as it was, was too colorless to be Starfleet, yet it didn’t have anything about it that suggested any of the other major powers. This was strictly utilitarian.

Before she could ponder much further, the doors of the room opened, admitting a middle-aged male who at least appeared to be human. He was dressed entirely in black, but his outfit bore no other insignia or other distinguishing features that she could make out.

“Are you here to take my dinner order?” Corbair asked. For a brief moment, she’d considered being completely silent, but decided better of it. If this man was here to threaten her, best to let him know right up front that she wasn’t the least bit scared or impressed by whatever the hell this was.

“Doctor Janet Corbair,” the man said flatly.

Ok. Now she was a bit impressed, and, while not exactly scared, she was definitely concerned. Maybe she hadn’t been taken randomly after all.

“What would bring someone with your…reputation to a place like Ceti Alpha Five?” the man continued.

“I’m on official Starfleet business,” Corbair said, forcing a big smile. “As for my reputation, that’s all in the past. I’ve been rehabilitated.”

“I sincerely doubt that nine months in Conformity Acres changed you that much, Doctor.”

“Candelar Acres,” Corbair corrected, her smile wavering slightly. How the hell did this guy know her nickname for the rehabilitation facility she’d been sentenced to?

“So you’re honestly telling me that you haven’t come here with whatever band of miscreants is on that freighter out there in the hopes of continuing your experiments on some of the genetically augmented people on the planet below?”

“No. I haven’t,” Corbair said. “We were sent here by Starfleet to check up on Khan and friends. That’s it.”

“I can confirm that, you know.”

“Go for it,” Corbair shot back as her interrogator moved over to the room’s lone console. Did that mean he was Starfleet? No. No way. Not with that outfit.

Based on his questions, though, he wasn’t here especially for her. He didn’t know about the Clydesdale, if he thought they were working for her.

“You didn’t expect to find me here, did you?” she asked.

“The presence of another ship was unanticipated.” He looked at his console. “Huh. You’re telling the truth.”

“Sure am. And now that we’ve gotten that established, why don’t you tell me who the hell you are and what you’re doing here?”

“Give me one good reason why I should.”

“Because you want to. If you didn’t want to talk to me, you could have just scattered my atoms with the transporter instead of beaming me aboard. But you took the time to figure out who I was and confirm my story. Now’s the part where you either just kill me, send me back to my ship, or explain yourself. You’re not doing either of the first two, so spill it and stop wasting my time.”

Her captor laughed. “I am so glad we found you. When I read your file, you sounded impressive, but meeting you is so much better than I could have imagined. Fine. My name is Talbot…”

“Is that your real name?” Corbair asked skeptically.

“Does it matter?”

Corbair shrugged. “I guess not. I probably wouldn’t believe you if you’d said yes.”

“And that would probably be wise of you. I work for an organization dedicated to preserving the Federation and protecting it from threats known and otherwise.”

“So…Starfleet.”

“They have limits that we do not,” Talbot said.

“And I’ve just gone from annoyed to intrigued. Go on.”

“We are here to take Khan and his compatriots for training. They will be a tremendous asset to our organization.”

“Wait. You want to take Khan Noonian Singh, a genetically-enhanced megalomaniacal genius who already tried to subjugate the Earth once, and try to get him to work for you? Are you nuts? That is possibly the worst idea that I have ever heard!”

“Now that I hear it out loud, I see your point,” Talbot said.

“He’d kill you in a second, take over this ship, and…”

“Okay! I get it!”

“Now that that’s settled, could you beam me back to my ship, so we can be on our way?” Corbair said.

“I really can’t. You know more than you should.”

“Only because you told me!”

“You asked.”

“So you’re going to kill us?”

“It’s regrettable. I don’t like killing Federation citizens, since I am supposed to be protecting you. But the secrecy of Section Thirty-one must be maintained. And it really is a waste. You were so close to being right.”

Corbair was about to start screaming a number of obscenities at Talbot, but his last sentence stopped her entirely. “What do you mean I was close?”

“All of your work. All of the unauthorized experiments that got you sent to that rehabilitation facility. You were trying to enhance the abilities of humans with high Esper ratings. And by humans, I mean your lab assistants…without telling them.”

“If the Federation Science Council had minded its own damn business…”

“It didn’t matter. None of your experiments were successful, and now the Federation has moved away from Esper ratings entirely. Amazing how fast they’ve fallen out of favor.”

“Are you saying that was my fault?” Corbair said.

“No, that was us. We didn’t like that it was giving people like you dangerous ideas.”

“Dangerous? It was SCIENCE! The Vulcans have well-documented psychic abilities. And there are plenty of other species with abilities of their own. Why not humans? I just needed more time.”

“And the galactic barrier,” Talbot said.

“What does that mean?”

“About a year ago, while you were being rehabilitated, the USS Enterprise was attempting to leave the galaxy when it encountered an energy barrier. What happened after that isn’t entirely clear. The ship’s captain is terse in his logs, but it’s apparent that the barrier affected two members of the crew, the two with the highest Esper ratings on the ship. They both died, but, before that, our sources indicate that they manifested incredible powers. So, as I said, you were close. I hope that brings you some comfort in your final moments.”

“It doesn’t,” Corbair said. “But I think you’re being incredibly short-sighted here.”

“Oh really?” Talbot replied amused.

“You came all this way and are going home empty-handed, assuming that you’re not going to let the super-strong mad genius onto your ship.”

“I wasn’t.”

“But what if you went back with someone even better: me?”

Talbot started laughing again.

“And a super-powered human who would love to protect the Federation,” Corbair finished.

Talbot’s laugh vanished. “OK, Doctor. Now I’m intrigued.”

“There’s a woman on my ship with a very high Esper rating. I don’t know if she was ever tested. She’s ex-Starfleet, so maybe she was. It doesn’t matter because I’ve got the scans to prove it right here,” Corbair said, holding up her tricorder. “You give me her, a few things from my ship, and everything you have about that energy barrier, and I’ll give you a super-powered human who won’t murder you first chance she gets.”

“And you’re sure she’d be willing to help you?”

“She thinks we’re best friends. I guarantee you that she’s over there right now frantically trying to figure out a way to rescue me.”



“I really don’t like this,” Mike said as the unknown ship made its approach to Ceti Alpha V and took up a position directly in front of the Clydesdale.

“That makes all of us,” Bork said.

“Do you think they have Janet? They’ve got to have Janet,” Ronnie said. “I’m going to hail them.”

“Hang on a second,” Mike said, putting a hand on his sister’s arm before she could activate the comm system on the helm console. “Bork, do you have an ID yet?”

“They are just as not in our database now as they were five minutes ago. They do, however, have their shields up.”

“We should do the same…not that it will help against that thing.”

“If we have our shields up, we can’t beam Janet back!” Ronnie protested.

“We can’t beam her out through theirs anyway!” Mike snapped.

“They could lower them.”

“They aren’t going to lower their…”

“They’re lowering shields,” Bork said.

“HA! See!” Ronnie gloated. “Now all we have to do is find Janet, and…”

Ronnie was unable to finish her thought due to being unexpectedly dematerialized by a transporter beam.

“AUGGGHH!” Mike screamed, frantically slamming the controls to raise the Clydesdale’s shields.

“Are they just planning to take us one by one?” Bork said.

“I don’t know!”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“I DON’T KNOW!”



“This is what you wanted?” Talbot asked, looking around distastefully at the piles of what appeared to be cobbled-together garbage that now littered his ship’s science lab.

“I’ve spent months recreating my equipment from whatever pieces I could get my hands on,” Corbair said. “Be glad I did, or this project of ours could take months instead of hours.”

“So you were already planning to resume your experiments on that woman?”

“You sound surprised.”

“Honestly, I thought I was just humoring you in some pathetic attempt to save your skin. It was worth the small chance of success, since, as you pointed out, I will be going back to headquarters with nothing otherwise. Now I’m wondering if maybe I underestimated you.”

“That depends on how good this galactic barrier data is that you’ve brought me…and if you got my test subject.”

“Rhododendron Harper is safely in our brig, as promised.”

“Rhododendron?” Corbair said, grimacing. “No wonder she went by Ronnie.”

“I’ll have her brought to you when you’re ready. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go have her ship destroyed.”

“What? Why?”

“Considering how willing you are to use one of its crew as a lab animal, I’m surprised you care,” Talbot said.

“You said killing them would be regrettable. If I’m successful, you won’t need to. Ronnie will be able to erase all of their memories of this with a wave of her hand.”

As it happened, Corbair believed this to be true. She also wanted to keep an escape route handy in case things went south. She wasn’t exactly sure how she’d A) Get back to the Clydesdale; and B) Manage to use it to flee successfully from this Section 31 ship, but she was leaving her options open.

“Very well, but if you fail…”

“…we all die. I know.”



Two hours had passed. Two entire hours. And the ship on the Clydesdale’s viewscreen had done nothing but sit there and look menacing. Admittedly, it was doing a very good job of that last part.

Mike had gone through his options what seemed like a thousand times. He couldn’t beam aboard the mystery ship to rescue Ronnie and Dr. Corbair because it had its shields up. Attacking them wouldn’t do anything because, based on Bork’s scans, the ship had really good shields, and the Clydesdale’s phasers were barely capable of frying an egg. They couldn’t call for help because the other ship was somehow jamming their comm traffic. They couldn’t comm the mystery ship to talk for that same reason. And they couldn’t run for it because that was his sister trapped over there.

He tried not to think about the fact that whoever was over there had taken the two women from his ship. But if women was why they were here…

“Bork, are all of Khan’s people still on the surface?”

Bork, who really wished that Mike would let him go back to the engine room, checked the sensors.

“Yes. Same number of lifesigns down there as before.”

“Huh.” So much for that theory.

“Did that put you any closer to a plan?” Bork asked.

“Not so much.”

“You’re a real man of action there, Harper.”



Ronnie Harper’s face was stern as she was lead into the lab by two of Talbot’s Section 31 agents, but she brightened immediately upon seeing Dr. Corbair.

“Janet! I’m so glad you’re ok!” She struggled to get away from her two captors, but they kept a firm grip on her.

“Just put her in there,” Corbair said, ignoring Ronnie and nodding toward the cylindrical structure near the center of the room. With the help of one of Talbot’s engineers (Or maybe his only one. Corbair was unsure how large the Section 31 ship was.), she had been able to construct the frame and attach her equipment at certain points around the cylinder, aiming the various emitters at the interior. The frame had also been fitted with wrist and ankle restraints to prevent her subject from escaping, damaging the equipment, or hurting herself in case of thrashing. And, based on Corbair’s previous attempts, there would likely be thrashing.

Ronnie gaped in shock as she was dragged to the cylinder, but then a half-smile crossed her face. Without the Section 31 agents noticing, she gave Corbair a knowing wink. Soon she was imprisoned in Corbair’s test chamber and left alone with Corbair as the agents made their exit from the lab.

“Ok. They’re gone,” Ronnie said excitedly. “What’s the plan now? Did you build us an escape transporter? Is that what this is? I bet that’s what this is!”

“This will go a lot faster if you’re quiet,” Corbair said, without looking up from the console she was currently focused on.

“Oh. Sorry.”

After a few minutes of silence, Corbair finally let out a triumphant, “There!”

“What’s there?” Ronnie asked.

“Brace yourself.” Corbair typed in a quick set of commands.

“Why? What’s going…AUGGHHHHHHHH!”

Ronnie screamed as a force field zapped into existence around the chamber and the components inside it flared to life, flooding her body with agonizing energies.

And just as abruptly, it ended.

“What the hell was that?” Ronnie demanded.

Corbair looked at the readouts on her console and smiled. “Only the beginning. But don’t worry. By the time this is all over, you will have become so much more.”

“More what? MORE WHAT, JANET? AUGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHH!”



There’s a common belief that twins share a kind of psychic connection. One can supposedly feel the pain of the other from a great distance away. Well, Mike and Ronnie Harper were not twins, so, even if it were true, it wasn’t going to help him know the torture his sister was currently experiencing. And if Ronnie had and could focus her latent Esper abilities, she was a bit too busy screaming to reach out to her brother for help.

Not that he would be able to do much.

He was still on the Clydesdale’s bridge waiting for something…anything to give him an idea of what action he could possibly take to get out of this situation.

Bork was finding ways to stave off boredom. Watching Khan and his minions move about their little colony had gotten old, so he started trying to do what he could with the readings taken by the Clydesdale’s woefully inadequate internal sensors when Ronnie was transported away.

So far he’d determined that, yep, it was a transporter that took her. Same as the one that snatched Dr. Corbair off of Ceti Alpha V. He also had Wodak beam the fake bush away from Khan’s colony while no one was looking. No sense leaving that kind of evidence behind. Otherwise, he wasn’t getting very far. That was until he noticed one small detail:

Ronnie wasn’t the only thing removed from the Clydesdale.

“Do you have any idea what Corbair kept in her quarters?” Bork asked Mike, breaking the silence.

“Her stuff, I guess,” Mike said with a shrug.

“Can you think of any reason our friends out there would want it?”

“Um…no. They took her stuff?”

“Looks like it. There was transporter activity in her quarters at the same time Ronnie was taken.”

“Did Corbair plan this?”

“Why now? Why grab Ronnie? Why stick around?” Bork said. “If I was going to go through all of this trouble to mount an escape, I’d get with the escaping already. There’s absolutely no reason for her…”

Bork’s treatise on the subject was interrupted by a flashing new contact on the long range sensors.

“Who in the name of Grozit is this?” he said, annoyed, as he tried to get the sensors to ID the newcomer. This time he was successful…although, he wasn’t happy about it. “Looks like an Andorian battle cruiser. It’s coming in with shields up and weapons hot.”

“Is this good news? It could be good news. They might help us,” Mike said.

“I don’t know. Nothing that’s happened today has made a damn bit of sense.”



Over on the Section 31 Vessel Deogen, Agent Talbot was equally confused. “What in the name of the Great Bird are the Andorians doing here?” he asked from his command chair on the Deogen’s small bridge as the Andorian battle cruiser approached Ceti Alpha V.

“Maybe they want to fight Khan?” his helm agent, Laghari, replied. “It sounds like something they’d do. But that ship is at least fifty years old.”

“This mission does not need more complications.”

“They’re trying to hail us…and the freighter. It’s pretty much just a wide band broadcast,” Laghari said.

“Fine. Let’s hear what they have to say.”

“Deactivating the jamming field,” Laghari said, quickly moving her hands across her console.



“We’re being hailed!” Mike exclaimed in surprise.

“Why would our mystery ship shut down the jamming field?”

“Would you stop asking questions?” Mike snapped. “This is the first anything that’s happened in hours!” He smacked the control on his console to open the channel. The image on the bridge viewscreen switched from the black vessel looming in front of the Clydesdale to show the interior of the Andorian battle cruiser. Surprisingly, the bridge was completely lacking in actual Andorians. Instead, they all appeared to be human. The woman in the command chair stood up and walked closer to the camera, her face soon filling the screen. Mike couldn’t look away from her eyes. They were wide and focused with a particular crazed intensity that made him want to close the channel as fast as possible.

“Who dares defile this sacred space?” she demanded. “You have no right to be here, for this is the domain of our Great Lord. Flee or be destroyed by the true believing followers of The Path of Khaaaaaaaaaaaaan!”



Laghari turned to face Talbot, “Did she say…”

“Yes.”

“Do we know them?”

“No. At least I don’t think so. They don’t ring a bell as a danger to the Federation, at least.”



“We have followed his words for centuries, and now, in this blessed time, our obedience has been rewarded. He has come to lead us, but you…YOU!” She pointed accusingly. “…have tried to hide his return from his devoted legions. But you have failed…FAILED! We have learned of your treachery and are here to collect our Lord, so that he may once again lead us on The Path of Khaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaan!”



“I’ve had enough of this,” Talbot said. “Open a channel.”

“Open, sir.”

“This is Ag…Captain Talbot of the SS Smith. You are not authorized to be here and are interrupting a completely normal business transaction between two regular commercial vessels. Leave this space immediately and never return, or you will be destroyed.”



“We are going to die,” Bork muttered as he and Mike watched the exchange in split-screen on the Clydesdale’s viewscreen.

“Do you think they’d noticed if we just slowly backed away?” Mike asked.

“What happened to ‘that’s my sister over there’?”

“Maybe Mom and Dad will be happy that one of their kids survived this.”



Meanwhile, the “discussion” was continuing.

“I am Igdora, First Acolyte of The Path of Khaaaaaaaaaaaaaaan. We do not recognize your claim on this space or your very existence. Our Lord will grind you beneath his boot.”

Talbot rolled his eyes. “Look, lady. I don’t give a damn about you or your Path of Khan.”

“Show some respect and say it right! It’s Khaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaan.”

“I’m…not going to do that.”

Igdora’s eyes widened even more, if that was possible. Talbot either didn’t notice or care and continued on. “You have no idea what you’ve blundered into here, and if you think for one second that I’m going to let a bunch of nutjobs take one of the most dangerous people in Earth’s history and his band of genetically-modified minions off of that dirtball, you have…”

Igdora interrupted Talbot with a furious yell and closed the channel.

“Who the hell does she think…?”

“Incoming!” Agent Lagathi cried, a split-second before the ship bucked under several impacts. “Multiple hits. Shields at eighty percent. They’re on the move…swinging back around…”

“Evasive maneuvers!”

“We’re at full stop.”

“Then start going and evade!”

“Shall I return fire?”

“Yes! That too!”



“What are those morons doing up there?” Corbair muttered as the ship jolted, then surged forward.

Ronnie, meanwhile, was absolutely dripping with sweat as she panted, trying to recover from the last round of whatever the hell Corbair was doing to her. Speaking of, since she wasn’t screaming in agony at the moment, she thought she’d better take the opportunity to try to find out.

“Janet,” she gasped. “What…do they…want? Are they…forcing…you…to do…this?”

Corbair just chuckled as she checked readouts on her console and adjusted settings, which Ronnie took as a bad sign.

“Janet…”

“Did I ever tell you about my work, Ronnie?” Corbair asked. “The work that landed me in that rehabilitation colony? I don’t think I did, and I’m pretty certain you never asked.”

“I didn’t want…to pry.”

“Sweet of you. Stupid, but sweet. I was trying to make humans better. The Federation Science Council frowns on research on live subjects, but there was no other way. When you’re blazing a new trail, you’re going to have to cut through a bit of the underbrush. And sometimes you hit some dead ends. I was at a dead end when I was arrested. But now…now I have a whole new path! The only question is whether you’re going to be underbrush or the route to the promised land.”

“That analogy doesn’t really…”

“I didn’t ask your opinion!” Corbair snapped as she activated the cylinder again.

With the respite over, Ronnie was back to screaming.



“Are we getting out of here?” Bork demanded while the other two ships were battling it out uncomfortably close to Clydesdale.

Mike’s mind raced, unable to decide. Did he try to run and abandon his sister? Comm for help and hope that someone else got there before Talbot or Igdora blew the Clydesdale to smithereens? Try to hide and hope that both ships blasted each other enough that Wodak could beam Ronnie and Corbair back aboard?

“Mike…now is not the time for you to lock up on us,” Bork said.

“We’re in a freighter!” Mike exclaimed, nearing hysteria. “I’m not Starfleet! I didn’t sign up for this! What are we supposed to do?”

“Something other than sitting here waiting to get shot would be nice.”

Mike took a few deep breaths, trying to calm himself. “You’re right. We’ve got to move.” He checked his readouts. Ceti Alpha VI wasn’t that far. At impulse they’d be there quickly and could hopefully stay out of the way until Talbot and Igdora finished their business. And if they could comm for help, so much the better.

He engaged the impulse engines at low power, edging the Clydesdale forward. Nice and easy. No need to draw attention to themselves.



“The freighter is on the move,” Lagathi said.

“Course?” Talbot asked, gripping onto the armrests of his command chair as the Path of Khan battlecruiser sent another volley against the Section 31 ship.

“Ceti Alpha Six, I think. No sign that they’re leaving the system.”

“Of course not. We have their people. Reactivate the jamming field. Maximum range. We’ll take care of them once we finish with our current annoyance.”



“My Lady! The freighter is trying to flee!”

Igdora smacked her fist down on the command chair. “NO! They will not escape. They will feel my…” She searched her brain for a moment, looking for the right word. Anger wasn’t strong enough. She needed one that meant something like retributory punishment for an offense or a crime.

Oh well. It wasn’t coming, and the pause had now gotten to a weird rather than dramatic length.

“…FURY! They will feel my fury! Make another attack run on our current quarry and then pursue! Bring them to heel!”



“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Mike shouted as he watched the tactical readout. Talbot and Igdora were supposed to be fighting each other; not coming after him! Why couldn’t anyone just do what he wanted them to do?

But no! They had to bring the battle to him, a battle the Clydesdale was incredibly ill-equipped to fight. Minimal phasers. No torpedoes. Just a lumbering cargo freighter. There was nothing they could do.

Or…

“Get to engineering,” Mike said suddenly.

“What?”

“Go. I need you there.”

“Fine with me,” Bork said with a shrug then retreated into the turbolift as Mike activated the intraship comm.

“I hope everybody can hear me. I’m going to leave this on, so we can communicate quickly. Noov. I’m sorry, buddy, but I’ve got to wake you. Get up here as fast as you can.”

“AFFIRMATIVE,” the voice synthesizer of the Clydesdale’s Zaranite night watch crewman replied.

“Smash?”

“What’s up, bossman?” Smash’s voice replied.

“Get the guys on standby. We’re going to need to move fast.”



Corbair had to admit that the silver eyes were a bit disconcerting. Yes, it likely meant she was on the right track, but still they gave her the creeps.

And the continuing sudden jolts and abrupt changes in direction weren’t helping her nerves.

“We are under attack,” Ronnie said placidly, her voice echoing for no reason Corbair could determine.

“No kidding.”

“I am in here and out there. I can see all three vessels and those within them. I can…”

“Three? Who else is here?”

“I don’t think you care, Janet.”

“You’re right. I don’t. I just need them to stop shooting at us. This is delicate work.”

“You could stop,” Ronnie said.

“If you can read my mind, you know I’m not going to do that.”

“I can’t…yet. But I also can’t believe that our friendship meant nothing to you.”

Corbair snapped up from her console, eyes blazing. “We were never friends! I was trapped on that ship with you idiots. I don’t care what the Federation called it, I was in prison! So, yeah, I made the best of it, but if I hadn’t realized that you had Esper potential, I would have just been waiting until the day my probation was over and I could get as far away from you as possible!”

“We had good times.”

“We had…times. And if you had just been able to leave me on Dirt, this wouldn’t be happening. But it is. You’re going to be the culmination of years of my work, and you’ll be able to help the Federation more than you ever could have in Starfleet. You should be thanking me!”

“I do not think your rehabilitation was successful.”

“Now I know you’re psychic,” Corbair remarked. “But just to be sure…” She finished her adjustments and activated the cylinder once again. Ronnie convulsed as a new round of energies assaulted her.

At least she wasn’t screaming this time, Corbair thought. That was an improvement. Time to really pour it on, though. Once she showed Talbot what Ronnie could do after Corbair finished with her, these Section 31 folks would be begging for her to come work for them.



By the time the Clydesdale made it to Ceti Alpha VI and Mike slid the ship into orbit, Noov had arrived on the bridge and, at Mike’s request, taken over at the science console. With much grumbling, Bork had started the preparations Mike wanted. The Tellarite wasn’t happy with the plan, but, as he didn’t have any better ideas, he decided to go along with it.

Mike, meanwhile, needed the two ships out there to see each other as the real threat and not his lumbering freighter. For one thing, that was the truth. For another, he was going to be lucky to survive one of them. Both was certain death.

Fortunately, Talbot’s ship caught up with the Path of Khan vessel and rejoined the battle well before either of them could threaten the Clydesdale. Mike watched the tactical readout as the slower Andorian battle cruiser attempted to deal with the much more nimble craft Talbot commanded. Both ships were scoring devastating blows on the other, but Mike could tell that the Path of Khan was taking the worst of it. He just hoped they could last a while longer.

“Mike,” Bork’s voice said over the comm. “I finished your ridiculous requests. Smash and the guys are getting everything positioned now…for all the good it will do. I’m no expert in tactics, but then neither are you. I don’t see how you expect for us to do much of anything against an experienced military commander.”

“I don’t think anyone out there is actual military,” Mike said. “And we don’t have to do much. Just enough.”

“I don’t even know what that means.”

“Get ready to give me all the speed you can. I don’t care what you have to do. Fry the entire impulse system if you have to. It doesn’t have to be long, but it needs to be fast.”

“Ok, but I still think we’re all going to die.”



The Section 31 ship took another pass, battering the Andorian battlecruiser’s rear shields relentlessly until they gave way, the shield emitters exploding violently. The battered Path of Khan vessel returned fire as Talbot’s craft passed by, taking out its shields as well, but that was all it could manage before their adversary hit them with another torpedo, knocking out all power on board.

“They’re dead in space,” Lagathi said with satisfaction.

“How are we?” Talbot asked.

“Shield emitters offline. We have 2/3rds impulse…but all weapon systems are fully operational,” she finished with a smile.

“That should be more than sufficient to deal with Doctor Corbair’s friends in the freighter,” Talbot said. “Let’s end this. Move to intercept and destroy. Corbair can either get over it or die with them.”



“THEY APPROACH,” Noov reported.

“I see them,” Mike said, watching the tactical readout on the helm console. “Smash, it’s time.”

“All right, bossman. We’re on it.”



“What the hell are they doing?” Talbot said as he watched the image of the Clydesdale on the viewscreen. The freighter was now at a full stop, and its six cargo modules, three on each side, were starting to drift away from the ship.

“Cutting loose extra weight?” Lagathi offered.

“That thing is a monstrosity. Letting go of the cargo modules isn’t going to make it any more maneuverable. What kind of idiot is in command over there?”

“A freighter captain?”

“I guess. Scan the modules. Make sure they aren’t full of explosives or something.”

“Negative. They are all empty.”

“So they’re just making space litter. Real nice.”

“We are planning to reduce them to debris as well.”

“You have a point.”



“Any idea what their phaser range is?” Mike asked.

“NEGATIVE,” Noov replied.

“I was afraid of that.” Mike tapped his fingers on the edge of the helm console anxiously. He needed them close but not so close that they started shooting. At least the cargo modules had drifted far enough away to clear a path.

“READING WEAPONS HOT.”

“I was afraid of that, too.”

Talbot’s ship approached Ceti Alpha VI, positioning itself to come in behind the Clydesdale.

“Bork…”

“Just do it,” the Tellarite snapped, cutting Mike off.

“Hang on.” Mike activated the impulse engines. For a brief moment, nothing happened, sending a wave of panic through his body, but then the Clydesdale shot forward.



Talbot watched in shock as the freighter that was supposed to be a sitting duck zipped forward and around Ceti Alpha VI.

“No no NO! Get them!” Talbot shouted. “They can’t…”

The ship lurched violently as phaser fire slammed into their defenseless hull. On the viewscreen, the Clydesdale passed by.

“Did they go all the way around the planet and attack us?”

“Yes, Agent Talbot,” Lagathi said. “Engines at…”

“PURSUIT COURSE!”



“Here they come,” Mike said, watching his tactical readout. “How are we doing, Bork?”

“Engines holding…for now.”

“We just need a little bit more.”

He finished another tight orbit of Ceti Alpha VI and maneuvered the Clydesdale in the middle of the abandoned cargo modules, slowing as much as he could as he did so.

“Smash…”

“Already on it. Not so rough, Paf! Just a sec more…and…done!”

“Going,” Mike said. He already had the Clydesdale on the move again as he saw their pursuers starting to round the planet on his scope.

“They aren’t going to keep chasing us like this,” Bork said.

“I know! I just need to piss him off a little more.”

“I hate this plan!”



Surely the freighter wasn’t going to try to go around Ceti Alpha VI again. Yes, it prevented Lagathi from getting a clear shot, but it wasn’t sustainable. Even with damaged engines, the Section 31 ship was making up ground. This was just delaying the inevitable.

Lagathi continued the chase, taking the ship around to the far side of the planet from the cargo modules and…

…the Clydesdale was coming right at them!

“Fire! FIRE!” Talbot screamed as the freighter let loose another phaser barrage and kept right on going.



“Now he’s pissed,” Mike said. On the scopes, Talbot’s ship turned around and resumed their pursuit. So far, the Clydesdale’s shields had barely been touched, but that was about to change. “Noov, put everything you can in the rear shields. This may get toasty.”

“AFFIRMATIVE.”

Talbot’s ship was closing fast. Mike tried to evade, but there wasn’t much that the Clydesdale was capable of doing. The ship rocked as a phaser blast connected.



“We’ve got him now!” Talbot said. “Keep on him!”



Another hit.

“75 PERCENT,” Noov said.

“Now or never,” Mike muttered. He took the Clydesdale back through the gap between the cargo modules and kept going into open space.

Talbot followed move for move, slipping between the empty modules.

“Now, Bork!”

BOOOOOOOOOOOOOM!

The cluster of ten anti-matter storage canisters that Smash and his guys had pushed out of the airlock into the space between the modules on the Clydesdale’s previous pass all detonated after Bork remotely shut off their internal force fields. The violent matter-antimatter explosion buffeted Talbot’s ship. Power flickered, then shut off entirely, as the vessel drifted helplessly.

Mike smacked the edge of his console victoriously. “Wodak, get to the transporter. Try to lock on to Corbair and Ronnie! I…” He drifted off as something on his tactical scope caught his eye. “Oh no.”



They were wounded. Fatally so. But they would fight to the last. Igdora gripped the armrests of her command chair as smoke swirled around her. Half the ship was ablaze. What little power they’d been able to restore had all been put to the engines and sensors. They had minutes of life support left, but it would be enough.

On the bridge’s static-filled viewscreen, Igdora could see their enemy, now also laid low.

“Ready phasers.”

“Offline, my Lady.”

“Torpedoes then.”

“The launchers have been destroyed.”

Igdora let out one long breath. “Ramming speed it is then. From Hades’ depths, I put a knife into you!”



They had emergency lighting, but not much else.

“Get me something!” Talbot ordered. He pulled a communicator out of the emergency kit stowed inside one of the bridge’s side panels. “Talbot to anyone. If you can hear me, I need a status. If I can’t see what’s happening, we…

Suddenly, Talbot flew across the bridge as the ship was slammed into by the oncoming Andorian battle cruiser. Both ships continued onward, straight toward Ceti Alpha VI.



“Wodak!” Mike shouted.

“I’m sorry, Mike. I can’t get a lock on anything. There’s some kind of interference over there.”

“Interference? How? From what? They don’t have any power.”



Dr. Corbair picked herself up off the deck, blood dripping out of a gash on her head. The cylinder had survived, though, and Ronnie was positively glowing.

No seriously. She was glowing. Her entire body seemed to be emanating light.

“Are you still with me?” Corbair asked, stumbling back over to her console. Not surprisingly, it was dead. She’d hit Ronnie with a massive dose of the energies matching those from the galactic barrier. Now she was worried that she’d achieved this incredible accomplishment just in time to get blown up.

“For now,” Ronnie’s voice said, echoing all around the lab. Was she getting brighter?

“Good,” Corbair said. “You’re going to need to do what I tell you, or this will end badly for both of us.”

“We are so far beyond that now.”

“I just gave you a gift, and you’re going to use that gift to help the Federation,” Corbair said, stalking over to the cylinder. “Isn’t that what you wanted to do when you joined Starfleet? I’m going to get Captain Talbot, and you’re going to read his mind. After that, maybe lift him into the air with a thought or something. Can you do that? Can you do anything but glow? I wasn’t trying to make a nightlight here.”

“None of that is going to happen.”

“Now you listen here, you…”

Corbair suddenly flew backward, slamming against the rear wall of the lab.

“What…have you done?” she gasped, unable to move.

Ronnie stepped out of the cylinder, phasing straight through its structure. Her body no longer just glowed. She instead seemed to be made of white blinding light that was just getting more intense.

“Not me. Gravity.”



Mike willed the Clydesdale to go faster as he pursued the two powerless and plummeting ships. The freighter was not designed to operate in a planet’s atmosphere, as the shaking and groaning all around him let him know in no uncertain terms.

“Wodak!”

“Still nothing. There’s too much interference.”

“Mike!” Bork shouted. “We can’t keep this up.”

“I’m going to try the tractor beam.”

“We have a low-end beam designed to drag a cargo module around in space. You cannot expect it to perform rescue maneuvers in an atmosphere, especially when what you’re trying to rescue is a large space craft that is out of control and crashing at…”

Mike had already activated the tractor beam before Bork had gotten three words out of his mouth. It tried to latch on to Talbot’s vessel, struggling to show its descent. At the point Bork reached “crashing at,” there was a…

BZZZZZZZT! POP!

The tractor beam shut down.

“I told you!” Bork shouted. Talbot’s ship, and Ronnie inside it, continued to fall toward the surface of Ceti Alpha VI.



“I can’t hold this much longer,” Ronnie said. At least it sounded like Ronnie. Corbair couldn’t see her mouth move…or if she even still had a mouth…or even directly look at her at all. Instead her voice seemed to be inside Corbair’s mind.

“Then stop holding me and let me down!”

“I already told you, I’m not doing that. It’s gravity.”

“Gravity…like a planet’s. Are we crashing?!?”

“Yes. I’m sorry, Janet. I’m sorry you never talked to me honestly. I’m sorry you felt you had to do this.”

“This isn’t the time for therapy. DO SOMETHING!”

“I am. Goodbye, Janet.”

And then all was white.



There was nothing he could do. He’d tried everything he could think of. Instead, Mike could only watch helplessly as the ships hit the surface. The resulting explosion was massive, white energy expanded outward from the site, ravaging the surface and extending upward…toward them.

Mike shook himself out of his shock at what had just happened and quickly tried to get the Clydesdale out of the atmosphere of Ceti Alpha VI. It felt like the ship was being pulled back, but finally he was able to get them out into space.

“THE PLANET!” Noov exclaimed.

Mike shifted the image on the viewscreen to the planet below them. Ceti Alpha VI was visibly shuddering under the assault of the blast from Talbot’s ship, which was expanding across its surface with impossible speed.

And then Ceti Alpha VI exploded.

“Oh SHIT!” Mike cried as he put the Clydesdale into full impulse. But it was too late. In an instant, the Clydesdale was overtaken, and everything went white.



Mike expected death by exploding planet to be a bit more painful. Rocky debris ripping through the ship, fire everywhere, his body smashed, burned, and torn apart all at once with an added bit of suffocation for good measure when the Clydesdale was opened up to the vacuum of space.

Instead, he was still in his seat at the helm. He blinked his eyes a few times, trying to clear his vision from the blinding whiteness of a few moments earlier.

“Hi, Mike.”

He spun to his right. Ronnie was there, seated at the navigation console. He leapt up and grabbed her. “You’re alive! How…? Wait…was I asleep just now?” He let go of Ronnie and sat back down. “I drifted off again, didn’t I?”

“Are you okay?” Ronnie asked.

“Yeah. Sorry. I just had this dream…It doesn’t matter.”

Were they still on the way to Ceti Alpha V? He checked his readouts. The ship was stopped. That was weird. And they were nowhere near the Ceti Alpha system.

“Do you need a minute?” Ronnie asked.

Mike looked around the bridge. It was just him and Ronnie. No Noov, no Bork, and no Dr. Corbair.

“Ronnie, what’s going on?”

“What’s the last thing you remember?”

“Your ship crashed, and then the planet blew up. But that was a dream, right?”

Ronnie shook her head. “No. That was me becoming. It made a bit of a mess.”

“Becoming? Becoming who?”

“What I am now.”

“I don’t understand. Are you…dead?”

Ronnie laughed. “Not even close. I don’t know if I even can die now. I’m not sure if the word ‘alive’ really fits either.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

She waved her arm, and the viewscreen flared to life, showing empty space outside. With another wave, the image shifted to a swirling nebula. Mike checked his readouts. The ship had moved hundreds of light years in an instant.

“You did that?” Mike asked stunned.

Ronnie nodded and waved again, putting the Clydesdale back in its original position. Mike noticed something else on the readouts: the cargo modules were showing as connected again. “Did you put the ship back together, too?”

“Good as new…well, good as it was. I had to leave Bork something to complain about.”

“So you’re what…magic?”

“I have become more,” Ronnie said.

“Did it hurt?”

“Yes. A lot. But Janet was right. She did give me a gift, even if it was for her own self-serving reasons.”

“Corbair did this to you?!? Where the hell is she? I’m going to…”

“Mike, she is not your problem anymore,” Ronnie said firmly.

“But…”

“Mike! Listen to me, for once. She is not your problem.”

Tears began to well in Mike’s eyes. “I’m so sorry.”

“For what?” Ronnie asked kindly.

“I was supposed to protect you.”

“We both know it was the other way around. Why do you think I left Starfleet?”

“You got kicked out.”

“Well…yeah. But it meant that I could be here with you. I loved spending time with my big brother.”

“Loved?”

“I can’t stay, Mike.”

“Why?”

“No offense, but I can literally destroy planets. This existence isn’t me anymore.”

“But I’m here,” Mike said.

“I’m not sure this existence is you either,” Ronnie replied, standing up. She walked around the bridge, taking it all in for the last time. “You could do so much more and really help people.”

“I move cargo. That’s the way I like it.”

“You sent a freighter up against a heavily-armed starship and won. You rescued me from another heavily-armed starship and saved that ship’s entire crew. Don’t give me that ‘I move cargo’ crap. I know you too well. And now, I know EVERYTHING,” Ronnie said, her last word echoing all around the bridge.

“I don’t know.”

“Just think about it,” Ronnie said firmly.

“Ok. I will. Don’t blink me out of existence or whatever,” Mike said, holding his hands up defensively. “But what about you? What are you going to do?”

“See the galaxy. Or a few of them. Maybe start a civilization. There are so many possibilities.”

“I guess there are.” He was silent for a few moments. “If you’re really doing this, I’m going to have to tell people something. Oh god. I’m going to have to tell Mom and Dad.” Mike said in horror.

Ronnie rolled her eyes. “Seriously, Mike? I’ve ascended to omnipotence, and you’re worried about that?”

“They’re going to kill me!”

“Fine. I’ll go tell them myself. But that’s it. Everyone else needs to think I’m dead. Just tell Starfleet that everything went fine.”

“What about those other ships?” Mike asked.

“They’re not your problem either. And no one is going to come looking for them. Janet’s work died with Ceti Alpha Six. It’s safer for the universe that way.”

“Ok,” Mike said, nodding numbly. “I…I just can’t believe you’re leaving.”

“Come here,” Ronnie said, holding her arms open.

Mike got up and walked into her waiting hug. “I’m going to miss you, you absolute pain in the ass,” he said, holding her tight.

“I love you, too, you uptight jerk. Goodbye, Mike.”

“Goodbye.” Mike hugged her closer, and then she was gone.

His eyes shot open. “You vanished during a hug?” he shouted at the empty bridge. “Seriously?!? You drama queen!”



She’d blown up.

Wait. No. That wasn’t right.

She’d crashed, and THEN blown up. Neither had felt great. Actually, it had been a horribly agonizing way to die. At least it was quick, though.

But now Dr. Corbair was pretty sure she was in a bed.

She hesitantly opened her eyes and looked around. Yep, it was a bed. And she was in a simple bedroom.

Hang on. She knew this room!

Corbair leapt out of bed. “No no no no NO!” she said, looking around in a panic. This was her room at the rehabilitation colony. How the hell was she back at Candelar Acres?

She ran out of the door, not caring that she was in pajamas (When did she put on pajamas?), out into the hallway, and raced over to the attendant station sitting in the middle of this cluster of resident rooms. Corbair knew the Efrosian woman sitting there. Crap. What was her name? Corbair always called her “The Grinning Freak” in her head, but now she couldn’t remember her real name.

“Well, good morning, Janet,” the attendant said warmly. “You’re up early.”

“What am I doing back here?” Corbair demanded.

“Back? What do you mean?”

“I was released from here months ago! Starfleet put me on that damn freighter for my parole.”

“I don’t think so, Janet,” the attendant said, no longer grinning. “You’ve got…” She typed a few commands on her console, looked at her monitor, then let out a low whistle. “…forty-one more years in your rehabilitation plan.”

Corbair sank to the floor, forcing the attendant to look over her station to see her. “Are you ok, Janet?” she asked.

Corbair just shook her head. She’d given Ronnie unbelievable abilities, and this is how that ungrateful bitch chose to repay her. Ronnie was going to regret this. Corbair would find a way out, she’d rebuild her equipment, and then she’d…

What did she do to make it work? And she had equipment, but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember how it worked or even what it looked like. Maybe she’d left it on the freighter. What was it called again? It didn’t matter. She’d find its captain. His name was… Nope. Gone.

Was she mad at someone? No, that didn’t seem right. Who could she have to be mad at?

She picked herself up off of the floor.

“Do you want to go back to your room?”

Corbair nodded and wandered back. She needed some more sleep before breakfast, and then there’d be today’s sessions with the counselors. Then lunch. And after that, some free time. Maybe she could find someone who wanted to play cards. She hadn’t done that in ages.



“They’re both just…gone?” Smash asked as he and what was left of the crew of the Clydesdale sat gathered in the mess hall.

“Yeah. That’s it,” Mike said. He’d called the all-hands meeting shortly after Ronnie vanished.

“But we’re supposed to say Ronnie is dead?”

“That’s what she told me.”

“I don’t know, bossman. This feels wrong.”

“I’m not happy about it either…for a lot of reasons,” Mike said. “And I hope no one will dig too deeply into our cover story…when we come up with one.”

“She already took care of it,” Bork said.

“What do you mean?”

“Before you called us up here, I noticed the engineering log now has an entry about a plasma conduit rupture destroying Ronnie’s quarters while she was inside. I’m guessing our other logs now corroborate it.”

“What about Doctor Corbair?” Wodak asked. Beside him Pafal-Sris nodded emphatically.

“Ronnie said she is not our problem. I’m not sure what that means.”

Bork got up from his seat and went over to the small computer terminal mounted in the wall of the mess hall. “It means Corbair was never here,” he said a few minutes later. “I can’t find a single mention of her in any system we have.” He plopped back down in his chair.

The room was silent for a few moments.

“Wow,” Smash said finally.

“Yeah,” Mike said.

“Do you need some time, Mike?” Smash asked gently. It was the first time in possibly ever that Mike could remember the big Rigellan calling him anything other than “bossman.” “I know she’s not really dead, but she’s gone. No one would blame you for needing some time before you decide what to do next.”

“I think I already know,” Mike replied, looking around the table at his crew. “Anybody want a freighter?”



“I was very sorry to hear about your sister,” Commodore Scott Enwright said, as he motioned for Mike to take a seat across the desk from him in his office on Starbase 6. “We think we’ve conquered space, but something like this is a reminder that even the most routine of trips out here has its dangers. I know that doesn’t help.”

“Not really,” Mike said, handing Enwright a data card before sitting down in the offered chair. “I just hope wherever she is now, she’s happy.”

“I do appreciate you finishing your assignment despite the tragedy,” Enwright inserted the card into his desk terminal and scanned through the report on Khan Noonian Singh and his followers and their efforts to tame Ceti Alpha V. “This is a relief to read. We half-expected Khan to be building a starship out of palm trees and coconuts with plans to take over the quadrant.”

“As you can see, the landscape is a bit short on both of those items. They’re just trying to get by down there. I’m sure the Clydesdale can check in on them again in six months, if you’d like. The new owner was one of my cargo handlers, so he knows the history.”

“You sold your ship?” Enwright said surprised.

“Yeah. It was time. And Wodak had had a good run at the casino on Tellar our last time there. He’s keeping the crew together and carrying on without me…as long as he doesn’t gamble the ship away.”

“Here’s hoping, but I don’t think I’ll need to trouble them with this Khan surveillance anymore. He and his followers can live out their lives on Ceti Alpha Five in peace. Honestly, the less attention we draw to them, the better.”

“You couldn’t have figured that out sooner?” Mike thought.

“But what about you?” Enwright continued. “I’m guessing you didn’t come up here just to deliver this report in person.”

Mike took a deep breath. No turning back now. “I don’t know if you know this, but Ronnie, my sister, was in Starfleet for a little while. Things didn’t work out, but she loved it. And she thought it was important. I know I’m a bit old to go to the Academy, but I’m hoping my experience counts for something.”

“You want to join Starfleet?”

“Before she…went, Ronnie told me that I could do more with my life and really help people. I want to see if she was right.”



THE END




Notes on “Back to the Well”

“Back to the Well” is a pretty basic first story: introduce the characters and setting, send them off on an adventure, and set up some continuing threads to follow later. The passenger the Clydesdale is roped into transporting turns out to be from a different universe and probably recognizable to fans of another incredibly long-running science fiction series: Doctor Who. Should I have brought in the Tenth Doctor in the first story of a new series? Possibly not. At the time I started writing this story, though, it really hadn’t been that long since David Tennant had left the series (Although, as I write this in 2023, he is due back in the 60th anniversary specials later this year), and he was (and still is) my favorite Doctor. I really wanted to use him.

Also, I was paying off something from a Star Traks: Waystation story that really didn’t need paying off. There’s a throwaway gag in the final Waystation story, “Going My Way?,” where Craig Porter sees a blue police box in the storage room of Dillon Enterprises R&D. A little bit later, it has vanished. That’s it. I never intended it to be some bigger thing. But then with “Back to the Well,” I had a reason for the TARDIS to be there. It doesn’t matter at all in the grand scheme of things, but from what the Doctor says, you can piece together that when he hit the Well in his universe, he and the TARDIS ended up in the Trek/Traks universe and got separated in time. With the unwitting help of the Clydesdale crew, he is able to get back to the Well, recall the TARDIS, and return from whence he came (Now there’s a phrase I don’t get to use very often.). Since “Back to the Well” is told from the perspective of the Clydesdale’s crew, they don’t know or understand any of this. And for readers who don’t get the Who reference, it’s just about a guy from another universe who uses the Clydesdale to get home. Hopefully it works either way.

I am really happy with the opening narration in this one. I was going for the tone of an instructional video from the 1950s. It works for establishing things, but I didn’t want to carry it throughout. I think it would have gotten old fast. I also doubt I could have sustained it anyway.




Notes on “Antares or Bust”

This one is really a world and character building story. I wanted to take a bit more time to cover what life is like for the Clydesdale crew as they try to get work and deal with their Tellarite employers. As such, there’s not a whole lot of plot happening, but hopefully enough character moments to give readers a better sense of the crew personalities.

The other thing I really wanted to explore is that things Starfleet Officers take for granted aren’t as easily accessible to everyone else. Dr. Corbair needs a tricorder and one of the readily available consumer-grade scanning products just won’t do for her purposes. It would be like the difference between a microscope in an actual laboratory versus one you can buy for your kid.




Notes on “Busted”

While also following up on the various plot threads set up in “Antares or Bust,” this story was really about showing how the Clydesdale crew would handle a classic TOS problem, in this case an energy being that’s taking people over, differently than a Starfleet crew.

Mike doesn’t care why this is happening beyond what he needs to know to get the hell away from it. And his solutions tend to be less technobabble and more brute force or cobble something together. The mini-series doesn’t end up getting into it, but Mike and Ronnie grew up on Earth, which is where Mike learned to fish. I had thought about doing a story about the Clydesdale going to Earth, which would have introduced their parents, but I never got past the basic concept. I did have a title, though: “Home Run.”

As a side note, there’s a big difference between a concept and a story. And sometimes I have a great title and can’t come up with a story to go with it. Years and years ago, I had the idea of doing a Boldly Gone story called “Planet of the Crepes.” I didn’t get much past that and the idea that the planet was founded by French colonists from Earth. Bain is annoyed because they’re French? Sure. Let’s go with the British and French people don’t like each other stereotype (Side note: on a trip to England, I did see a store in Stratford-Upon-Avon that had a sign in the window that read “No Unaccompanied French Girls Allowed.” I still don’t know what that was about.). But what was the story? What happens? And what happens next? And then? And then? I didn’t have that. Admittedly, it was a concept that would have worked better if Boldly Gone was a TV show, so you could hear the people speaking in very thick French accents rather than me trying to write them.

Back to Busted, Dr. Corbair is the story’s other lead, and she is able to help with the escape and dealing with Light while also working to achieve her own ends. When I was first developing TOSsed, Corbair and Ronnie were the first two characters I came up with, back when I thought it was going to be set on a Starfleet ship. One of the first bits of dialogue between the two of them that popped into my head (the exchange about Ronnie sleeping with Jim Kirk again and him not remembering her name again) survived into the current version. At that point, Corbair was running closer to the character Christa Miller plays on Cougar Town, which I had not seen at the time (Great show, by the way. Once they figure out what the show is a couple of episodes in, it’s really a fun series about people in their 40s.). One of the reasons to switch to a freighter was the freedom is gave me with Corbair. She is not Starfleet and certainly doesn’t have that moral code. She’s just out of a rehabilitation colony, so she did something to get herself locked up. And she’s willing to barter the life of an intelligent being to get what she needs to achieve her own ends.

I had a lot of fun picturing these characters running around a TOS Starfleet ship. Admittedly, it helps that I’ve done it myself a few times (not the running part) at the Star Trek Original Series Set Tour in Ticonderoga, NY. If you have any love for the original series, you absolutely have to go visit. It’s fantastic. And they’re working on building the TNG sets. I have no idea when that part will be open, but I’ll be planning a trip to see them as soon as they are.




Notes on “Looking Out for the Little Guy”

The basic idea of this story came from Avatar (The James Cameron film and not the Nickelodeon cartoon). At the time it was released, Avatar got a bit of criticism in some quarters for its plot, namely that it was very similar to the 1990 film “Dances With Wolves.” Since the Na’vi in Avatar are blue, I saw a few people call it “Dances With Smurfs.” Now there’s an obvious issue with that description. The Na’vi were like eight feet tall, certainly well taller than humans, hence the need for avatars. I’m not going to rehash the whole movie here.

But “Dances With Smurfs” stuck with me, and I thought that a Smurf-like species occupying a planet and not being pleased at being colonized was amusing. And it was another good TOS situation for the Clydesdale crew to face. TOS has a number of episodes where they go to some colony or facility to deal with whatever has befallen its residents (In fairness, TNG does too). For this one, though, I was thinking more of “Devil in the Dark” or “This Side of Paradise.” Of course, Mike Harper doesn’t really care what’s going on at Lehrer Colony. He wants to unloaded his cargo and leave. He just ends up in the unfortunate position of wandering into the middle of this situation having to deal with it.

It took me a while to settle on what word the planet’s residents would use for their language. I wasn’t going to use “Smurf,” but when I originally wrote the story, I put in “Narf” as a placeholder. I almost kept it, but a good friend who read the story rightly advised me to come up with something original rather than just stealing from “Pinky and the Brain” (Somewhere I have notes on a crossover between Original Traks, Pinky and the Brain, and Mystery Science Theater 3000. I think I even wrote a page or two before I thought better of it). Back to the totally-not-Smurfs and their language, “Yenk,” when said with the tone I have in my head, reminds me a little bit of the Martians from “Mars Attacks,” but it works. And Lehrer Colony is indeed named for Tom Lehrer (If you have no idea who Tom Lehrer is, go look him up. He’s a giant in the history of comedic music.). There’s no particular connection between any of his songs and this story. I just wanted to name something after him.




Notes on “Reign of the Clydesdale”

This story started out with a one-line idea I had when I was coming up with ideas for TOSsed: The Clydesdale accidentally conquers a planet.

That’s a fun idea but also not a lot to go on. I’ve already rambled on a bit about the difference between a concept and a story, so I’ll skip most of that. And honestly, I didn’t struggle too much developing this story. It came together amazingly quickly despite the overall problem of “How do a handful of people on a barely armed freighter take over an entire planet?”

The real fun for me was getting to play around with another bit of TOS, the First Federation. They had one fantastic appearance in “The Corbomite Maneuver” and then were never seen again. In some ways, I get it. The reveal of their true appearance kind of works once and after that you’re stuck with a species that has to be played by child actors. But there’s just so much possibility there with that species and government. How big is their territory? Did they join the Federation? How do they build those massive ships? WHY do they build those massive ships? Realistically, Lower Decks is the only Trek series I could see possibly following up on them.

And none of that has anything to do with this story.

As I said above, the story really did come together quickly, and I felt all of the characters were really working well as I wrote it. Admittedly, Dr. Corbair’s actions in it have no bearing on what she’s been doing through the entire rest of the mini-series, but that was the point as far as I was concerned. While stuck on the Clydesdale, she was pursuing one path, but when faced with a better offer, she was more than willing to toss it all aside and go rule Dirt.

And as the next and final story shows, it might have been better for everyone if she’d been able to stay there.




Notes on “The Khan Job”

When I started writing TOSsed, I didn’t have a complete plan. I knew some storylines that I wanted to do, but I assumed that as I got into it and developed the characters, more and more ideas would come to me and the series would grow like my previous ones had.

That didn’t happen. Now whether that’s due to limitations in the concept, my own failings, or just what was happening in my own life, I can’t say. Regardless, “The Khan Job” in some form or another was always in my plans. How could I not use that title? And I knew early on that the Clydesdale and 2 other ships were going to be involved in some kind of standoff that resulted in the destruction of Ceti Alpha VI. I just didn’t know for certain who was on those other two ships.

I had enough to get started with, though, so I started writing and got as far as the scene where Dr. Corbair is stuck in a fake bush scanning Khan and company. Then I stopped.

For several years.

Once we started talking about the Star Traks site revamp and redesign (which was longer ago that you’d think), I decided it was time that I got back to TOSsed. Considering my writing pace in the intervening years (glacial doesn’t even begin to cover it) and my lack of new TOSsed ideas, I also decided that it was time to wrap things up in some fashion. That meant dealing with Dr. Corbair’s plot.

I’d been laying in subtle hints that something was special about Ronnie since the first story. She can sense the Well before the others, then she is the one Light is drawn to a couple of stories later, which is enough to get Corbair suspicious and drive her to get her hands on a decent tricorder. All of that was already in place. I just thought it would come to a head a bit later on and not in this way. Ronnie was going to be fine, and Corbair might have stayed with the ship (I was going back and forth on that one. She was fun to write and brought an interesting dynamic, but it would be hard to keep her around after she was caught experimenting on Ronnie). With the decision to end the series, I was able to go bigger. And thanks to Discovery starting up between when I started writing the story and when I finished it, I had a canon version of a Section 31 vessel I could use for one of the two other ships. The third became the Path of Khan, who apparently continued on after this story but became the political party mentioned in the Waystation election arc.

Ronnie’s abilities go back to one of those TOS things that no other series ever touched again. Way back in the first Captain Kirk pilot episode, “Where No Man Has Gone Before,” there’s talk of ESPer ratings and the effect that the Galactic Barrier has on people with high ESPer ratings. ESPer ratings are never mentioned in TOS after that, so I threw in a brief explanation of why.

Since this is the last TOSsed story, I want to take a second to just appreciate how weird TOS was. ESP was fairly tame compared to giant green hands grabbing the Enterprise, Abraham Lincoln showing up floating outside the ship, brains being stolen, and so on. There’s a lot. By comparison, almost all subsequent Treks seem so staid (I’m excluding TAS and Lower Decks, since animation has let them go pretty wild. Prodigy hasn’t really gone to the weird yet.). I hope that Strange New Worlds actually takes the Strange part of its title to heart occasionally.

Despite not originally planning on this being the finale, I’m pretty happy with how it turned out. The finality allowed me to push Corbair, Ronnie, and Mike to a different place, which hopefully makes for a satisfying conclusion. If there had been a second run of stories, the overall arc was going to involve Noov. He wasn’t seen much in the stories I wrote, which was intentional. I still like the idea I had for Noov. It’s been around in some form or another since I developed TOSsed, even back when the Clydesdale was going to be a Starfleet ship. I’ll probably use it at some point in something, so that’s all I’m going to say about it right now.

So that was TOSsed. I hope you enjoyed it, and thanks for reading!
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